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Chapter 1
Angst was not happy. This was not an uncommon statement, or a fleeting concern caused by a recent event. Unfortunately, this had been his state of mind for years and today's project reaffirmed everything he believed to be wrong with his life. His expectations lay heavy on his shoulders, making them droop like the nearby tables burdened with enormous stacks of paper and parchment. He sighed at the discouraging mess, which almost reached high enough to block the hint of sunlight creeping through the castle window. Paper dust filled the air, providing the light a solid quality that seemed to point to the door.
He walked around the desk and made a futile attempt to run his fingers through the light. Angst reached for it as though grasping a handful of silk, and then turned his hand over to find it still empty. He lifted a nearby candle and used it to light others around the smallish office. The sun would soon rise over the castle as noon approached, stealing the small bit of natural light and warmth this room enjoyed.
It was the last day of summer. His wife and friends were outside enjoying that light and warmth, while he spent his weekend filing papers. Angst sighed once again to cleanse his bout of procrastination and pouting. He reached for a nearby stack of bureaucracy when the office room door flew open with a loud bang and slammed against one of the tables. The candle nearest the door went out, and several pieces of parchment were blown off a nearby table, rocking in the air until they landed on the dusty floor. Angst watched as hours of sorting slowly drifted to the floor.
Bad news entered the room on two well fed legs. The younger man had a greasy disposition and wore a dark scowl. He walked up to Angst and stood within smelling distance. He reeked of yesterday's work clothes and last night's mead. The visitor eyed Angst and enjoyed the fact that he was a head taller.
Angst didn't care about being short, but he felt worn out. Years of sitting and pastries and gravity had abused his body. He had developed a middle that he swore he'd never have, providing him the unbecoming combination of short and pudgy. His thick dark hair was starting to thin and gray, more growing out of his ears instead of from the top of his head. Angst didn't enjoy getting older, and wasn't in the mood for confrontation.
Lifting a beefy hand, the visitor pointed his sausage finger, poised to direct his words with it like a conductor.
"I've been looking for someone all morning, and heard a noise in here," the man said with a thick tongue.
"Right. Well, what can I do for you?" asked Angst in frustration, bending to retrieve the parchment that had fallen to the floor.
"Dis Mr. Milt, he calls himself, does a bit of masonry work by use of his infliction," said the walking slab of beef. "This needs to be stopped, now."
Angst took a step back. "I'm sorry, who are you and what are you talking about?"
The man stuck out his chest and jabbed at a symbol on his shirt that indicated he worked for the mason's guild. "I'm in charge, and dis Milt is breaking the law with his magics."
Angst shook his head quickly and attempted to translate. "You are with the mason's guild and there is a man using magic to do mason work, is that what you're trying to say?"
"Dat is what I said, you need to listen," he worked hard to take a deep breath, and wiped his fat, sweaty brow before pointing again. "Dis man is breaking the law and messing with our business. As assistant co-leader I demand you make him stop."
The true source of the complaint was greed, the fact that masonry work wasn't being done by a guild member, but rather by some independent, magic notwithstanding. A smart guild, and some were, would hire the person and pay them for their work, thus making the use of magic legal. This guild wanted justice, pronounced 'intolerance'.
"And his name was Mr. Milt, is that correct?" Angst questioned politely as he pretended to scribble a note.
"Yes and we will be pressing full charges. Do you hear me?" said the assistant co-whatever as he banged on Angst's table with a meaty finger.
Angst looked up from the parchment in his hands and raised an eyebrow. "Full charges? Who do you think I am, the local constable? I'll pass this along, and maybe speak to the man, but there are no charges pressed at this station."
Now the mason was hot with anger, his face red, his finger still conducting. He obviously intended to use the full power of his size to intimidate Angst. "I've been wandering around dis castle for hours, and now dat I found someone I want something done. Dis Mr. Milt needs to be locked up or put down or whatever is done with dese inbreds."
Angst did his best to speak calmly. "Your 'charges' have been noted, and you can leave now."
"Maybe you don't understand me, but we are going to march over to where Mr. Milt is and resolve dis right now." His finger was now stabbing Angst's chest instead of the table.
The finger didn't hurt as much as the constant insults spewing from this man's mouth. Angst was getting visibly upset. He glanced over to confirm the door was mostly closed. He took a half step forward and raised his right hand which was surrounded by a bright blue aura.
The mason tried to step back. "Wha'?" he said in confusion. "I can't move muh leg?" He removed his finger from Angst's chest and began pulling at his left pant leg. His foot had sunk into the solid stone floor and was now buried to the ankle.
Angst's cheeks flushed from anger, and the familiar surge of energy that was now filling his body. It wasn't enough, he wanted to scare this intruder, and held his hand over one of several large tiles protruding from the floor. The word 'Magic' was cleanly chiseled into the first tile, giving it the ominous appearance of a very wide grave marker.
He willed the tile to rise. It lifted into the air, pulling along with it stone-wrought shelves that he kept buried in the basement floor. He had formed this underground storage from the very bedrock under the castle. This storage kept papers from becoming piles around the small room, and kept them out of the hands of overly ambitious politicians. It would take four strong men a frustrating hour with prybars and pullies to lift this from the ground, but Angst could move it in seconds, with little effort.
Angst willed more shelves to rise from the ground. One by one they rose, crowding the already small room. The man's head jerked each time another shelf rose into the air. When the floor stopped moving and they were completely surrounded by shelves jam packed with parchment, the man braved a look at Angst before staring at his own feet to ensure no tile appeared below them.
Angst glared at the frightened man. It would take nothing, absolutely nothing to file this man in the shelves, or simply push his chest. With his foot stuck firmly in place, his ankle would break as he toppled to the ground. How much trouble could he get in for breaking a man's ankle? All of it, all of the trouble that the kingdom could muster. Angst took a deep breath and, as always, let it all go.
The mason was now visibly shaking and sweating profusely. His leg freed, he stumbled toward the entrance. He aimed his favorite pointing finger at Angst. "You…I'll report you too. All of you need to be gotten rid of."
As the man fell through the door, Angst was left shaking his head. His heart was still racing and that familiar anxiety gripped his insides. His emotions had gotten the better of him, and yet he had backed away from someone who truly deserved some educating. As always, Angst felt he had accomplished nothing and was disgusted with what his life had come to. It wasn't supposed to be like this.
Chapter 2
They laughed, they all laughed. It was the sort of infectious laughter that forced even the storyteller to lose some modicum of control. One of Angst's hands was clutching his belly while the other wiped tears from his cheeks.
The pretty young red head sitting across from Angst was first to recover. For her, the moment of levity was brief. She angrily grabbed an empty carafe and stomped up to the bar.
"Watch out Graloon, here she comes," yelled Tarness in his deep booming voice.
The others at the table watched Rose stomp off, pitcher in hand. The aging barkeep, Graloon, looked up from his flock of customers to see Rose approaching. Having experienced that storm on many occasions, he hustled through a doorway and into the kitchen. Rose approached the bar, walked to the side and crossed that pretend line which protected bartenders from the more aggressive patrons. A bartender hopped out of the way as she proceeded into the back room as well.
Angst looked at the other two men from across the table, and they all burst into laughter.
"She's half his size," said Tarness as he laughed, bracing himself with a tight grip that seemed to make the table wince. The large man reached down to the table for his oversized steel stein. His muscular black arm flexed naturally as he lifted the mug to dab his bald forehead, trading sweat for cooler condensation.
"I don't know, Tarness. Right now I'd say she's the biggest person in here." Hector peered around the room with his sharp blue eyes while running his hand over the remaining grays of his military haircut. His taut, weatherworn face was decorated with several well-earned scars and a bit of stubble. "Did anyone find out if Dallow was going to make it?"
"I only saw him once this week," replied Tarness. "He always does, and is usually the last to arrive."
Angst looked around and smiled. The Wizard's Revenge was more than just their favorite pub. It was the greatest spot he could imagine to sit and watch people. It was one of the few establishments that openly welcomed "their kind", so all hallowed these halls. There were several hundred known magic-wielders in Unsel, each making an appearance at some point throughout the week. Some came to enjoy company of friends, others to eat, and all to share rumors about the kingdom and their murky futures. The room was filled with inspiration and perspiration, with those who sought answers, and those who thought they had them.
It was a loosely guarded secret that magic was entertained, and entertaining, at the Wizard's Revenge. A swirling black hole appeared over a nearby table, depositing food and drink for the happy patrons. Glancing around he noticed a new row of sticky wood bar tables had appeared in anticipation of more guests. The room always adjusted to the number of customers in it, while still offering a cozy atmosphere, no matter how many were there.
Angst tried to limit his people watching. A cursory glance of the crowd was always met with familiar smiles and polite nods. Actual watching, or even worse staring, would be met with clouded eyes or pent frustration. Youth just learning to want, and those old enough to long, all came here to find out nothing had changed. Yet.
Angst looked past the angry and tired crowd to see a tall man enter the pub. As the door closed behind Dallow, he took in a deep breath of mead and lingering smoke, and sighed out a bit of marriage and age before looking around the bar. Pushing long blonde bangs aside he squinted, instead of admitting his years and putting on glasses. Dallow was older than Angst and Tarness by several years, but somehow looked younger than all of them. He was almost as tall as Tarness, yet lean like a teenager. Dallow found the group and made his way over. They all rose at his arrival to clasp arms and pat shoulders.
Rose came back with a full carafe and sat across from Angst, setting the port wine on the table with a thump. "You can go ahead and save your tips for me," she said before noticing Dallow had arrived. "Nice of you to show up."
"It is nice of me," Dallow replied, smiling slyly. "Not to mention, I don't tip minors. Isn't there a law against underage workers?"
Rose reached across the table with one tiny arm and slugged Dallow's shoulder. She was 15 years younger than the rest of them and glad to remind everyone. Rose was almost too thin, yet still curvy, and threw her curvy hips around when she walked in a way that left a lot of men with a wide-eyed slack-jaw gawk. Her long, straight hair was dark red, and her eyes were dangerous; large dark pools that were easy to get lost in, which Angst found himself doing until he realized he had just been caught.
"Stop it," she said sincerely, and reached across to punch him too.
Hector had been bringing Dallow up to date on Angst's filing misadventures from earlier that day. Then spoke in length and breadth on the bad and the worst of some guilds, especially the masons.
When Hector directed his attentions to Rose and Tarness, Dallow leaned over to Angst and whispered, "You could get into trouble for that bit with the mason. Think you can ask for a pardon in your not-so-secret 'meeting' tomorrow morning?"
All expression dropped from Angst's face as he made eye contact with Dallow. "How…what meeting?"
Dallow rolled his eyes. "We've known each other almost our entire lives. You may be clever, sometimes, but you can't hide things from me. I'm just trying to tell you, be careful. If I know that you are meeting with her, so do others."
"It doesn't matter, I'll take the risk. She…" Angst paused and thought for a second, "I'm needed, and I can't turn away from that."
"You're needed, or you need? I don't think that's a completely honest answer you give yourself," his friend whispered.
Angst shrugged and reached for his goblet. While he probably should have been concerned that Dallow knew about tomorrow morning, or that others may know, the incident with the mason worried him more. Angst had used magic when he shouldn't, but was he upset at the idea of getting caught, or the fact that he didn't finish what he started? The mason deserved a good bending. It had been a long time since Angst had experienced such blatant, overt, in-your-face bigotry, and he had started losing his temper. He could have taken the man down without using magic, and using magic defensively was illegal, so he worried a bit.
"What about you?" Angst whispered back. "Late for a real reason or does she even know you are here?"
Dallow sighed, now his shoulders dropped. For a moment Dallow's age showed, and he was going to answer when the new pub waitress finally stopped to check on them. She was disappointed, and a little confused to see a full pitcher already at their table. The woman was young, blonde, very attractive, and completely lost. In a practiced effort to procure tips, she bosomtastically leaned over the table and breathily asked, "Is there anything at all I can get for anyone?" She smelled like cheap perfume sprinkled over the musky scent of hay and sweat.
"No," said Rose loudly, breaking the general stupor that had overcome the table. "I did your job for you and if I have to do it again they can pay me your wage for the night."
The waitress looked shocked, stood and stomped to another table.
"Whore," Rose said quietly, but not too quietly.
"You're going to put poor Graloon out of business one of these days," Dallow said with a laugh. "He's either going to have to go outside of the city to find new barmaids, or stop giving you free meals every time you get upset."
"I can't help it. He shouldn't hire stupid prostitutes to serve us." She made no apologies, ever.
Hector coughed uncomfortably and tried to change the subject. "Why doesn't Graloon ever give me free meals when I'm upset?"
"Because you don't walk funny like Rose does," Angst replied.
They laughed, and Rose reached across the table with her tiny arms to strike Angst again. He feigned pain.
Hector looked after the waitress. "Wait, she's a prostitute?"
Rose rolled her eyes and shook her head.
Hector looked back at Angst and winked. "So what are we in trouble for doing this week?"
Angst's face darkened at Hector's question. "I read the new laws as they are delivered, but there's no keeping up with them. Every week the Queen dips a quill in hate and scribbles on scrolls of bitter…she never seems to run out of either."
He took a draw of port and repoured. "There wasn't anything that directly affects what we do at work, but they want to restrict magic to be used only for work. That translates to no magic at home."
"How do they enforce that?" asked Rose.
