Garden of Rust

Blades like grass lined the winding, uphill path that led into
the derelict shrine. With a sword strapped to his back and a cane
leading his way, Ihbrim began his slow ascent. This was the first
year he had been forced to use an aide in his ritual march. Age is a
wound that never heals, he mused.

He did not mind that his pace was sluggish, not when the
weather was so pleasant. Besides, a casual stride afforded him
more time to admire the swords, all four-hundred and ninety-nine,
where they stood pierced into the earth. He wished he could stop at
each one to remove the vines that coiled their way to the hilt and
scrub the rust that encrusted the once splendid blades, but he had

not the strength for such an arduous task. The souls within the steel
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would understand. As long as the Captain’s weapon was cared for,
neither man nor phantom would complain.

Halfway up the hill, IThbrim allowed himself a respite in the
shade of a weeping cherry’s generous boughs. Beneath this curtain
of ghostly pink, he surveyed the sea of swords. If he squinted, he
could almost trick his mind into seeing a mighty host arrayed in
scale and chain. And if he pushed the illusion even further, he
could feel the warm heartland breeze on his skin and breathe in the
fresh scent of blood-tinged feather grass. He almost felt young
again. Almost.

Lingering just long enough to gather his second wind,
Ihbrim continued upward toward the tattered shrine.

Serpents of moss hung from the temple’s swooping eaves,
and the red paint that once covered the wooden frame was long
faded. Mourning doves, watching from their nests in the rafters,

cooed upon Ihbrim’s intrusion.
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“You think this your home?” Ihbrim asked the roosting
flock, a small smile tugging his wrinkled cheeks. “Very well.
There is plenty of room for all of us.”

The shrine, despite its disheveled appearance, was indeed
spacious. In fact, the only occupant, save the birds, was a
greatsword that stood embedded in the stone floor. So colossal was
the weapon's size, that it bordered on absurdity. Its pommel rose to
the height of Thbrim’s collarbones despite a foot of its blade being
set into the ground.

“Oh, Captain,” Ihbrim said, his knees popping and
protesting as he knelt before the mighty sword. Though the blade
showed signs of decay, he could still see his weathered reflection
in the steel. “It would seem that I, too, am rusting. Would that I
could live for an eternity and tend this garden until the end of all
days.”

He ran a finger along the sword’s edge, counting the nicks

and notches as he went. Each imperfection was a lost story, a clash
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of arms forgotten to time. With gentle hands, so as not to disturb
the grave, IThbrim removed the vines that had begun creeping their
way toward the sword’s quillons. “A relentless thing, nature,” he
said, lifting a bundle of scouring rush from his satchel. “Irreverent,
some might dare to say, how it consumes our monuments and
wears away our epitaphs. Ah, but such things are mere vanities,
isn’t that right, Captain?”

The sword stood stoic and silent while Thbrim worked away
at the bits of rust with slow, determined motions of the rush.

“I have done my best to follow your orders, sir,” the dutiful
soldier said. “I lived a life of peace and harbored no hate as best |
could.

“Though I must admit, I did hate you for a time, Captain.
Have I told you that before? That when you took me aside and told
me [ was to be the messenger, the lone survivor, how my courage

melted and my honor faded to dust? You cannot know how much
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that hurt; how grievous a wound it was. The best of me died on
that battlefield before a single blow was struck.”

Ihbrim continued his work in silence for a time, letting the
breeze and birds fill the emptiness. Despite his efforts, there were
pits worn into the Captain’s blade that no amount of abrasion
would remove. “Just as well,” he said, a sleeve to his sweaty brow.
“These gnarled hands have grown weary.”

With a sigh of satisfaction, IThbrim set himself down next to
the Captain’s towering sword and watched the sun melt from the
blue sky into the lavender horizon. “What a view,” he said, staring
out at the garden of blades glittering in the waning light. “I pray
the gods hasten the day I join you here in spirit, that [ may gaze
over my brothers until time’s end.”

Ihbrim enjoyed the view until twilight settled upon the sky.
Then, with stiff motions from tired and brittle bones, he pulled a
sleeping mat from his pack and unfurled it before the Captain’s

greatsword. As he settled down for the night, his own blade
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unsheathed and resting along the length of his body, Ihbrim said, “I
will join you in the vanguard as I dream, Captain sir. We will fight
together, bold and bloody, once again.”

The morning sun found Thbrim cold and gray with his
hands, taut in death, wrapped about his sword’s hilt. A content
smile graced his countenance while the Captain’s greatsword stood

vigil over his remains.



