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Preface

Looking out over the burning horizon, Captain Germund Yating could feel the excitement rising as he looked out onto the open war that raged before him.  Flame and smoke billowed from the small fishing town that once stood on the distant stretch of coast along with the foreign land they were invading, giving the morning sky a hellish glow that summoned him towards it.  From the forward viewing platform of the massive troop carrier, he was able to analyze the path of the battles by the wall of smoke burning its way over the land towards the southwest.
Turning back to his waiting men, he grinned before looking down to adjusting his red steel scale mail breastplate and bronze chainmail shirt underneath.  Glancing down at his thousand man legion that was assembled on the monstrous deck below him he slapped his fist against his chest in salute to the world-renowned Dragon Legion that he had been given command of a little over a year ago.  With a thunderous clap of steel on steel, his salute was returned, signaling that all of his men were ready for the fight waiting for them less than a mile from the shore.
Sliding quickly down the ladder on the side of the viewing platform, he stepped to where he had left his gear.  Sweeping the short red battle cape around his shoulder, he clasped it in place with the two dragon head clasps on his shoulders.  With the cape falling in place, he pulled the padded arming cap over his head followed by the bronze chainmail coif. 
When he was sure that the familiar weight was settled, he lifted the red steel conical helmet and studied the ornate dragon that stretched over the crown of his helmet with its wings stretched down to form the faceguard.  Slipping the helmet over his head, he glanced around at the men around him, all dressed identically to him save the gold eyes of the dragon on his helmet, marking him as the captain of the Dragon Legion.
With his face fully hidden behind the dragon’s wings he turned back to the front of the boat, his nerves slipping for a second until he felt the familiar weight of his kite shield strapped to his left arm and his short Qiang spear in his right hand.  Stepping to the front of the formation, he began to listen to the sound of the waves breaking against the hull of the ship wanting to hear the sounds of the beach.  When the waves shifted from the methodical thump to sporadic crashing, he yelled his orders over the roar of the waves.
“Today the Dragon Legion will join the legends of our order, we will be the first of our kind to invade a new land in over a century.  We have looked forward to this fight for the week it took for us to reach this point.  From the second this ramp drops we will assert our dominance over this continent, holding to our discipline and laying waste to all that opposes us.”
Lifting his spear in the air, he bellowed the battle cry of the Dragon Legion as the ship thudded into the sand and the landing ramp fell free.  Pouring out of the gate he sprinted forward with his men to form up on the large road that ran along the coast looking for friend or foe.  Without waiting for orders from his superiors who hadn’t had enough respect for him to be waiting, he stopped a field medic and asked where the strongest fighting was happening.  Turning to point southwest, the medic's exhausted voice was weak but still clear, showing his esteem for Germund’s station despite the chaos of a battlefield hospital he had just left behind.
“The Purple emperor’s sons are leading a battalion near this same road to the south.  They are trying to keep us from cutting their puny empire in half and they are making us pay dearly for every mile.  Go and end this so that I can stop stitching together young men and go back to my hospital in the capital.”
Giving the doctor a salute of thanks, he turned and began to march at double time towards the fighting, never looking back to see if his men were behind him.  In less than fifteen minutes they found themselves atop a hill looking down on the left flank of the battle that straddled a small stream, causing a disconnect between the enemy’s right flank fighting under a princely banner and the rest of the army.  Glancing around the battlefield, Germund couldn’t believe his luck as he spotted a narrow wash that had been left unprotected behind the desperately fighting enemy running along the rear of their formation.
Leaning over to his second in command he subtly gestured towards the ravine not wanting to give any indications to the enemy reserve that might be watching the new arrivals.  Giving a grunt of approval, his friend turned and descended the hill and began to organize the legion into smaller battle groups that could press through the ravine together and form up together on the far side.  Germund followed him down to his men, moving to his longbowmen to divide them into three groups to properly cover their attack.
When the first group had taken the hill and launched the initial volley into the enemy’s reserve nearly a hundred-fifty yards away, he turned and led the first group out and around the hills until he signaled for a stop at the mouth of the ravine.  He waited until all of his archers were in position and signaled his men forward, running at full speed out into the back of the unprepared enemy lines as the other two battle groups used the ravine to slip into weak spots along the enemy line.  Ducking a swipe of a sword, he slammed his spear into another enemy, listening to the sounds of the battlegroups slamming into the enemies around him.
Studying the ebb and flow of men around him, he quickly realized the instability of the enemy lines and gave a distinct whistle his men knew well.  Without another word, his battle groups around him shifted into a wedge formation, striking to the left for three steps, then to the right for three steps.  After four cycles of the saw-like action, the soldiers in front of him had either fallen or retreated to protect the royal banner about ten yards from him.
Giving a different whistle from the first, he broke off the grinding attack against the back of the enemy lines and focused the entire strength against the princes’ force.  With a quick signal, he didn’t wait to see if his men understood the plan as he charged forward.  He was pleased to hear the harmonic twang of bowstrings from the hill behind him and the thud of arrows striking armor in front of him.  When he was sure that his forces were in place his battle groups began to lunge forward striking like a boxer’s fists beating down an unprotected opponent until he watched a group of red clad warriors break through to capture the purple banner at the center of the enemy formation.
Sliding his uncovered fingers to touch the large red stone in the handle of his spear, he swung the spear blade over his head and slashed it to the ground, launching a wave of flame into what remained of the imperial guard.  Before the smell of burning flesh reached him, he moved forward to find only one prince still alive.  Screaming as his superheated breastplate burned into his flesh the young man swung his blade wildly trying to kill his attacker.  Letting a sly grin cross his face, Germund swung the blade of his spear down, ending the screaming permanently.




Chapter 1: The New Status of the World

The sun crested the horizon cutting through the darkness like hundreds of golden spears, finding Magnai Tuman standing on the bow of one of the warships in his father’s fleet.  He had overcome his seasickness after the first two days of the trip, but he still felt every slap of a wave and buck of the ship in the pit of his gut.  He forgot about this feeling though as his father stepped forward and placed his arm around his eldest son, pointing with his other hand off at a distant sparkle just above the horizon.
“Do you see that shine over there… That shine is the gate of the disciples.  That is the only way onto the Island of Vedal.  Before we can enter, we will have to signal the watchman with a blast of our horn, after that we have to drop our flag and remove any weapons of war that are visible on the outside of the ship.”
Magnai looked at his father with one eyebrow raised, confusion evident on his face.  His father let out a little laugh and pulled him a little tighter, before looking back up to the horizon.  With far more emotion in his voice, he continued to speak.
“Now that you're eighteen, you are going to be far more responsible for these things.  The last time you were here you were too small to remember all of this, but this time you will need to act like the high prince you are.  Before the funeral, you and a few other heirs will be taken to the temple to be blessed by the high priest.
“This is the last step you will need to take before we make your engagement final with Ia Kissare and cement our alliance with what remains of Laral.  Now we just need to make sure that we don’t get involved in this terrible war and destroy any hope our people have of surviving this genocidal war.  After the ceremony you will be free to form future alliances and friendships that will help our people, but please steer clear of that princess from Maldavid, she is the one distraction that you can’t afford.”
Magnai bristled a little at the reprimand but straightened and fixed his father with the firm stare of confidence that his lifetime of training had taught him.  When he spoke again, his voice matched his demeanor, but he kept just a hint of a laugh in it.
“Father, you and I both know that if any other man had made that comment, my blade would be in my hand.  Not only is this marriage important for our people and our future, but I love Ia and you know that.  My communication with the princess of Maldavid is an attempt to bury the hatchet.  Ia and I have hoped that when Giorsal comes to power we may be able to unite the north to stand against these new incursions.”
Smiling, his father turned to face him, taking Magnai by the shoulders so that he was looking into eyes that matched the color of the sky behind him. 
“It isn’t that I don’t know what you feel and what your good intentions are, but the worst combination in the world is the combination of love and good intentions.  I fear that you don’t understand the depth of hate and greed that clouds the wills of nations.  Remember why you are here, and you will be able to set your path on a clear and rising road.”
Magnai quickly nodded and moved off to the ladder that descended into the hull of the ship, following his father’s instructions.  After about an hour Magnai was back, standing at the bow of the ship, adorned in his long black ceremonial robe.  He finished tying off the leather bands that went around the large gold buttons that ran the length of the opening over his chest, enjoying the ever-growing site before them.
Barking at his crew, the captain of the ship ordered the blast of the symbolic horn, and the weapons bestowed complying quickly with tradition. Magnai placed his cylinder cap on his head and looked up to watch the reaction of the small outlines of men moving around the top of the two towers that flanked the gate.  All of the men on the nearest tower froze and stared down at them as the horn blast reverberated back off the polished brass wall in front of them.  He spotted a large scorpion angle towards them, rising as their flag descended.
As far as Magnai was aware, the only weapons anywhere on the top level of the ship were hidden inside his boots and hidden under the gold sash around his waist.  Having lived in the fortress complex at Tarville Keep for the last three years, he had often dealt with the untrustworthy and wild men of the Vole wastelands.  He had quickly acquired a slight paranoia that made him extremely uncomfortable without at least his two pairs of curved knives hidden in multiple places on his person.
He was fully aware that this was technically a major insult to his father’s beliefs, but he had often questioned the existence of Ruion.  But he also knew that the priest who had taught him the words of Ruion, often said that every man was expected to prepare themselves as if they didn’t have a deity’s help and they would be protected better than if they blindly relied on their god.  He had come to perform a time old ritual and to witness the funeral of the last hope of Laral, but he prepared himself for battle, just in case his god should have need of a blade.
He wasn’t sure what had happened to the last emperor of the lands to the south, but he knew that it meant that war would soon be at his doorstep.  Having often ridden out against some of the organizing hordes of thieves and murderers in the wilderness that served as a buffer around Tedia he had tasted combat but had yet to truly face a foe of equal strength and skill to his own.  With the most likely fall of Laral, he would likely be facing the armies of Zandita soon enough.
Not much was known about the Empress of Zandita, or of the nation itself.  They had come to the Continent of Azela just over ten years ago and had attacked the eastern borders of Laral, slaughtering millions in their path.  The State of Puswa had surrendered to the Zanditan Navy and part of the state of Gegala was under the control of the Zanditan Navy less than a year ago, after heavy blockades and lightning raids on port cities.
Now Magnai stood facing the massive brass gates as they swung slowly open, sending a gentle wave out into the open ocean as the tarnished green sections of the gate swept through the black water, rocking the ship further.  As the ship let out its rudder and pushed itself forward into the bay, Magnai couldn’t help but gape at the gleaming city before him.  He couldn’t help but be amazed at the beauty before him, having never noticed the elegance before.
The roof of every building was made of brass, their sharp gleaming points, and corrugation causing every eye to be drawn up to the temple, which sat up at the top of the hill.   Every inch of the city was made of some kind of polished stone or varnished wood, causing a gentle glow to reflect off of every visible inch as the sun climbed over the wall to light it further.  The roads were paved in black granite that looked like it had been shipped from his homeland, and it was accented with a dark black wood that made up the docks and visible fences.
As the ship drew closer to the port, other parts of the city pulled his eyes to them.  Foremost was the polished marble of varying colors that made up the walls of the buildings before him, framed by the deep green of the forest that rimmed the city.  But the thing that always ended up drawing his eyes back, was the temple, made of a dark green Marble with veins of gold running throughout.  This massive building was capped with an almost white gold roof that shone almost as bright as the sun focused its light directly at it.
The people that moved throughout the city were an amazing sight as well.  Coming to a stop at one of the piers of the dock, his father pointed to a small group of men approaching.  Each man was adorned in a dark green kilt, with a gold belt holding it in place and a large plumbing cape of the same color.  Each man wore a breastplate over his bare chest, most were made of leather, but two leading the procession wore Brass breastplates accented with Jade and Emeralds.  To further the peculiarity of their appearance, they had covered every potentially visible piece of skin with dark emerald-colored paint.
As the men drew closer to the ship, Magnai noticed that the lead man with a bronze breastplate was armed with two short swords and carried a round shield on his back, made of the same dark wood as the dock below his feet and banded in bronze.  Magnai slowly placed his right hand on one of the knives hidden under the gold sash around his waist and moved closer to the gangplank that was being thrown out.
Taking up a defensive stance, just to the left of the walkway, but doing his best to not look like he was preparing for a fight.  He angled himself so that he could move on any of the men, should they decide to attack his father.  But as he tried to cut off his father, and keep him safely on his ship, the larger of the two men leading the others stepped forward raising his arms to the waiting men on the ship as he spoke.
“Good men of Tedia, what news do you bring?”
His father stepped up onto the gangplank and spoke just as loudly and formally.
“Good King of Vedal, Protector of the temple of Ruion, we bring news of relative peace and prosperity in the kingdom of Tedia.  Your friend King Tumon stands here, hoping to pay his respects and help send his friend and fellow king on into the afterlife with honor.  Will you accept me and my subjects who seek to join me in worshiping at the Temple of our God?”
The King of Vedal, burst into a deep, hearty laugh, causing every man aboard the Tedian ship to jump in surprise.  He gave a quick wave of his hands signaling for King Tumon to come to join him.  In a few bounding steps, the greying king of Tedia embraced his old friend, beginning a quiet conversation as the crew resumed their duties.
Slowly Magnai descended the gangplank after his father, releasing his grip on the hilt of his knives as he drew closer.  Reaching the stable dock surface, he stepped up beside his father and bowed to the King of Vedal, remaining stone-faced and untrusting as he did so.  His father spoke again, placing his hand on his son’s back as he did so.
“This is my son Magnai, he has come with me before, but he was only about eight the last time he was here.  He is here to be recognized as my rightful heir by the high priest and Ruion.”
The dark green warrior king of Vedal took a step back, truly taking in Magnai for the first time.  Before Magnai could react, the large king had pulled him into a firm and jolly embrace.  After the few seconds that the embrace held, the king stepped back again and looked into the eyes of the eighteen-year-old man before him.
“Has it really been that long, I remember when you were here last, you and my son were inseparable for that week.  I fear that those days were so long ago that neither of you will remember the friendship of much happier days.  I pray that your friendship will be renewed quickly though, we have much need for friends in these times of war. Plus, my understanding is that congratulations are in order as well.  Hopefully, we will be joining you for a much happier reason soon enough.”
Bowing deeply as he stepped free from the embrace, he rose and met the king's gaze as he spoke to a man he barely remembered as if he were his favorite uncle.
“Good king, it will be my honor to host you as one of our most esteemed guests and I’m sure that my betrothed would agree with that.  Despite the sadness of this day and the loss of the great Emperor of Laral, I am also here to complete the final step that I need to complete before I can be wed.  If the will of Ruion and my own will line up, we will be celebrating the future before the month is out.”
With a laugh of approval, the king motioned for the younger man in the bronze breastplate to step forward.  He bowed in greeting to both but remained perfectly silent as he did so.  Turning back to Magnai’s father he introduced his son formally.
“May I introduce Prince Atzmon Preas, my eldest son whom Prince Magnai knows but I’m not sure if you have ever met King Tuman.  He will also be going through the ceremony today as well, but I fear that he is not as lucky as you seem to be Prince Magnai.  I’m sure that we all have a lot to discuss so my son will take you to the temple and introduce you to the high priest.”
Magnai bowed once more and stepped around the guards of the two kings, then turned and waited for Atzmon to join him.  Quickly reaching the end of the dock, Magnai looked towards the ships from other kingdoms, barely noting the large number of ships from Gegala.  He stopped abruptly as he spotted a man that had been one of his heroes for years, the famous warrior king of Gegala, standing in front of his flagship seeming to be lost in thought.
As they walked past, Magnai could help but watch him, confused at the look of hate and greed that filled his eyes as he studied the city around him.  They walked for several seconds in silence before they were clear of the rest of the crowd that now flooded off of the ship and went about their various tasks.  As they turned the corner, Magnai spoke first, not looking over at the man walking beside him.
“So, it’s really been what, ten years since the last time we were all together?  I didn’t even recognize you when I first saw you. “
Atzmon grunted at first, then looked back at Magnai, slowing his pace to match Magnai’s gate. 
“It has been a long time…  The princesses of Gegala and Maldavid arrive earlier this morning, but we are still missing the princes of Laral and the princesses of Puswa, Gereth, and Sewitt.  From what I heard, none of them will not be joining us.”
Magnai came to a stop and looked squarely at his old friend for the first time.  Their small band of heirs had not all been together for several years, but they had done their best to stay in touch and maintain their friendly relationships.  Some specific relationships had been strained by time and politics, but most had at least maintained an air of trust and cordiality.
“What do you mean Mettius and Ravi won’t be joining us?  We have been waiting for this day for all of our lives.  I understand why some of the others aren’t here, their families aren’t as into these traditions as ours, like Ia Kissare and Uqbah.”
Atzmon slowed and came to a stop as these painful memories flitted across his stone face at the mention of his first love.  He turned back to face the black-clad prince of Tedia, waiting for him to close the distance between them.  As Magnai drew close enough to Atzmon spoke in a hushed voice, his tension audible as he restrained the fresh wounds.
“Clearly you don’t keep up on the news from the kingdoms.  Puswa fell to the Zanditan navy a week ago.  The king has been left in place, but he has no power left, it is even rumored that his daughters are being held captive to keep the rest of the royal family in line.  We have yet to actually confirm anything, but our friends in Gegala are trying to sneak in and get us more information.
“On top of that bad news, it is rumored that the princes of Laral were killed in the battles for the Valley of Steel.  It is believed that on the night that their father was murdered their mother disappeared into the castle with her youngest children and hasn’t been seen since.   Laral is in ruins and that leaves nothing between the rest of us and the armies of Zandita, which could really be a problem if we can’t organize.  This is why the council meeting is so important at this time, despite the transgression against the appointed mourning period.”
The only thing Magnai could do was shake his head as he tried to process this news.  He had heard a lot of strange news out of the south in the last few months, but it had never really clicked that this could be so dangerous for his people.  He had thought that his wedding and the unification of power would end the rising threats and chaos, but this illusory shield slowly began to crack and waver as the reality of the world outside of his borders began to force its way in.  For the rest of the climb to the temple, they remained silent, marching with their eyes studying and greeting the people they passed in the street as were their duty while trying to deal with the black new of the times.
Turning down the last street, the glimmering brass gates of the temple came into view, forcing Magnai to drop his gaze as the sun glinted brightly off of the metal.  Atzmon greeted the guards formally as the gates were opened slowly revealing the grounds and chapels inside the temple walls.   As the grounds came into view, memories of better days flooded back to him and drowned out his fears for a moment.  Images of seeing his friends as little children playing in the garden as he and his father had walked through the gates nearly brought a tear of relief to his eye and his last doubts eased.
Breaking the nostalgia of his memories, he spotted something he had never really imagined, two of the most beautiful women he had ever seen were strolling where they had once played, smelling the flowers of the gardens that ringed the temple.  One of the two women looked up and met Magnai’s gaze, causing a strange queasiness to sweep over him as the gaze continued until a small smile crept over the princess’s face.  The sparkle of her ice-blue eyes hypnotizes him and only made his nerve increase all the more.  Magnai’s gaze broke from hers as she began to walk towards him, her blood-red gown swishing around her feet as she walked.
He continued to study every inch of her as she walked his direction, taking in everything from the silver sea serpents that wound their way around her arms and shoulders, with the heads extending out onto the drape of each sleeve with their fangs bared toward anything that she should point at.  As she continued to approach two dark blue flowering vines became visible as well, creeping up from the hem of her dress and weaving its way up her body, accentuating every curve.  Even her fiery red hair, woven into a wreath around her head with blue flowers balanced like gems of a crown, drew his attention.
He knew who she was, but he struggled to connect the young girl that had been one of his best friends and constant pen pals throughout his life, and this visage of an angel that continued to walk towards him.  This was Princess Giorsal Eshtiaq, Heir to the Throne of Maldavid, and the second in command of the armies of her people.  The stories of her exploits against the governor of the Laral, his future father-in-law, had often made their way across the Vole Wilderness, often exaggerated, but still amazing.
Like a bath in the ice-cold water, his father’s words rushed over him, causing his thoughts to break from the cage they were trapped in.  As his reason for being there flooded back, the guilt followed close behind sending his mind into freefall as he struggled to put his plans back together with the new complication he had just discovered.
As his brain began to think independently again, he also took in the women close on the heels of Giorsal.  The slightly taller girl was no less beautiful than her friend, her slender figure was accentuated by her black wrapped gown, the orange flowers and belt had both been strategically placed to draw attention to her beauty.  Her golden hair was tied up in a bun behind her head, a large pair of black needles holding it all in place fully exposing her large doe-like eyes and her infectious smile. 
Her pale grey-blue eyes filled with sparkles of joy almost made him think he was falling into the winter sky of her homeland, passing through space and enjoying the stars in their purest form.  The eyes are what made him sure of the girl’s identity, this was Princess Sophia Kozue, Princess of the Kingdom of Gegala, the diplomat of the group and confidant of everyone in the group of royals.
As each of the girls reached them, Magnai quickly reached out and took each of their hands, kissing each gently as he bowed deeply in greeting.  He opened his mouth to speak but was caught by the look on Atzmon’s face as he greeted Sophia.  For the first time in his memory, he saw emotion crack through the stony-faced Vedaly prince’s mask that he always wore, yielding to a brief and genuine smile.
Magnai had never understood the tradition of the royal family of Vedal to never show emotion because his people were the exact opposite, wearing every emotion on their chest like a nametag.  But now his statuesque sidekick turned bright red as Sophia’s hand accidentally brushed his as she turned to look at a shimmering golden hummingbird that had shot past her head, flying towards a stand of blue lupine behind her.  Catching Atzmon’s eye, he couldn’t help but smile and nodded knowingly, trying to let him know that he had his back should he need help.
Returning the nod, Atzmon turned and stepped over to the flowers, telling Sophia about the bird that she was studying.  Magnai watched them as they walked away after the small bird, wondering if there was a future for them.  His thoughts were pulled away as Giorsal stepped to his side, taking his arm and pulling him away to walk between some hedges and rose bushes.  For several seconds he allowed himself to enjoy the touch of her hand and the ability she had to take away the worries that had clouded his mind for as long as he could remember.
But then his reality came crashing back once again, causing him to pull away from her and turn her to face him so that they could talk.  He spoke softly so that only Giorsal could hear what he was saying. 
“Giorsal, we can’t do this, you know that I am engaged to Ia Kissare and I can’t let it look like I am unfaithful even in thought.  My father thinks it is the only way that we can ensure peace in Azela and I tend to agree with him.  We have discussed what can be done to reconcile you two when the time comes, but if rumors begin to swirl that potential will fly away like the hummingbird those two are chasing.”
Never losing her smile Giorsal kissed him quickly and scampered off towards their friends, leaving him stunned as he raised his hand to touch his lips.  Instantly his mind became a warzone, his heart began a civil war and his mind fed weapons to both sides.  He knew that pursuing Giorsal, even in secret could guarantee the collapse of his union and potentially engulf the north in a bloody war that could lead to the destruction of Tedia, but for this moment part of him didn’t care.




Chapter 2:  The Secret Fallen

Princess Ravi Terzis moved down the main road of her capital city of Methera, doing her best to look like she was calm even though she was being trailed by the same two Zanditan strike warriors that had escorted her on these proof of life walks each morning.  Ever since her father had been forced to surrender the kingdom to the Zanditan Naval Admiral who had been blockading their ports and harassing their border cities for the last year, she and her younger sisters had been under the thumb of the admiral and had been forced to serve as his puppets to keep the people from rebelling.
Today was a little different though, besides just going for a walk through the market she was expected to go to the newly built slave market and watch the first of the slave auctions.  Her people had never liked or approved of slavery, but this market was expected to be far more offensive than other attempts at selling slaves had been.  These slaves were people captured by the Zanditan army as they pushed into Laral.
She had volunteered to attend this morning to keep her younger sisters from having to see the terrible scene of a slave market.  The entire walk down from the castle on the far side of the city, she had been preparing herself for the pain and devastation that she would see, but she had found her mind wandering up to the island of Vedal, where she should have been this morning, preparing to receive her birthright and be recognized before her god.
Her thoughts were jerked back quickly as a firm hand grabbed her shoulder and forced her to turn into the open-air auditorium that now served as the slave market every time a new ship arrived.  Trying her best to not look down into the holding cells, she made her way to the royal booth and took her place seated to the left of the Admiral.  She sat in total silence, not looking up from the ornate woodwork of the railings in front of her.
She glanced up momentarily, startled by the trumpet blast from the auctioneer below.  As she looked back over the line of slaves that stood waiting for the auction, doing her best to not notice any of the faces, not wanting to be haunted by them in the future.  Something caught her eye as she glanced around, a young man stood amongst the older and wounded men.
She looked closer at the young man, something about the way he stood made him almost appear regal.  Even the way the other slaves glanced cautiously at him with very obvious reverence and concern, almost seeming to wait for his instruction made her immensely curious.  From everything she had ever heard about the people of Laral, only the royal family was held at such high standing.
As she studied the young man closer, she noticed a few traits that looked familiar, but it was hard to tell through the dirt, grime, and blood that caked his body and face.  Then almost on cue, he turned and looked up at the dignitary’s box, a look of cold disdain and intense venom burned in the direction of the Admiral.  The swirling mix of black and silver that made up his irises glinted in the morning sun, making it extremely obvious who that young man was. 
Stifling a gasp of surprise, Ravi realized who it was and had to find some way to save him as soon as possible.  She glanced at the Admiral who sat next to her, idly speaking with one of his lieutenants who sat to his right.  A plan started to form in her mind, she didn’t have all of it, but she did have the start of a plan.
Reaching over and taking the Admiral by the arm she spoke quietly and with as much kindness as she could muster.
“Admiral Yating, might I make a suggestion that will help your cause?”
The Admiral cut off the soldier mid-sentence and turned to face her, a look of confusion on his face.  Cutting him off before he could speak, she continued with her explanation.
“While I have to continue to be defiant in public to save face with my people, I am starting to see the new order of things, and I have recently come to realize that I will be much happier in life if I pick the winning side.”
She forced a small smirk across her face, as she watched every eye in the room turned to look at her, all interested in what she might say.  She continued cautiously to make sure that she was not crossing too many lines but crossing enough that she achieved her goal.
“As you know, slavery is shunned by my people and it was punishable by death prior to your taking power.  If you are wanting to demoralize any resistance that may still exist, make it clear who is in control, and fill the castle with slaves.  This will make it clear that my father has no more power over even himself.
“This would allow you to gain more control without having to shed any blood, and it would aid the slave industry by showing anyone that is considering buying a slave, that they will not be punished down the road by doing so.  The only thing that I would ask, is that I be allowed to pick the slaves that would work for me.  This way I can at least make sure that I have competent people working for me.”
The Admiral switched from his laughter at the innocent scheming, to seriously considering her words.  It took him several seconds for the Admiral to process what was really happening, and when he spoke, he still seemed a little reserved.
“I’m surprised at you princess; you are far more than the game player than you appear to be.  I think I need to reevaluate how I treat you, and your role in this new regime.  I like your plan, but know this, if you are attempting anything besides trying to help me, I will find out and I will not be so kind.  On the other hand, if you are picking sides and you have decided to fall under my banner, you will be very well off after this war ends.
“I will grant your request, and I will also let you select the slaves that will work with your sisters, as they are too young to make their own decisions.  Be careful, I will be watching those you select to make sure that you don’t have some kind of additional scheme.  What roles do you feel are necessary for the needs of you and your sisters?”
Ravi smiled brightly before bowing her head in thanks, speaking reverently as she did so.
“You truly are as wise and magnanimous as many of your men have said.  I think that we can find several needs for slaves in the castle, perhaps we could fill some of the roles that you cut off when you took power.  Might I suggest that we pick some younger handmaidens as well as some older chambermaids?
“I would also feel more secure if we had some unarmed manservants to help with protection in the street.  I hate to tie up so much of your contingent with guarding my sisters and me when we would be safe enough with some properly motivated strong men.  I will leave the decision on what is necessary up to you, but I do see some opportunities in the batch that is arriving now.”
Nodding in agreement with her suggestions, he quickly signaled for one of his aids to come closer and ordered him to go and collect the best candidates that met her requirements and to bring them to the empty assembly chamber behind where they sat watching.  The weaselly aid scampered off down the hall, signaling the auctioneer to take a break so that he would have the opportunity to complete his master’s orders.  After several minutes, and the selection of several men and women, Ravi had to repress a sigh of relief as Prince Mettius Anshar was selected to join the bodyguard options.
She slowly stood and followed the admiral back to the private chamber where several younger girls stood waiting for her to make her selection.  As she made her way down the line of potential handmaidens, she tried to express as much sympathy as possible without drawing the attention of the watching soldiers.  She quickly selected the youngest of the teenage girls to serve her youngest sister, as well as three other girls that matched the ages of her other sisters as well, making sure to pick the ones that seemed to understand that she was trying to save them and not make their lives worse. 
As she drew to the end of the line, she noticed another face that she had seen several times before.  It was the face of the fifteen-year-old sister of her dear friend Mettius.  Stepping closer to her, pretending to inspect her closer, she asked quietly if any other members of her family were here beside her older brother.  The single word that she uttered sent ice down Razi’s spine and confirmed her worst fears that everyone else was dead.
Stepping back, doing her best to seem nonchalant, she signaled for the soldiers to take the young princess to join the others that had been selected and take the rest away.  This process was repeated several times, forcing her to select from old women to serve as nursemaids and housekeepers and old men to serve as wait staff and assistants for her father, to help him in his old age.
As this tedious process came to a close, several dozen people had been selected and saved from the miserable and torturous life of a common slave.  As her selection of young boys to work in the stables and the apple fields drew to a close, the potential bodyguards were brought in.  Several fought against their chains and tried to strike at the waiting guards and gawking dignitaries.
Turning back to the slimy, sweaty slave master, she asked if there were any that she should avoid choosing due to disobedience or rebellion.  He quickly indicated several, which to her relief didn’t include the prince.  Nodding in understanding she asked that he remove any that he felt weren’t fit for the job be removed but made it clear that if he tried to spare his profits, he would regret it.
The man squirmed under the weight of her gaze and he quickly signaled for several men to be removed.  Many obviously injured men were taken away along with the ones that the slave master had considered dangerous.  This left a much smaller group of men, the twenty or so that remained all looked like perfect candidates for this responsibility.  Nodding as though she was pleased with those that were left, she worked her way back over to the admiral and addressed him directly.
“Thank you for your generosity and wisdom thus far, but I have one more request for you.  Because the men before us are all perfect candidates for the responsibilities of my bodyguards and porters, might I suggest that we take all of these men to fill our needs.  If the slave masters have concerns about the financial loss, you can pay them from the treasury by my order.”
Admiral Yating glanced quickly over at the slave master and nodded for them to prepare these men to march to the palace.  He then signaled for Princess Razi’s escorts to gather up the slaves and prepare them to get underway.  After he had given his orders, he turned back to Razi and spoke quietly to her.
“I hope these slaves realize what you have done for them today.  I’m still not sure what your motivations truly are but know that you have taken a step in the right direction.  You will have a lot of questions to answer, so I will dismiss you to prepare the path for the acceptance of my gifts to the figurehead of this kingdom.”
Razi gave a deep curtsy and acknowledged his statement, moving out the door as she moved quickly up to the castle, doing her best to not draw unneeded attention to herself as she walked. Before long she had reached the castle and assembled her family into a private chamber to discuss the situation.  After explaining most of what had happened, she spoke pleadingly to her father, wanting confirmation that she had made the correct decision.
“I know slavery isn’t something that we would normally approve of, but I had to protect the last living members of the Royal House of Anshar.  I was also able to save about sixty people from going to labor camps and other miserable locations that would most likely be a death sentence for them.  That being said, we need to make sure to not indicate to the guards or people we are unsure about that there is anything strange about the prince and princess.”
The old king smiled knowingly at his oldest daughter, but the pain of the situation was still evident on his face.  Finally, he stood and embraced her and signaled for his other daughters to join him.  They held each other for several seconds before stepping back to look into his eldest daughter's eyes.
“You did well my child.  You put yourself in danger to protect the last hope of this world, and to protect our hopes.  While this may not be something comfortable for any of us, it will be something that is worth fighting through to the end.”
Releasing her family, she turned and quickly exited the room, wanting to be the only one to have direct dealings with the Admiral, not only to maintain her ruse but to make sure that her youngest sisters didn’t get excited or scared and slip up.  She greeted the train of men and women at the gates of the keep and quickly signaled to the admiral to join her.  Seeing her signal, he spurred his horse forward and rode through the open gate well ahead of his men, wanting an update as soon as possible.
Ravi gave another curtsy as he approached and stepped away from the watching guards, giving them space to talk privately.  Before his horse had come to a complete stop, Admiral Yating was already swinging off of his horse.  She couldn’t help but be impressed with the dexterity and agility of the young warrior.
He gave a shallow bow and offered his arm, allowing them to move into the open space to keep away from the many prying eyes of people on both sides of this fight.  After he was sure that they were out of earshot of everyone that was visible, he spoke quietly, wanting to keep this new perceived alliance hidden from those who wished to destroy it.
“Is everything ready? Will your father fight me on this decision, or will he just lay down and let it happen?”
Ravi smiled coyly at these questions and the excitement that he was trying to hide behind the serious facade.  She released his arm and turned back to face the now massing line of slaves that were assembling in the courtyard.  When she spoke, she matched his volume but maintained an air of cold contempt.
“I told him that these people were slated for slow painful death in the work camps and mines near the desert.  He quickly assumed that I had saved them out of compassion and concern for their lives, he asked that I assign them to their new locations and get them to work.  He thinks that this will protect them from you, and he didn’t think about the ramifications of this army of slaves marching through that gate.
“He played right into our hands and if we keep following this route, we will be able to play him right out of the hearts of the people.  I will be reaching out with further opportunities to do this; I feel assured that I made the right decision today.  I need to get to work and get all of these people to work so that we are ready for your gala tonight.”
Admiral Yating stood tall, puffing his chest out with pride as he dismissed himself and moved off to start barking orders to the armed guards who had escorted the slaves up to the castle.  As his men began to move out through the gate, he turned to the slaves and barked several threats and curses if they tried to escape or cause problems with the day to day functions of the castle.  Finally, he turned with a snap of his heavy naval coat tails and moved out through the now descending gate, passing underneath it as it lowered to just inches over his head.
After he had disappeared from view Ravi quickly signaled for her assistants to join her and explained the situation asking them to take the slaves to their respective quarters and have them a bath, also making sure that any medical needs were taken care of.  She also explained that the men would be taking the guards’ quarters that had been abandoned by the guards when they had been disarmed and kicked out of the castle to prevent an uprising.  After instructions had been given, she turned and made her way through the crowd of slaves, comforting them as she did so. 
As the old groundskeeper arrived to escort the men to the guards’ quarters, she stopped him and addressed the men directly.
“I hope you all understand why I did what I did.  I promise you that none of you will be mistreated or even treated like slaves if you help me openly keep the peace here.  You will be taking the place of our palace guard and will be armed with nothing more than staves per the instruction of Admiral Yating.
“That being said, we will still outfit you in the regalia of my house and treat you like you were always part of our royal guard.  I know none of you have warm and loving feelings for our current master or his people, but I will expect you to do everything you can to protect this house from any outside force that should threaten it.  As is the tradition with our royal guard, you have the honor of selecting your two captains to command you.
“I am aware that there is an obvious choice for you, but you might be hesitant to draw attention to him.  I want you all to know that I am aware of him and think he would be a good choice, the Zanditan soldiers have heard of his abilities in battle and I think they will be more surprised if he is not selected.  You will have two hours to bathe and change before we reassemble in the throne room before my father.”
Without paying the prince any direct regard she turned and marched back inside, keeping her hard shell visible to all those who watched from the many windows of the keep.   She knew that she had to be very careful for the next several weeks to keep the prince and his sister alive and she would have to do it by keeping an air of cold disregard whenever they were even potentially in the line of sight of the many Zanditan spies that roamed the castle and the surrounding grounds. 
After every slave had been bathed and treated, each group was brought to the throne room to stand before the king and be welcomed as members of the house staff.  First were the new assistant groundskeepers, the stable hands, and the kitchen staff, each being recognized by a small nod from the king before being escorted off to work.  As each of them stepped off they were received by the senior staff and taken to train and prepare for this evening’s mock festivities that had been ordered by the admiral.
The young women were brought forward next to be assigned as chambermaids and handmaidens for the six princesses.  Quickly she assigned Princess Caelia Anshar to herself before selecting the ones that she thought would best serve her sisters, trying to keep their ages as similar as possible.  After all of the assignments had been made the girls that hadn’t been selected as handmaidens were dismissed to their duties.
The handmaidens stepped over to the location indicated by Ravi, who gave them a crash course in court decorum in Puswa, as well as instructed on how to act around the Zanditan invaders when they should enter the court.  After giving these lessons for about thirty minutes, she smiled at the girls and signaled for them to take their places and remain silent.  Each girl gave a formal curtsy and moved lightly to her new place to the left of the throne and partially out of view.
Almost perfectly on queue the two white wood doors to the throne room were thrown open and the newly designated royal guard marched in, each now wearing the silver scale mail shirts, covered with a white leather short surcoat embossed with a single scarlet rose and deep scarlet cloaks of the royal guard covering all but the chest and the right arm.  Each smartly carried their helmet in their exposed hands as they marched in rhythm moving in two organized groups each group moving in two columns each in equal spacing and step, with a single soldier in the front of each column.
Upon arriving at the steps of the throne each of the two unit leaders knelt and bowed before the king, causing the other men to bow like a wave as they each came to a halt inside the throne room.  This action thoroughly impressed the king, causing him to rise and give the men a hearty round of applause before stepping down to stand before the two newly designated captains, signaling for them to stand as he did so.  Each man rose in unison and inclined their heads as a sign of respect for the old king.
This action took the king by surprise, he hadn’t expected to be received with such respect, by men that were officially his slaves.  Placing his hand on each of the captains’ outside shoulders he turned them to face him directly, his voice cracking slightly as he spoke.
“Captains, you honor me with your actions, and I am glad to see that my daughter has an eye for such well-trained warriors.  I am aware that I am officially not your king by the laws of the Treaty of Azela and I want it clear that in my eyes you are not slaves, as long as you are here and serving us, you are soldiers of the kingdom of Puswa.  During this time, you will be serving under the keeper of the keys.  I’m sure that he has already introduced himself and helped you organize into the two commands.”
The king glanced over near the door and acknowledged the older soldier who stood like a ramrod awaiting his orders.  Releasing the two captains, the king began to pace down the center space between the two commands.  When he spoke again, his voice came much stronger and snapped with the strength of a lifelong military commander, addressing each of the captains individually, starting with the older captain first.
“Captain, your command will be to guard me and protect the keep itself.  This is an essential position and I want to know that you are committed to your duty only.  Due to the scale of this responsibility, we will get to know each other well.  But before you start, I would at least ask your name.”
The Captain turned his head to meet the king’s gaze. As he spoke, he spoke with power, but with the respect the king deserved.
“My king, I believe I speak for all of us on this matter.  Due to the state of the world as it is, it doesn’t matter if you are the king of our birth, you are our king now and we will give you all of our loyalty from this point forward.  Your family saved us from what would have most likely been a slow and painful execution.
“As for myself and the men under my command, we will accept the assignment we have been given with honor and pride.  We vow to protect you and your family, as well as the citizens of Puswa, with every breath left in our body.  My name is Abil Falco, I was previously a Prius Prior in the legions of Laral, it is my honor to continue in command of your personal guard.
“In the tradition of our people, we ask that my command be given a name as well, so that we may take pride in our position as well as having a banner to unify under.  Given our reborn state and status as unexpected warriors, we ask that we are known as the scorpion cohort.  If we have your approval in this and can be supplied with some sewing materials, we will prepare our banner and our shoulder patches.”
He let out a joyous laugh and slapped the commander on the shoulder, before speaking again, his voice booming while still taking on a gentle and regal air.
“Captain Falco, it would be my honor to be protected by you and your men of the Scorpion Cohort.   I do know that by tradition these banners and designations are provided by the crown, I would like to complete that responsibility.  The blessing of having five daughters is that I have to maintain several seamstresses who are very talented and will take care of these preparations for you so that you will be clad in the proper attire for the Gala that we are being forced to host tonight.”
Turning to face Prince Anshar he continued his thought.
“Captain Mettius, it is a pleasure to see you again.  Given your experience in the royal courts of Laral, I am assigning your command to protect my daughters.  To me, this command is far more important than the protection of my life.
“If you accept this command, I feel that there is only one name for your cohort.  I feel that you will have to be lions in your patience and in your destructive abilities, thus your cohort will be called the Lion Cohort.  Captain, on this assignment you will be placed under the orders of my eldest daughter as well as the regular chain of command, do you think you will be able to handle this?”
Mettius straightened a little further as he responded.
“My king, having worked with your daughter before, I have no reservations with this command.  I have already had the pleasure of seeing that she is a great leader and will allow the Lion Cohort to serve with all dignity.  I echo the vow of Captain Falco on behalf of my men and I would add that this vow is blessed by Ruion.”
The king nodded in agreement and turned to climb the few steps up to his throne.  As he settled back into his throne, he gave his final orders of the day.
“Men of Pasun Palace, you are dismissed from your duties, but before you do that, drop your cloaks off at the supply station downstairs.  They will take care of symbols and banners for your cohorts.  Those of you who don’t have immediate responsibilities, please report to the armory and pick up the weapons that we are allowed to supply you at this point.  We are forever in your debt.”
As the men reverse stepped and marched back out the doors, each Cohort turning in opposite directions as they reached the hallway beyond as they did so, the king gave one final command.
“Captain Mettius, please escort Princess Ravi to the supply station so that she can explain what we will be doing for you.  I would also like you to escort the new handmaidens down to be fitted for formal dresses to be worn tonight.”
Mettius bowed deeply and turned to face Ravi and signaled for her to lead the way.  After they had exited the throne room Mettius stepped closer to Ravi and spoke as quietly as possible, making sure that no one else besides his sister could hear.  He kept his eyes fixed forward, doing his best to make it look like he was trying to cut off the conversation.
“Thank you for doing this for us.  At first, I thought I was saving us by having us swap clothes with the fallen, but then I realized the hell that I had gotten us into.  It truly was a miracle that you found us today.  Without your intervention I would have been off to a work camp and my sister would most likely be headed off to slave for the less reputable businesses here.”
Razi ducked her head slightly at the thought of what could have happened to them if she hadn’t acted quickly.  Rounding the corner, she turned back enough that he could hear her without drawing attention to those around them. She spoke quickly and quietly, uttering a few words under her breath as they turned the corner into the servants’ area.
“Stay close and we will have more time to talk after tonight.  For now, play your part.”




Chapter 3:  Oaths of Honor

As the sun waxed low in the evening sky, the high priest finally found them still wandering the expansive gardens of the temple compound.  Moving smoothly across the uneven ground the older man spoke softly, but his commanding way of speaking made everyone around him turn and focus on him.
“Princes and princesses, now that everyone is present, let us begin.  Please follow me, we will be entering some of the most sacred parts of the temple.  Because of that, I would ask that you remain silent unless asked to speak.  As we enter the temple, it is asked that the princesses stay in a line on the left and the princes on the right.
“This ceremony will make you the rightful heirs to the thrones over which you preside.  While you may already be considered so by your people, this will solidify this position before the eyes of Ruion.  You will also be endowed with the sacred weapons of your kingdom; these will allow your claim to be recognized in any kingdom that you should travel.”
Turning his back on the royals, the High Priest began his walk towards the temple, the hood of his shimmering emerald and gold robes wobbling as he did so.  Atzmon and Sophia lead the way, each stepping in pace just behind the priest, each following on the designated side.  Taking a deep breath and stealing a quick glance at the fire-haired beauty beside him, he fell in line a few feet behind the large Prince of Vedal.
Trying to remain focused and fight down the instability he felt internally, he began to study the back of the old priest’s robe.  The golden tree of life that graced his cape was stitched in exquisite detail, the knots and grains of the tree bark, and each individual leaf appeared as though you could reach out and pluck them.  The intertwining roots and branches formed a lattice pattern that created a circular golden shield on his back.
The distraction of the cloak only lasted for a few seconds, not even giving him a chance to cross the grounds to the large temple’s steps before his mind began to wander back to the enchanting women next to him.  His forbidden thoughts causing an internal war to rip him apart and the scandal of the holy moment only added fuel to the growing flame.  As much as he loved Ia Kissare, Giorsal was making it very hard to do his duty and focus on the one person who had chosen not to be here.  The thought of his betrothed, causing all of his doubts to ignite and the strange decision causing temporary mental paralysis to return.
His thoughts turned to the letters that they had sent back and forth during the last five years, since the last time they had seen each other.  They had often spoken of the future for the north and made promises to each other of the many things they would do when they ruled in their parent’s place.  Magnai’s father had often refused the requests for help of the King of the Free people of Maldavid to recover his lost land, going so far as to betrothed him to the Governor’s daughter to ensure that Laral saw them as friends.
The three heirs had often talked about changing that, they had even spoken of collapsing the wilderness of Vole and uniting their kingdoms to cut off the narrow neck in defense of the people of the north.  They had never said it, but they both knew that this would never be possible with all three of them in the equation.  This plan now seemed like the fantasy of youth, but truly one that he still tried to cling to despite his doubting mind.
His mind wandered further still, imagining the idea of building a new city in between the three kingdoms and placing his capital there.  He could see this city in all its glory, but the vision that pulled him the most was the picture of the throne room, filled with the leaders.  He imagined himself sitting at the black marble throne, with Giorsal on his left and Ia Kissare on his right, their courts all assembled in unity.
As much as he longed for this future, he knew why his father had taken the actions he had to protect his people.  Ia Kissare was the choice that guaranteed his people a future and would provide a union that could provide the largest part of his dream.  He could see himself being happy with her and she would be a great Tedian queen, her military experience and strong mind for commerce would help him stabilize his nation and give his people the best chance to survive the Zanditan threat.  On top of that, she is quite beautiful, not the enchanting beauty of Giorsal, but she had a strong warrior goddess beauty that had intrigued him the many times he had visited the capital city of occupied Maldavid or when she had come to visit him and Tarville Keep.
These thoughts were only broken as he realized that he was being watched by the very eyes that now haunted his waking dreams.  As he came back to reality, he realized that he had been matching her gaze, looking at her with a different gaze than he had ever given before.  Shaking his head to clear the thoughts that betrayed his honor, he quickly glanced away to look at the sky then the ground quickly.
He bowed his head again, ashamed at his rashness and lack of decorum.  Out of the corner of his eye, he spotted her curious look and gave a quick signal that they would speak later, hoping that would calm the turmoil inside himself, at least for a little while.  She smiled and nodded her agreement, before turning back to face the front.  They all reached the temple steps just seconds later and ascended through the open bronze doors, in complete silence.
After taking a few turns through ornate halls, each lit by bright lamps and torches, the light reflecting off of the green marble and the dark wood floors.  Magnai barely noticed the beauty around him, his thoughts still drawn to his dilemma.  But the view that appeared as they turned a corner made him forget those thoughts entirely.
They emerged into a walled courtyard; a single door carved out of the far wall.  A waterfall sprouted from the far-left corner and ended in a pond that filled the majority of the courtyard.  A bridge ran from the small patch of grass on which they stood to an island in the center of the pond.
What drew their attention despite the rest of the beauty was the massive golden tree at the center of the, it’s wood almost sparkled in the torchlight and reflected sunlight on the pond.   As his eyes climbed up its massive trunk, the emerald leaves continued to draw the eyes skyward to meet the rising tower that climbed up into the heavens, partially shrouded in clouds that clung to it. Even he couldn’t help but imagine a god sitting on that high a throne, despite his questions and concerns about the faith.
Looking back down towards the base of the tree, Magnai quickly realized the reason that this tree was always represented with a web of roots at its base.  About three feet above the ground the trunk came to an end exposing its thick roots through the pool of water that surrounded it revealing the many braids and patterns that made up the root system before it eventually reaching the ground and disappearing into the dirt.  One part of the system stood out among the rest though, a single braid of woven roots emerged from the earth and formed a natural altar a few feet in front of the tree causing Magnai to wonder how the priests had made that happen.
The high priest walked briskly across the bridge and moved behind the altar, signaling for each of them to take their places facing him.  Each of the four heirs stepped into an even line facing the altar as they had been instructed to do earlier in the day, before kneeling and saying a short prayer of thanks.  With all four of the heirs in position the high priest gave a single clap and turned to look back at the door behind him.
Five priests emerged, each cloaked in similar emerald robes, hoods hiding their faces from view.  The lead priest carried a folded cloth, matching the color of their robes.  The others each carried a bundle draped in a cape with the sigil of each house.  Each moved to stand in front of the heir for the nation's colors they carried, representing the people who come to give this gift as the third leg of the pact between Ruion, the crown, and men.
The lead priest unfolded the cloth over the altar and stepped back behind the high priest, motioning for the other four to place their bundles on top of the altar.  After completing their duty, the four priests exited through the door they had entered, leaving only the two priests behind the altar.  The high priest stepped forward, speaking softly, his voice echoed throughout the room.
“Heirs to the thrones of Azela, may I introduce my heir, the keeper of the seed.  Priestess Musfira Tepin, of the kingdom of Sewitt, she will take my place after I pass on to the next life.  Until then her duty is to protect a seed of the Tree of Life so that if anything should happen to the temple, the tree will still continue.”
The young priestess stepped forward and removed her hood, revealing her pale grey eyes that penetrated to the depths of their souls.  Set against her dark caramel skin, they seemed to glow and shimmer like liquid mercury.   Her long dark hair fell limply around her head, completing the effect, making her look mystical and mysterious with her unblinking gaze that Magnai couldn’t pull away from until she looked away.
She gave a small bow and stepped back to her original position, turning to look at the high priest who turned back to the four heirs and addressed them again.
“As the heir, your responsibility will be to protect the seed keeper at all costs.  She will stay here for as long as it is safe, but she will travel amongst your kingdoms to aid the local shrines and churches, as well as place seeds in protected places throughout the continent.  Your duty will be able to facilitate her movements and protect her during her travels.
“To complete this duty, you will be endowed with weapons crafted from the wood of the Tree of Life.  Each of you will also be given a cape to signify your position and status.  First, though you will be asked to make the commitment before Ruion, by eating of the fruit of the Tree of Life.”
He signaled again, causing Musfira to step around the tree and plucking one of the large spiny fruits from one of the small branches on the trunk.  She had collected the yellow fruit and took it back to the altar to divide into four pieces, with the four chunks of fruit in hand she moved amongst the heirs, handing each of them a piece, before moving back to her spot.  Speaking again, the high priest gestured to the fruit in their hands, indicating for them to eat it.
Taking the fruit with an air of nonchalance, Magnai took a large bite and nearly gagged on the foul taste of the fruit with its texture like wet bread.  Fighting every urge in his body, he swallowed the fruit, knowing that if he finished this ceremony, he would likely never have to do this again. Glancing over at Sophia he had to resist the urge to laugh as he saw her forcing a smile as her eyes watered from the pungent scent.
As the high priest began to speak again, he spit one of the large seeds into the husk that remained and dropped it gently to the ground in front of him.  Without even missing a beat, the high priest drowned on, clearly knowing how people would react to the fruit.
“Eating this fruit signifies the internalizing and full acceptance of your commitment to Ruion.  Having taken this commitment, you will also be given outward symbols of this commitment as we have spoken of before.  We will start with the princesses and move from north to south in order of the kingdoms.  Princess Giorsal Eshtiaq, please step forward.”
She stepped forward, bowing slightly to the high priest, before taking a second bite of the white fruit.  The high priest raised his hand and motioned for his heir to begin the ceremony.  She quickly stepped forward and grabbed the cloak first and moved to drape it over the princess’s shoulders.
Magnai marveled at the cloak as it unfurled until it settled just above the ground. The Red and blue tartan pattern that covered the length of the cloak was framed by a rim of silver fox fur.  But the most striking part was the silver serpent that swam through the pattern, giving the illusion of a wave of the sea as the cloak moved around her.  After the cloak was placed around her neck the young priestess stepped back to the waiting table and picked up a longbow and quiver of arrows, before turning to look at the high priest who spoke almost on queue.
“Princess, you now wear the cloak of the kingdom of Maldavid.  This signifies that you are now officially the true and recognized heir to the throne of Maldavid.  Now to the first symbol of your oath to Ruion is the Bow of Light.  This bow is made from the wood of a fallen branch from the Tree of Life behind me.  This bow may seem large, but the pull is light, you will always find that this bow will be able to shoot first and will always find its target.
“Second is the Hammer of Strength, a single-handed war hammer used by your people to help fight up close once the bow won’t work anymore.  This hammer carries the full weight of judgment, without wearing out its wielder.  With these two weapons you are now armed with the might of Ruion, go and do your duty.”
Giorsal bowed again and stepped back tying the quiver to her belt and slipped the bow into the holster on the inside strap of the quiver.  As she finished organizing her equipment, the High priest motioned for Princess Sophia to step forward.  After she had moved to the center of the ceremony and bowed in recognition, the high priest continued, but Magnai let his thoughts wander his lack of belief overcoming his curiosity.
For nearly a decade now, he had wondered about the point of religion.  It seemed to waste a man’s time while feeding him false hope during times of difficulty.  He had seen many faithful men die on the battlefield screaming for their god, while the godless man stood over them with a sword held overhead.
After strapping the shield on her back and accepting the sword, Sophia stepped back beside Giorsal, pulling Magnai’s thoughts back with the clinks and thumps that accompanied her untrained movements.  While she proceeded to strap the sword to the belt of her gown, the high priest turned to face the two princes that had stood waiting, speaking softly again as he did so.  Atzmon stepped forward as the high priest motioned to him, his head bowed paisley as he moved with a reverent step causing Magnai to groan internally.
“Prince Atzmon Preas you know your duty well, and you will continue to do this throughout time.  You are responsible for executing the will of Ruion, protecting those who serve him, and protecting his sacred locations.  As the warrior king of this land, you will be equipped with the tools you need to complete these duties.
“First you will be armed with the twin Swords of the Spirits of Man, these twin short swords are to be used in the protection of mankind.  Wielded by the guidance of Ruion, you will affect the change that he wills in this land.  These swords are short on purpose, they are to remind you that you must always seek the help of those around you to complete your mission.
“The second symbol of your commitment this day is the Shield of Righteousness.  This oblong shield will protect you and those you love as you serve the will of him who protects you.  It bears the sigil of Ruion along with the sigil on the kingdom of Vedal, this will let your enemies know with whom they fight, and who has sent you.”
Atzmon bowed again as the priestess attached his forest green caped to the ringlets of his breastplate.  Stepping back beside Magnai, Atzmon quickly strapped the swords to his belt and threw the shield over his back.  As he finished adjusting his new weapons, the high priest looked at Magnai, studying him as he tried to control his doubts.  Finally, the high priest signaled for Magnai to step forward and take his position in front of the altar.  Speaking just loud enough for the other heirs to hear, the high priest offered his guidance and charges to the waiting prince.
“Prince Magnai Tumon, you are now being recognized as the Heir of the Kingdom of Tedia.  You will have a special responsibility; your kingdom is important to the balance of the rest of the kingdoms on the continent of Azela.  You are called as the protector of the innocent; your kingdom’s responsibility is to move and protect the oppressed from wicked rulers and protect the children of Ruion from those who seek to persecute them.
“This responsibility is shared with many other kingdoms beside your own, but you are called by Ruion to lead this effort.  The first symbol of this responsibility is the Bow of Hope.  This bow is designed to attach an explosive compound to the arrowhead of every arrow you fire, lighting the fires of hope, even when none exists.  This weapon is designed in the fashion of your people, its small compact size allows you to wield it in almost any location, but its range and power is matched only by the bow of light. 
“The second symbol of the duty is the Scimitar of Truth.  This sword is to always stand ready to strike at those who repress or enslave, to protect the innocent, and to bring the guilty to justice.    Stand tall for your people, as well as for all of the citizens of this free world.”
As his black fur cloak draped over his shoulder he bowed deeply, accepting his new weapons and strapping them to his belt.  As he strapped his bow and tied his quiver on his shoulder, he reached back and felt the large soaring golden eagle stitched into the soft black deer hide of his new cape, causing him to stand a little straighter and step back with a new sense of strength and duty.
Magnai bowed trying to follow proper decorum as the priestess attached his forest green cape to the ringlets of his breastplate.  Stepping back beside Atzmon, Magnai quickly strapped the sword to his belt and threw the shield over his back.  As he finished adjusting his new weapons, the high priest looked around at the four heirs one more time, before speaking again.
“Now the final action of your rise to your position will be to aid the Seed Bearer in a journey to plant the seeds of the fruit you partook of, near the field of past kings.  You will do this as an honor to those who came before you, and in the hope of those that will come after you.  Tomorrow, before dawning you will meet here, and ride out on the horses brought, as a gift for each of you, by the king of Tedia.
“May Ruion look over you and protect you as you look over and protect those under your stewardship.  I release you to your peace and thoughts, to make preparations for tomorrow.  I would ask that you spend this night fasting and speak only with those who have been through this ceremony, so that you may continue in the spirit of this day.”
Without waiting for the heirs to exit the room, the high priest and his heir turned and exited the room through the far door.  Magnai slowly turned and looked over at the two princesses, hoping one of them would make the first move.  Finally, Atzmon stepped around Magnai to face the other three, speaking firmly as he did so.
“I think we all have a lot to process and much to organize for tomorrow.  I think that the four of us will need to sit together on the field of past kings and plan for the future, even as our parents do the same.  No one knows exactly when we will take over our kingdoms, but if we make certain commitments and plans now, it will make our lives much easier when the time comes.”
After receiving nods from the other three, he offered a swift bow and turned to exit through the door behind them.  Sophia gave Magnai and Giorsal a quick smile and followed after Atzmon, her golden hair bobbing as she ran to catch up to Atzmon, taking his arm as she reached him.  Finally, Magnai stepped closer to Giorsal and looked deeply into her eyes until she raised her face to meet his gaze.  He spoke softer than the high priest had during the ceremony.
“I think we need to take time to speak alone tomorrow, we have a lot to resolve for our two people.  I’m not sure what the commitments I made today mean for my people and the people of Azela, but I think our two fates are tied, one way or another.  Hopefully, you can help me find a way to resolve the problems I have so that we can find some reality where everyone is protected and have hope for the future.”
Glancing down, suddenly ashamed of what he was asking.  He was about to do something that his father might deem to be treason if he ever found out.  Smiling back at him knowingly she nodded, kissing him on the cheek before scampering out of the room after their friends, leaving him alone standing stunned in the chamber.




