
        
            
                
            
        

    Prince Martin and the Last Centaur

Book Five in the Prince Martin Epic

By Brandon Hale

Illustrated by Jason Zimdars





Copyright © 2020 Brandon Hale
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitious- ly. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, companies, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Illustrations Copyright © 2020 Jason Zimdars 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photo- copying, recording, or other electronic or me- chanical methods, without the prior written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permit- ted by copyright law.

Cover by Jason Zimdars.




To Dr. Peter Kreeft, whose books changed my life as a young man and who later gave me the words of encouragement I needed to make the Prince Martin Epic a reality.
—B.H.

To all of the readers, parents, and grandparents who have taken the time to tell us how much these books matter to them and their families. You make all of our hard work worthwhile. 
—J.Z.





Contents

 
Title Page
Copyright
Dedication


Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16
Chapter 17
Chapter 18
Chapter 19
Chapter 20
Chapter 21
Chapter 22
Chapter 23
Chapter 24
Chapter 25
Chapter 26
Chapter 27
Chapter 28
Chapter 29
Chapter 30
Chapter 31
Chapter 32
Chapter 33
Chapter 34
About The Author
Books By This Author




[image: Map]









Chapter 1

The Desert Dogs of the Oasis

In the Wilderness Wild, there was once an Oasis.
It was fed by a spring, and that spring was the basis of all life in that desert for many a mile; for it hadn’t rained hard in a very long while.
As that drought had dragged on, it got hotter and hotter. Tribes of animals came and made homes by the water. They would sit in the shade as the sun would bear down on this island of green in that ocean of brown.
There lived three dozen dogs in the midst of those creatures. And that dog pack possessed the most striking of features: in the desert of beige, the dogs’ coats were pure white, standing out like the moon in the murk of the night. When their coats would get dirty, those canines would hasten to restore them to white in that clear-water basin.


[image: Desert oasis]


With the thirty-six dogs of that Desert Dog tribe, were a couple of puppies I’d like to describe. They were little white balls full of vigor and vim, one a few ounces lighter than its little twin.
They would play by that pool at a furious pace and then sniff out a shrew or a rabbit to chase. When they’d rustle one up, it was off to the races! They brought chuckles and smiles to that quiet Oasis.
Then the puppies would wrestle—a wriggly pile—as their mother would scold them (but secretly smile). In exhaustion, they’d stop for their afternoon nap. All too soon they’d wake up, though, and yammer and yap.
[image: Puppies playing]


It was life just like theirs the Oasis sustained, that green jewel in the desert, so pure and unstained.
Now those dogs were unique in another
respect: they’d reproach and reprove and renounce and reject any cruelty, violence, bloodshed, or war. What they wanted was peace; nothing less, nothing more. Let me put it more bluntly: those dogs wouldn’t fight. Of both death and destruction, they hated the sight.
They had lived a long time in that hot desert sun, where they cared for their neighbors, bore malice toward none. They collected old sayings and loved little more than preserving and passing down Desert Dog lore. Yet this breed, which was peaceful and rarely got riled, had not always lived in the Wilderness Wild.
Their beginnings, for ages, were shrouded in mystery. Ah, but now I will tell you the Desert Dogs’ history. It will help to explain the pack’s steady insistence that they must always strive for a peaceful existence.




Chapter 2

The Distant Origins of the Desert Dogs

Those dogs came to that desert, long ages before, from a kingdom not charted on maps anymore.
They’d been bred in that realm to be loyal to knights, whom they served and protected with powerful bites. They stuck close to those knights when the going got rough: they were loyal and brave and incredibly tough. They were keepers of sorts, of the animal kind. When those knights got the glory, those dogs didn’t mind.
And in skirmishes, battles, and times of upheaval, their light coats stood in contrast to darkness and evil.
Twenty knights—with their dogs—were assigned to their border. They protected their kingdom, kept watch, and kept order. They let refugees in;  they kept plunderers out. Those brave knights trained their dogs to attack or to scout. And, together, they guarded against all invaders, keeping faith with their kingdom, repelling night raiders.
Yes, those knights and their dogs lived to guard and defend.
[image: Knights and dogs]


But their post on that border would come to an end.
For a king took the throne who was filled with ambition. And he sent those brave knights on a foolhardy mission to recapture a fort that had long been forsaken—one his rival, however, had recently taken.
This had angered that king.
How he wanted it back!
He announced that he needed his knights to attack.
[image: King and knights ]
But his counselors said, in their humble opinion, that old fort was too far from his royal dominion. No, that fort wasn’t something the king even needed. If only his counselors’ pleas had been heeded!
But that king was a fool and was greatly offended. And he still sent his knights, left his border untended. . . .




Chapter 3

The Dogs Enter the Desert

Twenty knights—and their dogs—did what duty demanded: they departed their post as their king had commanded. Into desert most vast that platoon bravely filed.
It was known to the knights as the Wilderness Wild.
It lay twenty miles distant—a desolate tract. Reddish rocks towered high, and the parched earth was cracked. And the cactus, the sage, and the juniper tree clung to life on that plain, which spread out like the sea.
At a million square miles, it appeared to be boundless, with a bunch of it lonely, unpeopled, and soundless. It was hot in the daytime and chilly by night.
Could they cross a mere portion?
Their chances were slight.
When they entered the desert, a dust storm arose. Knights got grit in their armor, their eyes, and their clothes.
They got lost in the dust storm and wandered for days. . . .
[image: Knights in the desert ]


. . . . When the skies above cleared, the red sun was ablaze. It shone down on that company, doing its worst: soon those knights, who were human, were dying of thirst. But their canine companions were tougher than leather; they could last a long time in that withering weather.
The platoon searched for water, but none could be found. Knights were stopping and dropping like flies to the ground. Their dogs did what they could to relieve their distress: they would nuzzle their faces, a canine’s caress.
Knowing water was what the knights urgently needed, the dogs left them to search. They spread out and proceeded to scour the land for a pool or a stream.
In great haste those dogs searched, for the heat was extreme.
It was starting to look like their search was in vain: all the streambeds were dry, for there hadn’t been rain. But a dog met with luck at the end of that day: she discovered a spring about three miles away!
[image: Dogs find water ]
She raced back to the knights as the sun started sinking. From a distance, she called, “I’ve found water for drinking!”
Though she’d managed to locate that liquid most cherished, when she reached those brave knights, she discovered they’d perished.
What a terrible fate. What a terrible day! They had died with the water just three miles away!
Soon the other dogs joined her; and, seeing they’d failed, they all fell to the ground, where they wept and they wailed. The dogs howled at the moon and could not be consoled; then they stayed by their knights as the bodies grew cold.
The next morning at dawn, the dogs buried the bones with the saddest of sighs, the most mournful of moans.
The dogs gathered up stones, which they placed in a pile on the grave of each knight. Then they stayed there awhile. Much too sad to depart, by those graves the dogs tarried, most reluctant to leave where their masters were buried.
[image: Dogs pile stones]
But at last, thirst demanded they go to that pool, which lay three miles away, most refreshing and cool. The dogs lapped at the water, took rest in the shade, and considered the cause of their ill-fated raid.
What had led to the deaths of those knights they’d adored?
’Twas the mindset that life should be lived by the sword, that disputes should be settled by bloodshed and war.
Of an eye for an eye, they now wanted no more!
They decided to not return home to their king. Instead, they’d remain by those graves and that spring. The dogs chose to stay put on a permanent basis. They would make a new home by that desert Oasis.
They soon lost their affection for fighting and war, having no one to guard—for their knights were no more. The dogs tended the graves that belonged to the knights, which became the most lovely of wilderness sights. They picked lilies and poppies that grew by that spring and adorned each knight’s grave with a colorful ring.
As the weeks became months and the months became years, that hot desert sun dried those Desert Dog tears.
In the land of their birth, those white dogs were forgotten; for that king who had sent them had foolishly gotten his kingdom destroyed at the start of a war that would rack the whole world and bring death to each shore. A great conflict of kingdoms and empires and nations, that long war shook the world to its very foundations.
When the enemy came—the dread League of the East—that foolish young king had been hosting a feast. The League poured through his border he’d left unattended. Every life in his kingdom was brutally ended.
Into neighboring countries, the enemy stormed. To resist, an Alliance of Westerners formed: it consisted of centaurs and wood elves and men. On the beaches and fields, they fought time and again.
[image: Army of the Western Alliance]


But the Wilderness Wild wasn’t touched by that fight. Completely forgotten, it didn’t invite the attention of potentates, princes, or powers that lived off in the East in their castles and towers.
Down beside that Oasis, those Desert Dogs stayed. 
Then a thousand years passed . . .

. . . and saw memories fade.




Chapter 4

The Marauder Menace—A Millennium Later

As that thousand years passed, the cold spring water flowed. The Oasis remained the white canines’ abode. Their descendants lived on by that crystal-clear water.
They completely rejected all warfare and slaughter. They were no longer fierce. They were no longer biters. They had nearly forgotten they used to be fighters. No one thought that this happy existence would cease—till a message arrived . . .
. . . and it shattered the peace.
Nearby tribes gathered round; there were looks of concern. They were cautious, but still, they were eager to learn why a message had come to their quiet retreat. Then the messenger spoke in that sweltering heat:
“We Marauders
are coming,” the messenger said. “You may flee or submit—or you’ll find yourselves dead.”
And this hostile hyena who brought the bad news with a giggle, declared, “You’ve got three days to choose.”
[image: Hyena delivers a warning]
Creatures gasped and they groaned as they pondered this word. Then and there, many fled in a horrified herd. Only Desert Dogs stayed, though a few nearly fainted; merely speaking that name left the peaceful place tainted.
The Marauders were known ’cross that desert down South, for reports of their raiding had spread word of mouth. They would come to a place. . . . They would leave it defiled. They were killers and cons; they were wicked and wild. All the tribes had heard tell how they’d plunder and raid.
If the tales were half true, they were rightly afraid.
But the dignified head of that Desert Dog pack declared, “Others may flee in the face of attack. But this quiet Oasis has long been our home; if we choose to depart, we’ll be sentenced to roam through the Wilderness Wild, and I do tend to doubt that we’ll find a new home on account of the drought.
“The Oasis gives water, so precious and dear—to survive as a dog pack, we must remain here. Plus, the graves of the knights, which are buried nearby, would have no one to tend them,” he said with a sigh.
“When they see we have stayed, they’ll demand we submit to their terrible Tax, which I cannot permit. Since we haven’t got horses and haven’t got gold, they’ll demand our young sons whom they’ll add to their fold.
“But we cannot comply—even though it could save us. Call to mind ancient wisdom our ancestors gave us: ‘Do thou none any harm so that good will result.’ Thus, upon their arrival, I’ll try to consult the Marauder in charge (their commander-in-chief) and attempt to persuade him to change his belief that his might makes him right in the path he pursues.
“I will tell him how we live—a life he could choose. I will ask him to put aside violence and wrath and invite him to join us on our peaceful path. But you’re free to depart; I will not tell you no. If
you don’t want to stay, you may certainly go.”
When he’d finished his speech, the dog looked all around: not a one of them fled; they just stared at the ground. Yes, the Desert Dogs stayed. Their beliefs were sincere.
For two very long days that Oasis was drear.
When the third day arrived, those brave dogs were quite tense. Darkened clouds filled the skies, and the hot air was dense. They all waited in silence and counted each breath. The Marauders would come; would the day end in death?
Of the animal tribes, just the dogs now remained by that quiet Oasis, so pure and unstained. Lightning split the dark sky, and it startled the pack. Thunder shattered the silence, a deafening crack.
Then they heard something else in that hot desert heat . . .
. . . a steady, approaching, most ominous beat.
It was war
drums they heard.
The Marauders approached.
And then into their refuge, those bandits encroached.
From the depths of the desert, they crested a hill. Looking down on the dogs, they had looks that could kill. They appeared in a motley assortment of shapes: there were lions, hyenas, all manner of apes, shaggy wolves, a few men, and a panther or two. The Marauders descended. The desert wind blew.
Then among the Marauders, they saw the Baboon.
The mere sight of this chieftain made brave creatures swoon.