"The last time they attempted that, they quickly followed up with strict restrictions at pubs and inns," said Graloon in a gruff voice. He had approached the table with more port. He looked over at Rose. "This place wasn't always called Wizard's Revenge. Ten years ago we called it Wizard's Retreat. There were new restrictions on magic almost every-day, tensions were at an all-time high. Then, 'mysteriously', a fire burned down the pub, three times in one week."
"Three times in the same week?" Rose didn't seem to believe the old barkeep.
Graloon's droopy expression looked even wearier than normal. "Each night the Wizard's Retreat burned to the ground, it would reappear the following morning. The third and final time Wizard's Retreat burned down, a member of the Queen's guard also lost his home to fire."
"Wouldn't that have made things worse?" Rose asked, her eyes filling with surprise.
Graloon shook his head. "Nobody died. The guard and his family woke the next morning in a barn just outside the city. Wizard's Retreat was gone forever, but a fire resistant, stone building had appeared in its place. We named it Wizard's Revenge, and that was the last of the fires."
"That was the last time they tried to get so strict," said Tarness. "Well, until now."
"Stone?" Rose asked looking at Angst, who quickly took a drink and looked at the others. Her eyes followed his around the table to see everyone become quickly uncomfortable.
"Are you sure she's not a prostitute?" Hector said, trying once again to change the subject.
Graloon walked over and slapped him firmly on the shoulder. "If you're talking about the new waitress, that'd be my niece."
The table went quiet. Hector began stuttering an apology as he stood to face Graloon. When they were face to face, Graloon couldn't control the smirk which crept across his mouth.
Hector shook his head. "Ohhh, you, sir, are an ass."
Graloon laughed and gave Hector a much lighter pat. "I don't have any nieces, and if I did I wouldn't let them anywhere near you lot. I just hired her because of the nice view." Everyone at the table laughed at this. Well, everyone but Rose.
"Enjoy your drinks." Graloon said respectfully, then left to bar-keep.
"So you all built the Wizard's Revenge?" Rose asked skeptically.
"On that note, I leave this party in your capable hands." Dallow stood and nodded to Angst.
"You haven't even had your fifth glass yet?" Angst quipped.
"I didn't see him drink his first," said Tarness.
"Next time," Dallow replied with a polite bow to everyone.
"I'll join you, I need to head out as well." Hector nodded his goodbye to everyone. On their way out, he whispered something to Dallow and they both laughed.
"I thought they didn't get along that well. When did that start?" Rose asked as the two men walked out the door.
Angst simply shrugged with disappointment at how quick their weekly outing was ending. The length of their visits were becoming shorter every week and Angst couldn't help but dwell on this. The three remained quiet for a few more minutes when Rose finally stood.
"You old people get boring when it's past your bedtime. Have a good weekend." She waved an awkward goodbye at Angst and Tarness, glowered at the waitress for a moment, and left.
Angst and Tarness stared at each other. Angst finally broke the silence. "You don't have to stay, just to be polite."
"Okay, thanks Angst." Tarness stood, thumped Angst on the shoulder, and left.
Angst stared at the two full pitchers of port, and watched condensation drip in streams to the table. There was a time when their gatherings would close the bar, and they would stumble out together, dumb and happy. It was a great distraction he sorely missed, and he couldn't help but wonder what had broken.
It wasn't long before his wife, Heather, entered the pub. He watched as she greeted several friends on the way to the table. Like Angst, Heather was getting older. Her long, curly brown hair was peppered with gray. She complained about being overweight, but he didn't see it. Angst only saw her smiles, the one on her full lips, and the one in her eyes. Neither of them were twenty, or even thirty, but forty wasn't so very old as it looked. He enjoyed taking in the view of Heather as she sauntered over and sat on Angst's lap.
"Instead of pouting alone and gawking at the new bar maid, you should come home and help me make a baby," she said wrapping her arms around his neck.
Angst smirked, looked at the empty seats around the table, then looked into his wife's brown eyes. "How could I possibly turn down seduction like that…let's go."
Chapter 3
The next morning Angst found himself alone in a small courtyard with Victoria, which made him shuffle his feet nervously and suck in his gut a bit. She stood before him, not noticing, or maybe ignoring his awkwardness, and smiled. Angst very much wanted to breathe in deeply, and sigh for about a half hour. The trouble was not so much in the need for the sigh itself. He had sighed many times in front of her, and another would be easily dismissed as being very Angst. The trouble was proximity. She stood so very close, a step past that invisible line typically broken by make out sessions or the socially inept. Taking a deep breath would overwhelm him with strawberry-scented dark hair and delicately perfumed pale skin, and he really didn't think of her in that way, often.
* * * * *
He had met Victoria two years ago, when she was 17 and he was too old to be talking to a 17 year old that wasn't a daughter or niece. He had been sweating in uncomfortable formal attire, in an uncomfortable formal room, listening to the Queen drone on and on about some sort of treatise between various dukedom's and so much blah blah blah. He never really understood why he was invited, well, ordered actually, to attend those things. Nobody asked his opinion, which was readily available in vast quantities. He didn't take notes, barely even mental ones as there were no follow-up actions he needed to take. He could only conclude that the Queen hated him, and the meetings were a sort of punishment. Not only for being who he was and doing what he could do, but this was one result of some deeper personality conflict.
Angst didn't hate the Queen, but a terrible deep and grating dislike filled his heart for her. He disliked everything about her, from how she treated those like him, to how she spoke to him, to how she carried herself. He especially disliked her voice. Her nails-on-a-chalkboard high-pitched raven-squawking voice that forced everyone's shoulders to visibly tense. The Queen's unique version of a bizarre highborn accent required that she roll her Rrrrrrs, and pronounce some of her vowels different than average people.
This mutual lack of admiration often inspired Angst to do things he shouldn't, rather like a petulant child might. During her longer speeches, he feigned such close attention to what the Queen would say that he often made eye contact. One didn't do this with any royalty, and especially not with the Queen, but what could she do in the middle of a speech? On this particular day, however, during this particularly long and high-pitched opera of boredom, he snuck out. He was driven by his desire to breathe and not to be smothered by the wickedness of doldrum.
His sneaking brought him to an area of the castle he hadn't explored. While elated to be out of the meeting, he was still frustrated at having wasted his morning. This dichotomy brought about a great amount of mumbling, and he paid little attention to where his feet took him. When he pushed his way through a pair of elaborately carved doors into a small courtyard he was taken aback at the beauty around him. Ivy and roses covered the stone walls, an open ceiling offered a welcome glimpse of the blue sky. Ornate white marble planters and several stone pedestals had been thoughtfully placed around the polished white marble floor. In the center was a beautiful fountain, featuring a very naked statue of a young woman pouring water from a pitcher. It was a very relaxing place, and Angst took a moment to breathe in the solitude.
Other than the sound of bubbling water, it was quiet, and he couldn't help but feel he was disturbing something. His frustration had abated slightly, but after several seconds of looking around he resumed his mumbling. This quickly grew from mere distracted behavior to near performance level volume as he began his somewhat poor yet recognizable impersonation of the Queen. It was a great way to release pent up frustration. It was a bad, very bad, way to get caught doing something very stupid.
"Angst!" spittle spittle, "Take these documents immediately to yourrrrr hovel in the celarrrr and file them and yourrrrrrself away forrrreverrrr." He stood straight, stuck out his chest and straightened his shirt by pulling forcefully on the sides. "Make cerrrrtain that you don't use magi…"
His speech was abruptly ended by a quickly stifled giggle. It took several minutes of peeking behind pillars and bushes to find the attractive young teen in hiding.
She was crouched over, so as not to be seen, with her hand covering her mouth. At the sight of Angst she stood quickly, arching her back in a somewhat pompous manner, and tried not to smile. She was skinny, in an awkward sort of way, as though she had not properly grown into her body. Her lips were too full for her face, her fine black hair reached her waist, her attire was quite ornate and she had a bit too much makeup on for her age. The combination almost made Angst a little uncomfortable as he really couldn't discern how old she was. She was attractive in the way young women often are, and fortunately didn't seem to be upset that he was there.
Rather than apologize for being where he probably shouldn't, Angst questioned the young woman. "So did you like my impersonation?"
She seemed quite surprised, even taken aback by his directness. She had clearly expected something else. Her surprise passed quickly, and she stepped a bit closer to him. "Not quite haughty enough. I've heard her speak many times, and you are very close, but your 'Rs' aren't quite right…" She let the answer trail off.
Angst nodded once with a smirk and tried the Queen's voice again. "I am so honorrred to make yourrrr acquaintance." He reached out his hand and cleared his throat to ensure his voice returned to normal. "My name is Angst."
She laughed, and very ladylike, held out her hand. "Please call me Tori."
Angst leaned forward in a very exaggerated bow, playing along with her formality, and slowly kissed Tori's hand. "It is my pleasure." He gave her a cheeky grin.
Tori looked surprised for a moment, then she smiled. She was obviously enjoying a bit of extra humor in this exchange, and giggled pleasantly. "So, Angst. Your name is really Angst?"
"Yes," he answered politely.
"Angst, what is a man of the court doing wandering around this particular courtyard?"
"To be perfectly honest," he whispered, "I'm in hiding."
Tori's fine eyebrows raised in mock surprise. "What could a brave knight like yourself possibly be afraid of?"
"Me? A knight? I could only dream. Actually, milady, I fear a slow death brought on by stuffy bureaucracy and, specifically, meetings." He went on. "Hours and hours of talking and re-talking about the same … something, until most of the day has been spent coordinating the placement of planters, or the removal of rocks, or the digging of moats, or countless other equally exciting ventures. All done in the name of progress. And in the same time that one of these meetings took place you could have removed all of the rocks from Unsel, dug, filled and redug new moats around every keep, and carved new marble planters for every man woman and child." He sighed. Noticing he was losing his audience, he quickly added, "all that, and the Queen hates me, so I'm hiding from her."
Tori had seemed politely bored at Angst's complaints, until he mentioned the Queen. "Really? The Queen hates you?" she asked almost hopefully.
"I'm certain of it." He noticed she had warmed to this, and couldn't help but take the bait. "It's not just how she looks at me, or speaks to me, or speaks to others about me … she also hates me for what I can do. Or maybe she hates me for what I can do, and the rest comes with the package, I haven't yet decided."
There was a pause in their conversation. Tori had cocked her head to one side, an expressive eyebrow raised with curiosity. "What can you do?" Her eyes widened and she shifted closer to him. Now she whispered, "Do you mean that you are inflicted with magics?"
Angst smiled, and his eyes widened too. "Inflicted? Well, I may mean that. I may know something about some magic. That wouldn't make you hate me, would it?"
"Oh no. I'm not like the Queen." She had been very adamant with this statement. "Would you show me?"
"Really? Using magic, here in the open, is more than a little illegal." Then he whispered again with mock concern. "Like I said, it's one of the reasons the Queen hates me."
She stepped too close, and Angst's cheeks visibly flushed. "It will be our secret, I promise."
He stepped back, returning to his comfort zone. He could tell she enjoyed that game. Angst looked at her face to discern if she was being honest or overly curious.
"I believe you," Angst decided aloud.
He kneeled, and reached toward the marble stone at their feet, his brow furrowing in concentration. The fingertips of his right hand touched the marble, his hand cupped over it. Slowly, very slowly, a small stalk of marble began to grow out of the stone. He could hear Tori gasp, but he continued to concentrate. It had been awhile, and his hand began to vibrate with the stress of willing this thing to happen, an aura of blue light emanating from his palm. The marble stalk continued to rise until it was twice the length of his hand. A bulb appeared at the tip of the stalk, and then opened to become a beautiful rose. The animation of the stone rose blooming was meant for effect and he could hear Tori draw in a little breath. Several marble leaves furled out from the base of the stalk, and slowly, a vein of gold wove itself amongst the leaves and petals.
Angst took in a deep breath and wiped a tiny bead of sweat from his brow. He plucked his creation from the ground, made a gentle bow, and handed the beautiful marble rose to the attractive young woman.
Her eyes were wide and her expression so stunned, for a brief moment he feared that she would yell for help. She didn't. Tori reached forward and took the rose. She looked as though she was going to smell it then thought better of the notion.
"I know," Angst said, "pretty evil thing I am 'inflicted' with." His father had once said that timing is everything, especially bad timing. As if on queue, the ground began to shake, slowly and then growing more intense.
Tori let out a short scream and braced herself against a pillar, staring at Angst. Earthquakes never happened at the castle. He was alarmed, and embarrassed. He hadn't expected this. The shaking became more violent, and he noticed some pillars begin to topple. He grabbed Tori's arm and pulled her away from a falling pillar. Having lost her footing, she clung tight to Angst. When she was close, the room continued to shake, but they did not.
"How did… Did you…" she began to ask.
Angst closed his eyes. He stood very still, and reached out both hands. His forehead scrunched into his nose with concentration as he turned his palms down, and willed the ground to stop shaking. Tori still clung to Angst, and they were now both bathed in the blue light of magic he had summoned. He willed, and he willed, and it took all his strength and effort. Even while he forced the ground to stop shuddering, he berated himself for being a showoff.
The courtyard, now in shambles, was once again quiet. Water sputtered out of a new crack in the fountain wall and puddled at their feet. Angst was now sweating as much as he had during the boring meeting. Tori let go slowly and took two steps back.
"I'm very sorry about that," said Angst quite out of breath. "That hasn't happened in a long time. I must be out of practice."