Chapter 4: Choices

Ravi sat in her chamber studying Mettius as he stood guard at her door, a sly smirk across his face as he winked at her.  She had been sitting here waiting as her father met with the Gegalan and Zanditan leaders that had arrived with the fleet today, finally ready to meet about what was going to happen to her people.  It had surprised her when King Kozue, Governor Vocala of Laral, and Admiral Yating boarded the same warship and sailed off towards the north.
She had tried to find out where they had gone from several of the diplomats and politicians, using her supposed friendship with Admiral Yating to learn where they had gone, only to be ignored or brushed off.  After several attempts, it became clear that the admiral really wasn’t that high up on the food chain in Zanditan politics.  He had been sent here to lead the advanced forces but had been successful enough to remain in charge as he executed the plans of others in an effort to take the continent.
Now she had spent the last few hours trying to come up with plans that could help her people if they should become enslaved as the people of the Valley of Steel had been, or if they should become oppressed in some other fashion.  Despite the time and plans, she couldn’t help but feel completely alone, knowing that she couldn’t do much to make a difference.  Voices from the hallway caused her to jump to her feet, throwing her notebook underneath her pillow as she rose.
Moving to the chair in front of the hearth she quickly sat down and pretended to watch the flames as she strained to listen to the two voices as they drew close.  The first she was able to pick out was her father's, it’s aged gravely tone quiet yet still harsh.  The second voice was a cold female voice that seemed to hold no respect or fear for her father, the former legendary warrior.
“Empress, please reconsider these demands.  We will serve you willingly if you give us the opportunity.  We have long chafed under the oppression of the current imperial dynasty and we would gladly be rid of them if we were to be offered more favorable terms.”
At first, this statement shocked Ravi, but she then remembered the training she had been given on political subterfuge. Glancing to Mettius, she could see the fire in his eyes as he thought he heard treason.  Raising her hand to signal for him to calm himself she focused back on the conversation as the empress, as her father had called her, spoke with more ice and venom.
“You are my puppet king, just like that mongrel Kozue.  I had to promise your lands to him to cause him to betray everything, but I know that a man like that can’t be trusted.  Perhaps we could find a way to give you an opportunity to prove your loyalty, we will make you a client king to King Kozue and we will betroth your eldest daughter to Admiral Yating making him the heir to your house.
“Also, I want you on the lookout for someone specific for me.  One of Emperor Anshar’s sons escaped the battle in the Valley of Steel.  We don’t think he made it this far or that he would even come in this direction if he wanted to survive.  But I want you and your men to watch for him and turn him over to us.  Should you be found to be harboring this boy though, your people will be placed in shackles and removed from their homes and sent to the coal and iron mines in Zandita.”
As she finished her demands, the door opened and her father stepped through followed by an ornately dressed woman, in a flowing red gown with golden dragons weaving their way around her from the hem up to her plunging neckline.  She stepped past Mettius, not even sparing him a glance as she approached Ravi, studying her from head to toe as Ravi rose and bowed deeply to the woman.  Rising from her bow, Ravi grew entranced by the golden crown made to look like two large serpentine dragons running out from her red and gold streaked hair to spiral together in a single spike at the top of her head.  Their eyes made of garnet and the polished ivory teeth and claws glinted in the firelight, giving the shorter woman a fearsome appearance.
Meeting the Empress’s gaze, her angular red eyes with small black streaks in them, making them look like dragon’s scales, boring past the false smile that Ravi had plastered on her face.  Jumping uncontrollably at the power behind the gaze, Ravi looked back down at the floor and waited for her father to introduce her.  However, the Empress spoke first, stepping over to lift Ravi’s head up to study her face more closely.
“My cousin was correct; she is quite beautiful for her age and seems to know who is in charge.  She would do well in the court, should my cousin ever earn enough valor to return with honor.  I’ve been told that she was the one that came up with the idea to bring on the slaves here as guards and servants, is that correct?”
Her father stepped to her side and placed a gentle hand on her shoulder to calm her and spoke as if he were proud of her.
“That is correct, Daughter of Dragons, she was the one who thought that this may be a way to reconcile our people with your control and to show that we are no longer resisting.  I regret that I failed to think of this sooner, perhaps it’s my old age making me stubborn over stupid things that aren’t actually a problem.  But I’m sure that your example to her will give her someone to look up to and model her life after.”
This last comment seemed to please her, and she reached up and patted Ravi’s cheek, giving her an icy smile before turning and striding from the room with the king in tow.  As she approached, Mettius’s hand slipped toward the hidden knife he had in his sleeve, causing Ravi to give a gentle shake of her head before moving to place herself between the empress and her emperor.  She felt his hand reach for her side to force around her, but instead, she took a half step back stepping onto his feet and pressing her body against his to ensure that she could feel anything he tried to do.
As the empress turned around the corner, she began to speak with her father again, this time her tone was much more amicable as they continued to talk of the future.  When she was sure that they were out of earshot, she eased the door closed before wheeling on Mettius, her fury stoked for the first time in a long time.  Stepping up to him again she stopped when their faces were only a few inches apart, hissing her words at him.
“Are you trying to get everyone in your empire killed?  If you had stabbed her here, it would have shown that we were colluding still and caused them to kill or enslave all of Puswa and collapse the entire kingdom.  While we all want to see you on your father’s throne, I will not sacrifice my family and our entire kingdom for your petty revenge.”
Despite the shining silver helmet on his head, she could see his face softened as she spoke, giving her hope for this leader of the unconquered world.  Closing the distance between them she embraced him, hoping to ease out any other tension that may have been building inside him.  Still tense against her she held on, unsure of what to do about the fire that was still burning in his eyes.  Finally, he spoke, letting the venom hiss out as he tried to explain what he was going on in his head.
“That child of the deceivers is the one responsible for all of this bloodshed, including the deaths of my friends and family.  She deserves to be strung up by her feet and fed to the sharks, or maybe the wolves.  Just letting her walk away causes the souls of the dead to scream out to me for justice.
“And now your father is playing the dutiful servant to her like she was always supposed to be the one in charge, going so far as to slander my father in front of me.  I can’t let this slander go unpunished.  I should chase after her and slit her throat before throwing her from the highest tower of the palace, but now even you prevent me from doing this.”
Tensing a little herself she pulled a few inches back and looked him in the eye, with their faces only a few inches apart.  She matched his power as she spoke, leaving her voice low as she glared back at him.
“Didn’t your father ever teach you about the strengths of the kingdoms?  Olhur is able to build the best ships, Tedia has the best cavalry, Gegala has the best archers, and we have two things to add to war efforts.  The best infantry in all of Azela and the best spies in the world.  We specialize in covert maneuvers that can collapse empires if we decide to remove them.”
As she felt his body relax, she turned her head and whispered quietly in his ear, telling him the rest of her plan.
“Don’t worry about her, we secretly worked with Olhur and brought in a pirate fleet from the Burning Isles.  They will attack her in open water off the Gegalan coast, their goal is to sink the entire fleet by morning.  After that they will start attacking shipyards and docks throughout the south to break the Zanditan hold on us.  Be patient with me, my spy games take longer than you are used to.”




Chapter 5: The Rise and Fall of Generations

The following morning, Magnai stood before the gates of the temple, holding the reins of five horses of various colors and patterns that they had brought with them as a gift to the other heirs.  He stood waiting for several minutes before Sophia arrived, her orange cloak flapping behind her in the morning breeze.  After a quick embrace, Magnai introduced her to the horse that would be hers from this day forward.
Sophia began to stroke the mane of an auburn mare that took quickly to her, nuzzling his muzzle against her other hand.  Adjusting her cloak and exposing her tight black riding outfit, so that her leather clad legs were free to move and ride, she released the horse's snout and brushed his neck as she made the way around the side.  Soft giggles slipped from her mouth as she stepped to the side of the horse and mounted smoothly.
Stepping to the horse’s side, Magnai moved to pat the beast’s neck, looking up to speak with Sophia.
“What do you think of her?  She is one of the fastest horses I’ve ever seen, and I think she fits your personality.  She enjoys prancing and to be around other horses.”
She began to prance the horse through the street and her laugh continued to climb to rolling laughter, Giorsal arrived, climbing the hill in a brisk walk.  They embraced warmly and didn’t fully separate as he led her over to where her new horse stood.  The bluish grey mare was the fastest horse he had ever seen, and he knew that it would be a great fit for her personality.
Stepping to the side of the horse, Giorsal stepped closer to Magnai, placing her free hand on his chest as she did so. Surprise temporarily shot through his mind and body, causing him to freeze in place.  She remained closely pressed to him for several seconds before patting his chest softly and swinging up onto the waiting mare.
As she cantered off to join Sophia, Magnai remained fixed in the spot where she had left him.  His mind finally rushed back as Atzmon came around the corner, a confused look plastered on his face.  Magnai laughed a little at his stupidity and shook off the haze in his mind, escorting Atzmon to his golden war horse. 
He only truly came to as he felt a gentle tap on his shoulder, causing him to jump a little as he wheeled around in surprise.  Musfira stood silently waiting to be escorted to her horse so that they could begin their day long journey.   The day before, she had been fully cloaked in in her white robe, so he hadn’t even seen her full face.
Today she stood before him dressed in the formal uniform of the True Order, the holy fighting force that was based at the temple.  Her white leather armor was cut to her slim figure, its mismatched leather pieces looking like the bark of the birch trees that covered the island.  With her hair pulled up into a loose ponytail and her arms uncovered, Magnai could see the silver branches and leaves that had been tattooed over most of her upper body giving her a mystical kind of beauty that he couldn’t easily define.
Realizing that his attentions were likely not appropriate given her station, he glanced away and checked her horse.  With his confidence in shambles he glanced up at the tower of the temple before settling his mind again. To apologize for his rudeness, Magnai gave a deep bow before turning to escort her to her snow-white mare.
After he was sure that she was settled, he quickly walked over to his massive black war horse, his embarrassment boiling over into frustration and guilt with every step.  Giving the horse a friendly pat on the neck, he quickly grabbed the bridle and mounted, settling into his well-worn saddle.  Nudging his horse forward, he motioned for Musfira to take the lead and fell in line beside Atzmon, refusing to look in any direction besides forward.
They rode silently down the main thoroughfare of the city in the first light of dawn, unsure if their journey would be met with the traditional fanfare because of the funeral that would begin in a few short hours.  But despite their expectations, they were greeted by a series of blasting horns erupting from the prow of several nearest ships lined up along the dock.  Turning the corner onto the road that ran in front of the bay, there were hundreds of men, women, and children, each clad in the colors of their nations and orders.
Many waved flags or threw flower petals into the street before them as they passed, making it hard to see more than ten yards in front of them.  Magnai finally forgot his confusion and embarrassment as he spotted his father and close friends waving at him from the railing of their flag ship.  He slowed and moved close enough for his father to hand him down the traditional war crown of his people.  After throwing his hat back up to one of the sailors who hung over the railing, he slipped the helmet onto his head, straightening the nose piece to be centered on his face and pulled the neck of his cape over the excess of the chainmail that protected his neck.
He had always loved this helmet, with its round black steel body decorated with ornate gold etchings and a large Gold spike jutting from the center of the helmet.  The gold and black chain mail that ran down the back and sides of his neck was also arranged in a fashion that formed a soaring eagle.  All together it created a gleaming spectacle and made it clear who was in charge in any situation.
Looking up once again to thank his father, he heard his father yelling down to him, trying to tell him something important.
“Something strange is going on here.  I am sending our ships out to patrol during the funeral and after.  There will be a few ships within range of you while you are on the far side of the island, so that if you need anything, they will be able to react quickly.  And remember why you are here and who is waiting for you back home.”
Magnai quickly accepted two small flags from one of the other sailors and acknowledged his father's message before riding off to join the other heirs as they continued off towards the gates of the city.  The final row of ships they passed were all Gegalan, their orange and black sails rolled up and hidden on the masts.  With his thoughts still on what his father had said he noticed the men aboard the Gegalan ships, only a few of them acting like the rest of the crowds, the rest stood tense or distant.
Searching the faces of the orange clad sailors he grew more uneasy as he saw more and more of the hatred masked behind their stoney faces.  On the prow of the last ship stood King Rupprecht Kozue, clad in a high collared orange military coat with an empty scabbard on his back where his famous Odachi sword usually hung.  As Magnai rode past, he met the king's gaze for a brief moment, catching the smirk that slipped through the happy mask the king had pasted on for the occasion as he waved to his daughter.
As they exited the city, Giorsal rode up next to him and glanced at the flags that now stuck out from his quiver and lance couch of his saddle, then up to the point of his helmet.  Studying him further with a quizzical look, she was finally able to form the question that was bugging her.
“What was that all about?  I mean, why did your father hand you signal flags?”
Still a little wounded from the earlier embarrassment, he kept his gaze forward as he responded.
“Well the war crown is tradition for this procession, but he seemed really concerned about something going on in the meetings with the other rulers.  He will be sending our fleet back out to sea to patrol the waters around the island and wanted me to have a way to signal our ships should anything go wrong.  I’m not sure what he is worried about, but he wouldn’t have ruined the happiness of the day if he didn’t have strong concerns about something.  When he gets like this, he usually isn’t wrong.”
Giorsal nodded at the logic of this statement but said nothing in response as she rode back to the front to ride beside the other women of their procession.  Magnai sped his horse up as well, moving up beside Atzmon, as he did so he spoke just loud enough for the warrior prince to hear him over the din of the crowd.
“Do you feel the change in the air? Something isn’t exactly right here, there is a false facade of joy, but there is also a lot of fear and tension.  My father fears something might happen, and I think he is right.”
Without acknowledging the statement, Atzmon spoke gruffly, his confidence oozing from his voice as he spoke.
“If there is treachery afoot, it will take place in some other place at some other time.  This land is the most secure and sacred location in the world.  To attempt something here would mean sudden death and the anger of Ruion.  No one would be stupid enough to risk the wrath of every man, women and child in Azela.”
Magnai had to focus all of his willpower to keep from balking at his friend’s arrogance and naivety.  He couldn’t quite understand how a man so heavily versed in warfare would be so blindly confident in the security of his kingdom. Shaking his head again at the strangeness of these people he called friends, he rode up beside Sophia to try and hope to lighten his mood.
The seemingly eternal unwavering joy that flowed from her sparkling fog grey eyes had always been infectious during the many years that they had been friends. Magnai had always known that she could see the silver lining of any situation, allowing him to quell his worries as they spoke.  She had always been his confidant and most trusted ally as he had dealt with the strain of the life of a teenage prince. 
As he slowed his horse to match the speed of her horse, she turned and gave him an angelic smile, clearly enthralled by her newest friend.  Magnai couldn’t help but laugh a little at her childish demeanor as she stroked the part of the horse’s mane that she could reach from where she sat.  Fighting back his laughter, he finally spoke his mind.
“I picked him out for you specifically.  Not only is he the color of your house, but his personality also matches yours perfectly.  He used to drive our trainers crazy because whenever he wasn’t saddled, he would act almost like a dog wanting to snuggle and play.  He is extremely loyal and loves it when you rub or brush him.”
This drew another mock serious look before breaking into another fit of giggles.  He continued, becoming a little more serious as he spoke.
“I’m sorry to see that more of your people couldn’t make it, they are usually everywhere when you and your father are here.  Are you guys feeling the pressure from the Zanditan Navy now that Puswa has fallen?”
A shadow of fear and frustration passed over her face as she glanced away momentarily, not wanting anyone to see this pain.  When she spoke again, her voice was much more forced, as if she were trying to force back the rage inside her.
“My father refuses to speak of it with me, but I have seen the carnage and destruction from our battles with the Zanditan Navy and raiding parties that wash up on the beaches.  We have had to divide our Navy to fight on two fronts and it is starting to tax our ability to fight.  I hope that I will be able to journey to Olhur and get them to join us in our fight to take back Puswa during my return trip.
“If we can’t get their navy to fight beside us, I don’t know how much longer we can continue to fight.  I think my father was also hoping to get help from your father and from the Maldavid fleet.  But given the recent announcement that the Laral designated governor of Maldavid has shifted his alliance to Zandita, it sounds like you both will have a fight of your own coming soon.”
By this point Giorsal had ridden up on the other side of her and had been listening intently to her explanation.  When she was sure that Sophia had finished, she jumped in as well.
“We haven’t had any major battles yet and we have only heard rumors about Governor Sar Vocula’s treachery.  There have been increasing numbers of small border skirmishes and raids, but it is nothing definitive.  We were hoping to find someone to help confirm if he had turned or not, so that we could make a case for action.”
In an instant any feeling that he had felt for the girl next to him vanished with her words, causing him to lash out harshly.
“Careful with who you choose to slander in my presence.  Those additional troops that you have been fighting were sent to help stop your father’s raids into the grain fields.  The raids were doing more damage to the Laraly army than the attacks by Zanditans and it had to stop for all of our good.  Remember, in a week that man will be my father-in-law and I am the only thing standing between your people and a full on invasion.”
Magnai’s head hurt from all of the news that he had received over the last few days and the possible threats that he was trying to process.  Realizing he couldn’t take another word; he spurred his horse and rode ahead of the party to be alone for a few minutes.  This air of silence continued for several minutes as they passed the onlookers scattered throughout the fields and farms that formed a patchwork over the rolling hills that lined the region.
This silence was quietly broken as they moved into the forest that rimmed the edge of the farmland and allowed for a silent barrier between the sacred lands to the south and the inhabitants of Vedal.  Magnai continued to ride ahead of the rest as they began to move in a group talking about the things that had changed since the last time, they had been together.  His mind began to wander thinking about the coming wedding and what his role would be in the new world that was forming.
He was pulled from his thoughts when Giorsal rode up next to him and reached out to put her hand on his thigh. He shook free of his thoughts and turned to look into her eyes before his sight was pulled away by the vista ahead.  They emerged from the other side of the forest and entered an open field of grass that reached high enough to brush against their legs, golden sunflowers ringing the edges of the forest and the crest of the nearby hills.
After he had processed some of the beauty around him, he was drawn back to the hand, now gripping his leg.  Slowly he followed her hand and scarlet clad arm until he was staring into the hypnotizing, sparkling blue eyes. As their eyes met, she took a quick breath and then spoke awkwardly, trying to dance carefully around what she was trying to say.
“I wanted to apologize for earlier, I hadn’t intended my statement to strike you the way it did, but I also didn’t intend to lie about what my spies have been telling me.  I hope that we will have a chance to talk more when we get to the tower, but if not, I hope we do sometime soon.  Now if you’ve forgiven me, let's ride ahead a little, my favorite place on this island is just ahead.”
She gave him a quick wink and kicked her heels into her horse’s flanks causing it to gallop ahead of the rest of the group, cresting the nearest hill and disappearing over the far side.  Magnai followed suit, giving his horse a light tap on the flanks with his heels and taking off after her.  He rode past the others and let out a whoop, before flattening himself to the horse’s shoulders to get a little extra speed.
Man and beast bounded over the hill taking sunflowers with them as they rode, finally cresting the hill he pulled up his horse stopping at the sight before him.  Giorsal stood at the crest of the next hill just below the one he was on facing out to the breaking ocean and the rising sun, the bright light silhouetting her form.  He slowly dismounted and walked the remainder of the way to her side allowing his horse to move down in between the hills to graze by the small stream that cut through the lowland.
As they stood there looking out to the ocean and the morning sun erupting over the sunflower laden cliffs, the others arrived and joined them on the hill.  When the others caught up to them, they sat down on the hill after grabbing their breakfast from the saddlebags and enjoyed the early break in the light of the golden sun.  They enjoyed the break until the sun rose up above the line of the cliff, causing them to have to turn away from the bright light that was now aimed into their faces.
When they were ready to continue Magnai rounded up the wandering horses and brought them back so the group could continue on their way.  The remainder of the journey through the rolling hills and open plain beyond was a lot more relaxed than their sendoff had been as they rode, lost in their own thoughts.  They soon arrived at the edge of the southern cliffs, the area only recognizable by the large stone tombstones and the massive alabaster tower in the distance.
They assembled near the opening in the fence, a dense stand of white oak to the left of the gate, causing a chill to blow into the cemetery from the sea and down the spines of everyone there.  Musfira stepped towards the grove of trees before turning back and speaking the first words that any of them had heard her speak.
“I have to journey into the grove of life alone, but I would ask that each of you go into the Field of Fallen Kings.  Take this chance to look at what those from your past have given you, then head to the tower to think about what the future holds in store for you.  We will assemble back at the base of the tower as the sun starts to descend for the day.”
Without waiting for a response, Musfira threw her hood over her head and entered into the stand of trees, disappearing from sight.  The others stayed seated on their horses for several seconds trying to decide what to do.  Magnai spoke first, choosing to make his decision and let the other go about their own plans.
“I want to go up into the tower to do my processing, I will ride over there and enter from that side.  If anyone wants to join me on the ride over there and do their thinking on that side of the field, I would be happy to have them join me.”
Atzmon dismounted and signaled with a nod that he would be entering by this gate, not waiting for any comments from the others.  Sophia followed suit giving both of the remaining heirs a shrug before turning off in a different direction from Atzmon.  Finally, Giorsal gave Magnai a wink and rode off ahead in the direction of the tower.
Watching as Giorsal rode away, Magnai could feel the war begin to rage in his heart and mind once again.  When she disappeared around the bend in the wall, he felt that his fate was in that direction, whether he followed her up the tower or went to visit the graves of his ancestors he would have to move to that side of the graveyard.  Letting out a frustrated sigh, he turned his horse and followed the wall towards the sea and the tower.
Reaching the base of the tower, he swung down from the saddle and tied off the reins of his horse, still not sure where he would go.  A thought crossed his mind as he stared at the tower stairs causing him to shake his head in laughter.  The voice of his history tutor came echoing into his mind, causing him to repeat the words out loud.
“No man truly lives in paradise in this life.  The man that thinks he is in paradise is only feeling the heat of the world burning around him and thinks it is a warmer day than usual.  The wise man stands in the freezing cold and drinks cider in peace.”
Smiling he reached into his saddlebag and pulled out the traditional offerings that he had prepared the night before.  With the small bag in hand, Magnai moved through the gate and out into the Tedian section of the cemetery.  Moving through the graves, he could feel the weight of his position and duty settle more squarely on his shoulders as he read each name and remembered what he knew about their reigns.
Following the spiraling path that led through the tombs, he found his way to the black marble altar that stood at the center.  Kneeling before it he could see its detail, carved into the sigil of his house.  Untying the bag of offerings, he pulled out the large quartz arrow and placed it on the golden platter that rested between the black marble wings of the large eagle.
Next he pulled out a leg of smoked lamb and laid it in the center of the platter, slicing a piece and eating it.  For several seconds he sat in silence as he chewed, before pulling out a small skin of milk tea and filled the small golden goblet.  After saying the ceremonial words, he took a small sip and set the cup of steaming liquid back on the platter.  Carefully he repeated this process with the fried apple bread and baked pumpkin.
With the offering given, he sat back and began to pray, trying to focus his requests on what would be best for the people and how he could best serve them.  Shifting slightly, he changed his tactics, asking his ancestors to intercede with Ruion to guide him to the correct path to guide his people safely through the turbulent times to come.  When he felt sure that his message had been received, he stepped away from the altar and moved back to a bench that sat a few yards away.
For several seconds he sat in silence, trying to hear any impression that may be coming to him.  Taking a deep breath, he glanced around trying to find out why he had the feeling that something was watching him.  Finally, he spotted both his messenger and the thing that had been watching him up in the tree that stood above the altar.  A large sea eagle sat atop the tree studying him, when he was sure that he had Magnai’s attention, he swooped down and took up the leg of lamb before soaring up towards the pinnacle of the tower.
Climbing to his feet he moved out of the cemetery and followed his augury to the tower.  He soon reached the stairs of the tower and climbed the stairs until he stood on the balcony that surrounded the top of the tower.  Magnai couldn’t help but stand amazed at the views that surrounded him.  In one direction, the sea raged against the cliffs and rocks that surrounded the island, the waters beyond teaming with life, visible by a pod of dolphins hunting a school of fish just beyond the breaking surf.
To the other side an ocean of emerald colored grass flowed over hills like the waves of the sea, only being broken up by patches of yellow sunflowers, and other pink and white flowers that he didn’t recognize.  These rolling waves of green, yellow and pink came to an abrupt end as the ocean waves below against the deep green and brown of the forest in the distance, causing the eyes to draw up and meet the spire and bronze roof of the temple.
He only pulled his eyes away when he felt the touch of Giorsal's hand on his as he leaned against the railing.  Slowly he turned to face her, slipping his hand away as the doubt filled him.  After several seconds of looking into her eyes, she broke away and began to speak, her voice soft and unsure.
“Since we met again yesterday, we have both been hinting at things and dancing around what we want and what our duty demands.  What has struck me as of late, is that we are at that point in our lives that we can no longer treat this as a distant dream or a political hypothesis.  There is something that I need to know, if you remove all political responsibilities and any other expectations, is this something that you would want?”
Stunned slightly by the direct question Magnai turned back to look out over the ocean, trying to break down the walls of duty that he had built throughout his life.  Slowly he turned back to face her before stepping in slowly and gently kissing him on the lips.  He lingered for several seconds before pulling just far enough away to speak, his lips still grazing hers as he spoke, her voice an unsure whisper.
“Does that answer your question?  If we were farmers from two neighboring farms, this decision would be easy.  But that just isn’t the case for us, this choice doesn’t just make things awkward at the next worship service, it could send nations to war.  Maybe someday when the world is different.  I fear that this would be false hope, but for the moment I refuse to care.”
Magnai’s free hand reached up running from her shoulder and neck until his fingers tangled into her hair, pulling her face back to his, closing in a much more passionate kiss.  This kiss lasted much longer than the first, partially an expression of emotion and partially as a seal to the rebellion that had been a long time coming.  As he started to release himself to the moment, the concern for his people hit him like a war hammer striking him from behind.
Pulling back from the kiss, his mind began to spin, running the possible outcomes of this decision as he always did.  The odds weren’t good, even if he renounced his title and moved to Maldavid to be with Giorsal, his nation would be the next target for the Laraly governor of the occupied section of Maldavid or it would destabilize Laral further, leading to the collapse of the continent.  The only scenario that seemed to have any hope, is to unite the north, turning the power of three nations against Laral while hoping that Zandita decided to press their attack deeper into the south, keeping the Laraly reinforcements away.
As he began to plan out how he could make this happen he released Giorsal and began to pace.  A cry from overhead caused him to slow and look up as the massive eagle launched off the roof of the tower.  He watched the bird circle off towards the northeast, freezing as his eyes settled on a growing plum of black smoke in the distance.  Without explaining, he turned Giorsal around and pointed off into the distance.  He stepped up close behind her as he pointed speaking quietly in her ear.
“Look over there, that smoke looks like it is coming from the city.”
It took Giorsal a few seconds to locate the large plum of black smoke climbing into the sky near the temple spire.  As she realized what she was looking at, she let out a gasp and reached for her throat, suddenly unable to speak.  His father's cryptic warning rang in his mind as he decided what to do.  As the smoke grew darker Magnai snapped from his thoughts and dreams of the future to the mind of a military commander, quickly taking her by the shoulders and kissing her one more time before he spoke his orders to her.
“I need to go back to the horses, string my bow and get ready to ride.  Go arm yourself and get mounted quickly so that you can ride back down and find Musfira.  I will try and find the other two and meet you back at the base of this tower.  Be safe because something isn’t right here, we need to find out what’s going on.”
Giorsal gave a quick nod and moved towards the stairs before sprinting back and planting one final kiss on Magnai’s lips.  After taking a deep breath while still in his arms, she turned and moved back to the stairs and disappeared.  Magnai moved to the side of the tower that faced the field, doing his best to locate the two heirs and wave them in.
He spotted Sophia first, her bright orange cloak making her easy to sight from the tower.  He raised his hand to his mouth to yell down to her, before deciding against it, causing him to turn and sprint down the stairs and into the field to notify her quietly.  He reached her in seconds, startling her as he appeared from around a headstone at a sprint.  He tried his best to explain what was happening as he breathed heavily from the run and pointed over the horizon of trees at the now appearing cloud of black smoke.
“Something is very wrong… There’s smoke on the horizon coming from the direction of the port….  We need to go and find out what’s happening.  I’m not sure if this means there is danger, but we are assembling at the foot of the tower to decide what to do next.  Do you know where Atzmon went?”
Fear exploded onto her face as she spotted the now large wall of rising black smoke. After trying to speak for several seconds she finally pointed off towards the cliff walls.  Magnai quickly thanked her and headed off in that direction, leaving her to collect herself and make her way back to the tower.
He slowly crept forward, unsure what he would find as he neared the cliffs.  Several sounds began to catch Magnai’s attention over the sound of the ships lowering their sails and extending their oars to move with more control.  This sound confused Magnai, the only ships that used this technique were the ships from the south, which should have all been anchored in the harbor.
Slowly Magnai drew his bow and nocked an arrow, crouching low, moving from one tombstone to another. He soon spotted the gold on the back of Atzmon’s cloak, lying flat against the earth just inches from the edge of the cliff.  Slowly Magnai crept forward, using the tip of his bow to tap Atzmon’s sandaled foot.
Almost instantly, Atzmon rolled to one knee, sword drawn and pointed in Magnai’s direction.  It didn’t take long for him to realize who he was looking at and to start slowly lowering himself back into the position he had been in.  Taking that as a signal to join him, Magnai slowly lowered himself onto his stomach and crawled forward to see what his friend was looking at.
When he reached the edge of the cliff, Magnai was floored by what he saw.  Several of the ships that had helped escort him to Vedal were now engaged in open combat with ships from Gegala.  Several ships on both sides now were either burning or listening to one side or another, clearly damaged by enemy weapons fire.
As he looked closer at the battle, he began to see several Tedian sailors in the water, being targeted by Gegalan archers, being killed like fish in a barrel.  Another ship was locked to a Gegalan ship with boarding ramps while sailors from both sides fought amongst open flames and flying arrows from other ships.  As he watched his men being slaughtered, his reason and survival instinct waned, sending him to one knee.  Before Atzmon could react Magnai sent three arrows flying into the air aimed at the decks of three of the ships that served as archer platforms for the Gegalan fleet.
As he watched the arrows flew, he was pulled flat on his face by the strong hand of his close friend.  The reality of what he had done flooded back into his mind as the first arrow struck the near ship erupting with a bright white light, completely collapsing the mast and punching a large hole in the center of the deck.  Atzmon gave a slow whistle that was cut off by the wave of sound that shook them as they watched the ship tip following the mast towards the center of the fighting, launching every still surviving man into the ocean.
Two more massive explosions rocked the two other ships near them.  The first hit the unexpecting ship just above the waterline, ripping a breach into the side of the ship causing it to sink within seconds.  The second arrow struck the bow of the ship taking off the front ten feet off the boat, causing the ship to flip it back out of the water before rolling to one side and disappearing into the surf.
A cheer erupted from the Tedian ships as they recognized the effects of the legendary weapon of their nation.  The remaining Gegalan ships began to retreat back into the open ocean, while launching arrows up towards the cliff where the two heirs still lay prostrate on the ground.  The two princes both slowly moved out of view and sprinted back to the tower, staying as low as they could while they ran.
As they closed on the horses, Magnai asked a simple question, wanting answers from his naval officers as to why the battle had started.
“Is there any way to get down to the water level near here?  I need to know what’s happening.”
With only a nod, Atzmon pointed towards the opposite side of the tower and headed off in that direction.  Magnai moved to his horse grabbing the signal flags he had been given and instructed the girls to move the horses to one of the nearby ravines between the hills and to stay there until they got back.  There were many questions from the three young princesses, but they were promptly ignored as Magnai sprinted off towards the place where he had seen Atzmon disappear behind the tower.
Rounding the corner, he spotted Atzmon’s head as it disappeared down a small trail that ran along the side of the cliff.  Standing tall at the edge of the cliff, Magnai quickly signaled for his remaining longships to make their way over to the small beach hidden behind a narrow neck of cliffs making it invisible.  The lead ship quickly acknowledged his signal and began to move in his direction.
He quickly descended the trail and stood on the wet, sandy beach as the lead ship of the remaining four ships launched a smaller boat holding the captain and two oarsmen.  Before the boat struck shore, the captain rose to his feet and bowed deeply before jumping over the side and waded ashore to stand before his prince.  As he approached, he bowed again and spoke reverently as he did so.
“My Prince, it is a great relief to see you alive.  Your timing was divinely inspired, you truly saved us from complete destruction.  We were ambushed when we met with the fleeing flagship to organize and had no chance to prepare a counterattack.”
Magnai interrupted the captain before he could finish his story.
“Captain, start from the beginning and explain what you mean by counterattack?”
The captain took a deep breath, resetting his frantic mind, before starting over on his explanation.  His attention was drawn to the trailhead where Sophia, Giorsal, and Musfira had descended to stand on the beach as well.
“My apologies to your majesty, this has been a very difficult few hours.  I also must apologize because I did not witness this firsthand, I was fulfilling your father’s orders and patrolling the surrounding ocean for the Zanditan fleet.  I will do my best to share what I was told by the first officer of the flagship, she is currently aboard my ship, but she is critically wounded and regrets that she couldn’t report this herself.
“Just an hour after you left with the others, the entire Gegalan fleet arrived and docked by themselves along the eastern side of the docks.  As the funeral commenced the side doors and hatches of the Gegalan ships opened and a sea of Zanditan and Gegalan soldiers emerged and began to slaughter innocent people in the streets while they made their way to the other ships and fought their way up to the temple.  The flagship escaped the bay while the other two remaining ships did their best to defend the other unarmed people on land and on the docks, before they were both destroyed.
“We encountered them where you saw us, the flagship was destroyed in the attack and if you hadn’t intervened, we most likely would have been destroyed as well.  We don’t know the fate of the king or his guard and we were planning a counterattack intended to fight our way back into the port so that we could rescue him and any other kings and queens that remain.  We also don’t know if the royal family of Gegala knew about this attack or if it was orchestrated behind their backs.  Now that we know that they haven’t come after you yet, our duty is to follow your orders.”
Nodding as he processed what he had been told, he slowly turned and made his way back towards the others who all now stood stunned on the edge of the trail.  He hoped that Sophia had not known, but before he could ask her, he could tell that she hadn’t been involved by the look of shock on her face and the tears of fear rolling down her cheeks.  He stepped forward and embraced her, speaking calmly to his lifelong friend.
“It will be okay, we need to figure out what’s going on, but I need you to come with me.  You, Atzmon and I are the only ones that can do anything to make a difference at this moment.  You may be able to get into places that we can’t, or you can find out the other side of this situation.”
Slowly she calmed and regained control as her tears slowly stopped wetting his shoulder.  As she pulled away, he looked into her eyes and spoke again, this time with more power and certainty.
“I know that you had nothing to do with this, but we need to know what happened before we can react.  We also need to do everything we can to rescue our parents.  We need to leave now and make our way back to the city to make sure that we have done everything that we can to save everyone that we can.”
As she gathered her gear again, she moved back to the path and made her way to the top with Atzmon in tow.  As they began their gentle hike back to the top of the cliffs that surrounded them, he turned to Giorsal and spoke as he took her into his arms and kissed her on her forehead.
“Your responsibility is the most important of all of us, I need you to complete the covenant that we made earlier and protect the priestess Musfira with your life.  I will order my ships to move into this cove out of sight of any enemy ships and do everything that they can to protect you.  If it is safe, I would also ask that you get prepared to leave, taking anything sacred aboard the ship so that we can protect them, obviously we need to seek Musfira’s instruction on this matter.”
Before he could completely release Giorsal, she had turned to Musfira and began to discuss the plans that needed to be taken care of.  He kissed her on the cheek then made his way back to the waiting captain and relayed his orders before turning to sprint up the trail after his two companions.  He quickly reached the top of the trail and mounted his horse, signaling for his party to move forward.
As they moved their way slowly into the brush, Atzmon signaled for them to follow him before shifting his shield from his back and strapping it to his left arm.  Magnai nocked another arrow and followed Atzmon, doing his best to keep his distance far enough apart that they couldn’t be targeted together, but close enough that he could react quickly.  Sophia brought up the rear, strapping her shield to her right arm and followed behind them.
They rode quickly forward, making their way along the western shores, staying just behind a series of hills that protected them from the view of ships offshore.  Reaching the edge of the forest they slowed their pace and dismounted as the foliage grew too thick and the branches hung in the way of the three riders.  Tying of the horses in a thicket of trees, they continued on foot until they reached the back wall of the temple that stood up against the trees.
Atzmon signaled quickly for them to follow as they moved east along the wall until they reached a hidden door, set deeply in the thick green stone wall of the temple.  Drawing one of his swords and signaling for the others to do the same, Atzmon quickly moved to a position where he would be able to see into the door without having to open it very far.  Magnai carefully removed the arrow from the bow string, making sure not to let it touch the explosive material in the two small brushes before putting both the arrow and the bow back into his quiver and drawing his scimitar.
Sophia drew her sword with her left hand and signaled for Atzmon to proceed with a nod of his head.  Slowly cracking the door open Atzmon entered, moving quickly into the shadows of the abandoned hallways used by the priest during services.  Moving slowly at first, the small team made sure to check each corner and doorway watching for any sign of movement.  As they neared the main garden at the center of the temple where the funeral ceremony had taken place, they heard voices coming through the thick door at the end of the hall.
Quickly motioning to the others, Atzmon stepped through a small door to the side.  The dark room was filled with the sound of falling water just outside the single point of light at the top of a small flight of stairs.  Letting the other two climb the stairs first, Magnai moved up behind them and looked out through the open section above the waterfall.
Standing under guard in the center of the room, the leaders of Azela had been forced up against the tree by several red clad soldiers who had already disarmed them.  Quickly and quietly identifying the kings, queens and priests that stood under guard, Sophia grew fidgety as she tried to get a better view to see if she could identify her father.  Unable to identify him, she moved closer to the opening as if she were going to yell to try and draw her father’s attention.
As Atzmon slapped his hand over her mouth to keep her quiet, Magnai continued to search until he was interrupted by the far door flying open with a loud yelling voice coming from the opening.  After a few seconds he jumped, looking over at Sophia as he recognized the gruff voice coming from behind the tree, speaking with two other voices he had never heard before.  Sophia’s eyes grew wide as she recognized it as well.
Stepping around the tree the three men made their conversation easier to hear over the small waterfall.  Straining, the three royals finally began to understand what was going on.
“...What are you talking about Governor Vocala, the heirs won’t be a problem.  They are all out on the other side of the island where they can’t see or hear anything.  We will have a chance to deal with them after our work is finished here.  The only reason you are worried is because your daughter isn’t out there with them.”
The purple-clad man standing next to him shook his head as he motioned for some of the soldiers in Laral uniforms as he spoke.
“Your Majesty, I’m just saying that you aren’t the most unbiased person to make this decision.  Your own daughter is on the list of liabilities, and it could destroy our entire plan if she manages to save her friends.  My men will grab some of yours and they will go find them, just give us a few minutes to finish clearing the town.”
A third man rounded the massive tree revealing his ornate red Zanditan Naval Uniform edged in golden dragons with an ornate dragon’s head on each shoulder.  He growled slightly, causing the other two men to turn and bow to him.
“Sar will you drop this, Ruprecht is only trying to protect his daughter.  You would do the same thing in his position. Besides, the report I received on the way over here told me that your daughter has been doing her job well, attacking the ships that were around the island and in the bay.  There isn’t any threat from anyone, besides some small logistical problems.
“Now we need to finish what we came here to do, finish these men and find the artifacts that those priests took when they all entered.  We need those to make sure that there aren’t any other claims to the thrones once we replace them with our people.  King Ruprecht, your men need to not know what we do here, so I brought some men to do the work for you.  Let’s get this over with, I have a party to get to.”
With a signal the King of Gegala and the Governor of the Laral controlled part of Maldavid walked from the garden area, doing their best to ignore what was going to happen while they took their guards with them. When only the red clad soldiers remained, the admiral gave a flick of his wrist and turned to walk from the room as well.
As the admiral reached the door he turned back and met the gaze of the terrified royals that were all huddled together with only a few of them still standing defiant.  Slipping out the door with quiet click, the soldiers moved in spears and swords raised as they proceeded to pull the Queen of Maldavid away from her husband who took a spear to the side as he tried to fight the guards off.  Pulling the older woman to the tree, two guards threw a pair of shackles over one of the high branches of the tree, lifting the small woman up and shackling her by her wrists and ankles.
Moving back to the crowd, they lifted the wounded king of Maldavid next and hung him next to his wife.  With the wounded man in position they returned again and repeated the process, sometimes fighting down those who chose to try and resist.  Before they finished all three of the onlookers had to look away, unable to contain the urge to charge out to the rescue of the imprisoned royals, but the knowledge that they didn’t stand a chance if they did hold them back.  Finally, with a painful look of regret, Magnai climbed down the stairs and moved back towards the door, raising his scimitar as he checked the hallway beyond the door.
They back moved up through the empty corridors until he stood at the door to the priest’s changing and preparation area.  Magnai mirrored his movements, making sure that he covered the other angles that could potentially hide enemies.  Sophia moved with her back to the other two, using her shield to protect them from any potential threats that could appear from behind.
They slowly entered the priest’s area and moved from room to room, making sure that there were no enemies and looked for any friends that could answer the many questions they had.  After clearing several rooms near their entrance, they moved towards one of the doors on the far west side of the room. Slowly they followed the south wall, then turning up the west wall until they reached the door in question.
As they readied themselves again, Atzmon slowly forced open the door, not entering until the room became visible and then he entered towards the blind corner, his shield raised to block any incoming attack.  Magnai followed, his scimitar held in front of him ready to strike at any movement.  Sophia followed behind them, her back turned placing her shield facing out into the open room.
The danger of the room they just entered became obvious as their eyes began to adjust to the dark room in which they stood.  Several individual small chambers lined three of the walls, each separated from the entry by a long curtain that hung from ornate bronze poles.  Magnai crept forward slowly, rotating his sword so that he could use it to open the curtain while leaving the blade exposed on the outside edge.
Crouching low and lifting the curtain from the bottom, he slowly raised the curtain, making sure that the brass rings didn’t make any noise as they moved on the ornate brass rod that held the curtain in place.  As the light of the torch that Sophia had grabbed from the outside room crept into the deep corners of the room Magnai realized that he was looking at several cowering priests, each pressed into one of the many edges and corners of the room.  As he stepped into the room lowering his weapons as he did so.  He spoke softly, not sure who else could be hiding in the other stalls, waiting for him to give away any others that were in the room.
“Teacher, I am not here to hurt you, I am here with the prince of Vedal, and we were sent by the order of the seed bearer to find out what was happening.  We are here to protect you and escort you to safety.  A few ships from my fleet remain and are waiting for us to return and to carry any who remain to Tedia where you will be safe.  Are there any enemies in this room?”
Slowly one of the senior priest rose from the fetal position he had been in and looked at Magnai for the first time.  His fear remained but hope crept into his words as he spoke.
“The house of Tedia lives, oh praise Ruion.  You truly are here by his great mercy and command.  We are alone here and were sent to hide by the high priest, he knew that the entry to this part of the temple is nearly impossible to find if you don’t know what you are looking for.
“There are twenty of us hidden here, we fled before the Zanditan troops reached the temple.  Some of us snuck back into the sanctuary area to try and figure out what had happened, and I don’t dare remember it.  We were able to save the royal artifacts from the bodies of the kings before they were burned by the snake King Kozue.”
A choked cry of pain and surprise escaped from outside the curtain, causing the priest to cower back into the corner.  Slowly Magnai reached up and pulled the curtain back exposing the other two companions that were with him.  At first the priests cowered further at the sight of the orange and black of the Gegalan cloak, but soon rose and began to move forward as they saw their prince step over and place his free hand on the young princess’ shoulder.
Finally, the priest stepped out from the chambers in which they had been hiding, each taking a knee in respect.  The senior priest that had first spoken, spoke once again, addressing the three heirs as a whole, but addressing his first statement to Sophia.
“Princess Sophia, I apologize that I spoke so rudely.  I can tell from your presence that you had nothing to do with your father’s betrayal and it brings joy to my heart that the noble line of Gegala won’t die in iniquity.  Because of our current situation my next statement applies to you as much as it applies to the others.
“Noble heirs of Azela, I am left the keeper of terrible tidings.  Clearly you have only heard part of the situation, and we don’t have the time to answer all of your questions.  During the funeral, the king of Gegala plunged a dagger into the chest of the high priest before turning on the Kings of Vedal and Tedia, who were not armed.  As they fought and nearly overcame Kozue, disarming him of his holy weapons, several of the body escorts of the Laral drew weapons and joined in the fight wounding both of them, as well as the King of Maldavid who had armed himself with one of the weapons dropped by the dead soldiers.”
Despite everything they had already seen, these words still hit them like a battering ram, causing Atzmon to stumble as he braced himself on a wall.  Finally, Magnai cleared his head enough to turn back to the other heirs and start laying out the plan.  He spoke to his friends but made his words clear to all those in the now claustrophobic room.
“Sophia, please escort the priests back to the ship, make sure that you move quietly and quickly.  We will be right behind you as soon as we make sure that there is nothing else that we can do here.  I know that none of us would be able to forgive ourselves if we didn’t do our best to save as many people and relics as we can.”
Turning to the priests again, he asked him a quick question before issuing his orders.
“You said that you were able to save the sacred house weapons, would you allow us to take up the rest of our families arms so that we can be fully prepared for the battle that may ensue?”
The Priest smiled and bowed, before motioning to the far corner where the stalls curtain remained closed.  He moved over and revealed the bundles and piles of hidden relics that covered most of the floor.  This time he spoke with more reverence than he had before, as he handed the weapons out the waiting rulers.
“Lord Tumon, the symbols of your kingship are the Kalkan of Courage and the Kontos Spear of Loyalty.  Lord Preas, the symbols of your house are the Bow of Repentance and the Sling of Revelation.  Queen Kozue, your symbols were taken from your father before he was saved by his soldiers and spies.  We were able to save the Bow of Mercy and the Kusarigama of Wisdom.  Normally there is a lot of ceremony and revelry at this coronation, but given the circumstances, we will have to save that for later.”
Each of the newly acknowledged leaders stepped forward accepting their new gifts with solemn thanks.  After all, three had received their gifts, Magnai glanced back at the large pile of weapons and relics that remained in the chamber.  When he spoke, he took on the air of leadership, while doing his best to hide the worry in his voice.
“My good priest, I recognize a few of the holy weapons of other houses as well as many holy relics that I recognize.  I assume that the rest is just as important to one of the peoples of Azela as these are to me.  I know that normally, these weapons are only touched by the high priest and wielded by the true ruler of their designated kingdoms but given the destruction and burning of the holy temple as well as the betrayer’s army hunting for all of us, I believe that Ruion will forgive his priest if they use these weapons to defend themselves and the sacred artifacts.  Arm yourself wisely and make sure that the artifacts and weapons that can’t be used are carried with the utmost efficiency and respect.”
He turned back to Sophia, addressing her quietly, doing his best to make his orders a request.
“It’s time to go, move quietly and keep your best weapons in your hands, then distribute the rest to the priests.  You need to stand a fighting chance if you run into any problems.  We will be right behind you.  Tell Giorsal and the others that we will talk about other details when we get out into the open sea.”
After taking a deep breath, Sophia straightened and stepped out into the preparation room.  She handed her Katana and bow to the senior priest and another priest who stepped forward and accepted the bow and quiver.  Magnai held onto his weapons but saw that the other weapons and relics were distributed amongst the priest making sure that those who could fight were able to and to make sure that none of the priests would be slowed down by their burdens.
After they had escorted the group out into the forest, the two kings returned and made their way back to the Garden room where the Tree of Life was located.  They moved as silently as possible, moving quickly and silently through the now eerily empty halls.  They quickly reached the door that led to the south bridge and were greeted with the pungent smell of wet smoke and burned flesh.
Bile crept into Magnai’s throat as he stepped lightly over the bridge making his way towards the carnage that he knew waited before him.  As he stepped over the bridge the cloud of smoke cleared because of the spray and breeze coming off of the waterfall, causing him to promptly vomit into the stream behind him.  The carnage was like nothing he had expected, like something he has never dreamt possible.
Set against the almost black haze of smoke that slowly climbed up towards the sky stood the black scorched remains of the tree he had stood before just over one day prior.  Around the tree stood what looked like unmoving sentinels, but as they approached the tree, they quickly realized that it was something far worse.  Each of the seven free kings of Azela hung limply from a series of arrows that had been pressed through their chest and into the tree behind them.
It took every ounce of strength to not cry out and fall apart with grief, instead Magnai forced down his pain and turned it into a vengeful rage.  Stepping forward he removed the crown from his father’s head and slipped it into the pouch tied to his belt.  Quickly he repeated this process with the others, removing the crown from the head of each king, including the king of Laral.  When he reached the high priest, he slipped the ornate breastplate off and tied it to his back.
As he turned from the high priest, he turned to Atzmon who still stood in front of his father, a prayer forming on his lips as he tried to pull the arrows out.  He slowly stepped over and placed his arm around his broad-shouldered friend.  He spoke quietly, doing his best to calm his friend while reminding him of what was at stake.
“If there was any way that we could give them all a proper burial I would do it in a heartbeat, but we don’t have time.  If we try, we will be killed and hung here to join them before we could get the first one under the earth.  They are with Ruion now and the best we can do for them is to make sure that no one can desecrate their body further.  Take what you feel needs to be saved, and then I will use the tools bestowed to me.  This way we can be sure that we have done everything possible.”
Slowly Atzmon came to and moved to his father’s body, removing his crown and arm bands before stepping back and moving towards the door they had entered through.  Magnai followed suit quickly sheathing his scimitar and drawing his bow.  Easing the door mostly closed he knocked an arrow and drew it back to his ear, taking aim at the exposed base of the tree.  As he fixed on his target, he spoke one more time.
“Atzmon, prepare to fight.  By doing this it will tell everyone where and who we are.  We will have to fight all the way back to the ship and there is a chance that we may not make it.  Start running as soon as you hear my bow string snap and don’t look back.”




Chapter 6: Lions in a Dragon’s Lair

Prince Mettius stood like a statue near the main entrance to the Palace ballroom, his newly balanced and capped staff in his right hand, an ornate polished silver shield on his left arm, a vibrant scarlet rose gracing the front.  He proudly let his cape hang over his shoulder cover most of his shield arm, a large white lion head stitched into the back.  Despite being amongst his enemies, he couldn’t help but feel like his fate was in his own hands for the first time in months.
Their plan was starting to fall in place as small groups of resistance fighters were springing up throughout Puswa.  For days now, he had been able to sit back and watch as King Kozue and Admiral Yating grow more frustrated and irritable as a caravan of supplies and scouting parties disappeared.  So far, they had managed to keep it quiet from the public but supplies of food and gear were starting to run low in the garrison and naval yards.  Soon they would have no choice but to expose the problem by looting supplies.
Despite the problems that they were dealing with, the admiral had surprised them this morning, requesting a party be thrown for his men to mingle with the Puswa nobles in the city.  Within minutes, the castle had exploded to life with everyone moving different directions to prepare for this last minute request.  As the party had come together, he had watched most of the Zanditan fleet sail off towards the north, leaving him wondering what this party was for and what his enemy was up to. 
Less than an hour before the party was about to start, the Zanditan Fleet had appeared on the horizon, sails intermingled with the slashed orange and black sails of Gegala as they moved quickly towards the harbor.  After consulting with Ravi, Mettius had decided to have his entire garrison armed and scattered throughout the party in case there was some unearned retribution for a rebel attack that they had not known about.  Wanting to know what he was getting himself into, he sent two of his men down to the harbor with a letter welcoming the admiral back, but with the real intent of surveying the attitude of the sailors and soldiers.
His spies found him organizing his forces so that two guards would be able to intervene in any issue that might happen.  Sprinting up to him, the plain closed boys came to a halt and saluted sharply, speaking before checking to see if anyone else in the Royal Ballroom was listening. 
“Sir, the Zanditans aren’t like we expected.  Despite having only, a fraction of the force they left with and several wounded, the sailors and soldiers are very jovial.  We actually heard them singing as they unloaded the wounded.”
Taking their arms to silence him, he led the two men out of the crowded ballroom and into the mostly empty throne room.  Moving them to the corner where he was sure that they wouldn’t be overheard.  Speaking in a strangled whisper, he tried hard to keep the panic out of his voice.
“Did you hear where they had been?  There must have been at least one man bragging about something.”
Looking closely into the two sixteen year old boys’ eyes, he searched for any sign of potential information in their worried eyes.  When he was sure that they had given him everything they knew, he sent them on their way to change into their uniforms and prepare for tonight.  Stepping back into the ballroom he was shocked to see that it was already starting to fill with guests and dignitaries.
Moving swiftly to his designated position, he straightened his uniform and assumed the statuesque position of a royal guard, pausing long enough to signal Abil Falco to be ready for anything.  With a flurry of fanfare, the king and his daughters arrived before he felt ready, moving to form a line next to him where they would be able to greet their guest.  As the guest began to approach the line, he watched everyone who approached the princesses that stood in the greeting line with shadowed eyes, making sure that everyone paid the proper respect.
The members of the civil leadership of Puswa all held to the proper respect several even stepped over and welcomed him and Captain Falco to the service of the kingdom.  As the parade of dignitaries continued, Mettius relaxed a little, relieved that the royal family was still being greeted with affection.  In preparation, he had warned his men that there might be difficulties with the new slaves in the castle.
Every person who passed seemed to understand that the slaves were here for their own safety and that the slavery had been forced by their conquerors.  After a brief lull in arriving guests, all of the troops were put back on alert as a large group of men in bright red cloaks with gold accents arrived in a series of coaches and troop transports.  The entourage was led by Admiral Yating, who made sure to pay extra attention to the new help and talk about how he thought his gift was very generous for someone in his position with everyone he met as he approached the entrance.
The entire force of guards glared at the Admiral and his staff as they drew close, each man shifting into a better striking position and getting a better grip on his weapon.  Much to the guards chagrin the first wave of red clad dignitaries proceeded much in the fashion of the Puswa delegation, but much more hostile.   As the first more senior wave moved off in the direction of the dance floor and banquet, the younger officers approached for their greeting.
Mettius spotted the troublemaker from across the room, his constant giving and gesturing with his friends told him all Mettius everything about him.  It hadn’t been too long ago that he had been just like this man, not more than two years his senior.  That had all changed when his unit had been ambushed and slaughtered on their way back from the front, his sister having been sent to retrieve him when his father fell ill.  He had aged twenty years in a single day, having to choose whether today a noble or to hide and be taken as a slave.
As the young men approached, he could see their gaze fixed on Princess Ravi and the snickering escalated as they whispered quietly amongst themselves.  With his foot he reached out and tapped in the direction of the young men, signaling for Abil Falco to be ready to act if necessary.  Captain Falco responded with a single tap of his boot acknowledging the order, taking a small step towards the king's right side.
When the man that had been Mettius’s target for the last several minutes arrived at the king, he gave a gracious bow and continued on, greeting Ravi with a very arrogant sounding tone.
“Good evening Princess, you look rather ravishing this dark night.  Perhaps you would do me the honor of saving me a dance later, it truly would be an honor.”
But as he turned to walk away, he turned back and grasped her back side firmly, declaring his lust in a malicious tone.
“But with these untrained, declawed guards, I guess I could just take you and be done with...”
Mettius and Abil struck like lightning, catching him in the head and extended arm with their staves before he could finish his sentence.  Stepping in front of the princesses Mettius took on a battle stance as he swept the legs out from under the now almost unconscious soldier.  Abil moved in front of the king, making broad overhead swinging motions with his staff to clear the immediate crowd.
It didn’t take long for the Admiral and his staff to come running, hearing that one of their junior officers had been assaulted by the palace guard, swords drawn ready to slay the rebellious slaves.  Instead they were greeted by the voice of the furious king, who’s normally feeble voice boomed and echoed in the smaller entry like that of a lion.
“Admiral Yating, is this what you call Zanditan Honor?  This man assaulted my daughter and threatened to rape her.  The only reason she is safe right now is because of the new bodyguards you assigned to us.  I expect you to do something about this vermin of a man, if I ever see him in my presence again, I will sink a knife into his stomach.”
The admiral slowly stepped into the middle to the now circling crowd, his face flashing between embarrassment and anger.   The scene before him cleared up any confusion he had earlier, the two guards standing in front of the royal family, staff aimed at the downed soldier while his friends stood pressed against the crowd, glaring at Mettius and Abil.  With a quick flick of his wrist, the admiral signaled for his guards to take the young officer into custody, before turning to look at the other young officers, who’s guilty faces told the whole story of what had happened.  Without even acknowledging the other officers, he sent a signal to his guards to have them removed as well.
After the problem was resolved the room remained on edge as the night continued, the two delegations keeping their distance from one another as they mingled.  Admiral Yating eventually made his way over to the royal family, approaching them hesitantly, his confidence now gone.  When he finally spoke his voice was penitent, while still keeping an air of command and importance.
“Princess, I give the apologies of my people for the actions of some of our less mature sailors.  I hope you can find a place in your heart to forgive us as a nation for the actions of a few.  Please also know that the men involved will be punished for their actions.  It does please me greatly to see that your guards performed their duties with perfection.”
He kept his eyes averted as he waited for a response, it made Ravi soften a little to the situation.  Finally, she spoke softly, speaking directly to the Admiral and making her statement seem far more personal than public.
“Admiral, please know that I don’t hold your nation responsible for the actions of a few.  If I were to do that no nation could ever be trusted.  That being said, I will hold you accountable to make sure that all of the men involved learn the proper respect, I also expect that this isn’t a sign of what is happening in our streets, or I will hold you accountable for that as well.”
The Admiral gave a deep bow as he spoke quickly and turned away to head back out the door.
“It shall be done my lady.  I will take care of it now and return later in the evening.  I promise that this incident is not what is happening on the streets, we will also be sending a special task force out to ensure this.”
Ravi returned the bow, before turning back to her handmaidens and continuing their idle conversation.  This divide of nations continued throughout the night, until Ravi and her entourage finally crossed the chasm in the room and approached some of the female officers, striking up a conversation about the role of women in the Zanditan military.  Others from the Puswa delegation slowly moved their way to the other side of the room following the lead of their princess.
By the time that the Admiral returned both parties had mixed together nicely, each trying to find out useful information as they spoke about unrelated topics.  As he walked towards the royal family, it became clear by his renewed arrogance that something had changed.  He didn’t try and hide his excitement as he reached them and spoke, not waiting for the normal formalities and overtures.
“King Terzis, as I was taking care of the unpleasant things that needed to be done after the earlier events, I was unable to deliver the message that caused me to ask for the celebrations this night.  If you will give me permission, I would make an announcement and make sure that everyone hears correctly, instead of allowing the rumors to run rampant. I promise it is news that your people will want to hear as much as my men do.”
The king gave a curious nod and motioned the Admiral to step forward and take the podium at the front of the dais.  He also motioned for everyone to move to their seats, wanting to begin their meal as the announcement was made.  The admiral stood at the pulpit impatiently, as the dignitaries made their way to their seats and servants brought out the opening dishes of the celebrations out to the waiting tables.
As the crowd finally settled down and the noise drew down to a point where the speaker could be heard, the admiral moved to the pulpit.  He slowly turned to take in the entire crown, a small smirk braking over his mostly serious face.  When he finally spoke, he spoke quietly, wanting everyone to focus on every word he said.
“My good people, I bring you good news for all of us.  As you know, as was evidenced earlier this evening, me and my men are not diplomats and government officials.  My announcement is this, due to some recent changes in loyalties and a military action north of here, the Kingdom of Puswa will be placed under the rule of the King of Gegala.  Your king will rule here as a subject of King Kozue.
“Today he led a strike team up to attack the island kingdom of Vedal, with my assistance of course.  I had the pleasure to lead the attack on the port and to burn the temple to the ground with the bodies of the kings and queens of Azela.  I can also confirm the death of the rebellious High Priest and his assistance.”
Murmurs of doubt and worry erupted from the hall, the admiral stood relishing the panic and fear.  His smirk grew larger as the panic welled to a full-blown panic, causing him to laugh hardly.  Finally, the old king rose, speaking in the commanding voice that had been used earlier in the night.
“People, please remain calm, we obviously have a lot that we don’t know yet, and we need to get all of the details before we start worrying.”
The noise slowly drew down to a low hum, the Admiral once again turned to face the crowd, his smirk shrinking a little as resentful eyes turned back in his direction.  Finally, Admiral Yating reached into his pocket and withdrew a gold chain with the circular symbol of the tree of life on it, causing a hush fell over the crowd.  Finally, he dangled the chain between his fingers and placed his over his head, allowing it to dangle limply around his neck.
The uproar that ensued caused the rift by nations to reinstate itself, sending Zanditan officers scrambling up to the front of the room to protect their commander.  This chaos seemed to push the Admiral’s excitement up, causing him to laugh even louder.  Finally, he raised his hands signaling for silence, which he eventually got as the Puswa Delegation found their seats, their desire to know more overtaking their desire for vengeance as he began to speak.
“Good people of Puswa, there isn’t a need for that type of uproar, there is still some hope for you.  When my advanced guard left to return with notice, we still hadn’t found the heirs of the other kingdoms, and we were still missing several priests.  But that most likely won’t last long, since they are on a small island.
“Now we need to make preparations for King Kozue to come tour the kingdom that now joins him.  We will leave you to your preparations.”
With that he turned and descended from the podium and made his way towards the entrance, slowing only a little to grab a drumstick off of the nearest chicken.  The rest of the Zanditan Delegation followed suit taking food with them as they went, every armed member walking with their hands on their weapons.  Seeing this Mettius signaled for his men to move in between the two delegations, each man facing the opposite direction of the man next to him, forming a protective wall separating all of the troublemakers.
Slowly the remainder of the Zanditan Delegation made their way out as the press of angry leaders of Puswa began to throw food, silverware and dinnerware at the retreating soldiers.  Slowly the palace guard subdued the unruliest of the delegation and were able to gain control of the rest.  As the room returned to nearly silent, the king slowly rose and moved to the pulpit, speaking quietly, forcing those speaking to pay attention to his words.
“My people, I know that this has been a disturbing and difficult day.  This news worries me more than it should most of you, the men that were just reported dead or having committed treason against Ruion, were dear friends, and the missing heirs are close friends to my children.  That being said, we need to think about the future of our people and that will all be shaped by what we do going forward.
“I beg you to stand down in the open violent action, if they know who is resisting them, they will take it out on the innocents of this kingdom and enough blood has been shed in the name of the Zanditan Empire already.  I pray to Ruion that the heirs of the other kingdoms will survive and do their best to defeat the blasphemers and traitors, giving us the opportunity to be free once again.
“Please return to your homes, and make your way back in peace, doing nothing to further aggravated our current slave masters.  The same goes for the arrival of the Gegalan military, do not integrate with them, but do your best to treat them with kindness as we have been raised to do.  May Ruion be with us in our trials.”
The royal family didn’t wait for the others to leave before making their way back into the keep.  After entering the keep the king broke away and made his way back to his chamber, not saying a word to his daughters as he left them.  As he disappeared around the corner to his part of the keep, Ravi signaled for the select of her confidants to follow her to her sitting area.
After taking a moment to send off those that didn’t need to be in this meeting, Mettius and his sister joined the two oldest daughters of the family of Terzis.  They each sat in Ravi’s sitting room, a fire blazing and warm tea stood to wait for them.  After several minutes sitting in silence, Ravi spoke, drawing everyone’s attention to her.
“My king, I’m sorry that I couldn’t recognize you earlier.  I also regret that you had to defend my honor earlier today, I deeply appreciate it, but it shouldn't have been your duty.  Now with your permission, we need to make a plan on how to handle these new developments.
“I know that my father said not to cause any active and open resistance, but there are already some rebellious factions out in the more rural parts of the kingdom.  I think that we can get supplies to them without drawing attention to the citizens of this kingdom.  We also need to get word to the north that both of you are alive.”
Every eye turned to Mettius as he was faced with his first real decision as to the displaced king of Laral and king of kings.  He took his time thinking about his options, making sure that he found a way to save as many lives as possible.  Finally, he spoke, making his wishes clear, while also making it clear that there was still room for discussion.
“I completely agree with you Lady Ravi, we need to make sure that we protect as many lives as possible.  That means that there is no way for either of us to go and assist the others up north.  I think we will have to find a way to send our younger sisters, but I have no idea on how to do that.”
He glanced over at the two younger girls before turning back to Ravi, hoping that she might have an idea.  Taking a deep breath, Ravi glanced at the two girls as well, before speaking hesitantly.
“I don’t know if you remember Prince Wasim, son of the Sultan of Olhur.  He will be able to help us smuggle the two of them out, while making it look like a pirate raid.  He offered to do this for my family earlier, but my father refused to go, in order to protect his people.
“I would recommend that we take some Zanditan or Gegalan troops with us, so that they can bear the brunt of the attack.  I will also need to send off a dove to warn him and give them a date and time to strike.  I might suggest that we tell my father that we are going to the northern sanctuary to pray and grieve for our lost friends.”
This plan was accepted with some hesitations as they continued to debate the finer details of the plan.  This continued late into the night, causing them to have to sneak back to their rooms in the dark to protect their planning.  Knowing without a doubt what needed to be done, each of them did their best to sleep, but sleep escaped each of them.