[image: Marauders cresting the hill]




Chapter 5

The Baboon

The Baboon had a beard, and his fangs were immense. The hard glint in his eye was so very intense. In that blistering sun, his spurs jingled and jangled. His fur coat was quite matted and hopelessly tangled. He was quick with a knife and enjoyed being feared. He had white in his hair—and some red in his beard. The Baboon, in fact, claimed that his beard was stained red by the blood of his victims he’d left lying dead. And this murderer, plunderer, liar, and thief was well known as “the Rebel,” “the Fiend,” and “the Chief.”
A baboon in the desert?
I thought you might ask!
I will tell you his tale.
’Tis an unpleasant task.
He had murdered a prince with a poisonous potion in the land of his birth, ’cross the Tropical Ocean. What a terrible crime!
[image: The baboon]
That Baboon was a hellion.
He had hoped that his murder would spark a rebellion. He’d had plenty of help with his horrible plot. The rebellion was quelled, though; the rebels were caught. This Baboon, for that crime, had been sentenced to hang, right beside his twelve henchmen, the goons in his gang.
As the ropes were affixed to the neck of each fiend, the compassionate king of that land intervened: he commuted their sentence.
Instead, they were banished.
But en route to their exile, the convict ship vanished! For a hurricane struck; the ship started to sink, and, like rats, the conspirators leapt in the drink.
After bobbing for days, they washed up on the shore of the Wilderness Wild. They began to explore. Thus, cast out of their kingdom and sentenced to roam, that great desert became the conspirators’ home.
They’d attracted the meanest and nastiest brutes whom they met in that place—their initial recruits. They had come across mustangs they herded and caught. To keep up, the apes rode as they raided and fought.
[image: Marauders on horseback]


The Baboon, as their Chief, soon increased in his power. That Fiend lived to despoil, to destroy, to devour.
Those who dwelled in the desert soon feared his attacks. They’d submit to his gang, pay a terrible Tax of provisions or horses or silver or gold—or a few of their sons, who would add to the fold of that gang that was feared ’cross the Wilderness Wild.
Now that Rebel stepped up, and he wickedly smiled.
The Fiend sneered at the dogs, and he savagely hissed. The dogs still had the instinct to fight and resist. But they stuck to their plan: they refused to use force, which they couldn’t condone and would never endorse.
Then that Rebel inquired in his frightening voice of the Desert Dog leader, “Well, what is your choice? You elected to stay (I had figured you’d flee). So it’s death or The Tax. . . . Tell me, which will it be?”
[image: The baboon makes an offer]




Chapter 6

A Tale of Two Puppies

Now the Desert Dog leader delivered a speech. He did clearly and calmly implore and beseech that Baboon to consider the Desert Dog ways of existing in harmony, spending his days in a peaceful subsistence—with water to spare. There was space by that desert Oasis to share.
That old Rebel appeared to consider this life. But he secretly fingered a well-concealed knife. Then he smote the poor head of that Desert Dog pack!
With a shrill rebel yell, the Chief signaled attack! The poor dogs of the desert did not stand a chance. Though a few tried to run, most just stood in a trance.
But remember those puppies I told you about? They’d remained in their lair when the others went out.
Now that Desert Dog mother raced back to her lair, where her two puppies slept. Then that mother, with care, scooped the smaller one up by the scruff of his neck—for she knew that the rains had a saving effect: near her lair, was a streambed of hard, polished stone, which was normally dusty and dry as a bone. But it now rushed with water that came from the rains. So she raced to that stream. The blood pumped in her veins.
[image: Mom and pups]
Through the slaughter, she sprinted, so frightened and worried. Could she save her two puppies? That brave mother hurried! She arrived at the edge of the water and then, the dog whispered goodbye—and she pushed her pup in.
Now that mother raced back—for she couldn’t delay—as her pup, in that current, was carried away. She returned to her lair, where the larger pup slept. Now she got him and ran—over bodies she leapt.
She arrived at the stream, put him down on the bank. As she spoke to her son, the dog’s racing heart sank: For she saw standing there, in the midst of the stream, a bloody hyena, who caused her to scream.
He advanced on the dogs, and he wickedly grinned. Lightning flashed in the sky. Rain was blown by the wind.
Now that pup had the instinct to serve and protect. And he did something then the brute didn’t expect: the pup didn’t cry out; he did not run for cover. No, he stepped in between that big brute and his mother!
And he bit that hyena, who shrieked with surprise!
For a moment, fear flashed in that brute’s beady eyes. Now he licked his front foot, which the puppy had maimed.
But the fear quickly passed—and his wrath was inflamed.
He’d still murder the dogs—and enjoy every minute. The hyena now smirked: it was time to begin it! As he limped to the dogs, it was then that the Fiend—that sanguinolent boss of the gang—intervened.
Having seen what had happened, he had a guffaw. He said, “Stop!” and he picked up the pup by its paw. The Baboon’s evil face filled the puppy with fear. Now he said, “Quit that barking and be of good cheer, for I’m sparing your life: you have shown you’ve got fight. I think I will adopt you and raise you up right. And then someday I’ll use both your brawn and your bite to assist me to conquer, to slay, and to smite.”
With a sneer, to his henchman, he said, “As for her, you may do what you will with this peace-loving cur.”

. . .
Soon the puppy was orphaned; his family gone.
The next day the Marauders picked up and moved on.
They had spoilt that Oasis and plugged up the spout. Now the water stayed in; a mere trickle flowed out.
As they left the Oasis, they saw in the distance a mountain’s tall peak. At the Rebel’s insistence, his gang swung around wide as they traveled that day, making sure that the mountain stayed far, far away. For that Rebel’d received a report from his spy, who had peeked in a cave on that mountain most high. The report of his spy filled the Rebel with dread.
“We must stay to the south,” that old renegade said.
They roamed deep in the desert, most greedy for pillage, where they plundered each water hole, township, and village. The Baboon made that puppy a part of his gang, and they lived by the sword and the club and the fang.
Like a nomad, that puppy would move place to place till he couldn’t remember
his mother’s own face. And then, after a while, the sad day, at last, came when he couldn’t remember his past or his name.
He was raised by that Rebel.
And twenty years passed. . . .
Of the Desert Dog breed, he was one of the last.
But that other white puppy—what happened to him? He’d been born by the water and knew how to swim. So that pup didn’t drown; the stream bore him away. A full twenty-four miles the pup floated that day.
When the flooding had finished, the streambed was dry. The sun blistered and burned in the bright cloudless sky.
The poor pup was exhausted—more dead than alive—and the chances were slim that the pup would survive. Vultures circled above him.
[image: Pup lays exhausted in dry river bed]


A few of them landed.
They were eyeing the pup, who was hopelessly stranded. He was ever so frightened and feeling alone. Then they all heard the clop of hooves walking on stone.
At that sound, vultures scattered with shrieks of surprise; the birds clumsily launched and they took to the skies. The poor puppy was scared: there was somebody coming—then he noticed the somebody seemed to be humming.
A tall shadow was cast.
The pup cowered in fear.
Then a kindly voice rumbled, "Well, what have we here?"
Great astonishment showed in the eyes of the pup as two powerful hands gently picked the dog up. . . .




Chapter 7

Twenty Years Later—in The West

In a faraway castle, a score of years later, to the north and the west, high above the equator, a Queen went to a bedroom and knocked on the door. She said, “Son, there is much to accomplish before you go down to the tournament, starting at noon. We have lessons this morning; you’d better start soon!”
Martin opened his eyes and his dreams up and scattered. At the words of his mother, his heart pitter-pattered! There was little in life that Prince Martin loved more than the clashing of steel and the deafening roar of the crowd at a tournament.
Ah, what a thrill!
To focus on lessons would take all his will. Martin went to the study. His mother was waiting. For a couple of hours, the kid practiced translating a quite difficult language from long, long ago; that dead language was hard; the lad’s progress was slow. The Queen helped when she’d see her son stuck on a word. Ah, but next came the subject Prince Martin preferred.
For his History lesson, she told him a story:



Here’s how General Kyron won undying glory in the conflict we know as The Great Western War, which engulfed the whole world and brought death to our shore. It’s a tale every red-blooded boy ought to know. It happened, my son, quite a long time ago.

Many creatures of legend and long-ago lore fought and died in the din of The Great Western War. It began when the ravening League of the East started conquering countries—a dozen at least. The League kept heading west, ever greedy for land. In the unbeaten realms, a resistance was planned. Kyron led an Alliance of civilized nations. That great war shook the world to its very foundations. Kyron came from his isle in the Sapphire Sea with a cohort to help keep the western lands free. That war raged for ten years. Many Westerners died. But they never lost hope with him still on their side. It was General Kyron who led their last corps in The Battle That Ended The Great Western War.

Kyron marshaled the troops. On the opposite side, was the League of the East, which had greedily eyed still more lands to the west, which they sought to enslave. The League’s force was enormous, with wave upon wave of dark knights and fell creatures that sailed the high seas. They had come to destroy, bring the west to its knees.

[image: Martin studies]



The Queen showed him on maps how that battle transpired:


Kyron’s plan of attack, Son, was truly inspired: although badly outnumbered, he split up his troops into three smaller forces, three separate groups. The Last Battle began when his trumpet was sounded. Mighty Kyron cried, “Charge!” Every Western heart pounded. Kyron’s force charged head-on, smashed the League on the nose, as his other two forces, from hiding, arose. From the sides, Kyron’s troops slammed the Easterners’ flanks, and that brilliant assault left the enemy ranks in a state of confusion; completely unnerved.

Then the League, at last, got what it doubly deserved.

All that day the sides fought in that ultimate battle. Oh, the fighting was fierce; the plain shook with a rattle. So much smoke was produced, that it blocked out the sun. At great cost, the Alliance of Westerners won. Of the League which had come from the lands to the east, the survivors retreated; their slaves were released.

Mighty Kyron was wounded—but somehow revived. Of his cohort, however, just Kyron survived. In the peace that prevailed, he was greatly admired.

He was offered a kingship.

Instead, he retired.