He knew his excuse was lame, but Tori's shoulders had begun to lower slightly. She almost began to smile at Angst, when she suddenly screamed again. Angst found himself on the ground, the remainder of his breath knocked out. The courtyard was quickly filling with soldiers and knights and footmen and what appeared to be the rest of the kingdom. Angst attempted to take a few short breaths, but found it hard to do so lying on his back facing the tips of so many swords and halberds.
Quiet returned once again, and a path cleared to the entrance of the courtyard, save for the few heroes that had knocked Angst senseless and kept their pointy things aimed at his face. The Queen walked in, of all people, the Queen had entered the courtyard and walked straight to Tori. She seemed petrified, and Tori looked somewhat petulant.
Angst wanted to say that it wasn't Tori's fault, and coughed out a, "Wait." But he noticed that, behind her back, Tori was making a stopping motion with her hand. The odd moment had become surreal, and Angst had to wonder if he had landed on his head.
"Daughter… Victoria, are you alright?" the Queen asked facing Tori, her unique dialect almost completely gone. She was obviously concerned.
Angst's eyes grew large and his jaw hung low. The shock immediately found his stomach, and he felt his hands and cheeks become clammy. He hoped silently that he wouldn't throw up in front of the Princess.
"Of course, mother," Victoria replied. Those three words were bitten out with more defiance than the rest of the combined room had the bravery to muster. She was visibly upset for having her conversation with Angst interrupted, and he couldn't help but close his mouth and smile a bit.
The Queen ignored the tone, and turned slowly to face Angst. "For endangering my daughter…death."
"Wait!" Victoria yelled. "He saved me! The ground started shaking, and Mr. Angst ran in and pushed me out of the way of this falling pillar." She stepped to her mother and grabbed the Queen's sleeve. "He saved me, mother."
The Queen seemed surprised by her daughter's reaction, though not entirely convinced. Finally she looked over to Angst. "By all means, then, a hero," she said in a mocking tone. At her nod the guards withdrew their weapons and helped Angst to his feet. Several dusted him off, though a bit roughly.
"You have the Queen's thanks" she said and reached out her hand to Angst. He knelt and kissed her ring, though not the same way he had kissed her daughter's hand moments ago. He felt very fortunate that he still hadn't thrown up on anyone.
Angst glanced at Tori and saw her shoulders drop. She nodded once at him, and he knew everything was all right. While Tori was considerably younger than Angst, her knowledge of all things royal were years beyond him.
The Queen nodded. "Please stand, Angst," she spit his name. "Everyone leave but my Captain Guard."
They waited a minute in awkward silence until everyone was gone.
"And now, Angst, you can thank me for your life. Do you know where you stand right now?" the Queen asked. At his quizzical dumbfounded look, she continued. "This would be the Maiden's Courtyard. You are one of the very few, uninvited men, to see this place and live."
"Mother, I told you, he ran in and saved me!" Victoria said in an attempt to defend Angst.
"Don't lie to me girl, I'm no fool. 'Mr. Angst'? I thought he was saving your life, not in here making formal introductions to the Royal Princess." The Queen continued to spit as she spoke. She looked down at the broken marble rose on the courtyard floor, then looked over at Angst. "Fine work 'Mr. Angst', as I'm sure you remember non-commissioned magic is as illegal as it is dangerous." She looked over at her daughter. "You, young lady, are in such trouble…"
Angst interrupted the Queen. The Captain Guard looked up, his eyes pleaded for Angst to stop. Nobody interrupted the Queen. It was as though the water stopped flowing from the fountain, leaves stopped rustling in the gentle wind, and the entire kingdom became momentarily quiet to hear these words important enough to interrupt the Queen. "Please, your Majesty, Tori did nothing wrong." His intention was noble, for he didn't want the Princess to be in trouble simply because he was a flirt. The words fell out of his mouth before he could stop them. How on Ehrde would he know to call her 'Tori' if he had just run in to save her life?
Victoria's eyes shut slowly, defeated by the gaffe.
The Queen's anger was calm, and dangerous. " 'Tori'? Yes, of course. 'Tori'. I see." She breathed deeply to regain control. "Victoria, you should know better than to even speak to those inflicted with the magics, much less to find a man here and not report him, especially one so dangerous! We will discuss this later in great detail." She turned to Angst and stabbed a finger in his face. "I will say this, 'Mr.' Angst. If I ever catch you in this courtyard again, if I ever see you speaking with the Royal Princess again, you will be banished and hunted and killed. In that order. Do I make myself clear?"
Angst was stunned, but his anger seeped through. His cheeks burned red and he really wanted to share a few of his sharper thoughts. 'Inflicted'? 'Dangerous'? Victoria gave him a hand signal that screamed "no", and so he stopped himself, bowed, and said simply, "Yes, your majesty."
"You may leave, Angst," the Queen spit out his name again.
He bowed once again, walked to the broken flower, picked up the pieces, focused for a moment, and then handed Tori the repaired marble rose. She smiled.
"It's been an honor to serve your majesty," he said to the Princess, bowing respectfully. He turned sharply on his heel, and left the comedy of errors.
* * * * *
After the Queen's command the courtyard became their meeting place. Who would ever consider looking for them there? The Princess had initiated the meetings by sending him polite invitations at first. He thought she was crazy, but when she returned the rose, he felt obliged to see her. The first visit led to several, and several became many. Often he found her in tears, or shrouded in a cloud of anger, and so he went to listen, and to support. She would ask him questions about magic, and ask him to make things. "To practice without destroying the castle," was her excuse. Sometimes he'd even get a chance to complain, though rarely about her mother. Oddly enough, they became friends.
Angst enjoyed their friendship, but visits also meant a bit of fear and excitement and trepidation. And lately something else. There was a growing awkwardness. Tori was becoming Victoria. Her full lips had remained full, her hair had remained long, but her body had grown into its own respectable shape. She never appeared to notice these changes, from what Angst could tell, and he attempted to do the same. He teased, and would flirt on occasion to cause trouble, and she would laugh or smile or pretend to be shocked. But lately she had taken to standing very, very close when they spoke. She pretended it was for secrecy's sake, but he had to wonder why their meetings had suddenly required that.
The Princess smiled and grabbed his hand with both of hers. "I just found out, I get to go to your party."
Angst smiled, too. "I will be honored by her majesty's presence." He stepped back, gracefully removing his hand from hers, and bowed dramatically.
She ignored his teasing and took a half step toward him. "I've been asking for weeks. Mother kept saying no, but Tyrell told her he would assign personal guards and she finally agreed." He was certain she hadn't taken a breath. "This is my first party and I may even get to drink wine. I'm not sure what I'll wear…"
"You'll have to be careful with that dangerous combination. A fancy dress and some wine, and you'll need those personal guards to fight off the boys."
She giggled. He had rarely seen her this excited. "I have no interest in boys."
"Um, have you told the Queen about this? It could be a problem with future heirs."
She laughed and gently struck his arm. "I hear you are giving the first toast. I also heard mother say she hopes you do awful."
"Well," Angst said, a bit defensive, "I'll strive to disappoint."
Chapter 4
If it is possible to sprint in a small three room cottage, he did so. From room to room, Angst scrambled. Every bit of the house not attached to the floor, and light enough to lift, was moved for a third time. He, again, grabbed a stack of papers, sat at the old dining table, and rummaged through it.
"How could I have possibly misplaced it!? I had it a second ago," he said a bit louder than necessary. He looked up to Heather for an answer, only to notice she was upset. Angst's shoulders dropped as he realized that her expression was trouble. He had lost his toast, and had snapped at her while looking for it, several times. Angst had unintentionally pushed her to that quiet place in-between anger and pain. It was a toss-up whether or not she'd start yelling or break down into tears.
"Heather, I'm sorry. This is just so important and we are running later than usual." His shoulders slumped a bit more, and he again looked through various bits of parchment that should have been thrown away long ago. Not there either. "This is the last random stack of papers I can find."
Angst's head leaned forward to his forearm, which rested flatly on the table. He took a deep breath, and let out a long frustrated sigh. As his clothes shifted, he heard the quietest sound of paper crumpling. He patted his tunic, and trousers and cape to find his speech neatly tucked in a cape pocket.
"Oh, good, you found it," Heather said, in a polite and calm 'I'm going to beat you later' tone.
Angst stood, ran his fingers through his graying hair, and attempted to straighten out the now bedraggled dress clothes. "I really am sorry, I must be getting old."
Heather raised an eyebrow, but said nothing.
'This is going to be a fun evening,' Angst thought sarcastically, then stepped forward, opened the door and forced a smile. "Shall we?"
Heather still glared a bit, but was obviously relieved that the 'great panic' was over. She followed his lead through the door to the cobblestone walk.
The party was an annual fall event held in honor of the bureaucracy that supported the crown. This event was big, as almost everyone was invited - from the town crier, to the local librarian. Often, several knights would appear in dress armor to pass along thanks to those that 'helped the cause'. Dignitaries or visiting officials would often attend to show support, as well as pick up a few tidbits of gossip from those that worked at the castle. It could be fun, when he was able to sit with his closest friends, but more often this event was a place to feel claustrophobic, eat bad food, and make small talk with people whose company he couldn't stand. Attendance was not optional.
Under normal circumstances, Angst could arrive fashionably late, and leave early with a 'sick wife' or a 'busy day tomorrow'. For some reason he had been asked (actually ordered) to toast the 'success and progress' they had enjoyed this year. The toast was to be quick, to the point, and would mark the official start of festivities. Somehow, he was certain that being forced to give this short speech meant he was being punished. Either the Queen herself had learned of his apathy for the event, or some unknown arch-nemesis submitted his name with the devious plan of making him the fool.
They were late. At a normal pace he could meander along the cobblestones for fifteen or twenty minutes before arriving at the castle, but they had ten. They rushed, further upsetting Heather, and making Angst sweat. After twelve minutes at an uncomfortable pace in awkward dress clothes, they could hear the low murmur of party conversation.
The entrance of the courtyard hosting the party was impressive. Four guards in full dress armor stood on each side of the bricked gate entrance. Lamplight reflected off their breastplates creating a gentle glow. Beyond the guards they could see a spread of thirty tables, each filled with people talking to, or avoiding, those around them. Serving girls wandered, topping off glasses of wine or mead. A small quartet of singers entertained one corner of the party, while a jester juggled for the opposite corner.
At the front of the courtyard, high on platform, sat important people. At the head of the table sat the Queen, with Princess Victoria on her left and the Captain Guard to her right. A general and several high ranking cabinet officials filled out most of the remaining seats. After a brief overview of the scene, Angst was absolutely confident they were the last to arrive. He purposefully avoided making eye contact with anyone considered royalty, grabbed his wife's hand and began weaving through tables to find friends.
Just as they arrived to see a table of smiles, a knight approached and placed a hand on Angst's shoulder a bit heavier than necessary. "Your seat is already reserved, please follow me." It was obvious the knight had no joy in ushering Angst and Heather.
They followed him to the head table. Heather looked to Angst who shrugged, surprised at their seating assignment. There were two seats at the end of the long table, the knight held out a chair for Heather. Before Angst could sit, the knight said, "not yet, Angst. The Queen would like to speak with you."
Heather squeezed his hand in support, then Angst followed the knight, feeling a bit ill in his stomach. They stopped before the Queen and the Princess, both seemed somewhat perturbed but said nothing. The Queen was covered in gaudy, with enough gem encrusted red velvet to drape every room in the castle. The Princess was stunning, her frustration replaced with a blush as Angst stared a little more than he should. She wore a fitted purple satin dress that was cut a bit lower than her mother had wished. An almost conservative diamond tiara sat atop her long black hair which had been curled for the occasion falling in layers across her shoulders and back.
"You are late, Mr. Angst," said the Queen in her high-pitched voice, spitting out his name as though she had corn in her teeth.
"Your majesties," Angst began, looking from Princess to Queen. He bowed slowly, mustering up all his formality. "May I be so bold to say that you and your daughter look absolutely stunning."
One corner of the Queen's mouth made the barest of twitches. She held out her signet ring. "You may be so bold, Angst, but only tonight."
Angst briefly kissed the Queen's ring, then turned to the Princess. Victoria held out hers as well, but Angst missed, kissing her hand instead. He looked up quickly and winked with the eye furthest from where the Queen sat.
The Queen coughed and Angst stood to face her. "If you are ready, let's get this over with," she said warily.
Rose was working at the event as a server. She had conveniently arrived just then and handed him a goblet of mead. She leaned forward and whispered, "Don't screw up."
Rose topped off the Princesses' wine glass, bumping her hand in the process. They stared at each other for the briefest of moments. The Princess looked Rose up and down in that assessing way only one woman can visually scrutinize another. Rose nodded at the Princess with painful respect, then left to watch Angst from a distance.
Angst smirked, raised his goblet and said very loudly, "Friends." The courtyard slowly became quiet as he held his goblet high, desperately hoping not to spill anything on the Queen. He looked at Heather and winked, looked at the nearby table of friends, and braved a glance at the Royal Princess. Without looking at the speech in his pocket, he began. "Friends and family, I would like to toast. Every day we are faced with challenge, and work, and unfairness, and life." He paused, looking around at nodding heads. "Whatever it is you strive for, whether it be something better, or something more, on a rare occasion you will get to enjoy brief moments that reminds you what all of your efforts are for. That moment may be as simple as a sunset, or as complicated as giving a speech in front of the Queen herself." Everyone chuckled, and Angst nodded politely to her Majesty. "We have to recognize those moments, and be grateful for them, because they are so very rare. Tonight is for you. It is one of those moments which we are all thanked for our good efforts. To you, I raise my glass in toast." He turned to the Queen, "and to you, your majesty, for your kindness and generosity in this recognition."