Chapter 7:  The Rising Tide

The explosion shook the entire hill, throwing the two princes to the ground.  They glanced back as a new wave of flames shot through the door and up the wood beams of the tower.  Slowly pulling themselves to their feet, they each picked up their weapons and slowly made their way to the door, their heads still ringing from the concussion of the blast.
Reaching the changing area, they were greeted by several soldiers exiting a door on the far side of the room, guaranteeing that they wouldn’t be able to escape without notice.  Atzmon was the first to clear distance between the two parties, slamming into the first soldiers with his rounded shield and short swords, causing the first two men to drop dead before any of the other soldiers had time to process the attack.  Magnai moved to cut off the soldiers that moved to flank the furious king as he pressed the attack further, his scimitar raised and spinning to put momentum behind it.
He quickly deflected the first attacker's blade with his Kalkan shield before slamming the ornate iron club-shaped pommel at the base of his blade into the top of the soldier’s head, cracking his helmet and causing him to collapse.  He then wheeled his blade to the right connecting with the exposed neck of a second man, killing him instantly.  He continued to move through any foe who had the courage to step up, cutting down one by taking his leg as he tried to strike high.  Another fell to a stab to the stomach under his shield.
The two kings dealt death quickly and swiftly to the unprepared soldiers, leaving only one who had fled while his friends fled.  The battle area shrank as they drove back the Gegalan soldiers into the doorway from whence they came.  As the last man fell to both of their blades, Magnai had to stop his friend from pursuing the last man, explaining that they needed to escape while they had a chance. 
They quickly made their way out into the hall, then through the door into the woods, not taking the time to cover their tracks well.  They only slowed to pull the flag back over the door, not wanting to give away the one advantage they had as they fled.  For the next several minutes they moved as quietly as possible through the woods, working their way to where they had left their horses.
With a sigh of relief, the two men mounted their horses, sheathing their swords and untying their spears from the side of their saddles to give them the best advantage on horseback as they fled.  Swinging up into the saddle Magnai pulled his spear free from the dirt where he had placed it, flicking its serrated blade that looked like a long knife blade through the air as he tucked it under his arm.  Atzmon followed suit, strapping each of his short swords and bow to the saddle, before picking up several sling stones and placing them in the pouch on his belt.
Moving quickly, they reached the top of the first hill to be greeted by a patrol of Zanditan troops in the shallow valley below.   Before the soldiers had a chance to notice them, Atzmon struck again, knocking several of them out with high powered stones to the head. Magnai followed his friend’s plan, letting out a shrill battle cry as he plunged down the hill and plunged his Kontos spear through the commanding officer of the patrol and into the man behind him.
Without waiting for the two men to fall dead, he turned the horse sharply and ripped the weapon free of its first two victims.  Turning back to the now stunned and fleeing soldiers, whipping the twelve-foot kontos over his head, sending a spray of blood into the backs of the fleeing soldiers.  He continued the spin, using both hands to send the sharp blade through the neck of the man at the rear of the fleeing soldiers.
The red and gold cloaks plunged into the waiting trees causing Magnai to turn back and climb back up the hill to his waiting friends.  As he reached the top of the hill, he noticed that his friend was laughing so hard that he was barely staying on his horse.  He gave Atzmon a confused look, not sure what was so funny.
Atzmon turned his horse around and made his way back towards the tower before explaining what had been so uncontrollably funny.
“I’m sorry, that much bloodshed shouldn’t be funny to anyone, especially me, but the face of the commander was priceless as you shot out of the sun with the battle cry of yours.  His eyes were so big, I could see them from here.”
He continued to laugh as they rode over the next two hills, only coming back to reality as they crested the third of several hills and looked back to the forest.  Against the setting sun, a beautiful woman sat atop a large white horse clad in shimmering chainmail and a purple cloak.  This time Magnai let out a small laugh, the pain and disbelief at seeing his betrothed commanding a small band of Zanditan soldiers to hunt him down.  Turning to point out the party to Atzmon he pointed with a flick of his Kontos spear.
“It looks like my wedding is off, and my betrothed now wants to kill me.  The fate really is inexorable and fickle.  Perhaps the three deceivers have decided to play a prank on me.  They seem to like fire though, so let’s make this island hell after the servants of Ruion have left.”
Sticking his Kontos in the dirt beside him he drew his bow and quickly strung it again, pulling three arrows and drawing it back.  Holding the bow flat, he adjusted the three arrows so that they would fly apart, landing several feet apart before letting the explosive cocktail brush each tip.  He let all three arrows fly, each taking a separate angle towards the woods, turning before the arrows hit and began to ride hard towards the tower and the safety of the friendly ships.  Each arrow struck with equal ferocity, sending up massive fireballs into the sky and setting everything within reach aflame.


As the fireballs lit up the graying sky, Giorsal saw the faint outlines of men in hooded green robes emerging from the deep grass of the valley before them, throwing all caution to the wind and charging up the hill.  At first her men took them as threats and drew back bow strings and steadied kontos spears, but soon Sophia appeared helping one of the green cloaked men walk, his leg showing an almost black stain of blood on the dark green cloak. Quickly she signaled her men to stand down and go to the aid of those fleeing the fighting behind them.
She had no fear that Magnai was still alive, evidenced by the massive explosions in the distance, but she also knew that it meant that time was not on her side.  As the last of the priests and soldiers had started making their way down the path Sophia approached her, having handed off the wounded man to one of the stronger sailors to be carried to the bottom.  She spoke, forcing out every word, because she was clearly out of breath.
“They said load everyone into the first two boats and send them out without exposing them to the open ocean, we are to cover their descent and we need to have the last ship ready to launch the second they board.  They went back to confirm what happened, and they were pretty sure that they would be running under fire.  After having run into two separate patrols on the way back, I think they were right.”
Giorsal barely acknowledged her as she barked orders to the remaining soldiers that had stayed up on the hills surrounding the trail to cover the priests as they made their way down to the ships.  After most of the priests had reached the bottom, Giorsal signaled for the archers to collapse their lines and make their way down the trail behind them.  The two girls quickly reached the bottom of the trail and relayed the orders to the three ships captains, adding that they should light no lamps or torches.
Within a few seconds the ship's passengers had been rearranged to accommodate the plan and provide the best possible positions for the archers in the towers at stem and stern on each ship and along the sides of the ship.  They also quickly trained some of the stronger priests to load the small whip catapults with the clay jars filled with the same explosive chemicals that were used by Magnai’s bow.  The rest of the priests and civilians that they had saved from the burning city and surrounding woods.
Turning back to face the cliff, her bow still set with an arrow nocked, she watched as the rest of the archers finished making their way down the cliff in formation, each man swiveling up and down the trail as they worked their way down the winding trail.  They followed this pattern taking up formation in a kneeling position at the bottom of the trail until every single man had reached the bottom. As the last man moved into position, they boarded the ship and took position just seconds before rogue arrows began to fall over the edge of the cliff, followed by the pounding of hooves and the cries of dying men.
The two full ships pushed off and moved into position to cover the cliffs, floating out in the small bay, just inside the thin wall that shielded them from view, using their oars to hold themselves in place, ready for a quick escape.  The noise and stray arrows increased in volume as the two remaining fugitive kings approached the tower and descended the trail.  Without warning two horses erupted over the cliff, leaping down the trail clearing the first bend entirely.  When Magnai and Atzmon began the final descent, Giorsal yelled for the archers and sailors to open fire, sending a volley of arrows and explosives over the lip of the cliff.


Magnai let out a sigh of relief as he saw the arrows and explosive canisters fly past them out of the darkness below.  They had hit serious resistance after he had let the arrows fly, meeting up with two separate groups of riders as they had tried to escape the main press of soldiers behind them.  During the fighting, he had been hit in the leg and the shoulder by arrows and had been grazed by a spear on the other side.  Atzmon wasn’t much better off, he had been cut on the calf and had been hit by an arrow in the gap between his front and back pieces of his breastplate.
They wheeled their horses around the corners quickly, not giving any thought to their injuries as they rode rapidly to escape.  As they turned down the last few turns of the trail, bodies of the dead soldiers fell past them, having been hit by arrows fired by the Tedian archers while others plunged over the cliff as flames forced them over the edge.  Magnai did his best to not think about all of the innocent people that had been killed along with the many dead soldiers that he and Atzmon had killed.
Erupting onto the beach the two horses shot across the exposed space between the cliff and the ship as arrows plunged into the loose sand, making the beach around them look like a large miniature forest.  Leaping up onto the loading ramp, still mounted on his horse, he felt three well-placed arrows bite into his Kalkan shield that was still on his back, throwing him off balance and spilling him onto the deck of the ship.  His wounded leg slapped onto the hardwood floor of the deck, causing him to let out a scream of pain as the arrow pushed through the flesh on the back of his thigh.
He fought the haze and black as it began to swirl around him, yelling for his bow and an arrow as he dragged himself over to the side of the ship.  One of the sailors handed him his bow as several others tried their best to force the horses down into the stalls that had been built to hold them in the center of the ship.  He targeted his arrow on the thinnest part of the trail and let fly.
The last thing he remembered was the blinding white light as the arrow struck home causing that section of the trail to collapse in a blinding light and thundering landslide.  He fought valiantly to stay awake, but the white of the explosion swirled with the black of unconsciousness as he slowly sank back onto the deck.  The red heat of pain in his shoulder, side and leg haunted him in the last seconds until everything grew cold and dark.




Chapter 8: Rebellion and Espionage

Sitting in the plaza at the center of the palace complex, Ravi couldn’t help but wonder what she had done to deserve the torture that awaited her.  She had spent the last several weeks doing her best to make Admiral Yating fall for her despite the disgust she felt whenever she saw him in the red and gold of Zandita.  But her spies in his household had told her about the orders that he had received earlier this morning and she knew what he had come here to discuss with her.
Focusing on the flowers that ringed the fountain at the center of the garden area, she sketched the flower half-heartedly as she carefully made tally marks on the bottom of the page near the back as she watched servants and sailors moving in and out of the barracks and officers’ quarters on the far side of the plaza.  Beyond the compound of the naval base, she could see the large expanse of the military port beyond, giving her the opportunity to count the ships that were being prepared to sail as well.  As a slave girl approached her from the admiral’s office, she quickly slipped her hand out from the page she had been using to track the information she needed to send to the slowly growing resistance group that was forming under her direction.
The young woman bowed deeply to her, before glancing back over her shoulder at the dozens of men and women that moved rapidly through the pathways and corridors that led either out to the city or down to the port.   Smiling deeply, Ravi rose and took the young woman’s arm before stepping over to the fountain so that the sounds of the rushing water would drown out anything that they said.  Holding up her drawing of the flowers, she spoke without looking at her new friend.
“You have done a good job keeping tabs on the Admiral for me, if I were to pursue a relationship with him, I needed to know what type of man he really is.  Tell me what is going on today, I know that the admiral has been recalled to Zandita by the Empress, but I haven’t heard any of the details.  Is this a quick trip or is he leaving for a long time?”
Glancing at the picture of the flowers, she grimaced a little at the sensitivity of the information she was being asked about.  Finally, she spoke, her voice quivering with fear as she reached up with her free arm and looked at the rough picture.
“My lady, thank you for your protection, but I’m worried about what is going to happen now.  The admiral has been called back to the Zanditan capital to take charge of recruiting new soldiers, sailors, and government officials to bring Azela into the Zanditan fold.  He is taking his entire household and we were told that we will be gone for at least the next six months.”
Turning to smile down at the young woman whose face was partially hidden by her curly blond hair, she dropped her sketchbook drop to her side before turning her companion so that she could look into her eyes.
“Memmia, you don’t need to worry about this, you will be safe.  You know that I will do everything in my power to protect you.  Now, did the Admiral send for me?”
Finally meeting her gaze, Ravi could see that Memmia’s deep green eyes were glittering with tears as she nodded in response to her question.  Taking the girl’s arm once again, she turned her so that they were able to walk into the chaos that led to the admiral’s office.  They were forced to jump out to the way of running messengers and men carrying heavy trunks and furniture towards the waiting ships before finally reaching the large door made of boards that had been taken from the hulls of retired warships of the past.
Quickly closing the sketchbook, she stepped into the office without knocking, knowing that her position and relationship with the admiral would excuse the interruption.  Inside the large office, the six men jumped at the sudden noise as the door swung open.  Seeing her standing in the opening, several of the men flashed her glares, until she moved around the large desk to rest her hand on Admiral Yating’s shoulder as he sat facing the other five men, all dressed in the captain’s uniforms of the Zanditan Navy.  When she stepped to rest against the admiral, she spoke with a regal force to her voice as she addressed the men.
“Please forgive me, I just received the news about the admiral’s newest orders and couldn’t wait to see him.  My emotional reaction wasn’t becoming of someone of my station, but you have to admit that this is a major change that is happening so quickly.  Is this a conversation that is too sensitive for me to be present or may I stay and wait until you have finished?”
Ignoring the anger and frustration from his captains, Admiral Germund Yating reached up and took her hand as he looked up to meet her gaze.
“My love, we are just discussing the best route back to Zandita.  Please stay, we will have this resolved quickly.”
After she had smiled back at him, he turned to look back at the map that had been rolled out onto his desk, showing the entire Zanditan empire with its two large continents and the smaller continents on its north and east.   Far to the west, the map maker had drawn out the coastline of Azela and the details of Puswa, Gegala, Gereth and Laral had been filled in as well as the Island nation of Vedal while the rest remained in a vague outline.  She noticed a thin string had been pinned to the map, running to Vedal, then on along the northern coast heading off towards the northern continent of the Zanditan Empire named Frjósaheimr, then turned down to run along the primary continent labeled Zandita to end at the Capital called Taigor.
At first, she smiled at the reality that this path had created.  This path would take them past the four most dangerous navies in all of Azela who all had a large grudge after the attack on Vedal.  If she let this small fleet sail, she would guarantee that the admiral would never reach his destination and the chief commander in Azela would be gone in the blink of an eye.  But as soon as this idea flicked through her mind, she remembered the dispassion of the empress when she had been here, just a few weeks before.  She knew that if her representative here were to disappear, she would bring the full weight of the empire to bear against the people of Azela, guaranteeing their destruction.
Reaching down, she ran her finger along the path, before interrupting the conversation to point out the danger in the plan.
“Admiral, may I add some information that you may not be aware of?  This information may change your plans drastically and I think will guarantee your success, instead of your destruction.”
One of the newer captains that she didn’t recognize scoffed at her statement, but Germund only raised his hand to the man signaling for his silence as she looked up to study her face. He gave her a single nod, signaling for her to continue as he turned to look back at the map.  Reaching down to the colored pins that sat in small bowls at the side of the map, she first drew out several teal pins to represent Olhur as she began.
“I know that your knowledge of naval combat far exceeds mine, but I have been schooled in the military details of each nation of Azela and the surrounding area, there are several things you have failed to account for on this map.  The first is the navy of Olhur, which I know your spies have told you are few, but they have five secret naval bases in the fjords along the coast that are impossible to scout from the sea and are designed to be reached by land without any roads or signs to tell you which way to go.  After what was done on Vedal, you will be a prime target of their secret navy if you sail by their coastline.  This problem can be avoided if you sail wide in the open sea.”
Quickly placing the teal pins on the map, she then pulled the pins free that ran along the Olhur coast and moved them to a new place far out in the Ice Sea.  She then turned back to the bowls and picked up a dozen black pins, placing them along the coast of Tedia.  When these were positioned at all of their naval ports, she spoke again, addressing the men in front of her.
“By swinging wide you will safely reach Vedal, but this will not save you from any trouble or danger, since the Olhurans are the least of the threats you will face on this route.  The largest navy in Azela belongs to the kingdom of Tedia since they are on a virtual island.  The land that connects them to every nation besides Maldavid is nearly uninhabitable and is filled with rogues and outlaws making it impossible to travel through, leaving them the sea as their only option for commerce.
“The reports that I have seen say that six Tedian ships were sunk during the battle around Vedal, but this isn’t even a small part of their fleet.  My father’s spies were constantly trying to get a good count but were never able to.  The best estimates of their ship counts puts their navy somewhere near seven to eight hundred warships with a merchant fleet of another thousand ships that are scattered around the kingdom at these twelve ports.”
After this statement, one of the captains let out a small whistle realizing the danger they would have faced.  A second man stepped forward and pointed out the obvious way to avoid this problem.
“Couldn’t we just do the same thing we would have to do with Olhur and swing wide into the open ocean?  This would keep us out of sight of the enemy ships and make sure that we make it to Maldavid successfully.”
Smiling at the man as if he were a small child with a simple question, she picked up her sketching pencil and stepped around to the far side of the desk where she first drew a thick grey line then drew out a series of islands that ringed a larger one.  She then took up a bunch of green pins that had been used for the armies of Vedal and placed them on the islands.  When she was comfortable with what she had done she turned back to the six men that now all looked at her with confused looks.
“This is another island nation known as the Burning Isles.  It is a nation that thrives on Piracy and is protected by a thick wall of fog and ash that slowly shifts, so my sketch doesn’t do it justice.  I have never been to the islands, so I can’t guarantee the position or number of the islands.  We have also sent many spies to the islands, but because there aren’t many people from the other kingdoms, it is very hard to get someone we trust into a position to get any good information.
“The best my father could find is that there are well over a thousand warships that can easily prey upon any ship that moves too far from the coast.  The Burning Isles are constantly at war with Tedia, so ships from both nations are constantly patrolling the waters between the two nations.  You may be able to slip through with a single fast warship, but not if you are planning to take cargo or troop ships.”
Cursing, Germund stared down at the map and looked closely at the map, starting to wonder how he would accomplish his plan.  Seeing the determination of the naval commanders she moved the thread to run between the two kingdoms then turned to grab pins that represented storms and rocks and placed them along the northern coast of Tedia and Maldavid, before picking up blue pins and placing them on the ports of Maldavid.  With these in place she turned back to look at Germund.
“Even if you somehow make it through the warzone you have to face the most dangerous stretch of sea that I am aware of.  The storm coast here is famous with the sailors of Azela, and it is believed that one-half of the ships that move through this stretch will sink.”
She reached out and pointed at the rocks and Stormfront as she continued.
“This coast is battered by near-constant storms that cause waves to grow to the size of small mountains near this area of the coast.  I have sailed this route a few times and we lost three of the six ships that sailed with us the last time I traveled this route.  I have always enjoyed the sea, but when I was traveling through this stretch of sea, I was scared for my life.
“To make this worse, the navy of Maldavid controls this stretch of sea and they have built special longships that can sail this dangerous stretch of the sea without fear to attack ships that aren’t welcome there.  Their navy isn’t large, but a single ship attacking in this naval hellscape can easily sink ten ships in an hour by herding them towards rocks or whirlpools, or worse, driving them from the coast into the storm.”
Finally clarifying her point, she stepped back and studied the men that now looked at her in awe, realizing that she just saved them from certain death.  Germund slouched back in his seat and stared at the map, both amazed and terrified of what he
was seeing.  After several seconds, he sat forward and took a deep breath before speaking.
“Men it looks like we will be taking the long way.  I hope you now understand why I have fallen for this woman.  She is loyal to the empire and is far more intelligent than most of the women from Zandita.  She has just saved our lives five times over and has ensured that our mission will be a success. Go and prepare your ships, we sail to Vedal first, then we will sail back before sailing around the southern coast.”
With a sharp salute the five captains turned on their heels and marched from the room, leaving Germund and Ravi alone in the office, with the exception of Memmia who stood in the far corner of the room like a small statue.  Rising to his feet, he took Ravi into his arms and kissed her gently, causing her to feel conflicted like she did every time he kissed her.
Pulling away, he sat on the corner of his desk so that their eyes were level as he held onto her hands.  For several seconds his black eyes bored into her as he gathered his courage to ask her the question, she had been dreading all day.  Finally, he pulled her close again and held his lips to her forehead as he spoke.
“I have a gift for you, but it will take a little explaining.  Close your eyes, I promise that you will like it once you know what it is.”
Following his instructions, she closed her eyes and held out her right hand waiting from him to place something in her palm.  Instead, his hands swept around her neck connecting the two parts of the thin loose chain.  As he let the pendant fall loosely from around her neck, she opened her eyes and looked down at a beautiful rose made of two separate gemstones in a silver setting.  Turning to give her a big smile, he explained what the pennant was before she could say anything.
“This isn’t just another piece of jewelry; it is a very unique and powerful sorceress artifact that I think will aid you quite a bit in the future.  The green stone that makes up the stem and leaves of the rose is what we call a life stone, it channels the magic used by mages from Apis that can control and even create living things.  The red stone of the rose is a firestone that is used by fire mages like me from Zandita. 
“This particular fire stone is a piece of the one that I use to channel my powers, it is built into the pommel of my sword.  By carrying the same stone as I am, you will be able to connect to me through emotions by just touching it.  One of my life mages that works as a healer noticed the life oara around you and wants to teach your life magic, so you will need a life stone as well.”
Still confused, she leaned in and kissed him before leaning back to ask another question, but he cut her off again.
“I don’t think I can make this trip without you and I want you to come with me to Zandita so that I can make sure that you are safe.  Your abilities will make you a strong member of the empire and you will help us marshal the second wave of forces to help unite our two lands.  I wish we could bring your family too, but we need them here to rule in my stead.”
Pulling free, Ravi stepped back, still holding his hands, forcing her face to be serious and sad as she spoke.
“You know I would love to come with you, but I can’t.  If I leave my father will be overthrown in a matter of weeks and we will lose this entire kingdom.  We need the people to farm and build up the food stores so that we can feed the army when it arrives.  Leave me with some of your servants and I will travel around the country and try to increase production and quell these rebellions that are rumored to be running around the north of our nation.  Besides that, I hope to learn from your healer since that kind of skill could be a very useful one when you get back.”
Sighing, he released her hands and moved to look down at the map studying the kingdom of Puswa as his heart and mind fought over the options.  Speaking quietly, he ran his fingers along the coast of Puswa rounding towards Gegala, following the path he would be taking back to his home.
“I wish I could tell you that it wasn’t necessary for you to stay, but you are right as usual.  The only hope we have for the future is for us to separate for the next little while.  I promise that I will do everything I can to return quickly to you, and I will leave you with my household staff and spy network to help you.  I hope I return to end this war quickly so that we can move on to the rest of our lives and live without this violence hanging over us.”
Stepping over to him, she wrapped her arms around him and buried her face in his back, forcing herself to cry as she spoke.
“I will do everything I can to make our dream possible as well.  I will start by traveling north to the sacred shrine where I can garner support from the people by praying for the dead.  While I am away, your spies will be able to scour the city for anyone who could be working against us.  Does Memmia know the contacts in your spy network?”
Turning slowly, he returned her embrace and lifted her face to his, kissing her once again.  She let him linger for as long as possible before pulling away and raising her eyebrow, letting him know that she needed an answer.  A little embarrassed, he smiled down at her before answering her.
“Sorry, I wanted to kiss you one last time.  Yes, Memmia knows my networks and is known to my underground contacts.  She will stay behind with you to help you out and make sure that you stay safe.”
Smiling up at him, she went on the tips of her toes and kissed him once more before slipping from his arms and moving to the door.  With a flick of her finger, she signaled for Memmia to follow her as she stepped out the door, forcing herself to cry harder as she walked quickly from the room.  When they were back in the plaza, she stopped and spoke to Memmia, refusing to look her in the eye, using her false pain as a mask to hide her excitement.
“I need everything we know about the rebels here in Puswa, we need to shut them down quickly and we need to make sure that they aren’t hurting production.”
Bowing deeply, Memmia quickly acknowledged her orders, then turned to sprint from the plaza.  Wiping away the tears from her eyes, she moved back to a part of the gardens that had a bench surrounded by rose bushes with a single bench sitting against an ornate pillar that rose from the center.  Pulling out the page she had been using to count the sailors and ships from her sketchbook, she sat down and spoke softly so only someone close by could hear her.
“The rain yesterday was useless, but at least it cleaned up the city.”
In response a gloved hand slipped through the thorny branches of the rose bush, and a familiar voice of a man she had never seen responded.
“The plants would disagree with you; they will live for another week on the water that Ruion gave them.”
Handing him the page, she quickly grabbed his hand and spoke urgently to pass the rest of her message.
“The Admiral is leaving in a few hours and will be sailing south, let him leave untouched and we will be able to operate openly.  Tell the pirate prince that we will be ready for our journey on the morrow.  Also tail the blonde girl that just ran from the room, she is the Admirals currier and will lead you to his spy network.”
Releasing the hand, she watched as it slipped back into the thorns and her contact quickly acknowledged her new information.  As she heard the rustle of leaves and footsteps moving away on the path behind her, she forced more tears into her eyes and moved back to the palace, where Mettius waited for her in her sitting room.




Chapter 10:  Truth and Lies

Ravi rode at the front of the column of servants and guards, Mettius by her side. They had ridden in silence for several hours as they moved along the Road of Pilgrimage that ran north to the coast.  Keeping a swift pace, they had pressed their march throughout the day, doing their best to make the journey by nightfall, weaving their way between the small mountains that skirted the edge of the Soundless Desert. 
Every time they moved in the direction of the desert her thoughts would wander back to her childhood when she and her father would come out for night rides under the stars.  She had always enjoyed the empty, open feeling of the land around her as they rode. Only hearing the sounds of the horse’s hooves padding lightly against the soft sand and the breathing of the horse’s mixing with her own.
These memories calmed her as they rode closer to the dangerous situation that awaited.  She knew that both her sister and the princess of Laral had both agreed to be taken and to carry the news of the young emperor to all those that would listen.  This could be the single most important thing that they would ever do, but to get there they would have to be abducted by pirates, in a bloody fight.
As the sun began to set over the horizon, they rounded the last bend in the road, allowing them the full vista of the ocean valley below.  The ocean burned with a deep red and orange that made the waves appear like fire moving to burn the beautiful village below.  Her thoughts wandered to the violent future that lay ahead for this peaceful unknowing village, and she couldn’t help but shutter at the destruction that was coming.
Breathing deeply, she studied the view of the valley that skirted the now burning sea.  The squares of varying versions of green and gold sat scattered across the valley, with roads crisscrossing the valley floor all leading to the village square at the bottom of the gentle slopes. Trees of various shapes and colors broke up the patchwork pattern, all framed by a thin Fjord and the sea, giving the valley the appearance of a painting in a gallery.
After taking a minute to enjoy the view, Ravi turned to the party and signaled for Captain Falco, who her father had sent to protect his second daughter, to move down to the town and find food and an inn for them to stay in.  She planned to continue on to the shrine at the top of the cliff that overlooked the sea and the mouth of the Fjord below.  Turning her horse up the high road, she signaled for her guards to join her and turned up the trail.
The majority of the caravan turned down the shallow sloping trail that moved between the farms and fields that headed to the appearing lights below, leaving her with only ten royal guards and a squadron of Gegalan soldiers that kept following the trail to the summit.  Pausing for a moment to look down at her sister as she slowly faded into the shadows that slowly crept into the valley below as the last rays of sunshine disappeared behind the horizon.  With a deep sigh, she turned back to the trail in front of her, dismounting from her horse to pay respect to Ruion as she made the final assent.
Mettius approached, walking closer to her and let the facade of her slave guard fall as the door to the shrine closed behind them. Placing his arm around her shoulder, he drew her close to him to help comfort both of them.  He led her until they had reached the shrine and stepped inside, leaving the two of them alone.  When they finally reached the interior of the shrine, Ravi collapsed, tears streaming from her eyes as the fear finally overcame her.  She had never been put into a situation where she had been forced to send men to die before and her soul was racked with the guilt of those who led.
Six volunteers had been sent with their sisters to protect the young girls and their handmaidens as they went like lambs to the slaughter.  The rest of the caravan were all Gegalan and Zanditan Loyalists who had been sent to ensure that they weren’t up to anything.  King Kozue had never trusted her and her father and now that the Admiral had left, he took power like a small child grabbing candy.  After almost a week of negotiating and constant requests Kozue had finally given in to her requests and allowed them to make the journey, sending a small army of soldiers and spies with them.
It didn’t matter how many soldiers came with them though, they had a plan to deal with them.  She had heard several of the six volunteers goading the Gegalan and Zanditan troops into a drinking contest during their day long trip.  The alcohol along with the exhaustion of a heavy forced march would make them easy targets for the well-prepared pirates and raiders that were going to strike during the darkest hours of the early morning.
Now all she needed to do was wait and pray for the success and safety of their families.   She continued to cry for several minutes as Mettius held her close making sure that she didn’t fall as her fear and pain of the last few months overcame her.  Finally, he settled her onto a bench in the inner sanctum, keeping an arm around her as they sank down and leaned back onto the cold stone of the wall behind them.
When she finally regained her composure, she found herself snuggling closer to him, not wanting to part with him even for a second.  As her mind caught up to her emotions, this attraction scared her, but she couldn’t help what she felt.  This was a dangerous feeling that could easily get them both killed, but the fear and pain deadened her resolve.  Slowly she looked up and met his gaze, allowing his eyes to search her soul, exposing her deepest feelings.
For the first time in a long time she felt the fear that had plagued her slip away, and she was a peace for a few moments.  The peace lasted for a time before they were interrupted by one of the scarlet cloaked guards who informed them that the black sailed ship had signaled and was moving into position.  This news brought the fear back as they both moved out to the balcony that overlooked the sleeping town below.
After a few minutes of silent waiting Mettius stepped forward and placed his arm around her waist pointing out at the blue-black sea, drawing her attention to a small silhouette the size of a fly on the horizon.  They continued to watch as the black phantom ship moved silently through the ocean, making its way to the abandoned dock, a single unattended lantern swinging gently from a single hook at the end, casting a flickering glow on the gentle waves beneath it.  The ship finally reached the edge of the light and launched several rowboats, each moving quietly despite the mass of men and weapons aboard.
Ravi had to turn away, trying to bury her face into Mettius’s cold silver breastplate, not wanting to see the first strikes of the pirates as they looted and burned.  The sound of glass breaking from one of the larger buildings near the docks was the first sign that the raid had begun.  Soon she saw the flicker of firelight on his breastplate and helmet as the sound of clashing steel and screams of the dying filled the night.
He stepped away, his hand not wanting to leave hers as he stepped through the door and led her through the shrine into the cold darkness on the far side of the shrine.  Reaching his men, he quickly began to bark orders, sending the armed Gegalan soldiers back down to the intersection of the two roads, telling them to set up an ambush for any pirates that were brave enough to attack the shrine.  He then sent some of his guards down to be a second and third line of defense as the trail wound up to the top.
After the formations and ambushes were in place, he took up his staff and moved back to the balcony, extinguishing all of the fires that were still burning in the shrine.  As the light of the last torch was extinguished, they spotted a single man clad in black and heavily armored standing ten feet down the hill in a position to see everything, but he seemed to be calmly listening.  When he exited the door, he heard Ravi whispering and saw her leaning over the balcony, clearly not scared of the man before her.
As he stepped up next to her, the man dropped to one knee and spoke quietly but as respectfully as possible.
“Imperator, you have no idea how relieved my father and I were to hear that you still lived.  We will carry the word that you live far and wide, and I will do everything in my power to see that your sister is safe.  She has been taken back to my ship and is unharmed and protected by my royal guard.
“I hope that someday I will be able to return for you and free you to lead your armies to victory.  I don’t know if you have heard, but the heirs survived the attack on Vedal.  We received notice from a Tedian ship that had set up a blockade just north of the Great Central Bay.
“They were also able to save the Second of the order of priests and the seeds of the Tree of Life.  Ruion is with us and has done his best to protect those who need him most, and he will have his vengeance.  I have sent my best spies and sailors to join the resistance here in Puswa to hopefully give us an advantage soon.”
Mettius signaled for him to rise and move off into the night before any of the townsfolk or guards spotted him and raised questions about the reality of the attack.  Like a ghost in the night, the Olhuran prince took two steps into the brush and disappeared into the night.  The sounds of his escape were drowned out by the sounds of battle that began to climb up from the valley below, causing Ravi to shrink away from the edge of the balcony and move over to the bench on the back wall.
Seeing her pain, he moved over to her side pulling her in close as he sat next to her, allowing her to hide her face in his shoulder again.  He couldn’t help watching as several of the buildings caught fire and small shadows ran into the small groves of trees and fields to escape the pirates.  He heard the screams of women and the dying gasps of men as the rest of their party put up the best fight possible.
The sounds of fighting began to move up the hill towards them as their escorts were pressed further and further from the town, pulling Mettius back to the front of the porch.  Finally, he saw his Gegalan soldiers he had sent to the crossroads move up in support and begin to push back on the advancing pirates’ lines.  When the charging pirates met an organized troop, they were quickly repelled and driven back towards the now burning town.
The waiting ship in the harbor turned its port side to the town exposing a full troop of archers who let a series of flaming arrows fly in the direction of the charging defenders, igniting several of the now very visible orange cloaks.  A stack of hay burst into flames as one of the bitumen covered arrows hit the dry crop, sending flames high into the air and lighting the streets around it like the sun at noon.  They could see the carnage now, over a dozen orange and red cloaks lay scattered around the town center intermingled with the black clad bodies of the pirates and the grey and brown clothes of the villagers.
They had no idea how many people had died in the fight, but they couldn’t see any of the crimson cloaks of the Puswa Guard lying in the valley below.  They hoped that a few of them had surrendered in order to protect the two young princesses, but they knew that in the morning they would find at least a few of them among the wounded and dead.  For now, they allowed themselves to imagine that they were all safe.
A second volley of arrows lit up the night as they flew into the village, now targeting the rooftops of the remaining buildings, setting the simple thatch roofs ablaze with ease. This wave of fire was followed with another as the ship banked and slipped back into the dark.  As the ship moved out of range and into the darkness, the village came to life once again.  Those that had been hiding rushed to put out fires, aid the wounded, and grieve for the dead.
What remained of her honor guard joined her and Mettius as they moved down the hill towards the carnage, no one noticing her or paying the proper respects as they passed.  Upon reaching the town, she couldn’t help but weep with her people.  She had hoped that this sleepy fishing and farming town wouldn’t put up much of a fight when the pirates came, but it became very clear that she had been wrong on this accord.
The streets near the center of town were strewn with the bodies of dead townspeople and pirates alike, armed with everything from farm equipment to the finest steel blades.  The last two survivors of the Gegalan escort limped their way over to others, each bearing their wounds with pride along with the captured weapons and black ring mail they had taken from the fallen pirates.  When the Red Guardsmen had settled them onto the steps of what remained of a house Mettius stepped forward to question them.
“I see you are quite proud of yourself, but I don’t see the princess or any of the others that were sent to find us rooms in the inn.  Is this truly the way that a Gegalan warrior is trained, to disregard orders and common sense when there is something shiny placed before them?”
The men jumped at the sternness of the order, dropping everything the two men turned and moved as quickly as they could back towards the inn where they should have been.  Shaking his head at the incompetence, Mettius signaled for the company medic to follow them as well as two of the slave soldiers of Puswa.  He then signaled the remaining ten men to fan out and find out what they could, while aiding any survivors in need of help.
Mettius and Ravi rounded the corner of the inn and made their way to the dock, walking through the bodies of the first Gegalan troops to respond.  As they neared the dock, they found two of the scarlet cloaked soldiers that had tried to stop the pirates from taking the princesses slumped awkwardly against the pilings of the dock.  Closer to the end of the dock and on the beach below they found the staffs and shields of three others that had been abandoned where they had been captured. 
Placing their shields, cloaks and staffs beside the now covered bodies, checked who was missing, finding one person missing.  Glancing around and finding three of his men close by, he sent them all to search.  After nearly an hour they finally found the last royal guard as they moved towards the burning inn, a large wound to his side had left him alive but struggling as he crawled out the doorway, the roof caving in behind him.
The doctor left the man with the injured leg and ran to the crawling man, moving him away from the flames and positioning him to best treat his injury.  Ravi had to walk away as the doctor probed and stitched the battle wound, causing the man to scream in pain.  Only Mettius noticed her distress, causing him to take her elbow and move her out onto the beach, away from the blood and carnage behind.  When they were standing with the sea lapping at their feet he spoke softly, not wanting to draw attention to them.
“I know the decision we made wasn’t easy and what you’ve seen today will haunt you, especially knowing that this was our decision.  I am haunted by dozens of decisions that resulted in the death of good men.  But I know that the good men died willingly, and the bad men died to meet the vengeance of Ruion.  Your people will not judge you for this one decision, they will judge you by the final result.
“We will use this as a banner to raise an army of resistors, whose sole purpose is to bring about your people’s freedom.  They will be aided by both of us and by the hand of Ruion. Go and aid the grieving women, cry for your lost sister and share your disgust with the Gegalan soldier’s reaction.  Tell them that your guard died trying to save your sister and the town, while the Gegalans died in a drunken retreat.  Tell them that the Gegalan troops had made this town a target with their lack of naval defense or forces to protect them. This will point their anger at the true enemy and will make you the savior of the people when we drive out the blasphemers for good.”
Taking a moment to let her emotions show clearly, she wrapped her arms around Mettius’ neck and let her tears streak his silver armor.  When she finally gained a little more control, she pulled away and turned to walk back towards the town.  She stopped for a second as Mettius reached out, he took her hand and turned her back towards him, giving her a nod of solemn confidence before letting her go again.
Ravi moved back into the town center and did as Mettius had suggested, allowing the tears of fear to run down her face.  As Mettius had expected, the people quickly rallied around her, embracing her and hardening their resolve against the invaders.  She found out the Zanditan raiders had attacked in this exact fashion, clad in black aboard a black ship, many of the people even believed that it was a rogue Zanditan faction that had attacked.


Lysan Terzis sat in the captain’s board room beside Antronia Anshar, struggling with their fears about what was to come, taking strength in each other.  Their five guards stood at attention near the only door ready if things should take a turn for the worse.  Each had left their shields and staffs behind; one had even left his cloak to make it look like they had been taken by force.
Having seen the damage they had done to the Gegalan guards that had tried to stop them, she had no doubt that even without weapons these men were just as deadly as before and just as committed to their protection.  This thought gave them a lot of hope, but the unclear future still weighed down on them, causing them to sit huddled on the far side of the room.
After several hours, the sounds had changed from the terrible screams and cries of battle to the methodical clap of waves on the hull and the snap of sails in the wind. With the calm outside beginning to let them relax they nearly jumped out of their skin when the door burst open and an ornately clad man entered.  Keeping his head down at first letting his brown bear fur cloak that was draped over his shoulders and head cover him, while the bright teal djellaba robe ran nearly to the floor giving away who was underneath it.
He gave a sweeping bow causing the hood to flip from his head before, dropping to one knee before the two girls, making a large show of the action.  When he finally spoke, his booming voice gave an air of joy and friendship despite the bloody fight they had endured a few hours ago.
“My princesses, I’m sorry that you had to see all of that.  If it were up to me, no princess should ever see a man die, it’s something that can haunt you for your lifetime.  From here on I will do my best to make sure that you never have to see something like that again.
“We are sailing with all haste to the Tarville Keep meeting with the other surviving heirs. As I told your sister, the heirs survived the attack on Vedal along with the new high priestess.  If everything goes according to plan, we will be able to make it to King Magnai and Queen Giorsal’s wedding before we head back and raise an army to push back on the southern border of the Zanditan Territory and get the other kingdoms to join us.  Our first stop will be my home, Kazate to resupply and change to a faster ship that will clear the Tedian blockade.
“Please know that this mission is critical to our survival and the guards that gave their lives to stop the Gegalans tonight will be remembered as heroes.  Our job now is to make sure that they didn’t give their lives in vain.  I promise you that I will do everything in my power to ensure that my nation does their part.
“Now I’m sure you are tired, please feel free to rest and change if you would like.  We grabbed your bags as well as the other handmaidens who were asleep so that you will have everything you need.  We will be arriving at the Olhur capital in a few hours to unload the wounded and change ships, my father will also be coming down to see us off.  From there we make straight for the Tedian blockade and on to the wedding.”
He rose and gave another sweeping bow before approaching each of the princesses and kissing them gently on the hand, lingering for a second longer with Antronia.  After paying them each the due courtesy, he turned and strode quickly from the room, signaling for the guards to follow and take up position just outside the doors.  The two girls moved to the beds and sat down, talking nervously about what had just happened and what was going to happen in the future.
Their conversation was interrupted by a soft knock on the door that caused both of them to jump in fear.  After taking a second to collect themselves, Lysan stepped to the door and opened it to let their handmaidens in, each with a confused look on their faces as they watched the guards carry in their luggage.  After the doors had closed, Atronia motioned for the girls and guards to find a seat and listen as she explained their current situation.
“I apologize for the scare that we gave you.  I am Atronia Anshar, Princess of Laral, and I am sorry that I had to deceive you while we were in Puswa.  Everyone that knew was in more danger then I like to admit, so we had to hide my real identity until we were safe.  The attack by the pirates was planned by my brother, Princess Ravi and Prince Wasim of Olhur to get me and Princess Lysan out of the Zanditan controlled area.
“We are currently headed to Tedia, where we will be working as diplomats to help organize the surviving kingdoms to help free our homes.  I’m not sure where we will all end up after this is over, but I know that you have my eternal thanks.  Please know that if you or your family is ever in need of anything going forward, all you need to do is find either of us or we will gladly repay the kindness you gave us throughout these tough times.”
They watched as each of the faces in the room softened with relief while some of the young girls began to laugh.  Soon the laughter became contagious, leaving all of the girls sitting in chairs or on the bed, tears rolling down their faces and the spoke amid laughter.  After several seconds, the girls gained control and went to work getting ready.
The next few hours passed quickly as the two princesses changed and dressed in much more formal attire, each dressed in a formal gown that looked like it should be worn in the courts of the kings.  Atronia wore a deep purple gown, a stitched silver lion leaping from her skirt up to her tight-fitting blouse.  Lysan was every bit her equal, her silver silk dress bordered with scarlet silk and small scarlet roses.
When they were ready the two princesses emerged out onto the deck of the ship to take their first look at the famed city of Kazate.  The white marble walls and columns all capped with dark copper roofs filled the coastline glinting in the noon day sun.  The city rounded a valley, climbing up the steep mountains all centering around a massive port encircled by a massive wall with large ornate arches, giving several entrances to the large bay they sat cupped by the city like a watery amphitheater.
As the gleaming city grew larger, the two young women stood amazed at the pure beauty of the layered plateaus that made up the city each crowned with an ornate bronze elephant staring out to the sea beyond.  Every mile they drew closer the details continued to grow more amazing with every mile that they traveled closer, the ornate artwork on the outer walls of a historic battle long forgotten with the Olhuran long ships and war elephants clashing with an epic foe without banners.
Even the port structure was ornately adorned with copper gilding surrounding the openings in the top and middle layers as well as pressed into the rounds that were cut into the columns, breaking up the shining white of the marble.  Ships moved in and out of the three larger archways, while warships moved through the gate on the right.  Their large long ship rowed towards the largest and most ornate archway in the center, with the two large columns of the archway perched atop massive bronze elephants, each staring aggressively towards any that should enter the main arch without reason.
They slowly slipped through the massive arch structure and into the ornate interior of the port.  To their left, half of the port was lined with docks, each leading out into an open-air market for the merchants to sell their goods.  Cutting through waters the right third of the port stood a shorter wall, still standing forty feet above the slowly rolling waves.  Smaller arches than the ones at the main wall lined the inner wall, each pillar set atop a copper elephant, giving easy movement for small ships to regulate and police the trade ships, while keeping their larger ships protected.
They rowed towards the center arch, the ornate copper filigree and lattice pattern making it clear that the gate was meant for royalty only.  Coasted effortlessly through the archway on a final stroke of the oars, slid gently into the ornate marble dock.  A large crowd of decently clothed people stood waving and cheering as the sailors leapt from the deck to tie off the ship to the large carved marble pilings that ran along the water side of the dock.
A very large man wearing a long teal cloak lined with bear fur that draped over the edge of the litter he sat on was at the head of the procession, beaming proudly up at the ship as it came to a stop.  Eight armed men stood around him while eight others stood by the poles that jutted out of the sides of the litter, clearly having carried him there.  He quickly raised his hands and spoke in a deep rumbling voice that echoed off the massive covered port.
“Welcome home son, if my eyes aren’t deceiving me, it looks like you have returned with some real treasures, unseen in these lands for many years!  Come and give your father a hug and introduce our guests.”
Throwing himself over the taffrail to drop down on the deck below, Wasim stepped over to the large man on the palanquin, embracing him heartily before turning back to the ship.  The two men spoke briefly that Lysan couldn’t hear over the commotion of men on the deck of the ship and on the dock below as the sailors finished tying off the ship and dropping the gangplank down to slap hard on the marble dock.  As the gangplank was set in its final position, Wasim turned and pointed up at the two princesses, causing the hearty king to speak in his booming voice again.
“Princess Anshar and Princess Terzis, it truly is an honor to have the greatest beauties of the Laral and Puswa in our land.  My only regret is that your stay will be so short, please come and join me so that I may at least present gifts to the daughters of some of my closest friends.  My physicians and servants will make sure that everything is ready for your long journey.”
Slowly the princesses descended the walk that was laid from the ship to the lower dock, giving a deep curtsy as they reached the edge of the litter.  With a quick motion, he signaled for several of his servants to step forward, each carrying half of a large, ornate wooden chest.  The servants set two of them at the feet of the princesses and opened them.
“My ladies, I hope that you will be pleased with these gowns, each was prepared especially to be worn for the wedding.  I also included some of the weapons and armor of your house in case you need them.  Two of these other chests are my wedding gift to the new King and Queen of the North.
“This final chest is full of cloaks for the captain of your guard, who I was told would be joining us, and the men that were sent to protect you.  We have three purple capes and three red capes, but it looks like one of your guards didn’t make it.”
The king looked at Captain Falco directly, giving him a solemn nod of understanding as he spoke much quieter this time.
“Captain Falco, I am deeply sorry for your losses, both in Puswa and the Valley of Steel.  Please accept one of my most trusted men to take his place wearing the purple cloak.  We are subjects of Princess Atronia as well and I’m sure my man would be honored to become part of her royal escort.  Please forgive my man if he keeps the weapons of my guard as he will be much more reliable with his usual armament.
“We will also arm you with the weapons and armor of the house you represent.  I was able to smuggle out several armorers from the Valley of Steel after the surprise attack on the city so you should be pleased with the quality.  They have been a huge benefit for us as we prepared our forces for the larger fight that is coming.”
Captain Falco bowed very deeply, before signaling two of his men to grab the chest with the cloaks and sending the others to start loading the weapons and shields.  When he spoke, his gruff voice seemed to cut through the noise of men hard at work like a sharp knife through silk.
“My good Sultan, I am pleased to hear that you did so much to help out my people that fled the Valley of Steel.  My father was killed in the fighting along with my brothers leaving me with the throne that was never meant to be mine.  It lifts a large weight to hear that you have been able to help where I was unable to do so.
“The duty that now binds me will keep me from aiding my people directly for a while and your continued assistance would be much appreciated.  Those duties require me to be armed and cloaked correctly, so it is wonderful to know that my men and I will be armed with the best equipment.  The help would also be very appreciated so we would be honored to bring your man on to our team.”
The king smiled and returned the bow as best he could, before glancing over at his son.
“My lord, I apologize for my discourtesy, I was not aware of your status or the death of your father, so I am a little shaken with that news.  I promise to do everything I can to protect your people while you are protecting the princess and fighting to free our people.
“One of your armours that fled the Valley of Steel has set up just outside the military section a few weeks ago.  He told me that he had prepared a special helm for the lord of his land, he had planned to give it to you when he returned, but I think that he would agree that now is much more appropriate.  I will send the man aboard as soon as he arrives, but if you all will give me a moment, I would speak with my son in private.”
Without looking or waiting for agreement the Sultan gave a quick wave of his hand and sent one of his unarmed carriers jogging off towards the market that was just barely visible in the distance.  Giving another signal he sent the rest of the people scrambling to find something to do, not wanting to be around when the sultan looked around again.  As a path cleared, Lysan followed Abil and Antronia down the dock to their new ship.
Unlike the first ship, the new one was a massive trireme warship made of polished golden wood.  She had to stop and stare up at the massive griffin’s head and wings that stood at the front ship, it’s shining brass body sitting sleek at the waterline.  She ran her hand along the carved hull following the scenes from her religion and history that were carved into the levels that would remain above the sea level.
Finally, she turned and climbed the long gangplank to enter the upper deck of the ship where archers and leather clad marines stood watch with their willow board shields and bearded axes held ready for a fight, despite the fact that they were in their home port.  In the center of the large fighting platform stood her guards that hadn’t joined them when they were speaking to the Sultan.
Abil stood speaking with the new guard who stood in front of the chests of cloaks and weapons making sure that each of them was formally cloaked and armed the guards in their new attire.  Depending on which princess they were assigned to their weapons and armor varied drastically.  When they were ready, the six men returned and knelt before two women waiting for their first orders. 
When Atronia gave the signal for them to rise the three men assigned to Antronia each stood with large square cut shields, each rounded to allow a man to protect himself behind it, a leaping silver lion shone on its purple field.  Ornate silver bands divided the shield into three parts the top and bottom graced with small silver stars.  Their deep purple capes hung from iron rings attached to their polished steel breastplates, a purple enamel lion on the chest and it’s silver equal on their cape.
The three men who continued in the service of Lysan were caped and armored like they had been in Puswa, but now they were armed with a seven-foot Dory spear in their hand and a curved Talwar Sword on their left hip and a wide Moplah dagger on their right.  Lysan knew that her men weren’t as accustomed to the weapons they carried, but she had instructed them to train with them and adjust their tactics to their new weapons.  It did make her happy to see that the men wore her colors proudly even though it wasn’t the colors they were born to serve.
When their guards were ready, the two princesses moved down to their cabins and changed into the combat clothing that they had brought with them.  Lysan pulled on her silk underclothing, followed by the padded gambeson and pants that were lined with steel scales.  Finally, she pulled a polished silver chainmail shirt over her head and strapped on the red leather armor to protect her arms and legs.  Finishing everything she strapped a needle-like Kayamkulam sword and a small rose-shaped buckler.
After they were all armored and armed, they moved back out onto the deck of the ship where they could look out onto the power of the Olhur Navy.  Massive trireme warships stood nearest to them, their massive painted hulls causing them to stare in awe as they looked at the armies of men moving on the different levels checking the dozens of scorpions that lined each side or the massive trebuchets on each end of the ship.  Several men also helped a man dangle from the lowest open deck down to the massive bronze nose of the ship, looking over the ram and making sure that it was still sharp and free of cracks and sea life.
Moving slowly across the deck, they made their way to the back of the ship where they could easily watch the longships of varying sizes cut quickly through the open waters outside the port along with the fast-moving scorpions ships with their pincer arms held out in front of them cutting through the waves and their tails curled to protect them.  These ships were dwarfed as another pair of ships moved into view with their massive square-shaped hull providing balance for a large catapult at the bow and stern.
With each new ship that they spotted, Antronia stepped over to Abil and asked him about the ship and why it was unique.  As the talk turned to naval tactics, Lysan found herself wandering back to the port side of the ship to study Prince Wasim who was making his way slowly over to their ship, stopping at every stand to speak with the merchants and patrons, laughing and joking with them as he slowly wound through the crowd.
Lysan had to do her best not to stare at the young man that stood to the right of the king.  He now wore copper chainmail under a fur lined leather breastplate that had been dyed teal, a thick bear skin cape draped over his shoulders.  To accent his striking figure, he now carried a round wood shield over his back, a copper Elephant painted over a teal background.  A short spear in his hand was overshadowed by a massive two-handed longsword on his back and a pair battle axes on his belt.
Resuming a much more formal air, she moved down the gangplank, to meet with Wasim as he turned down their dock.  As she reached the dock, she heard the clinking of metal and the sound of boots on wood as her three guards scampered after her.  Turning back quickly she nodded at them before moving down the dock to meet the prince halfway to the gangplank.
When they met, the prince bowed deeply before stepping beside her to offer his arm to her.  Giving him a quick curtsy, she took his elbow and let him lead her back up to the ship where they quickly rounded up the rest of their party.  As the last of the guards joined their group, Wasim explained that his father was making his way towards the new ship, wanting to be a part of the farewell.
As the royal court rounded the port road to turn down their dock, Wasim led the two princesses down the gangplank once again to wait for his father.  Reaching the kings litter, the two princesses gave a deep curtsy as their honor guards moved into position, each commander on the inside.  As the men came to a stop behind them the king signaled for them to rise and Wasim stepped over to stand by his father in his proper place as heir.
The king spoke, but Lysan heard nothing of it, her mind fixed on the now regal man that stood before her.  After he had shaved it became clear that he was only one year her senior, but he was treated like a beloved prince who had served his people for several decades.  She finally came back to the current situation as the king signaled for Captain Falco to step forward.  When the king spoke again, her distraction had completely passed, and she focused back on the important happenings of that moment.
“My good lord, I promised that I would bring your man to you, and I have done so.  He has further requested the honor of joining you on your journey, so that his smithing skills may be put to good use for his lord.  He will also be presenting one of our final gifts to the happy couple after the wedding.”
The king gave a wave of his hand and a man stepped forward, deeply bowing to all of the royals present before turning to Captain Falco and dropping to one knee.  The captain reached down and raised the man, allowing him to look into the eyes of the man.  As their eyes met, tears of joy broke through his stern exterior as he recognized the face in front of him, causing his voice to crack when he finally spoke.
“Caeso Nutesh, is that really you?  I have so many questions, but we will have time to speak on the voyage north.  It pleases me greatly that you are alive and well.  Please make your presentation and let the leaders of our great world marvel at your beautiful creations while I recover from my joy at finding another of my friends alive and well.”
Caeso bowed quickly before stepping forward, motioning for a young boy to join him.  The boy emerged from the crowd pulling a small cart, its tarp covers currently pulled down to conceal what he bore.  He spoke with the gruff gravelly voice, indicative of one who worked in smoke and flame for many years.
“My lord, may I present my son, whom you saved from the grasp of the Zanditan slaver, an act that cost many of your men’s lives and set you up to be captured.  My wife and daughter were also saved that day and they will be joining us for our journey as well, and for all that you have done for my family, I will be eternally grateful.  After seeing what you did, I prepared a great helm to honor your sacrifice.  The young Emperor and his sisters sacrifices for our people were an inspiration for two sets of daggers as well and given that the Princess is here and was able to survive as well, I would be honored to present it for her as well.”
Stepping forward to stand beside Abil, Antronia curtsied to him and motioned for him to continue his explanation.  Bowing deeply to Antronia, the old craftsman spoke supplicatingly to his princess.
“If my princess would allow me, I would present the helm first, as it requires less explanation than yours.  At the request of your father I had been working with the scholars to find the details of the legendary helm of the iron king from the legends of our people.  He intended to give it to your eldest brother as a gift this year when he turned the lordship over to you.
“I was able to complete the molds and build out the test helm, but I hadn’t had a chance to make the Damascus steel to make the helmet or do any of the crafting when the Zanditans attacked.  By the will of Ruion I was able to complete the work just yesterday with the assistance and support of Sultan Mrabet.  May I present the new helm of the Falcos, the helm that marks the Lord of the Valley of Steel.”
He stepped to the cart and reverently reached under the tarp and withdrew the full-face helmet from its hiding place.  Its steel gleamed in the light of the afternoon sun high above them, exposing the color to the light of day for the first time, the purple was so deep that it matched the color of the predawn sky as the first ray of sunlight crests the horizon.
Captain Falco stood in awe for several seconds before stepping forward and gently taking the helmet from the smith’s hands.  He ran his fingers along the detail work in the steel, each feather cut and edged with silver with the ladder Damascus looking like the barbs of the feather’s vane, then moved his hands to the face guard, cut in the shape of a silver falcon’s beak.  Finally, he glanced back at his princess for her approval, before sliding the helmet over his head.
He gave a deep bow to Caeso and stepped back allowing the princess to step forward and take his place in front of the smith causing Caeso to drop to one knee as Antronia came to stand before him.  Placing a hand on his shoulder she raised him to his feet and took a deep look into his eyes before signaling for him to continue.  When he spoke again Caeso’s voice was thick with the emotion of the honor he felt from this opportunity.
“My lady, I never expected to have the honor to present this gift to you in person.  My hope is that I may have the same opportunity with your brother sometime in the future if the rumors of his survival are true.  For your eighteenth birthdays, Lord Falco commissioned a set of six daggers for each of you, as he had your older siblings.  When he commissioned them, he called them the Lions claws.  They are small enough to be easily concealed, but big enough and strong enough to cause serious damage if necessary.”
Slowly he withdrew one of the daggers from a small chest that had been concealed under the tarp as well.  The ornate silver handle was wrapped in a purple leather that matched the color of her leather jerkin, topped with a thin, silver stiletto blade.  A rounded piece of polished purple amethyst, encased in a fine latus of silver made up the pommel.
Drawing in a quick breath of surprise she raised her hand to her mouth, her eyes growing wide as the crystal caught the light of the lowering sun.  Taking the blade into her hand she turned it gently in her fingers, taking great care to not touch the point or either of the edges.  After admiring it for a time, she stepped over to the old smith and kissed him gently on the cheek.
Before any more could be said, the Sultan shifted in his seat and spoke loudly.
“Most people know how much I love the pomp and pageantry of royal courts, but now is not the time for such fun.  Please deliver my love and hope for the future to the other kings and queens of Azela.  You all need to be underway if you are to make it to the blockade before dark.  We will be sending several light patrol ships to protect you until you reach the safety of the Tedian oceans.”
With another swift wave of his hand the eight unarmed men took up their positions at the handholds of the litter and lifted, moving off down the dock without another word.  Within the hour they were back on the open sea with a small convoy of merchant ships and Olhuran long ships in tow.  Atronia and Lysan stood on the back of the ship’s poop deck, looking back at the sparkling city as it shrank into the blue crests of the ocean waves and the light blue of the horizon.