But he couldn’t go home, for his isle was no more! Indeed, in the midst of the Great Western War, that lush isle where the people of Kyron resided was destroyed by the League of the East, which decided to mount an attack and to kill all his kind—Kyron's people he'd thought he'd left safely behind!

He went off to the wilderness, lost to the world—where the tumbleweeds blew and the dust devils swirled. No one heard from that lonely old hero again. . . .




“Mother, tell me, was Kyron the greatest of men?” Martin knew about heroes from long ages past. But this Kyron’s achievements seemed quite unsurpassed!
But the Queen said, “Of men? Martin, you are mistaken.” What she told the boy next left him visibly shaken: “Kyron wasn’t a man. Son, I’m glad that you asked. Of the centaurs, once numerous, he was the last.”
The young Prince had heard fables of centaurs, of course, who’d been upper-half human and bottom-half horse. Great astonishment showed on the face of the Prince—then a trumpet announced it was time to commence with the jousting, the melee, and archery, too. Martin looked at the Queen.
She said, “Yes, you are through.”
Martin raced to the lists where the knights had assembled. How that boy was excited! His whole body trembled.
[image: History book detail]




Chapter 8

The Tournament

Martin got a good seat and he waved to his friend. Ray was with the King’s knights who prepared to defend the gold trophy they’d won in the melee last year. They made ready to rumble and checked all their gear: their great maces were padded; their axes were dull. (They were not forged to kill—just to rattle the skull.)
On the opposite side of the knights of The West were some neighboring knights, and they wore their king’s crest. They had frightening helms and their armor was black. They looked earnest and eager to mount an attack.
The Duke’s carriage rolled up. He was stylishly late, having come forty miles from his lavish estate. At the sight of the Duke, the great crowd got excited. They all cheered for the Duke, who was clearly delighted.
As a trumpet announced him, he climbed to his seat on a big velvet chair in his luxury suite. The knights nodded their heads as a sign of respect. For a moment, he paused—for dramatic effect . . .
. . . and then ever so slowly he lifted his hand, let his silk hanky drop from high up on his stand.
At this signal, the melee officially started!
And this wasn’t a fight for the scared or fainthearted! The crowd roared to approve the loud clashing of steel as the two sides collided and battled with zeal.
And the knight known as Ray did what Ray did the best: he most gallantly led all the knights of The West. If you’d seen Ray in combat, you’d surely agree he was bravest by far and he battled with glee.
After thirty-two minutes the fighting had slackened; a few noggins were split, ribs were bruised and eyes blackened. Now the visitors stopped and Sir Ray’s side had won!
Not a single knight died, though—they’d fought just for fun.
Now that knight known as Ray went to Martin the Prince. He was limping a bit, but Sir Ray didn’t wince. He was banged up a bit. There was blood on his chin. “That was grand!” he declared, with a lopsided grin.


[image: Ray with knights]


Ray was loyal and brave and incredibly tough. He said, “Sometimes I think I was born for this stuff.”
Martin smiled at Sir Ray and said, “Very well done! If the fight had been real, I am sure they’d have run.”
Sir Ray beamed at the boy. He was loyal and true. For the Prince, there was nothing that Ray wouldn’t do. No, he loved nothing more than to serve and protect. But perhaps this bold knight wasn’t whom you’d expect: for he wasn’t a typical, armor-clad knight; no, Sir Ray was a dog.
And his coat was pure white.
As they sat down together, Prince Martin and Ray, they watched other events that unfolded that day. After all of the contests and courtly competing, both the kid and his comrade were called to a meeting.
In that briefing, a breathless report of events proved to alter the lives of Sir Ray and the Prince. . . .




Chapter 9

A Cry For Help

In a great vaulted room in that castle of stone sat the King of The West on an ivory throne.
The King’s counselors gathered. He read them reports he’d received from his envoys to other kings’ courts. These reports had brought tidings from faraway places. The King’s counselors listened, keen looks on their faces.
And among those who’d gathered were Martin and Ray, whom the King had included that warm summer’s day. The King wanted Prince Martin to learn how to reign because someday Prince Martin would rule that domain.
The King read a report from his envoy up North. For the past seven weeks, they’d sent notes back and forth. He was posted just south of The Wall that divided peaceful nations from Northland—where raiding was prided.
Twenty Northmen got beaten a month or two back. Now they wanted revenge. Would they mount an attack? The King’s envoy wrote things were suspiciously quiet—like the calm before chaos, rebellion, or riot. Would the whole situation completely combust? After reading this letter, those gathered discussed.


[image: The King reading the letter]


Now Prince Martin and Ray said they tended to doubt that those Northmen would come—they had fought in that rout. They had witnessed the fear in the Northlanders’ faces as they’d fled from that fight, dropping sabers and maces.
But the King and his counselors still were concerned. It had now been six weeks since the pair had returned. Up in Northland they might have recovered their spirit—and thus put into jeopardy realms that were near it.
“Keep the troops on alert,” the King finally said. The King’s Commandant General nodded his head.
The King next read a note from an envoy he’d posted in a kingdom down South, who for years had been hosted by the king and the queen of that parched southern land. He had written to say things were well out of hand in the desert that lay to the south of that nation. People fled that dry place in a panicked migration.
And the envoy reported the desert folk fled a baboon with a beard that was colored bright red. And the note said the envoy asked questions and gleaned it was known as the “Rebel,” the “Chief,” and the “Fiend.”
The report said the Fiend had despoiled and defiled that immense, trackless desert—the Wilderness Wild.
To conclude, the King’s envoy requested assistance, for those people, he wrote, couldn’t mount a resistance. He said things would get worse long before they got better—unless they got help. He thus ended his letter.
The King laid down the letter and asked the opinion of those gathered who helped him to rule his dominion. They proposed different plans and discussed and debated.
But Sir Ray sat in silence; his thoughts went unstated.
For his mind drifted South, to a land far away, to a time in the past. Now the King said to Ray, “You have traveled the world. There is much you have seen. I would like your advice. Should my knights intervene? Or could this be a job for the Brotherly Band—should the four of you rescue that dry southern land?”
Ray looked up and his thoughts rushed back into that tower, to that very same chamber, that very same hour.
He said, “Kyron is there. And for that I am glad. He’ll come out of his cave if their plight is as bad as the envoy reports. He will stamp out the threat. With the centaur still there, you do not need to fret.”
At the mention of Kyron, the chamber grew still, for that name was well known. All were silent until the Duke whispered, “Impossible! Kyron is dead. He retired to the desert and died there, it’s said, in the hundreds of years since The Great Western War. . . . ”
Ray said, “Kyron still lives,” but would say nothing more.
Then the King spoke, at last, slowly nodding his head: “We have all heard of Kyron, whose legend has spread all the way to our kingdom, our own little region.
“The accounts of his exploits in battle are legion. And those centaurs were known to live quite a long time. Since Kyron’s alive, he is still in his prime. And he doubtless has grounds why his help is delayed. With him down in the desert we needn’t send aid.
“And quite frankly,” he added, “it doesn’t make sense that they’d flee a baboon.”
Ah, but Martin the Prince felt a chill down his spine at that renegade’s mention.
He could not have said why—but it filled him with tension.




Chapter 10

Old Friends

On the following day, there was wonderful weather. In a fabulous treehouse, four friends were together. That grand home had been built in the tallest of trees that grew deep in the forest. It swayed in the breeze.
On the outside, the falcons and finches were flying. On the inside, the bacon had just finished frying. There was tea in the kettle and pie in the pan. The four friends took their seats and the feasting began.
There was gathered at table a brotherly band, which was mighty in deed and protected the land. Ever dashing and daring and proud and polite, it was made up of Martin and Ray that bold knight and a wolf known as John and a wood elf called Ted.
Of this brave band of brothers so much could be said!
That tall treehouse was Ted’s, who had tended the trees since he’d come to that realm from a land overseas. (To accommodate John and the knight known as Ray, he’d constructed a lift that went up all the way.) On Ted’s walls hung the portraits of Treetenders past. “What number are you, Ted?” the young fellow asked.
“I’m four hundred and fifth in an unbroken line,” said the elf to his friends, who continued to dine. “When a Treetender comes here, he comes here for good. Many ages my Order has tended this wood. I will tend it for life. I will never go back.”


[image: Ted with treetender portraits]


“I’m impressed,” said the wolf. “But I must say my Pack has been here a bit longer.” (His voice now dropped lower.) “We were here long ago when The Child and The Sower made their way to this land and they planted the seeds that grew into these trees—we’re the eldest of breeds.”
“You have both got me beat,” Martin said with a smile. “Now, I grant you my people have been here a while, but a wolf and a Treetender won’t be impressed if I tell you I’m twenty-first Prince of The West.”
“What of your kind?” asked Ted, who had turned to Sir Ray.
“I’m a bit of a mutt, I suppose you could say. I do not know my pedigree, bloodline, or parents, which is hardly uncommon with lowborn knight errants. I don’t mind,” said the dog, with a good-natured grin. “Pass the bacon,” Ray said.
When Ted did, it was then that our friends were surprised by the strangest of things: out the window, they saw a great flapping of wings!


[image: Redtail lands at the window]
For a hawk had swept down and stood perched on the sill. The bird studied our friends, who sat quiet and still. Redtail’s sudden appearance in Ted’s ancient oak was quite unexpected . . . at last, Sir Ray spoke.
“What are you doing here?” said the dog to the hawk.
“Seeking you,” she replied, with an eloquent squawk. “We have searched for two weeks and have flown many miles from the Wilderness Wild to the Emerald Isles. And we’ve searched in between—through the civilized nations. I encountered some clues and some strong indications that you now made your home in a country out West. I have found you, at last, and have ended my quest.”
Ray was very surprised, couldn’t quite comprehend this most sudden appearance of such an old friend.
“But I’m bearing bad news,” Redtail soberly said. “He now lies in his cave . . . and I fear he is dead.”
In a flash, the dog knew whom the messenger meant. And the air in that treehouse was suddenly rent by the sound of his violent, guttural growl that grew into a long, inconsolable howl.