The Queen nodded, and everyone drank, some applauded politely. Tarness yelled, "Does this mean it's finally time to eat?"
"Let the festivities begin," Angst declared. This was followed by more cheers. Angst bowed once again to the Queen and Princess, who appeared pleased with his toast. He walked over to sit with Heather.
She kissed his cheek and whispered, "I'm so proud of you, and you didn't even need your notes."
"Thank you. May I throw up now?" a thin smile across his face.
She laughed. He didn't.
The evening was filled with food and drinks, entertainment and contests. The meal came in 8 courses, and between each course there was entertainment. The first round came from a bard that sang a humorous song about a princess who lost her prince to a spell. He was forever to be a duck until she kissed him, so she spent her life traveling the countryside kissing ducks. After that song, they were served duck and laughed at the 'coincidence.'
Shortly after their course of duck, a small troupe of five acrobats flipped and jumped and rolled into an opening between the tables. Four came from each corner of the courtyard, and the fifth flipped over the Princess at the head table, causing her to yelp. She looked down the table at Angst, blushing, which made Angst smile.
Between the fourth and fifth course, the crowd enjoyed a contest. The centerpiece of the courtyard featured a gigantic decorative broadsword which rested on a marble stand. The metal blade of the sword was just shy of five feet in length, and two feet wide across the flat. This statue was a monument to another time, even the words etched into the marble had been written in a lost language. It weighed…well, it weighed as much as the world, for it had been commonly decided that the old statue was anchored to its marble base.
The challenge, of course, was to lift the sword and become a knight. Every new employee was pressured to try, as a sort of hazing ritual. Of course, there were also the stubborn few not willing to believe it was a joke, and continued to try year after year as though it were some lottery. The contest was the cause of much laughter, and for those unknowing suspects, a bit of disappointment.
Before the dessert course, a children's choir stood at the back singing several songs and finishing with Unsel's anthem. Heather and Angst had been unable to have children, and she held his hand tight as they stood for the anthem. Children singing so beautifully and Angst suspected, a little wine, made Heather a bit emotional. Fortunately a chocolate soufflé cured her ails.
At the 'official' end of the evening, the Queen and most of her court would leave so the festivities could continue in a less supervised fashion. The Princess, who it seems had been allowed some wine, wanted to stay, but the Queen was stern and made her walk in front so she couldn't sneak off. As they passed Angst and Heather, Tori leaned forward to say, "Goodnight Angst."
The Queen actually grunted at this unprincess like behavior, and Angst couldn't help but smirk. He noticed Heather squinting at him with an admonishing wife look.
"What? Obviously the young Princess can't handle a little mead. Youth, you know," he feigned complete innocence.
Shortly after the royal departure, Heather and Angst stepped away from the head table and joined their friends.
"You are such a kiss ass," said Hector rather loudly.
Dallow stood, bowed low, and kissed Heather's hand, much as Angst had done with the princess, exaggerating a bit with a loud finishing smack of the lips. Angst's cheeks went very red.
Heather fluttered her eyebrows quickly and looked at Dallow with overdramatic appreciation. "Why, whatever would my mother think?" Everyone at the table laughed, well, everyone but Angst.
Angst looked around the grounds, trying not to encourage the performance of his friends. Several tables over he watched Rose pour more wine into a knight's goblet. The knight was being a bit grabby and pulled her down to whisper in her ear. She was obviously upset, slammed the pitcher on their table and stomped off towards Angst.
"You okay?" Angst asked when she arrived. "Who is that? Is that Sir Ivan?"
"I'm fine. Yes it's Ivan and he's just being a pig." She sat next to Heather. Heather leaned to Rose and whispered in her ear. "Angst, I was wondering. Did the Queen threaten your arrest for making out with the Princess' hand?"
This was cause for more laughter, and the only person who even seemed to be sympathetic was Wilfred. Wilfred the Short sat next to Rose. Actually, he had the more official title 'Wilfred the Wise', but most of Angst's friends didn't like him near as much as Angst. Being 'Wise' tended to also mean you were a 'Know-It-All', so he was re-dubbed 'the Short'. This wasn't so bad, since Angst was the same height, if not as round as Wilfred, and he really preferred that someone, anyone, else have that title.
Rose sighed and shook her head as someone waved her over. "Back to work. Save me some mead."
The harassment at Angst's expense continued for a short while before Hector began telling stories. Angst's eyes drifted from Hector and he watched the crowd thin. Rose waved at friends that were leaving, and then wandered around tables cleaning some. She was near the center of the courtyard, clearing off a table when Ivan approached her with several cronies in tow. He was enormous standing next to her, a menacing site in his full plate. Angst looked over at his friends, who were lost in conversation. He tried interrupting but couldn't seem to get anyone's attention.
The knight's back was to Angst, but he could see Rose and she was obviously offended by what he was saying. She tried to walk around him, but resorted to stepping back towards the nearby sword statue. Ivan towered over her, in his full plate he was almost as large as Tarness. She had finally lost her temper and began yelling at him. He laughed and stepped close, then reached around with his hand and squeezed her ass. She spit in his face, took a pitcher of mead and poured it over his head.
The few remaining partygoers near the scene did nothing but watch and laugh. Ivan, now quite aware of the extra attention, decided to be offended. He grabbed Rose by her left wrist and lifted it high so she was forced to balance on her toes. She looked so very small next to the knight. He lifted his right hand and balled it into a fist, barking angrily in slurred speech that couldn't be understood from a distance. He pulled his fist back in a dramatically wide arc. When his hand finally reached the apex of its swing, it hit a wall that was accompanied by the familiar ringing of metal. Those watching gave a quick gasp. Ivan looked to see what he had inadvertently struck.
Next to his hand, was the broad side of an enormous sword. The harrowing width of the blade was easily four times the size of Ivan's hand, and emanated a dark blue glow. His face went slightly pale, he swallowed hard, and lowered his right arm. His eyes slowly followed the edge of the blade to two extended arms, which were rigid and unshaking. Behind those arms, he saw a face filled with determination, and anger. Not the anger or frustration of embarrassment caused by a serving girl. No, this was genuine bitter. The kind of anger that came from deep in your gut, causing one to do unexpected things - such as lifting the sword that had been merely rested on a monument for thousands of years.
"Let. Her. Go. Now!" Each word was separated by the briefest pause, and loud enough to be heard far beyond the confines of the courtyard. Angst spoke even louder than he had during his toast earlier in the evening.
As with many fish tales, this one was told and retold and embellished and elaborated. One version claimed Angst had miraculously grown to be twelve feet tall after lifting the sword. Others would say that he swung that sword and tables went flying throughout the courtyard. Some would say the knight wet himself in fear of Angst the giant. However the tale was told, everyone shivered a little at the prospect of someone actually picking up that sword.
The knight, in shock as to the turn of events, paused. His left arm was still outstretched and holding Rose. Rose's big eyes had become slightly rounder, and she was too shocked to take advantage of the distraction. Then, Ivan let go. He smiled drunkenly, put his right forearm against his waist and bowed slightly. "Of course, sir knight, I didn't realize….she was with you."
Chapter 5
The Queen stared into nothing, concentrating and contemplating. She barely seemed to notice as her war room began filling with advisors. She had attempted to cover her mistake in elaborate formality. She wore a bold crimson dress elaborately detailed with gold. Her crown rested on coifed white hair, and her handsome features were covered in a specifically applied layer of makeup that attempted to hide the weariness of crown and daughter. Her daughter, who had been able to tell Queen Isabelle was worried, tried to comfort her mother by sharing her insight that everything would work out. Captain Tyrell could also see the concern, but could only return her worried looks with his own.
Unlike most of the Kingdoms of Ehrde, the Queen had welcomed those inflicted with magics into their borders. She had even, graciously, welcomed some into her court, and her staff. Inclusion required constant attention to balance the needs of those that could and those that couldn't. Ten years of laws and controls had brought into place that delicate balance. The thanks she received for these gifts were defiance, at best, and at worst alienation from, what she felt, was an entirely different race of people.
Now, the balance had uncontrollably shifted. Tensions were already high, and they now had someone to rally around. Isabelle grimaced at the very name, Angst. She had despised the man that very first day in the courtyard, and despised how fond Victoria had become of him. The Queen wanted Victoria to be strong, and that day she had shown strength in her defiance. But did it have to be for him?
Isabelle had never seen Angst as anything but a stubby, round little magical rock carver with a melancholy demeanor. He was always distracted, offered very little at their meetings, and was ungrateful for the many opportunities she had bestowed upon him, including his job. The Queen felt Angst was a good tool to be kept in her pocket, and not only for his popularity among those like him. More importantly he could be used as leverage with her daughter. She was still waiting for the day the Princess would forget about Angst, for any fondness to pass so she could dismiss him from Unsel. She had waited too long, and had completely underestimated his potential.
The Queen rarely underestimated people. After the courtyard incident, spies had kept watch on Angst and his friends. The only thing remarkable about him was how much he dreamt and how little he did. He appeared happy on the outside, but bitter on the inside, and seemed to twist and turn in his own trappings. She had always dreaded reading the incredibly tedious reports about him, but had never been concerned. Until now. Now, her entire kingdom may be in danger because she let them in.
Straightening her dress, she sat up and looked around. The room had filled with people and apprehension. Everyone whose opinion mattered was mustered out of bed at first light. Meeting in the war room seemed somewhat overdramatic, but this was one of the few private rooms in the castle that could host this many. The over-decorated soldiers sat at the large oak table opposite from the well respected advisors, each of them pining to present their unique knee-jerk assessment of the event. Everyone began to settle and await her nod.
The Queen closed her eyes and listened. When the room became perfectly quiet, she simply said, "Go".
Words came from around the table as those in attendance spoke freely, fighting for the Queen's recognition with the advice they provided.
"What is it?"
"I guess we now know it isn't a statue."
"That's not necessarily true. Angst can use magic on stone, maybe it was all for show."
"His name is really Angst?"
"Back to my question, what is it?" The room became quiet again. "Okay, if we don't know what it is, what isn't it?"
"I still say it isn't a statue."
"I think it's a weapon."
"Did someone actually invite you?"
"Don't be insulting. Obviously it's a weapon because it's a sword. People have reported that the sword was glowing. That says magic to me, and probably dangerous."
"Just because something glows doesn't mean that it's dangerous."
"A glowing blue sword that nobody has been able to lift in recorded history, and you don't believe it's dangerous? In my world, if it looks like fire, it probably is fire. I say magic, and I say dangerous."
Most mumbled in agreement at this.
"Is it possible that we were supposed to be guarding it?"
"I don't follow."
"A dangerous, magic, glowing weapon that is securely fastened to a pedestal within castle walls. It may be a leap but I'm guessing we weren't supposed to be using it as a party favor, but instead keeping it out of hands.
"Whose hands?"
"Angst's would have been a good start."
"Where is the sword now?"
"He has it with him."
"You let him leave with it?"
"He looked angry."
"Does anyone else have a problem with this?"
"It's bigger than any of the guards and he carries it like a stick."
"So, you're telling me that this could be a weapon with unknown magical powers and it's in some cabin in the middle of town."
"It's not like he's going to sneak out with it."
"What do we do now?"
"Killing him would be easy, I hear he drinks a lot."
"Maybe he could be an asset. A new weapon against what is going on out there. We aren't exactly winning."
"Does that mean we have to make him a knight?"
"One of them? A knight? Are you serious?"
"Speaking of them, it's not going to take them long to rally around Angst like he's accomplished something."
"We can't kill him, that could just make him a martyr. The magic wielders are already in an uproar about all of the new laws."
"Stop." The Queen held up a hand, and the room grew quiet once more. "What happened last night was significant, and requires thorough understanding, not just conjecture. We need information, and we need to keep Angst occupied without causing riots. You have all given me much to ponder. If anyone is able to obtain further information about the sword, bring it to my attention immediately. Wilfred, Tyrell, General Mirot please remain. Everyone else is dismissed."
The meeting dispersed, with only a few noticeably sneering at those chosen to remain. Captain Guard Tyrell and General Mirot stood at attention, while Wilfred seemed to lounge, enjoying the recognition in front of his peers.
"It is almost always you three that are chosen, but let me be clear on what we are discussing. Our primary goal is to protect the kingdom. The 10,000 people living in Unsel would be completely defenseless against the magic-wielders. If it means making that sap a knight to avoid rebellion, so be it. Our forces are spread too thin along the borders to defend against our own people, especially those that can wield magic." Isabelle looked around the room to make sure everyone understood. "General Mirot?"
The General's shoulders drooped from the weight of decoration and recognition. He tugged on his limp gray moustache and peered at the Queen through dark calculating eyes. "Before we kill him, we need to see what he's capable of with that statue he's carrying."
The Queen sighed heavily. "General, I doubt we kill him, but you're right that he needs to be tested."
"Your majesty, with all due respect he is an unknown element. We are already losing men to bizarre attacks on our borders. May I remind you these also seem to be of a magical nature. With Angst dead we are safe."
Captain Guard Tyrell was dressed in a conservative navy uniform, a single bar on his chest was the only evidence of his advanced rank. "Are we safe, General? You have told us that defending the kingdom by traditional means has been unsuccessful. What if this is our untraditional answer?"
"What would happen if we actually knighted him?" Queen Isabelle asked, visibly shuddering at the prospect.