Chapter 9: The Light of Decision

Magnai woke to the bright white light of the sun shining in his eyes, making him think for a moment that he had died and had gone to the white keep beyond the stars.  As his mind began to clear, he noticed a dark shadow moving across the light, until the shape had cleared enough to see the outline of a woman standing over him, her fiery red hair reflecting like rubies in the silver light of the moonlight.  He began to make an attempt to move so that he could see her face more clearly, but pain shot from his wounds with every twitch of his muscles, causing him to jerk and lose sight of the woman again.
Several men surrounded him as he let out his first cries of pain, lifting him as gently as they could, moving him closer to the furnace at the base of the ship’s command tower.  The pain had spiked his adrenaline and cleared up his mind as they moved him away from the cold ocean spray, but he could think of nothing else besides getting away from the terrible burning in his shoulder and leg that restarted with every rock or jolt of the boat in the turbulent sea.  As he settled into what felt like a stretcher, he glanced around only moving his eyes, wanting to know what had happened still, unable to remember the majority of the previous day.
Slowly Giorsal knelt beside him, taking his hand on his unwounded side as she spoke softly to him, whispering that everything was going to be fine and not to worry.  After several labored attempts to speak, he finally choked out his question.
“Why am I on a ship?  I was on a horse.”
Giorsal’s face turned red in the light of the moon, but a shy smile betrayed her relief that he knew who she was and didn’t find it odd to find her there.  She kissed him gently again and whispered quietly so only he could hear her.
“Do you remember our conversation that we had about farmers or anything else that happened on top of the tower?”
He nodded slowly this time instead of speaking, causing her to light up with further joy at this thought, even though he was still slightly unsure of the details.  When she continued, she did so in a normal tone, wanting everyone to hear that he was awake and speaking.
“I’m glad to see at least remember the important things, but that was over two days ago. The rest isn’t pleasant and I’m not sure the doctor will want you to undergo that much stress at the moment.  Give me just a minute to go fetch him and then we can talk, Atzmon is a little better off than you, since you were hit in the hip by an obsidian arrow as you were thrown off the horse.”
Without waiting for a response, she jumped to her feet and scrambled out of his line of sight, leaving him to stare up at the dark wood tower above him and the shining blue sapphire sky of the open ocean.  Doing his best to stay in his exact position he studied the stars above him trying to figure out where they were in the open ocean.  He had a hard time recognizing constellations due to his limited range of motion and thick black clouds that blocked out large swaths of sky.
His mind soon wandered back to the balcony of the tower, his last true memory before the darkness.  He replayed the kisses and dreams over and over in his head, never wanting to leave that joy.  After some time, an old wrinkly priest knelt beside him, causing his mind to try and remember why there were temple priests aboard a warship of Tedia.  When the priest spoke, addressing him as “my king,” his memories rushed back like a herd of wild horses fleeing before a wolf.
The pain of watching his father be murdered overcame his physical pain causing his vision to blur from tears and the overwhelming pain.  It spiked further as he remembered seeing the woman that he had loved, the Laraly governor’s daughter Ia Kissare, ordering men to attack him and firing arrows at him.  The anger and urge for murder in her actions confused him since he had never seen this side of her.
He tried to grasp his head as his mind was overwhelmed with the thoughts and memories over what felt like several days, but as he did so the pain rang out anew, causing more frustration and confusion for him.  For several seconds his physical and mental pain racked so harshly that he cried out in agony, only to be interrupted by the doctor plunging in to break his fit of pain, yelling at those around him to aid in the fight. 
“Grab him and stop him from moving, he is doing more damage than I can heal.”
For several seconds Magnai’s lack of will to live and the massive weight on his soul didn’t help the fight.  When his body finally gave out from the pain, the soldiers and sailors slowly rolled off of him.  The doctor was the last to stand after checking his wounds and spoke softly only wanting the two royals to hear his report.
“My king, you will be fine physically, but several of the arrows that struck you were laced with poison or made of obsidian which caused them to shatter when they hit bone, that is why you are in so much more pain than you have felt with other wounds.  King Atzmon is suffering as well, but he was hit less times than you were, which leads me to believe that you were the primary target of the enemy.  I am confident that the hours you were unconscious did some good but the best medicine that we have for you now is rest and as much peace as a king can receive.  I do regret that the poison they use is impervious to our pain treatments or any type of numbing agent.  Is there anything further that I can do for you, my king?”
Magnai glanced quickly at Giorsal before answering the question, still unable to fully comprehend what he was hearing.
“Yes, my good priest, please ask the high priestess to join us as soon as she is available.  We need to discuss some things with her, but I’m sure we will have time over the next few days.  In a more pressing matter, please send the captain here, I have some instructions that need to be followed as soon as possible.  Thank you again for all that you have done.”
With a deep bow the priest turned and jogged out of view.  Within the next hour he had regained some strength and was able to turn and look at the captain as he approached.  The captain dropped to one knee before his wounded king, awaiting his orders.
“Captain, thank you for your excellent work during the last few days, we need to make sure that we are ahead of any dangers that may threaten our home.  Please send the two other ships to the nearest ports, they are to send riders out on my order.  We will be marshaling the fleets and they will sink or capture anything with a flag that isn’t our own, without trying to signal or stop.
“We will make sure that they can’t get any supplies to Vedal or troops to our coasts.  We need to blockade the gate from a safe distance.  We must not let them past the Great Central Bay on the west coast and the emerald bay below Maldavid.  Any ship or cargo captured under this order is subject to the crown, but a commission of ten percent will be given to the crew and ten percent to her captain.
“We are now in a state of war with the world until we know otherwise, and the nation should react likewise.  Please also tell your messengers that every banner is to call their men and march to Tarville Keep.  We will be assembling there for the land based war that has decided to take us by surprise.  We are expecting men from Maldavid to join us over the northern passes and we will be sending requests to the larger Vole kingdoms in the wastelands, offering erasure of all crimes to anyone who joins our war effort.”
The captain gave a low sweeping bow and turned barking orders to his signal men and his crew to move the ship into position to fulfil Magnai’s orders.  The ship erupted into a flurry of action as the orders moved through every inch of the ship.  For the next several hours, men came and went, getting specific messages to be sent to the many lords of the kingdom, giving their fleets and armies orders on how to proceed.
Finally, as the first views of the shores of Tedia appeared in the light of the rising sun, Musfira came to Magnai’s side as he had requested earlier.  Smiling up at her, he motioned for her to sit with him, using the formal gestures to honor her new status.  With the creak of her patchwork leather armor she sat on the deck chair that had been placed beside him and spoke softly to keep the conversation as private as possible.
“My good king, I apologize that it took so long for me to come find you.  I was worried that you would be too weak for longer conversation, but the rumors and orders running around the ship would suggest otherwise.  What is plaguing your mind enough that you would rather deal with it instead of taking the time to recover?”
Magnai rose as best he could, leaning on the elbow of his good arm to better meet her gaze matching her volume as he spoke.
“High Priestess, I deeply appreciate you coming to speak to me, believe me when I say that I would much rather be resting right now, but our enemies are already ahead of us.  May I request that Giorsal join us, as these plans specifically include her, and I would rather that we both take care of this now.  These are time sensitive, because they pertain to our current situation.”
Leaning forward and resting her elbows on her knees and placing her head in her hands, Musfira gave her consent and signaled for Giorsal to join them.  Taking her seat next to Musfira, she reached down and took hold of Magnai’s good hand, signaling him to continue.
“We know that you will not be able to give us an immediate response, which is the main reason we wanted to speak to you now, but first I should give some background to this decision.  I have given the order to deploy the fleet to cut off the troops on Vedal by blockading everything south of the Great Central Bay.  We will be heading straight for my keep on the eastern border where my armies will begin assembling and waiting for our war council to decide on the best response, I feel that it is the desire of Ruion that we act swiftly to bring justice to the wicked men that attacked his shrine.”
Magnai studied Musfira’s face, looking for some kind of surprise, but was only met with a knowing nod of approval, glazed by some kind of divine connection.  Glancing quickly over at Giorsal for support, he continued to explain what they needed.
“A few plans pertain to the two of us and we need to make sure that we are making the best possible decision in the eyes of Ruion before we act. This is the main reason we wanted to speak to you.  As you are aware, the treason of my ex-fiancé has drastically changed how I see the future but after discussing it with Giorsal we believe that a lot of my original plan may still be valid with some changes. 
“We have decided that the best thing for both kingdoms is to follow suit with what the kingdoms of the south have done in the past and form a united empire of the north with each of our younger siblings holding the thrones in each kingdom.  Given the situation in Maldavid and the traitorous governor in the south that governs under the flag of Laral, but has welcomed the Zanditan whip, we will have to force him out before we can unite our continent.
“To do this we will need help and no one south of us will be able to afford to send troops north.  That means that we will have to try and get the people of the Voles wasteland to join us.  Currently they are mostly descendants of those who survived Laral’s purge of the forgotten kingdom and southern Maldavid.  By law these people are forced to live in the shame of their parents, but I feel that the time has come to redeem this fallen land giving clemency to any who will take up the sword and march with us.  We will turn the Voles into the third kingdom of the united north, and if you both agree we can do this with a man named Branek Mato as king, he currently rules most of the cities in the north of the Vole wastelands.”
Musfira sat silent for several seconds, staring out at the open ocean, leaving everyone unsure if she had even heard them.  Finally, a small smile crept across her face as she spoke, never shifting her gaze back to the two heirs.
“So, you are using this to justify your marriage and to take out your revenge on your fiancé’s father, the Governor of Laral, whom you saw in the garden?  You know that a holy sanctioned betrothal can’t be broken without my blessing, so you are trying to get me to release you without having to ask for it and risk damnation.  This is both wise and stupid.”
Giorsal blushed furiously as their poorly covered roose was pointed out, but Magnai remained firm as he stared back at the young high priestess.
“Truthfully, my plans had been otherwise until I sat atop the hill and saw my former fiancé drawing a bow aimed at me, when she loosed the arrow, I was sure that that action had released me from any obligation I held to that apostate.  I do love Giorsal, but we all know that love usually means nothing in a royal marriage.  Ruion has provided us with a unique opportunity to have both and I intend to seize it quickly before he changes his mind. I feel it is his gift to us and our people in this time of Chaos.”
His statement quickly sobered the two young women as reality returned to batter down the whimsical feelings of love that Musfira and triggered. For several seconds they sat in silence as Musfira seemed to commune with the divine.  Finally, she spoke, quietly but clearly, her voice distant like her gaze.
“Ruion has revealed his opinions on this already and you two are probably the only two that don’t know it.  For many years now, his high priest has been trying to convince your fathers to end the war in the north and bring the Voles back into his fold.  The arrogant kings have refused for some reason, likely because no one dared disarm while the spears of Laral pointed towards them, but I think now is the right time to unify the north under a single banner.  My Lord’s recommendation is that you proceed with this plan.  Is there more that you wish to discuss with me?”
Giorsal and Magnai both began to smile as their hopes were backed with the one thing that they could still hold on to their god.   With some of the gravity gone from his voice, Magnai spoke again.
“There are a few things that we need to discuss with the other heirs, since we will need their help with this plan, but I do have one last personal question.  Would you do us the honor of marrying us as soon as we reach my keep and the lords and banners of the northern kingdoms are assembled?”
Musfira nodded her agreement excitedly and scrambled to embrace them both, doing so carefully as she embraced Magnai.  Raising to her feet she turned and moved away from them to find the other two heirs, her excitement barely held in as she skipped across the deck of the ship.  Within the next few minutes the others had heard the news of the new plan and had come to join them under the shade of the tower.
As soon as they were all assembled, Magnai signaled for them to move their seats closer and join in the discussion.  Atzmon had even managed to join them, having been carried over and propped up on his stretcher.  Not wanting to let the meeting get off track, Magnai spoke first, wanting to explain the situation and the decisions that had been recently made.
“Thank you for helping me in my time of need, you are all true friends.  Now we have some good news and we need to make plans for a very rocky future.  As I’m sure that some of you may have already heard, Giorsal and I have decided to marry and unite our kingdoms into a united northern empire. After we marry, Giorsal and I will have to march east, driving the Zanditan puppet into the eastern sea, then we will turn south and join the fight there.
“Because of that necessity, we need someone to head south as soon as possible to marshal the other troops and find a way to unite as many of the southern kingdoms to our cause.  Atzmon, I think you are the only one who could do this. Sophia would normally be the logical choice, but in this confusion, she would be hung as a traitor by both sides if we don’t keep her with us.  So, I think you may have to do it alone.  I know that it isn’t my right to give orders and I hope that you realize that what I said shouldn’t be taken as such.  Any ideas or contrary opinions are more than welcome since my ideas are usually bad ideas that give someone else a better one.”
During the next several hours they sat in council, arguing over the details of the plan and how they were going to accomplish their goals.  Many plans were brought forward and thrown away, before they finally settled on the best plan they could.  When the group finally fell silent, Magnai spoke, wanting to confirm each member of their party’s agreement.
“My friends, I appreciate all of the help that you have provided and for your commitment to join in our cause.  We are the last of our lines and we must stand together to preserve our kingdoms and our faith.  I know that this cause is far more than anyone of us can fight for alone and I hope that we will continue to fight together, creating a bond that will last through the eternities.”
Turning to Musfira and finding her now clad in her massive white robe again, he motioned for her to step forward and close the council.  She acknowledged his request and stepped to the center of the small circle of leaders.  Reaching into one of the many hidden pockets of her robe, she pulled out a golden mask that had been carved to look like the bark of the tree of life.  Tying it quickly in place, she pulled her hood up and stretched her arms skyward, shaking them violently as she began to shift.
“Great Ruion, god of men, I pray that you will find the other lost rulers who have been scattered to the wind and find a way to assemble your forces that we will need to bring the wicked empire into check.  Guide our steps that we may be thy servants in this holy land and lead us to victory over those that seek to destroy you.  Send your protectors to join our cause and bring the weapons of the heavens to aid us.”




Chapter 11:  A King, An Empire and a Hope

Magnai and his party had arrived the day before, but his brother and the majority of his bannermen and lords weren’t expected to arrive for a few days, giving him time to organize for what was about to come.  He had sent a rider out to the Vole leader, asking to schedule a summit where he would present his plans for the future that would follow the wedding.  Now he stood on the rampart, looking at his kingdom below and wondering what his brother and sister would say when he told them the new plan.
Even as these thoughts crossed his mind, a trumpet blast went up from the tower nearest the road, signaling the first sighting of something moving down the road that led through the wasteland beyond the wall that made up the border of Tedia.  The signal was soon matched by other trumpets on the gatehouse and garrison tower, playing the short sharp tune that signified the arrival of potential enemies.  Two trumpets some distance away echoed the sound as a signal that they came in peace.
With the excitement of a young boy he leapt down the stairs three at a time until he was moving toward the gate in preparation for the arrival of his longtime friend and rival.  For nearly five years now Magnai had been working to keep Branek Mato from organizing the peoples of the Vole Wastelands into a force large enough to challenge Tedia or to cut off Tedia from the rest of Azela by taking control of the old imperial road.
A little over a year ago, Magnai had been forced to team up with Branek when a clan called the Venom Guard had declared war on Tedia and Branek’s people by using poison gas to attack a city in each nation.  At the feast following the cease fire he had been placed in the seat next to Branek and they quickly became close friends as the ale was poured freely.  During the subsequent battles, Magnai came to respect and admire what Branek was trying to do while still trying to keep his moral compass straight.
Many of the other faction leaders in the wastelands had let their bleak reality dictate their loose moral standing or their lack of compassion for those they exploited.  This month fighting beside him in the jungle of the Venom Valley made his decision on what to do with the Voles after he had decided that he was going to marry Giorsal.  In fact, his faith in the man was one of the only things making this union possible.
Reaching the base of the main tower he jogged across the narrow bridge connecting the inner and outer walls, glancing up as the door opened on the gatehouse tower Giorsal and Sophia emerged above him along the ramparts of the inner wall.  Climbing the ladder inside the tower he moved to join the onlookers.  Spotting the cylinder shaped banner made of long hair made from bison and oxen.
As the small procession drew closer to the gate, they made their way down to ground level and descended to ground level.  Quickly mounting the horses that stood waiting for them, they were joined by a dozen armed soldiers as they waited for the portcullis to rise, letting them out to meet with the approaching travelers.  Still not sure exactly what was about to happen he released the snaps on his scimitar and took his cloak from one of his squires and threw it over his shoulder to clasp it at his throat.
Trumpets repeated their song as the portcullis rattled and rose, revealing the small party of dignitaries that sat on their horses watching the gates, still unsure of what they were really doing at their enemies’ castle.  Without a signal Magnai trotted forward, moving out the gates towards the waiting men and women.  Keeping his face serious he rode at a steady pace, letting the rest of his procession catch up to him.
Studying the faces of the waiting leaders, he recognized some of the waiting faces and could see the apprehension written on their faces.  For the last hundred years, coming this close to Tarville Keep would have meant death or a declaration of war and the man riding towards them had been their sworn enemy since their birth.  As he drew close, he swung down from the saddle and removed his scimitar from his belt, handing it up to his banner carrier before walking towards the dignitaries, his hands held high in greeting.
As he reached the halfway point, Branek swung down from his horse, his scale mail breastplate clinking as he hit the ground.  Handing his sword and tomahawk to the bronze clad woman who rode beside him.  Walking forward, he moved with intensity, but a smile crept across his face as he drew closer.
As the two men faced each other the two men refused to bow to each other for a few seconds, pretending to stare each other down before bursting into laughter and embracing each other.  Leaving his arm around Branek’s shoulder Magnai turned and walked towards the waiting dignitaries.  Their faces switched from worried to confused as he bowed deeply to all of them and waited for Branek to introduce them.  Stepping to the bronze armored woman, Branek began the introductions with people he had heard of or seen on the battlefield.
“Lord Magnai, may I introduce Chieftain Akehyia, my second in command.  Our fathers have been friends for years and our people consider themselves two parts of a single nation.  She will be a large help and her Scarlet Riders are some of the best light cavalry in Azela and the horses they raise are the fastest you have ever seen.”
Bowing once again he smiled up at Akehyia who gave him a nod of respect, but her face remained hard, like he suspected was her only look.  Branek then turned him to a man clad in armor shaped like human bones who just stared back at the two men.  In his normal genial fashion Branek introduced the man despite the cold dislike the man was showing towards him.
“This is the Lord Lura Id, also known as the King of Widag, the hell of all hells.  His kingdom is the cave complex in the mountains that run into Maldavid.  I have to admit that I still have never been to these caves, so I have no idea what his people are like, but I hope to someday when we are officially on the same team.”
Turning to Magnai the man in the shining skull helmet reached into his pack and drew out an obsidian skull and reached down to present it to Magnai, who turned to raise an eyebrow to Branek.  Branek looked shocked then grinned, turning back to smile at Laura as he explained.
“This is a large honor that has only been given once before.  The black skull is a sacred symbol of their unique bond with Ruion.  Giving one to you is their way of acknowledging that Ruion has given you power over them and they will follow your command.  I would recommend that this skull be placed somewhere prominent and never be given to a servant.”
Looking deeply into the skull’s empty eyes, he turned to look up at Lura again, this time humbled with the gesture.  He gave a deep bow to the man before holding the heavy stone head in both hands.  After Lura had returned the bow, Branek led him to the next man clad in iron armor with a chainmail aventail running from the entire rim of his iron skullcap so that his face was hidden completely.
“Agha Keth Yurdan of the Empty Eyes here has been one of my biggest enemies that I have ever had, but we settled a three generation long dispute with your request.  He has had several skirmishes with the Zanditans as they tried to press up the eastern coast to connect with the traitor in occupied Maldavid.  I joined him in the last skirmish, and we were able to send a company of their red cloaked sitix bastards.”
Giving the man a nod of approval, he turned back to Branek as they walked towards Branek’s horse.  As they walked, he leaned in a little to Branek and spoke quietly, not wanting to give away the fact that he didn’t know something that Branek had stated like it was a common word.
“I should probably know this, but what’s a sitix bastard?  I feel like I should know that, but it isn’t ringing any bells.”
Chuckling once again as he put a leg into a stirrup and swung into his saddle, he glanced down at Magnai before spurring his horse to walk beside him as they made their way back to Magnai’s horse.
“I apologize for the foul language, it’s a vole word that is a major insult.  In less crude terms it is someone that spends far too much time on their looks and goes into battle dressed more like a peacock than a true warrior.  Don’t worry, this has never been used in reference to you.”
Giving a small relieved sigh, he heaved himself up into his saddle with only one hand to protect the obsidian skull in the other.  He couldn’t help thinking that he was very glad that he hadn’t worn the crushed velvet robe that he wore to formal meetings.  Instead he was clad in a blacked ringmail.
As they rode through the gate Magnai was surprised to see that a large crowd had assembled in the inner bailey, all wanting to get a look at the people they had been told about to scare them as children.  Seeing the mix of concern and excitement, he knew exactly what he needed to do to ease the tension of both groups.  Turning back to his banner bearer, he took his new banner of blue and black in his free hand and guided his horse to the center of the bailey.
After spinning his horse in a circle to make sure the crowd moved away, he slammed the spear point down into the muddy ground causing it to stick in place and blow in the breeze.  Turning back, he rode to Branek, who had taken his banner and held it out to his friend, knowing exactly what he was doing.  Accepting the banner with a formal short bow he wheeled the horse around and slammed the second banner into the dirt beside him.
As he rode around the two banners, he felt the base of the skull with his fingers and discovered that there was hole that let it be placed on a pole.  Stopping at his banner, he stood in the stirrups and placed the skull atop the pole and made sure that it looked in the same direction as the two banners.  Riding back to the other delegates he accepted their banners one by one, placing them in a small circle at the center of the bailey.
When all of the banners were in place he dismounted and climbed the first few steps of the keep and turned back to two waiting crowds.
“In this meeting we are as one people.  The Zanditans have come to destroy our home and to enslave our women and children.  They even seek to destroy our god.  Now is the time to put aside old squabbles and turn our combined fury south to the weaklings that want to rule us.  It is time for them to learn that the north is where their men come to die.”
A cheer erupted from all of the onlookers as the two groups drew closer and began to mingle.  As the tension eased and the more boisterous of the two parties began to laugh and joke about the past, Magnai raised a hand and pointed at the great hall on his right and spoke loudly over the crowd.
“In celebration of this historic moment, we have a feast that is being finished as we speak.  Feel free to move into the great hall to your left and enjoy the food and company.  The lords will join me on the dais but the rest of you should feel free to mingle and meet new friends who will be joining you in the shield wall.”
After giving a few minutes for those around him to mingle, Magnai pulled Branek aside as the others began to make their way out to the celebration. Winding towards the large war room that stood just outside the great hall, they moved slowly, greeting men and introducing them to the other king as they passed.  Reaching the large room, he motioned for Branek to join him as he took the single stair that let him climb up on the large table that had been painted to look like Azela. The two kings stepped over to stand atop their kingdoms as they addressed an issue they had yet to speak on.
“Congratulations King Branek, I wish we had time to truly celebrate, but we must now address the first issue in the rise of your kingdom.  I saw most of the larger clans represented under your banners, but I didn’t see all of them.  Are some of the clans unwilling to take up the banner and join us in our fight?”
Branek shuffled his feet a little, before nodding, and speaking with some disdain and disappointment.
“My king, there are two clans that still oppose us and one clan that was unable to make it here in time for our conference but will be joining us for the wedding.  I’m sure that first of our two foes won’t surprise you, since they are the sworn enemies of your betrothed and her nation.  The Congregation of the Night is refusing to join us, and they are amassing their army in the valley of shadows near the northern border of the Vole wasteland.  They have been supplied by the rogue state of Laral and they are amassing to stop us from uniting and marching against Trovesh.
“The second is much less of a threat since we dealt them a big blow a few years ago, the Venom Guard has assembled at the thinnest part of the neck and has vowed to keep us from taking the land south.  I believe that Zanditan agents have gotten to them and have promised many things to get them to join them.  I worry that defeating them will be far more difficult and will cost us many a man due to the dense jungle they control.  I know that you have fought them before, so I don’t need to warn you about their strange weapons and tactics either.”
Magnai nodded as he moved large carved wooden flames over the two areas described and studied the map carefully.  Finally, he spoke, his voice more thoughtful than commanding as he placed some arrows down to show what he was thinking.
“The Venom Guard doesn’t have the strength to march against us, they are only dangerous to us in their jungles.  We can save them for another day and put guards along the river's edge to make sure that they don’t run any raids on the northern regions while our backs are turned. Another day will come when we are forced to deal with them, but we will unite the rest of the north first.
“For now, we ride first to the Valley of Shadows and we will deal with the Congregation of the Night first, then we will join the forces of Maldavid to push along the southern plains.  Once the puppet governor of Maldavid has been removed from the south, I think we will be able to convince the Venom Guard that resisting us is not profitable for them.
“That is enough of war talk though, let us go and enjoy the celebration.  You have a lot of people to meet and very little time to do it.  I would suggest that you reach out to my brother and let him introduce you to the movers and shakers in the other two kingdoms that will help your people grow to match the success of the other two.”
Branek bowed deeply and moved out through the door and down the hall, followed by Magnai as he met with the guards and moved into the feast that was just beginning.  As they reached the great hall a trumpet sounded from the high tower causing everyone in the hall to drop their mugs and plates to scramble out into the bailey, picking up their weapons that had been stacked at the door as they filed out.  Shields were passed out to the waiting men where the Voles and the Tedians mixed together to form a single large shield wall that filled the gatehouse entrance as the riders appeared on the distant hills.
Pushing their way to the front of the shield wall, he and Branek took the center two spots of the wall as it pressed out of the gate to fill the outer edge of the land in front of the walls that was ringed with a deep canal.  The soldiers of the north locked shields as the white and purple clad warriors poured over the hill and dismounted on the far bank of the creek.  Striding from the center of the enemy shield wall Ia Kissare stood in shimmering silver armor with a purple lion emblazoned on her long white cloak and white painted shield.
Magnai’s squire pressed his way up to his master and handed him his platemail breastplate and quickly strapped his greaves and gauntlets on before handing him his helmet.  With a smile he pulled the pointed helmet over his head then reached up to lock the faceplate in place on the cage that was hidden under the chainmail that hung from the helmet.  When he and Branek were armored and ready, they stepped out of the shield wall to the and moved with their banners to stand at the center of the collapsible bridge that spanned the trench.
Glancing up at the ramparts he confirmed that his best archers were in place and that second in command was standing at the lever that would let him drop the portcullis should anything go wrong.  He nodded to Gaziz who confirmed he understood the unspoken order before glancing to his right where Giorsal and Sophia stood once again, clad in their battle finery so that they weren’t easily recognizable.  Turning back to face their foes he studied their faces hidden behind the rims of their shields.
The other lords stepped forward to back him in the pre-fight insults while their men took the time to better armor themselves and organize themselves to fight effectively.  When the party was ready, he led them out to the center of the bridge, but his eyes were pulled skyward as he heard a familiar cry from an eagle circling overhead.  As he stopped at the center of the bridge he whistled loudly, and the eagle glided down to land on his forearm.
As his enemies approached, he couldn’t help but smile as his brother's eagle screamed at the approaching warrior.  Reaching under his cloak he pulled a bronze coin from his coin pouch and gave it to the bird before letting it launch itself back into the air.  Taking the coin in its beak he extended his claws and raked Ia Kissare’s face leaving a series of massive scratches across her left cheek and up into her eye, knocking her helmet to the ground.
With a curse Ia Kissare grabbed up her helmet and then turned back to Magnai, her stone cold face now twisted with rage.  Resisting the urge to laugh he spoke before any of the threats could begin.
“There are only two reasons you would be standing here after the betrayal you and your father gave me in Vedal.  Surrender would be your best option, but I fear that you are here to fight.  If you are here to fight, it tells me that you are desperate to stop the meeting that had just started.
“I cared about you once, but those feelings are definitely gone now.  Give up now and I will be able to convince myself that you were pressed into your actions by your father, giving me the ability to have mercy, but if you should try and fight us every head that now looks at me from your side of the bridge will find themselves on pikes looking out over Trovesh.  I will give you five minutes to make your choice and you can signal your surrender by throwing your weapons into the river.”
Not waiting for an answer, he turned and walked from the bridge, drawing his Kinjal short sword he used in the shield wall to slash the rope that held the left side of the bridge up.  Branek had drawn his tomahawk and cut the rope on the right at the same time, sending the bridge into the deep cold water as the Laral warriors scrambled to escape to the far bank.  Turning he and Branek stood laughing and pointing as the metal clad warriors as they floundered up the bank like greased snakes.
As the last of enemy commanders scrambled up the bank, he raised his sword to the wall and signaled to the archers to fire.  Without hesitation a wave of arrows soared over the trench to strike the unprepared Laraly soldiers.  Several of the commanders that were scrambling towards their men were cut down by the arrows while the dozens of their soldiers fell, unaware of what had killed them.
Taking up his place at the edge of the he glanced over his shoulder and yelled in the shared language of the two nations known as Evaban.
“Shavij bambai khana! Tedniig tügjigtün!”
Letting out a feral war cry the armies ran forward and created the stacked shield wall with the first row knelt with their shields on the ground and their short swords and axes sticking through the gaps at the tops of the shields.  The second row moved in and lay their shields on top of the first row, protecting the heads of the men on the first row, while the third row covered the heads of the second row armed with longer weapons to strike at the men in the rear.
When the clattering of shields ended only the cries of the wounded filled the air from the far bank.  Seeing the far bank glistening with blades and iron shield bosses the men of the rogue state of Laral backed away, not wanting to charge the bank and attack the living fortification then have to attack the massive stone walls behind while under fire from the archers during the entire attack.  Looking out through the gap between the shields around him, Magnai searched the enemies for Ia Kissare.
Seeing their leaders falling, a small group raised their shields and pressed forward to save them.  Ia Kissare was one of the last to be retrieved because two of the men trying to save her were cut down as they tried to pull her behind their ragged line, he couldn’t help but feel a little satisfaction from seeing her white cloak now stained red with blood. Seeing her down Magnai reached down and lifted his horn to his lips, letting out a long blast on the horn.
In response to his horn the sound of thundering hooves broke the confusion, causing the Laraly to spin, looking to see where the sound was coming from.  The plume of dust coming from the road behind the enemy soldiers told Magnai that his plan had worked, and his brother’s men were riding in to join the fight from behind the enemy.  With a ghastly scream, the Tedian warriors collided with the enemy’s reserve, causing their already ragged lines to break as those who could get to horses mounted and scattered in whatever direction they could go.
Giving a short blast on the horn, Magnai ordered pre-built bridges to be brought out from the bailey where it was kept.  Barking an order, Magnai rose and stepped to the side to allow one of the bridges through.  As the bridge slid into place Magnai sheathed his short sword and drew his scimitar.  With the scimitar raised to the sky he let out the war scream of the Tedians and charged across the bridge.
The killing only lasted for a few seconds since many of the enemy soldiers were already throwing down their weapons by the time Magnai’s forces made it to their original lines.  He let his blade sing as it spun through the air to kill anyone who resisted.  Making his way through the men towards where his brother should be.
The sound of fighting followed close behind him as his men poured over the bridge to attack the collapsed enemy lines, finally able to get the revenge they craved for their fallen friends and family.  Turning as he neared the center, he started looking for his former fiancé, wanting to know exactly what was driving the Laraly to betray everything they have ever fought for.  Looking around he quickly began shouting at his men to stop the slaughter and take prisoners and moved to kick weapons away from several of the surrendering men.
As the Laraly began to kneel in surrender, Magnai caught sight of a small group of white clad men riding hard towards the far hills, a single red stained cloak covering something slumped over another horse.  Spotting some of his brother's men he whistled and pointed with his blade towards the fleeing men, sending the six men charging after the fugitives.  When the last of the enemy surrendered, he turned and walked back towards the keep, pausing to clean his scimitar on the cloak of one of the dead men.
He found his squire waiting for him on the land just outside the gates of the town waiting to help.  Reaching up he unclipped the facemask from his helmet and lifted it off his head, handing the red streaked helmet to the young boy.  Taking a brief second, he knelt and used the water in the creek to clean the blood from his hands before walking back through the gate to find his brother still mounted on his large black war horse in the center of the bailey.
Magnai couldn’t help but marvel at his brother, it had only been six months since they had last been together, but the sixteen-year-old Lord of Sea Watch Keep had grown into a man.  He stood less than a half inch shorter than his brother who was known as a giant among warriors in Azela, very much the physical mirror of their father.  Beside their height the two brothers looked very little like one another, Rustam had always had a sandy colored, wispy hair and a leaner frame than his thick raven haired older brother. 
The one thing they both had in common was their chilling blue eyes, they had been their father’s eyes that were famous in all of Azela.  Many a time he had heard stories or been subject to the icy stare of his father.  He had seen them grow colder than the coldest ice as his temper flared at something another king had done or deepened to the color of the sea at the loss of a friend.  He had seen this in his brother on occasion and knew that he had the same trait when his emotions pressed heavy.
Magnai didn’t wait for his brother to fully dismount before striding over to embrace him, giving him a firm slap on his back as he led him over to meet the heirs and priestess who had accompanied him back from Vedal.  After a very gallant introduction was given to each of the royal guests and they had gone through the correct ceremonial gestures had been made with the High Priestess, Magnai pulled his brother away telling the crowd that they had urgent business to handle and that they would have plenty of time to converse at the feast.
As he was about to enter the tower that held his quarters, he turned back to his captain of the guard and instructed him to begin assembling the lords in his war room immediately.  He ducked quickly through the door and up into their private sitting room that sat between the war room and smaller hall that where he sat in judgment on the high seat.  A servant scurried out the far door after lighting the hearth and torches in the room, as the two brothers sat in large plush leather chairs in the center of the room, angling them to face each other as they sat.
As he lumped in his chair, exhausted from the fight he could feel the confused gaze from his brother.  Unsure of where to start, he spoke quietly, but resolutely.
“I wish we were reuniting for just my wedding, but I also bear bad news that I didn’t dare send by horseback.  Father is dead, as well as the kings of almost every kingdom in Azela.  I was wounded on the retreat and we were barely able to save what we did.  I was forced to burn his body to ensure that it didn’t fall into enemy hands.”
He let his brother process his grief for a minute, tearing up shortly before continuing his face shifted to solid stone, in anger and resolution as he uttered a simple question through his clenched teeth.
“Who did this?”
Magnai’s face mirrored his brother’s as he leaned forward, placing his hand on his brother’s mailed shoulder.
“Zandita attacked with their new puppet king, the King of Gegala, along with troops from occupied Maldavid.  That is why I called the banners and asked them to march in force to the wedding.  We will be avenging our father and our god in the full force of our kingdom, and we will drive out the scum that chose to make us their enemies.”
Leaning in, Rustam placed his hand on his brother’s, worried more about his brother’s pain than his own grief.  Speaking softly, he slowly sat back, letting the weight of what he had been told sink in.
“So those soldiers that we fought, I assumed they were just some rogue tribe, but when we got up close, I saw a purple line.  Were they your fiancé’s men?”
Giving his brother a wry smile, he couldn’t help but laugh a little at the irony of the question. 
“Let’s just say that our engagement ended the moment she decided that shooting arrows at me sounded like fun.  Today was the third time she has tried to kill me this week.  Luckily for me, there is another woman that will be better for me.  This wedding is with the Queen Giorsal of Maldavid.
“On top of all of these changes to the original plan, I was given a last request from the late high priest that father was hesitant to honor.  My wedding and the evolving nature of our political situation makes it much easier to agree to.  We will be merging our kingdoms into a united kingdom with Maldavid, and we will create a kingdom out of the Vole wasteland which is why they are here fighting beside us.
“To accomplish this, I need you to take up our father’s crown and join us creating the unified northern empire.  Giorsal’s brother will be given the crown of Maldavid and we will give a crown to a chosen king of the new kingdom as well.  If I have my way, that chosen king will be Branek Mato, one of the few Voles that I trust.”
Rustam leaned forward, now in shock from the life he was being given that he had never imagined.  He had always imagined that his life would mean commanding the Navy of Tedia and keeping Sea guard safe from the enemies of his people.  Now he would be tasked with ruling the kingdom and providing justice for his people.
After several minutes he finally raised his eyes to meet his brother’s naturally icy gaze, speaking with a new-found authority as he did so.
“Your wish is my command, my Khan.  I would be honored to take the crown of Tedia and serve you, you will continue to have my swords and my respect no matter what comes.  I have many questions since I wasn’t trained for this position and I’m sure you have much more to tell me, but I know that the Lords of Tedia and the Vole lands await us in the next room.  Let us go now and lay out the future for our people.”
Magnai rose to his feet, his relief visible as he lifted his brother to his feet and embraced him before turning to walk towards the door to the War Room.
“I know I ask you a lot of you without warning or even giving you time to properly grieve our father’s death.  Please know that I have full confidence in your abilities and commitment to our people.  Our father shared my confidence in you as well and I think he would be proud of us.”
Rustam gave a slight bow and walked slowly with his brother out into the war room, taking a seat to the right of the raised chair of the king.  Magnai followed him in after changing his helmet for the black steel band that was the crown of the kingdom of Tedia.  As he entered the room and stood before his father’s throne, murmurs and discontent erupted in the crowded room where each lord had a seat around the massive map painted on a large low table.
After allowing several seconds of discussion he raised his hands, signaling for silence and only giving a few seconds before stepping onto the table and speaking in a massive commanding voice like his father always had.  Glancing at the far door he spotted his friends and took courage in their smiles and confident looks.
“Good Lords and Ladies, I need your immediate silence.  We have much to discuss and we have very little time to do so.  I cannot wait for you to quiet, and I need your full attention, so I have instructed my guards to remove any who interrupts or causes contention.  They will do their best to respect you as they do so, but they have been approved to use force if necessary.
“I apologize for not telling you in my letter when I sent the riders, but we have some fears that discord is already being sewed by our enemies and we couldn’t risk knowledge of our plans or delay our action.  Now please let me give the full explanation of what happened before you ask any questions. I do promise that I will do my best to answer them when the time comes, and if I am unable to answer them, I will ask for help from others that may know better than I do.
“It is my great sorrow to carry the message of the death of my father at the hands of Zanditan soldiers, and of the destruction of the Temple at Vedal by the Zanditan puppets in Gegala and Occupied Maldavid. They used the murder of the King of Laral as a way to get several ships flying under the flags of Laral and Gegala inside the Gate of the Disciples and launched an attack.
“We returned to the city of Vedal to discover it burning, every living person was being enslaved or killed in the street.  We did our best to save as many people as we could, including twenty priest and as many sacred artifacts as we could carry.  Now we must act to avenge our kings and our god, against any and all who defamed and attacked them.”
Magnai allowed an angry cry to erupt from the lords, giving the signal for his men to stand down to these reactions.  Finally, as the anger began to smolder, he signaled for Giorsal to join him on the massive map table and motioned for his comrades to move behind him as a recognition of station and power.  When they were in position, he waved several servants and soldiers onto the table to move the large pieces of the war map he stood on.  First the soldiers move the lords’ sigil pieces to Tarville Keep while the servants place the fire orange and yellow ribbons down to show battle lines as last reported. 
Raping his arm around Giorsal’s waist he spoke again, this time with much more conviction, while keeping his voice low to ensure that he had everyone’s complete attention.
“As I mentioned before, the Governor of Occupied Maldavid has exposed his collaboration with Zandita, this means that he has signed the Declaration of war with us.  Many of you know that I was betrothed by treaty to the daughter of the governor of Occupied Maldavid and understandably, this is the wedding you were expecting to attend.  As you can see, the plan has changed, as has the plan for our alliance.”
“This betrayal opens a door that has been forgotten about for generations, we will be unifying the north under a single banner with three kingdoms to govern their respective lands.  After discussing it with Queen Giorsal, we have decided that a marriage between the two of us is in the north’s best interest.  This is the wedding you have been invited to attend.”
A mix of applause and confused conversation erupted from the lords that sat around the large table.  Giving them a few seconds to work through their confusion, Magnai moved to stand in the center of the north.  When the crowd calmed again, he spoke again to expound further.
“I have taken the liberty to invite the lords of the Vole Wastelands to decide if they will join us and to pick a ruler to be their king.  The three kings would be responsible for everything within their borders including justice and trade.  Each kingdom will be given as much autonomy as possible and the empire will only be responsible for a few things that will be a mutual benefit to the three kingdoms.  Military command and protecting the empire will be the largest responsibility of imperial leadership.
“These responsibilities and the autonomy of Tedia means that I will not be able to rule the unified north and handle the needs of the kingdom of Tedia.  I have asked my brother Rustam to step up and rule Tedia to ensure that Tedia remains strong and it has a sovereign king, while making it the key foundation of the Sclizar Union.”
He stepped over to his brother, removing his crown and placing it on his head before signaling for him to join the other rulers on the edges of the table.  The lords nearest the table made their approval clear by pounding their fists on the table and giving a loud cheer ring through the large room.  Magnai let a sly smile pass over his lips as he slapped his brother on the shoulder and motioned to the celebrating lords.  He spoke again, letting his slyness come through in his jest.
“My lords, I’m not sure if I should be offended at the reception of my brother or take it as an approval to the whole plan.”
A hardy round of laughter erupted from the room, but it quickly drew to a close as he raised his hands again.  When the room grew silent again, he motioned for two guards clad in blue and gold uniforms to step forward and unfurl the banners they carried.
“I asked a great seamstress to create a banner for us to march under as one united army.  We have taken the Dueling Gryphons as the sigil of the new Sclizar Union on a divided sea of blue and gold.  We also have plans to eventually build a new capital, but that won’t even be considered until the empire is at peace.  First, we must make plans to unify the north, then to drive south to assist our sister empire, the true Laral Empire.”
Another round of cheers and pounding of fists erupted from the crowd of lords and knights, even his friends let a small slip in their regal appearances as they joined in the yells
Smiling at the lords he quickly kissed Giorsal before stepping back so that the servants could begin moving the battle lines to represent the new empire.  With a flurry of movement, the battle lines were updated with the information he had acquired on Vedal as well as what he had been told by some of his scout ships.  But as he was about to speak, the door was opened, and a purple clad guard stepped through the door announcing the arrival of the princesses of Laral and Puswa, as well as the prince of Olhur.
As the three entered the door, Atronia leading the other two, Magnai bowed in recognition before motioning for the new arrivals to join the others behind him.  He addressed the new arrivals, hoping that they were able to fill in some of his missing information on the map beneath their feet.
“I welcome you all Princess Antronia, Princess Lysan and Prince Wasim, your timing is perfect as I was about to begin explaining the situation outside our borders.  Before I begin though, I would appreciate it if you could fill in my missing information from south of the northern neck and the Great Central Bay.  I would also like to ask the status of your kingdoms and families.”
Princess Antronia stepped forward, bowing again to the many lords in the room, before speaking.
“My good king, I bring the condolences of my people and the entire empire.  I see that you have drawn battle lines with my northern state but not the rest of my kingdom, am I to assume that the recent rumors of the Governor’s betrayal are true?”
A little more tentatively Magnai nodded as he stepped forward.
“Princess, I am grieved to report the treachery of not only one, but two of your subjects, as witnessed by myself, Prince Atzmon, the High Priestess, Princess Giorsal, and Princess Sophia.  Princess Sophia has the most to grieve out of all of us though, she was forced to fight against her father and the elite soldiers of Gegala when they led the burning of the temple and massacre on Vedal.”
Antronia moved to take Sophia by the shoulders than to embrace her, they were quickly joined by Lysan and then Giorsal, each recognizing the pain each of them felt.  After a short embrace, Antronia moved to the center of the table and spoke once again.
“First, I must say that I am sent as an envoy of my brother, who is currently trapped in Puswa, acting as a slave who is serving Princess Ravi as the captain of her personal guard.  He has heard the rumors of the betrayals and I’m sure that he would agree with me in condemning the actions of these two men as deep treason.  With this declaration, I declare these lands forfeit and any man carrying the banners of these nations is an enemy of the empire.  We ask help from the kingdoms of the north to quell the treason in our northern lands and do hereby cede all lands previously held by the traitor in the north to the Kingdom of Maldavid.”
Magnai smiled broadly before moving closer to the princess and speaking quickly as he did so.
“Princess, your concessions are great, showing me that you truly govern by the mind of Ruion.  Prior to his death, the high priest made a request of me to help protect the people of this continent, by unifying the north.  He asked that I make a kingdom of the Vole wasteland and unite the three kingdoms under a single banner.  Your concession allows this to be possible without putting us at odds.”
Smiling back at him, Antronia moved to stand over Laral, looking at the land she missed so much.  Finally, she glanced around at the waiting lords and
“Magnai Khan, I would ask Prince Wasim to give the updates of the battles in Azela since I have been in captivity for the last several months.”
She stepped back and signaled for Prince Wasim to step forward and begin his explanation of the current situation south of the neck.  The prince stepped forward and accepted a pointer from one of the servants before walking across the map to the far side where he stood on his kingdom as he spoke.
“We have had many different spies and outriders doing their best to keep my father and I informed of every change in the fighting.  We have had our ships harassing supply lines for the Zanditan Navy for months, but with the Gegalan treason we have lost that ability.   With Princess Ravi and King Mettius’s approval we have begun raiding the coast flying the flag of pirates, targeting ports and other vital resources.  We are also marching our troops south to try and collapse the thin Gegalan lines and seize the North Road that runs above the desert forcing their supply lines back to the coast road on the south, making it hard for them to supply any forces that try and attack further north.
“Our biggest concern though is the Zanditan force that is occupying Laral, in the month since they captured the Valley of Steel, they have been pressing west and south running into the border of Sewitt to be stopped by their armies and their weird weapons.  They are currently attempting to lay siege to the capital of the empire, but the armies of Laral made sure to burn and destroy all of the wood and supplies for several hundred miles around the lake known as the Eye of the King.
“They are now trying to destabilize the King of Gereth by bribing the smaller leaders along the border so that they can clear wood and move it over the Eye of the King to build siege equipment.  So far, they have failed to turn any of the tribes of any consequence, but we are becoming a little more worried since Gegala has joined in the efforts from the south.  If they can take the capital, they will turn on us in the south and push out our troops holding the North Road and collapse our lines.
“The pressure on their northern puppet will draw their attention back in this direction and will make them unsure about attacking south.  It does give me a lot of relief to hear that your khan has made these plans, but it pains me to hear the cost.  Please know that my father was very grieved to hear of the loss of some of his closest friends.  He was not aware of the scale of the destruction and the loss of the holy city.  I can promise that the kingdom of Olhur will do everything in its power to avenge our God and our fallen dead.”
He ended with a flourishing bow and turned back to his place as the servants finished moving the ribbons that marked battle lines and troop positions he had stated.  Magnai stepped back into the center of the floor and dismissed the knights and lords, inviting them to a banquet that would follow in a few hours after they had settled their troops and cleaned up after the battle.
When only the heirs and his younger brother were in the room, he walked back to the high seat and sank into it, motioning for the other to take seats as well.  He breathed deeply as he rubbed his temples, his eyes closed to the pain.  When he finally spoke, his pain and exhaustion was evident. 
“My friends and family, we have much to discuss that I didn’t tell the lords.  Some due to my vows at the temple and some because I was worried that even the information provided was too much for some of them.  We need to tread carefully and make sure that we reward those who have provided us with all of the help throughout the years.  But the first thing we need to do is bring in the weapons of endowment and have the High Priestess administer the rights of the heir and of the king.
“Given my brother's new throne, he will receive the set of weapons of our people, as Prince Trocall will receive when he arrives.  During our escape one of the priests had the presents of mind to grab the weapons of the fallen kingdom of Zeazzera that was destroyed and absorbed sixty years ago.  These endowments will be given to the kingdom that will be created in the Wasteland of Voles.”
He nodded to Musfira, who stepped out onto the table and signaled for the heirs that had not received their endowments to step forward.  Prince Wasim was the first to step forward, followed by Rustam, dropping to one knee before the high priestess.  Musfira started to speak and stopped to signal two four priests into the room each carrying a large bundle that they sat on one of the open chairs.
First, she stepped forward and picked up a bundle, when Magnai saw the shimmering royal blue, he leaned forward, confused as to what was happening.  Musfira moved towards him, stopping just feet from and motioned for him to take a knee before him.  As he had knelt before Musfira, she stepped forward and removed the cold black iron ring from his head and set it on top of the black bundle on the far chair.
When she returned, she removed his cape, placing it on the same bundle, before moving back to place a new cape over his shoulders.  The field split jaggedly down the middle, one side a deep royal blue, the other cloth of gold was lined with silver seal fur on the bottom side and framed by ornate silver stitching all brought together by a massive black gryphon on the gold half of the cape stood on its hind legs fighting a giant silver gryphon on the royal blue half.  She then presented him with a new shield shaped like an arrowhead decorated in the same ornate pattern as his cape, each side with a spear notch.
Accepting the shield, he strapped it to his arm and moved it around a little as he checked its weight and balance.  After giving him a second to try it out, she brought out a three-tiered golden crown etched with images of gryphons in battle and accented by deep blue sapphire of varying size and shape, and placed it gently on his head, allowing the golden lions fur that rimmed the edge to settle gently on his head.
“Rise, Magnai Khan, Emperor of the Sclizar Union, take your mantle and know that your command in the sight of Ruion will continue as it was given in the knowledge of your change in seat.  You have already taken the oaths, and they will carry to any kingdom you rule as it does with marriage.  This crown was made at my request as well as the cape, on the chair is a bundle with a couple of tunics and surcoats as well.”
Magnai moved over to the chair and retrieved the bundle feeling the silk in his hand as he lifted it and moved to the high seat again.  As he sat, he felt the second tunic, a much thicker cotton shirt. He nodded for Musfira to continue, then leaned back in the chair, letting his shield slide gently off his arm and sit on the floor next to him, enjoying the fact that he wasn’t the one in charge for once.
He watched as his brother was called forward and given his charges and the weapons of the endowment including the shield that was his just minutes before.  He couldn’t help but smile as his brother took his oaths, very similar to his, and accepted the iron ring crown, placing it on his head with reservation.  After receiving all of his weapons, Rustam stepped back to join his brother taking a seat on his right.  Prince Wasim was next, he stepped forward, dropping to one knee as Musfira spoke again.
“Prince Wasim, your people's culture is unique to this land and protecting the unique qualities of this land and people is key to your future.  For that, the symbols of your endowment are unique as well.  First you must ever shield those around you, to do that I give you the dhal Shield of Endurance.  Every shield is only partially useful without its partner, a sharp blade, a hand and a half ulfberht sword for your shield, the Ulfberht of Kindness is that match.”
He accepted the deep copper shield with a teal elephant painted across the domes surface, admiring the fine metal working and the strength of the structure.  He then turned his attention to the blade he had just been handed.  Its long thin blade was surprisingly strong and had a lot of spring to it as he flexed it back and forth on the floor, its copper handle capped by a sharp tusked elephant.  When he finally turned his attention back to Musfira she continued presenting the weapons.
“To protect those outside of your immediate reach you need weapons that can strike at a distance.  The fastest and strongest of those weapons can strike as fast as it can be drawn, these six Throwing Axes of Urgency are the keys to the distance.   Finally, you need the will of Ruion to act through you to bring about the fate of the men who work against him.  For this task he has provided the Spear of Destiny.”
He accepted the axes on a dark leather bandolier, accented with teal filigree, six loops ran the length of the front, each filled with a small axe, their blue steel blades gleaming in the firelight.  He strapped the bandolier over one shoulder and then accepted the spear, its foot-long blade shone with the same blue steel as the axe blades, its thick shaft made of a dark wood that Magnai had never seen before. 
She moved to him and released the clasp on his bear skin cape, letting it fall limply to the floor.  Kicking it gently to the side, she draped a teal colored, heavy cotton long cloak over his shoulders.  Dark brown bear fur lining the shoulders and hood gave a deep contrast, accenting the army of charging copper elephants that covered the cloak.
When he finally rose at Musfira’s signal the other’s stepped close, slapping him on the back and admiring the weapons that he and Rustam had received. Magnai moved to the center of the table again and invited everyone to join him in the great hall for a feast.  Soon they found themselves sitting on the dais, enjoying company that had never been together before.
They spoke genially for several hours as the night came and grew old under the full moon.  Speaking of times gone by and times to come, they couldn’t help but let their pain and hopes mix as they spoke.  As the torches began to flicker out sometime after the second watch, the heirs finally returned to their rooms to rest in preparations for the busy days ahead.




Chapter 12: Rise of Rebellion

Ravi sat in the ornate Throne of Roses, its marble surface chiseled to look like a bouquet of roses, each flower hand painted and sealed to make sure that the color never faded.  She had listened to her people complain for hours about the destruction of lands and homes, as well as the loss of livestock to the rebels and pirates that were rising along their northern coast, or worse to the Gegalan and Zanditan troops who had been sent to quell the rebellion.  After doing this for over a week, she knew without a doubt that her father knew what she had done and was punishing her for it.
After every pleading person asked for something to be done, she had to answer with the same soft, reassuring voice, but her words lacked true conviction.
“The crown weeps with you for your loss, but due to the Gegalan occupation we are unable to arm any men or march against these rebels.  I will send requests to the King of Gegala daily, but as of, yet we have no reply.  Please be patient with us as we send out riders and try and communicate with those who attack your lands to keep them away.”
As she sent them away, she knew that some of her most trusted servants, guards and handmaidens would approach the petitioners as they made their way out of the castle, offering them recompense for any losses and asking for their help in the rebellion.  Many had joined their cause or had offered shelter to rebels after coming to the castle.  Now after the last few weeks had passed several small groups had popped up, each taking orders from her and Mettius secretly, through their face of the rebellion.
She had met Norbu Savas in the village, where she had sent her sister north with Prince Wasim.  With little help she had fought to defend her family and home from the world, and now she led the effort to drive out those that had threatened everything she cared about.  Despite the pain she dealt with every day and the responsibilities of aiding her aging father, she found time to set up a network of messengers and spies throughout her kingdom.
After listening to dozens of complaints, she rose to her feet and signaled for her father’s advisors to finish with meeting with the rest of the petitioners for later review by her father.  She then bowed to the people and moved down the stairs and out through the side hall, making her way back to her chambers in the north tower.  She knew what waited for her and the thought of having to plan a rebellion weighed heavily on her.
She closed the door carefully behind her and sank into a plush, floral chair, allowing her emotions to slip through.  She didn’t know how long she sat there silently crying, before she felt Mettius sit next to her on the arm of the chair and embrace her, letting her use his cape and tunic as a handkerchief to dry her tears.   When she finally calmed, he spoke quietly, taking her hands and pulling to her feet as he did so.
“We don’t need to do this now, you need to rest, and I can take care of the issues for today.  Go and rest, I will come back later, and we can go over it then.”
Moving his hand from her arm to her waist, he turned and helped her make her way to her bed chamber.  He came to a halt as he opened the door and loosened his grip on her, standing watch until she had reached her bed, before turning on his heels and moved off down the stairs.  She fell asleep just a few seconds after the soft thump of the door reverberated through the large room.
Her dreams were chaotic and filled with the faces of the dead and injured that she had seen that night.  She also saw the people she had received in the throne room among the dead and maimed, causing her to toss and turn.  When the dead rose again and started chasing her, she began to scream and fight as they attacked and ripped at her clothes.
She woke short of breath and drenched in sweat as Mettius held her tightly, doing his best to protect her from her fear.  She grabbed his silver mailed arm and pulled tighter to him burying her face in his chest.  When she finally looked up into his eyes, she could see the pain and concern in his eyes.  He finally spoke, his voice strong, but somehow still gentle as he continued to stare into her eyes.
“Breathe deeply through your nose and focus on me, you will be fine.  I am here, and I will make sure that nothing happens to you.  Have you been having these nightmares since we left Kimmetta?”
Taking several deep breaths, she finally gave a small nod.  They sat in silence for several more minutes before her grip finally slacked and she began to relax further.  When she was calm Mettius slipped from her grasp and moved back to the doorway taking up his post as though nothing had ever happened.
The reality of the situation that had just happened slowly crept into her mind and the embarrassment swept over her, causing her to climb out of her bed and grabbed her robe, no longer tired.  After she had covered the thin silk nightgown and pulled her slippers over her feet, she moved out to her sitting room.  She sank into the chair facing away from Mettius, too ashamed to look him in the eye.
Fighting for courage, she allowed an awkward silence to ensue, not sure how to say it, or even what to say when she spoke.  She was relieved when the door slowly swung open and another of her guards stepped through, signaling to Mettius that his shift was over.  The guard then gave a little jump of surprise when he realized that she was seated in the chair instead of in her bed.
Mettius stepped over to the youngest of her guards, a boy of barely sixteen, and whispered into his helm covered ear.  When Mettius straightened back up, the young guard spun on his heels and slipped back out the door taking up a post just outside before closing the door softly.  When they were alone again, Mettius leaned his staff against the fireplace mantle and placed his helmet on the shelf next to it.
When he sank into the seat across from her, she promptly rose to her feet and walked over to the window, still unable to look him in the face.  She jumped when his voice came, soft and gentle, but still strong enough to force a conversation.
“You know you aren’t alone in this; nightmares are normal for someone who has been what you’ve been through.  Did you ever wonder how I have no problem protecting you all day after protecting you for almost half of the night?”
She paused in her path towards the balcony door and turned back to face him, still not meeting his gaze as she spoke.
“I … I didn’t want you to see me like that.  Nightmares are something that plague children not queens.  It would make me weak if anyone were to find out that I’m screaming in the night like a little four-year-old girl.”
She shook her head, fighting her embarrassment back, trying to regain her composure and get back to her regal stature.  Without her noticing he rose to his feet and made his way over to her.  Before she could react, Mettius had taken her by the shoulder, his gentle gaze warming the top of her head as he spoke.
“If that were true, your entire royal guard, as well as every soldier of legend would be girls in flowery summer dresses.  There is a very big difference between a child’s nightmares and the ghost that haunts the warriors of the world.  These ghosts of the dead are the price we pay for surviving war.  Haunting dreams are the reason that the soldiers are always housed in a separate building and not in the keep like many of the key servants.
“I now get about three hours of sleep before Gallus or Opiter is shaking me awake because I am screaming or tossing violently in my sleep.  Vopiscus out in the hall walks in his sleep and has attacked many a guard or passerby as he dreamt these brutal dreams.  Your reaction to the horror that we saw is normal, please know that and don’t try to hide it from me or your guards, that is the one thing that makes the dreams worse.
“Each morning when we break our fast, we turn to the men who slept the worst and give them a chance to talk about what is plaguing them that night.  I won’t force you to talk about your dream, but know that when you’re ready, I will be here.  If you don’t want to talk to me, talk to anyone else who has wielded a sword in battle, your father included.”
He tried to draw her eyes up with his gaze for several seconds, before taking her into his arms and embracing her.  Tears warmed his neck as they ran down her cheeks that were pressed against the cruck of his neck.  They stood in silence for some time before she was finally able to pull away, leaving their faces less than an inch apart.
Their eyes locked causing her to feel his concern for her, before Mettius broke away again.  He quickly crossed the room and grabbed up his staff and helmet, turning back to glance at her quickly, partly embarrassed by their connection and giving her a quick bow.  As he moved to the door, he turned back again and spoke quietly, now unable to meet her gaze.
“Think about what I said and try and get some sleep.  I will let your father know that you aren’t feeling well and that you will not be able to sit for petitioners tomorrow.  Also, don’t worry about anything, I won’t tell anyone about what happened without your permission.”
With that he slipped out the door leaving her alone with her thoughts.  She did her best to fight down her emotions, until she finally fell asleep, curled up in the plush armchair where he had left her.  Her dreams were still difficult and filled with fear, but the big thing that changed was the anchor that now held her under control.  The visage of Mettius protected her from her ghosts as she moved through the night.