Chapter 11

The Wilderness Wild

A ship pulled into port after sailing the seas. It was hot—fully one hundred seven degrees. 
“We’ve arrived,” said Sir Ray to the Brotherly Band, which had sailed ten long days to that dry southern land. On the voyage, the dog felt dejected and tense but was glad to have friends like Ted, John, and the Prince.
When they’d told Martin’s father what Redtail had told them, the King sent them to help; he did not try to hold them.
So they’d sailed to the South; as they’d pulled into ports, they had purchased provisions of all different sorts. Using silver and gold the King gave to the Prince, they’d bought burros and water and headcloths and tents.
Now they’d reached the last port in the civilized nations. Sailors bustled about and were manning their stations. Our friends saw, in the distance, a desert of brown, which lay south of the port and that hot coastal town.
As the schooner dropped anchor and hitched to the dock, there were refugees crowded; a desperate flock. They sought berths on that ship, which could bear them away from that desert in which they could not safely stay.
Now the sea captain said to the Brotherly Band: “I beseech you to not do this deed you have planned. I will urge you again as I’ve urged you before: please return with the ship. Please do not go ashore.” Now the captain meant well. ’Twas a kind admonition. But their minds were made up to accomplish the mission.
There were none save for Martin, Sir Ray, Ted, and John who got off of that ship.
Ninety people got on.
They could feel the hot wind, as it blasted their faces. They had come to the edge of the driest of places. On the burros, were riding Prince Martin and Ted. These four entered that desert those refugees fled. 
Ray breathed in the dry air and contentedly smiled.
Seven miles to the south lay the Wilderness Wild.
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Chapter 12

An Appetite for Destruction

An assassin now stood at the door of a tent. He’d returned from the mission on which he’d been sent. He had crossed the great desert, so deep and so wide.
Now a voice said, “Come in,” from the darkness inside.
This chimpanzee assassin stood frozen in place and grew pale as the blood quickly drained from his face. He looked round as rapscallions and scalawags ambled, quaffed tequila, spun yarns, spit tobacco, and gambled. A hyena walked past and he smirked at the chimp. (The brute favored his foot, had an evident limp.) The chimp would have preferred to have stayed there outside, and he felt a strong urge to skedaddle and hide.
But he squeezed past a dog, who was guarding the entry. A growl came from the throat of this menacing sentry.
The chimp stood in the tent, which was darkened and cool. Now the voice spoke again; it was nasty and cruel.
“Is it done?” hissed the voice. “You sure took a long time. I had thought I assigned you the simplest crime.”
In the shadows, the chimp heard the sound that was made—the soft scraping—of somebody honing a blade.
“I successfully poisoned his water supply. He came out of his cave; I was hiding nearby. And I watched him drink deeply; his face became haggard. He coughed and he yawned and he turned and he staggered back into his cave. And he didn’t come out. He will never wake up, Boss, I don’t have a doubt.”
A long silence ensued. . . .
. . . . The chimp started to squirm.
Then that voice, from the shadows, said, “Did you confirm? Did you follow him in? Did you finish the job?”
 
The chimp’s jugular jumped with a feverish throb. The chimp swallowed and said, “Well, I don’t know for sure. But the potion I made has no treatment or cure, causes permanent sleep for a creature of size. I am confident, Boss, he will never arise.”
“You had better be right,” said the voice to the ape.
The chimp gulped at these words and discerned a dark shape. 
Then the chimp heard the spurs, a most frightening jingle. Now his skin started crawling, a terrible tingle. From the depths of the gloom, the dread speaker emerged, as the pace of the pulse of the chimpanzee surged. A lone beam of the moon now peaked in through a vent that was made in the wall of that shadowy tent. Now the one who had spoken was lit by the moon.
In that deathly pale light, the chimp saw the Baboon.
The Fiend tested the edge of a knife with his thumb. The chimp’s pulse was now pounding and beat like a drum.
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“I do hope that you’re right. If you are you will thrive. . . . Ah, but if you are wrong, I will skin you alive,” said the Chief to the chimp, who was part of his gang. “Now get out of my sight. Send me Joker and Fang.”
The chimp tripped as he scrambled to exit the tent. He emerged and the canine detected the scent of cold fear on that ape, who now managed to say, “The boss wants to see Joker and you right away.”
And thus Joker and Fang stood before the Baboon, who announced, “We’ll be leaving the Wilderness soon. I’ve decided it’s time to expand operations. In a month, we’ll be raiding in civilized nations. That old half-breed was all that was holding us back. With him out of the way, we can mount an attack. We have taken him out of the final equation. Very soon we’ll begin the Marauder Invasion.
“We’ll first travel due north to a place that I know; we will roll back a stone so the water will flow. It will serve as our base while we increase our forces, as we sharpen our weapons and capture more horses.
“In a month, we’ll bust out of the Wilderness Wild.” The Fiend looked at them both and rapaciously smiled.
The hyena just grinned as he pondered the notion. He had hated that desert since crossing the ocean in that long-ago time when their rising was quelled and those rebels were ousted, cast out, and expelled.
And that dog, whose stiff fur was as dark as the night, wagged his tail (which was bobbed) at the thought of a fight. “We will crush them,” he growled with a lopsided grin.
“I do love a good fight. I can’t wait to begin.”
[image: Fang and Joker]






Chapter 13

Raymond

Our friends entered that desert. Red rocks rose up high. A lone eagle was seen in the blue cloudless sky. That great desert spread out like a big boundless sea.
Sir Ray took a deep breath, and, with evident glee, said, “Breathe in that dry air; it’ll make you feel strong. And enjoy all the beauty
as we walk along.”
A huge cactus had arms that were raised to the sky. Flowers dotted the desert, delighting the eye: bright explosions of color contrasting the brown like the jewels that are found in a king’s golden crown.
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As they walked in the heat of that waterless place, it possessed, the Prince noticed, its own special grace.
John the wolf spied a rattlesnake coiled on a rock. (No, he didn’t miss much; he had eyes like a hawk.) As it rattled its tail, the wolf slowly withdrew—then the elf snuck behind him and shouted out, “Boo!”
John was very surprised! And he jumped seven feet.
That mischievous elf beat a hasty retreat!
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John now chased after Ted, while the boy and the hound were both laughing so hard that they fell to the ground. And that laughter did wonders to lighten the mood of Sir Ray, who’d been mournful, most sad and subdued.
Under ten million stars, they camped out that first night. By the fire, Ray decided the timing was right to, at last, tell his friends of the life he had led growing up in the wilderness; here’s what he said:


The first thing I remember was galloping fast, with the wind in my face and the rocks racing past. Kyron held me secure, in the crook of his arm. With the centaur, I knew I was safe from all harm.

From the foot of his mountain, we raced in the night, with the moon beaming down, and the stars shining bright. Of the beautiful places, there’s none I prefer to the desert at night; it still makes my heart stir. On his mountain, we lived in his cavernous cave, where I learned from old Kyron, so noble and brave.

He had lived like a hermit, completely alone, till he found me, he said, in a streambed of stone. I remember it not, but that’s how we first met. You will see I’ll forever owe Kyron a debt. I was orphaned, he told me, but wouldn’t say how.

I still wonder a bit about that, even now.

Kyron took me and raised me with him in his cave, treating me as a son, not a servant or slave. In his cave, he’d preserve ancient wisdom and lore of his people who’d died in The Great Western War.

Kyron taught me their ways, and he raised me up right. It was Kyron who taught me the Code of the Knight. Kyron taught me to never employ deadly force unless saving myself, or another, of course.

Kyron taught me of wisdom and honor and truth. It is well that I spent all my formative youth with that wisest of teachers; it’s Kyron I owe all the skills that I have and the things that I know.

Sometimes creatures would come to request his advice, which he quite freely gave. But they couldn’t entice him to join in a skirmish or settle a score. He’d seen far too much death in the Great Western War.

Even tales of Marauders could not make him budge. Kyron wouldn’t say why, but he bore an old grudge against that single tribe, which ranged far to the south. But reports of their raiding had spread word of mouth. Rumor said they were wicked—a dangerous lot—but they roved far away, where they pillaged and fought.

He would say to his visitors he was retired from the business of death; it was peace he desired. Thus, we quietly lived in agreeable peace—though my interest in roaming began to increase.

I, at last, came of age, and my mentor declared that he dubbed me a knight, that he deemed me prepared to go out in the world to protect and to serve. I said ‘thank you’ and told him I didn’t deserve all the kindness he’d shown me; I owed him a debt.

He just smiled and he said I might pay him back yet.

Then the day, at last, came when we said our goodbyes. I’ll admit that we both had some tears in our eyes. Thus, I set out from Kyron’s, an errant young knight, on a quest to do good and to fight the good fight.

I’ve had many adventures; the yarns I could spin about people I’ve met and the places I’ve been!

I have sailed the high seas, and I’ve fought in five wars in the service of kingdoms on far distant shores. For the honor of ladies, I’ve fought a few duels—and thus taught civil speech to some wisecracking fools. I had traveled the world but still hadn’t gone West. And of what happened next, well, you’ve heard all the rest.

I had sailed to that land I was longing to see and was deep in the forest when Martin found me. I had got in a scrape, was outmatched and outmanned. Then Prince Martin arrived, and he lent me a hand. And we fought as a team. Soon our enemies fled—except for the big one Prince Martin left dead.

But our triumph, alas, was a little bit tainted: I’m embarrassed to say that in weakness I fainted. I was carried away on the back of the Prince to his castle—and we have been friends ever since.




Raymond’s story was finished; he’d lifted the veil. His three friends sat in silence, absorbing his tale.
Now the night had grown cold. They drew close to the fire. Then the wolf said, “We’re beat; it is time to retire. In our tents, we will all get a good night of rest before rising at dawn to continue our quest.”
They crawled into their tents, and they fell in a heap. And in five seconds flat, our four friends were asleep.
In that Wilderness Wild, ninety-two miles away, in the depths of his cave, the last centaur now lay.
It was dark.
It was still.
Not a sound could be heard.
In that hermitic crypt, Kyron never once stirred.




Chapter 14

Fresh Recruits

The Marauders were coming.
A tribe was afraid.
They’d been warned the Marauders were coming to raid. They had never had horses. They’d spent all their gold. Now they knew without doubt how events would unfold: the Marauders would come with a craving for plunder. When they couldn’t get gold, they’d tear families asunder. They’d demand the tribe’s sons become part of their crew.
The whole village was scared, didn’t know what to do.
They’d sent word to the centaur to ask for assistance (having not had the numbers to mount a resistance.) Five long days had elapsed. Kyron hadn’t replied. That was unlike the centaur.
They worried he’d died.
And now drums could be heard. The Marauders drew near. Mothers gathered their children, who cowered in fear. The gang entered the town; huddled villagers quivered.
When they saw the Baboon, every villager shivered.
The Fiend asked of their head in his frightening voice, “I have warned you, old man; tell me what is your choice? Give us horses or boys or the gold from your hoard—  
or each villager here will be put to the sword!”
The Marauders unsheathed all the weapons they carried. What a frightening sight. They were deadly and varied: they had tomahawks, scimitars, arrows and bows, and thick clubs to whack noggins or bloody a nose.
At the words of the Rebel, five lads volunteered. Now a chimp bound their wrists, and the gang disappeared.
Left behind were their sisters and fathers and mothers, who were mourning the loss of their sons and their brothers.
The Marauders went north. The Chief said to the boys, “You belong now to me; no more crying or toys. You’ll become a Marauder; I’ll raise you up right. You will help me to conquer, to slay, and to smite. You’ll be justly rewarded and rich as a lord. And in time, you will like living life by the sword.”
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One boy started to run—then he heard a low growl. The kid saw a dark dog with a frightening scowl. The boy got back in line at the sight of the hound and proceeded along with his eyes to the ground.
And the dog walked along, kept an eye on the lad. Fang could not have said why, but he always felt bad when they added recruits this particular way. As they walked, the dog brooded the rest of the day.