The General shook his head, obviously against the idea. "Angst used to spend some time training with the soldiers and knights, before we knew he was one of them. Because he wields magic, even those that like him would be fiercely opposed to his knighting. There has to be an alternative to making him a knight."
The Queen nodded at this.
"Your majesty, I would offer my blade to test him," suggested Tyrell. "We have fenced in the past. I know his capabilities and could tell if something has changed."
"Thank you Tyrell." Isabelle narrowed her eyes and looked at Wilfred, the only one in the room smiling. "You are never this quiet. I will hear your advice, but I weigh it with the knowledge that Angst is your friend."
"Thank you, your highness. I would hope my service to your court offers balance to any bias you would percieve." He paused to let those assembled remember that his advice had always been exceptional. "Your Majesty, what you have now is a new representative for the 'underdog', so to speak. His loyalties lie with his friends, his family, and, forgive me for saying so, your daughter. Killing him could make a martyr, and he won't come to your side just because you ask it."
He paused so everyone could absorb what he was saying.
"Angst has always wanted to be a knight, and by lifting the sword he has now set the precedence to be knighted. Make him earn it. Send him away on a mission, some long menial task through the heart of danger, with the promise of becoming a knight should he succeed. Something important enough that he can't refuse, and dangerous enough that he may not come back. Rid yourself of Angst and his friends, and in the process you garner the support of all those who believe in him."
She looked at Wilfred, letting this idea sink in. "So what is it you have in mind, exactly?"
"Wheat, my Queen. Wheat."
She shook her head, not understanding.
"We have lost three scouting parties to whatever is going on out there, and haven't seen a trade shipment from anyone in over a month. With winter coming, our stores of wheat are certain to run short if something isn't done. Send Angst and his friends on a mission to Fulk'han, to free the blocked trade routes."
The Queen looked intrigued. She put her hand to her chin, a thoughtful expression on her face.
"Get rid of Angst while sending him on a 'noble' mission for the kingdom," he continued. "Chances are he'll just get eaten, but we will have more time to understand what exactly that sword is and what it can be used for. There is little to lose, your majesty. What's the worse that could happen?"
The Queen shot Wilfred with a cool, direct look. "He could succeed."
Chapter 6
It was unquestionably the longest morning Angst had ever endured. He was awoken by courier shortly after dawn with a polite note from Captain Guard Tyrell advising he not come to work and that he could expect to hear from someone later in the day. This required an exceptional amount of pacing and worry on Angst's part. The constant barrage of 'what ifs' and 'what nexts' drove Heather out of the house to spend a long morning at the market, leaving Angst alone with his hopes, his concerns, and the sword.
He had tried setting the sword on their old wood table, but the table buckled and creaked before he could even let go, as had the wall of their cottage when he attempted to lean it in a corner. So the sword rested unceremoniously on the floor, in the middle of everything, waiting impatiently. Angst tried to ignore it as he paced from room to room, but the sword taunted him. Every time he passed it would glow just enough to see from the corner of his eye, but the glow was always gone when he looked directly at it. The first time he ignored it as a figment of his imagination. But after several passes Angst was convinced the glow was real. He unsuccessfully tried to catch the blade in the act by whipping around, walking backwards, or peeking from around a corner.
Angst finally dragged a battered chair across the floor and slammed it down a mere foot away from the beast. He stared at it awhile. It wasn't an elaborately designed weapon made by some legendary craftsman. The sword was of crude design, like a giant metal stick with a handle. The edges were straight and sharp until they finally bent to form a tip. There was no decoration or writing engraved anywhere Angst could see. Most broadswords had a fuller, a groove through the center of the blade to make it lighter. This one actually featured a riser, with more steel down the center instead of less. The grip was thin, looking almost silly in comparison to the rest of the blade. It was so wide and so long that it seemed to fill half the room, making Angst feel small as he sat and pondered.
He continued staring, waiting for something to happen, before finally asking, "What. What do you want?"
As though relieved, the sword began to glow blue once more, though subdued this time. Angst could barely hear something, but it was so very quiet that he leaned towards the floor. After realizing that didn't help, he reached for the hilt. It was the first time he had lifted it since the mess of last night.
The sword was singing. It sounded to Angst as though he had begun humming to himself, with unusual musical instruments, and he wondered if anyone else would be able to hear. The song wasn't beautiful, but it was nice to listen to in the same way one would enjoy listening to an old bard's seasoned voice. It didn't sound like anything he recognized, so Angst concentrated on the song.
"Chryslaenor," rang through his head like a bell, and he dropped the sword. It fell with a loud bang, cracking parts of the wood floor where it landed.
"What was that?" asked Heather, walking in with a bag of food. She looked at Angst, who had turned pale and was staring at the sword. "What happened to my floor? Are you okay?"
"It talks," was all Angst could say.
"Very funny," Heather replied.
"No. Really. It talks. Sort of." Angst kneeled by the sword and it started glowing again. "The sword has a name."
"Angst, I know you are excited that they might make you a knight, or something, and I'm sure you're exhausted after last night, but a talking sword? Maybe you should sit down." She walked past him and set her groceries on the table.
"It's not really talking. It kind of sings. I can't explain it, but I think it's trying to communicate with me." He reached for the hilt again.
"Angst maybe that's not a good idea," Heather suggested, but it was too late.
Angst had picked up the sword once more, and stared at it. It began glowing again, and he cocked his head to the side. "I was right. It does have a name." His voice sounded detached, as though he were trying to explain a conversation happening in another room, and he was smiling. He pointed the tip at the ground so that the sword was upright, the hilt now stood over his head. Heather jumped out of the way when Angst let go, but the sword remained upright, resting on its tip.
"How did you do that?" Heather asked, more curious than concerned.
"It taught me," he replied, then looked at her. "You couldn't hear any of that?"
She shook her head no.
There was a knock at the door.
"Angst, can't you lay it back down? We don't want to scare the neighbors."
The knock was louder this time.
"Angst, are you in there?" It was Hector, and they both sighed with relief.
Angst opened the door. Hector was standing before him in formal black leather armor, behind him stood several soldiers. He seemed concerned. Hector's bushy eyebrows were furrowed and his piercing blue-gray eyes looked oddly guilty. Angst could see sweat trickle down his friend's cheek to rest at the deep scar that ran along his square jaw.
"May I come in?" Hector asked.
"Actually, I think everyone should come on in. Thimes, Rook, Simmons, please. You are all welcome." Angst bowed formally and waved them all in.
The soldiers looked at each other, unsure of this breach of protocol. Official business that required armed soldiers didn't typically give in to casual invitations.
Heather made eye contact with Angst, he winked and smirked a bit. "I'll make tea," she offered.
"No need, Heather. Thank you but we won't be staying long." Hector stepped inside and immediately saw the giant sword resting on its tip. "What in blazes is it doing?"
"Actually, Hector, it has a name. It's called Chryslaenor. Chryslaenor doesn't like to lay on the floor."
"Right," Hector said sounding dumbfounded, staring at Chryslaenor like it would fall over at any second. "That answers that question. So last night wasn't just you, was it? That wasn't all for show?"
"I'll take some of the credit, I picked it up, but no, it wasn't just me," Angst replied.
"Angst, I have an invitation for you." Hector tore his eyes away from the sword. "It's from the Captain Guard. He would like to fence with you."
Angst smiled at this, but Heather didn't. "Hector, isn't he the best? Angst, didn't he break your wrist once by accident?"
They both answered at the same time. "He's one of the best." "It was an accident."
Angst put his hands on Heather's shoulders and looked into her worried eyes. "Tyrell is a good man. I trust him and I trust Hector. It'll be fun."
He turned to Hector and asked, "When?"
"Now," Hector replied politely.
At this Angst nodded and took Chryslaenor from its resting position. As he approached the door with it, each of the guards took several steps back.
"I really don't think this is a good idea," Heather said.
"Honey, it wasn't really a request."
Chapter 7
Angst, Hector, Tyrell, and the three guards arrived at the training grounds. They were instantly enveloped by hot sun, dust, and pasty air thick with humidity. Several acres stretched out before them. Areas had been marked off with short stone fences, each designated with wood sign posts. Classes were in session, and groups of sweaty young men busily trained with swords, halberds, hand-to-hand combat, horseback riding, or push-ups.
Captain Guard Tyrell walked in front of the rest, his long gait making everyone scramble to catch up. Tyrell was 40ish, like Angst, and while his body was in much better shape, his face seemed older from the heavy weight of responsibility. He was thin, all sinewy muscle which stood out along his neck and his jaw. His light brown hair was cut short, his long nose and jutted chin seemed to point out from his pale face. Many thought the man preened a bit much, the way he arched his back and lifted his chin made it seem as though he was looking down at everyone. Angst had always felt that Tyrell was simply on duty at all times, that his confidence and pride was often mistaken for haughty. Tyrell had reason to be confident. He was the only person Queen Isabelle trusted, and he was considered to be one of the best swordsmen in all the kingdoms.
Tyrell checked the nearest sign and waved for everyone to follow. Chryslaenor rose high over the party. There was no easy way to carry it. Angst had to rest the sword on his shoulder as though he were carrying a long beam of timber. Students, teachers and sometimes entire classes came to an abrupt stop when they passed. Some stared, a few pointed, and one was struck upside his head by his sparring partner.
In spite of the heat and humidity and dust and attention, Angst was smiling. Tyrell stated on the hike here that this would be nothing more than a friendly fencing match, to see if Angst could do anything more than threaten drunk knights. But it was implicitly understood that this was a test. He could only guess at what the Queen and Captain Guard were looking for, or what the results of the test could mean for him. But he too wanted to know what Chryslaenor could do in his hands.
"It's been a long time since I've been here," Angst reflected as he nodded at several onlookers.
Hector smiled slyly. "You weren't really that bad…twenty years ago."
"Wait, I haven't been away that long, have I?" Angst asked, jerking to a stop.
"No, you only stopped coming about ten years ago. Just saying that twenty years ago you were pretty good." Hector grinned mischievously.
"Here we are." Tyrell stated, stopping next to a 'Dueling and Fencing' sign. He glanced around the dirt-strewn space, then casually looked up at the distant castle which loomed over them like a mountain. While the castle wasn't close, someone with a good spyglass could see everything. Angst had watched the Captain Guard, and was now fairly confident he was on display.
"So," said Rook, admiring the weapon still leaning on Angst's shoulder. "Any chance that I can give that thing a swing?"
Angst shrugged. Until now nobody else had asked. "Sure, why not?" He pulled it off his shoulder, and holding the blade he handed it to Rook.
Rook was a burly man with a tan complexion and light curly hair. One look at his broad shoulders and strong arms and you would do just about anything to avoid arm wrestling with him. He reached for the hilt, then yelped out loud as Angst let go. Chryslaenor fell and landed with a solid thud, dust billowing up around it.
"What was that for?" Rook said rubbing his hand. He had a perturbed look on his face.
"What was what?" Angst replied defensively, picking up Chryslaenor. "It really isn't that heavy, just awkward." He held the sword out to Rook again, who refused it this time. Hector stepped forward and grabbed the hilt. He gripped tight, but the sword immediately fell to the ground when Angst let go.
"That almost broke my wrist, Angst. What were you thinking?" Hector rubbed his left wrist. "Not a great time for one of your jokes."
Angst shook his head in confusion. "I don't understand."
The Captain Guard rolled his eyes, familiar with Angst's abilities, and often irreverent sense of humor. "Let's get this started. Angst, we brought you some training armor. You should pick out some pieces."
The soldiers ungraciously dropped several large bags in front of Angst and Hector, each landing with a crash.
Angst's eyes grew wary. He hadn't anticipated the need for armor. Wasn't this supposed to be a friendly sparring match? "Captain, I should be fine. I don't really need…"
"Again, not really a request Angst." Tyrell's face was stone. "There is at least one at the castle who would try to see me in irons were you to be injured."
Angst pondered this for a second, and quickly decided it was best not to think about it.
Hector had been picking through the armor to find a few pieces. "Does this bring back memories? We never could find a full set of practice armor for you, even when you were a bit, well, a bit more in shape." Hector held up a leather chest piece that was a foot longer than Angst's torso. "The only things that are going to fit are the top half of some leg guards and maybe a helm."
"Hmm. That could be a problem," observed Tyrell.
Angst rested his sword on its tip, and then roughly grabbed a T-face helm in frustration. It rarely crossed his mind that he was shorter than most, nor did he dwell on the fact he needed to lose a bit of weight, but this was both the wound and some salt to rub in it. The smallest helmet was still large for his head. It featured a T-shaped opening for his eyes and mouth, but hung so low he could barely see. He then attempted to squeeze into plate leggings that were made for someone thinner and taller. He felt more like a court jester in tights than a knight in armor. Hector helped unstrap and remove everything below the knee joint. They still hung over his knee awkwardly, but his thighs were protected. Everyone was smirking at him.
"Oh, this is silly," Angst said perturbed and upset.
"Her majesty's orders, Angst," Tyrell proclaimed.
"I bet I know which 'her majesty'," Angst muttered to himself.
Angst went to pick up Chryslaenor, but Rook grabbed his shoulder. "How about a little warm-up?" He handed Angst a wooden broadsword. "Let's see what you've got." Rook was still upset about dropping Chryslaenor, and Angst could tell he wasn't going to hold back during the "warm-up".
Angst took the sword and held it wrong, pointing it down awkwardly at a bad, almost defenseless angle. Hector 'the teacher' began to correct him, but Tyrell held up his hand. This was test time. Rook smirked, shaking his head at Angst's handling of the sword. He swung out at Angst's chest.