The bright light of the new day found her walking out on the beach, Mettius by her side and two other guards riding on the road on the hills above.  Her father had sent her here to relax and think, wanting her to get better so that she could help the next day.  It bothered her that her father seemed to know what was bothering her despite her vehement denials.
At first, she thought that Mettius or one of the other guards had told him, but this was quickly shot down when Mettius had reminded her that her father was the last survivor of the battles that had destroyed the fallen kingdom during their uprising over fifty years earlier.  He had seen more horror and pain as Appius the unifier had ripped the rebellious kingdom to shreds and ordered that no one person be left alive to bear witness to that kingdom's existence.  Before their discussion earlier in the morning, she hadn’t known that her father led the force that charged the collapsed ramparts of the long-besieged city.
As a young, just younger than she was, he had watched his two brothers fall in the fighting beside him and had been forced to fight through the sea of death after his horse had been killed underneath him. In the end her father was rewarded by the emperor with his choice of kingdoms, since nearly every southern king had fallen during that battle.  She had known that when they reached the palace, they had found the entire royal family dead save a six-year-old girl, whom he had smuggled to safety, dressed as a captured slave girl.  Twelve years later that young girl had been crowned the queen of Puswa, despite Imperial resentment of the decision, never realizing the new queen’s secret identity.
This thought somehow brought her courage despite the pain she shared with her father.  The knowledge of his strength, gave her some as well, allowing her to bare her part with greater ease.  Now she stood with her toes in the wet sand, and her closest friend by her side.  She truly had a good life given the circumstances and she had realized it for the first time.
They walked in silence for several minutes after they finished discussing her father’s history, all three of them struggled to fully understand everything they had each discovered.  When they finally reached the boulders that ran like a series of boney fingers into the sea, they signaled to the guard to stay put and began to climb their way over the first chain of rocks, moving up the fingers into a cove in the middle of all of the fingers.  Her guards quickly scrambled to join her and Mettius as they moved out onto the small beach that had been left by the retreating tide.
A small rowboat and a single unarmed man sat at the bottom, his loose scarlet shirt and black pants marking him as a member of the resistance.  As they drew close, he dropped to one knee in respect for his emperor and his princess.  Mettius signaled for the man to rise and they were surprised to see Norbu standing before them.  When he rose, he spoke quietly, not wanting his voice to echo as he spoke.
“I bring very important news; it is sensitive enough that I had to make sure that it got to you both myself.  Are your men to be trusted?”
Ravi gave Mettius a confused look, but he stood stone faced as he kept his strong gaze never leaving the rebel’s face.  When he finally spoke, his voice came with the quiet ice of a military commander.
“I have known my men for far longer than I have known you.  These two were captured on purpose to protect me, rather than die defending their families like the heroes they are.  I have complete confidence that they will keep anything, and everything secret that I tell them to never speak of.  Tell what you came to tell and leave, you threaten our entire cause by your presence here.”
Norbu gave a brisk nod, a little taken aback by the bruskness of Mettius’s statement, and his question of Norbu’s loyalty.  It took him a few seconds to shake of the shock, but he spoke again, this time much more cautious and concerned as he spoke.
“As you say Imperator, we received word from some of the Olhuran pirates that plans are being made up north.   Apparently, the prince sent word back that they will be marching in force to the northern borders as soon as he returns and a combined naval force under the command of the Tedian fleet commander will be sailing south to cut off supplies from Gegala around the southern border.  They don’t want our people to suffer so they ask that people stay low and hold on until the Gegalans on this side of the desert surrender.
“They have also asked that my men move south and harass supply caravans if they try to move through the southern ridge.  I told them that I would need to seek council from my advisors and the commanders of the other raiding parties and pirate ships.  I figured this would give me time to speak with you and seek your advice.
“I also wanted to see if there was a way that we could smuggle food to the common people while Puswa is being sieged.  I think that if we supply the people with food and weapons, we can turn them on the occupiers and drive them out of the countryside quickly.  My only worry is that this will strand the capital without any way to survive.”
This time it was Mettius who glanced at her, as if to tell her that it was her call since they were her people.  She was distracted by a glint of silver from the ship that caused her to step forward and moved to the side of the boat, reaching down and picking up the sword that lay under the bench of the boat.  Pulling the short-curved blade, single edged blade from its scabbard, giving it a little spin in her grip.
Norbu stepped back a little worried about a princess wielding a blade safely.  She took a couple of steps forward spinning, slashing and swiping the blade through the air.  Norbu retreated further, until he slipped on a loose patch of wet sand and fell backwards.  Mettius broke the moment, when a snicker of laughter slipped from his pursed lips, causing Ravi and the other two guards to look at him in surprise.
When everyone had recovered from their surprise and Norbu had climbed back to the stand beside the boat, Ravi finally spoke.
“Did you ever think that a princess might have been trained to use a sword?  Well that doesn’t matter much, I will leave the fighting to you. But if you don’t mind, I’m going to smuggle the sword back, it is a great fit for me.  As for your orders, move south, but do it slowly.
“We don’t want to give the Gegalans any warning that an attack is coming, so shift your troops north and south.  Choke out the north road before the men of Olhur march, we want the Gegalans to think they are coming to police a few raiders, not stop invaders.  Also tell the pirates to use the smaller Ice Islands along the south coast of Gegala and harass the shipping and fishing ships.”
Norbu bowed deeply, forgetting his embarrassment from a few minutes before.  This time when he spoke, he had turned to his more formal military manner. 
“As you wish my lady, I will see to it that your plans are followed to the letter.  I will also send an envoy to you as soon as I receive word that the attack is about to begin.  I think it would be wise for you to be outside the walls to lead your people when the time comes.  We need to make sure that the king is safe, and it will greatly strengthen our cause if you are on the outside when the city is under siege.
“I will also send some of my best men to clear out the loyal common folk from the city.  Please tell your father that I’m sorry that I can’t do better, but I will do my best to save as many lives as I can.”
Both Mettius and Ravi agreed and sent him on his way, wanting to get back to the castle as soon as he could.  They had a lot of preparations to make and they needed to find a way to pass the information to the king without giving away everything.  First though they needed to meet with their confidants in the castle to make sure that they knew about every hidden way in and out of the castle and city.
They made slow progress back to the castle as the four of them worked their way over the rocks and back to the horses.  Mettius had taken the sword from Ravi and had slid it under his chain mail to keep it tight to his back and under the folds of his cape.  The talk shifted from battle plans to how to best protect the people from themselves during the siege.
During the ride back though their thoughts and fears overcame them, leaving them mostly silent.  Ravi found herself wondering what would happen to the beautiful landscape that made up her country.  She imagined the rolling hills that surrounded three sides of the city filled with men, horses and siege weapons, the farms turned to mud.
She thought about the small camps of rebels scattered throughout the chain of mountains that ran along the inside of Puswa, leaving an empty desert in the center of the country.  These images of war continued as they rode through the farming towns around the outer edge to the city and then through the gates.  Every face she saw was one more person who could potentially starve when the armies of Olhur came.  She wanted to yell for them to leave the city, but she knew that there was no way to know if they would be loyal or would try and tell their occupiers.
Even inside the walls of her father’s keep she had to be extremely careful.  She knew that Admiral Yating and King Kozue had placed spies in her staff.  After quickly stopping by her chambers to drop off the sword and change into another dress, she and Mettius made their way through the winding halls to her father’s chambers.
They found her father in his sitting room, reading from a stack of scrolls in the light of a large fire. When the door closed behind them, he looked up long enough to signal them over to join him and take a seat facing him.  They each carefully sank into a chair, now a little unsure of what he knew.  When the old king finally spoke, he seemed far more tired than he had just a few days before.
“I see that you both are feeling better, but you also seem to have something new on your mind.  Please tell me that your attack dog isn’t about to do something stupid.  I already had to spend the entire day trying to ignore the fact that you are using the raiders to drive the people here, then you use several of the more trusted servants to send them to join the rebels and take part in the exact same work that sent them here in the first place.”
Ravi glanced away from his hot gaze, looking at the floor and telling him everything he needed to know.  She finally spoke, after giving her a chance to speak first.
“Father, I wish we had another way to better protect our people, but this is the least painful of the options we had.  If we hadn’t given them something to fight, they would have started to cart off the poorer people among us off to be slaves in Gegala and across the sea to be slaves in lands that none of us have even heard of.  We are here though because we have other news that will affect your people and we need to find a way to take action on it without being found out.”
Glancing around the room quickly, the king motioned away everyone, wanting to make sure that the information didn’t leak.  When only the three of them were in the room he motioned for Ravi to continue
“The armies of Olhur will be marching south to take the high road in a matter of days as soon as Prince Wassim returns from Tedia.  They will also be using their navy with the support of the Tedians to drive south and cut off supply lines along the southern coast.  We need to know your orders so that we can be prepared for all potential results.
“Rebel troops have been instructed to run hit and run tactics along the high road, stealing and stockpiling resources to be used to supply our people when the fighting is underway.  This will also cause Gegala to send a small force up into the mountains to pursue them and not watching for a full-scale invasion.  From there they have been ordered to distribute supplies to the needy and make sure that nothing gets through the southern mountain roads unopposed, to choke out the Gegalan forces here.
“The pirate fleets have also been ordered to work their way north and south moving to choke off the sea born supplies as well.  The units that move north will join in the combined blockade fleet and they will smuggle the supplies they take to the coastal cities while hitting the smaller garrisons of Gegalans along the coast to eliminate the threat.  The southern ships will continue to raid and capture any cargo ships along the coast and when the combined fleet reaches them, they will press down to the Ice Islands and continue the raiding on the south coast of Gegala.”
The king sat contemplating the news that had just been thrust upon him, his face not betraying any emotion or hint of any plans.  He only looked back down at his scrolls searching through the pile and selecting one.  Pulling the scroll open he studied it for several seconds he seemed to look over a few details before putting it in his lap and turning back to his daughter speaking calmly.
“I have seen that we have a shortage of food and we seem to have far too many mouths to feed in the capital that aren’t doing anything to help us prepare for war.   I’m sure I could get our sailors who are still landlocked by King Kozue’s orders out onto fishing boats if we grovel enough.  We also have a lot of blacksmith, tailors, and other types of artisans that are basically unemployed due to the ban on the creation of any type of military tool.  They can be sent out to farming towns throughout the kingdom to take care of our needs in the fields.
“I also think that we need to send you and your sisters out to these towns to encourage the people to keep the peace.  This will give motivation to the people and allow us to help us push food production.  I will also see about sending parts of the garrison out to deal with the rebel threats in the mountains, if we can convince Gegala to let them carry weapons again.
“Now we have a lot of records here in the room, including the blueprints to the capital and the palace.  If you were to request them to study on the trip, I can send over some of the more interesting scrolls and books for your study.  Now please go inform your sisters of the plan, I will send written orders tomorrow so that you can begin work reorganizing our workforce.”
Ravi rose slowly and walked over to her father, planting a kiss on his forehead, before turning to follow Mettius out of the room.  They walked out of the room, she glanced back one more time to see her father, still reading the same scroll that he had opened earlier, but now he looked much older, the weight of the situation pressing him down.  As they left the throne room and great hall complex and turned into the garden, a servant ran up to them.
“My lady forgive me for interrupting your afternoon stroll, you seem to be having a difficult day.  We received a ship from Zandita this morning. The admiral wanted you to know that he heard about your sister and he is very sorry.  He has been able to fill about half of his recruitment slots and he will be bringing the entire force back to help look for your sister.  He estimates that it will take a little over a month to get here, but He will do everything in his power to make it sooner.”
Smiling at the servant, she accepted the sealed letter and slipped it into the pocket of her long sleeve.  Taking two coins from another pocket, she handed them to the young page, before leaning in and giving him the coins with instructions.
“You did well my friend.  One of the coins is for you and the other is for the captain.  Tell him that I will get him a letter by the morning, but he should tell the Admiral that I appreciate his concern and hope to see him soon.”




Chapter 13: Vows that Shape the Future

Magnai stood on the ornate front steps to the keep, the garden around it had been groomed and now the colors of the blooming flowers made it look more beautiful than it ever had before.  He stood in a deep blue silk long tunic covered by the cape that symbolized his promises to Ruion, it’s black and blue material shimmered in the morning light.  On his head stood the crown of the Sclizar Union, its sapphires gleaming in the bright sunlight.
He turned to his right looking down at Rustam, Atzmon and Wassim, each clad in their formal garb bearing the symbols of their kingdoms.  Rustam stood clad in the formal wear of Tedia, all black with gold accents and a black steel crown on his head.  Atzmon had spent time getting clothes made for him to wear and now he stood clad in his finest forest green tunic and cape.  Wasim stood at the bottom of the stairs clad in teal and copper his regalia sparkling in the morning sun.
After giving his friends a nervous nod, he turned to look at the women who stood opposite them on his left.  Each of the women was dressed in an ornate gown that matched their royal colors and the newest styles of their people.  He couldn’t help but notice how beautiful each of them were, causing his thoughts to drift back to the first time he had seen each of them.  Many of the younger women had been infants or small children when they first met, but now each of them carried the burden of their people with a regal elegance that he could never have imagined back to them.
Finally, he was pulled back to the moment as the trumpets blaring in a strong chorus signaling the arrival of his bride at the ceremony.  Her brother escorted her through the garden and the sea of onlookers.  When they reached the bottom of the stairs, Magnai descended the ornate stairs and stood in awe of Giorsal’s beauty.  She stood before him, clad in a sweeping white gown that was covered by silver intertwining sea serpent.  Her face was covered with a veil with twin serpent heads on her face leaving her eyes looking between the outstretched fangs of the two serpents.
Taking her arm, Magnai faced her brother Trocall and uttered the traditional oath, vowing to protect her and keep her as his own in every situation.  After giving his new brother in law a deep bow, he turned back and escorted Giorsal up the stairs slowly, allowing her to give nods of greeting to the men and women that lined the stairs.  Her brother stepped to stand next to prince Wasim at the bottom of the steps, watching the couple climb up the stairs.
They came to a stop before the doors facing Musfira, whose face was barely visible under her shining white hooded cape that covered her entire body, a golden tree stood on the front, its trunk divided down the center by the part.  When she spoke only her mouth moved beneath the shadow of the large hood, but her voice was loud and echoed off of the distant walls. 
“People of Azela and servants of Ruion, we are here today to witness the union of these two of royal blood.  They have decided of their own free will to wed out of love and out of a desire to better serve their people.  Most of you here today have heard of the union of their two kingdom and the creation of the third to be unified under a single banner by this union.  The vows taken today are made as much to you the people as they are between this couple.”
A cheer erupted from the crowd, as if the people were giving their blessing to the union.  Giving a few seconds for the cheer to echo against the tall walls of the castle and the city behind, Musfira finally raised a hand to calm the crowd before continuing.
“King Magnai and Queen Giorsal, first we will hear the vows between the two of you, then the king of Tedia will pledge his vows to you before the eyes of the people.  From that point we will crown the new king of Maldavid, and we will present the plan of the new kingdom that I mentioned earlier.  I would ask Lord Branek Mato to come stand next to Prince Trocall, to represent the people of the Voles.”
The tall lean man stepped forward, his copper skin set against shining black hair and emerald green eyes, stepped forward, his fur cape and velvet leather tunic and pants were ornately decorated with feathers and iron chains.  He moved across the polished black marble path without making a sound, but he still maintained a regal appearance.  When he finally reached his position, Musfira continued, still remaining motionless as she spoke.
“For those of us who have had the pleasure of seeing these two together, we know the love they have for one another well.  Your people deserve this privilege as well, so I hope that they can feel the strength of the union that will shape their futures for many centuries to come.  Now I ask them each to face each other and share with us their feelings for each other and take their vows to one another.”
Magnai and Giorsal slowly turned to face each other, looking into each other’s eyes through the thin cloth of her vail.  They held their gaze for several seconds before Magnai turned slightly to face the crowd while keeping his bride as the center of his attention.  He spoke loud enough for everyone to hear but kept his tone as personal as possible.
“Queen of my life, you have forever been my love.  Even amidst war and distance we have written of our love and dream and our futures have always been tied together, even if our parents weren’t ever truly aware of our feelings for one another.  You truly are the thing that helps me get up in the morning and the thing I dream of as I fall asleep at night.  I have looked forward to being by your side every second possible for as long as I can remember.
“To you I vow my whole self, my whole heart, and everything I control.  I vow that all those that call you their queen will also have the full protection and support that I and all those in my service can provide.  This I swear before the all-seeing eyes and all hearing ears of Ruion.”
Musfira gave a small but visible nod to Magnai, accepting his vows.  She then turned to Giorsal and instructed her to lift her veil and speak her vows as well.  Slowly Giorsal raised and removed her veil, stepping closer to her groom and took his hands.
“King of my dreams, we truly have been on a converging course for most of our lives.  From the day we met on the Isle of Vedal amidst the spring gardens, I knew that I was in love with you.  Our love has never wavered or faded to the point that we had to sit down and decide if what we felt was real or just the flow of life.  Now I stand before you to accept your vows and give you my own.
“To you I vow everything I have, including my heart, mind and body.  I vow to serve you and your people as if they were my own from birth.  I also vow to stand beside you through the pains of war and the joys of peace.  From this moment on I accept the crown of Sclizar and look to the future with the light of hope.”
Giorsal dropped to one knee as Musfira’s hands emerged, bearing a large conical gold crown, a blue and black steel decorated band ran ornately around the bottom third of the crown accented with blue sapphires, polished obsidian and red garnets cut to accent the gryphons of Sclizar, the black falcon of Tedia and the silver sea serpents of Maldavid.  Magnai turned and accepted the crown allowing the shining black and royal blue silk train flow over Giorsal’s shoulders as he settled the crown gently onto her head.  He then took her by the hands again and raised her to her feet, sweeping her into his arms he pulled her into a deeply passionate kiss.
The crowd roared their approval as the kiss held for several seconds, and they only separated as flower pedals rained down on them from the windows above.  They slowly forced themselves apart turning to face the people below, giving them a deep bow as the cheers escalated with every second.  As the crowd calmed, Rustam stepped forward and dropped to one knee and repeated the vows he had given the day before for the benefit of his subjects before stepping back to his position in the line of royals. 
When Rustam had settled back into his place, Magnai signaled for Trocall to step forward, and the quiet settled on the people again as they readied themselves for another first in many of their lifetimes.  The thickly built sixteen-year-old climbed the steps quickly, his dark auburn hair bounced in its thick curls with each stair he climbed.  Reaching the top of the stairs he knelt before the King, Queen and High Priestess, saying the formal words of greeting as he did so.  One of the other priests stepped from behind Musfira and handed Magnai the silver crown of Maldavid, its form taking the appearance of the rolling waves with the main band filled with intertwining and fighting sea serpents.
Magnai turned the ornate crown around in his hands, studying the gemstones that made up the garnet eyes of the snakes and the sapphires that ran along the top and bottom giving the blue color to the waves.  When he finally spoke, he looked down at his new brother-in-law with the eyes of hope, but he kept his voice firm to clarify his authority.
“Prince Trocall Eshtiaq, you have been named heir and successor to your sister whom I have just wed.  Do you vow your life, protection and swords to me and my queen, in return for my vow to protect you, your people and all that you control, as well as the vow to do my best to serve you in every decision that I make and judge and keeper of the peace?”
The young king raised his dark green eyes reflecting more of the color of the Trees, the dark brown flecks and streaks of gold making it look like you were looking into a reflection of the emerald forests he had grown up in.  When he met Magnai’s gaze he spoke loudly and resolutely, making sure that every man, woman and child that was within the walls heard his vows to his new king.
“King Magnai and Queen Giorsal, this day I swear to you my fealty, and vow that I and my people will serve you to the day we die, and we know that this vow will be passed down for generations to come.  We accept your justice and protection from this day forward and do take up the banner of the twin gryphons as our own.  We swear this before Ruion and in the eyes of every person here.”
As Trocall lowered his head again, Magnai placed the crown on his head letting him feel the full weight of the responsibility as it settled on his head.  Magnai raised Trocall to his feet and motioned for the bannerman on the bride’s side of the stair to step forward.  As the armored guard stopped next to him, Magnai took the pole that bore the banner of the Sclizar Union above the banner of Maldavid.  Handing the banners to King Trocall he signaled for the newly crowned king to display his banners to the people.
A cheer erupted from the people that stood to the bride’s side, under the checkered red and blue banners of Maldavid.  The king stepped down the stairs and stopped before the senior of his battle commanders and handed the banner to him before moving back to his position on the bottom steps.  When he had taken his place, Magnai then signaled for Branek Mato to step forward.
The young man of maybe twenty-three stepped up the stairs and knelt before the representatives of Ruion and man, making the appropriate greetings to each.  Magnai stepped to his side and bid him rise.  The sight of the two men was a striking one, both stood several inches taller the rest of the men near them and each looked like they were more comfortable with a sword in hand and enemies in front of them, instead of the formal ceremony that they were currently involved in.  Magnai motioned off to the east as he spoke, turning Branek with his other hand, much of the dense green rainforest stood visible from where they stood.
“Lord Branek Mato, you have been selected by the voice of the people to stand as king and regent of the land previously known as the Voles wasteland.  I and the high priestess have felt the voice of Ruion, ordering us to take your people back into the fold and give them the opportunity to flock to your banner and mine.
“By our order, any man who marches under the banners of your new kingdom will have any and all crimes forgiven for him and his ancestors.  As we discussed yesterday when I presented this plan to you and your fellow lords, I explained that the borders of this kingdom would run from the edge of the Green neck north to the High plains of the Horse lords and from the sea on the west to the Bay of the Living Islands on the east.  I now ask that you tell us the name of this new kingdom and present you banner to the people of Azela, that you may be recognized before our god and men.”
Branek stepped quickly down the steps and accepted a long spear from one of the other lords, as he raised it, a large circular leather shield rose into the light of the sun, a sky-blue buffalo ran across its taut surface towards a white sky.  The sharp tip of the spear stood atop the pole gleaming in its bluish hew making it clear that this was not a nation to be trifled with. From each side ribbons of blue and gold feathers flapped in the gentle breeze as he stepped slowly up the stairs and came to a stop two steps below Magnai, bowing once again.
“My King I present the banner of the kingdom of Nonov, the land of the Voles.  I hereby swear the vow of fealty to the Sclizar Union on behalf of myself and all people who take up my banners.  We swear our bodies and swords to the service of the free kingdoms and accept the forgiveness of all wrongdoing with this vow.  Please accept this banner into your service, before the eyes of God and men.”
Magnai accepted the banner, spinning it to face the crowd and hoisted it into the air.  The Voles in the crowd met this gesture with a massive cheer that echoed throughout the courtyard and gardens, raising more of the round banners and several smaller square banners of the Vole lords amongst the onlookers.  Magnai then gestured for one of the armored Vole men to join him and take the banner to stand with the other two banner carriers behind the wedding party.
As soon as the banner was in place, Magnai turned back to the priest and accepted a second crown.  This crown was a simple brass circlet accented by displays of leaves and grasses that ran across the top, the flowers accented with a light blue topaz and white diamond.  The part that caught his attention most though was a simple engraving of a herd of buffalo, running around the circumference of the crown, never beginning or ending.  Setting the crown on Branek’s head, he leaned down and spoke quietly to him as the crowd cheered.
“There is still more that you must do before the eyes of God, but we will do that in private.  Follow us into the council chambers and we will take care of the rest and then you will be a full king before Ruion as well as men.  Please be aware that this is not a threat or danger, but a religious coronation with personal mandates and blessings.”
Magnai straightened again and lifted Branek to his feet. After turning him to face the crowd for a moment he sent him back to his place at the bottom of the stairs.  As he came to rest at the base of the staircase, Magnai spoke to the crowd, his voice boomed over the cheers as he spoke
“Good people, we now adjourn to our feasting and celebration.  Please know that if my hall were bigger, I would host you all, but I have spoken to every cook and chef here and they will see that you are fed like those here inside the hall.  Enjoy yourselves tonight and celebrate our great victories and changes to your futures, for tomorrow at noon we march under war banners to avenge our God and the friends we lost on Vedal.”
As he turned, a loud chorus of trumpets erupted from the walls above and on the walls on the far side of the grounds, signaling an end to the ceremony.  The royal party turned and moved out into the ornate front doors and down the corridor, into the great hall. All but the high priestess and the royals entered and took their seats, while Magnai led the others into the War room through the king’s hall.
Each of the members of the royal party settled into their seats, as Magnai yielded the floor to Musfira and took his seat at the head of the table.  First, she brought Giorsal forward and presented her with the new cloak and shield of the new kingdom, having her renew her vows and bring the forward to her new kingdom as well as her old.  Musfira motioned for Trocall and Branek to join her in the center of the map platform.  As each of the knelt before her she stepped in front of Trocall and issued him the twin weapons and covenants that she had issued to Giorsal on Vedal.
After accepting his weapons and making his covenants he stepped back to one of the two open seats and joined the other rulers of the covenant.  When he had settled into his seat, Musfira stood stepped in front of Branek.  When he looked up and met her gaze, she spoke quietly, making sure that he knew this was specifically for him.
“King Branek, first of your line, I stand before you to swear you to the protection of Ruion and those who serve him.  You have a unique opportunity to create a future for your people without being weighed down by tradition or by the mistakes or wars of your ancestors.  Your kingdom will soon be one of the richest in the world, but you must put your God forward, allowing your people to continue to worship him and rise in his grace.
“As you saw with Trocall, each kingdom has symbols of their covenant with Ruion.  Each kingdom’s symbols are unique, and each has individual mandates that help remind you of the commitments you make this day.  First is the cape of your kingdom, it symbolizes your duty to be an example to your people, the example of a disciple of Ruion in your everyday life.”
She released the clasp on his fur cloak and let it sink to the floor before picking up the hooded leather cape and draping it over his shoulders.  As she straightened the cape it’s light blue feathers that ringed his shoulders rustled loudly, and the sky-blue buffalo shifted as if it was walking across the desert of leather.  Musfira finished clasping the cape and stepped back over to pick up a steel tomahawk, its blue steel matched the two feathers that fluttered underneath the rounded hammer that made up the counterbalance.
She picked up the bow and quiver, before stepping back over to Branek.  She first handed him the tomahawk, continuing to speak softly as she continued.
“These weapons of your covenant were originally made for a kingdom that collapsed underneath the weight of their greed and lust for power.  For this the first symbol of your promises to Ruion, I give you the Tomahawk of Remembrance, to help you remember all that came before you.  The second is the Bow of Freedom, a symbol of the future you have and the freedom that you and your people have earned.”
Branek accepted the tomahawk and strapped it to his belt after taking a second to admire it.  He then accepted the bow and ornately decorated leather quiver, setting it gently next to him.  As he looked back up, Musfira returned to stand before him holding a small, round, leather covered wood shield, its four points each tipped with steel spikes and decorated with feathers.  Her other handheld a slightly curved shashka blade, its guard less handle and large bulbous pommel were wrapped in leather to make it easier to grip.
“King Branek, I now present you with the Shield of Redemption, that you may ever remember the redemption of your people from the fallen state that has affected them for many years.  The final weapon is a partner to the first, the Shashka of Resurrection stands as a testament of the rise of your kingdom and the future that you have looming before you.  Used together, these two serve to remind you of the past where you and your people came from and to remind you of the future that you are shaping.”
Quickly accepting the shield, he strapped it to his arm, then reached up and accepted the sword as well.  He gently unsheathes the sword and studied the sharp blade and the deep fuller that ran down the center. He then turned the blade down and studied the detailed brass pommel in the shape of a jagged mountain.
Rising on Musfira’s signal he quickly strapped on the sword, letting it dangle off his left side and then accepted congratulations from the other members of the royal delegation.  As the ceremony finished, Magnai rose and invited everyone to join him in the great hall to celebrate his wedding.
Reaching his seat, he hoisted his mug and toasted his new bride and the future, causing the guest to yell, stomp or thump their approval on the table.  He sank back into his chair taking Giorsal’s hand and smiling before turning back and signaling the servants to bring out the food.
As the servants brought out soups made of fish and venison, along with baskets of hard crusted bread for dipping, Antronia rose and spoke loudly above the loud rumble of conversation on the benches below. She motioned for her Captain Falco to go and retrieve her gifts for the happy couple.
“King Magnai and Queen Giorsal, I am going to take the opportunity to present the gifts from the people of Laral first.  Given the state of our nation, my gifts may not bear the same value as some of the gifts from the more prosperous kingdoms.  To give a preface, I do need to explain that our gifts were crafted in the last few weeks by a master armorer who joined us in our journey north.  He has worked night and day with all of the smiths that joined him fleeing to Olhur after the fall of the Valley of Steel.
“In these times of turmoil that requires us to take up the sword instead of the pen to protect and govern our people, armor will be necessary in our coming battle.  I present you each with a suit of the most beautiful armor I have ever seen.”
The two doors on the far side of the room were thrown open and two armor clad stands rolled through each shining in the sunlight that came through the windows. Both king and queen rose to their feet and moved around the table to meet the smiths that pushed the armor past the gawking onlookers.  As the two parties met in the aisle, just a few feet from the base of the rostrum, Magnai spoke glancing back at Atronia as he spoke.
“Princess Atronia, you honor us with your beautiful gifts.  If you would allow, I would like to have the talented master armorer display his work after he introduces himself.”
Antronia smiled broadly and nodded her consent, gesturing for the smith to step forward and speak.  Caeso Nutesh stepped forward and bowed to both Magnai and Giorsal before straightening and speaking loudly for all to hear.
“My gracious king and queen, I am in awe of this opportunity and feel that I am well outside of my station. I am Caeso Nutesh, one of the chief armorers of the Valley of steel and a servant of the house of Falco.   As a royal armorer I have made several sets of armor for kings and queens, but the opportunity to make the first armor of the kingdom is something that men of my profession dream of.
“I based the design for both suits on the twin gryphons of the Sclizar Union, the queen is the silver gryphon accented with dyed blue and gold leather, the king is the black accented by golden leather.  If your grace will grant me, I will start with the queen’s armor.”
Magnai nodded his consent and stepped over to admire the silver armor, placing his arm around his wife’s waist.  He motioned for Caeso to continue and gave a reassuring smile as he did so.  Caeso returned the smile and moved closer to the silver armor placing his hand on the plated shoulder of the armor.
“Queen Giorsal, I have been informed that you are an expert archer and you need to have as much range of motion as possible to draw your long bow.  I have facilitated this by building small plates of silvered steel, form rolled with leather to allow better freedom of movement when greased properly.  I also gave you an open face under the griffon's beak to help with your range of vision only leaving a nose piece to protect your face.
“I have also designed the plate to bend out around the edges ensuring that no single piece can be forced back into you with a strong enough blow.  Matched with your shield and a cape, this armor will provide the perfect protection for any archer, whether mounted or on foot.  My favorite part though, is the ornate work done by some of the silversmiths and expert metal workers here who helped me finish the work in time for the wedding.  The griffon’s feathers on the helm, and the sea serpents, eagles and buffalo on the breastplate represent your kingdom beautifully.”
After taking a second to run her fingers off the silver feathers along the sides of the helmet, she stepped forward and kissed the smith on both cheeks, her joy uncontainable at this gift.  The burly smith blushed and bowed deeply at the gesture, before stepping around to the shining sets of armor.  Speaking loudly, his embarrassment fading as he spoke, Caeso pointed out the details as he explained their purpose.
“My king, I was told that you have a tendency to ride deep into the fighting as well as working with archers.  I know that every man who marches into battle appreciates a commander like you, but we never want to see you fall.  For this reason, I have built your armor using a technique known only to the masters of the Valley of steel, of whom I am one of the last.
“This technique allows us to create this black steel that has the strength of a plate of regular steel twice as thick.  It allows you to ride and fight like you are wearing chainmail and leather, but you are protected with a full body suit of armor.  I was actually able to make the mixture so pure that your armor is less than a quarter of an inch thick and the entire suit weighs less than a shirt of ring mail, but it can withstand the strongest blow we could test.
“If you would be so kind my king, I would demonstrate the strength, so that you may have full confidence in your armor as you ride into battle.  I will wear the breastplate and I will ask you to take up the war hammer there and slam it into my chest.  Please do not worry my king, I have already done this test twice with my son’s assistance and I am confident in the armor, just make sure to hit me squarely so that it doesn’t glance off.”
Magnai gave a quick confused glance at Giorsal before picking up the war hammer and settling its weight on his shoulder.  Caeso strapped the breast plate on, the oversized plate making him look like a young squire pretending to a warrior.  When he was ready, he moved his feet to brace him for the impact and signaled for the men behind him to be ready to catch him.
Shaking his head at the silliness of the whole show, he allowed the weight of the hammer to carry it back as he wound up for the strike.  With a twist of his torso he brought the hammer back around with all of his weight channeled into the ten pound head.  The hammer struck the breastplate with a massive twang, similar to a muffled gong.  For a split second it looked like Caeso was going to keep his feet, until the follow through of Magnai’s twisting body struck, throwing him up into the air and back into the waiting arms of the men seated behind him.
The cheers and thumping of fists rang loudly through the hall as Magnai stepped over and helped the smith to his feet.  As the smith took a couple of staggering steps, the men around him quickly grew quiet as they realized that the studded hammer hadn’t left a single scratch on the armor.  Magnai slapped the smith on the back and gestured for him to continue his explanation of the armor.
Caeso shook his head a little as his assistant helped him out of the breastplate, still a little shaken up by blow.  When he was finally free, he stepped over to the rest of the armor and gestured to the helmet, drawing everyone’s attention back to the presentation.  When he spoke, his voice shook a little again, but he let a little joke slip as he continued.
“King Magnai, I had heard stories of the strength of the men of Tedia, but I clearly underestimated the truth of those rumors.  This armor clearly was made for the right person, and even the finer details reflect your power and position.  My personal favorite though is the helmet, we made a full gryphon head helm with fine mesh eye slits and a rising visor shaped like the beak and face of a gryphon head.
“We added the symbols of the kingdoms that make up the Sclizar Union, the soaring falcon on the chest, the sea serpents on the arms and the buffalo on the legs.  The gryphon head also has some very ornate feather work.  I do hope that you are pleased with the gift from the people of Laral.  We are also finishing armor for King Atzmon and High Priestess Musfira since they lost their weapons and armor in the destruction of Vedal.  If they come and see me tomorrow morning, I will prepare them as well.”
Magnai took one more look at the armor admiring every detail, before giving Caeso a hard slap on the back.  His booming voice echoed in the large hall as he spoke, taking the smith by the shoulder as he did so.
“I know that I will never be able to pull you away from the Valley of Steel, but I do hope that in the future you may at least consider taking an apprentice from my kingdom so that your skills and talents may be better preserved.  Please know that you and your fellow smiths will always be welcome in our kingdom.”
The stout smith bowed deeply before wheeling the suits of armor over to the side of the daios near the side door.  Magnai signaled for his servants to take them to their room so that they could prepare for tomorrow, then returned to his seat. After he had time to take a bite out of a Kibin stuffed roll, it’s savory lamb meat, seasoned with garlic, onion and green peppers, several other
guests began to step forward each baring gifts for the newlyweds and the newly crowned kings.
For the next several hours Magnai ate and drank sparingly as he accepted the numerous gifts of everything from new banners and small units of sworn swords, to exotic birds from the jungles and domesticated war wolves from the mountains of Maldavid.  Their gifts grew so numerous that he had to apologize to his brother for having to store many of their wedding gifts in Rustam’s new castle until they had a chance to build the capital and the war was over. He would be taking several of the gifts with him though.  Many of his friends and lords had brought gifts with the war in mind.
As the night drew to a close Prince Wasim stood last and signaled for his guards to bring forward his gifts.  Three massive dark wood chests were placed before them and Wasim stood behind the center chest, grinning broadly as he bowed in his usual flourishing fashion. He slowly opened each chest so that the three silk banners on top of the other gifts sparkled in the torchlight as he lifted the banner off of the chest on the far right, explaining as he did so.
“I bring these gifts as a representative of my father, the Sultan of Olhur. He begs his forgiveness for not attending, but we are currently under threat of daily attack, meaning that someone had to stay and make preparations for the defense of our homes.  He did make up for it with his gifts though, that I can promise you.  He knew that the first step to your new kingdom would be war, and he wanted to provide you with the means to bring about the future.
“That is why he sent three chests, the first chest is for the future, to be used after the war is over.  The other two chests are for the two facets of war, Land and Sea.  With your permission I would start with the future and work my way left.”
Magnai glanced at Giorsal who nodded her agreement to the planned order.  Wasim nodded to his servants to unpack the first chest.  He unfurled the banner as he spoke, letting the long blue and gold fabric sink down onto the floor.
“You unveiled your war banners on the day that we arrived here, but as you know every nation needs its peace banner to fly over the capital when the fighting is done.  As a gift and symbol of our eternal friendship, I present you with a suggestion for your peace banner.  As you can see, it is still clearly your banner, but now the gryphons stand ready looking off in the future, A wreath of olive branches encircling them.
“In the hopes of the future we also provided smoked fish and raw couscous for the victory celebrations.  The final hope we share is that soon after the fighting is finished, an heir will join your royal family.  For this reason, the rest of the trunk is filled with clothing fit for a prince or princess, either result being a joyous one.”
Magnai couldn’t help but smile at the sincerity of the gifts and the beauty of the banner.  Stepping around the table, he moved to study the banner for several seconds, running his fingers of the stitched sigils.  He accepted the massive folded banner and stepped back to the table to study the clothes that had been set before them. Turning back to face the crowd and Prince Wasim, he spoke quietly at first, but allowed his voice to rise gently as he continued.
“My dear friend, with gracious hearts we accept your suggested peace banner and we will prepare this to be raised the second this war is over.  A wall is already under construction to protect us from the Zanditans, should they decide to turn our direction.  This banner will hang from the tower on the gate the second the fighting is over, and I ask that every banner maker in the kingdom take some time to match this banner.  We want them of every size to hang from the wall and from the towers of the four capitals of our kingdom.
“Your gifts of food for the feast are also very gracious and I would invite all in attendance, as well as the rest of your family and the families of the others who could not be in attendance today, to join us at the site of our new capital for the feast.  I can tell by the glint in my wife’s eyes, that her favorite gifts were the last though.  We look forward to putting them to good use.”
He handed the banner to one of the Vole guards and gave him an order to take the banner and orders to take the banner to the Cliff Hawk nation so that it could be stored in preparation, as well as a wagon load of war banners to be flown over the wall as each section was completed.  He also ordered the man to take a boat down the coast to the Flying Harbor, and to stay out of the jungle if at all possible.  When the man disappeared out the far door, moving at a brisk jog, Magnai returned to his seat and signaled for the prince to continue his presentation.
“This middle chest is one of the two that will be needed before the final one.  This chest is to aid with the land war that is already plaguing the land and will aid you both in bringing an end to it.  I hope that everything in this chest will not be needed, but I feel that it will.
“First is the shields, cloaks and helms for your royal guard, the importance of these men and women during a battle is critical.  I must say that I appreciate the like mindedness of the master armorer in the design for the armor that he gave you earlier today and my father’s man who made these.  If you would be my king, I would ask that you and your wife each select your five guards, so that they can ride out clad in the sitials of their new positions.”
Magnai rose to his feet and held out his hand for Giorsal, before escorting her around to stand in front of the massive chest.  Wasim reached in and drew out a large black full head helmet with a long beak extending down to protect the wearer's neck covered in sweeping feathers covering it to look like a griffin's head.  After handing it to Magnai, he reached back in and drew out a silver helmet, its open face protected by a beak shaped nose guard and the cheek pieces flowed into the feathered ears like Giorsal’s helmet.
With a quick Gesture, he signaled for his wife to go first, knowing that several good men would remain.  Giorsal stepped forward with the helmet in both hands, when she spoke, her voice was strong and firm as she selected her first guard.
“I know that the tradition with royal guards is to choose knights to protect you, but I feel that with a new kingdom I would best change this tradition. All of the knights should know that I don’t mean to disrespect them, but when it comes to war, I would rather see you up fighting with my husband and making sure he doesn’t do anything stupid.  For this reason, I select Aoife Etana, the first female lead archer in the history of Maldavid, to command my Queens guard.  While my choices may be dressed in gowns today, they will be clad in mail and leather tomorrow.”
A raven-haired lady dressed in a deep blue gown stood and stepped forward, accepting the helm gracefully with a bow and stepped to stand behind the queen.  Giorsal moved behind her and placed the cape over her shoulders allowing it to hang loosely down to her knees.  A servant stepped forward and presented Aoife with a knee length kilt of a gold and blue tartan accented with a black and silver cingulum over the top for added protection with its studded strips. She was also presented with greaves for her legs, a shield that matched the ones that had been given to the king and queen and a silver chainmail shirt to be worn under a boiled leather surcoat dyed a deep blue.
She proceeded to call four other women up to join her guard, each accepting their helm and the garb of their new position. The first was a spry young girl named Ixises, who appeared to be younger than Giorsal and wore the velvet leather gown of the Voles.  The next two were women twins who had served under Magnai’s brother in the Tedian Navy as marine strike team leaders.  Mattille and Allie were strikingly beautiful with their dark hair and pale skin, but they had become known for their unique fighting style, using a unique set of three long knives that curved out from between each finger.  The final was another Vole from the Cliff Hawk Nation named Valeska, who strode forward adorned in feathers and a frilled sky blue gown.
After each of the women had settled into their positions behind the queen’s seat, Magnai escorted Giorsal back to her seat before returning and returning and picking up the helmet that he had set down on top of the third chest.  Stepping into the center of the open area before the dais, he studied the faces in the crowd before beginning.
“I am happy to welcome the new members of my wife’s guard and I want them to know that I expect them to give everything to protect my wife from harm should the need arise.  I expect the same from the men I select, and I know that they all will rise to meet this expectation.  For this reason, I have given a lot of thought and consideration to the men I chose and the responsibilities of each since they will serve as commanders along with their duties to protect me when battle arrives.
“As the captain of my guard I selected a man that at one point in my life was a feared enemy, but with the rise of the kingdom of Nonov I am happy to call him a friend.  Viho Kohut, the Reaper of Tropah, please step forward and accept your new command.  I have no doubt that you will rise to every duty and you will compete with me for the most kills on the battlefield when the time comes.  I look forward to your council and don’t worry I made sure that they made the cloak to your liking.”
A tall, stick thin man rose from the table on the left and made his way to the front of the room, his long black tunic swooshing over the stone floor as he walked.  Those who had never seen him in combat wondered how the man had gained such prestige, let alone survived a battle.  His large grey eyes contrasted with his dark copper skin making him like he was blind but could still see everything at the same time.  Accepting his cloak, shield and helm, he moved around behind the table to take his rightful place behind the king where a servant brought the rest of the armor that hadn’t fit in the chest.
The other four followed suit as they were called.  First came Master Niall the Flame Priest of Vedal, having asked to join the army of Sclizar just the day before, his red cloak still emblazoned with the golden tree of Vedal.  Next came Ringean, the second son of the chief commander of the armies of Maldavid, known as much for his ability with a blade as he had a hard unchanging demeanor.  The next was his loyal second, Gaziz who had served and trained by his side their entire lives and Magnai knew everything to expect from this man, trusting him without question.  The final of the companionship was a jungle tribesman, known as Vaclav the Viper, from the small part of the Venom Guard that had sworn allegiance to him. 
When Magnai’s selections had each taken their place behind his chair, Magnai signaled for them to sit and did so himself.  Waiting long enough for the men and women to settle into their chairs while accepting the applause of the onlookers, Wasim stepped back to the center of the stage and moved behind the last chest.  Opening the chest with as much dramatic delay as possible, letting the room grow silent in anticipation, he finally spoke with all of his pomp and showmanship as he pulled out his final gift.
“Great Khan and Grand Empress, my father’s final gift is the gift of the sea.  Each of these is a flag to fly behind each ship of your fleet, hopefully to bring fear to the heart of any sailor who dare oppose your ships.”
He motioned for his servants to begin removing the flags, while he picked up the first and unfurled it with some help, holding the flag out like it would look flying in the wind.  The rippling divide that ran vertically on their other banners now ran horizontally with the blue on the bottom making it look like the waves of the sea.  Both Gryphons now flew, one after the other through the golden morning sky, their claws bared at the distant enemy ahead.  Giorsal was the first to show her approval of the flag, jumping to her feet and applauding her approval.
As he stepped aside and displayed the flag to the rest of the watching crowd, a loud cheer rose and filled the hall.  Wasim beamed with joy that he took from the love the people were giving him and he let the cheers sink in for several seconds giving a quick nod to one of the teal clad ships captains at the back of the room who slipped out the door quietly.  Handing the flag to one of the servants he reached in and pulled out a knee length jacket of dyed blue wool edged with black and silver trim and gold epaulets on the shoulders each shaped like a gryphon’s wing and golden feathers instead of tassels.
“Great Khan, I also came prepared with an admiral's battle jacket and jackets for your high captains as well, although to fill these jackets you need proper Imperial ships for your admiral and high captains to command.  Please follow me out to the balcony, I have the second part of my father’s gift that wouldn’t fit in this large chest to show you.”
Magnai rose again and took Giorsal’s hand to escort her out to the balcony.  When as many people as possible had crowded out onto the balcony, giving respectful room to the royals, Wasim waved his hand at a man standing on the edge of the cliff below.  With a quick wave of a torch, several of the Olhuran ships in the bay raised sails that match the flags they had seen earlier.  The crews on the decks of the ships let up a loud cheer as the sails went up, and they let the onlookers know who they served with a rousing chant of “Sclizar”.
Wasim waved his hands out over the new fleet and spoke loudly to be heard over the shouts of the sailors and the gasps of the crowd.
“Meet the new imperial fleet of the Sclizar Union.  The crews are currently made up of displaced sailors from throughout Azela who all volunteered for this opportunity.  The only members of the crew missing from each ship are the captain and the first mate.  Each man will swear you loyalty directly so that they are independent from any of your kingdoms.
“The flagship sitting at the end of the harbor was designed and built before we knew the new sigil of your house or even that you both would wed, but the inspired craftsman named the ship Wings of the Future and placed a large gryphon head ram on the bow.  This ship is rivaled by only one ship in existence and which is sitting in the harbor of Olhur, having been sent there before Zandita invaded leaving the flagship of Laral stranded with us.  That being said, it will be sailing north tomorrow to help with the attack on Vedal when the time comes.”
Magnai smiled broadly and slapped Wasim on the shoulder again, very impressed with the site below.  Turning to look down the banister of the balcony he found the man he was looking for and yelled over to him.
“Admiral Tuqay, please grab your coat and take command of the fleet.  I would give you the coat myself, but it would take an hour for me to reach you down there.  My brother will be my royal naval advisor to work with you and will join you when you ship out tomorrow.  Select your captains from all three nations before you go, and remember you have a large pool to choose from.  I will be down to inspect the ships in the morning before I have to ready myself for our campaign as well.”
The admiral thumped a fist to his chest and proceeded to bark out ten names.  Each man snapped to attention and saluted their king before working their way back through the crowd to accept their jackets and take command of their ship.  When the new captains and admiral had left through the far doors, Magnai dismissed the crowd with a brief statement.
“My people, it is drawing into the evening and we have a lot of preparations to make.  I plan to ride at high noon tomorrow, and I know my brother was planning to sail at around the same time.  Please know that I am truly pleased with everything that has been done for us, but given the status of our world, I must break tradition and end the feasting early.  Good night to all and I will see you all as we move to avenge our God and our dead.”
The crowd quickly dispersed and left the royals standing out on the balcony, each talking quietly in small groups or lost in their own thoughts.  Soon the conversation turned back to battle plans as they nailed down the final details for the march.  When they started to talk about plans of attack for specific towns that would come several weeks into their campaign, Atzmon interrupted, wanting to change the subject.
“It pleases me greatly to see that your plans are well in hand, but we are ignoring one major part of the fighting.  The combined navy can hold their positions, but they would be much better off to have a plan of attack.  I don’t mean to be rude, but I am becoming worried that we have forgotten about my people, who now suffer under the lash of the godless men and a blockade that keeps them from receiving any supplies from either side.”
Magnai’s voice clouded with emotion again as he placed a hand on his friend’s shoulder.
“My apologies my friend, you are right that I had gotten carried away with my part of the war and I had forgotten the holy island.  All of the ships under my command are at your service and I will send as many ships and marines as I can to help you drive those monsters out of your home.  Will you proceed from there to aid Prince Wasim, or will you return to us after you have helped your people rebuild?”
Atzmon relaxed a little as he processed the question and realized that he was still a key part of the plan.  When he finally spoke, he did so quietly, his fears forcing through in his shielded emotions.
“My friend, I thank you for your support.  I wish that I could return to join in the fight here, but I feel that Ruion is wanting me to assist Princess Antronia as she tries to save her brother and the Empire of Laral.  Your army has ten warrior priests from the True Order joining you, including one that had joined your royal guard, I will take the others with me and the high priestess to give the covenants to the King of Laral, the princesses of Gereth and Sewitt.
“I hope that we will be able to meet again for the feast that you talked about earlier, but if my time should come…”
Magnai cut his friend off before he could continue his thought.
“My brother, we have been through far too much to talk like that.  I pray that Ruion will protect us all as we seek to do his work.  I will see you all again, and when that day comes, we will finish the celebration that we had to cut short today.”
With that Magnai turned and left the hall taking his wife’s hand and leading her out to prepare for the future.  The other royals followed suit, leaving the grand hall after they had said their fair wells.  Wasim was the last to go, taking a few swigs of his drink overlooking the harbor before moving off to his room.




Chapter 14: The Hidden King

Ravi sat on her horse watching the five columns of wagons ran through the street that lead out of the main gate.  Her column stood on the north side of the street, ready to lead the three columns traveling along the northern highway.  Each caravan was full of supplies, weapons and people making their way out to the major farming hubs of Puswa with the hopes of good work and increased food productions.
Each of the princesses of Puswa would lead each column along with the remaining king's guard.  She would be journeying with Mettius back to the northern hub, along the narrow sea between Olhur and Puswa, while her sisters would scatter along the northern and southern roads, each working to increase their resource caches.  Each of the guards were expecting to work with the rebels scattered throughout the kingdom and the Olhuran army when they reached the town, they were in.
With a short blast of the trumpet the column started moving, the gates rising as they drew close.  As they passed beneath the gate, they were headed off by a large force of Gegalan troops with King Kozue in his glinting black armor.  Coming to a stop in front of Princess Ravi, the King ordered his men to surround the opening of the gate and stop all traffic in and out to ensure that no one escaped.
The members of the royal guard quickly formed up between the princesses and the raging king.  For almost a minute, Mettius stared down the angry king and he bellowed obscenity after obscenity in their direction, not really giving a direction to his thoughts.  Mettius finally lost patience lowering his helmets cheek pieces and signaled for his men to follow his lead angling their horses to place their large gilded shields and staves pointed at the Gegalans, when Princess Ravi rode up beside him and placed her hand on his shoulder as a signal for him to stand down and let the king say his piece.
She sat on her horse smiling at the king as his face reddened in frustration before he finally caved and wheeled his horse one more time in frustration and finally got his voice under control.  When he had calmed, he still spoke with ice in his voice, but his anger seemed to have subsided a little.
“Princess, what is this exodus?  Are you and your sisters marching out to join the rebellion?”
Without warning, the princess snorted with laughter as she feyned her desire to hide her laughter.  A wave of laughter rippled through the crowd that was close enough to hear, all wanting to know what she was going to say.  She answered his charges quickly, while trying to hold back her laughter further.
“Good King Kozue, my father and I spoke to you about this plan and received your approval two weeks ago.  We also sent word to remind you of this march yesterday and my messenger can confirm that you received him. These are the volunteer farmers, lumberjacks, miners, fishermen and their families.  My sisters and I are going to help them for a short time and offer our encouragement to those that are basically keeping us alive at the moment, due to the massive increase in population recently and the demands of our military campaign against the forces of the north.
“I apologize that we failed to remind you of your permissions for this march and if we failed to make the king fully aware of the scale of the shift in population, I apologize as well.  If the king would, I would welcome his assistance and protection on my journey if he should. Or if your grace would desire to send his garrison reinforcements with our five separate caravans, we would welcome the protection.
“Dyna and I will be riding to the border cities of Hulutale in the south and Phalila in the north.  These two journeys pass through several rebel infested areas and as I requested when we presented this plan, the more swords we have with us, the safer we will be.  I know that you are constantly reinforcing the forts near these towns and I had hoped to join with them on the way north.  This plan was approved by the Empress herself when she was here, and she is sending supplies with my betrothed who should be arriving within the week.
“My other sisters will be going to closer towns along the coast and should be safer, but you would put my heart at ease if you sent troops with them as well.  If there is anything else, I can do to assuage your fears as well I will be happy to do it.  I don’t want my people or yours to starve and the only way to ensure that this doesn’t happen is to get more people generating food products.”
By the time she had finished, the king had relaxed in his saddle and now looked more cowed than angry.  When he finally spoke, he matched her apologetic attitude, not wanting to seem unreasonable.
“My princess I apologize for my outburst. I’m sure you and your father did inform me of all of the details, but the pressures of running two kingdoms weighed me down and I forgot that this march would involve so many people.  My men would be honored to escort you. I have men scheduled to ride later this afternoon, but I will move up their march if you can delay for thirty minutes.”
Without waiting for anyone’s agreement King Kozue signaled for one of his riders to take his orders back to the garrison on the port where the Gegalan troops were quartered.  The king then turned to Ravi and the captain of the troop that rode behind him.
“Princess, you said that you have a caravan heading to some of the closer farming cities.  This troop was planning to run escort for a food train making the rounds from Lakpura for wheat, then over to Vifaru to collect salted fish and other sea goods, then finally to Artoton to collect fruit from the orchard lands.  They will then turn back to home and make sure that the food gets here.  If I were a betting man, I would bet that these are the cities that your sisters and their caravans are heading.”
Ravi smiled at the king, before answering his question.
“My king, that is a bet you would have won, my sisters are heading to these towns.  Of the close towns, these three have the greatest need for extra help, and extra tools.  If the men are ready to leave, I will move the two caravans traveling to the other locations out to the way so that the rest can get underway.  I would hate to have your men traveling with a full load of food after sunset.  But to do that we need to move the caravans out of the city and have them wait along the side of the north and south roads.”
With a wave of his arm, the king moved his soldiers down the southern road and turned them to move down a side road to make sure that they kept the main road clear for the caravan. When the soldiers were clear, Ravi signaled her men to move the caravans out.  As the wagons rolled past, two royal guards flanking each princess at the head of each column, Ravi sat at the gate studying the faces of the people as they passed.  Some of the merchants and wealthier volunteers rode horses, mules, or donkeys, while the rest rode in empty wagons or walked alongside the caravan.
When the first two wagon trains had moved into fields on the side of each road, the other three trains moved out together with the three young princesses in the center of the columns, with two royal guards at each end.  Ravi sat on her horse on the side of the road, waving at each and every person as they moved past.  Mettius couldn’t help but smile as he watched her out the corner of his eye, with only his helmet disguising his emotion.
As the royal guards at the end of the column passed them, Mettius wheeled in behind, moving out to sit in the intersection where Ravi joined him.  The king soon rode up to Ravi and informed her that his men were ready to ride and could leave whenever they were ready.  Glancing at the road Ravi could see his men had spread along the outside edges of the columns, each ready to defend the people should issues arise.
By the time the caravan had disappeared into the hills down the southern road the two divisions of soldiers that they were waiting for had arrived as well.  Mettius had gone to meet with the southern commander and explain the full mission of his men and the caravan, while he waited for Ravi to finish saying goodbye to her sister.  Ravi knew that they weren’t likely to see her any time soon and she wasn’t sure how long it would be until the Olhuran attack.  But she did know that Dyna would be the last of the sisters to be reached by the army.
When both had wept together for a minute or so, Ravi signaled for them to return to their caravan and move out. For several minutes they rode in silence, Mettius was unsure of what to say or how to say it. When he finally found his courage, they rode along the rim of the cliffs above the ocean and he had made sure to distance them from everyone else.
He kept his head facing forward so as to not give anyone behind them a hint of what was going on, he spoke just loud enough for Ravi to hear him.
“I know this is hard, but this was the best option we have.  This isn’t going to be easy, but this is what we do as rulers of Azela.  Someday soon we will be able to laugh about how stupid this was and talk about our other options, but for now we need to pretend that there is no danger for any of us.”
Ravi fought back a laugh mingled with her silent tears, causing her to fake a cough just to explain the strange sound.  When she finally spoke, she struggled to get the words out through the giggles that still held her hostage.
“Okay, I will make this easier on you, we can talk. Let’s at least change subjects though, how about we talk about your family for once.  Tell me about your family and what they were like, I got to know your sister a little, but I have never met any of the others.”
After fighting back, the images of his father lying dead on the floor of the throne room and of his two brothers being cut down by Zanditan soldiers in the Valley of Steel, he finally spoke, his voice cracking with emotion. He told of his mother, who he believed to still be alive with his youngest brother in the capital, but no word had come about the capital for nearly six months at this point. From there he talked about those he had lost and his childhood memories that brought some joy back after the dark topics before.
They rode for hours as he talked, only stopping when they reached a small town silhouetted by the burning red reflections of the setting sun.  Within minutes they had found lodging in barns and the single small inn for all of the people in the caravan while the Gegalan soldiers set up camp up the hill north of the town.  When they had all settled in, Mettius sat in a chair near the open hearth, watching the last of the patrons slip up to their beds or out to their homes.
By the time the full moon had begun to climb into the sky and the stars finally emerged from behind the last remnants of the sunlight that had fled to blacken the sky, Mettius and Ravi had been left alone in the great room.  They hadn’t been talking much during the evening, but when even the innkeeper bid them goodnight, the talk turned to the more dangerous plans.  They were interrupted briefly when two of the other royal guards descended the stairs almost silently, each of them now wearing all black wool clothing and a black leather cover had been pulled over their stolen sword sheaths to not give any indication of their daylight responsibilities.
Each man bowed low, before slipping out to join up with the waiting rebel soldiers who sat in wait in the ravines below the Gegalan camp.  The plan was simple for tonight, kill the sentries and raid the armory.  They were going to attack or raise any alarms if possible, so that they could be long gone before the next watch found the dead men.
Mettius had wanted to join his men on the raids, but he knew that it would be unwise, as soon as the attack was discovered he would be sought out.  They had arranged for two other trusted men from the caravan to take his men’s beds just in case the beds were inspected, and he knew that the two he sent would not be recognized since they had ridden at the head of the column with their helmets on.  Without saying a word, he returned the salute by tapping his fist to the center of his chest, signaling the men to melt into the night.
When the men had disappeared, he turned back to Ravi and took her hand.  He spoke quietly, as he looked into her eyes, allowing his emotions to slip through as he raised her to her feet.  He took her into his arms and allowed their noses to touch gently.
“My princess, I wish with every breath of my being that we could stay here all night and be together without all of the acting.  But alas our worlds will continue to pull us apart before it will put us back together.  We must now go to bed and at least pretend to sleep, so that when the Gegalans come storming in raising the alarm, we look as innocent at the sheep that are now huddled together out back.”
She pulled back slightly and nodded her agreement and tried to speak, before slipping back into his embrace and nestling against his neck.  When she pulled back again, she kissed him softly, before slipping from his arms and running up the stairs to her room.  Mettius remained in the room for several minutes, still trying to process what had just happened, a broad smile crossing his lips as he moved down the hall to where he had a private room in the guards’ quarters.
After he had undressed he drew his short sword from its hidden sheath and sharpened the blade for a short time, before checking his staff and boot dagger.  When he was satisfied that his weapons were ready, he blew out the candle and sank into bed, his mind replaying the kiss in his mind over and over again.  Ravi’s eyes were the last things he remembers seeing through his mind’s eye before sinking off into the darkness of a fitful sleep.


Tertius and Sumuel moved silently through the shadows, doing their best to avoid the roaming dogs and cats from the village that could draw attention to them.  The two men had been hand-picked by their king for this task due to their prior experience as scouts and swamp raiders for the armies of Laral.  They had both been made officers and moved to the royal command for their defeat of the infamous Zanditan Commander Tayanita Scekic, when she had tried to push north into the wetlands, trying to cut off support and supplies that were being moved through Hyvygh port. 
They had led a small group of men into the Cobalt Bowels and up into the hill lands, forcing the Zanditans to waste vast amounts of men in the floating islands and false grassland that were plagued by venomous snakes, spiders, and birds.  During the battle of the Valley of Steel they hadn’t been able to use their tactics, but now they had secretly been training and aiding the rebellion to take up some of their tactics. 
Now they moved out of the town, making the shadows their friends as they made their way to the stream that trickled past the farms on the edge of the town.  As they disappeared into the shallow ravine, they soon found the other ten men waiting for them, each carrying a short sword and a dagger, the blades darkened with ash to keep it from gleaming in the moonlight.  The men’s faces and hands had also been covered in ash to darken their skin when necessary, when every man was hidden and his metal had been wrapped in fabric to deaden the sounds that it could make, they glanced around and waited for the order to move.
Without hesitations Sumuel tapped his knife against his left arm, signaling that he would lead five of the men up the left side of the hill.  Tertius returned the signal, tapping his blade to his right arm before waving in a brief circle to signal for his men to follow him. Six men crawled slowly out of the ravine and moved toward the nearest guard, before breaking into pairs of two and moved to where they were within striking distance of the three guards on their side of the hill.
The man accompanying Tertius threw a rock, thunking it off of a nearby tree, causing all of the guards to look in his direction.  Tertius watched as the two far guards fell silently, before he slipped up behind the third guard.  Silently he slipped his left hand over the guard’s mouth and he plunged the knife in his right hand into the back of the man’s neck, killing him almost instantly.
A soft crack of a breaking stick echoed from the trees on the far side of the hill, signaling the attack on the remaining guards.  Rising to his feet, Tertius took the place of the fallen guard and signaled with the fallen guard’s spear, raising its point high over his head.  When he saw the same signal from the other side he lowered the spear and moved off towards the armory at the west end of the camp.
Two of his men placed a cart near the base of the hill on a local farm earlier in the day and were quietly shifting two of the horses from the nearby pasture and hitching them to a wagon for a quick escape.  The rest of the men moved as quietly as possible, carrying the first of the spears and swords down the gentle slope to the waiting wagon.  After the steel weapons had been loaded, the men moved on to the bows and arrows, loading them quietly into the wagon to be sent on to the local rebels.
When they began to load the armor and mail, a few of the soldiers began to stir, the light rattle of metal rubbing against metal causing more noise than they wanted.  When one of the Gegalans sat up and rubbed his eyes, Sumuel quickly signaled for the raiders to get their loads to the wagon and disappeared.  The signal went up as the wagon rolled away at full speed, rattling loudly as it crossed the horse pasture.
The rest of the men disappeared into the woods and ravines, melting into now starless predawn hours.  The town began to rouse as the two swamp men slipped through the alley and climbed up the wood latus on the side of the inn, slipping into the upper floor of the guard house, tapping the men who pretended to sleep in their beds and signaled for them to slip out into the night. 
They each slipped into bed after stripping off their black clothes and scrubbing their skin and blades clean, hiding them under their beds.  As the final hour of night disappeared, the two men slipped into a shallow sleep, trying to get a little rest before they were called to arms.  The blackness of night and the low echo of the horn ringing in their ears as they drifted into blackness.