Chapter 15

A Mystery—Wrapped in an Enigma

“We are nearing his cave,” the white canine declared. Ray was squinting his eye. To the east, he now stared. “See that mountain that rises two thousand feet high? We can make it tomorrow, I think, if we try.”
Our friends traveled all day and then into the night. The full moon helped our friends keep that mountain in sight. And again they camped out under oceans of stars. They saw Alpha Centauri, Centaurus, and Mars.
The first friend to arise in the morning was John. The wolf stared towards that mountain, illumined by dawn.
“Very strange,” said the wolf, as his comrades arose. As he gazed in the distance, John asked, “What are those?”
About five miles away in two orderly lines was a score of stone piles that appeared to be shrines.
Our friends gathered their gear and they soon began walking. As they kept heading south they could not avoid talking about why there’d be shrines in the Wilderness Wild. For it wasn’t by chance that those rocks had been piled with such perfect precision in parallel rows.
They soon got to the place where those rock piles arose. Many stones had been scattered and this much was clear: the shrines hadn’t been tended in many a year. Dried up flowers peeked out between gaps in the stones. “Let’s add this,” said the elf, “to the list of unknowns.”
They took rest in the shade that the rock piles provided. “This place makes me feel strange,” the white canine confided. “It’s as if I have known that it always existed. That’s impossible, though, for old Kyron insisted that I stay far away from this part of the land. As a pup, I obeyed, but did not understand.”
After resting, the comrades continued their trek. Kyron’s mountain was still just a distant black speck. Our friends soon left behind them those curious piles. In the sweltering heat, they traversed the long miles.
Towards the end of the day, the dog said that he spied the wide base of the mountain; they quickened their stride. As they walked towards the mountain and made for the cave, our friends hoped beyond hope that it wasn’t a grave. . . .
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Chapter 16

Death and Taxes

The Marauders continued to make preparations to extend their attacks to the civilized nations. They invaded a place where a powerful pack of gray wolves wouldn’t yield in the face of attack.
The Baboon made his offer of death or The Tax. But their king stood his ground: “We will not turn our backs on our home, where we’ve lived nearly nine thousand years.”
The Baboon was surprised. You could sense that the gears in his wicked old brain were concocting a scheme. The gang saw in his eyes a familiar gleam. The Fiend fingered his knife and he furtively drew it.
The hyena called Joker nearby whispered, “Do it.”
The dark dog at the side of his Chief seemed to sense the wolves’ King would attack; the dog’s muscles grew tense.
Now the wolf leader knew what the Rebel had planned—having seen the bright glint of the knife in his hand. So he aimed for that Fiend as he sprang in the air—but the dog leapt as well and that powerful pair crashed and fought in the air as they fell to the ground, with frightening snarls—what a terrible sound!
’Twas a fight to the death.
Only one would prevail.
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Now that bloodmatch took place on a frightening scale! Both combatants possessed a most violent demeanor. But the dog, although smaller, was just a bit meaner. The wolf took a false step—and his ankle betrayed him.
The wolf stumbled a bit—it was then that Fang slayed him.
The wolves stared at their king, once majestic and splendid, who now lay in a lump, where his life had been ended. . . .
All was silent until a slow clapping was heard.
“Look at that,” said the Fiend. “Can’t you see it’s absurd to attempt to resist a Marauder invasion? My dog Fang has a wonderful way of persuasion! Now I’ll ask once again: will you pay me The Tax? Know that no one escapes from Marauder attacks.”
After pausing a moment, the wolfpack complied; they provided recruits, quite a blow to their pride.
With their numbers increased, the Marauders departed.
Left behind were the wolves, who were most brokenhearted.




Chapter 17

A Dastardly Deed

Our friends got to the mountain; the sun began setting. They were tired and hungry and thirsty and sweating. It was late afternoon but was still plenty hot. Our friends rested and drank from the water they’d brought.
They looked up at the mountain that loomed from on high.
“We have still got to climb it,” John said with a sigh.
“There’s a path,” said Sir Ray, “that winds up to the top. Lead the burros with care, for it’s quite a long drop.”
Our friends followed the path—then they suddenly froze. Up ahead they could see where a cactus arose. But that once-mighty cactus was withered and wilted. Its long arms were adroop and its trunk badly tilted. A great ironwood drooped about ten yards away.
What had caused all this sickness and death and decay?
By the tree was a pool. The companions drew near. It was six inches deep; it was cool; it was clear.
Round the pool, seven skeletons bleached in the sun. There was something amiss.
Evil deeds had been done.
“They’re coyotes,” Ray whispered while fighting back tears. “They were Kyron’s amigos; they’d lived here for years.”
What on earth could have caused the coyotes’ demise? By the pool, the elf squatted, his arms on his thighs. Then he lowered his hand and extended a finger, touched its tip to the pool—but did not let it linger. Ted suspected foul play, some despicable trick. So he raised up his finger and took a quick lick.
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“It tastes strange,” said the elf.
Then he started to yawn.
Then Ted suddenly looked at the Prince, Ray, and John. "It's been poisoned," he said, "by a powder designed to put horses to sleep—’tis the somnolent kind.  Smaller creatures like these would expire on the spot. There’s a killer afoot. . . .”
Ted looked very distraught.
What a dastardly deed—unbelievably cruel! Then they noticed a trickle that led to the pool. They could trace it straight up till it slipped out of sight by a cave near the top of that mountain’s great height. Our friends buried the bones and they started to climb.
They would know Kyron’s fate in a matter of time.




Chapter 18

Kyron’s Redoubt

The companions now climbed and were expertly guided by Sir Ray to the cave where old Kyron resided. Near the mouth of the cave was his water supply.
They could clearly perceive there was something awry.
For a mesquite grew next to that gurgling fountain, which was trickling down the north side of that mountain. And the limbs of that tree were all badly adroop. Something caught Martin’s eye; the kid started to stoop, and he picked up a pouch by the back of the tree. Now the boy held it up: they could all clearly see it contained the remains of a crystalline dust.
“’Tis the poison,” said Ted with a look of disgust.
They could tell by some tracks the assassin had fled. Ted then tasted the water. “It’s clean now,” he said.
Our friends went to the mouth of the cave and they halted. Peeking in, they could see that the ceiling was vaulted. Now the sun, which was setting, illumined that cavern, like a fire in a hearth lights the walls of a tavern.
Ray now ran in the cave while his friends stood there reeling: there were paintings adorning the walls and the ceiling!
The three entered the cavern with dumbfounded faces: blown away by the paintings of faraway places. A great mural was painted—an epic tableau—of The Great Western War from long ages ago.
The friends studied the wall and could all comprehend it depicted that war from beginning to end.
Other paintings showed castles and kings with their courts and great athletes competing in curious sports. Now the high-vaulted roof caught the visitors’ eyes: it was painted with planets and stars in the skies.
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As they studied the roof, something drew their eyes lower: ’twas a scene that depicted The Child and The
Sower at the dawn of the world when they planted the trees—when the world was at peace, free of death and disease.
There was also a painting depicting a scene of a desert oasis, so calm and serene. A deep pool was reflecting the moon’s silver light. In the pool bathed some dogs, and their coats were pure white.
Then one scene, in particular, stirred Martin’s soul. It depicted a family out taking a stroll through a country estate on a cobblestone road. There were orchards and vineyards. A fine river flowed. In this mural, a villa stood high on a ridge; it looked down on a garden, a mill, and a bridge. As the mother and father and son walked along, they appeared to be laughing or singing a song.
But the thing that stood out in the young fellow’s mind was the fact that the family was not humankind.
They were centaurs enjoying a crisp autumn day in the far distant past, on an isle far away. It was clear to the kid it was quite incomplete. There were brushes and paint on the floor by his feet. But the painting supplies that now lay on the floor surely hadn’t been used for a month—maybe more.
As the Prince stood transfixed by this incomplete art, the kid heard his name called and he turned with a start. There beside him were standing the wood elf and John, who insisted they go where the canine had gone; “Let’s find Ray,” said the wolf, “he has gone on ahead. He left tracks in the dust, which are easily read.”
So they followed the tracks that were made by the knight. And they led to a room that was bathed in dim light. When they entered that chamber, they stopped and they stared. . . .
. . . . Their eyes opened wide.
They were quite unprepared for the sight of the centaur—Ray’s mentor and teacher—a majestic, magnificent, dignified creature. Ray looked very distraught. They could tell he was shaken.
“He’s asleep,” said the dog, “and he doesn’t awaken. We must look through his books for a treatment to cure it. Whatever he needs, we have got to procure it!”
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Chapter 19

Target Practice

Now for twenty long years, the Marauders had looted the depths of that desert, where few had disputed their claim to The Tax, which they always collected. Yes, the art of the raid that Baboon had perfected.
Now they crossed to the north of the Wilderness Wild—to a place where a cache of their weapons was piled seven feet below ground in a great burlap sack.
The gang needed more weapons to mount an attack on the nations due north—up in civilized lands. They dug up that big hoard that lay deep in the sands.
They cut open the sack. Weapons spilled on the ground. The Marauders lunged forward and rummaged around. The gang greedily grabbed at the things they’d exhumed while they boasted the civilized nations were doomed. They grabbed hatchets and halberds and hammers and flails and thick bracelets with spikes to attach to their tails.
The Baboon said, “Make way,” pushing bandits aside. He went straight to the weapon he’d evilly eyed. “I’ll take this,” said that Fiend with a sinister smile.
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“I have not used this crossbow in quite a long while.”
The Baboon set a bolt after drawing the string, and it nocked to a latch with a trigger and spring. Now he picked a pink fruit from a spiked prickly pear.
Then he surveyed his gang with a devious glare.
“You there, boy,” said the Chief, as he eyed a recruit, who had come from that tribe that had run out of loot.
“Stand right here,” said the Fiend, who would not be denied.
The kid gulped at his words, but he meekly complied.
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Then the Fiend put the fruit right on top of his head. The boy’s face had grown pale, and he trembled with dread. The Chief walked thirty paces from where the boy stood, and he said that he hoped that his aim was still good.
The gang smirked at their boss’s most dangerous game.
The boss grinned at them back and began to take aim. Now he squinted his eye with a mean little snigger. The boy squeezed his eyes shut . . . the Baboon pulled the trigger.
First a twang!—then a whizz!—then a sickening thump!
The gang gasped at the sight; the boy started to slump to the ground with a sigh of exquisite relief . . . for he hadn’t been slain by the shot of the Chief.
But the cactus’s fruit had been split right in two: the kid’s face was now covered in pink, sticky goo. The Marauders now rendered a round of applause: ’twas a clapping of hands and of animal paws.
“Further north!” yelled the Chief over toadying cheers—“to a place we’ve not been in a score of dry years.”
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Chapter 20

The Wilderness Flowers

In the depths of the cave, our friends hurriedly delved till they came to the place where his books had been shelved. He had written a lot—an impressive collection.
Our friends looked for a while till the elf found the section where the centaur preserved the medicinal lore that was known by his people who’d died in the war. Now the sun had sunk low and the light was receding. Once a wall torch was lit, the elf Ted started reading. All the books had been writ in a language long dead.
“I can help with the reading,” the young fellow said.
“You can read this?” asked Ted. “I am very impressed, for this language is no longer used in The West.”
The boy said, “It was hard when I first learned to read it; I’ll admit that I grumbled and doubted I’d need it. Yet, my mother insisted I struggle right through it. Ah, but now I am glad that my mom made me do it!”
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Thus, they read through the night, in the cave’s quiet stillness, but could not come across any cure for the illness. They were getting quite desperate. Sir Ray said, “Confound it!”
Then the boy, in a whisper, announced, “I have found it!”
He held up a thin book called The Wilderness Flowers: Where They Grow and Their Secret Medicinal Powers. (That’s, of course, a translation Prince Martin produced; he just rattled it off, like his tongue had been loosed.)
His friends stood at his side; by the torch’s dim lighting, the kid read them what Kyron recorded in writing. He translated aloud; soon they knew where to find some gold poppies, still growing—a curative kind!
Dawn now peeked in the cave.
Hope appeared on their faces.
They must go to what once was a desert Oasis!