But Angst had a plan. He quickly corrected his stance, and held the wooden sword horizontal with one hand at both ends. He expertly blocked Rook's swing, then moved in close. He pressed the flat of the sword against Rook's chest and stepped around to place his foot behind Rook's left ankle. He shoved and Rook tripped over Angst's foot. It wasn't a graceful fall or landing.
Hector laughed, but Tyrell didn't find any humor in the move. Angst held a hand out to Rook who slapped it away and stood on his own. Before Angst could say anything, Rook swung his wooden sword at Angst's head. Angst blocked, then blocked again, and again. Rook was relentless, swinging and thrusting all his frustration at Angst. Angst could not gain any ground, he could only defend against Rook's onslaught. He continued to block and parry until Rook finally swung at his leg and made contact. The wood sword shattered against the leg armor, and would have probably broken Angst's thigh if not for the plate shielding him. He was glad, now, the Princess had demanded the armor.
"Hey, Angst, I didn't mean…" Rook trailed off.
Angst smiled at the other man. "Can we say we're even now?"
Rook nodded in reply.
"All right, not bad. You've obviously spent a little time with Hector," said Tyrell. "Let's see how you do with…that…thing." He jerked his head in the direction of Chryslaenor. Then he looked at it more closely. Tyrell squinted and rubbed his eyes. The sword seemed to reflect a bit too much sunlight. Instead of glowing as it had on occasion, it now seemed blurry, as though shivering in anticipation.
Angst frowned as he walked over to it, not quite understanding what was different. When he reached up to grab the hilt, Chryslaenor stopped vibrating.
Every time Angst held it, it fit. It was not merely an extension of his arm, or a tool one would pick up and use. Chryslaenor seemed more like another limb that had always been there. Angst breathed in deeply and lifted it properly with both hands. A gentle blue aura surrounded the blade. He looked over toward Rook, who was in a basic attack stance, and now holding a large steel broadsword. They both nodded and the duel began.
This time the contest was different. Angst flawlessly blocked every swing Rook made. More than that, the blocks seemed effortless, his movements flowing smoothly. Angst stepped nimble and swung quick, like an over-excited 20-year-old instead of a creaky out of shape 40-year-old. Hector and the Captain shared a look of surprise, and concern.
Nearby soldiers in training had been watching casually, but now some started to make their way toward the duel.
Hector watched the battle with a trained eye. He had taught Angst how to fight, and had seen him duel many times. This was like watching a different man who could do things he had never seen. His swings were too effortless, neither Angst nor Chryslaenor were being tested by this match. Hector looked about quickly then grabbed a small shield from the armor pile. This hadn't been a part of the plan, nor did Hector really think it through. He pulled his short sword from its sheath and joined the fray.
Rook was used to fighting alongside others, so he automatically adjusted his stance to place Hector at his side. Angst backed up to take it all in. He continued to step back while defending himself against the two men. Within seconds, he felt a calm assurance and smoothly changed course. Angst began advancing, his steps sure and his swings accurate. He gently tapped Hector once on the arm and then spun to slap Rook on his leg. Angst's movements were so controlled that he never hurt the other men, yet still blocked every swing they made.
All the teachers and students had stopped their training and were now surrounding the combatants. The impromptu audience quickly divided itself, several cheering for Hector and Rook, while others rooting for the giant sword. Seeing that the crowd could get out of control, the two guards that had accompanied the group kept everyone a safe distance from the fighters, while holding their own weapons at the ready. They watched Angst closely.
Even Angst was surprised to lift the giant sword over his head and block a sudden blow from Tyrell. The four men paused, assessing the situation for a moment, each breathing heavily. Angst lowered the sword and adjusted his helm. He made brief eye contact with each of them and smirked confidently.
"Fine, let's go," he challenged. Angst swung Chryslaenor in a wild arc, making Hector, Rook and Tyrell all jump back. The crowd cheered loudly.
The three returned to the battle in force, stepping forward and working in conjunction against Angst and Chryslaenor. Two would swing, the third would defend. The strategy would have brought down any skilled blade master, even if only by tiring him out. They were unrelenting, and soon quickened their pace. But even as they swung, attacked and defended faster, so did Angst. The sword in his hand was glowing an even brighter blue and Angst was now moving unnaturally fast. His arms, at times his entire body, were nothing more than a blur.
Angst blocked a double attack from Tyrell and Hector, then spun and struck Rook in the chest with a flat side of Chryslaenor. Rook flew several feet and fell to the ground with a heavy thud. He lay unmoving for a few tense moments. Those watching became momentarily quiet, but he quickly sat up, his eyes blinking rapidly. He waved to the others, signaling his part of the battle was over. The crowd returned their attention to the remaining fighters and soon began to cheer again.
Angst ignored the crowd, focused only on the battle and the sword. Chryslaenor was glowing, and whipped around like a blue streak of lightning. Angst felt like he was swinging a mountain, but knew how. He was conducting a symphony without knowing the music. He was aware of everything around him - his attackers, the crowd, even the Queen at the castle watching him through the spyglass. He could feel Chryslaenor guiding his movements. The song was becoming louder as the fight continued and Angst could feel it try to seep into him.
Hector backed away from the fight, having decided there was no way to best Angst or Chryslaenor. Angst immediately stopped attacking him, turning his focus solely on Tyrell.
The crowd was now making bets, cheering for Tyrell, or just gawking at the spectacle before them, pleased with the unexpected entertainment.
The Captain Guard didn't lose, ever. He was a true master of the blade and rarely got an opportunity that tested his skill. He was drenched in sweat and caked in dust, and like Angst, grinning from ear to ear. Angst and Tyrell circled each other, swinging and blocking in a constant flow of metal and sparks. They were both hungry for more, but after five minutes passed Hector stepped in between them unarmed.
They both had to stop swinging immediately so as not to injure him. The Captain Guard almost fell over.
Tyrell caught himself and slowly leaned over, his hands supporting him on his knees. He was gulping for air. He looked up at Angst suspiciously, "You used your magic," he accused.
Hector and Angst both shook their heads. Hector spoke first, "It doesn't work like that. It's not that simple of an explanation. I never taught Angst any of that. You know swordplay isn't the magic he does. If it's magic, it had to come from the sword."
Angst pulled off his helmet, his hair was drenched and sweat trickled down his dusty face. "That was fun." Angst said in a shaky voice. His face was unnaturally pale and he began shaking. He looked around at everyone, looked at his sword, smiled weakly, and passed out.
Chapter 8
Angst crawled out of his deep slumber. His first breath was sweet, but there seemed to be a weight on his chest, and his mouth was too dry to open. Angst could only see blotches of light when he forced his eyelids open. His stomach was a yawning pit. It felt as though he hadn't eaten. Ever. Every tiny movement he attempted was thwarted with sore muscles or angry joints. The weight lifted from his chest as the room gradually came into focus.
"Angst?" said a voice that sounded young and fresh like the first day of spring. He could smell the gentle fragrance of strawberries.
"Tori?" He tried to sit, but didn't even have enough strength to rub the bleary from his eyes.
The first thing he could see clearly was Victoria hovering over him, looking worried and surprised. Her eyes were red and puffy, as though she had been crying, and her breaths included an occasional hitch.
"Ahem." He heared the Captain Guard from somewhere behind her, attempting to correct Angst for using the nickname.
Angst was too tired to apologize and rocked his head to try and see more of the room. Behind Victoria's hair he could make out Dallow and Hector, both of whom were smiling and patting each other on the back. He smiled weakly at them, not quite understanding their enthusiasm, but assumed that someone probably won a bet as to when he would wake. It was obvious he was in the infirmary. The walls were painted white, the cot was uncomfortable, and the scent of 'scrubbed clean' was barely held back by Victoria's perfume.
"Your majesty, let the nurse do her job," Tyrell politely advised.
The Princess flashed the Captain Guard a challenging gaze and tried staring him down. Tyrell was not swayed as easily as her mother, and she slowly moved from a hovering position to a seated one on Angst's cot. This almost provided the frustrated nurse and physician enough room to work. Angst came to realize that she was holding his hand, which he still couldn't move.
Physician Nynette worked her way past Victoria, shaking her head in disbelief. She was older than Angst, though her brown hair was pulled back in a bun tight enough to smooth some of the wrinkles around her eyes. She had spent too much daytime in rooms like this. Her skin was pale, and her dark blue physician robes were too large for her frail body. Nynette's expression was a bit wild-eyed, and she shook slightly while checking the pulse at his neck.
"What happened?" Angst whispered in a voice scratchy from exhaustion.
The physician replied in a strained high pitched voice, "When the guards carried you in, you weren't breathing. I declared you dead thirty minutes ago."
"Um, what? How could I be dead?" The shock infused Angst with a short burst of energy, and he tried to sit.
Tori put her hand on his chest so he would lay back down, he could feel just the hint of a trembling in her hand. "Angst, you were dead." She was visibly upset.
The nurse squeezed in behind Victoria, tipped his head back, and poured something gray and awful down his throat. It helped, a little. He looked over at Hector and Dallow who had yet to say anything. Both seemed wary. It was as though the entire room was filled with a sense of awkward relief. What do you say to someone who suddenly stops being dead?
"I'm not dead now. I remember dueling, I remember beating everyone up a bit." Angst nodded toward Tyrell and Hector, both of whom seemed a bit chagrined. "Then, there was something…no, then I saw you." Angst looked at the princess. He wanted her to calm a bit, and flashed her an obnoxious ear to ear grin. "Wow, what a great way to come back to life."
From behind Victoria, Dallow rolled his eyes while Hector pretended to throw up. Even the nurse shook her head as she walked out of the room.
The Princess closed her eyes and tried not to smile. "You know, you really aren't a very good flirt at all."
"Well, if you are flirting you can go back to being dead." Heather entered the room followed by Tarness. Then she saw the Princess and stopped abruptly. "Oh, your majesty, I didn't know." She bowed politely and waited at the door.
"Thank you Heather, but there are more important things than formality right now." Victoria waved Heather into the room.
Tyrell bristled at this, sighing significantly but otherwise he kept his peace.
"Thank you your Highness," she nodded appreciatively. Heather then looked at Angst. "I heard you were dead. It's a shame to learn it was only a rumor, I had your replacement lined up already."
Angst feigned shock, "Not the 'boy' that works the stables at Wizard's Revenge. He's a bit young, isn't he?"
Heather blushed a bit and her eyes grew large. "I do not know of what you speak."
"You didn't bring something to eat, did you?" Angst said, his voice still sounded like gravel crunching under a wagon wheel. His stomach had begun growling, loud enough for everyone to hear.
The Princess shook her head in disbelief at Heather's comments. "She's as bad as you are." Victoria dropped his hand and stood to face Heather. "Weren't you worried?"
"I don't think I could get rid of him so easy," she chuckled politely, but her eyes said different. Heather sat on the cot where Victoria had been. She took Angst's hand and held it. His hand was cold and damp, his grip weak from fatigue, but he squeezed hers gently.
Victoria hadn't observed the true concern in Heather's gaze. She smiled politely. "I'm glad you are alright, Mr. Angst. I wish you a speedy recovery."
"Thank you for being here," Angst whispered, but the princess had left before he could finish. Tyrell followed Victoria, and the physician smiled rubbing her hands together.
Hector turned to Dallow. "He does play with fire, doesn't he?"
"He's braver than I am," Dallow replied, then looked up to Angst. "You are going to have to do something about that one day."
"Bah." Angst found he was able to sit up, and was starting to feel somewhat human again, though he was still famished. He looked down at his noisy stomach. "The Princess and I are good friends, nothing else. Really, is there anything to eat?"
The room was quiet. Heather watched him with great concern, still holding his hand. "What happened?" she asked.
"We dueled. Tyrell, Rook and I all fought with Angst for about fifteen minutes or so," answered Hector. "When it was done, he collapsed."
Heather stood up suddenly and looked back and forth between Angst and Hector. "Wait. Why were three people fighting my husband? Was it everyone at once? Who knocked him out? Was it Tyrell?" she fired off questions accusingly.
Hector looked at his foot to avoid her angry glares while rubbing his chin scar with his thumb. "Uh, well, not exactly. Angst started fighting Rook, then I joined in. We dueled for several minutes before Tyrell stepped in too." He looked up briefly, but immediately saw that was a bad idea and went back to studying his foot. "Angst took out Rook, then I bowed out of the fight leaving Tyrell and Angst. They dueled for another five minutes when I broke it up. That's when he passed out."
Heather was now a bit hysterical. "What? What? How is that possible, fighting three men at once?"
"It's the sword, there was something going on. It kept pushing me, or guiding me, or both." Angst shook his head and shut his eyes, trying to remember. "It's hard to explain. Before I passed out, did you guys hear music? No? I think I just need some more practice with it."
"After it killed you?" Now Heather was getting upset, not tearful like the young Princess, but frustrated. "Is your ego so important that you have a death wish, Angst?"
He rolled his eyes and looked at Nynette, who had been listening intently to the whole story. "Really, could I trouble you for a sandwich or something?"
The subject didn't change this time and Heather continued. "I'm sure 'Tori' will be impressed when you bravely kill yourself with that stupid sword. Forty years old and still pretending to be 20! Do you want to be dead that bad, Angst? Is your life so horrible?" Heather threw his hand back to the bed and stomped out of the room.
"Could I please have just one more person kick the crap out of me today? That would be just great," Angst said to nobody.