Mettius awoke some time later, as the war horns boomed the deep black of the pre-dawn hours.  He rolled out of bed quickly and redressed himself in his silvered mail and his surcoat, making sure to fully armor himself before moving out into the chaos.  He opened the window and looked out on the now burning hill in the near view and the burning Gegalan ships in the distance, before pulling his helmet over his head and strapping his shield to his arm.
Grabbing his staff and sprinted out the door to take up position at the bottom of the stairs, that led up to the princess’s quarters. He reached the edge of the stairs as several Gegalan soldiers began to climb them.  Without stopping his stride, he slid his staff between two rungs of the bannister, sending the first man crashing to the ground as he flipped over the top of the waist high rod of polished aspen wood.  The other three slowed to a stop and moved back down to meet him, daggers drawn.
With a seamless motion, Mettius withdrew the staff from the opening in the railing and whipped it up to face the three men.   He slowly circled and moved to place himself in front of the stairs, to prevent any further attempts on the royal guests' lives.  When he was in position, he spoke in a quiet hiss, making sure that the three remaining men focused on him and not on the rest of his men that were moving silently through the front door.
“Did you not think that I would be on hand when the horns went off?  I am sworn to protect my princess and you men are ordered to do the same.  You should be taking up positions around the building to ensure that the pirates attacking your fleet in the bay below aren’t able to get in here and kidnap the young royals that we are escorting.
“Instead you are here acting like the blind savages that every rebel I’ve interrogated likes to try and convince me that you are.  Now, shut your blood lust off, or I will be forced to arrest you and take you for traitors, as is already the fate of your unconscious friend here.  I’ve heard that the commander of the Sun towers has a wonderful way to treat the men that act like savages.  The last word I got was that he keeps a pack of hungry wolves in the midnight pit that he uses to hunt and to execute traitors.”
Two of the men relaxed and stepped back, now unsure of their decision to charge the stairs.  They chose their fates though, when they followed the third man as he rushed Mettius his twin knives slashing through the air.  With three rapid movements of the staff, he struck the first man on the head, then took the legs out from under the second, and finally he caught the third on the back of the head, slamming him face first into the wood bannister.
His three men moved over to the men, now all flat on the ground and finished knocking out the two that still squirmed and began to slowly crawl towards the door.  He quickly ripped the orange cloak off the nearest man and used the blade nearest to him to strip the thick wool and braid it quickly into four ropes.  Tossing three of the ropes to his men they quickly bound the unconscious men, tying their hands and feet together like a roped cow.
Rising back to his feet, he barked orders for two of his men to guard each door, while the third moved the prisoners into the great room to be guarded.  Before each man disappeared they took their pick of the shorter blades that laid on the floor.  The first two picked narrow rondel blades with a thin polished cross guard, that had been designed to slip through the links of chainmail without breaking.  The third man picked up a longer tanto blade, made of shimmering folded steel.
When the other men had left to their duties, Mettius collected the remaining seven blades that had been taken from the fallen men.  He knew that he would have to return for obvious blades to the Gegalan captain, but the other three would not be missed.  As he went through the process of sorting the blades by size and type, he heard the stairs creak behind him, causing him to whip around with the nearest unsheathed blade in his hand.
He was greeted by the panicked face of Princess Ravi, as she descended the stairs in her silver linen nightgown.  Mettius slowly lowered the blade back down to the bar top and stood awestruck by the shimmering beauty that appeared to float down the stairs towards him, The thin fabric of her gown flowed as she walked, not hiding any of her beautiful features as she moved.
When she finally reached him, she stepped close and placed her hand on his, only stopping when she saw the man standing on the far side of the great room.  She took a small step back, leaving Mettius a little unbalanced by her scent and his desire to sweep her up into his arms.  When she finally spoke, she slowly walked her fingers up and down his arm, letting the gentleness of her voice and her touch tell the words that she couldn’t speak.
“Captain, I heard the horns and dressed as quickly as I could. What is happening and why are there four bound Gegalans in the great room?”
Taking a half step forward, to return the silent gesture, speaking a little louder so that his man and the captured Gegalans could hear his words.
“My Princess, The Gegalan camp was attacked by pirates that snuck up the ridge and from what I was able to see from my window, they burned part of their camp as well.  I was also able to see the burning torches of the pirates as they fled back down to their ship from my room.  There were three ships that were anchored down in the port that are now burning from the late-night attack.”
Gesturing to the window that had just been opened, he studied the port below that was just starting to appear in the wolf light of the early morning, before turning to glare at his prisoners.
“It looks like the Gegalans burned one of the pirate ships, but the fourth Gegalan ship has been taken and is now raising a black sail to flee with the others.  These four scoundrels came here with bad intentions for you and the other maidens that are with you and we were able to stop them.  If your grace should desire, we will take them to the Sun Towers to be tried as traitors to the empire.  They have written orders to protect you at all costs and respond to my orders, meaning they are in violation of the kings orders as well as the command of the Empress herself..”
In a much quieter voice, he continued the explanation as he stepped to meet her at the base of the stairs.
“We captured ten blades from these men, I gave my men a blade each for their good work.  I will also take two and I would recommend that you take on as well.  These thin rondel blades are known as assassin blades and are easy to conceal.  I would recommend that you pick one of them, but it is up to you.”
She stepped forward and picked up a black steel blade wrapped in orange leather on the hilt and was crowned by a polished fire orange Clinohumite crystal.  It was beautiful and was clearly cherished by the way it had been cleaned and sharpened.  She slipped it back into its thin leather sheath before sliding it into the opening of her gown that ran down both sides, sliding the sheathed blade into the belt out of view of any prying eye.  As the cold steel of the handle pressed against her skin, she couldn’t help but shiver.
When she had begun to get used to the blade, she turned back to Mettius and nodded her approval.  Reaching down Mettius picked up a long-bladed dagger and hooked it to his belt, before picking up a smaller Kunai blade and slipped it into a hidden pocket on the inside of his surcoat.  He turned back to Ravi and spoke with authority again, taking back up the mantle of the protector as he spoke.
“My princess, please return to your quarters and tell the rest of the women to prepare their things.  I will go and find the Gegalan commander and deliver these blades and check on their status.  From there we will need to ride as soon as I return, it isn’t safe here and I fear that it will grow increasingly violent if we try and wait until later in the morning.”
He watched her climb back up the stairs, his worry about his next task fading quickly as he watched her, wondering how the knife had disappeared under such a tight dress.  When she disappeared into the darkness, he picked up the remaining blades and moved out the door, sending the other two guards back inside to protect the stairs and protect the people inside the building.  Stepping out into the night air, he looked up at the hill that was now circled with swirling torches as the Gegalan soldiers patrolled the area around the camp, looking for any sign of the attackers.
As he neared the base of the hill, he took an unlit torch from the door of a barn and lit it with the flint he kept in his pocket.  He knelt over the tinders as they burned the grass, nursing the flames until they were strong enough to ignite the torch.  Exploding in flames the torch caught quickly and shone brightly on his polished silver mail as he approached the hill on the exposed shallow sloped side.
The bellow of a war horn accompanied a challenge as he approached the line of patrolling men, acknowledging that he had been seen and was considered a threat.  He stopped where he was and yelled in response to the challenge, moving the torch to the side of his surcoat so the scarlet rose became visible along with the silver scale mail.
“Gegalan soldier, I am Captain Mettius of the royal guard.  Commander of this caravan by decree of King Kozue and protector of the innocent and loyal citizens of Puswa.  I demand to speak with the Marshall immediately and if you refuse me I will hold you on charges of treason.  Now stand down and I’m going to approach, if you try and stop me you will be in violation of the orders of our king and representative of the eternal empress.”
He slowly climbed the hill, keeping his shield in front of him with the torch laid over his shield arm.  When he finally reached the man that had challenged him, the soldier looked over him quickly and recognized the attire and crested helm.  Through the sucking mud of the now rain sodden hill he was escorted to the only tent still standing at the crest of the hill.
Handing his torch to one of the armed guards at the door, he stepped into the tent and studied the black chainmail clad man standing at a table on the far side of the tent.  At first the man ignored him, until he marched over and slammed one of the tanto blades into the center of the map that had been rolled out on the table.  The older soldier jumped, and wheeled attempting to draw his sword as he did so.
Mettius met his spin, locking his arm around the marshal’s sword arm and pressed a second blade to his throat.  He spoke softly and with as much malice as he could muster as he slammed the smaller man onto the table and used the two remaining rondel knives to slip through the links of his chainmail sleeves, pinning his outstretched arms to the table.  When the man stopped struggling, he slammed the blade he still held into the other side of the map and stepped away.
“Marshal, I don’t take kindly to raiders being sent to use and kill my wards.  You are under my command, and I plan on holding those men for treason when we reach the Sun Towers.  I also thought that I would return your blades to you, from what I saw on my way in, you will need them to fight with since your armory is missing.
“My caravan is going to start moving within the hour and I hope that your men will be collected enough to join us.  There are three large pirate galleys in the bay and they are sending out raiding parties, who I am assuming attacked you and your men.  We will be moving up the high road to keep our distance from the sea, but it will take more time.  Perhaps once we have passed the north bend, we will move out onto the main highway once we have mast the rose fjords.
“If you do join us, warn your men that the four that attempted to attack the royal maidens will be guarded and are guilty because they raised a blade against me and my men.  Any man that attempts to do so much as speak to them will join them in bonds and in the wolf pit of the Sun towers.  I will have no more stupidity from your men and I will be keeping the dagger that I took from the man in charge, I believe it holds the seal of your house.  It will be presented to King Kozue when we return should you do anything besides comply completely.”
The marshal nodded his agreement and stopped his struggling, clearly hoping that Mettius would free him.  With a pitying look Mettius wheeled around and marched out the door, taking the torch from the guard as he walked past in the drizzling rain.  Without turning, he barked back at the two guards, making sure that everyone around him could hear.
“Go free the Marshal and take a look at what my mercy looks like, especially when you order the rape and murder of innocent maidens.  As the chief officer and seal bearing representative of the king and empress, I could have easily put him to the blade, or ordered him bound and marched to his execution at the Sun Tower.  But out of kindness and my preference that the actual men in the company join me when we leave in an hour, I have seen fit to let you take justice into your own hands.
“Any man who still accepts orders from their king needs to be saddled and ready to ride on the high road in one hour.  When we stop in the morning, I will take a roll call and any man not present will be branded a traitor and left for dead.  King Kozue doesn’t look lightly on the attempted rape of his daughter’s childhood friend and the Admirals betrothed.”
He continued his march down the hill, not looking back even after he was past the barn where he had picked up the torch.  Moving through the town and farms where the people were quartered, he ordered them to prepare to travel immediately, only stopping when he reached the empty houses where several families that had joined them were moving in.  Pausing briefly at each building he explained the situation to whoever was awake and welcomed them to continue if they were worried but promised that the pirates and rebels would leave the farmers and fisherman alone.
When each of the six families had agreed to stay he moved back to the inn and began the preparations to renew the journey.  The work continued until the caravan was assembled and moving, with the last bands of pink and gold climbing up into the sky to welcome the full light of day.  The terrain was a steady climb for the first several hours, but soon turned into a rolling pattern as they wound between the mountains that made up the barrier between the land of Puswa and the Soundless Desert.
Mettius finally signaled for the caravan to stop at a small pond that stood between two mountains, allowing everyone to rest for a few hours.  With the sun only halfway through its climb, they had already been traveling for several hours and both horses and people were tired from the fast pace of the early journey.  After the royal guard had seen to the needs of the horses and the women who made up the royal procession, Mettius made his way back to the remaining Gegalan soldiers.
As he approached the marshal and his chief officers he heard them speaking quietly, not wanting to draw attention to themselves.  He recognized the harsh tongue that was known as Naizgesh almost instantly but decided to play dumb as he approached.  He moved amongst the other men, talking first to the ones who had been loyal while listening in on every word the marshal said.
“We can’t take any more chances with the royal guards here anymore.  I saw him send a bird ahead to the Sun Towers detailing the crimes committed by the others.  If he has an accident on the trail or comes to some kind of harm now, Field Marshal Geiger will march this entire command into the wolf pit.”
A second man agreed and joined in the conversation, keeping his back to the others as he pretended to fix the saddle.
“I would be happy about just waiting until we got to the Sun Tower to deal with that slave scum, but he is holding my brothers because you ordered them to kill the princess and her little friends.  We need to free them, or they will most likely turn on us when we reach the Sun Towers.  If we give the captain of the royal guard a chance to deliver his mandate to the Field Marshall we are all as good as dead, especially since we are acting against the orders of the king.”
Having heard enough of the treasonous talk, he moved over to the men that had responded quickly and had proven themselves loyal already and quietly ordered them to stand ready to fight.  He signaled his three guards to move into a protective formation between the civilians and the Gegalan forces.  When he was sure that every man possible was ready to back him, he moved over to the small group of men.
As he approached, several curses, insults and threats were leveled in his direction from the four men that stood nearby.  Each of them kept a friendly look on their face and kept the tone of their voice calm, making it seem as though they were speaking compliments.  Mettius mirrored their tone as he approached with his shield low and his staff laying over his shoulder. When he finally stopped in front of the marshal he spoke near perfect Naizgeth.
“My friends, you need to make sure you learn everything you can about someone, before you start plotting to kill them.  As the son of the most successful steel monger in Azela, I was forced to learn all eleven of the lower languages as well as the Shared Tongue.  Now, you can either surrender peacefully, or all those who still have morals will take you into custody by force.”
The three men that stood around him each placed their hands on their sword hilts, moving into positions where they could strike him down.  Without warning, a sword blade appeared against the throats of two men, causing them to release their swords.  An archer joins those who joined Mettius, pointing his nocked and drawn arrow at the unprotected torso of the man who had been messing with the saddle.
The Marshal and the third soldier released their grips on sword hilts and daggers, raising their hands over their heads.  With a quick motion of his head, he sent the several of the men scrambling to apprehend the four men, now convicted of treason in the eyes of every man there.  When the men had been stripped of weapons and armor, he turned to the squad leader that had backed him through the events of the last day and handed him the marshal’s crested helm and cloak, making him the commander of the Gegalan forces.
When he had distributed the weapons and armor to the Gegalan soldiers that were still missing equipment, he took up the four swords and took them back to his men.  He handed out three of the swords to the other royal guardsmen, keeping the Marshal’s blade for himself.  The ornate cross guard was formed to look like an antlered black stag, the antler points facing up to form numerous sword catches.
When the traitors had been bound in the prisoner train Mettius ordered the four best riders in the Gegalan forces to ride down the high road and the ocean road to inform them of potential threats ahead.  They had stopped in this valley to make sure that they had a safe defensible position, and now they needed to know what lay ahead.




Chapter 15: Vindication

Atzmon dry heaved over the side of the side of the ship as the sea tossed them back and forth in the waves.  The invasion force had spent the last two day’s sailing through massive swells to reach the coast of Vedal almost unnoticed.  He now sat in a small rowboat, moving back into the same cove that they had used for their escape.
A few scouts had rowed ashore a few hours before, checking the location of the sentries and eliminating anyone in the tower.  They had sent a signal with a torch from the parapet of the tower a few minutes ago, and now he sat in the lead rowboat of a small fleet of thirty boats, each filled to the brim with soldiers.  Their first task was to clear the area and make a safe harbor for their ships in the small hidden bay.
The swells carried them deep into the bay quickly, leaving the oarsmen more worried about the massive rocks and cliff walls than about moving the ship forward.  Rising on a large wave they were pitched forward, crossing the remaining distance in seconds, violently slamming them onto the wet pebbles of the shingle beach.  The breaking and plunging end of the wave lifted the stern of the boat into the air as the bow caught in the dirt, sending Atzmon flying into the air, despite the considerable weight of his armor.
Spitting out dirt as he clambered to his feet, he quickly collected his gear and began the process of organizing his forces as they landed on the beach.  They lost one row boat when it was dropped hard onto the beach and another went down against the rocks that lined the bay.  One of the now empty boats moved quickly to save them men that were aboard, but a lot of the weapons they were carrying were lost along with one of the armored knights. 
When he had sent the first units up the trail and the lead scout returned to report that no enemies were anywhere on site due to the storm, he organized the rest of the men sending them up the trail as well.  He then turned back to the oarsmen, yelling as loud as he could to be heard over the crashing of the waves against the large stone walls.
“Row back carefully and use the surf to carry you out, we can’t afford to lose any more boats.  Tell the captains that we are going to unload one ship at a time to make sure that we do this safely.  While one ship is unloading the other seven will anchor and hold odd angles to work as surf breaks to lessen the impact on the rowboats and speeding up the unloading process.
“Once they are all empty, they can move just west of here, there is a shielded bay where they can anchor, but it has no trail, so we will have to communicate by signal lights.  When we have cleared out the island up to the forest, we will signal for them to press the attack on the gate to pull their attention away from us.  We will also be using the two smaller ships to make a run on the keep since we don’t have the forces to take it from the land side.”
Several of the oarsmen bowed as others pushed the boats back out into the angry surf of the bay, each braving a different angle on the bay so that they could escape one after the other and not damage each other as they tried to avoid the rocks.  When he was sure that all of the small boats had cleared the rocks, he turned and climbed the trail, moving as quickly as his new battle armor would allow. Reaching the top, he paused for a brief second to catch his breath before moving towards the tower where his men were assembled.
Reaching the assembled men, he quickly brushed the sand and mud off of his armor and leather war kilt, the browned steel of the armor and ribbing the kilt looking and feeling like it was made of wood.  Without hesitation he barked orders, having planned his assault since the moment he lost sight of the island during his exodus.  If everything went according to plan, he would be back in his home by the end of the day.
Splitting the archers that had made the climb into three groups, he sent each group in a different direction. The first group of archers disappeared up the tower quickly, followed by a second group moving down to the road towards the city, establishing an ambush point near the bend in the cemetery wall.
When they had disappeared over the first hill he turned back to the remaining fifteen archers.  He explained the protected fortification that he wanted to set up on the tops of the surrounding hills using the fence from a nearby pasture and thorns from the shallow valley below the hill.  As several of the heavily armored warrior priests of the True Order joined him on the ridge, he sent the  black clad warriors to move out into the sea of wild grass that lay beyond the hills to locate the enemy and give his men advanced warning of their approach.
The remaining  warrior priests would form a series of black and gold shield walls that closed off the road and moved progressively closer to the city as more men made the climb up the cliff.  Atzmon would lead the last group of four elite warrior priests down the western coast trying to get a view of the city so that they could see the enemy and revise the plans if needed.  Atzmon hoped that he would find his people still here, so that he could smuggle them out and get them to fight alongside him, but the time may have changed a lot.
While the first line disappeared into the stormy night, Atzmon placed the helmet on his head, letting the thick, forest green wool coif drop over his shoulders.  The ornate leaf pattern and deep green color of the helm and face guard made him look almost like the tree that was his nation’s sigil.  His favorite part of the armor was the twin flat buckler-like flanges that had been built into his gauntlets, allowing him to more freely use the twin swords of his covenant.  He still carried his larger round shield on his back and could easily use it if he ran into archers, but for now he was far more capable in hand to hand combat with it to help protect him from behind. 
When he was ready, he turned back to the men that would be joining him and made sure they were ready to move out.  They each wore leather armor and a masked helmet made of the same steel as Atzmon’s armor, made to look like the trunk of a tree with the green branches protruding like horns from the top.  Covering everything was a thick black wool cloak with the golden tree embroidered on the front and back, growing and entwining around the sides.
Despite never having never been involved in a formal war, Vedal had regularly sent the warriors of the True Order to join in fights deemed to be a holy cause as well as fighting pirates and raiders along the western coast of Azela.  Each man had their specialties and they all knew that they would be called on in the next few hours.  Having checked with each of his men, Atzmon turned and moved silently into the grass, staying just out of sight of any passing ship, despite the storm that still raged.  He and the priest rotated who led, with the lead man stopping at the top of each hill to cover the team’s ascent and descent down the far side.
They continued on for almost an hour, having to reroute multiple times due to mud pits or swollen streams that would take too much time to cross.  Anticipation and fear grew in all of them as they entered the forest, making their way towards the temple and the secret door that he and Magnai had used.  Coming to a halt along the now overgrown wall, Atzmon drew both swords and signaled for one of the priests to open the door.
A priest named Cruinn slowly slid the door open while muttering a prayer of forgiveness for bearing cold steel inside his god’s house.  When the door was open, Atzmon slipped inside, quickly becoming overwhelmed by the smell of ash and soot.  He quickly retreated out the door and warned the others to cover their faces so that they could breath.
He sheathed his left sword and placed his hand over his face, using the wool of his coif working like a filter so that he could breath.  Stepping back in he walked deeper into the temple, doing his best to squint so that the lingering smoke burned his eyes less.  For several minutes, the men slowly worked their way to the blackened remains of the temple, making it all the way to the Courtyard of the Tree of Life before they found any sign of life.
Cruinn was the first through the door, letting out an anguished cry as he entered.  The others entered each awestruck by the sight before them, but not truly grasping the reality of the sight.  Atzmon was the last to move into the large garden, freezing cold as he stepped through the door.
At first all he saw was black but a bolt of lightning above revealed the reality.  A massive crater sat in the center of the room, partially filled with water.  Moving through the grey water, he moved to kneel at the last remaining part of the tree, the table of roots still stood, jutting out the black earth just a foot beyond the rim of the crater.
For the next several minutes, Atzmon knelt in prayer, asking for forgiveness for the destruction he had caused.  Pleading his case openly he explained that they had taken the best of the options available and he vowed to hold those truly accountable.  Finally closing his prayer, he turned back to his men, explaining what had happened here and why they were here while the rest of their army was staging the attack.
Each of the men moved to his side, doing their best to console Atzmon and cursing the Zanditan scum that had forced this decision.  His eyes remained down, studying the holy soil that he and Magnai had been forced to destroy, until he caught the glint of something just inside the crater.  Moving quickly to it he dropped to one knee and dug around the once emerald stone that now was caked in ash.
The others quickly joined in,  exposing the golden hilt of a sword that Atzmon had last seen on the day of his endowment sheathed on the hip of the Captain of the True Order, who had escorted them.  Slowly he withdrew the Gold and Dark Green Jade hilt the ornate branches and leaf work running up onto the Damascus steel blade as it slipped from the soft earth, exposing its scarred and broken blade tip.  When the blade was fully exposed, the men dropped to their knees before their king, every man praising Ruion for his sign.
Atzmon lifted Cruinn to his feet, and handed the blade to him, admiring the multi colored blade that had been mixed from steel, copper and bronze to make the steel look like it had been made of wood.  When Cruinn refused, Atzmon stepped closer, closing the young priest’s fingers around the hilt as he did so.
“My friend, this sword is meant for the Justice of Ruion, it has always been in the hands of one of the priests of Vedal and the highest ranking member of the True Order.  It was held by Yonatan the Undaunted, and he fell trying to defend the tree of life from the desiccators.  From this day forward, you shall be known as Cruinn the Vindicator and you shall wield the Sword of Justice against those who stand against Ruion.  I have my covenants and now you have yours, besides that, there are tokens for each of us as well.”
Stooping again, Atzmon shifted a little more dirt and unearthed the remnants of a leather belt, with four small dirks still attached.  Each blade covered in a sheath of sealed wood from the tree of life and deep green jade that matched the ornately carved hilt.  Sliding each knife from the inner leather lining to expose the same style blade as the sword, he handed them to each of the remaining men, giving them the charge to take up the blade in the defense and vengeance of Ruion and his children.
When each man had accepted the blade, Cruinn asked them to all kneel around what was left of the altar, offering a prayer of thanks and a petition for protection as they went about this holy work.  After closing the prayer, they rose and turned back to Atzmon for their next marching orders, their horror now turned to anger and focus.  With very few words, Atzmon sent one of the Olhuran twins called Awadah up into the tower to cover their movements as they scouted out the city below and located targets throughout the plaza beyond the temple’s main structure.
It didn’t take long for Awadah to reach the first window and quickly climb back down.  He made it back to the others before they even had a chance to make their way out the far door into the main complex of the temple.  Out of breath he stumbled through his report, trying to catch his breath in the ash filled air.
“My king, I’m not sure if this is good news or bad.  Your people are currently being held in the plaza of the temple and they are only loosely guarded.  I think that I can take out the guards on the walls easily with my bow, but I can’t see what it looks like on the outside.  There may be a garrison in one of the houses or warehouses just outside the wall.  Inside the walls there isn’t a single guard, so if we get we can get all of the people out quickly we shouldn’t be opposed.”
Atzmon felt his heart leap into his throat as he thought about what he might find in the plaza, but he was pulled back as he felt the gazes of the men at his command.  He thought quickly and gave his orders quietly.
“Cruinn and Farthegn will move around the outside walls of the temple, by going back through the rear door.  Kamil and I will enter the doors of the temple, Awadah will cover us from above, taking out the two guards on the wall after we get an all clear from you two.  You will signal us by throwing the Zanditan banner from the tower into the center of the plaza.  From there you will both move through the salley port on the south side of the temple, if there aren’t any troops on site and we will take our people out and around the temple.
“The sacred forest and the structures below the tower will provide enough temporary cover for the women and children while we arm the capable men and retake the city.  Awadah, I will also need you to run ahead once the walls are clear to warn the picket line that we are coming and need cover as we retreat.  Please tell the commander to not sound the horn and give our position away, but to use the flags and torches to move the men into a position to protect us as we withdraw.”
Each man bowed deeply and sprinted off to fulfill their assignment as quickly as possible.  When Atzmon found himself alone, he took a deep breath and moved through the far door making his way through the partially destroyed and ransacked halls of the more public section of the temple where Kamill had cleared a narrow path through the debris.  After several minutes he reached the ornate main door that stood barred from the inside, Kamill quickly cleared the debris from the doorway and moved to the window to study the scene outside beside Atzmon, who had sheathed his swords as he watched.
It took several minutes for the signal to be given and the guards on the wall to fall, but when both men fell Atzmon threw open the doors and stepped out into the lightning streaked night.  At first the people nearest him scrambled to their feet, in a half-conscious fear, unsure who this almost mythical visage was.  Seeing the fear in his people’s eyes, the king quickly removed his helmet and spoke loud enough for those nearest him to hear and spread the word to the others.
“My people, please calm yourselves, Ruion has seen fit to provide a way for the suffering that you have endured to end, and he has saved my life so that I could return as an avenging angel on his behalf.  I grieved daily that I could not be by your side, but we are here now, with the full backing of the faithful kingdoms of our god.  Please gather your things, we are leaving so that we can prepare to retake the city and make this land holy once more.”
A soft buzz of murmuring voices began to rise as he stepped out among his people, shifting his large shield to his arm so that they could see the sigil and know who he was.  After several steps, the people began to move close, touching his armor and dropping to one knee in recognition of his position.  The crowd quickly scattered as the wicker gate opened up and the two other members of Atzmon's party stepped through the gate, only to have the people approach them carefully as they recognized the warrior priest and the sword he carried.
When his four companions met him in the center of the plaza, the people began to press close, wanting to see and hear the miracle that was occurring.  Cruinn gave the king a quick nod and turned back to the salley port, leading the way out and into the open air beyond.  Atzmon spoke quietly with the nearest people instructing them to do their best to remain silent as they moved around the wall of the temple and into the yard of the house.
Atzmon placed his helmet back on his head and drew his swords as a rustling sound came from the street beyond. Kamill and Farthegn ran to each side of the street and moved silently through the shadows between the buildings.  Cruinn turned and quickly led the people into the woods beyond the temple, while Atzmon helped the people move out of the plaza as quietly as possible.
It took a few minutes for all of his people to make it out and around the corner, moving slowly so that they didn’t make much noise, the whimpers of half-awake children were muffled by the still drizzling rain.  Closing and barring the door from the inside, Atzmon cut back through the temple, barring each door he could behind him to make sure their escape path wasn’t easy to follow.  When he emerged through the hidden door in the woods, he found his people already moving out into the grasslands along the coast.
After making his way back through the massing crowd, Atzmon searched for his last two men, until he heard the ringing of steel in the distance.  He quickly growled for his people to move forward as fast as possible, while he moved back to buy them time.   Moving slowly, he untied his sling and withdrew a handful of stones from the pouch hanging from his belt, next to where the sling had been tied.
Just seconds after he stepped out into the light of the growing lightning storm overhead, his men came sliding in the mud as they rounded the corner.  Several arrows flew over their heads, as they dropped low behind the front garden wall of the nearest house.  Atzmon moved down the road, making his way two blocks to the east, putting himself behind whoever was pursuing his men up the hill.
Reaching the corner, he glanced around the tall wall of the storefront, seeing only a single mounted officer barking orders.  Moving out into the center of the street, he spun his sling over his head and released it into the storm-darkened morning.  Almost instantly, the officer slumped forward in the saddle causing the horse to anxiously dance, not understanding the limp reins, until the officer’s body fell hard into the mud.
A cry went up from the men just out of sight as the limp body splattered in the deep mud of the side street, causing two archers to run back to check on their commander.  Two more stones launched quickly from Atzmon’s sling, dropping both men face first into the mud.  When the rest of the archers realized that they had been attacked from behind, being picked off from behind, they began to pull back, moving deeper into the city on down several alleys to get away from the imagined ambush.
Kamill was the first to appear at the end of the street, moving towards him as fast as he could without giving away his position.  Farthegn came close behind him, his massive long bow strung and an arrow nocked, pointed low as he ran.  Atzmon waved for them to follow and took off along the road that ran the length of the city, moving towards the road to the cemetery and sacred forest.  He hoped and prayed that the men on the tower would see them as they ran and warn the ambush men to hold until they had passed.
He slowed as he reached the main road, giving his two companions a chance to catch up while making sure that their trail was visible but also making sure that they looked like more than three men.  He doubled back slightly to add more footprints in the mud looking like someone had broken from the rough line and used a stone path along the side to cross and make it look like other men were emerging from houses and roads along the way.  When the three men had done their work, then moved out onto the main cobblestone road and did their best to leave a believable trail along the edge of the road, working along the grasses and mud at the edge of the road.
Rounding the final bend to the cemetery the sound of horses started to grow over the still pouring rain.  The three men forgot about the trail they were making and sprinted to the waist high wall of the cemetery.  Atzmon was the first to reach it, placing one hand wall and launching himself over.
He came to a stop as he slammed into a headstone just feet past the wall, leaving him breathless and face down in the mud.  Heaving himself up to his knees, he moved over to the wall, positioning himself between two of the ambush team.  Loading another stone into his sling he glanced over the wall and saw the ten red cloaked horsemen charging towards the tower, their swords drawn and ready for battle.
Giving them enough time to reach the center of the ambush, Atzmon signaled the attack by leaping to his feet and sending stone after stone ripping through the tightly packed horsemen.  A dozen archers all rose to a knee or to their feet, ripping the horsemen apart with leveled arrows fired from powerful bows at a short distance.  Within seconds the screaming attack force that had charged in, had been turned to carnage and chaos, leaving only two men mounted when the first volleys ended.
The one uninjured man turned to flee over the hill, only to be dismounted bay a large Olhuran, who rose next to his charging horse, slamming a massive two-handed war hammer into the rider’s steel plated chest.  Projectiles stopped flying as the rider was launched into the air, the force of the impact lifting him out of the saddle and depositing him limply on the muddy ground in the center of the road.  The last man threw down his sword, and lowered himself slowly from his horse, doing his best to stand exclusively on the leg that hadn’t been pierced by an arrow.
Men appeared from every possible hiding place, moving quickly to disarm the living and dead alike.  He let out a sigh of relief as everything was secured, including all of the horses, giving them extra time before the full alarm went up.  The need for speed and efficiency grew with every minute they delayed, but he now had a secret weapon that would allow him to access the keep from the inside.
He moved through the many armed men that continued to appear, several of the people he had just saved moved with the rest, each now armed with swords, shields, bows and other types of weapons that were still being hauled up from the beaches below.  The joy of the victory was quickly silenced as Atzmon called his war council to assemble down on the beach, to make sure that they were ready to proceed.
They assembled near the destroyed remains of Atzmon’s rowboat, each unit commander joining them as soon as their unit was organized, or their boat had been emptied.  Within thirty minutes every ship's captain and every field commander had joined them on the beach, waiting for their attack orders.  Atzmon moved to the center of the crowd, taking a look at each man as he spoke loudly enough to be heard over the crash of the surf.
“Commanders, I am pleased that everything has gone smoothly enough, despite all of the setbacks and surprises.  We now need to move on to our full-scale attack, and we are in position to do this by the time the sun has fully risen.  Now we need to organize three separate attacks so that they strike at the same time.
“This will force the remaining soldiers to react to each threat and spread out their forces.  We will send Cruinn and the men of Vedal that we just rescued back into the city the way they fled, their task will be to strike at any enemy soldiers that they see, taking no prisoners.  When the city is clear, they will attack the port doing their best to eliminate or capture every enemy ship possible.  We will also send the larger ships out to attack the walls of the ports, especially at the seam point where the sea wall and cliff wall meet on the west, this is a weak point in the wall and could be breached quickly, giving us the ability to take the gate and towers.
“Finally, I will lead a team, with the rest of my guard, up the seawall of the keep and we will fight from the top down.  I grew up climbing these cliffs and I know a way up to the Tower of the Fallen Watch, from there we can take the keep without facing any military forces that may be garrisoned outside the keep.  We will also carry up the proper flag so that we can signal when the keep is taken.  We launch in one hour, I would like us all to move at the same time to ensure that the enemy has any chance to prepare for us.”
Giving a brief minute for questions or concerns, he dismissed his officers to move out and finalize preparations for their attacks.  Atzmon moved his best marines and knights of the True Order back out onto the rowboats, moving out into the broken swells of the incoming tide so that they could reach the boats that would carry them to the next fight.  He found a place at the bow of the ship as soon as he was aboard, doing his best to stay out of the way while making final preparations.
With the hour passed, he sent word to the captain of the long ship he was on, called The Blackwood, and the captain of The Gryphon’s Saber both moved away from the fleet.  The two thin ships cut like knives through the rough waves, making the ride around the island a lot smoother than it had been on the massive quadreme that served as his best friend’s flagship.  Within thirty minutes they had rounded the southern tip of the island, moving out into the open ocean, before doubling back to make sure that they wouldn’t give anything away, in case they were spotted in the lightning.
With thick cotton and leather rolls around the oars to silence them, they cut silently through the black water, moving towards the sea tower of the keep.  Keeping watch on the walls and the windows of the upper tower, Atzmon looked for any sign of movement or lights showing someone awake, but didn’t see a single flicker of firelight in a room or a torch walking along the wall.  He breathed a sigh of relief realizing that he had gambled correctly so far, now the only person that could stop his vengeance was his own human error.
Coming close enough to the keep to hear the wind whistling through the parapets, the two ships turned and moved into the cove that sat under an overhang, out of view of the keep and protected from the massive storm surge.  The men unloaded their climbing equipment and the dozens of thick ropes that they would carry up the wall to help them move supplies.
When the men were ready, he assembled them near the narrow trail that wound over the sea and up to the edge of the wall.  He ran through the plan one last time before organizing the thirty men into six climbing groups.  When they were all ready, he turned and led his group up the foot-wide trail that had been carved to help the royals escape in the case of attack many centuries ago and had since been forgotten.
For the next hour they made slow progress along the slick stone trail, having to stop every time a large wave broke on the wall as they rounded the corner that hung out over the sea.  They reached the transition from the rough, natural stone cliff trail and began to climb the ladder that had been cut into the stone when it was built.  The carved greenish grey granite was rough with sand that was enough to provide grip on the wet surface as they climbed.
Even though it only took thirty minutes to reach the first open balcony, they still were delayed by two men falling and having to be hoisted back up by the rope that had been strung between the climbers or swung back over to the ladder.  As the first two groups moved into the long-abandoned bedroom Atzmon sent them out to secure the floor above and below.  Atzmon led the group moving floor by floor to the lower floors of the keep.
Reaching the door to the inner bailey, Atzmon led his men out the door, quietly taking out the guards that were hiding from the storm in the shadow of the inner gate.  Within minutes the gate had been barred and his men were climbing the stairs to the inner wall, taking out any guards that raised a weapon or tried to sound the alarm. The rest of the men joined Atzmon as he pushed into the inner keep and collided with the Zanditan soldiers that stood guard on the main floor of the massive stone building.
Atzmon broke through to the staircase on the right, allowing him to move up fighting back some of the guards that had descended the stairs to see what the noise was.  He closed with the first guard as he was still climbing the stairs, glancing the flail off his left lantern shield before taking the arm wielding the weapon off at the unprotected elbow.  Reversing his motion, he quickly ended the man with a swift slice and continued up the stairs to take on another sword wielding foe who tried to prevent him from reaching the landing.
The fight continued moving room by room, floor by floor, until they reached the private common area of the King’s Residence.  Moving into the room, Atzmon’s fury rose as he saw the defamation and destruction that the Zanditans had caused.  Paintings of the kings of the past had been slashed or painted over, the furniture that had stayed in this room since the keep had been built lay in pieces or had been used to stoke the fire in the hearth.
Heat and fury drove his swords on, slashing through enemies faster than they could move to stop him.  Reaching the chancery, he was met by the personal guard of the current castellan of Vedal.  Each wielded weapons that he had never seen before, two wielded swords while the other two each used a short spear and something that looks similar to a halibut.
The two with pole weapons stepped forward first, their weapons spinning and slashing through the air as they approached.  The first man struck with his double crescent shaped blades coming down with full force at Atzmon’s head, causing him to retreat and shift into the more open area of the room.  The second man joined in the fray, timing his slashes with his partner’s attack making Atzmon trust his armor for the first time as he was unavailable to avoid all of the strikes.
After taking several strikes to the chest and arms, one digging deep into the leather on his shoulder joint and drawing blood, he finally received help as Kamill and Farthegn burst into the room.  Kamill joined in his fight, his scimitar spinning through the air causing the man wielding the Ji spear to turn and face him directly while Atzmon pressed the attack on the man who had been attacking him with the knife topped short spear.
Fighting one on one, Atzmon was able to quickly drive the spearman back catching him off balance.  The warrior swung his spear up, doing his best to reset the fury of Atzmon’s attacks, but this move played perfectly into Atzmon’s fighting style.  He caught the pole of the spear in the bronze upturned crossguard of his left sword followed by an upward strike from his right sword, leaving the spear without it’s blade, before he whipped the swords up and relieved the spearmen of his head.
Glancing at the fights going on in the room, each of his men were engaged with one guard.  Kamill was quickly working his way inside his enemy’s strike range, forcing the man to retreat into a corner.  Farthegn had met his equal, he had yet to be hit anywhere but on his shield, but his opponent nimbly deflected every expert strike of his axe with equal skill and poise, his spinning, wide blade sword ringing as the large looped rings on the back bounced and causing weird deflections every time the man parried. 
Bounding onto the table, Atzmon joined the fight with Farthegn, quickly out matching the guard’s single blade with their combined three.  When the guard had fallen, Atzmon charged up the stairs, his two guards at his back.  At the first landing of the staircase, they were met by the final guard, his wide bladed swords held ready.
As Atzmon closed on him, the large blade of his foe’s sword thrusted at him with every step.  Reaching the door, the red clad guard retreated into what had been the king’s sitting room, kicking one of the chairs out of the way before leaping onto the table and taking a long-stretched fighting stance with the sword over his head.  Atzmon stepped in and raised his blades to meet his opponent’s stance, his cold fury causing the man’s confidence to wane as he tried to stare down the young king.
With a yell of anger, Atzmon closed the distance, clearing away his opponent’s guard with his left hand as he plunged his right blade into the spry man’s leg.  As his blade began to bite into flesh, the guard launched himself off the table, rolling over Atzmon’s shoulders.  Reversing his movement, Atzmon countered, dropping his left knee to the ground while swinging his right sword up with the pommel leading.
Atzmon caught the flying guard squarely in the nose with the three prongs of the pommel as he was thrown off balance by Atzmon’s collapsing knee.  The man squirmed back, trying to stop the blood spurting from his nose and mouth, as Atzmon rose to his feet and circled around him.  Atzmon pressed his attack, forcing the man back into a corner, putting together fast combinations of strikes and faints.
After several strikes and retreats, he finally achieved the upper hand as the guard’s sword was parried into the thick stone wall, leaving him open to a swift thrust to the throat.  As the man fell limp beside the fireplace, Atzmon turned and moved up the final staircase to the bed chambers, hell bent on finding the man who slept in his father’s bed.  With a single swift kick, he broke through the poorly blocked door and moved in, only to find the room empty and the painting of the Tree of Life sat ajar, revealing a corridor that headed back down the tower to the inner bailey.
Barely giving enough time for his two guards to catch up, he plunged down the hidden staircase, his swords dropping a little as the exhaustion crept into his limbs.  They descended the stairs, passing several exits that remained locked.  The gentle flicker of the torch in the void of the empty dumbwaiter shaft letting them know that whoever they were still chasing was on the run below them.  Finally, the torchlight disappeared through a door just one floor below them, leaving them in almost complete darkness until Farthegn entered the tunnel holding a torch in his free hands.
Atzmon plunged through the heavy wood door, exploding into the open air, stopping only when he slammed into the inner palisade.  Finally glancing up, he realized that he stood over the bay on the large outer wall, hundreds of feet over the city.  He stood amazed at the sight before him, the gate stood partially open with dozens of ships trying to make their escape, while several other large ships sat ablaze despite the pouring rain.
Small skirmishes had broken out below around the gates of the inner bailey, Zanditan soldiers were pinned between the garrison in the larger outer walls and the inner walls of the keep.  Looking down the staircase to the bay, it became clear that the people they had been pursuing were making their way to a boat in a hidden cove below that had been built to provide a second escape route.  After taking a few minutes to judge the situation, Atzmon sent one guard back to bring the troops out onto the wall once the keep was taken, and then sent Kamill down the staircase to harass the fleeing Zanditan leaders.
When each man had moved off, Atzmon ran to the nearest watchtower that stood along the wall, quickly relieving the Zanditan guards of their posts with a single swipe of the sword.  Reaching the top of the tower he took up the horn that hung limply behind his large shield on his back, giving a blasting call in the tune and pattern used by the warriors of the True Order.  He call was echoed by the men at the gate of the keep, as well as the far sea wall where a large scar that had formed with dozens of torches scaling the jagged rocks and smaller warships now fought with the Zanditan fleet that stood waiting to get out of the gate.
By the time he had descended back to the main wall, two dozen of his men had joined him, about half of them armed with bows.  He sent three men up the tower to launch flaming arrows out at the fleeing ships while the rest of the men continued down the wall, doing their best to make it to the Gate controls.  Nearing the eastern gate tower, they were finally met by a small flight of arrows from above and six men charging out the door to meet them on the twenty-foot-wide fighting platform on the wall.
It didn’t take long for the six men to be silenced and one of the three archers to lay slumped over the parapet of the tower, an arrow jutting out of his chest.  His men moved up into the tower to finish off the remaining archers and then pressed down into the gate control room, forcing their side of the gate closed.  When three of his archers had taken their position on the tower, raining flaming arrows down on the fleeing ships below both inside and outside the wall, Atzmon led his forces on, fighting their way across the stone barbican that protected the top of the gate.
Reaching the west tower, his men split again, taking out the archers that were attacking his men on the far side of the tower, while the rest forced the massive bronze seagates closed.  When he was sure that the fight was won, he moved back to the center of the barbican and repeated the blast of his horn that he had been given earlier, signaling his men to begin to take prisoners because the fight was over.  As the white flag was being raised over the eight remaining enemy ships in the bay, including the royal yacht of Gegala, the battle outside the seagate was just beginning between the combined Sclizar and Olhuran fleets and the Zanditan ships that had escaped before they took control of the gatehouse.
The flagship of the Sclizar fleet, The Gryphon’s Rage, was striking the furthest ship from the gate with its gryphon’s head shaped ram, cleaving it nearly in two.  It was closely followed by the remainder of the fleet.  The two ships that had carried him and his men now joined the three light ships that had breached the wall and were still taking prisoners in the bay, as they raked the oars off of the fleeing ships nearest to them.  The Blackwood and the Gryphon’s Saber each stood on the eastern edge, firing catapults of flaming pitch and flaming arrows on any ship that ran towards the breach without a white flag raised.
The battle raged for several minutes as the ships fought through the wrecked and sinking remains of the ships that had been struck first.  With a wave of the torch, Atzmon signaled for the gates to be pulled open so that his ships inside the bay could streamed out to join the fray, the captured Zanditan ships now fought under the banners of the Sclizar Union and Vedal.  Seeing the ships they had sailed with just days before, sailing to sink them caused the last of the remaining ships to throw up their white flags and surrender.
As the final white flag rose, Atzmon gave a final blast of his horn before jogging back to the keep and descending to the gate of the inner bailey.  With a loud groan, the portcullis slowly rose, allowing him to step through the waiting soldiers.  After accepting a loud round of praise and applause, Atzmon raised his hands asking for silence.
“My people, men of Olhur and men of Sclizar, this victory is yours as much as it is mine.  I have yet to see the reports of men that we lost during the battle, but I can proudly say that we only lost a single ship while capturing seven warships and several merchant ships as well.  In thanks to King Magnai we will send as many of these captured ships that we can spare to join his fleet, others will be sent to join Olhur in thanks to them as well.
“To the slaves that were forced to fight for the evil empire, are now officially free to choose their fates, any man that will stand to swear fealty to any of the kings represented here and to Ruion, will be welcome to join them as free men.  Rebuilding this city and restoring the home of our faith will require all of the help we can get.  I have an oath to keep to my friends as well as to the princess of Laral who will join us tomorrow, when the storm has passed.
“Now let us lay down our swords for a time and take up the hammer and chisel, so that we can return this city to the glory that Ruion commanded.  When we arrived, we found the Sword of Ruion’s Justice buried in the ashes of the temple and it chose its wielder.  Today I present Yonatan the Undaunted, the sworn sword of Ruion and the new Grand Master of the True Order.”
Applause and cheers erupted from the crowd as the priest stepped forward, the sword raised to the sky, gleaming in the lightning and torchlight along with bronze armor.  When he had taken his place the other warrior priests that had fought with the people stepped forward and took their places next to their leader.  Finally, Atzmon signaled for quiet again, finally reaching it as a loud crash of lightning happened again.
“Tonight, we rest, but come tomorrow we need to begin our work.  I know that we have many problems to address, but I feel that our first task after we clear out the homes and begin some fishing and farming work, is to make sure that the temple is ready to be rededicated.  I will be there tomorrow morning working to clear and clean the house of Ruion.
“I expect all of you to give everything you can, putting only your family’s needs before the needs of our god.  Now return to your homes and sleep for a time and try and rest, we will deal with prisoners and clean up tomorrow.  Rejoice in the glory of Ruion.”




Chapter 16: Fruits of the Wicked

Ia Kissare couldn’t help but limp as she made her way up the trail on the secret base that was being built on the seaward side of a volcanic island that made up the border of Gegala and Gereth.  To the west a large shallow sea known as the False Sea that led to the flames of Widag, the burning underworld that was set apart for those who betrayed Ruion and his servants.  She had secretly accepted the gods of Zandita, but it still made her uncomfortable to be standing on the ground that her people shunned for centuries, as the home of every evil thing.
She had been sent by her father to meet with the leaders of the Zanditan occupation to plan their response to the new developments in Azela and figure out what needed to be done to destroy the resistance forces and bring her world under a single flag.  She had seen the power and majesty of the main continent of Zandita on a trip a few months before all of this chaos began.  During her time in Taigor, the capital of the empire, she had seen the pyromancers at work, using their skills to fly massive balloons and use steam powered machines to travel quickly throughout the land.
Other training trips had taken her to several of the other smaller continents and islands that ringed the mainland of Zandita.  Each of the lands had their own form of magic that was unavailable in any of the other lands, creating a large variety of people and technology throughout the empire.  During her last meeting she had been informed that tests by several of the master mages had proven that all of the magic types they tested worked in Azela.
This was the reason for the full scale invasion of Azela had been rushed to give them barely a year to prepare.  With every magic type available in one place, the empress of Zandita sees that this could bring her empire to a much more impressive future and reverse the economic decline that was currently gripping them.  For this reason the empress had given her cousin full control of the invasion and had offered him a preliminary force that far exceeded the originally planned force.
Given the desperation of the Zanditan forces, Ia Kissare knew what could potentially be waiting for anyone who resisted the empire and she couldn’t help but worry about Magnai.  The plan had been to bring Magnai over to their side by showing him what the Zanditans could provide before he was put in a position to choose sides.  King Kozue had pressed Admiral Yating to attack sooner than expected, destroying her plans to marry Magnai and take him to visit the empire before anyone threatened the north.
She was sure that King Kozue was responsible for the murder of the Laraly Emperor that had sent their combined coalition north to Vedal.   Now she was sure that these further complications were his fault as well.  Admiral Yating had always impressed her, but she was sure that the king's belligerent had forced him to make a few decisions early, while other actions had been taken without the Admiral’s knowledge entirely.
Rumors had reached her over the last few months about the kidnapped princess of Puswa and the threats that had been made against Olhur while the admiral had been away in Zandita.  Her father had agreed with her assessment, but had urged her to not press this issue while she was at the council for fear of offending an ally.  As far as she was concerned though, he had cost her everything, literally forcing her fiancé into the arms of another woman, even going so far as to send one of his assassins to kill Magnai, dressed in her battle armor that had been carried on a Gegalan ship.
Because of this unwelcome stunt, she had nearly died in the first revenge strike by Magnai, when she had intended to meet with him and explain what had happened.  Her last hope had been shattered as that bridge had dropped out from under her, leaving her numb even before the arrows had hit her.  The next thing she remembered was waking up in the military hospital in Trovesh, her emotional wounds outweighing her physical ones as she had wept for hours by herself in the dark cold room.
Now her physical wounds were healing, but the cold pit in her soul was still there, driving her hatred and despair.  Her first day back in the council chambers had been the day that her spies had returned to tell of the latest setback in the quest to unite Azela.  She had learned of Magnai’s marriage and the creation of the new empire of Sclizar, a plan that she and Magnai had discussed on occasion throwing her heart into a grinder.
She could feel the emotional dagger dig deeper as she heard about how quickly many of the Vole tribes had sworn loyalty to him, many of which had been loyal friends of her family for years.  Two of the tribes that she had been working with over the last few years had remained loyal, giving her a small hope that they would survive.  She would need all of the support that Zandita could provide to press their lines north to take the last part of Maldavid and connect with the Venom Guard and the Congregation of the Night.
If they could succeed in uniting the three armies, they would be able to cut Sclizar in half and pick off the three kingdoms one at a time.  She stood to still gain a lot if she could get the man power and naval support that she needed, but she knew that this would involve a lot of groveling to people she would rather stab. Her father had stayed behind to marshal all of his armies to defend the land they have and to move scouts out to watch Tedia for any sign that the armies were moving.
Reaching the great hall at the base of the massive volcano that spouted smoke into the blue sky, causing the sun to turn red as it shone overhead.  Glancing up at the sun with her grey green eyes, she knew exactly what several of the Zanditans would say.  They would claim that the red sun was the protective gaze of the god they worshiped, known as the Queen of the Sky.  According to their mythology, the Queen of the Sky was an ancient dragon that was the only dragon in history to ever wield all of the different types of magic at once.
Ia Kissare had never been a devotee of any religion, even going so far as to doubt that any god really exists.  Before the incident at Vedal, Magnai had shared her opinion, but now he had taken up the mantle of the Warrior of Ruion.  She suspected that it was just a mask he was wearing to unite the people to his cause, but there was no way she could be sure without finding a way to communicate with him, without him trying to kill her.
Taking a deep breath, she straightened her lamellar armor that she wore when she was at sea, checking to make sure that the uniform was crisp for the meeting with the admiral.  Shifting her helmet under her wounded left arm she unstrapped her sword belt and daggers, handing them to the guard on the right of the door before stepping into the large hall that was filled with tables and benches where men could assemble as needed.  Holding her head high, she did her best not to limp as she crossed the fifty yards to the far door that led to the council chambers.
The guard at the door stepped in to open the door for her, which meant that he had been warned of her coming.  His swift reaction only increased her nervousness as she stepped into the large room filled with chairs set around a large map table.  Standing at the head of the table, Admiral Yating was speaking to the small group of military leaders who all moved pieces on the map, discussing hypothetical plans.  As the guard announced her presence, she froze in fear as she recognized the woman at the head of the table.
The empress rose to her feet and signaled for Ia Kissare to kneel at her feet.  As she walked slowly around the room, she realized why she hadn’t recognized the empress when she first entered.  The woman who was barely old enough to be her mother stood in full battle gear instead of the ornate Chaofu dresses that she normally wore.  The red and gold scale armor and shimmered in the candle light, made the Empress look like the dragon that was on her banners.
Ia Kissare used the thick table to ease herself down to her knees, moving slowly, but paying the proper homage to the empress.  Feeling the cold eyes on her, she waited for the touch to signal her to rise.  When it came, she was surprised again to see the disappointment in the normally stone faced woman, which only amplified when she spoke.
“My lioness, you look like you have been fighting for my cause.  Was the trip here that dangerous, or is there news that you need to present to us.”
Heaving herself up to her feet, she met the empress’ gaze, not daring to look at the men that had caused the problems she was about to report.  As she opened her mouth to respond a small twitch of pain in her back also caused a thought to occur to her.
“Empress, it is an honor to be here to report to you directly.  I was sent with some updates that affect the north in particular and I fear that a lot of what I have to say will not be good news to most of your council.  I wouldn’t dare advise you or your chief council, but perhaps it would be best for me to pass the information on to you and the admiral and I can allow a more skilled mind then myself pass on the relevant information to those who need to know it.”
Seeming to understand the subtlety of her statement, the empress gave her a look of approval at her sly politicking.  Turning to the other men in the room she smiled at them and ordered them out to get the most recent reports, since they should be arriving every two hours on her orders.  Without a question, each of the men stood and snapped to attention, signaling from most junior to most senior as they left one by one.
King Kozue was the last to leave, turning to give her a confused look as he stepped from the room, having realized that something more was going on.   As the room emptied, Admiral Yating gave a quick hand signal to the guard at the door and the doors were closed with no one being allowed in.  Grabbing a chair that one of the officers had been sitting in, the Admiral moved to help her sit before turning back to the empress for her permission to speak.
She gave a quick nod to Ia Kissare and sat back to wait for the report.  Adjusting her position, Ia Kissare spoke quietly, doing her best to keep her confidence in her tone of voice.
“Please forgive the brash action in getting you to clear the room, but what I have to say would have caused more problems if some of those men were in the room then it would have them wondering what we are talking about.  There are a few big changes in the north and they seem to point at someone with ulterior motives.  Prior to the invasion of Vedal, we warned that we were not ready to turn the prince of Tedia to our cause, but King Kozue pushed for the attack despite the fact that most of the coalition was unprepared for the next step.
“To further worsen the problem, I discovered that King Kozue had sent one of his female officers to lead an attack on the heirs wearing my battle armor that I was instructed to leave when I was given charge of the fleet.  This action nullified my engagement to the Prince of Tedia and went so far as to galvanize the north against us.  I was wounded in a brash combined attack from Tedia and several of the Vole tribes.  We have managed to maintain control of two of the larger tribes that block the North from going south and the other is blocking the three peoples from uniting their borders.
“Prince Magnai has now also married Princess Giorsal and received oaths from his brother, his brother-in-law, and Branek Mato, naming them kings of the north and declaring himself the emperor.  King Kozue’s daughter, Sophia, is in the north and I have seen her fighting beside the rebels in the north with my own eyes.  Finally, my spies have confirmed that the kidnapped princess has been taken north to Tedia, along with Prince Wasim and Princess Antronia of Laral.  They have not heard how Antronia survived, but there are rumors that her brother Mettius survived with her and is still currently in hiding.”
Stepping away from the table, the admiral cursed under his breath, not wanting his empress to see his rage.  Turning back to the table he walked to the map and made the changes she had just reported, before turning back to ask a few follow-up questions.
“Which tribes are still allied with you and how many troops can they field?”
Climbing to her feet she walked to the table and pointed at the two areas controlled by the Venom Guild in the southern jungle and the Congregation of the Night in the northern mountains.
“The Venom Guild is the larger of the two tribes with nearly three hundred trained warriors, but they are the only thing keeping the armies of the north from uniting with Sewitt and Olhur.  We need to leave them in place to ensure that the north stays in the north.  The Congregation of the Night can field about two hundred men and they are some of the best mountain troops in the world.  They control the passes between Tedia and Maldavid as well as the pass that allows Maldavid to reach most of the Vole wasteland without crossing through land that my father controls. 
“The other issue this causes is that it provides seaports along the entire western coast for the Azelans to move troops, men and supplies, completely cutting us off from our men in Vedal.  On our trip out here we also spotted small ships flying their new banner off of the cliff lands at the neck, potentially cutting off supplies to and from Zandita as well as between the landing in the Valley of Steel and Trovesh.”
The empress rose to study the now drastically changed northern lands.  The original plan was to bring Tedia into the fold and use them to finish off the northern kingdoms, giving Magnai and Ia Kissare the north to govern, but these new changes to the landscape had seriously complicated their plans.  With a flash of anger the empress looked at the map, knowing exactly what King Kozue had done and knowing that she would now have to sacrifice much more to take the land she desperately wanted.  Turning to look at the admiral, she let her fury show in the plan she proposed.
“This incompetence is unacceptable and King Kozue will have to pay for his decisions to undermine our plans.  You were planning to send the mage guilds south to support Kozue’s attack on Olhur, but I think that he will have to sacrifice his own men on that attack.  We will be sending our men north with Ia Kissare to support her attack and capture of the north.”
At first the admiral smiled, but then his pleasure at the plan waned for a few seconds as he realized that this would expose Puswa to attack.  Taking a second to regain control he quickly worked out a plan and then spoke.
“Empress, the one problem with this plan is that it will expose Puswa to attack as well.  King Kozue will pull all of his forces out to protect his lands and he will only take the royal family with him so that I am forced to fight beside him.  May I ask that we look at removing him from controlling Puswa by allowing me to move part of the army in to replace him?”
Smiling at her cousin, she nodded in agreement and moved two of the pieces with symbols that Ia Kissare didn’t recognize from their base to Puswa, then moved the rest up to Trovesh.  When the empress was sure of her plan she turned back to the other two, wanting to confirm that her plan would work.  Easing herself back down into her chair, Ia Kissare let her relief show, finally feeling hope with the new plan.
Stepping over to place her hand on Ia Kissare’s shoulder, the empress looked down at her with concern in her voice as she spoke.
“My child, I’m sorry to hear that you had to sacrifice your love for our cause, but someday you will find a better man and you will find peace with your choices.  If the Queen of the Sky didn’t want the Prince’s loyalty, you should count yourself lucky that she cares enough about you to intervene on your behalf.  That being said, I think she has blessed you with a very rare ability that we are hoping to cultivate.”
Glancing over at the admiral, she nodded and waited as the admiral stepped to the door and accepted a bundle from a waiting servant.  Turning back, he lifted a cloth and exposed an ornate pair of Butterfly swords, each very unique while appearing to be a seamless blade when held together like they were now.  Each had a hard wood handle, of Blue Mahoe or Red Cherry wood crowned with a large gemstone on the pommel.
Accepting them, Ia Kissare drew each on separately, admiring the Damascus pattern on each blade that made the red handled sword look like a burning flame while the blue handled one looked like the waves of the sea.  Placing them back together she couldn’t believe how seamlessly the two fit together to form a perfect two colored sphere.  Setting them softly on the table before her, she turned back to look at the empress, confused at the gift.  With a broad smile the empress answered the question she knew that Ia Kissare was wanting to ask.
“During your trips to Zandita, several of our mages noticed that you have two very distinct gifts that could only come from your mixed parentage.  It seems that you have a deep connection to both water and fire magic.  The pommel of each of the swords are the crystals that are used to channel your magic.
“I have assigned a water mage and a fire mage to begin training you when you arrive in your home so that you can have access to all of your tools.  They will also be looking for other apprentices to train so that we can begin using our mages more actively in combat and civilian uses.  This is all for now though, you should go and rest for a while, let yourself grieve and we will summon you when you are needed for council again.”
With a sad smile she stood and tried to bow again, but the empress pulled her back to her feet and briefly embraced her, before calling to the guards at the door.  Within minutes, she had been given a private apartment to rest while a cook prepared a meal for her.