Chapter 21

Forgotten Footprints

Our friends traveled all day on their desperate quest. When they stopped, they could see those stone shrines to the west. They’d arrived at a place where there once was a pool of crystal-clear water, refreshing and cool.
Just a sad little puddle was all that remained of that former Oasis, once pure and unstained.
From a ledge, a mere trickle of water flowed out, for a boulder was blocking that natural spout. Near the ledge, they found growing those flowers they sought. They were picked and then placed in a pouch Martin brought.


[image: Spoiled oasis]


Now they had to go back. There was no time to waste. They now filled their canteens and proceeded in haste. They had gone half a mile when they noticed a lair that was hewn into rock; it was windswept and bare. Near the lair was a streambed of hard, polished stone. Its smooth surface was dusty and dry as a bone.
At its bank, sets of footprints had baked in the mud.
They’d been made when the ground had been soft from a flood. Then, for years, that vast wilderness suffered from drought; hard as clay the prints grew as the mud had dried out. Ted and John walked around and they tried to make sense of the cause of that strange combination of prints.
These two experts in tracking discussed and debated till the friends both agreed that two sets were created by a laughing hyena and some sort of ape. But the other three sets left the trackers agape: “This strange desert,” John whispered, “is full of surprises: these appear to be dog prints—in three different sizes.”
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Chapter 22

Liquid Refreshment

They arrived at the spring about eight hours later. The Fiend flipped a gold coin to his chief navigator.
“First things first, my Marauders: we roll back the stone. Twenty years we have left this Oasis alone. Now we’re taking it back. Time to heave and to ho. Once you move this great boulder, the water will flow.”
Using horses, recruits, coils of rope, and some winches, bandits pushed and they tugged. The stone moved a few inches. Though more water leaked out, it was barely a drip. . . .
. . . . The Baboon got impatient and asked for his whip.
He said, “Push!” he said, “Pull!” he said, “You there, stop slacking!” Between breaths, his black bullwhip was snapping and cracking. Soon the stone rolled away. (A Marauder was crushed.) The cold water flowed freely; it burbled and gushed.
The Baboon said, “Drink up—for we’re raiding tonight. We’ll need many more horses to carry the fight to the nations up north, where there’s plenty to plunder.” The Marauders cheered loudly.
It sounded like thunder.




Chapter 23

Reunion

Back at Kyron’s, our friends began grinding the flowers to harness their secret medicinal powers. Then they added some water to make a thick paste. It produced a nice smell—but the bitterest taste.
Then they went to the centaur, asleep on his side. By every appearance, old Kyron had died. Now Ted opened his mouth and he nervously gave him a dose of the paste. Would this remedy save him?
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But the centaur slept on.
Deep inside, they felt hollow.
They began to despair.
Then they saw Kyron swallow!
“Give him more,” cried the dog, who was wagging his tail. The elf scooped one more glob from a bright golden grail. When Ted dosed him again, his eyes started to flutter. Kyron took a deep breath, and he started to mutter.
He now opened his eyes and he looked at Sir Ray. They were eager to hear what the centaur would say. Ray was brimming with joy. In his eye was a tear.
Then a kindly voice rumbled, "Well, what have we here?"




Chapter 24

Redtail’s Report

Forty days he had slept in a silent repose. Now that war hero smiled and, at last, he arose. Kyron wobbled a bit for his legs were unsteady. Then he regained his balance. Our friends were already finding food in his larder. He needed to eat. They grabbed food he’d preserved in the dry desert heat.
Kyron ate and he ate and he drank and, at length, he quickly regained his significant strength.
Then they all went outside for a breath of fresh air. The companions now showed the great General where the deposit of poison was put in his water by some craven, contemptible, cowardly plotter.
When they said the coyotes had died down below, Kyron grieved for his friends; what a terrible blow. “A Marauder has done it,” he sadly proclaimed. “Ah, but I could have stopped it, and I should be blamed.” There were tears in his eyes.
It was then a hawk landed.
Redtail studied them all; she said, “Let me be candid: my amigo, it’s time to come out of your cave. Our need is now great: there’s a desert to save.
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“The Marauders are now twenty-nine miles away. They’ve come up from the depths to enslave and to slay. In the years they’ve been gone, the Marauders have grown. They’ve reclaimed the Oasis and rolled back the stone. By their fangs, and their claws, and their clubs, and their sabers, they’ve extorted the sons of our friends and our neighbors.
“I have seen the Baboon. Now his beard’s even redder.”
Martin gasped at these words! He remembered that
letter!
Kyron looked at the hawk and he looked at Sir Ray.
"I don't know" was the only thing Kyron could say.
Kyron entered his cave and his innermost room, which was quiet and cool and as calm as a tomb. Near the mouth of his cave, our four friends spent the night. As the stars shone above, they were bathed in pale light.
In his room, the last centaur was fully awake. He must make a hard choice. Many lives were at stake. He decided to paint as he pondered his fate. He worked deep in the night, and the hour grew late.
Kyron colored a husband, a wife, and a son in those bright golden days ere the war had begun. Kyron finished, at last, and he looked all around: he’d completed his paintings; his books were all bound. As he looked round his cave, the last centaur observed he had finished his task: all their lore was preserved.
He contentedly sighed: he was finally finished.
Kyron’s candle burned low and the glow had diminished.
He returned to his room and extinguished the light. He had dreams of his homeland and slept through the night.




Chapter 25

General Kyron

The next morning at dawn, Martin opened his eyes. He sat up and could see he was first to arise. He had slept very hard, and that sleep was renewing. As he got to his feet, he heard mourning doves cooing.
The sun rose in the east, and it shone on that mountain. The young Prince took a drink from that once-poisoned fountain. Now he turned to the east, and he noticed a glimmer. For the light of the dawn caused some metal to shimmer.
The boy walked towards that glint and was filled with surprise. A magnificent sight met the young fellow’s eyes: at the edge of a cliff, brightly lit by the dawn, the last centaur now stood.
And his armor was on.
His bronze glittered and gleamed in the sun’s golden light. Martin saw mighty Kyron looked ready to fight. Kyron jabbed with his spears and he practiced his form. Completely amazed, Martin watched him perform.
Kyron noticed the kid, and he stopped for a rest. He removed his bronze helm, with its bright crimson crest. "Good morning, my Prince," Kyron said to the boy.
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What the centaur said next filled Prince Martin with joy.
“I return to my calling.” His voice became gruff. "Of that Fiend and his minions I've had quite enough."
Then Sir Ray, John, and Ted, all arrived and they stared. There was hope in the look the companions now shared.
Kyron said, "It is time. We must gather them in. The Resistance, my brethren, is soon to begin."
Kyron blasted his horn, and when hawks came in sight, he cried, "Gather the tribesmen to meet us tonight at the mouth of this cave for a council of war. Tell them I was retired—but I'm not anymore."
The hawks flew from his cave, and they soon spread the word. The small tribes in that region were glad when they heard that, at last, the great centaur was going to war. Now their hearts filled with hope they had not felt before.
Meanwhile, Kyron had maps of the desert he’d drawn. Gathered round him were Martin, Sir Ray, Ted, and John. As they studied those maps, different routes were discussed—different lines of attack through that dry desert dust.
The boy spoke not a word; he stood quietly by; in the General’s presence, Prince Martin was shy, for this hero was famous and greatly admired. "What do you think, my Prince?" the last centaur inquired.
Martin gulped at these words, and he blushed to his ears. He had done quite a bit in a half score of years. But to speak to a hero? And give him advice? What his friends had suggested should more than suffice!
Kyron patiently waited and looked at the lad. And then all of a sudden Prince Martin was glad that he’d studied those maps from the Great Western War, how those armies had clashed with a thunderous roar.
He remembered the strategy Kyron had used to surprise the invaders and make them confused. In the midst of that battle, the centaur employed it; the League fell for his trap.
And then Kyron destroyed it.
When the boy shared his thoughts as old Kyron requested, it was that very plan that Prince Martin suggested.
Kyron stared at the boy, slowly nodding his head. “Well spoken, Prince Martin,” the General said.
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Then a hawk lit beside them and said, “They’ve agreed to join forces with us in this hour of need.”




Chapter 26

The Ingathering

Forty warriors arrived at the mouth of the cave.
They stood under the moon, in the light that it gave. There were cougars and men in this varied assortment plus some bobcats and wolves of courageous deportment. They had come from the tribes in the north of that land to join forces with Kyron, to make a last stand.
With wide eyes, a few stared when they noticed the knight. “Very strange,” they remarked, “the dog’s coat is pure white! Did he somehow survive that Marauder attack?” They had heard of the raid on that Desert Dog pack twenty years in the past, in the midst of that drought. But they’d thought each dog died, that the pack was wiped out. “Could it be?” they all whispered. “Did one get away?”
They were taken aback by the sight of Sir Ray.
It was then the last centaur delivered a speech. He said, “Harken, my friends: we must enter the breach! That Baboon and his rebels are running amok. Let us muster up fortitude, valor, and pluck.
"On the morrow, we'll end the Marauder attacks. Nevermore will those renegades murder and tax. True, our number is small. And our weapons bear rust. But in duty and honor and courage we trust. Let us leave before dawn, ere the morning sun rises. And we'll give those Marauders the worst of surprises.”
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Kyron finished his speech; not a warrior applauded. They looked grim and determined. In silence, they nodded.
Then he said to the four, "Let us sit for a spell. The time has arrived. There's a tale I would tell."
Our friends sat, and he said it pertained to Sir Ray—how he’d entered his care on a drought-breaking day.
Kyron now told our friends how he’d found Ray alone on a hot afternoon in a streambed of stone. The dog’s ears were alert and he stared at his friend, who now told the whole tale from beginning to end:


From my cave, I set out on a search for the flowers I use to make paint. I had searched a few hours.

In a streambed, I found you—more dead than alive. Nasty vultures flew off when they saw me arrive. You had barked at those birds—even then you were brave! I took you in hand and returned to my cave.
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I then nursed you to health for a day, maybe two, knowing well in my heart what I needed to do. The Oasis, I knew, was the home to your kind and gave life to this wilderness time out of mind. Though I wanted to keep you, instead we set out, and we walked many miles to that cool-water spout.

When we got there, we stood on the crest of a hill. And, oh! What I spied sent a terrible chill down my spine for I saw the Oasis was spoiled!

In that blistering sun, the dogs' bodies lay broiled.