"You're the one that likes to keep so many of them around," Tarness said with a broad smile.
"I think you're a sadist, personally," replied Hector.
"So what are you guys doing here anyway?" Angst asked, trying to change the subject one more time.
"Hector sent word to Tarness and I that you were dead. Tarness fetched your wife while I went to tell Rose." Dallow looked around at the others.
"Where is Rose?" Angst asked, looking around as though she were hiding.
"She, well, she got really angry at me when I told her the news, then she stomped off. It was weird," Dallow said with look of bewilderment.
Angst didn't seem surprised. Rose had lost her father when she was young, and had no tolerance for death. "Don't worry about it, I'll talk to her after I get out. So was I really dead? Is this going to happen every time I use that thing?"
Everyone shrugged. Angst had no memory of passing out, but something tickled the back of his mind. He could still hear the music, though it was very quiet. There was a brief glimpse of memory, like a poor reflection in a choppy lake. Something about the sword, something about what it was made for and what it wanted. It had tried to tell him, or include him in something.
"Where is the sword anyway?" Angst asked.
"Right where you dropped it, Angst. You weren't kidding, no one else can lift it. Rook felt awful," Hector said apologetically.
It was Angst's turn to shrug. "Not to worry, this whole situation is beyond odd." He leaned back into the pillow.
"I'm curious, what kind of music was it you heard, Angst?" asked Dallow.
"It's hard to describe. Not really music, but something similar. I want to hear more, though," Angst said in a quiet voice that trailed off.
"I've heard enough," Nynette said sharply. There was nothing more she could gather from their story. It was time to employ a bit of science and to put the fantasy to rest. "Nurse, please bring in my alchemy kit."
Angst could hear a cart being wheeled down the hall. The sense of dread creeping up his spine was quickly replaced by the smell of roast duck and spice bread. A cart of food, the most magnificent glorious cart of food Angst had ever seen, was being pushed into the room by the Queen's chef.
"By command of Princess Victoria, I bring you some royal dinner." The chef dipped his white hat in a flourishing bow and winked at Angst. "Enjoy."
The physician growled loudly and stomped out of the room.
* * * * *
"Just how bad was it?" asked Queen Isabelle.
They stood together in the viewing tower that overlooked the distant training field. Tyrell leaned forward and peered through a spyglass to see several guards standing by Chryslaenor.
"Worse than we had expected. Did you see how he defended against all three of us?"
"All I could see was a blur, Tyrell, it looked as though he was out of control."
Tyrell pulled away from his viewing. "That's the frightening part. He was never out of control. If he had been, I'd be dead. You couldn't see his grin from up here. Angst was almost giddy the entire duel." He stepped away from the window and set his arms behind his back.
"We can't kill him?" she asked sincerely.
"I just watched him come back from the dead." The Captain Guard looked down at his navy jacket and pulled off a piece of string. He looked at the Queen, meeting her gaze. "Maybe by surprise, but I doubt it."
They both stared at each other for an eternity, silently reviewing the few options available.
"Your majesty, I miscalculated. The 'duel' should never have taken place in front of so many," Tyrell said in a disappointed tone. "By now the entire kingdom knows what happened."
"Thank you, Tyrell, but I believe there is no foreseeing what that weapon is capable of doing." Much of the Queen's formality had been stripped away by worry and disbelief. She plopped down on a nearby cushioned seat and attempted to straighten her burgundy dress.
"I don't see how we can force him out. Not only could he resist, but so could some of your subjects." Tyrell began pacing around the small room. "As the duel progressed he seemed to improve. It was almost as though Angst was trying to figure the sword out."
"What happens when he does 'figure it out'? What happens when he realizes its full potential? I don't think he should be anywhere near Unsel when that happens." Isabelle took in a deep breath and sighed. "That smug little bastard may be right."
"You're thinking of Wilfred's plan?" Tyrell asked, a bit surprised.
She nodded slowly. "I want Angst out of Unsel by the end of the week."
Chapter 9
When opportunity knocks, it's typically hard and in the back of the head. Any time Angst heard the word 'opportunity' as part of an offer, tension immediately crept up his spine and into his shoulders. He had always felt it was a code word of bureaucrats, a way of saying, "We have a lot more work for you to do with little reward, except maybe our thanks if you don't mess up too bad." Angst pondered this while slipping his boot on. He wanted out of the infirmary and away from the evil genius doctor and the alchemy kit she kept threatening to use. His friends had departed and his stomach was full again. He now felt a great need to fetch Chryslaenor, make up with his wife, and sleep in his own bed.
"Angst? What do you think about the opportunity?" asked Tyrell. He had been waiting patiently for a response while Angst brooded.
Angst stood, pushing his foot the rest of the way into his boot. He liked Tyrell better when they were crossing swords. "Captain Guard, I'm sorry, I'm still a bit weary from the duel. What was that last part?"
"Of course, Angst," Tyrell stated in a formal tone. "The Queen would like to discuss an opportunity over breakfast tomorrow morning. If you are up to the task."
Angst sighed, wondering what hoops he would need to jump through for knighthood. Had Tyrell even said they would be discussing knighthood? It was something Angst had always wanted; he was convinced it was the one thing that would fix everything he hated about his life. He vaguely recalled hearing the man say Angst could earn a 'title', which could mean anything. 'Jester' was officially a title.
"Please tell her majesty I would be honored by the opportunity to breakfast with her," Angst replied with feigned gratitude. His response dripped with politic and irony, but it was enough of a response that Tyrell smiled, albeit curtly.
"Glad to see you are doing better. Tomorrow morning then." Tyrell bowed stiffly and turned to depart.
Angst followed closely. He could tell the Captain Guard felt awkward about the proximity, until they reached the nurse. She clearly wanted to chastise Angst back into bed, and even considered calling for the physician. But in the end did nothing more than open and close her mouth like a fish out of water. The nurse assumed that Angst was ordered to follow Tyrell, and she wouldn't consider questioning his authority.
As they exited the infirmary, Tyrell stopped. He looked at Angst with a raised eyebrow. "Smooth. Is there anything else I can help you with tonight?"
Angst grinned, and clapped him unceremoniously on the shoulder. "That should do, thanks. See you tomorrow."
Angst walked away quickly to avoid any chance of contact with the physician or her nurse. He felt like he was suffering from a mild hangover and was desperate to clear his head with fresh air. He wanted to leave the castle, but had a nagging feeling that it would be best to visit Rose.
Within a few minutes he arrived at the servant's quarters. He knocked on her door.
"Go away!" Rose's command was embellished with several choice curses.
He knocked louder, and continued knocking until she stopped yelling and opened the door.
Her fine red hair was a disheveled mess, and her eyes widened more than usual at the sight of Angst. She was out of breath, and the bit of room he could see looked destroyed.
"Run out of people to beat on?" Angst asked politely.
Rose jumped forward, gave him the briefest of hugs, then quickly let go and took a step back. "Don't you ever die again," she threatened.
"I can't even seem to do that right," Angst replied jokingly, but he could see she was sincere. He sobered. "I'll do my best."
Rose nodded and sighed.
"I was going for a walk, to fetch my sword. I seemed to have dropped it when I died earlier. Want to come with?"
She smirked at this, and rolled her eyes at his nonchalance. "Well, if I stay here I'll have to clean this mess up." She kicked a broken plate away from the door. "Sure, why not." Rose grabbed the waist of her tan dress and straightened it. She stepped behind the door and returned with a red hooded cowl clasped around her neck. The cowl was heavy and made for winter, but Rose tended to chill easily.
They left the castle and wandered towards the training grounds at a slowish pace. He was surprised at how much better he felt, only stopping to stretch out knots, which seemed to choose a different muscle every few minutes. Rose talked castle gossip, ranted about her job, and complained about the new 'idiot' girl that had been hired for her abilities in the sack. She never once asked him about the duel, or the sword, or the dying. Some would have considered this rude, but Angst found their conversation refreshing. Throughout that short stroll, for those brief minutes, nothing had changed. He found comfort in the fact that he was still just Angst, and that Rose would never let him get away with thinking anything more.
The air was crisp, and Rose hugged her cloak tight. Night was replacing dusk, and their path was becoming illuminated by a bright moon. Angst was rarely cold, and would have offered to share some of his own body heat by standing closer or even throwing an arm around Rose, but he knew her. The opposite of the Princess, Rose defended her personal space and would visibly shudder, or even lash out, when touched. Angst found it odd that in spite of her reluctance towards physical contact, she was always willing to hit him for his occasional crude remark.
Gaps in conversation were filled by their lonely footsteps on the gravel path, and for Angst the distant song of Chryslaenor. It became louder as they approached the training grounds, and he could make out the sword's blue glow in the distance.
Angst held his hand in front of Rose to stop her.
"Quit it," she said, attempting to shove her way past.
"Shhh. Something isn't right." Angst whispered quickly and pointed at Chyrslaenor. "You see the sword? It's glowing."
"Doesn't it always do that? I thought its real job was to replace lamplights?" She chuckled at her own joke.
Angst shook his head. "It only does that when I'm fighting someone."
There was nowhere to hide or sneak, so they moved forward quietly and stopped 50 feet away as the scene became clear. Two guards were lying on each side of the sword, unmoving, as though tossed aside. Five or six silhouettes of animal-like creatures surrounded Chryslaenor. The creatures made clicking and guttural horting sounds. They took turns trying to pull or push the sword. It didn't budge, and obviously didn't want the attention, flashing bright blue every time they attempted to move it.
Several of the creatures started digging around the sword, throwing bits of dirt and stone into the air. Soon others began helping, and Angst could see Chryslaenor begin to sink as they pulled away the ground beneath it.
Angst knew there was no time to lose. He took a deep breath and concentrated, reaching out toward the sword. His hand began glowing brightly. Several of the creatures stopped digging and turned to look. He focused on Chryslaenor, and could hear it, but it felt tethered to its resting place. He couldn't move the sword, but like the creatures, he could move the ground under it.
"Angst? That might not be a good idea," Rose stated, not quite whispering. She was rocking back and forth nervously, as though ready to sprint away at a moment's notice.
The ground began to shake around Chryslaenor as Angst willed the earth underneath to move. Now, all of the creatures had stopped digging. They didn't run in fear, but instead seemed to congregate and make more of their unusual sounds. The shaking became violent enough that one of them fell. A dozen bright red eyes suddenly looked up and began advancing towards Angst and Rose.
"Bad idea, Angst. Bad idea!" Rose drew a dagger from somewhere near her hip and stepped back. She wanted to run, but wouldn't leave Angst alone. "We can come back for it. Let's go."
"Chryslaenor is mine!" Angst declared in a hollow voice. Rose couldn't decide if he was talking to her or the monsters. Sweat trickled down his cheek and the aura surrounding his hand became even brighter as he willed the ground to push Chryslaenor. The giant sword began to move. Like a stormy ocean beating a rocky shore, waves of earth began crashing towards them, lifting the sword and carrying it on the crest of flowing dirt and stone.
The sword came slowly at first, as Angst had never done anything like this. But as he began to understand the process, it gained speed. Waves of dirt and stone forced the beasts aside. They screamed in frustration and began to charge. Just as they arrived, the waves of earth abruptly stopped. Chryslaenor launched into the air and landed in Angst's hands.
Three of the monsters leapt for the sword, grasping it with long bear-clawed fingers. Two more dove at Angst and one ran straight at Rose. In the light cast by Chryslaenor's glow, Angst and Rose could make out the creatures faces which were strangely human and seemed to bear the expression of anger. The monsters were two or three feet tall, with rocky quill-like protrusions covering their heads and back. Their long claws clicked loudly as they desperately tried hanging on the sword, horting loudly.
Rose screamed and drove the dagger into the chest of her attacker. The beast grabbed at her arm with its sharp claws and began tearing away at her sleeve. She spun in a full circle and stopped while simultaneously pushing the monster away. It screamed as it flew off the blade and into the air. It landed on its feet and began racing towards Rose once again.
Angst quickly stepped in front of Rose. Chryslaenor's song was loud, filling his head, and he found his strength had returned. His aches and pains were completely gone, and everything felt right once again.
Angst swung at the creature jumping toward Rose. The animals still hanging on the sword were thrown into the air, and bits of the claw-like fingers were instantly severed as he swung Chryslaenor. Rose lowered her dagger in disbelief, almost dropping it as she watched Angst become a blur. He sliced her assailant in half, gloppy innards splattering onto both of them. She looked over to see that two other monsters had already been split in half, though she hadn't seen it happen. Angst stopped suddenly and held the sword high into the night. He then ran at the three injured creatures, roaring maniacally. The monsters dove into the ground as though it were water and everything became quiet.
"What were those things!" Rose yelled, stomping in place and shaking bits of monster off her tattered cloak. "Aaaah!"
Angst kneeled down to check on the soldiers. "They are cut up pretty bad, but both are alive." He turned on his knee to look at Rose. "Are you all right? It looked like one of them got to your arm."
"No, I'm fine," Rose assured him. She stood away from the soldiers, holding the arm that had been attacked out of sight.
Angst lightly slapped the men in an attempt to wake them, and they soon began moaning but neither woke fully.
"I can't wake them, and I don't want to stay. Those things could come back with friends. Maybe I can find some rope and we can drag them back." He stood and started walking away to look around, but soon began seeing spots. "Not now," Angst moaned to himself dropping Chryslaenor. He fell to one knee and fought the sudden and pressing need to pass out.