Chapter 17: The Sword and the Olive Branch

Magnai rode at the head of the column, the sun of the early morning gleaming off his black armor as they reached the top of the pass into Valley of Shadows.  They had ridden hard to reach this point, wanting to catch the Congregation of the Night unprepared and unsupported. Having reached the entry into the Valley of shadows late the night before, they took time to prepare to take on the first fight of the campaign to unite the north under his rule.
The deep valley beyond was rimmed by massive mountains, whose dark stone seemed to absorb the light of the rising sun, leaving the valley in near constant darkness.  He could see the fires and smoke rising from town on the far side of the valley and the dark shadows of men swarming towards them, trying to prepare for the fight.  Bringing his horse to a stop halfway down the hill with his bow drawn, he raised his face mask, allowing his voice to be heard throughout the small valley.
“Congregation of the Night, your leaders have chosen to fight against the will of our god, of whom I am an avenging angel.  I ask that you not make the same mistake, return to your homes now and we will allow you to take a vow of fealty when this nasty business is over.  Any man or women found outside their home by the time we reach the town will be killed on sight, and sent to Widag as a traitor to Ruion.”
After giving the people a few minutes to make up their minds and retreat or take up their positions, he raised his scimitar and gave the signal, causing his archers who now lined the western rim of the valley to launch flaming arrows into the sleepy valley.  Soon the wet cold dirt and fields of running ivy had ignited, along with some fire traps that had been clearly placed to kill the men of Sclizar and horses that crossed it.
Giorsal and the archers under her command sent up a second and a third flight of arrows leaving the usually dark valley in a gleaming orange light of fires as they slowly consumed the fields nearest to them and spread to surround the village.  They continued to walk the flames deeper into the valley as the cries of the wounded and dying began to climb up into the heights where they all stood watching.  When over half of the valley was lit brightly by the all-consuming fires, Magnai turned back to his commanders and gave his orders.
“The cavalry will move in behind me, we will clear the road into town and then we will move out towards the opposite side of the valley, making sure that the road is clear and there is no line of retreat.  When we reach the other side, we will double back and clear the area around the town.  The infantry will form up and will march through the fields, they are ordered to put out the fires as they pass and do their best to preserve the crops since they will be used to supply your army and it will make it easier to calm those that chose not to fight if their livelihood hasn’t been completely destroyed.  The archers will continue to march their fire out into the valley until they can’t reach any further.  At that point they are to move down into the valley, clear off the slopes of the surrounding mountains.”
After every officer had acknowledged his commands and had turned to pass on his order to the rest of his army, Magnai took his kontos spear from one of his squires and rode to the point of the cavalry vanguard, his royal guards riding by his side.  With a loud yell, Magnai plunged down the hill, his horse’s pounding hooves clattering down the stoney slope of the valley as he led thousands of men in his cavalry down into the waiting arms of the enemy.  They met the first enemy troops as they moved out of the sunlight, coming under attack by a small group of men who formed up into a small shield wall before them. 
Magnai was the first to draw blood, launching his kontos spear over the lip of the shield, catching the man in the eye and dropping him instantly.  Drawing his smitar from its loosened scabbard, he plunged through the opening, using the blade to cut down the man on his left and slamming the steel bird head pommel into the head of the man on his right.   Viho and Gaziz rode through the openings that he created and opened the divide further followed by Ringean, Vaclav and finally Niall, who stooped and withdrew Magnai’s kontos as he passed riding behind him to serve as a rear guard.
Bursting onto open ground behind the small group of enemies, Magnai slowed and turned back to accept his kontos back before continuing down the road, cutting down any of the people who tried to fight back as they advanced.  As promised they spared only those who claimed to have been forced to fight by friends or family, leaving a line of destruction into the town.  They broke two more shield walls in a similar fashion as the first, taking out the least prepared man and using them to cut through the wall and letting the hole expand as the spearhead formation plunged through.
They rode down the main street of the town, seeing many faces in the windows, but not encountering any other people challenging their ride until they began to climb the far hill.  From the caves on the cliffs that loomed over the road several white and purple clad men emerged and launched a volley of arrows from their perch above the road.  Magnai signaled a break in the charge and looped out of the line of fire until he was underneath a ledge that shielded him from the archers in the north facing caves.
Drawing up his horse he quickly stuck his kontos spear in the ground, drawing his bow and a single arrow.  Charging back out from cover while steering his horse with his knees, he drew back the arrow and took aim at a large ledge above the cliffs and let the arrow fly, causing a massive earth rattling explosion that quickly buried every man that took cover on the ledges above.  With a loud yell he drew a second arrow and rode out to the road and turned in the saddle, using his knees to steer the horse into a position that would allow him to target the cliffs closer to the top of the valley.
As his arrow struck under the overhanging rocks on top of the cliffs, the earth shook again, and the arrows stopped flying, replaced by the screams of dying men knocked limply over the ledge by the cascade of falling stone.  His cavalry reassembled and moved the rest of the way up the road until they reached the gates and wall that looked out over the Kingdom of Maldavid that lay just beyond the lip of the valley.  His men looked on, enjoying the view of the rolling hills below and knowing that it meant the first victory had been won in uniting the three kingdoms of Sclizar.
Wheeling his horse around, Magnai turned back to the valley below and studied the progress of his troop as they moved through the field, putting out fires and dealing with the wounded that lay strewn along the road.   He then turned to look at the ledges that had been lined by warriors from Occupied Maldavid that had been coming to support their allies, but had failed to reach them in time.  At the edge of the road that had now been completely cut off from the valley below, he could see men scrambling to carry the wounded men from the rubble.
After making sure that his orders were being followed one more time he turned back and rode back down the road, moving much slower as he moved through the carnage.  Signaling to the nearest archer group, he sent them to hurrass the remaining soldiers on the hill.  Swinging his horse to ride closer to the road, he spotted Sar Vocalla, the traitorous governor of occupied Maldavid, stretched out on a boulder, his normally white cloak now a mix of grey and red from being struck by falling debris.  With a mock salute he turned his horse and watched as the first wave of arrows hissed into the air over his head and rejoined the cavalry as they moved down the hill towards the town.
They met Branek just outside the town, his infantry was moving from house to house, inviting all those who had remained safely in their homes to join them in the town square, while the rest of his men continued to move through the fields, putting out fires.  Sending everyone except his guard to aid the rest of his caravan on the descent down the hill, he rode into the town square.  Reaching the square, he swung down from his horse and climbed up onto the stone rim of the fountain, helping Branek up beside him and signaled for silence.
“People of the Congregation of the Night, please know that we didn’t come here with the intent to cause you harm or destroy your peaceful valley.  In fact, I would have preferred to pass through as friends with the warriors that died a senseless death marching by our side.  I know the loss is hard for all of us, and I regret that our hand was forced by the pride of our leaders who refused to even treat with us, but there is hope for the future.
“Now that the unpleasant work is done, I ask those who would represent the wiser people of the Congregation to step forward, so that we may meet and discuss peace and the potential that we hoped for before your leaders threw in with the wrong side.  Please know that my men will not harm anyone else or loot anything, unless they should act out or attack any of my men.  I would also welcome any farmers here who are not part of this meeting to go out and check on your crops.  We did our best to not harm them, but I would like a report of any crops that were lost so that I can pay for the lost crops.”
Three older men and an old woman stepped forward each clearly chosen by the groups that surrounded them.  Stepping down to greet them, he gave his formal leave for the farmers to go, to which several dozen men and women left the group.  After greeting each of the leaders, the kings and queens were invited into the town hall, where a fire had been started and the warmth began to fill the room.
Musfira spoke first when the room was filled with all necessary parties, her soft voice just barely audible over the crackle of the fire.
“Children of Ruion, why do you fight against his avenging servants?  Until you raised your swords against us, you had done nothing wrong, now we must all grieve for lives that were lost unnecessarily.  Repent and join our holy cause, for our god has commanded that this kingdom be created and that we drive out the wicked men who enslave Maldavid, place Puswa under the sword, corrupt the king of Gegala and burn the fields and valleys of Laral.  What say you?”
For several seconds the four elders of the Congregation of the Night stood huddled, clearly discussing the options they thought they had.  After giving them several minutes, Magnai thumped the small brass counterweight at the end of his kontos spear against the hardwood floor, drawing silence throughout the room.  Moving to stand next to Musfira, he studied each of the four elders, the fire of his gaze burning a hole in each of them.
“How is there still a discussion, are you not servants of Ruion?”  He let his accusation hang in the air as the elders squirmed beneath his judging gaze.  “I no longer hold guilt in my heart for the loss of your men, their blood is on you and their voices will cry up from the dirt to haunt you forever.  King Mato, these people reside in lands that are part of the Kingdom of Nonov, I leave their fate to you.  Come Trocall, let us go look over your kingdom and feel the love of a righteous land while we wait for their answer.”
Without looking back, he moved out the door, closely followed by his guard and the other royals.  Climbing back on his horse he rode back up the hill, his wife on his right and his brother-in-law on his left.  This time he didn’t look around at the pain or destruction, his anger blocking out the pain around him in a white heat.
Within a minute, they sat looking out over the coastal valley that made up the free land of Maldavid.  The deep green of the grasses and pine trees filled their view, framed by the deep grey and red granite mountains on the south and the deep blue of the sea on the north and late morning sky above.  Small villages and farms lay scattered throughout their view each giving off small puffs of grey smoke, their occupants looking like small ants as they went through their daily lives, not knowing that their new king and their Emperor both sat above, looking out of the gates that defined the nation’s borders.
Trocall pointed off to the southeast, drawing their attention to the massive stepped city cut into the final mountain at the end of the large isthmus, it’s final tier crowned by a massive roughhewn blue granite keep, it’s eight massive towers of alternating red and grey granite rising out of the keep, spearing the blue sky above with their shining iron roofs.  Magnai couldn’t help but be amazed by the beauty made of three walls that surrounded each of the three lower tiers of the city, the first made of red granite, the second of grey granite and the third of the same blue stone that made up the keep it guarded.
In the distance, he could see two blue and gold sails unfurling as the ships moved out from the channel joined by several smaller long ships each sailing under the red and blue checkered sails of Maldavid.  The coast and channel was speckled by dozens of small fishing ships either out in the sea or pulled up on the shore, their colorful sails looking like flowers floating out in the distance.  Turning to his wife, he placed an armored hand on his leg and spoke quietly so that his comments were heard by only her.
“My dear, I now understand what land could make such a beautiful woman like you. I have often imagined your home, but I never realized that something like this could exist in this life and possibly not in the world beyond either.  Now let’s forget about the blood we shed and move off into the peace of your home for a time.”
By the time they had finished the joyous talks and the caravan had started to descend the slope that led down into the valley, Branek had rejoined the royals at the top of the hill.  After taking a moment to enjoy the view, Branek explained what he had found and what needed to be done to quell the rebellion below.
“My Emperor, I was able to find the issue with these people.  Three of the four families that make up the Congregations are more than willing to join our cause.  The issue is that the family that was paid off by the Zanditans was the one tasked with defending the Congregation and it was impossible for the other three to stand against them.
“The other three families all remained in their homes and they are now out farming to provide food, supplies and support for our army.  The other three leaders have asked that we provide them an opportunity to swear an oath of fealty, and they have given me permission to remove those who do not swear this oath.  They will also send as many men as we require to join our army, but they did ask that they be allowed to join the archers during battle, because the loyal men aren’t trained warriors.”
Magnai breathed a sigh of relief as he received the news, the fact that the majority were loyal and willing to join the fight took a lot of pressure off of him.  He collected his thoughts for a few seconds, then turned back to Branek and the three waiting leaders who stood on the hill below.
“King Mato, do as they request.  I will send Niall back with you to see that the oath is recognized before both God and men.  Once they have taken the oath, ask for volunteers to join us as a highland scout battalion.  I never expected the men of the Congregation to join my vanguard, but I hoped to use their skills to scout, hunt and execute night raids.
“Once the oaths have been taken and the volunteers have been assembled, bring those who wouldn’t take the oath, with your men and the new scout unit to join us.  We will be waiting for you in the current capital of the Kingdom of Maldavid.  When we are ready, we will march south and take back the rest of our home.”
After Branek had bowed and moved back down the hill  into the valley, Magnai wheeled his horse down the other side of the hill and joined the caravan as it slowly wound its way through the country roads.  He sent Trocall and several of his guard ahead to prepare the way and warn the people on the road that an army of friends was coming.  He then rode at the head of the column, his wife by his side.
Pulling his helmet off, he set it on his pommel and signaled for the banners to be raised with a sprig of mistletoe tied to the top, letting the people know that they come in peace.  As they rode through the first of the farm towns, he watched as the farmers and their families moved to watch the parade of blood spattered warriors as they marched under the peace banner.  Soon they spotted some of the men of Maldavid in the ranks of soldiers and began to cheer, realizing that the army marching in was coming to remove the threat of invasion.


Branek paused and watched the others disappear over the crest of the pass before turning back down the slope to the town where the Vole troops remained, waiting for orders.  He wasn’t sure what waited for him back in the village, but he knew that this task wouldn’t be easy.  Riding quietly, he studied the people out in the dimly lit farms, each hard at work, checking their crops and cleaning up the debris that now lay strewn throughout the valley.
Others had gone out to collect the bodies of the fallen, giving them the proper burial no matter who they had served.  A long row of men covered by black cloaks with a ring of mountains around it, lay near the cemetery.  While the five men that had fallen in the service of the Sclizar Union were currently being loaded into a cart to be buried at the summit of the passes, where they could each be laid to rest in their homeland.
When he finally reached the fountain, he gave orders that the stones from the cliff be collected and laid in a line through the center of the square.  Then he sent the remaining soldiers out to help the local people in their tasks, making sure that those who had not joined the fight knew that they weren’t considered the enemy.  Disappearing into the deep shadow that still covered the valley, his men went about their work, giving him time to return to the town hall and rest for a time.
Struggling to understand what was going on, he awoke when the first real light of day hit his face through the windows that ringed the building.  Rising slowly to his feet, he moved to the door, his leather covered chainmail lightly clinking as he walked through the large empty room.  Taking his gilded bronze half helm in his hand, it’s feathered crown and lamellar coif hanging loosely over his arm, he stepped out into the almost noon day sun.
Many of the townspeople stood on the far side of the small, foot tall wall of debris that divided the square into two parts.  His men stood on both sides of the town hall in formation, ready for whatever was to come.  The last of the town folk arrived as he watched from the top step of the large stone building, each of the four leaders organizing their people into four distinct groups, each separated by a small gap where only a few people remained unsure of which group to join.
“I thank you all for coming when there is still much to do.  I hope that my men have treated you well, if not, I ask that you reach out to your leaders so that the offenders can be given the proper justice.  Any man who has committed a crime against anyone will be punished according to the law of our land.
“We have placed the rubble that destroyed the betrayers here both as a symbol and a physical wall, it represents where you as a people currently stand in regards to the newly formed kingdom of Nonov.  This kingdom means that any who join it are no longer considered exiles and are free people, to go where they would and to sell and trade throughout the continent of Azela openly in the markets of any town or city.  This valley has the opportunity to become truly wealthy through the sale of your produce and many rare gemstones and fine furs that can be acquired in the surrounding mountains.
“Your town could also become a place of high commerce because you sit at the uniting point of the three kingdoms of the Sclizar Union.  I have only ever wanted this destiny for the Congregation of the Night because you are close to my heart, but some of your leaders have sought to deny you opportunity because of their pride and corruption.  We now provide you the opportunity to make this choice for yourself.
“I ask that any individual or family that wishes to swear fealty to the Kingdom of Nonov and the Sclizar Union step over the wall and join my men on this side of the wall.  Any who do so have my guarantee that there will be no reprisal for your choice and that you will come to greatly appreciate this opportunity.  The Flame Priest of Vedal has joined us and stands here before me at the base of the stairs so that your oath will be recognized by our god as well as the men of the Kingdom of Nonov.”
At first very few people moved, but soon the three leaders who had requested this vow walked to the wall and stepped over together, each of the men helping the aged women to step over the small wall.  Walking to the base of the stairs and knelt before the priest and spoke the words of the oath, before rising to look back at their progeny.  Like the opening of floodgates, the three families pressed forward and stepped over the wall dropping to one knee as they reached the edge of the hall.
Branek couldn’t help but notice a group of young men helping the elderly and the young over the wall, making sure that it stayed up and even fixing it if anything happened to it.  From this show of love and devotion he turned to look at the fourth family, it’s elderly patriarch standing in the front, his arms crossed in disdain.  He glanced at the many faces, some trying to gain the courage to leave their family behind, while others showed pure hate.
As the people drew close, he stepped to the edge of the patio that surrounded the town hall and raised his arm in a gesture of welcome, trying to spare any life he could from the harsh judgement of Ruion.
“Remember my words, any who steps over this wall will be hailed a hero by future generations and any who remain will face the judgement of our God.  I ask that you at least allow the innocent ones to cross the wall, that they may have a hope for a better day.  I will see that they are cared for and raised to be true disciples of Ruion.”
Before he had finished his statement, a woman broke away from her husband and father, chasing three children as they sprinted and jumped over the wall.  Her husband followed shortly after with several other women following suit, some even returned to grab more children after having brought the first over.  As the women returned to the wall, a single man broke from his place by the leader’s side, quickly picking up one of the young children and placing him on his shoulders.
Other men broke and moved across the wall to join their families, leaving only thirty-five men and women standing on the far side of the plaza.  Each who remained took clear stances of defiance refusing to move even if a sword were placed in their backs.  Seeing this, Branek moved through the crowd of now loyal servants, congratulating many and welcoming others as he made his way to the wall.
“Everyone here is my witness, along with Ruion and his angels, that I have been as merciful as I can be while still fulfilling my role in executing justice on behalf of the people.  Now we the people of Azela turn our backs on them, they will be forever known as traitors and deceivers.  They are shunned and shall be cast from their homes and lands, forfeiting all rights and privileges that have been afforded them in the past.”
He turned his back on the group, signaling for all of the people to do the same.  When all of the people had turned back to the rebels, the priest stood on the steps, teaching and blessing those who had chosen to take the oath, the two groups of Vole troops moved in quickly restraining and imprisoning the remaining rebels.  The commotion soon died down as the thirty-five individuals were dragged by force up the hill and off to their trial.
Finishing his sermon, the red clad priest stepped down from his place on the stairs and yielded his speaking place back to Branek to finish his official business.  Taking two of the young children by the hand, he moved and sat heavily on the top step with the children who played some game Branek didn’t recognize.  Placing his helmet on the young boy’s head he placed the young girl on his lap and signaled everyone to sit and relax.
“My people, it grieves me greatly to have had to take this action against your people.  Many of my close childhood friends were children of merchants from the Congregation of the Night and my late wife who died in childbirth  less than a year ago was from the family Alawa.  I also have a man from the family Nukpana serving as one of my king’s guards.
“My first command to this people is simple, accept any who’s fathers and mothers have chosen treason and make sure that they are never shunned or discriminated against because of the choices of their parents.  As people of the Voles Wasteland, we know what it is like to be punished for our ancestors’ transgressions. 
“Anyone who should choose to join us in our march is welcome to do so, but the primary need we have for this people is that of farmers and hunters.  The emperor has asked for a few volunteers to serve as mountain scouts and shadow raiders, but I ask that any man who has a family stay behind and work on the farms and rebuild this blessed land.  When this conflict is over, these people will be hailed for their service of feeding those who take up arms, as much as for those who will take up the shadow cloaks in the service of their king.
“Please go and reorganize yourselves, ensuring that everyone has someone to care for them.  Any person who wishes to join us in our campaign, please remain so that we may organize you and prepare you for the journey to come.  Finally, I ask that the leaders of each family come forward and give me an accounting of anything and everything that was lost during the battle of the morning.  The Emperor’s promise was serious, and he has left supplies and coins to exchange for the damages.”
The crowd quickly dispersed, moving back to their daily tasks, leaving only the group of sixteen to eighteen-year-old boys and a few girls of the same age wanting to volunteer to fight.  As he descended the stairs a young boy of about ten years approached him, bowing deeply before him.  When he spoke, he did so pleadingly, tears in his eyes as he did his best not to cry in front of the king.
“Your Grace, both of my parents chose treason despite my pleadings, and now my brothers and I are alone.  I ask that we be allowed to serve you, that we may atone for their choices before Ruion.  My middle brother and I have learned to fight, and we were charged with the armory since we were young.  My youngest brother is barely three, but he has been well raised and will accompany us until he is old enough to work beside us.”
Branek dropped to one knee taking the boy in his arms, his helmet dropping into the dust beside him.  He held the boy until he spotted the two younger brothers standing just a few feet away. Opening his arm, he embraced the other boys as well, holding them close and feeling their fear and pain at the thought of a future without their parents.
“You are more than welcome to join me, but not as servants.  As I told the others, no person should suffer for the choices of their parents, and children who chose to serve Ruion over staying with their parents deserve better than the life of a servant.  From this day forward, you are my sons, if you will allow it. Let me call the priest and the elders and we will make this formal if you are willing to join my very small family.”
The two older boys stepped back and looked back at him, confused by his statement, the youngest squirmed free and ran off to fight with sticks, playing at soldiers.  After conferring quietly with his younger brother, the older boy turned back smiling and embraced Branek again.  When he pulled away again he finally spoke, his voice breaking a little as he did so.
“We would be honored and very thankful for this opportunity, we hope that we will not disappoint you.  We do feel that you should know your sons’ names before you adopt us though.  I am Dragomir, this is my brother Vojtik, and the wild one is Milosz.”
Calling Milosz back, Branek took back his helmet and made his way over to where Niall and the elders stood.  After explaining the situation, Branek’s plan was well received by everyone and their blessing was given for the adoption.  Embracing all three of the boys again, he sent them off to collect their things with the assistance of their aunt who offered to join them and help take care of them.
He continued to prepare his volunteers throughout the rest of the day, organizing their weapons, mostly recovered from the stripings of the fallen soldiers.  When each was armed with their black obsidian weapons, painted black wood shields and cloaked in the black fur, Branek mounted his horse, his newly adopted sons on some of the horses left by fallen men in tow.  With the sun disappearing from the sky in the late afternoon the caravan began their journey, moving out of the shadows and into the fiery light of the late afternoon sun shining directly over the distant sea.




Chapter 18: First Rays of Hope

Antronia stood on the deck of the Royal Yacht as it entered the massive bronze sea gate that led to the Bay of Disciples and the kingdom of Vedal.  She had stayed in the Olhuran capital, planning the attack on the High Road of Puswa, but her mind had often wondered, wondering what had happened to Atzmon.  They had become close over the last few weeks while he had been organizing his attack, but days had passed before they heard anything from him or from the battles in the north.
When word had finally come, she had jumped at the chance to join Wasim and Lysan on this journey, not even wanting to wait the day it took to prepare the fleet of merchant ships.   The king of Olhur showed his charitable side again, sending a fleet of twenty merchant ships ladened with construction materials and special ornate pieces of art to be placed in the temple.  She had marveled at the fine craftsmanship and quick construction that had happened when the Sultan had sent out the word to his craftsmen that he was buying gold and wood pieces for the Temple of Ruion when word had reached him about Atzmon’s attack.
Glancing back at the sea, she could see all of the large ships having to loop out to the far side of the gate doing their best to avoid the shells of the Zanditan and Gegalan ships that still cut through the waves and could easily damage any ship that moved close. The decks of the ships of their fleet were loaded with men as they all stood, enjoying their first view of the famous sea gate and the holy island.  Each mast had a descending flag, signifying that they were all disciples of Ruion and meant no harm to those who lived there.
With the sails down and the oars out, they moved into the port, doing its best to avoid the other two wrecks that lay in the open water of the port.  Coming to rest at the king’s dock off the regular harbor, she couldn’t help but notice the charred buildings and the smoky smell that still lingered over the salty scent of the sea.  She found Atzmon waiting for her as she descended the gangplank to the dock, his royal guard holding back the pressing crowd of cheering people who were excited to see some of the people who had helped save them.
Stepping to him, she embraced him excitedly, letting her joy overwhelm her decorum before realizing what she had done.  Hiding her now deep red face behind her curly golden-brown hair, she quickly regained her composure by glancing back at her new best friend.  Lysan slowly stepped behind some of the naval officers, doing her best to hide her amusement with her friend's slip.
Not finding the reassurance from her friend she slowly raised her eyes back into Atzmon’s dark sea blue green eyes, a sparkle of joy giving the only hint of emotion in his expressionless stoney face.  She was forced to stand awkwardly with people watching her with surprise as Wasim had made his formal presentation, explaining that the kingdom of Olhur had come together to aid the people of Vedal in their time of need.  After the appropriate thanks had been given and the official welcome had been given to the new arrivals, Atzmon stepped forward, offering his arm to Antronia to begin the tour.
Shyly stepping close to him, she took his arm, letting him guide her gently through the pressing crowd.  They walked the short distance to the keep, speaking briefly with the many faces that passed before them, but never stopping for more than a few seconds.  Moving through the gates to the inner bailey, the destruction became far more evident.  Piles of broken furniture lined the south wall, while furniture makers and carpenters dug through looking for pieces and parts that they could use to fix and rebuild what remained.
He led her away from the work, moving towards the Tower of the Fallen Watch.  Reaching the door of the tower, they stopped and looked back at the small caravan of sailors and attendants that trailed behind.  Finally speaking, Atzmon was unable to meet her eyes, his voice quiet and full of concern.
“My lady, I apologize that I can’t be a more gracious host.  The Zanditans held no regard for any of my family heirlooms or any of the property of my people.  I will be putting you in the Tower of the Fallen Watch, where I stayed during my teenage years and it should provide you with the privacy that you may need.
“We have done our best to make sure that you have all the possible necessities, and as much good furniture that we could find.  My craftsmen are doing everything that they can to repair more, and if you are of need, please let me know and we will find a way to make it possible.  If you will give me leave, I will give you time to rest and organize your things and your staff, while Wasim and I see to the unloading of the many ships that you brought with you.
“Please know that my people will sing songs of your generosity and kindness for many years to come.  When you are rested, please send word and I will give you the tour of my beautiful home.  I want to show you and those who accompany you the remains of the temple, as well as take you to the Lone Tower so that you can have a chance to visit your father and grandfather’s graves should you choose to do so.”
Thanking him formally she gave him leave to go and stepped through the door to the tower, taken aback almost instantly by the beauty of the meeting room that sat just inside the entrance.  The hearth burned bright, causing the emerald green fabrics and dark wood of the furniture to sparkle as if it were set in a painting.  She moved slowly through the room, afraid to sit on the ornate antique couches, not wanting to ruin the beauty.
Her entourage soon arrived, carrying her thing, but she didn’t worry about giving them orders, instead she moved up to the bed chamber, not wanting to worry about the unloading of the ships.  Still shaking off her embarrassment, she sank down onto the bed, chewing herself out for making such an obvious mistake.  Dropping her head into her hand, she sat in silence for several minutes, trying to hide from her frustration and shame.
A soft knock at the door brought her back to reality, but she still refused to lift her head or respond to whoever had arrived.  Lysan moved softly across the room and sat down next to her friend, wrapping her arm around her.  The silence drew on, becoming heavier as they sat, until Antronia finally broke, speaking softly, but still unwilling to look up.
“I can’t believe I did that, I made a fool of myself in front of everyone.  Now this is going to be the only thing that anyone will talk about for weeks.  I had come here to help them, but now all I’ve done is distract them and cause their king more embarrassment than he needs right now.”
Lysan couldn’t help but laugh at her friend's concern and frustrations at herself.  Pulling her hands away from her face, Lysan lifted Antronia's face up until she was looking her squarely in the eye as she began to speak.
“You really have no idea what actually happened, do you?  When you embraced him, I saw him smile for the first time ever, something that I didn’t even know was possible.  He cares about you a lot, and while he may be filled to the brim with protocol and a formal exterior, we could all see that he would have rather swept you up in his arms and kissed you then and there, but only his crown stopped him.  According to the people he has working for us here, he had all of the good furniture left in the castle moved here, so that your stay would be comfortable. He only kept a rough wooden table with a single chair and a ship's hammock in his entire residence quarter.”
Finally, Antronia focused on Lysan, still worried, but a little more relaxed as she comprehended what she was hearing.  Raising herself to her feet she began to pace the floor, still unsure of what her next step should be.  When she finally got up the courage to ask, a knock on her door stopped her.  One on Antronia’s maidservants stepped into the room and spoke quietly as kept her eyes low.
“My ladies, Prince Wasim has come to retrieve you if you are ready.  He said that the king will meet you all by the docks, and from there he will take you up to the temple.  The Prince is waiting in the sitting room whenever you are ready.”
After dismissing the girl, they spent the next few minutes, rearranging their hair and quickly changing into riding clothes.  During the time, they spoke of plans and hopes, laying plans in place to get time alone with each of the men they pursued by the end of the day.  Descending the stairs, the two women emerged into the large sitting area, finding all six of their guards speaking with Wasim about the coming battle.
The men that were seated all rose as they spotted the princesses, the guards saluted sharply while Wasim bowed deeply in his usual fashion.  The two princesses returned the greeting and moved to join the conversation.  Wasim resumed his detailed description of what he had seen and heard while working on the dock.
“When almost half of the cargo ships had been unloaded, King Atzmon took me to view the ships that they captured during the battle.  They captured seven warships including two of the strangest ships I have ever seen.  They are shaped like armored turtles or sea dragons, with large spikes on their backs.
“Some of the newly freed slaves say that this ship is made by a people who live up near the land of dragons called Taigor where the mythical Fire Mages are supposedly from and it is designed to look like a sea dragon which lives there.  These ships launch various flaming projectiles, including liquid flames that are shot out of the mouth of the dragon’s head when it gets close to other ships.  The king has stated that he will be sending one ship to my father and one ship to Magnai Khan as a thank you gift.
“He will also be sending three of the war galleys back with Rustam to help in the battles in the north sea.  We will be returning with the turtle ship and ten merchant ships that they captured.  Due to the size of the island, two war galleys can easily patrol the sea and defend the port.  They will also be keeping the rest of the merchant ships to help them rebuild and to send food out to aid the armies.”
The men that made up their respective royal guard units seemed very impressed with the talk of warships, but both of the girls were a little confused by what Wasim had told them, trying to imagine these dragon ships.  Collecting their things, they moved out into the bailey, where they were met by King Atzmon and his stable boy with horses for all of them.  They mounted up quickly and moved out into the town.
For the first few minutes they rode in awkward silence, before Atzmon finally spoke, addressing the group.  He pointed to the captured warships that all floated along the western edge of the port, drawing their attention to the strange shaped ships at their center.
“I showed these to Prince Wasim earlier, but these are the warships that we captured during the night battle to retake the island.  We captured three Zanditan War Galleys, two Gegalan Hulk Warships and two of these Dragon Ships.  We have all seen the other ships, but these Dragon Ships are something very different.
“These Dragon Ships were captured before their officers could make it to them, had they made it out into open water, the battle could have been much worse.  The top and sides of these ships are armored so that they can’t be damaged by most projectiles and they are lined with spikes of various sizes and shapes that make it impossible to board.  The only openings are all too small for a man to enter and can easily be armed with flaming weapons.
“We will be sending each of these ships to join the battle fronts on both sides of Azela, giving us a little bit of an equalizer.  Currently we have a shipwright working on figuring out how to replicate these ships or something similar.  If we can build more of these or adapt this type of ship, we may be able to gain another advantage in this war.”
He dismounted and moved up the boarding ramp, into the belly of the massive wood and metal dragon.  The others followed, moving quickly into the ship admiring the fine craftsmanship of the ornate woodwork that filled the main floor of the ship.  Atzmon led them to the front where a ladder led to a small room that looked out through the eyes of the dragon’s head, with communication horns running back to the control center of the ship.
They moved through the major parts of the ship, looking at the strange weapons and the complicated mechanics of this unique ship.  After almost an hour they emerged back into the light of day, now marveling more at the amazing sight.  Mounting their horses again they moved up the west hills, the scars of war becoming more evident as they climbed.
Rounding a sweeping corner, the emerald temple of Ruion came into view, it’s still blackened tower looming over the city below.  Many workers moved in and out of the gates of the temple and hung from ropes, scrubbing the scorched walls of the inner sanctum of the temple.  They dismounted at the gate and moved into the temple, leaving their mounts at the stable outside the temple.
Stepping through the large gate, the party moved into the destroyed remains of the outer sanctum.  A priest clad in a shining bronze breastplate and black and gold kilt covered by leather lappets scaled in bronze scales approached them.  The ornate Sword of Justice hung loosely at his side, tapping lightly against his bronze helmet that he held in his hand.  He greeted them with a deep bow and moved closer, bowing again as he stopped in front of the group.
“My king, we have made some progress in repairing the structure of the building.  It is now safe to move through every part of the temple except for the top floors of the tower.  We have yet to clear most of the debris, but we have prepared the inner sanctum for the replanting of the seeds of the tree of life.  When do we expect the high priestess to return so that we can return the temple to its proper state?”
The group all looked around, unsure of the answer, that was until Atzmon placed his hand on the man’s shoulder and answered his question.
“My friend, we are not anywhere near ready for her return.  That is why Ruion has called her to march beside Magnai Khan and to form the Sclizar Union.  We will make sure to have this city ready with the help of our allies before Ruion deems that the time has come.  Now please make sure that the work is continuing, and I will show our guests around.”
With a low bow the priest turned and moved off to oversee work in the distant plaza.  Atzmon turned to the crowd, wanting to explain the exchange that had just happened.  He spoke quickly before extending his arm to Antronia and leading her into the temple complex.
“That was Cruinn the Vindicator, he was the priest that located the Sword known as Ruion’s Justice in the ashes of the temple.  He has now been made the Grand Master of the True Order, the Protector of the Temple and the sword of Justice.  He will remain to protect and rebuild the island when I join you in retaking your homes, since one of us must remain on Vedal at all times.  Now let us continue, we have a lot to show you here before the day is through and the light is already starting to hit its zenith.”
They moved through the complex, seeing the destruction and sacrilege that had occurred.  He also showed them where many of the items that had been carried here by the Olhuran fleet would go and how it would help in the reconstruction.  Finally, they moved into the charred remains of the temple structure, moving carefully in a single file line behind Atzmon to ensure that no one was injured by the debris.
The further they moved into the temple, the distraught Antronia became, seeing symbols of her faith burned or hacked to pieces.  She turned to study the painting on the walls, seeing a concerted effort to deface any person in the paintings so that it was hard to tell what the paintings represented.  At one point they reached a large painting of the Tree of Life that had been covered up by the ten pointed star of the Zanditan religion with each of the eleven gods represented.  Near to tears she made her way to the mural and ran her hand over the crewd painting, until Atzmon stepped forward and embraced her, speaking quietly as he pulled her away from the wall and turned her towards the door that led to the inner sanctum.
“It is difficult to see this, but this is why we are fighting.  Ruion let this happen so that he could see who was on his side so that he could bring his wrath down on them and send them down to Widag.  He has also provided us with the opportunity to repair all of this damage with the help that he has provided us.”
Emerging into the much brighter inner sanctum, they all breathed a sigh of relief, enjoying the much cleaner air.  Taking in the black remains of the sanctum it was very difficult to imagine the beautiful garden that Atzmon was describing in such vibrant detail.  The blackened trunk and scared remains of the altar roots a few feet away were the only indications that there had ever been life in this atrium.
Wasim was the first to move out through the soot ladened water and out to kneel before the remains of the altar.  Several of the royal guards joined him, moving out to kneel behind Wasim and pray for help during the coming battles.  The two princesses joined in the prayers after moving carefully through the black water, taking places at the back of the group.
They remained in prayer for a while before moving back out through the rubble of the temple.  Moving slowly, each member of the party picked up a piece of black wood or warped metal, wanting to take a piece to remember what they had seen today.  Stepping out into the light of day again, they moved quietly to their horses, still trying to fully understand what they had seen.
With the sun low in the sky the entire party returned to the keep, moving slowly through the city, making sure to speak with and encourage everyone they passed.  Each member of their party broke off and  moved to their respective quarter as they moved through the castle gate, still unsure of how to grasp what they had seen during the day.  Soon only the four royals remained in the garden area which separated the tower from the main keep.
Lysan pulled Wasim into a conversation about his plans to help her homeland and had moved off to sit under a blooming cherry tree, enjoying the beautiful pink and white blossoms.  Atzmon glanced around quickly, making sure they were alone, before taking her hand and pulling her off towards the wall.  At first, she resisted, until she saw something she hadn’t ever seen before.  A peevish smile had crossed his face, breaking the stone facade that had locked his face in place during this entire ordeal.
“I want to show you this special place that my grandfather showed me, he was the only other person to know about this place and I promised him that I would only show it to one other person in my lifetime.  There is an expectation of solemn strength that is tied to my title, but I have never enjoyed being so stiff.  This place is the only refuge I have away from all of this, where I can be who I want to, without the threat of someone seeing.
“If it were up to me, I would be marching with Magnai, swords ringing and armor clanking as I went to battle.  That or I would be sailing the sea with Wasim, fighting pirates and invaders alike.  This place allows me to relax and allow my thoughts and emotions to release.  I want you to know that I am not the statue that I am forced to be in public.  I would rather you know that I wish I could have swept you up in my arms when you embraced me this morning, but I was forced to act as I did.”
They stepped through a shallow slit in the wall that looked like an ornate planter box and moved down a stone staircase that looked over the foaming sea below with only a rough cut bannister separating them from a fall of several hundred feet.  For a few moments they walked down the shadowed stair that looked to have been hewn from the cliff wall.  Rounding a corner that jutted further out over the foaming rocks, they emerged onto a flat plateau with a large willow tree jutting out from the cliff above.
He led her to a stone bench that sat under the dangling branches of the willow, looking out onto the golden sky of the setting sun as it reflected off of the sea below.  In the far distance, a small green line marked the coast of Azela.  Studying the distant horizon, she noticed the blooming branches of an apple tree sticking out from the cliff below to stand at the perfect picking height her right and a cherry tree rising up from her left to mirror it’s counterpart each in full bloom.
Before joining her on the bench, Atzmon moved to the two trees and picked a small bouquet of the blooming purple and white flowers.  Sinking gently onto the bench, he settled close to her, but keeping just enough distance to be respectful.  Taking her hand again he turned to face her and spoke quietly.
“Just weeks ago, I laughed quietly as my best friend fell in love and got married in a matter of weeks.  I remember thinking that he was crazy when he told me he was marrying for love and not just for the political gain.  I had always imagined that my future was destined to follow the same story as my ancestors, their marriages all for political gain or to maintain peace in Azela.
“That all changed when you walked into that war room in a foreign empire and took command of the room.  I know that I am not allowed to say more than this without speaking to your brother first and I hope that I haven’t already crossed a line.  But despite the risk that I may have scared you a little, breaking my mold and opening up with you like I have, I had to take the chance.”
She sat in silence for several seconds, not sure quite how to respond to the statement that she had daydreamed about for the last several weeks.  She looked up, staring out into the deepening purple of the darkening sky, picturing her future with this stone-faced king on this sacred island.  Finally, she decided what to do in the moment and turned to face Atzmon, their eyes meeting just inches from each other.
Closing quickly their lips met with such a passion that it caused them both to recoil in surprise.  Rising to his feet Atzmon retreated to the edge of the hard-stone cliff, taking a seat under the branches of the apple tree.  Antronia moved to sit under the cherry tree, before moving back to sit next to Atzmon.  Taking his hand, she moved a little closer and spoke softly, not daring to look into his eyes again.
“I’m not sure what happened there, but I hope I answered your question.  You are right that we need to move carefully until after we talk to my brother, but I hope that Ruion will help that us so that the conversation can happen soon.  We should get back before it starts to get dark or there will be rumors in the morning.”
With a sigh, she rose to her feet again and began to slowly walk towards the cold stone stairs, climbing the first, until she felt the tug on her hand turning her back to meet his face, their noses rubbing as he stepped in to meet her in a kiss. This time their kiss lingered for what seemed like an eternity, their fears and reservations dissolving as their passion grew to fill the void.  Atzmon stepped back, glancing up at the now emerging stars, his eyes taking in the future that seemed to be visible in the black voids between the distant specks of light.
He met her gaze again and kissed her one more time, before turning to lead her back up the stairs.  They moved in several silences, forcing their feet to climb each step as they fought the pull of their desires which kept them longing for that last kiss.  Emerging through the crack in the wall, Atzmon released her but stayed close to her side as they made their way through the garden, stopping at the door to the tower.
Glancing around quickly, he pulled her into his arms one more time and kissed her lightly one last time.  Releasing her as quickly as he had kissed her, he moved off into the night, his deep green cloak making him disappear more quickly, leaving only a golden tree blazoned into the night.  When he had entered the large door to the keep, Antronia stepped through the door to the tower, doing her best to not give too much away as she moved past her staff and guards, climbing to the stairs to her bed chamber.




Chapter 19: The Slippery Slope of Passion

Stepping down the gangplank, Germund Yating couldn’t help but smile as the smell of a dozen types of flowers mixed with the smell of the sea welcoming him to Ilbean.  For the last five months he had been away recruiting help from the states of the Zanditan Empire.  During his military career he had never had such an easy time recruiting as he had for this mission, allowing him to spend half of the time he needed to gather a large enough force to ensure that his new home would be safe from attack.
Every second that he was away though, his heart had been back in this city with the woman he loved.  They had corresponded frequently during his trip, but he hadn’t been able to receive any of her letters while he was at sea.  Now that he had returned he couldn’t wait to see her again after such a long time.
When they arrived, he had sent a runner up to the palace to inform them that he had arrived and had something that he wanted to show them.  He had brought two companies of mages that would be a huge help to the war effort and he had big plans on how to use them to sway public opinion to his favor.  While most of the fighting force of Zandita would soon be sent north to end the resistance there, he had succeeded in securing the Life and Earth mages that had volunteered for the campaign.
These two types were very little help in most fights, but their talents were very useful behind the main battle lines.  The life mages were specialists in making living things do what you wanted them to, making them extremely powerful when they are sent to support farms and ranches or to train animals that could be used in combat.  His second battalion of mages, the earth mages were equally powerful when they were sent to build roads or earthworks.
Azela had provided him with a unique opportunity because it would be the first time in Zanditan history, the army would be able to use their mages together.  During their entire existence, magic has always been specific to the continent that you are on.  He had been schooled in fire magic, but he had never been good at using it for anything more than lighting a candle.  Now he would have the pleasure to teach the people here about these two magic forms and test if the people of Puswa would be able to do magic themselves.
For the first time since he had arrived in Puswa, he felt like he was going good and the hope of the future of ruling this people.  He had also managed to push King Kozue out of the power loop of Puswa, removing the most hated man and his orange clad warriors from local politics.  In combination with the mages, he should be able to increase the food rations and the protective structures around the towns and roads, giving them hope of resisting the pirates and rebels that have been sowing the seeds of destruction for months.
With this thought he looked back at the three other ships that were still pulling into the docks with his mages beginning to line the decks to look out at their new homes.  He hoped that these mages would be so successful here that he would be the first leader to be able to build a new mage kabal in Azela.  But first he would have to convince Ravi of the plan, then he would have to convince her father to agree to his plan.
Reaching the dock, he allowed the wave of people moving equipment to carry him out of the dock and up towards his office in the naval barracks area.  After winding his way through the catacombs of military office building, he finally reached his office and stepped through the door to find the girl that had been his spymaster in Puswa sitting in one of the armchairs that sat in front of the large map table that had been used since the last time he was here.  Stepping over to the table he could see someone had added small rose shaped markers on multiple cities in Puswa, each scattered to cover the entire length of the nation, while Gegalan stags had been moved to locations near several of the flowers.
Turning to the young woman, he gave her a quizzical look before looking back at the map as he spoke. 
“Memmia, is this what I think it is?  Did my Fiancé begin her plan to push production and root out the rebels?”
Smiling, she half bowed in her seat before slouching provocatively in her seat, finally in response she raised an envelope and waited for him to come retrieve it.  As he reached for it blindly she pulled it away with a flirtatious smirk on her face, making him grab it in a much more awkward area. With a groan of annoyance he took the letter and walked behind his desk where he collapsed in his chair and opened the wax seal.
Sitting back in the leather chair, he gave the young woman a glare of disapproval before turning back to the letter.
Dragon of My Dreams,
As you might have guessed already, I was forced to advance the plan we had discussed before you left.  Food shortages and aggressive gangs in the city forced my father and I to take action before the nation turned on us entirely.  I hope you will understand my choice and will come to join me as soon as you can.
I have sent my sisters to the locations marked on the map on your desk with Dyna going to the furthest location to the south.  Because of the danger, I have volunteered to take a large group of working men and supplies north where we will be working to build fortifications and increase the amount of wheat that we are producing.  If everything goes according to plan, the capital should see nearly double the amount of the various grains and meats that are coming in within the next six months.
Please join us at the Tower of the Sun when you return and bring a defense force up to join us.  I have been able to get King Kozue to back down, so he shouldn’t be a problem going forward, but you may have to deal with him before you are able to join us.  I can’t wait for you to hold me in your arms one more time.
With Love
Ravi Terzis
Smiling at the image of Ravi in his imagination, he lifted the letter to his lips, smelling the strong smell of the rose paper made of crushed rose petals and stems.  He loved the paper that was unique to Puswa, and he loved the letters that Ravi regularly wrote to him on this beautifully unique piece of her culture.  As the high slowly folded the letter and placed it back in his envelope and slipped it into the locked top drawer of the desk.
Turning back to his spymaster, he was forced to ignore her blatant advances as he tried to get more answers from her.
“Will you stop being stupid and actually do your job.  I don’t have the time or the energy to deal with you right now.  What can you tell me about what has happened since she wrote this letter?”
Smiling again, she sat forward letting her loose silky clothing show everything she wanted to before she spoke. 
“The news isn’t good.  King Kozue showed up right as they were about to leave and forced them to take garrisons with each caravan.  From what I heard, he had planted men with orders to kill the princesses in two of the companies of soldiers that he sent.  Luckily for your fiancé and her sister Dyna, the slave guards proved to be far more formidable than expected.
“The guard she has with her even spoke Naizgesh and was able to root out the entire conspiracy against them.  On top of the attempted attack on Ravi, pirates also attacked the village below where she was staying.  They successfully stole most of the Gegalans’ weapons and armor meaning that men dressed as Gegalan soldiers may try to infiltrate anywhere in the empire to cause more problems.
“Dyna survived the attempt as well, but will have a scar at her throat for the rest of her life from the knife that was held at her throat while they tried to kidnap her.  With only staves the slave warriors were able to fight off fully armored and armed men, but for them the only alarm came when the Gegalans attacked the inn they were staying at.  One of the four guards was killed and two more were wounded, but they killed six attackers and captured four more, with only three men escaping the attack.”
Cursing under his breath, he pulled himself to his feet and walked over to the map, moving the pieces to match the updated reports.  He then stepped to the door and called one of his aids over, sending him to get the company commanders and bring them to his office for orders.  Striding back over to his desk he leaned on it and looked back at the young spymaster, his fiery anger stoked.
Seeing her master grow serious, Memmia sat up straight and finished her update.  Speaking sharply, she locked eyes with Germund and made sure that he was listening.
“I have been able to get spies into the other nations that border us and I have more news that you aren’t going to like.  King Atzmon has retaken Vedal with the help of this supposed northern empire called Slizar or Schizar or whatever.  From the spies I have in Olhur, they have informed me that the entire fleet you had there was taken by surprise and either destroyed or captured.  The last report I saw said that seven warships were captured and nine were destroyed, the captured ships included the two dragonships and to make it worse, we have no accurate records of how many merchant ships were lost.  It also appears that most of the sailors who were captured chose to defect and are now sailing to join this Magnai Khan or Olhur.”
With a curse he drew a knife and slammed it down on the map where Vedal was located.  This time he bounded over the distance to the door and yelled for another aid, wanting reports on the battle of Vedal as soon as possible.  Turning back to the table he once again moved the pieces on board to the correct locations, with the golden tree of Vedal on the island with a black ship and a copper ship to the bay to represent the combined fleet.
Stepping to his side Memmia picked up a small rose, elephant and a lion and placed them on the island as well, before stepping back to look at her master.  Growling a little, he turned and looked at her with his eyebrow raised, questioning what she had done.  Smiling coyly at her master, she laughed at his confusion before giving him the answer he wanted.
“It seems like Princess Antonia was hiding in Olhur, but she is now courting King Atzmon and has been escorted to Vedal with supplies and men to rebuild the city.  It also seems like Prince Wasim has taken the newest member of his harem with him, no one is sure if she is a willing member or a slave, but Princess Lysan was seen aboard the ship that was headed to Vedal as well.”
Moving back to his desk he slumped back into his chair and let out a string of exhausted curses.  Looking over at him, Memmia gave him an impressed nod at his sailors' vocabulary, before turning to walk from the room as temptingly as possible.  When the door closed behind her, Germund closed his eyes and rubbed at his temples as he did his best to figure out what his next step would be.




Chapter 20: Pikes and Passion

Sophia sat on the balcony of the Surveyor Tower enjoying the view of the setting sun over the ocean when the bellow of the war horn startled her, causing her to knock over the cup that sat behind her.  Glancing up she glared at the high tower that stood up at the summit of the mountain behind her.  Slowly she rose and stepped into her room, needing to change her dress to make sure that the stain didn’t set.
When she had given the dress to her handmaiden and changed into a new one, she returned to the balcony to look out over the green and gold farmland that stretched out to the south of the city.  The descending caravan of marching men and carts full of vegetables bore a single banner at the front.  She recognized it instantly, its unique round shape with three tails of blue feathers and large painted blue buffalo stood out from several miles away.
Forgetting entirely about the puddle that slowly trickled off the edge of the balcony, she turned and left the room and ran down the hall to the stairs.  After descending the first few flights at a run she ran into a procession of nobles and servants descending the spiraling stairs, hoping to reach the bailey of the castle before the caravan arrived.  She found Giorsal descending after her third floor that she passed and the men joined them on the second floor where they had been planning the coming battles.
The flood of people moved out into the large cobblestone plaza in the middle of the upper keep, moving to the sides so that the caravan would have room to enter.  The shining silver steel outer portcullis of the city walls rose slowly revealing the banner procession still carrying the large banner high as they rounded the climbing spiraling road that led to the main gate of the keep.   As they moved through the gate they moved to the sides and formed ranks facing the center forcing the waiting crowd back a few steps leaving a large open area for the approaching formation to fill in.
Each unit moved forward and broke down the center of the formation as they reached the platoon in front of them extending the lines of soldiers down the road until the end was out of view. Sophia couldn’t help but be impressed by the coordination of each unit standing in position only separated by smaller banners the alternated sides as they descended down the Greystone highway.  When all of the men had settled into formation another group emerged from the trail of people, a young boy carrying a smaller banner that matched the larger one that stood to the right of their King.
As they marched forward, the crowd behind it came into view, Branek marched at the front, a small boy in his left arm and another holding his right hand as they walked.  Behind him a unit of men and women marched in black chainmail and leather, with black capes flapping in the wind.  Even their shields, helmets and weapons were blackened making them look like walking shadows as they moved.
Their lack of training and discipline grew evident as they drew closer to the gates of the keep, but the display was still impressive given the battle that had happened earlier that day. Behind the soldiers a caravan of wagons of supplies and food that had been sold to cause war rumbled over the cobblestones, coming to a rest just feet in front of the emperor.  King Branek dropped to one knee in respect to his emperor as the procession came to a stop.  Every man, woman and child behind him descended in turn, causing a ripple effect through the lines of soldiers and the wagons behind them.
Stepping forward, Magnai raised his servant king, and then signaled for the others to rise as well.  As the crowd rose, the two youngest of the boys slipped behind Branek and hid behind his cloak, causing Magnai to break his formal demeanor and crouch down to their level. When he spoke, he reached into his pocket and pulled out a few pieces of dried fruit.
“I’m sure these two must be hungry after such a long march, I have some dried mango slices here, but we have a lot more inside.”
Stepping forward the elder boy accepted the fruit graciously, before giving it to his younger brother.  The small boy slipped back into the caravan before the older one turned back and accepted the other piece of fruit with a slight bow and a quiet word of thanks.  As the second boy disappeared after his brother, Magnai rose and spoke quietly to Branek.
“I see you accomplished your first mission with flying colors.  I have to admit that you vastly exceeded my expectations for the troops and supplies you would get from them and I see that you have instilled yourself with at least some of the members of the Congregation of the Night.”
Branek chuckled for a second before responding to the Magnai’s comment.
“Oh Great Khan, you are too generous, you laid the foundations for my success and laid out the plan that made it possible.  We do have some further matters to discuss, but none of them are important enough that they can’t wait until tomorrow.  It is all good news as well, so you can rest easy until then.
“We have also come with supplies and the unit of scouts that you requested.  The farmers have brought as much food as they could carry to help supply your armies and are hoping to meet with you before they have to return.  They want you to know that the actions that were taken against your army was done so by a small group that controlled the majority of the weapons in the valley and this is no longer the case.”
Magnai nodded his agreement with Branek’s requests, he turned the king to face his people.  He spoke loudly so all that could hear, as he walked through the crowd, greeting the individuals as he moved.
“It pleases me greatly that so many of you saw the opportunities that we presented.  Know that we hold no bias or disdain for the actions of your clan members.  It truly is my honor to welcome you to Maldavid, you now stand here as friends and citizens of the same empire.
“We would like to welcome the city Varaki and the great castle of Serpent's Watch.  As our kingdoms unify into one grand empire, know that this watch now stands to protect you as much as it does the people of Maldavid.  Please excuse me for now, I must meet with your king, but my staff and our hosts will be happy to make sure you receive a tour of the castle and have a place for the night.
“Tomorrow I hope you will all break your fast with me and my kings before returning home.  For now, take your tours and be at rest, I have to meet with your king and the commander of the Night Demon unit to discuss the future.  Ruion will Bless you all for your service to him and his cause.”
As the crowd bowed again Magnai returned the bow and turned to enter the castle with Giorsal on his arm, not waiting to see who followed.  King Branek moved in behind him, as the emperor and empress moved through the large silverish grey doors that lead into the palace.  Sophia had to walk quickly to keep up with Branek, but he slowed slightly when he realized that she was trying to keep pace.
Over the last few weeks they had become friendly, leaving some pause as to the status of their relationship with the local gossip groups.  Sophia had fought hard to keep any thoughts of the future out of her mind, but now she found it hard.  She stepped close and let her hand brush his gently as they stopped in front of the throne room doors, the massive silver snakes that made up the handles of the doors leering out at them from the tops of the doors with the fangs bared to threaten anyone who would do the kingdom harm.
He slowly reached out his finger and allowed it to brush slowly along the back of her hand before coming to rest gently against her pinky.  As she was about to take his hand, he was forced to pull away quickly, as the youngest of the three boys that had marched in with him came sprinting to him and wrapping his arms around Branek’s left leg causing him to fight to just stay on his feet.  When he stabilized he dropped to one knee and took the boy into his arms, speaking softly to calm the boy.
“My son, what seems to be the problem?  You are safe here, safer than you were back home.  Now relax and hold on, we are going to meet with Magnai Khan so we can go get more food and get you to bed.”
Sophia glanced quickly at the situation, unsure what was happening.  During the entire time together, he had never spoken about any family save his father who had passed away and his late wife once when he was comforting her about her current family status.  Now she was sure what else he hadn’t told her.
She didn’t have a chance to ask him about it though, because the large doors swung open and they were summoned inside together before she could make any enquiry or introduction.  Moving to take her traditional position by Giorsal’s side, Sophia kept her eyes down, not wanting her warring emotions to give her away when she was finally forced to look back up.  Even when she was forced to face the small crowd of royals and military leaders, she still refused to look up and meet their gaze.
For several minutes, she stood, not meeting anyone’s gaze and doing her best to not show any emotion or attachment.  The formalities continued as she stood stone faced like she had seen Atzmon do on a daily basis.  They had been friends for years and she knew that his stalwart demeanor was just an act, and she had scolded him for not being human enough for his people on many occasions.  But now she thought she understood the reasoning behind his stony demeanor, it protected the people from having to see him in pain over affairs of the heart and all its breaking.
She could feel Branek’s eyes searching for hers as he stepped forward, herding the three boys forward with him.  As instructed each knelt before Magnai and waited for his approval to rise, which was quickly given.  When Branek spoke, his emotions seeped through and caused his voice to quaver a little, giving more emphasis to his explanation.
“My Khan, before I begin my full report, there is a matter of important business that needs to be addressed and involves these boys.  Seeing as it is late, may I have your leave to address this first, so that they may be released to go get food and go to bed while we continue with the finer points of my review?”
The king gave a quick curt nod and signaled for him to continue.  With her curiosity now peeked Sophia raised her head, her eyes turning back to the faces of the boys spotting the youngest that had approached earlier hiding behind the Branek’s leg.  He smiled shyly in her direction and gave a quick wave when their eyes met.  She returned the smile and gave a little wave of her fingers, before letting her eyes rise to meet his father’s as he spoke.
“Great Khan, I am going to ask a very strange thing of you, but I do hope that you approve.  To get the full sense of why I did it, I will have to recount part of my report first, then I will make the request.  I ask your patience with me as I give details that may seem out of place in the beginning.”
Magnai gave him a quick nod and motioned for him to continue, ignoring the confused mumbles from the onlookers.
“As you requested, we returned and met with each of the four elders, letting them know that any who would take an oath of loyalty would be spared and forgiven of all crimes.  Three of the four agreed to the oath but asked that we give each of their people a chance to make their choice individually and openly.  To do this, my men constructed a foot-tall wall of fallen stone from the cliffs that now runs through the center of the square.
“Three of the four lead families came over quickly with only a few dissenters, but the family of Alawa persisted in their rebellion.  I have a soft place in my heart for this family, because my late wife who died giving birth, was from this family.  Having lost both my wife and son, I didn’t want to lose the rest of her blood too.
“So, I challenged one final time, vowing that I would protect and assist anyone who broke and joined us.  I also explained that my late wife was from their family, so that made them my blood too. Just when I thought that I was going to have to kill the entire group, to hold true to my threat, these three boys broke from their parents and ran to my side of the wall.
“Their aunt who is standing in the back, ran after them, followed by her husband who has taken the mantle of the Captain of the Night Demons.  He is the eldest grandson of the Alawa clan, and his distention led to the majority breaking to join my side, leaving only the thirty-five prisoners who were sent ahead of us.  The boys’ parents never joined us, leaving them orphaned for their decision, and forcing their aunt to take them in, despite the fact that she already has three children and her husband will be marching in command of my scouts, leaving her alone to take care of all six of the children.  She has told me many times that she will be happy to raise them, but I couldn’t ask her to raise six children alone.
“The eldest brother, named Dragomir, approached me as we were organizing and asked that I take him and his brothers into my service so that the burden of caring for them wouldn’t fall on his aunt.  I felt it wasn’t fair to three boys with such potential to be stuck in a life of mere servitude.  For this reason I have  request that needs your approval in the decision that I have made in regards to my kingdom and these boys.  I ask that you ratify my decision to adopt these boys with all of the rights and privileges of true born sons, making Dragomir my rightful heir and the first prince of Nonov.”
Murmurs erupted through the crowd, both of approval and disdain, causing the two younger boys to move further under their adoptive father’s cloak.  Sophia watched Dragomir as he stood firm, doing his best to act like his new father.  Seeing the regal attitude, she realized that her concerns earlier weren’t valid.
Knowing that he had never lied or omitted anything made her forget the reservations she had been fighting earlier, leaving her open to the sparks of desire and admiration for the man that stood before her.  As she studied his face, their eyes met and she could see the mix of relief in her knowing the truth and the nerves that now plagued him as he waited for Magnai’s response.  She smiled warmly to reassure him and nodded her approval of his decision, making sure that he knew that she felt no concern or reservation about the situation.
All eyes in the room were locked on the high seat as Magnai rose and descended the steps to stand before the boys.  He raised his hands to signal for silence as he stepped forward, receiving it almost instantly.  He motioned to Musfira, who stood off to the side, then motioned for Trocall to join him as well, each bearing a stack of shining sky-blue cloth.
When they joined him, Magnai accepted the bundle from Trocall first and unfurled a beautiful short cloak cut to the length of a twelve-year-old boy.  He knelt and draped the cloak around Dragomir’s shoulders, speaking softly to him, so that only the boy could hear him.  Accepting a bow from his empire’s newest prince, he accepted the two smaller cloaks in turn and draped them over each of the other boys shoulders.  When he had finished he rose and turned the boys and the king to face the crowd of onlookers and spoke with the strong voice he used when he was giving his imperial command.
“We have often talked about the importance of letting people live their potential and not having to carry the weight of your parent’s sins.  The actions of these boys show their courage and their true devotion.  The decision to leave everyone behind and set a standard for their people showed the leadership that they have.
“Because of this, I agree with King Branek on this decision.  I hereby recognize these boys as the legitimate sons of the royal house of Nonov, and I agree that Prince Dragomir is hereby named as the heir to the throne of Nonov.  Prince Dragomir will hereby be known as the true heir of Nonov by men, and if the High Priestess consents, by Ruion as well, from this day forth, with all duties and responsibilities of this position.”
Musfira stepped forward silently, and knelt before the boy, taking his hands after she had removed her hood.  For a moment the young high priestess stared deep into the boy’s eyes, before she rose again and studied Branek’s soul with her pale grey eyes.  When she had seen everything she looked for, she stepped up onto the small stand where the throne sat, her soft voice carrying above the crowd.
“I agree with the khan’s decree and I would add to it.  This boy is truly the tool of 
Ruion, sent to be a standard to his people and prove that they are loved by him.  As long as he continues in his service, proving that all those that follow Ruion will be blessed.”
The crowd cheered as the high priestess descended the stairs again, congratulating the new family as she did so.  Sophia held back, not wanting to join the mob of well-wishers crowding around them.  Slowly the room began to thin as the crowd began to disperse, heading to the great hall for food or off to fulfil their responsibilities.
When only the five royal, the high priestess and the captain remained Magnai led them out of the main throne room, rounding a spiral staircase, until they emerged into the war room.  Sophia could see the piles of maps and stacks of enlistment forms on the tables in the back of the room.  Magnai moved to the far side of the large table and began making some changes to pieces on the map and numbers on a sheet of paper.
She took a position to the far side of the room, settling into a chair on the far side of the large round table that took up a large portion of the room. Branek took the seat next to her, speaking quietly as he sat, not wanting to draw unneeded attention to them. 
“I was hoping to get a chance to talk to you first, but Magnai decided to take my request under consideration early.  I know that I probably have caused a lot of emotional flips in the last few hours and I hope that I didn’t drive you away.  I made this decision for the good of my people and for the good of the boys, but my biggest fear was driving you away with this decision.  I do care about you and I hope that this didn’t push us apart.”
Smiling she glanced over at him, reaching up to place her hand on his, giving it a soft squeeze of reassurance.  Before she could answer though, Magnai rose again and spoke loud enough to be heard.
“King Branek, please proceed with your full report.  We need to know what happened and what we have to look forward to, with these people.  Finally, we need to make sure that we deal with the traitors carefully, I would like your thoughts on that as well.”
For the next several hours, they sat in the slowly darkening room, listening to the reports from Branek as well as several other scouts who had been sent out to find the enemy forces.  Sophia paid little attention to what was said, but instead allowed her thoughts to run away, dreaming of what could be.  For the first time in her life, she truly understood all of the feelings that Giorsal had described.