I could tell in a flash the Baboon had attacked. His gang plugged up the spout. The dogs' lairs had been sacked. I saw thirty-four bodies and great swarms of flies. But before you could notice, I covered your eyes.

I took thirty steps back and I bade you to stay. I entombed those dogs' bodies the rest of the day. I then blocked up the mouth of the tomb with a boulder. I intended to tell you when you had grown older.

As the years slowly passed, I confess I delayed, for revenge can be deadly, and I was afraid if you learned the whole truth you'd go after that thug and his murderous gang—and be crushed like a bug.

I have told you my secret. At last, now, you know. It pains me, dear friend, to deliver this blow: of the Desert Dog pack, Raymond, you are the last. But you needed to know that your present and past are connected, indeed, to that thrice-cursed Baboon. But his judgment is coming—and coming right soon. He has long been a threat. ’Tis our duty to end it. He has ravaged this desert—but now we defend it.




Kyron finished his story; Sir Ray was in shock: he was dazed and confused, quite unable to talk.
Near the mouth of that cave, they all spent that last night, under ten million stars, bathed in silvery light.




Chapter 27

On the Eve of Battle

Late that night Martin woke and he opened his eyes. The boy lay there and stared at the stars in the skies. He could not drift back off, so he rose from his bed. Lying there right beside him were Ray, John, and Ted.
Near the edge of the cliff was a figure he knew, standing regal and tall and the shadow it threw was the shape of a warrior astride a great horse.
Now Prince Martin approached; it was Kyron, of course.
When he stood beside Kyron, Prince Martin felt older. Now the General put his broad hand on his shoulder. From the edge of the cliff, they stared off in the distance.
Behind them, asleep, was the desert’s Resistance.
Thirty miles to the north, fires flickered and glowed: they could see their foe’s campsite from Kyron’s abode.
"Are you scared?" Kyron asked. Martin paused for a second. I had better be honest, the young fellow reckoned.
“Yes, I am,” the boy said. “That Chief fills me with dread.”
"So am I," were the words the great General said.
“You are scared?” asked the boy.
This was quite unexpected.
"Yes, indeed," Kyron said. "Courage can't be perfected. We must choose every time. And it doesn't get easy. Before battles I'm nervous; my stomach gets queasy. But remember your comrades, remember your cause, and then courage will come, for courageousness draws on our love for our friends and the reason we fight. ’Tis a truth that we centaurs would teach a young knight.”
Martin pondered the words of the powerful centaur. He knew Ray had been lucky to have such a mentor.
"Martin, wait just a moment," the centaur declared.
Martin waited alone. Towards those fires he stared.
Now the centaur returned. Could it be he had cried? Kyron’s eyes appeared red. Now the kid’s opened wide. “For a Prince!” Kyron said. “They are just the right size.” Kyron held up two gifts to the Prince’s surprise: ’twas a hauberk of chainmail that doubtless would fit—and an axe made of steel with a blade that could split through a bevor or breastplate as if it were butter.
Now Prince Martin choked up, but he managed to sputter the words “Thank you,” to Kyron, who smiled at the lad. (Although smiling, he still looked a little bit sad.)
Martin put on the hauberk. It fit him just right. His new battleaxe gleamed in the moon’s silver light. What a wonderful weapon—a sight to behold! Silver moonbeams reflected on etchings of gold. The boy stared at the axe with a wondrous smile. (You may know he had wanted an axe for a while.)
“Use them well,” Kyron said, "these are second to none. These are precious to me—they belonged to my son.
“Kadmus served as my aide in that fiercest of wars. He still lives in my heart. Now I'm glad they are yours.
"When you use them, recall what an old centaur told you—please take this to heart and allow it to mold you: do not kill for revenge or for gain or for sport. War must only be waged as a final resort when there’s no other way to guard innocent life. Only then may you morally enter the strife.
"Ah, but Prince, when you fight and the battle is hot, you strike blows that are hard. Give it all that you've got. Now go back to your bed; you can sleep two more hours."
Clouds rolled in as they’d spoken, foreshadowing showers.
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Chapter 28

High Noon

Kyron crested the hill with a tiny platoon, come to end the career of that beastly Baboon.
They could see the Oasis was lovely once more—except there were bandits preparing for war. At the sight of the gang, the poor Prince was alarmed. The Marauders looked scary—and very well-armed.
There were eighty Marauders and nine new recruits, who’d been recently taken away by the brutes. The Marauders were scarred and accustomed to fighting. They enjoyed it a lot, and they found it exciting.
Now two sentinels noticed and stared in the distance. On the crest of the hill, they could see the Resistance. The sight startled those watchmen, who sounded alarms: beating kettles and drums they now bellowed, “To arms!”
The Marauders formed ranks and their weapons were drawn. This was something those bandits had not counted on.
Stepping out from his tent, the Fiend surveyed the scene—still most cunning and cruel and demented and mean. He glared up at the force that the centaur assembled.
When he saw it was Kyron, he secretly trembled.
The Chief glared at a chimp, who was standing behind him; the chimp started to run, but the Fiend shouted, “Bind him!”
He looked back to the centaur, whose presence distressed him.
Kyron stared at that Rebel and loudly addressed him: “Nevermore will this desert be pillaged and plundered.” As the General spoke, the dark skies above thundered. He stared hard at those bandits. His brown eyes a-burning. "You may flee to the south . . . but don't think of returning."
The Marauders all turned to their Chief, the Baboon. A hot wind whipped the plain.
It was nearly high noon.
Having murdered and lied since the very beginning, he looked up at the General, evilly grinning. He cried, “You and what army? I just see a kid, and an elf, and a wolf. Now, at last, I will rid this dry desert of mettlesome half-breeds like you. Ah, but that isn’t all that I’m going to do. When your bones have been scattered (you won’t get a grave), I will keep all my loot in your cavernous cave.”
A dark dog now stepped forth from that renegade’s ranks. To his chieftain, he said, “You can show me your thanks for my long years of service by letting me kill that bold trespassing stranger on top of our hill.”
“Thank you, Fang,” said the Fiend, “but I’m whipping him first. When I’ve punished that nag, you may then do your worst.” At these words, the black whip of that renegade snapped. The Fiend glared at the centaur.


[image: Marauders attack]


A thunderbolt clapped.
The Fiend signaled attack.
Lightning flashed in the skies.
Ah, but what happened next took the gang by surprise!
Kyron sounded his horn. It rang loud. It rang clear. And then all of a sudden those bandits could hear a great howling of wolves. ’Twas a startling sound. Men were shouting as well. The gang looked all around. Behind hillocks that stood at their left and right flanks, hid two forces to add to the General’s ranks!
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The two forces rose up and stared down at the gang. Lightning flashed, then it thundered, an ear-splitting bang.
There were seventeen wolves, who stood ready for action; for the death of their king, they’d demand satisfaction!
Led by Ray, the remainders rose up as they’d planned.
Now the desert Resistance would make a last stand.
As the skies up above were beginning to rain, a great battle began on that hot desert plain.




Chapter 29

The Battle Begins

The Marauders were flanked by the wolves and the men. Now the General knew it was time to begin.
To lead troops into battle was why he’d been born.
Now he shouted out, “Charge!” and he sounded his horn.
With a blast from his horn, mighty Kyron succeeded in startling the mustangs—they up and stampeded.
Kyron’s forces attacked from three different places. Now the battle began for the desert Oasis. Kyron charged the Marauders and smashed through their ranks as his other platoons slammed the enemy’s flanks.
Kyron’s hooves and his spears filled those gangsters with dread. After Kyron’s first charge, half a dozen lay dead. Having smashed their front lines, the last centaur turned round, and he passed through again, leaving more on the ground.
Now the wolf, Ted, and Martin had entered the fray. Those three fought side by side on that drought-busting day.
John and Martin protected the Treetender Ted, who shot arrows and left many enemies dead.
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An orangutan charged and Prince Martin was tackled! The ape pinned the boy down, gripped his club, and he cackled. The orangutan used his left hand to restrain him, while his other now drew back that bludgeon to brain him. Martin called out for help. Kyron stepped into view. With a thrust of his spear, Kyron ran the ape through.
Ray could always be found where the fighting was hot, and that knight always gave a lot more than he got. A hyena now stepped in the path of Sir Ray. The brute leered at the dog and proceeded to say, “You escaped from me once. It won’t happen again.”
Joker bared his sharp fangs with a sinister grin. “From a distance, I watched when your mother, with care, pushed you into that stream. You were gasping for air. You were such a pathetic and pitiful pup. The stream rushed you away, and I couldn’t catch up.”
Joker laughed, but the hate in his beady eyes burned.
“But I still got my kill—for your mother returned! And she died like the rest. She would not even fight. I still think of that raid, and it brings me delight. You will die just like she did,” the brute said to Ray.
The dog growled in reply: “Go ahead, make my day.”
They both roared and they charged and they crashed with a thud. They ferociously fought in the mud and the blood. For that brute’s evil deed, Raymond paid him his wages. To describe it in detail would take seven pages. Suffice it to say, the hyena was slain and lay quiet and still in the thunder and rain.
Now the number of bandits had greatly decreased. A full third of them fled and a third were deceased.
Meanwhile, General Kyron could see the Baboon. On the ground, near that Fiend, many bodies were strewn. They were tribesmen and wolves that old Rebel had shot, having climbed to the spout—the most optimal spot to take aim with his crossbow and pick off his foes.
When his eyes met with Kyron’s, that renegade froze.
’Cross the plain, Kyron charged; the Fiend started to shiver as he fumbled about for a bolt in his quiver. The great hooves of the General sounded like thunder. That Baboon was afraid and he started to wonder if this was the end of his monstrous career.
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Mighty Kyron raced closer. The Fiend filled with fear.
But before Kyron reached him, he saw a dark blur. He looked back and he saw a big dog with dark fur. The dog gained on the General, snarling with rage—pushed by instincts that formed in a long-ago age: to both serve and protect had been baked in his breed. He would help
the Baboon in his hour of need.
For two decades that Rebel had been the dog’s master. Now that Fiend needed help.
So Fang ran even faster.




Chapter 30

Twins

Fang caught hold of the centaur by seizing his leg—tendons tore and his cannon bone cracked like an egg. Mighty Kyron went down in the mud with a splash. Then Fang leapt on the centaur and started to slash with his razor-sharp teeth as two lions assisted, having piled onto Kyron, who bravely resisted.
Kyron’s throat was exposed; Fang decided to rush it.
With a growl, the dog lunged, but before he could crush it, something slammed him aside; Fang was knocked to the ground. But he rolled to his feet, and before him he found a white dog crouching low, in the stance of a fighter. He was built just like him—but a little bit lighter.
These two powerful dogs that looked so much alike were now circling each other, preparing to strike. It appeared it would pour and the thunder was booming; in a way, it prefigured the fight that was looming.
Now that bloodmatch began!
They both clashed with a roar. The dogs slashed, and they bit, and they ripped, and they tore. Oh, the snarls and growls, they could curdle your blood.
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It rained harder and harder and started to flood.
Now the streambed beside them was racing with water. But this fight between canines would only get hotter.
In the meantime, the centaur, whose leg bone was shattered, had repelled his attackers, whose bodies were scattered on the wet, muddy ground where the General lay. Kyron turned on his side, and he looked for Sir Ray.
Ray and Fang were still fighting. Ray slipped in the mud. That white dog lost his footing and fell with a thud.
In a flash, Fang was on him. Ray’s throat was exposed!
For a second, they paused—the two dogs juxtaposed. Fang was ready to strike from his placement on top. As rain poured from the sky, the last centaur said, “Stop!”
Mighty Kyron asked Fang, "Would you kill your own brother?"
The dogs stared at the centaur then gaped at each other.
“Take a look at your coat. It is no longer black. Don't you see you descend from the Desert Dog pack?”