Rose yelped from behind him, but he couldn't turn. "Are you all right?" he croaked, still fighting to clear his head.
"Yes. Yes, I'm okay." Her voice had become husky. "One of them is waking up."
"Angst, is that you? It's Rook. What's wrong?" Angst could hear Rook, but he couldn't respond. He had to force himself to breathe. He could feel Rook's hand under his arm, pulling him to his feet.
Chryslaenor had been quiet after the fight, but Angst could hear the song once more. He didn't want to hear the song right now. He needed time to think, to try and understand what it wanted of him. But it appeared there was no time, so he listened and let power of the song fill him with energy once again. After several moments he took a deep breath.
"I'm fine." Angst stood and lifted Chryslaenor. He hefted it over his shoulder and onto his back, then let go. The sword stayed in place as though resting in a sheath that wasn't there. The hilt rose high over his right shoulder, and the tip rested above his left ankle. Both Rose and Rook stared in awe.
"I just sort of figured that out," Angst said with a shrug.
"Um, nevermind. No offense, but I really don't want to know," Rook said, shuddering at the sight. He walked over to the other soldier, placed his hands under the man's arms, and began lifting him.
Rose shot Angst a quirky smile. "Freak," she chided. She circled the area and collected the monster claws he had removed with Chryslaenor.
He noticed red blood on her cloak, and the sleeve was shredded with claw marks. "Are you sure you are okay?" He pulled at her arm and briefly saw that it was untouched before she jerked it back.
"That thing tore my cloak, but I'm fine," she said, hiding her arm once again.
Angst didn't believe Rose but knew arguing would be useless. He walked over to assist Rook. "Let me help you bring him back to the castle."
Rook agreed. Both men took an arm and threw it over their shoulders. They slowly made their way back to the castle. It was an awkward walk for Angst, if he bent his knees even slightly the sword tip dragged on the ground. If he stood up too straight, the man's head would flop back and hit the hilt of Chryslaenor. Rose chuckled on occasion, yet didn't offer to help.
Several guards ran to them as they came into view of the castle. "I'll go with him to the infirmary. I should get checked out too." Rook informed Angst and Rose. He paused for a moment. "Thank you, both, for saving my life."
"Thank you for guarding my sword, Rook. It obviously needed watching." Angst clasped arms with the man.
At this Rook smiled, then followed the guards.
"You did pretty good out there. For a girl," Angst teased Rose.
She struck his arm. "I don't even understand how you did all of that, but you can explain it some other time. I need sleep."
"Me too, I get exhausted every time I use Chryslaenor."
"It looked to me like you just needed to relax a bit," Rose offered.
"Huh." Angst considered Rose's comment, and knew he would have to examine the implications later. "Well, sorry for getting you involved in all that."
"Eh. Thanks for not dying this time." She handed him several claws, and kept several for herself before returning to the castle.
Angst stared at the claws. He decided he was done with surreal, with which the day seemed far too full. He walked straight home, startling several couples on the way with the view of Chryslaenor towering over his shoulder. A light was on inside his cottage and he opened the door slowly.
"Angst?" called Heather. She got up from the table and greeted him with a hug. "Are you okay? I'm so sorry. I've been so worried."
"I'm sorry too. I'm sorry about this whole mess," he said holding her tight.
She pulled away, scrutinizing his current state. "You look a mess! What happened?"
"Everything." Angst said. He set Chryslaenor in the corner, sat in a chair, and started to tell her about his day from the beginning.
Chapter 10
This was not breakfast. Breakfast is toast and milk, or porridge, maybe an apple. This grandiose combination of breakfast, lunch and dinner was enough to feed his friends, wife and distant cousins for a week. After all that had happened to Angst over the last several days, it was the height of irony. He hadn't been shocked by picking up the sword or what it allowed him to do, he was shocked by breakfast, yet there was so much. Fancy toasts dripping in syrups, gravy and steak (for breakfast), five different kinds of eggs, and it all smelled so good that his mouth had begun to water. Someone had actually gone to the trouble of peeling every bit of fruit that decorated the table. Angst couldn't help but wonder how the Princess had remained so thin, and now knew why the Queen had not.
"ANGST, YOUR SWORD, SIR!" The Captain Guard barred his way, hand on the hilt of his short sword, and face curdled with anger. Angst had been ignoring him again.
The spread of food was so ostentatious that Angst had completely forgotten Chryslaenor loomed over his right shoulder. It must have stood out like a sign that read in big bold letters, "I'm here to kick your ass." Carrying a weapon in front of the Queen was more than a faux pas, but hefting this beast in her presence must have seemed like an overt act of war.
Angst shook his head to clear his thoughts, then stepped back from Tyrell. "My apologies. These last few days have been a bit…overwhelming."
"Remove your sword now!" Tyrell was still yelling, even after Angst apologized.
Now Angst was getting upset. It seemed Tyrell wouldn't even give him a moment to speak. "Fine," Angst stated curtly. Chryslaenor fell from his back, the tip chipping out a fist sized piece of marble from the floor just before the hilt landed with a loud boom. "Anything else?"
The Captain Guard, having been extraordinarily lenient in matters concerning Angst and the Princess, had no tolerance for any disrespect of the Queen. He raised a threatening finger and leaned down so the two men were nose to nose. Tyrell's pale cheeks were blotchy red with anger, and he took a breath deep enough to blow out a campfire.
Like a refreshing, spring breeze the Princess floated in, grabbed Angst's hand and pulled him to the Queen who was already seated at the table. The move was so quick, so smooth, that neither Angst nor Tyrell had time to react.
"Thank you so much for joining us, Mr. Angst. Our chef prepared a little extra not knowing what you would like." She made eye contact and nodded slowly as though trying to extract the merest bit of etiquette from him. She jerked her head once towards the Queen, then let go of his hand.
Angst tore himself from thinking of Tyrell's verbal assault, and bowed as best he could. "Your Majesty, my sincere gratitude for your invitation to breakfast this fine morning. I am honored."
The Queen, who had completely ignored everything that had happened to this point, held out her hand so Angst could kiss the royal ring. He kissed it with the merest of pecks, quickly, as though to avoid contaminating his lips. Isabelle offered a strained smile. Today, the Queen wore a mauve dress that seemed slightly less flowing and embroidered than her usual pageantry. Her white hair rested on her well fed cheeks, and her crown was nowhere to be seen. Angst wondered if she tried to dress down for the occasion so he would be more comfortable.
"I would like to see it," she commanded politely.
"Your majesty?" Angst asked, perplexed by the Queen's request.
"The sword, Angst, I would like to see it." Her gaze was steady. He watched her eyes absorb and assess everything he did.
"Um, of course, your Majesty." Angst was confused, especially after the altercation with Tyrell.
"Your Majesty, it is by your own command that weapons should never be carried in your presence, save for your own personal guards." Still upset at Angst, Tyrell's feathers were a bit ruffled.
"Tyrell, from what I understand, if Angst had the intention to attack us with that thing, he could have taken out half the castle by now." The Queen's tone was not rude, but rather matter-of-fact.
Angst walked by Tyrell to fetch Chryslaenor. It took every ounce of strength not to stick out his tongue, stick up his nose, or stick out his finger at the man. He could sense the princess hold her breath, and feel Tyrell's eyes boring into his skull.
He lifted the sword, then looked down at the dislodged piece of marble. "With your permission, majesty, may I repair the floor? My sword seems to have damaged it."
The Queen nodded once, examining him closely. Angst knelt down. A gentle blue aura surrounding his hand and the marble melted back into the floor. He stood once again and walked to the Queen. Angst leaned over and held out Chryslaenor for her to see. She reached out and touched the blade curiously. Tyrell loomed, appearing ready to pounce at the slightest provocation.
"Please, be careful. It could harm you if you were to try and lift it," Angst warned with genuine concern.
"So I've heard, Mr. Angst, but thank you for the warning all the same." The Queen took her hand away. "It seems surprisingly unremarkable. Is it...intelligent?"
"Well, I don't believe it is stupid," Angst replied without thinking, then realized he should speak more formally. "Sorry. I mean to say I'm not certain, but Chryslaenor seems to react to things, which would indicate...something. I honestly don't know what that means, just yet."
Isabelle nodded at this, then casually waved to the nearest corner. "Set it aside and let's breakfast."
Angst felt that breakfast was actually, sort of, nice. For the briefest of moments, the Queen appeared almost human. She liked eggs, and ate her fill of three different kinds. A young servant had prepared a plate of fruit for the Princess, who pulled her feet up to the chair, wrapped her arms around her knees, and nibbled on grapes. Tyrell ate more steak and eggs than Angst had ever seen Tarness down. Angst wasn't hungry; anxiety seemed to be marching through his stomach. He was, however, curious, and snacked on the dishes he wasn't familiar with.
Conversation was filled with safe generalities. In fifteen minutes they covered summer, fall, family members, visiting dignitaries and breakfast, not once mentioning anything relevant or controversial. While he felt he was intruding on a family meal, it was nice to sit near Victoria, in the open, without getting yelled at or stared down. The Queen was diplomatic, seeming both casual and careful with her choice of topic. She even held back rolling some of her R's.
Dishes were efficiently removed at the end of their stuffing, and all became quiet.
"Your majesty, what can I do for you?" Angst finally asked.
"Angst, that was the right question," she said with a politic grin.
Obviously it was the wrong question. He could see the Queen's brow knit together as though they were trying to form the word 'opportunity'.
"You wielding that sword has been both complicated and timely," she began.
"Would these have something to do with being timely, your Majesty?" Angst dropped one clawed finger from the prior night's battle onto the white tablecloth.
The Queen waved at one of the servers, who hurried over to scoop it up, then whisk it away to Tyrell.
The Captain Guard took the claw and studied it. He seemed surprised at first, then a little worried. "Angst, where did this come from?" It was the first time Tyrell had spoken directly to him since their altercation.
"When I went to fetch the sword last night with my friend Rose, some creatures were trying to take Chryslaenor. We killed several, and scared the rest away."
"You killed some?" Tyrell asked in disbelief, looking up briefly. "Angst, we've been defenseless against the gamlin since they appeared a year ago."
"I don't understand, what do you mean defenseless?"
"Our weapons can't penetrate their hide. The best we can do is capture them, but even then we haven't been able to hold them." Tyrell looked at the Queen and nodded, as though he were confirming something.
Angst braved a glance at the Princess, who flashed him a quick wink but offered nothing more. He then faced the Queen.
Isabelle sat straight in her high backed chair, her face seemed pained as she fought to form the words. "Angst, Unsel is in need of your…abilities, and I am prepared to offer you title in exchange for your services."
Angst wanted to ask if the 'title' being offered was knight. He wanted to know what that would take to achieve. But he knew this wasn't an award ceremony for winning a lottery - this was politics. "I assume you aren't asking about my filing services, though with Chryslaenor I could put away documents faster than ever."
The Princess chuckled, familiar with Angst's humor, but the Queen shifted uncomfortably in her chair. "In light of current events, I believe a promotion is in order."
Angst couldn't help but smile. The anticipation was almost too much.
As though reading his mind, the Queen answered his unspoken question. "Angst, as you know, not just anyone can be a knight of Unsel. It requires more than family, more than strength or prowess on the battlefield. Knights are something, well, something more. Making you a knight because you picked up an old sword would be like making you a King for finding one in a stone. The protection of Unsel is more important, more sacred, than tradition."
What the Queen said made sense, it was very logical and struck hard enough to crack Angst's stained glass window. He couldn't bring himself to say anything at that moment for fear his voice might also crack. He couldn't bear to look over at Victoria, so Angst merely nodded in acknowledgement of what she was saying and sank a bit in his seat.
"Knighthood, Angst, cannot be won, it must be earned." As though this was an unrehearsed performance, the Queen nodded at the Captain Guard, indicating his entrance cue.
"Angst," Tyrell began. "We would like you to undertake a mission, on behalf of Unsel."
Angst remained low in his seat. He wanted to be a knight, and the prospect of doing the Queen and Tyrell some favor without that reward made this entire meeting feel like a waste of time.
"What did you have in mind?" he asked warily.
"The gamlin have been wreaking havoc along our borders, and we believe that they are blocking major trade routes."
"You're kidding?" asked Angst, no longer in the mood for formality. "Those little things?"
"Nobody else can seem to kill 'those little things'. Neither the Kingdom of Melkier nor Unsel have received a shipment or communication from Rohjek or Fulk'han in months." Tyrell handed the claw back to one of the servers. The server returned it to Angst.
Angst held it up, and looked at the Captain Guard like he was telling a bad joke. "No offense, Tyrell, but I have a hard time believing that those creatures are the cause."
"Which is why we need you to investigate. You can obviously handle yourself around them. In two weeks you can make it to Rohjek, another week to Fulk'han if necessary, then come straight home."
"By myself?" Angst asked, not quite believing the simplicity of the mission.
"No, Angst." Tyrell was smiling, as though he was getting away with selling a bag of horse manure. "You need to put together a team, a group that you can trust. We will provide mounts, provisions, traveling expenses, and you will all be rewarded handsomely for your efforts."
Angst looked around the table. Tyrell and the Queen were smiling and nodding in unison, as though they hoped Angst would feel obliged to join them in the nodding. He looked at the Princess, this time not bothering to sneak a quick glance or steal a smile. Instead he spent a moment just looking at her. Victoria was staring at her knees, her face shrouded with concern. She looked up at Angst, concern still on her face, and slowly, reluctantly, nodded yes.
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