Chapter 31

Godfrey

Fang looked down at his coat: the last centaur was right; it was now a light gray, though it wasn’t yet white. Having not washed in years, the dog’s coat had grown stained. Now it kept getting lighter the harder it rained.
Lighting split the dark sky in that drought-busting rain. Something buried now stirred in that Desert Dog’s brain.
In a flash, he remembered his mother’s own face, the last words she had spoken, her final embrace. He recalled her last efforts, her love reigned supreme, how she’d wanted to help him escape in that stream. She had hoped the swift water would bear him away, that her pup would escape, live to see a new day.
Lightning flashed once again. It continued to pour. And the dog known as Fang now recalled even more: he remembered the role the hyena had filled, how the Chief intervened, how his mother was killed, how a chimp tied him up, how the very next day the Marauders moved on and they dragged him away.
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The Baboon had then taught him to kill and to steal. He’d at first been confused, didn’t know how to feel. But it bothered him less every time that he tried it. He soon liked it a lot and did not try to hide it.
He’d become a Marauder—and one of the meanest: his desire for combat was ever the keenest. He’d grown big and his bite became worse than his bark. After years of that life, his light coat became dark.
He had gone by the nickname bestowed by the gang: on account of his fierceness, they’d all called him Fang.
In that flash, he remembered his past and his mother. Now he stared at his foe and discerned his own brother: “You are Raymond,” he said as the rain lashed their faces, removing the grime and the gore and the traces of the life he had lived without cleansing his fur—the life of a murdering renegade cur. “And my name isn’t Fang. It is Godfrey,” he said.
Then he felt sudden shame for the life he had led.
It was then that the Fiend on that rock started talking—his voice dripping with scorn, most derisive and mocking.
Standing armed with his crossbow and trusty old knife, the Fiend spoke of his claim on the Desert Dog’s life.




Chapter 32

Unless a Grain of Wheat Should Fall

The Baboon said, “Remember, my thunderstruck friend, that a long time ago your life came to a bend in the road—which you took—now you cannot turn back. While your coat may be lighter, your soul is still black.
“Yes, your past—so pathetic—and present are sundered. Tell me how many times have you murdered and plundered? Don’t pretend, my dear Fang, that you didn’t enjoy it. You would help pick a target—then we would destroy it.
“Fang, your tribe has died out.” The Chief spat and he swore. “Fang, whatever you were, you are not anymore.”
Now the last centaur spoke; he was kneeling there lame. As those lions lay dead, he called Godfrey by name. The dog looked at the centaur with tentative eyes. “You reject that Baboon, all his works and his lies. You can choose to return to your ancestors’ ways of protecting and guarding and spending your days in the service of others and leaving a mark on this desert that isn’t infernal and dark.”
In the eyes of that dog, there was great hesitation.
[image: The Fiend fires his crossbow]


Now the Fiend on the rock said, “Enough disputation!”
First a twang!—then a whizz!—then a sickening thump!
Kyron reached for his side as he started to slump, for that Rebel’s last bolt buried deep in his heart.
He grew pale, and he had these last words to impart: “Godfrey, make your choice now. Only you can decide.”
[image: Kyron's last words]


With his final words spoken, the last centaur died.
At the side of the centaur, Sir Ray started howling.
Godfrey glared at the Rebel and started to growling; then he climbed up the rock to face down the foul Fiend who had made him an orphan before he’d been weaned. . . .




Chapter 33

Brotherly Love

Godfrey charged the Baboon, who was clever and cruel, who had thought to himself it might come to a duel.
The Baboon had a rock he had grabbed off the ground, and he hurled it with force at the head of the hound. The rock came to a stop when it hit the hard bone of the head of the dog, who now dropped like a stone.
The Fiend ran to the dog, and he quickly grabbed hold of his head to confirm he had knocked him out cold. Lightning flashed all around as the Fiend clutched his knife. All there gathered now gaped.
Would he take Godfrey’s life?
First, the Fiend started sawing and sliced through his collar. Martin knew what he planned, so he started to holler. “He needs help!” Martin cried. Now Ted knew what he meant. But the elf couldn’t shoot, for his arrows were spent! John the wolf wasn’t near—he was too far away. The three friends looked around. Where, oh where was Sir Ray?
The Fiend cut through the collar, exposing the throat of that unconscious dog; the ghoul started to gloat. With his knife to the neck of his motionless victim, that old Rebel announced, “I now give you a dictum:
“When you enter my service, I pay you your wages. I accept new Marauders of all different ages. In my gang, you can serve as a fighter or scout. There are many ways in—but a single way out.
“Now this servant of mine, once so loyal and true, who performed any deed that I gave him to do, who obeyed me and followed wherever I led him, has decided to stray . . . so it’s time to behead him!”
The Fiend drew back his knife.
Lightning flashed high above.
But that beast hadn’t counted on brotherly love!
As that Rebel now pressed with his knife’s bitter edge, something leapt from above, from that rock’s craggy ledge. The Fiend started to turn, having noticed a blur. What he saw was a streak of sharp fangs and white fur. It slammed into them both, and it sent Godfrey falling right off of that rock, and it sent the Fiend sprawling. With a clatter, the knife bounced a few feet away.
The Baboon now looked up.
And he stared at Sir Ray.
“You may flee or submit or you’ll find yourself dead,” were the words the penultimate Desert Dog said. “There will be no more taxes or raids or adoptions.”
For a moment, that Rebel considered his options.
Then he hissed at the dog. His last hand he now played: in a rush, the Fiend lunged and he reached for his blade.
Ah, but Ray was too quick!
With a snarl, he attacked!
His jaws seized the Fiend’s neck—and Ray shook till it cracked!


[image: Ray attacks the Fiend]


The light slowly escaped from that murderer’s eyes. . . . 
Now the storm rolled away, leaving blue, cloudless skies. The bright sun had emerged and was showing its face, as Sir Raymond looked down at that beautiful place.
He could see that the gang was beginning to shatter as the last of those renegades started to scatter.
In the water below, he saw Martin and Ted with a motionless body—apparently dead. They were dragging it up to the shore from the pool, which now shone in the sun like an indigo jewel.
Ray now recognized Godfrey—who opened his eyes. As he stared at his twin, Ray was filled with surprise: what a wonderful, marvelous, beautiful sight . . .
. . . amid all of his scars, Godfrey’s coat was now white.




Chapter 34

The Keeper

In a great vaulted room in a castle of stone sat the King of The West on an ivory throne.
The King’s counselors gathered. He read them reports he’d received from his envoys to other
kings’ courts. These reports had brought tidings from faraway places. The King’s counselors listened, keen looks on their faces. And among those there gathered were Martin and Ray, whom the King had included that crisp autumn day.
First, he read a report from the Northern Frontier: those big Northmen stayed put; there was nothing to fear.
The King next read a note from that southernmost nation. His envoy had written this happy narration:


On this first day of Fall, I am writing, Your Grace. This missive, I hope, brings a smile to your face. I am pleased to report the tide finally turned. All the refugee families have safely returned to the Wilderness Wild, which, at last, is secured. They were glad to go home after all they endured. The desert folk’s spirits could scarcely get higher.

There is one other thing that might interest you, Sire: it concerns mighty Kyron, whose death we lament, for whom flags fly half-staff, and our garments are rent. Kyron’s dying has had unexpected effects: pilgrims hike from this kingdom to pay their respects. They will visit his Tomb, then they’ll visit his Cave, where they study the wisdom he managed to save. Kyron’s Tomb and his Cave now consistently draw many pilgrims on foot. Just this morning I saw six or seven set out and they peacefully filed from this kingdom due south to the Wilderness Wild.

The first stop on their journey’s the General’s Tomb in a quiet Oasis, where wildflowers bloom. What impresses them most at this first destination is that somebody sees to the Tomb’s decoration: someone keeps the grave marked with the flowers that grow all along the Oasis, where cool waters flow. No one knows who makes sure that the tomb’s always tended, but the pilgrims report that the flowers are splendid. And the one who keeps tending the General’s Tomb must have loved that old centaur, the pilgrims assume.

On the path to his Cave, they see something surprising: piles of stones, out of nowhere, are suddenly rising. These stone markers appear in two orderly lines. And they too are well-tended; they’re possibly shrines. Each stone pile is well-kept with more freshly picked flowers. They give shade to the pilgrims a couple of hours. They continue to Kyron’s to learn from his lore. They return knowing much they did not know before.

And the journey they make from that freshwater fountain to the Cavern of Kyron on top of a mountain is the safest round trip in that dry desert tract (that thirty miles there, and that thirty miles back.) All the pilgrims feel safe, for a dog can be seen.

Though he’s covered with scars, his white coat is pristine.

The dog lives by those shrines and that quiet Oasis. As they walk to the Cave, the dog watchfully paces the group like a shepherd protecting his flock. He is not very friendly, does not like to talk. He is rough round the edges; a far cry from tame. They do not know his pedigree, past, or his name.

They just call him The Keeper.

The name seems to fit. When they stop for the night, that white dog will just sit at the edge of their camp; he won’t lie by the fire. He stays up keeping watch when the pilgrims retire.




[image: The Keeper]



As they go further south, sometimes outlaws appear. But the pilgrims report they have nothing to fear: at the sight of a brigand or threatening stranger, The Keeper steps in—between them and the danger. The effect of The Keeper on outlaws is stunning: the dog’s menacing growl always sets them a-running. Thus, the pilgrims walk safely with nothing to fear—just as long as that white-coated Keeper is near.

When they reach Kyron’s Cave, he will follow them in. He lies down on the floor as their studies begin. There are paintings he stares at for hours on end. When it’s time to return, when their notes have been penned, he will follow them back to that quiet Oasis. 

[image: The Child and the Sower]
Though his kind is unknown, they are sure he can trace his lines back to a breed born to serve and protect—it is that kind of bloodline his actions reflect.

It’s been like this for weeks, I’m astonished to say. Now the pilgrims are calling the journey The Way. In conclusion, Your Grace, I must thank you for sending the Brotherly Band, for they helped bring an ending to that renegade’s rule in the Wilderness Wild.
 

The King laid down the note.
Ray and Martin just smiled.
[image: Martin and Ray smile]




The End.






Free bonus chapter
 
Want to read just a little bit more about Kyron? Email me at brandon@princemartin.com, and I’ll email you a completely free bonus chapter featuring one final illustration. 


◆◆◆
 


Did you love this Prince Martin adventure? Would you please consider leaving a quick Amazon review to help spread the word? Thank you.
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