Trocall sat on his horse overlooking the training grounds, where his men worked with some of the more experienced warriors to unite their fighting styles. He had enjoyed marching with the infantry during the attack on the Valley of Shadows, but now he was forced to realize that the men he had commanded that day weren’t actually his.  He had taken command of a combined Tedian and Nonov forces normally under the command of the king of Tedia, but with Rustam at sea, the command had been given to him out of respect for his position.
The Maldavid people weren’t the trained warriors like the other two kingdoms of the Sclizar Union, they were traditionally farmers, ranchers or other kinds of skilled craftsmen. During most of their history, no nation had wanted to fight Maldavid because a large majority of the continent's food and precious metals came from the fields and mountains of Maldavid.  It had always been known that any nation who raised a sword against Maldavid would cause the other nations to unite against them.
This had all changed when Laral had unified the southern kingdoms and destroyed Zeazzera, leaving Tedia and Vedal to try and maintain their own borders.  The two remaining free nations had been powerless to defend Maldavid, leaving his people to do their best to defend themselves.  In the southern flatlands they had been driven back like cattle, but they had been able to hold the mountain passes and jagged cliff ranges that sat in the center of their kingdom, keeping the invaders away from their complete destruction.
They had also held the jungles to the southwest, but in recent years much of that had been surrendered to marauding Vole clans causing them to loose another major source of resources.  Many times, his father had tried to raid south and capture parts of his kingdoms back, always with some success, but they were always driven back when the seasons changed, and he was forced to let part of his army return since they had duties to complete on the farm or ranch.  Now for the first time in nearly fifty years he had the backing of several of the larger nations and he was determined to make the changes necessary to prevent this from ever happening again.
He had asked Magnai to supply him with the best men to train his men to fight under his banners.  Going against tradition, his first official action as king was to require all men between the ages of sixteen and twenty-five to serve in the military.  After their service they would be given lands, education, or another compensation for their service.
Within a week he had assembled a force of over twenty-one thousand men with sixteen thousand conscripted youth and just over five thousand older men or knights that had agreed to take up positions as officers.  He did not exempt himself from the mandated service either, spending most of his time training to fight and to command, leaving the non-military duties to his uncle until the conflict was over.  His uncle had served for nearly thirty years as his father’s chief advisor and was well trained and equipped to handle the infrastructure of the kingdom better than Trocall could.
Looking out over the newly built barracks and training field that had been built in the mountains above the city to house the massive army that continued to grow in size every day.  The wood buildings and ramparts had been crudely built, meant more for speed and efficiency than for comfort.  Hundreds of men moved through their training regiments, each working at various skills according to their unit.
They had divided his men into five groups, each with their own purposes and skills for the upcoming battles.  From where he sat, he could see his pikemen working on formations and practicing how to strike on heavy targets and how to brace the pike against a charge.  Moving down the hill he found his archers practicing on archery butts and with aerial targets, while his large projectile teams fired into the mountainside from the back of the yard.
Reaching the stable yards, he found his cavalry officers preparing their training for the light and heavy cavalry that would be training under Magnai Khan and his commanders.  In battle these horse units would serve beside the emperor and he wanted to make sure that he could count on each man as they rode beside him.  After watching for a few minutes, he turned his horse and moved over to another section of the infantry field where his future command was training.
Dismounting he greeted his men, before picking up his round shield, long dirk and his war hammer.  Moving out into the training grounds he met the commanders of the heavy infantry that he would be commanding in battle wanting to get started as soon as possible.  Branek and his light infantry had joined his men for the day’s training, giving them a chance to work on formations without having to divide their forces.
Approaching his equal he signaled his greeting with a hard thump of his gauntleted fist against his chainmail and leather covered chest.  Branek returned the greeting before signaling for his men to assemble.  Trocall stepped to the center and used his loudest voice possible to speak to the roughly five thousand men that were assembling.
“Men of Sclizar, today we work together to train on our formations and tactics.  Given the separate languages of our two kingdoms we will be able to simulate a full battle minus the cavalry, artillery and archers.  Every man has been given a blunted blade for the purpose of this training and you will be expected to go down if you are struck in a way that would kill or severely injure you.
“Also, my heavy infantry will be forced to move through large pylons and other lighter poles so that they can practice moving through a pike square.  If you hear a bell ringing directly in front of you, stop immediately, you are considered either dead or stopped due to a pike being knocked over or chaos in the ranks.  We will work at this until both groups do everything correctly, King Branek will now explain the light infantry expectations.”
Moving silently forward King Branek was an intimidating site in his quilted leather armor under a knee length, buffalo skin war shirt that had been streaked with sky blue dye.   Carrying only his shield and shaskain in his hands while a blunted version of his tomahawk was tied solidly to his belt with several bone handled knives, he spoke his strong deep, quiet voice causing all of his men to step closer, paying close attention to every word.
“The light infantry will be practicing our quick strike formations.  Our goal is to get inside the Phalanx before the heavy infantry can get out to meet us.  In battle the light infantry can quickly collapse a pike square if they can get inside their ranks or onto one of their flanks before the heavy infantry can respond to protect them.
“During this drill I expect to see several separate outcomes, we will run into problems and we will see success on both sides.  That being said, I expect everyone’s best effort every time, it is the only way to make sure that we are prepared for the coming war.  Please move back into formation and prepare to begin.”
The men quickly scattered moving into their positions on the three formations with the heavy infantry moved into a loose formation ten feet behind the pylons, their shields pointed forward so that they could move through the pylons quickly.  The light infantry was on the opposite side of the field split into two groups on each side of the imitation pike square.
Trocall found himself standing near the middle to the right of the formation.  When he took command, he had been offered a position of prestige on the left edge of the formation, but he had turned it down.  He had been trained to use a sword as a young boy, but he had little confidence in his fighting abilities when real battle came and the shield walls clashed. Instead he had assigned the important positions to some of his senior warriors who had been fighting with the Tedian Military or had been fighting with one of the skirmish groups that had been organized to attack and hurrass the Laraly for the last decade.
When the men were all in position a horn sounded, and the chaos began.  Trocall led his men through the waiting pylons, moving slowly at first then picking up the pace as he moved.  To his left and right he began to hear bells ringing as his men struck the thinner poles that stood to the left of the pylon representing the pikes that would be in the hands of his pikemen during the battle.  Exploding through the final row of pylons he was barely able to get his shield forward before he collided with the light infantry arriving at his line.
Stepping to his left he allowed the men behind him to step forward and position their shields next to him as he did his best to clear the path in front and beside him, swiping and stabbing with his broadsword to clear an area in front of him and blunting his opponent’s charge with his shield.  Several men dropped after contact with his blade, allowing him to step forward slowly, making room for the men still filtering through to form up behind him and replace those that had fallen during the initial push. The fight continued for several minutes, leaving most of the men on the ground before Branek signaled for an end by waving his sword in the air.
Taking a couple of minutes to reassemble, Trocall moved through the ranks, getting reports and commitments from his officers.  Finally reaching his position again he signaled with his raised sword causing a horn to trumpet out at the other waiting army.  His signal was echoed from the far army signaling the start of the next round.
Moving through the pylons nimbly, his wiry frame keeping him safely away from the thin rods, he exploded out into the open to look around and realize that he stood alone.  As he connected with the first attacker the men directly behind him began to press forward, moving to fill the gaps at the front of the line along with a few men that were emerging from their channels.  The ringing steel was only eclipsed by the ringing bells behind him as the light infantry moved back through pylon forest, figuratively killing those that he was supposed to be protecting.
Trocall fought his way to the left, cutting off the incoming soldiers leaving him in the exact position he had not wanted.  Angling himself to the direction of the attack, he held firm, striking down several attackers.  He was forced to his knees though, by the point of a cold steel blade against his right kidney and a firm grip on the back of his neck.  Branek’s voice came from the shadowed figure holding him hostage.
“Throw down your sword my friend, you have lost this round.  We will discuss what happened after we meet with our officers.”
Sticking his sword in the ground he moved back to find his officers, all of the excitement from the first round had completely vanished.  Closing on the first group of officers, he made his frustrations clear, before getting their reports.  After several minutes he was able to make his rounds and collected the reports from every line officer.
Branek stood in front of Trocall sword, it’s blade still dug deep into the black dirt of the Maldavid hill country.  When the two men stood alone Branek spoke quietly, doing his best to teach the young king without crossing the line of respect.
“My friend, your men have done surprisingly well for their first two attempts at this.  Usually the heavy infantry takes at least five attempts to beat the light infantry.  The reality is that you are at a disadvantage during this drill.  During normal combat your phalanx would be retreating and reacting to your forces instead of standing fixed in place.”
Trocall dropped his head a little before responding, doing his best to not let his men see his distress.   Not wanting to show his disappointment, he turned his back to his men before speaking.
“I know we said that this would take time to get everything right, but I was excited by the first attempt and thought we might have made more progress than we initially though.  Now I am realizing that it may have just been a fluke.  Let’s reset and go again.”
Turning to move back to his formation, he was stopped by Branek’s words.
“I worried that this might happen, the role of the heavy infantry is much more difficult than the light infantry.  All my men have to do is run fast so that they get to the pikemen before the heavy infantry can assemble.  The indecision of my men is why you succeeded the first time and after they felt the sting of your men’s blunted steel it became much easier to make the decision to run fast.  Your men’s performance was not different during the two attempts, it was my men that varied.
“Look at making some adjustments to your positioning by shifting to one side, this will allow your men to get through the pike square faster.  You could also spread out your line a little, this would keep the men in the middle from being pushed into the pikemen.  This unit is yours though so do what you will.  I will give you five minutes to regroup before sounding my horn.”
Giving a quick nod of thanks Trocall withdrew his sword from the dirt and moved back through the pylons.  After taking a few minutes to organize his men as Branek had suggested and adding a few changes that he had noticed as well.  He moved the men who had struck the poles to the back of the formation, and shifted his formation one step to the right and two steps forward.  The horn from the far side sounded, announcing that they were ready to begin.  Trocall signaled for his squire to return the call and began his advance through the waiting pylons.




Chapter 21: The Trumpet Call of History

Wasim sat in his command seat, mounted on the back of a large war elephant, his dark copper armor gleaming as a bolt of lightning ripped through the stormy sky.  Atzmon rode behind him, seated on a bench that ran through the center of the high basket like turret.  Several archers paced the parapets that surrounded the turret and the royal guardsmen for each of the royal warriors sat on the bench or on horses riding ahead or behind.
They had marched south and east for the last two days, moving across the Frozen Plains of Western Laral to reach the high road quickly.  They had fought the cold and brief autumn snows as they moved south, making it difficult to travel quickly.  But now they stood just over the hill from their first target, a small border outpost that straddled the wasteland between Laral, Puswa and Olhur, the biting wind and freezing rain keeping all of the guards of the fort sealed tightly inside their cabins.
For their plan to work, they would have to take every town and outpost without allowing survivors to escape, until they reach the Tower of the Sun.  They would find their friends there and from that point on, nothing would stand in their way as they took back their homes from the invaders.  For now, he had to focus on leading his people in the first real battle of the southern campaign with hundreds of unbloodied soldiers.
Even though several of the men that sat behind him had more battle experience, they had given him command of the expedition to him as the Prince of Olhur and the man providing the vast majority of the army.  He had given Atzmon the control of a combined army of refugee’s and the small force of men that had sailed over from Vedal to join the fight.  They would make up his infantry during the battle and would provide a solid line of defense while he led his elephant cavalry and horse cavalry.
The massive hairy beasts that they were riding on came to a halt, giving Wasim the chance to climb down from his control seat and turn to face his friends. Speaking just loud enough to be heard over the drumming of rain on the hide roof of the turret, bracing himself against the nearest pillar as the elephant swayed in the wind.
“It’s time to move, we can only wait for the rain to die down while we move into position, then we need to move.  The infantry, under the command of King Atzmon, will sneak around to the other side of the outpost and make sure that no one escapes.  The horse units will guard the flanks and the Elephants will advance on the gate of the outpost.  From what our spies have told us, the walls and gate aren’t anchored well and only have a thin parapet, so it will fall against the elephant's push.
“We need to make sure that no person leaves this outpost.  That does not mean that we need a complete slaughter or sack of the village.  We are here to take a strategic position and to wet our swords, other than that, this is a country being held hostage and we will not be another oppressor for them to bear.”
His commanders acknowledged his orders with a loud slap of their fists against their chests then scattered to fulfill them.  Dismissing them by returning the salute and rising to take his position back on the front tower.  Drawing his bow from its holster and began to string it, when Atzmon stepped up to join him behind the massive elephant’s head.  Placing his hand on Wasim’s shoulder, he spoke softly, making sure that only the two of them could hear their conversation.
“This is the hardest part.  I know that asking men to potentially lay down their lives for me is extremely hard, and I hated doing it.  It is a curse of our position though and if we do this now, we can free the land of the heathens that sacked the temple. Maybe someday we will reach a point in the future where we never have to do it again in our lives.
“While I had the advantage of fighting on my home turf and fighting on holy ground, you have true surprise and far more tools than I had.  Your people fight with beasts that will terrify men on site and your tactics will confuse your opponents.  In a land that fights with mostly man and horse, you have elephants, lions, cheetahs, war dogs, and armored bears that all can be loosed to break lines of infantry and cavalry.”
Wasim took a deep breath before turning to face his friend, forgetting his bow for a minute.  His face betrayed his fear for a moment, dropping his confident facade.  Atzmon chuckled before speaking again.
“It’s good to see that I’m not the only king that has to wear a mask for his people, I would much rather be telling jokes and playing music.  But my kingdom expects that I maintain the pias life of a king of the holy island, and I think that you are expected to maintain that always confident show.  I will keep your secret if you keep mine.”
Wasim began to laugh, letting out his tension as he did so.  Finally, he slapped Atzmon on his armor-plated shoulder, and spoke much more confidently than he had before, even letting a little sarcasm slip in as he jested.
“I have a lot to fight for and so do my people.  I’m sure you haven’t noticed, but both of our future is at stake with this woman we love.  We need to make sure that we free Antronia’s brother for you and Lysan’s father for me.  My sisters may also be married to new lords from the new kingdom of Puswa, so this battle really is for every bit of my future.”
Wasim gave him a wink then gave him a salute by thumping his fist against his armored chest.  Atzmon returned the gesture before turning to descend the ladder to meet his men who were assembling some distance away. Wasim returned to stringing his bow and organizing his arrows, spear, sword and axes, making sure that they were all within reach if he needed them.  Finally feeling as prepared as he could be, he climbed down from the head turret and stretched out on the first bench wanting to clear his head and stay out of the rain until the battle began.
When the first light broke through the grey canopy, Wasim rose and signaled for his men to mount up and prepare to attack.  Glancing to make sure that his men were strapped in for what could be a violent charge, he silently signaled for the elephants to rise and move up to the crest of the hill. The archers and wall breachers moved quickly into their positions and braced themselves against the rock of the turret as the large armored beast rose and began to climb the slow sloping hill.
It only took them a few long lumbering steps to reach the crest coming to a stop at the top of the hill.  Wasim could see the glint of steel and bronze on top of the wall showing where the guards patrolled, still oblivious of the impending danger.  With a sly smile, he raised his horn and gave a loud long blast to signal the attack.
His elephant lumbered forward with remarkable speed, slamming his armored head into the wooden wall that surrounded the outpost.  The soldiers were only starting to organize and prepare for the attack as his herd of copper and steel-clad pachyderms connected, causing the wall to slip free from the soft muddy ground, falling down on the barracks below like a crashing wave.  Wasim loosed his first arrow at a half-armored man as he tried to climb the far stairs, then repeated, stopping the defenders from reaching the distant walls by that staircase.
For almost a minute he let his arrows fly, catching half naked men, trying to escape out houses and men who continued to try and climb the walls and buildings.  The infantrymen that had ridden into the battle on the back of elephants now climbed over the beast’s heads onto the roofs and walkways of the buildings inside the fort, doing their best to eliminate anyone who was a threat, while protecting the merchants and villagers who cowered in the corners of the town.  With his last arrow flying through the air, Wasim strapped on his shield and axes, following the men from his beast into battle with his sword in hand, pausing only to tell the driver to move the elephants to a safe distance so they couldn’t be captured or injured.
Using one of his small axes to hook the top, he climbed up and over the pointed rampart of the wall and dropped the five feet down to the destroyed roof of a building.  Sliding down the roof to street level he found the battle already well in hand and already moving quickly away from him.  Two of the sections of collapsed wall had hit the two buildings used to house the Gegalan troops, collapsing them almost instantly eliminating the majority of the threat to their attack.
With his weapons at the ready, he moved slowly down the now empty street unsure of where any threat may appear from. He did his best to listen for any sound of the battle, trying to move towards the fight as he followed the sounds of clashing steel and cries of pain.  Ahead of him the sound of horses drew his attention, giving him time to ready himself for the attack before three riders rounded the corner, their orange and black capes flapping in the wind behind them as they charged around the corner.
The lead rider recognized the expense of his armor on sight and wheeled to charge down the side street where Wasim walked, his two compatriots not far behind.  When they reached his range, Wasim sent his first throwing axe spinning through the air, catching the lead rider squarely in the face, unhorsing him violently before he could raise his lance.  He positioned himself to the outside of the rider on the right at the last second and allowed his spear to be yanked free as it plunged into the opening under the man’s arm, launching him from his horse as well.
As the third horseman wheeled about to attack again, Wasim drew his sword and began to run at his attacker, his shield discarded near the body of the second rider. Just feet from the charging beast, Wasim leapt to the side, planting his leg against the wall, sending him flipping over the top of the unexpecting horseman.  His sword followed his ark, catching the man’s neck at full force, liberating his head from his body.
After verifying that all three were dead and collecting his weapons, he collected the horses and continued his walk towards the town square.  He walked in silence most of the way, listening to the sounds of dying men, and the clatter of steel.  Reaching the town center, he found his captains waiting for him, talking joyously about how feats they had accomplished during the short battle and the brilliance of their commander.  Saying nothing to them, Wasim handed one of the men the reins to the three horses and drew his sword again, continuing his silent march to the far gate.


Atzmon had to marvel at the sheer power and ingenuity of the Olhuran army.  To his left his Vedal men stood in a rough shield wall, short spears and long knives at the ready, while a company of Olhur stood in front, each holding the chain of a cheetah.  To his right his infantry of refugees stood in a similar formation with lions and leopards at their front.
The booming below of the war horn hung over the mist covered valley as they watched the gates for the first sign or movement.  Within seconds a loud cracking noise filled the air, startling the animals and men alike.  When the animals had begun to settle, the far gates flew open and several men on horses poured out followed by a dozen men on foot.
Atzmon silently signaled for the release of the beasts.  Several heavy chains thudded against the ground and nearly a hundred beasts charged forward, seeking for their orange and black clad prey.  The cheetahs were the first to strike, taking out the horses and men before they had the chance to draw their weapons.
As the screams of the dying began to rise, the lions and leopards collided with the men who still tried to flee on foot.  Many of the men were unarmored and lightly armed, leaving them to the mercy of the beasts.  As the carnage raged, Atzmon was forced to look away from the scene, bile rising in his stomach as the men were ripped to pieces.
His men advanced as the animals’ keepers collected their beasts and moved them away from what remained of their quarries. Looking forward, his men moved through the boneyard, doing their best to ignore what lay around them.   They closed on the gate as a second group emerged, running as fast as they could away from the carnage behind them.
The runners were met by a bristling shield wall just inside the gate, causing them to slam into the stabbing spears and blades without control or order.  When the first group of fugitives fell they pushed fully through the postern gate, revealing a much larger force of better prepared soldiers waiting for them.  They had formed up in a tight shield wall, blocking off the road that led into the fortress.
Atzmon moved further into the street leading his men into the town, their formation tightening as they moved into the more cramped quarters.  The two armies slowly advanced towards each other, shouting insults along with the spears that were flung back and forth, until the first blow was struck by Atzmon’s full sized round shield.  The strike hit the shield in front of him knocking the enemy captain back, his men forming up to protect him as they countered against the strike.
For several seconds, neither side gained ground as they stabbed and slammed against the other side’s shields.  Occasionally a man would fall to a strike, but he would be quickly replaced by the man behind him before the opponent could take advantage of the hole.  Atzmon stood on the left flank now, his shoulder pressed firmly against the wall of a large storefront as he fended off attack after attack with one of his short swords and large round shield.
When he felt that they were at an impasse, he glanced around and saw the small stair that led to a raised wooden platform beyond.  He signaled for the man behind him to fill in and moved back through the press of men to the platform, sheathing his swords as he slipped through.  Standing and looking out on the press of men, he could see the weak points and the places they were thick with reinforcements.
Quickly untying his sling, he drew out several stones out of the pouch full of sling stones he had been collecting for this reason.  His first stone took one of the center men on his exposed temple, dropping him almost instantly.  The next caught a man without a helm in the throat, sending him bowling into the man next to him.
Targeting the center of the formation, he began to take out the less armored men who held against the press.   As each man fell, the center of the enemy line bulged a little more, until the two lines were almost in a cup shape, his men plunging deep into the shield wall.  Excited by the push of his men, Atzmon tied his sling to his belt and climbed over the street on a reinforcing beam that connected the fighting platform to the store on the other side of the street, then pulled himself up onto the nearby Juliet balcony that stood over the two forces.
With his swords drawn, pointing them towards the enemy soldiers as he leapt off the balcony, aiming for the center of the enemy line.  His blades found flesh, biting into the neck of the man on his right and the raised arm of the man on his left.  Withdrawing his blades, he began to hack wildly at the men around him, striking his head, arms and legs alike.
Seven men had already fallen by his blade by the time the first man stepped up to challenge him with a spear leveled at his chest.  As the man charged, Atzmon paired the spear and slipped to the side, giving the man’s spear butt a swift kick as it passed, sending the blade like spearhead plunging into the back of one of the men who still held the shield wall in place to keep Atzmon’s men from helping him.  Before his attacker could recover and stand up off the ground, Atzmon relieved him of the need to rise ever again.
More of the enemy began to notice him as the pile of bodies grew into a small ring around him, blocking their ability to fill the hole that was forming in the ranks of the shield wall.  This time four men stepped up, unsheathing their Seax short swords in place of their spears to give them a better chance for containing him.   Glancing around at his newest assailants, he caught the glint of the rising sun on each of the blades, showing their pristine blades that had never seen combat before.
Atzmon took up his fighting position and signaled for the men to advance, their slow cautious steps only drawing out the inevitable.  When steel met steel as the four shields moved to box him in, Atzmon moved both swords and both shields to take the brunt of the first strikes.  The first two men to get enough confidence to attack were unorganized as they advanced, easily being forced into each other’s path, as Atzmon stepped back into the gap in between the other two attackers' shields before turning quickly to finish both of them off.  The other two seemed more skilled, each circling to his sides as he pushed through them, forcing him to spin away from them to avoid attack.
The man that ended up in front of him stabbed wildly, putting himself of balance as he did so.  Atzmon reacted instinctively, swiping his swords in a quick outward ark, taking the man's arm off at the elbow while plunging the other blade into his throat.  Relishing his kill, he turned to take on the other man when he felt a blade slice across his calf and up towards his knee through the seam of his greave, causing his left leg to buckle.
Spinning on this steel poleyn covered knee, he blocked the follow up strike and swept the man off his feet with his other blade. Finishing the man with a downward strike of his left blade as he wheeled his right blade back around to block a strike from the man who had been in front of him when he joined the fight.  A sword slammed from the side into his hard steel breastplate, sending him sliding backward through the mud, wrenching his left sword free from the fallen man’s body as he fought to keep control of his momentum.
With a little space between him and his attackers, he tried to rise to his feet, but the pain in his leg collapsed him again before he was even halfway up.  Seeing his weakness, the last two men began to circle like wolves, probing for an opening, but never fully committing to a strike.  Reaching behind him, he brought his larger shield around to protect him from the spears that were being turned on him as he backed into one of the alleys to force his foes to attack together from the same direction.
After taking a shallow stab under his arm, the smaller of the two men became increasingly aggressive, probing with simple combinations at first, but each attempt grew more complicated as they forced him back out of the alley.  When the enemy soldier finally pressed the attack, it took everything Atzmon had to hold the rat faced man off.  Breaking inside Atzmon’s guard, the soldier struck him hard on the side of his helm, sending him sprawling onto the ground near the one of the corpses he had made just minutes before.
The men walked swaggering towards their prey, the smile on his face making him look like a peevish goblin.  He spoke in a high-pitched voice, as he taunted, taking away some of the manliness of the situation.
“It’s my honor to kill a king, and the king of the cursed island of Vedal at that.  Your death will make me a legend and make my family more powerful than yours ever was.  I will have to make sure to claim those swords though, they really are a pair of beauties.  Now pray to that silent god of yours and tell him hello for me when you get there.”
Just when Atzmon expected the spear to lunge forward at his face, an axe sprouted from his killer's chest, changing his smug look into a look of confusion.  Without warning the body of the man dropped on top of him, pinning him down as he watched the last man turn to run.  He only made it a few feet, before his back sprouted a matching axe to the one pressed against Atzmon’s chest digging further into the dying man as his body weight pressed down on the blade.
Orange light hit him squarely in the eyes as the now rising sun hit the armor of his savior, causing Atzmon to look away sharply.  When he glanced back he saw Prince Wasim standing over him, his helmet removed as he grinned down at his friend.  The smile fled quickly as he spotted the pool of blood seeping out from under Atzmon’s leg, causing him to scramble for the company doctor.
As Wasim removed the dead man from on top of him and rolled him over, the pain sent a wave of white to his mind.  He fought for several seconds to stay awake, before succumbing to the black.  The last thing he remembers hearing was his friend cursing at the doctor and a last clatters of steel as his armor fell off him.
When he returned to consciousness, the first thing he comprehended was the light of a single candle dancing on the emerald green canvas of his tent, causing the walls to look like the leaves of the trees on a spring morning.  Next came the feel of a warm hand entangled with his, the thin fingers gripping tightly as if he were falling and she was trying to save him.  Finally, the sounds began to filter in, quickly overwhelming him as his mind struggled to understand the world around him.
Regaining the ability to move, he glanced around the tent, first spotting Wasim speaking with a military doctors in the far corner.  Then he turned to study the hand that held his, unsure of who could be so concerned about his injury.  Following the light sand colored arm up until it met a sad face staring down at him.
Locking his gaze with the purple grey eyes, he watched as Antronia’s pain turned to joy in a second as she realized he was awake.  Never letting go of his hand she leapt to her feet and signaled for the men in the corner to return to his side.  As the doctor moved to check on him, he noticed Lysan as she pushed her chair back to give the doctor room.
The pain finally returned like a bolt of lightning as he looked down his body to see his left leg in the air, and his body rolled and propped up with pillows so that his wounds could face skyward.  Clenching his jaw tightly to keep from screaming out, he hoped that his silence would help him focus his resolve.  Another doctor emerged from out of his range of view carrying a small wooden bowl and pressed it to his lips, explaining what it was as he drank.
“This tea of willow bark, coco leaves and powdered cloves will ease your pain.  Drink it slowly and go back to sleep, you need to heal.”
The swirling white and black returned to blur his vision as he gave way to the warmth and drifted back to sleep.  His dreams were hypnotic and full of swirling colors with Antronia’s face filled his mind amongst the unintelligible swirls of light.  The dreams that consumed him were filled with the memory of their kiss.
Coming slowly back to reality, he reached up and rubbed his pounding temples, not wanting to open his eyes until his head stopped spinning.  When he was finally able to open his eyes, the light of day showed bright against the fabric of the tent making him blink away tears caused by the glare.  He glanced around looking to see if he was alone, finding only an old doctor sitting in a chair at the far side of the room.  Sitting up a little he tried to get the man’s attention, but his voice came out as a cough when he tried to speak.
Slowly the hunchback man rose and moved over to the wounded king’s side, his voice shrill and cracking as he spoke.
“My king, I’m glad to see you awake.  When you hadn’t risen before noon, we began to worry that there might have been some brain damage we couldn’t sense.  Apparently, you just took well to the painkiller, and needed the rest.  We have closed up your leg and we are now working on keeping it clean, so it will heal well.
“It will be a while before you are able to walk on this leg though, the cut is deep and the damage to your muscles and tendons is serious.  We will take care of you until you are ready, but I think we will be escorting you back to Vedal to recover for a while.  There is also a poultice of clove oil, cayenne pepper, and lavender encased in willow bark, on your leg.  This will drastically lessen the pain and if you keep it still, it will speed up the healing process.”




Chapter 22: The Peel of Pipes and Steel

Magnai sat on the banks of the River Calt, enjoying the view of the large delta.  The swirling red waters of the river colliding with the deep blue waters of the sea were divided by a silvery foam, making it clear to Magnai where his wife’s ancestors got their colors. Turning back from the sea he followed the fingers of the river up less than a quarter of a mile to where a large island forced the river to divide around it.
They could see the ornate walls designed with patterns and images built into the red, silver and blue bricks that lined the banks of the island.  The city's thick outer wall ran across the northern and southern tips of the island and onto the banks on each side of the divided river creating a large three-part city.  A large stepped castle and an equally massive stone temple rose up from the island’s center, the castle sitting on the seaside, it’s massive octagonal turrets all looking out for threats coming from the sea.
His army still remained out of sight behind the hills on which they sat, but he and his commanders had ridden out to survey the scene.  It was clear that their march had not gone unnoticed despite their best efforts to remain hidden.  The farmers were all pulling in their crops and shipping wagon loads into the castle, while patrols moved up and down the roads looking for people they didn’t recognize.  Trocall had sent spies into Trovesh and the surrounding villages, arming the people who were on his side and smuggling food away from the city to make it easier to starve them out if necessary.
The plan had clearly worked, causing the occupying troops to be drive the food into the city by the whip and to not pay attention to the faces and carts that passed them. With a nod to Trocall, a signal fire was lit at the top of the hill and the farmers all changed out their hoes and sickles for swords and axes. The light infantry and cavalry poured over the hill, striking down anyone in a purple or red cloak, while making sure to not touch anyone else.
Within seconds his men were plunging through the still open gate of the first eastern section of the city driving the unprepared defenders back like a tidal wave striking an unsuspecting town.  Magnai followed the heavy infantry down the main thoroughfare and into the grain market that sat in a large plaza just inside the walls.  He had often read about the city and had been fascinated with how the city worked.
The river divided the countryside into two, making the eastern half of the nation perfect grain and ranch lands, while the western half was rich fruit country with perfect hunting grounds for furs and meat.  The city had been divided the same way, the grain market stood on the east banks, while the fruit market stood on the west.  Between the temple and the ziggurat castle a third market stood where the two markets crossed, and all of the local merchants and craftsmen sold their wares.
Now the market of grain was filled with the bodies of the wounded and dying, crying out as the kings and generals marched passed.  Magnai stopped briefly to visit the men that wore the cloaks of his kingdoms before turning and riding on to the inner gates.  The eastern city had fallen quickly with the aid of its enslaved citizens, but the river gate had still closed before they could reach it.
Arrows and stones now rained down on the attackers shields from the ramparts above, driving them back into the streets and alleys beyond the defenders reach.  His men were beginning to organize attempts to move on the gate using turtle formations shield walls with the help of distractions, but none had yet to succeed.  Watching the attempts, he organized his forces in the large storehouses just out of range of the archers and catapults giving them cover to organize without giving away their plans.
Calling an end to the attempts on the gate, Magnai ordered his scouts to move through the city and the area around, looking for a way past the gate.  He also organized troops of men to salvage boats and begin rebuilding the siege machines they were bringing in to help them if they didn’t find a better path into the city.  When his men began to move, Magnai moved back to the market, organizing his people to care for the wounded and distribute supplies.
Spending nearly an hour in conference with his commanders and getting reports from the many scouts he sent throughout the city, Magnai began to grow frustrated with the lack of progress.  He had hoped to take the entire city in one quick strike, but now it was looking like they would be forced into a long drawn out siege that would lead to the destruction of the large sections of the city.  Just as he rolled out the maps of the city and began to think about the best way to attack the gate of the city, a shout pulled his attention away and sent him scrambling back out into the city.
Magnai moved back out into the street as the clamber of battle started to ring out through the alleys and narrow streets of the grain district.  The rushing men quickly gave him a direction as he led his commanders towards the tower that guarded the northeastern coast of the grain fork of the river.  White cloaks of the Governor’s Guard flooded out of the tower door, cutting through the unprepared soldiers as they worked to secure the city.
Colliding with the line of charging men, Magnai let his scimitar spin over his head until it slashed down on the first man to draw close enough.  Trocall and Branek joined the fight behind him, cutting down the first of the white cloaked men that had the misfortune to try and stop them.  Their guards and generals followed suit, cutting off the advance of the governor’s guard as they began to spread forming solid battle lines in the only large road that ran from the tower.
Archers scrambled out after the white cloaked men had cleared the doorway, moving up into the buildings around the tower, looking to take up positions to give them the advantage over the defenders.  Branek was the first to go down, taking a hard blow on his head from a flail that had flicked over the enemy’s shield wall causing him to fall to the ground, placing him under the feet of the advancing enemy army.  Captain Kohut, the captain of the kingsguard of Nonov pressed his attack and cutting deep into the advancing army, forcing his way to Branek’s side, before pulling him up and out of the fray.
Magnai took a glancing blow from a spear just seconds later, that cut into his inner thigh and was forced to fall back, letting his guards and then the heavy infantry continue the push.  Trocall and several of the king’s guards continued the fight until the line of heavy infantry had fully formed.  When the line was formed and Trocall had command, several of the kingsguard returned to their emperor’s side aiding his retreat back to the sanctuary of their outpost near the outer gate, making sure not to move down streets that would take them past the advancing soldiers.
The world around him began to spin as he was dropped into the large bed in the sleeping chambers of his headquarters letting the royal doctor rush to his side.  With a motion of his hand, he sent the doctor to aid Branek first, needing to know that his king was okay before he could allow himself to be worked on.  Niall stepped in to help, stripping the armor from his leg and inspecting the wound.  With a hearty laugh of relief, the flame priest poured water followed by alcohol over the wound to clean it before cinching a bandage tightly around the now much smaller looking wound.
“My emperor, it looks like they just nicked you in one of the places that likes to bleed easily, you just need a couple of tight bandages and a little rest.  King Branek looks worse off though, he took a blow to the head from a flail.  His helm was split by the blow, but it looks like it saved his life.  Rest for now, I will bring you news of any change in the King’s condition or the battle.”
Magnai reached up, grabbing the young priest by his blazing red, orange and gold surcoat, pulling him close.  When he was close enough that there was no question of the seriousness of the order, he growled out his command.
“Take Trocall and the rest of my guards, as well as all of King Branek’s guards and return to the battle.  The two captains will remain to protect us and run orders so that it looks like we are in council about the new events and possibilities.  Trocall will have the official command, but I will let him know to listen to your suggestions as if they were my own.
“We need that tower and they have given us a way in.  Return only when you have driven them back and taken the tower.  Summon Trocall to me, then go find my wife, her archer battalion will assist in the counter attack.”
With a deep bow, the priest turned and marched out of the room, his leather surcoat of dyed red, orange, yellow and blue scales shown in the light of the noon day sun as he moved out to find the young king and his empress.   The illusion of crackling fire with the blackened tree on his chest and cape made quite the impression and distraction while he was still in view, but Magnai’s thoughts gave way to the creeping white of pain as he tried to shift into a more comfortable position.  Sinking back into the soft folds of the blankets and stacks of pillows, he fought to stay awake so that he could be ready for his sworn king to arrive.
Trocall had been close at hand, so Magnai didn’t have to wait long before the young king entered through the door, his red and blue surcoat still spattered with the now blackening blood of those that had fallen at his hammer and short sword.  The young king dropped to one knee out of respect for his wounded emperor and brother-in-law, his face exposing the fear he felt at the bandaged, bloody and ghostly pale man on the bed.  Magnai did his best to make his voice sound strong as he spoke, but the loss of blood was starting to wear on him as he continued to speak.
“My good king, you have done well to prove yourself to me and to your people.  I have taken a flesh wound that niched me in a vein, so I will be weak for a few days, but I will be fine.  King Branek has fallen and we are still unsure what will happen to him.  This means that you are the one king that can still stand and command on a battlefield.
“I am sending both the kingsguard of Nonov and my imperial guard out to escort you and advise you in the fight to take the north tower, should you need it.  I ask that you stand back as you lead unless it is completely necessary, since you are the only one still able to stand and if you fall it will cause our men to buckle and break. I will also be sending up your sister with the archer’s brigade to support your advance, as well as the light infantry that will be moving up the other towers, trying to find a clear path through to the inner wall.
“Tell our captains and brigade commanders that Branek and I are back in council, working on a surprise attack to collapse the defenses in one fell swoop.  I will rise and move about the men later in the day, after I have rested a little and eaten to help regain my strength.  Please keep your mind on the fight and have faith that Ruion will protect all of us and give us the victory that he requires of us.”




Chapter 23: Learning How to Die

During the last week since his return to Puswa, Germund Yating had been forced to light the funeral pyres for seven of his most competent officers.  The deaths had sent the city into a panic, causing everyone to fear any contact with the Zanditan and Gegalan leaders, making his duties far more complicated.  At first they seemed to be simple accidents that killed them, but the more random accidents that occurred, the more he was becoming convinced that the rebels had change from simple terror to assassination. 
The first man to fall was the captain of his flagship, who had been crushed to death by a load of steel shot that was being loaded onto his ship in preparation for combat.  Every indication was that the rope had simply snapped, dropping the load directly onto him, killing him instantly and destroying the first two decks of his ship.  Other accidents had followed, including rogue horses trampling the captain of the city watch and the decking of a balcony four stories in the air breaking, killing his spymaster.
Besides just the military targets, a blacksmith that had made a small fortune supplying weapons for his men had been killed when his shop had caught fire. A shipwright had also been killed when a new warship that he and his crew were floating for the first time sank in view of the entire port.   The last few murders had been so violent and deliberate that he was now starting to worry about his own life and the life of the king of Puswa.
To make things worse, his removal of the King of Gegala from controlling Puswa, he had made another enemy, making him wonder if the rebels really were to blame for these attacks.  From his previous dealing with the warrior king of Gegala, he knew that King Kozue wasn’t above the use of assassins in the night.  He had been forced to bring his forces in close to ensure their safety, but this ruined his ability to start his campaign for the hearts and minds of the people that had been the main goal he and Ravi had set.
The only thing that made him want to not lock himself away in the secure compound in the capital was the fact that Ravi was still far from safety, moving through the north lands as she fought to deliver capable workers to new homes where they could help produce more food and resources for his future kingdom.  Having spent his entire day working with the acting commander of the Kingsguard, a man named Norbu, who he hadn’t dealt with much prior to the last week, since he had been stationed near the front gates.  He had been impressed with the abilities of the young man when they had trained together and when he had been sent to put down a riot at the gates of the keep a few days earlier.
Glancing back down at the large map of Puswa on his left and the crudely hand drawn map of the capital city on his right.  Both had been marked with different colored pins to represent the different types of attack, giving a strange beauty to the violence that was rocking the deteriorating nation.  During his time at the multiple levels of military academies he had attended during his youth, he had spent more time then he could remember studying the art of putting down insurgencies, but the pattern didn’t follow any logic that he had ever learned.
According to the map and all of the patterns, the attackers were either living in his barracks or in the Ice Islands of Gegala.  The pirate attacks all seem to point that direction, with the attacking ships always fleeing to the south and east instead of north and west like he would have expected.  Every attack in the city followed the same logic, with the attack, if they were spotted, fleeing deeper into the castle, into areas where only Zanditans and Gegalans were allowed.
He had gone so far as to give the order to block everyone who wasn’t wearing a Zanditan military uniform from entering the military sector, but this had only escalated the attacks. The attack that had happened earlier in the morning was the most confusing.  A lieutenant in the combined peacekeeping force had been killed by a Zanditan crossbow bolt that could have only been fired from one of the towers of the palace wall.
The only way into and out of the attackers perch would have led him directly past his office where he had been sitting with the door wide open.  After the attack had been reported to him, he had sent his quartermasters into the armory to give him a full accounting, only to find out that the only thing missing was a single bolt.  When his assistant had told him that the assassin had made a six hundred yard shot to put a single bolt through the lieutenant's eye, he slumped back into his chair in shock.  Prior to this report, he had thought a four hundred yard shot from a wall to be impossible.
Spinning the bolt in his hand, he couldn’t help but stare at the glittering point that still had a red tint on the black steel bodkin head.  Finally loosing his patience, he slammed the bolt into the table between the two maps, causing Norbu to look up in surprise from his own study of the map.  When Germund finally looked up to meet his gaze, he spoke in his thick poor Laraly accent, giving him a concerned look.
“Consular, I wish I had more information that I could provide or suggest, but you know this nation far better than I do.  I was trained by a common spearman, I’m sure you know the kind, I can spot an enemy and kill him, but that is the extent of my abilities.  Perhaps it would be best to schedule time with King Terzis, his life is as much in danger as yours or mine and I’m sure that he has forgotten more about this city and kingdom than we'll ever know.”
Taking a deep breath, Germund pulled out the bolt and walked back to put it on his desk before returning to the maps.  Finally he nodded and spoke softly as he accepted the fact that he needed help.
“Your right sergeant, schedule the meeting for the morning if at all possible.  This will give me time to verify my men and search our compound again so that I can verify that I don’t have a traitor.  I will also organize all of my remaining Gegalan forces to leave the city and go on patrol in the mountains so that we can eliminate them as possible attackers as well.”
Slapping his gloved fist against his breastplate before spinning on his heels, marching from the room to find the king's aid.  When he was gone, Germund followed him out to find his most trusted aids so that he could begin his search.  The fact that he was even considering this sickened him, but he hadn’t been left with a choice.


After a long restless night of forced searches and dealing with angry officers, Germund had only managed to get a few hours of sleep.  He now had to force himself up the winding stairs that moved from the military compound, up to the palace keep, his feet dragging with every step he climbed.  Reaching the upper landing, he stopped to catch his breath at the upper gatehouse that had been ornately decorated by hanging vines that were covered with small white flowers and were frequented by humming birds and bees.
Turning to speak to the guards at the small gate, a motion near the top of the wall quickly drew his attention.  When he couldn’t spot what had drawn his focus he quickly forgot it, presuming that it was just a trick of his tired mind.  He was quickly let through the gate and made his way to the throne room where the king was waiting for him.  Sergeant Norbu stood waiting for him at the entrance of the throne room, where he was standing guard.
With a sharp salute, he stepped aside and opened the door for the admiral, giving him a smile to wish him luck as he walked past.  A soft thud signaled that he was alone with the small map table that had been brought in to aid them in the discussion.  Moving to look down at the maps, he couldn’t help but notice several features that he hadn’t known about and a few secret tunnels that he could exploit to protect important leaders.
Taking a seat at the left end of the table, he sat back in his seat and studied the ornate stained glass windows, each depicting the old stories and legends from the legends and myths of Ruion, the god of Azela.  He couldn’t help but notice the similarities of the stories to the stories from the Tome of Elements, the scripture taught by the followers of the Children of the Unknown God.  As his thoughts drifted from his concerns to the stories that had filled his childhood, he slowly drifted off to sleep with the stories filling his dreams.
Jerking awake when a hand touched his shoulder, causing him to leap to his feet with his knife in his hand as his brain started to work.  After blinking back at the shimmering visage in front of him, he quickly realized that the man standing in front of him was his new friend Norbu.  Dropping his knife back into the hidden sheath in the fold of his uniform pants, he stepped back to the table and leaned on it as he tried to get his body out of fight mode, speaking with a shaky voice as he apologized to Norbu.
“I’m sorry for the violent reaction my friend.  These murders have me on edge and my instinct is to arm myself no matter what is happening.  To make things worse, it is costing me a lot of sleep as well.  Please forgive me for pulling a knife on you.”
Smiling, Norbu stepped over and took a seat opposite him and tipped back slightly, using the butt of his spear to balance himself.   Allowing his helmet to tip back so that it barely balances on his head as he relaxed.  As he closed his eyes he spoke calmly, his relaxed demeanor making it clear that he understood the reaction.
“No need to worry sir, I would have reacted the same way.  I have fought in three separate wars at this point, as both a soldier and a mercenary.  The knife pull is instinctual in a combat zone and I should have seen it coming.  I apologize for the rude awakening, but I figured you would be more likely to stab me if I tried to give you a good morning kiss.”
Throwing back his head Germund nearly fell over backwards as he fell back into the chair behind him, letting out his tension in a loud belly laugh that echoed off the large vaulted ceiling.  Wiping away tears from his eyes, he sat forward and met his friend's gaze again as he spoke.
“I’m not sure how long I was asleep, but I’m ready for my meeting with the king now.  Has he said how much longer I need to wait?”
In a flash, Norbu’s face switched from a smirk to a look of pain as his thoughts shifted back to business.  Glancing over his shoulder at the king's entrance to the throne room, his voice dropped to an angry tone.
“The king begs your leave for at least another thirty minutes, we just received a report of another pirate attack as he was about to walk in.  He wanted to get the details of the attack before he met with you, so that he could answer all of your questions as best he could.  That being said, I will let him know that you are ready as soon as he is available before I go off shift and finally get to sleep.”
Rising to his feet, Norbu saluted him and turned on his heels to stride from the room, his thick heeled boots clicking on the travertine floors as he left the room.  Turning his mind back to maps, he looked at them with fresh eyes, planning out escape routes and possible paths that an assassin could take to attack from within his supposed safe zone.  Noticing the underground paths into and out of the citadel his perceived reality slowly slipped from him as he realized that the military sector was actually one of the most vulnerable areas of the city.
Following the trails and tunnels out into the city, he quickly discovered that there was a much safer place for his troops to be.  Grabbing an extra sheet of paper, he quickly wrote out the order to shift his forces down to the merchants' docks that stood behind a small palisade and gate to protect the valuable cargo that used to regularly be stored in that section of the city.  Stepping to one of his aids that stood waiting in the gallery outside the throne room, he handed his orders to the young man, instructing him to copy it and get it to all of his unit commanders with an order to have it done by the end of the day.
Moving back to the table, he found the elderly king standing with his back to him looking down at the map of his kingdom.  As King Terzis turned to face him, Germund bowed deeply out of respect for the once legendary warrior.  Rising again, he waited for the king to speak, watching him place another pin over the place where Ravi was supposed to have been.
“I apologize for the delays that made me so late.  We received word that the pirates attacked the northern coast, at the place where Ravi was supposed to be stopping for the night.  We received word from the Gegalan commander that he had been given command of the Towers of the Sun that he had sent a battalion down to reinforce the caravan and bring them back to his fortress for protection, confirming that Ravi is safe.  It also appears that he was able to capture several of the attackers and he has sent them on to be questioned here.”
Letting out a small sigh of relief, Germund moved to stand on the opposite side of the table, studying the geography of that area.   Moving his finger along the northern coast of Puswa, he stopped at a plateaued isthmus that jutted out into the ocean, creating a natural point of control where he could easily establish a defensive location to cut off any ships that pushed down from Olhur to attack the coast.  As his plans began to form in his mind, he was quickly forced to drop the plans as the sound of shattering glass threw his world into chaos. 
Throwing himself backwards instinctually to avoid being sprayed by a shower of colored glass, he tripped over the chair behind him.  After rolling back to his feet, he pulled out his knife again and looked up to where the windows had once been, using his free hand to block the sun that shone in his face.  Standing silhouetted in the shell of the window, three figures stood with weapons drawn that looked nothing like anything he had ever seen before.
A growl of anger slipped through his clenched teeth as he slid his left hand into his pocket, he pulled three throwing knives, sending them flying in a single motion towards the new assailants to screen him from attack.  Without looking to see if he succeeded in hitting his targets, he sprinted to the kings side while screaming for the guards to join the fray.  Sliding to a stop beside the now bleeding king, he pulled him under the table as some kind of weapon was thrown to thump against the thick rosewood of the table above them.
Glancing around him to see what he was facing, he spotted the strangest weapon he had ever seen glinting in the sunlight just feet from him.  Grabbing the bladed ring, he pulled it back under the table to better arm himself, but before he could pick it up he was forced to dodge another of these weapons as it bounced off the wall near him and embedded itself in the edge of the table where his face had just been.  Reaching up he ran his hand over his face to check for injuries only to pull his hand away with a small red streak running from the tip of his nose.
Breaking his blood rage, a weak voice pulled him back to the injured king as he gestured towards the king's door.  Repositioning himself, he placed his back against the underside of the table and lifted it a few inches and began to move towards the door as the king pulled himself along underneath him, leaving a long red streak on the beige floor.  After a few steps, a weight slammed down on top of him throwing him back to the cold floor forcing him to drop his blades so that he didn’t impale himself as he fell.
Rolling out from under the table, he snatched up his knife and turned to face the assailant that had dropped on top of him.  Crouching on the table like a waiting tiger, his long curved knife held behind him like a part of his arm.  Despite the turban and wrap around his head and face, Germund could see the cold smile in his eyes as he saw his prey bleeding in a corner as he prepared to deliver the finishing blow.
For the first time in over a decade he felt the fear of death seize control, causing him to look around uncontrollably for a way out.  The other two assassins dropped to the floor, landing on the far side of the table after they dropped ropes down to provide a route of escape.  Shifting his weight to his toes, the lead assassin positioned himself for his strike while letting the cold hand of death closed its grip on his throat.
Just as the assassin began his lung the far door burst open letting in the combined force of his guards and the royal guards that were now spattered with blood from the fight in the gallery.  Seeing that his potential murder had turned his attention to the new threat, Germund lunged, slashing his thin blade at the man’s face.  His surprise sent the man scrambling backwards until he was standing on the far side of the table.
Flipping his knife around, Germund quickly reached under the table and pulled the wounded king from under the table and out into the king's office where two more of the kingsguard woken and sprinted up the stairs to aid in the fight.  Accepting a sword from one of the two men, Germund charged back into the room to finally fight back.  Seeing the three assassins beginning their climb back up the ropes to escape, he slammed his full weight into the table sending it sliding into the legs of the man that had targeted him, knocking him off the rope and back to the floor.
Leaping up onto the table he back swung his sword, catching the Achilles of the female assassin before she was pulled up by her partner.  He then leapt down onto the third assassin placing the tip of his sword against the man’s throat and kicking away the knife that had dropped when he fell.  Just before his backup could cross the distance to fully secure the prisoner, he heard a small puff from above him and a prick on his neck.  Turning to look up at the window, he felt his vision spin, throwing him to the floor as he lost control of his limbs.  The last thing he saw was the largest of the three assassins throwing himself up the rope in a few quick movements.




Chapter 24: Dagger in the Night

Mettius stood looking out over scorched wasteland that lay to the north of the borderlands where he rode, wondering where Wasim’s armies were as they pressed towards him.  He had regularly prayed that they would be freed before they ever made it this far where he would have to order the execution of men that had threatened him, instead of taking them as hostages to use as bargaining chips with the lords of Gegala.  After a long bloody trail he found himself before the gates of the only structure for miles, wondering if he would ever leave.
Many tales have been told of the attempts to take the Tower of the Sun.  All had failed as armies had starved or died from thirst on the barren land that ringed the fortress.  During times of peace a traveler could stop to rest at the fortress, receiving food and water from the Gegalan and Puswa forces that controlled the region at the time.  The only thing that had caused the castle to change hands had been famine or drought making it impossible for one side or the other to abandon it.
He had tried to leave Ravi and her caravan behind at the last town they had stopped at, but they had been saved from a pirate attack by the Lord of the Sun and part of his command.  Claiming that the town was regularly attacked by rebels, he had insisted that they stay with him instead.  Mettius had been unable to refuse him after fighting off six separate pirate and rebel attacks on their journey up to the borderlands.
After an afternoon’s travel they had reached the desert valley where the four towered fortress keep had loomed on its lone hill for hours as they approached.  Lord Hoger had made a point of stopping to watch the bright orange sun as it descended through the center of four sun crested towers.  They had all joined in the praise of the fortress, only to travel much quicker as the light began to fade and the threat of attack grew.
As night set in, they were welcomed as visiting royalty with a feast where they were free to discuss what had happened on the road to the fort without making the situation more tense then it needed to be.  At first Lord Hoger had been hesitant when Mettius had explained the situation, but his confidence grew when all of the men of the caravan had backed his explanation of the situation on the hill and in the past.  After the food and conversation began to wind down and the story began to clear up for the lord of the fort, Lord Hoger marched the men out one by one to account for their role in the treasonous events.
Mettius had started with the soldiers that had only been involved in the second attempt at rebellion and were unaware of the larger plot.  Seeing that Mettius was taking the most merciful path he could, Lord Hoger sentenced most of the minor accomplices to demotions and time in cells.  When the men that had been caught up in their leader's emotion were sentenced they moved on to the lesser men who had knowingly acted against the orders of the crown.  After announcing their respective punishment, recusing the other men to slavery and the leaders to the wolf pit at noon the following day, he finally called for the marshal.
Arriving still clad in his black chainmail and orange tunic, now dirty and tattered from his imprisoned march.  Despite his ragged appearance he still carried himself with his usual arrogance, looking down on everyone as he passed.  Reaching the daios, the Field Marshall Gregor was thrown to the floor before Lord Hoger, his contempt showing openly as he rolled to look up.  Spitting at Mettius and Ravi’s feet, the now wild looking Marshall glanced up at the dais, hissing his threats as he spoke.
“You would align yourselves with these slaves over the chosen of Gegala?  Clearly the lord of this fort has less spine than I thought.  The King wants this little poisonous rose snipped and you would have the audacity to stand in the way of the royal will.  I don’t know what kind of sick fantasy you have, but this wench will never accept you or make this invasion acceptable to her people.”
A hard, steel covered toe of the lord’s boot ended his rant, knocking the man out with a single strike to the jaw before he could continue to speak.  Turning back to the men seated at rows of tables, he growled at them in a deep voice that silenced any sign of doubt that remained.
“Does any man here agree with this treasonous whelp?  Our Empress has spoken directly from across the sea and has made it clear that the princess is under her direct protection and any man that would threaten her is threatening the Empress.  I just returned from meeting with her a few months ago and I don’t remember seeing this weasel there, so it makes me wonder where his crazed delusions came from.  Does any man still believe him or should we throw him to the wolves now?”
The silence hung for several seconds, before a chant started to rise out of the rows of men near the back of the room where the infantrymen were sitting.  All of the low-born spearmen and archers wanted to see a high-born officer put to the wolves, fully feeling the betrayal of the man who was once supposed to speak for them.  Mettius leaned closer to Lord Hoger, asking his question quietly so as to not draw too much attention.
“My lord, I have often heard of the wolf valley of the Tower of the Sun, but I have never learned the history behind it.  I know that this fort was here long before Ruion became the only god in the land, but that is the extent of my knowledge.  Has the history been kept, or was it destroyed in the purge of the other gods?”
For the first time, the large lord turned to fully look at Mettius, studying his face in more detail.  He responded with a laugh as Mettius dropped his head, returning to act like his slave status dictated.  Finally, the lord lifted his pint to cover his mouth as he asked his question and spoke quietly, using a reassuring voice to make sure Mettius knew he was safe.
“I have never been sure about this whole slave guard thing, but clearly the real you just slipped through the cracks.  As the head of the king’s guard you are expected to treat with the lords putting you in an awkward position, since a slave you are considered less valuable than the horses in the stable. You are clearly a well-educated high-born man, which I would bet is the reason you were elected to your position.  Who are you, really?”
Mettius met Ravi’s nervous gaze as he raised his eyes to meet Lord Hoger’s questioning gaze.  She gave a brief shake of her head as his face hardened, not giving away anything as he spoke.
“I am Abil Falco, the third son of the great Steel Falcon, my older brother Haban, was the other commander of the kingsguard, but he was captured by pirates nearly three months ago.  My eldest brother fell to the Dragon’s blade during the battle for the Valley of Steel as he led the counter attack, trying to save my father who had been trapped by the Zanditan pikes.  We were both taken for lower officers after we were surrounded and captured, so we were enslaved instead of executed with the other lords.
“The princess and I have met a few times, which is why she saved me from the salt and coal mines.  That is also why I am trained in languages, history and combat.  The men that attacked me and tried to mutiny, probably never would have done so if they knew that I am one of the heirs to the weapons capital of Azela and I’m expected to know how to use and sell every single one of them.”
It took the information a few seconds to sink in, but when it did, the burly man slammed his mug down on the table as he tipped back in his chair laughing so hard tears started to run down his face.  Rising to his feet, his booming jolly voice rang out over the large hall.
“Wake that sorry scum, my new friend here asks a good question and I think he deserves to hear a few things before he dies.”
One of the nearest men to the field marshal dumped a full mug of beer on the unconscious man’s face, causing him to wake up, jerking and sputtering.  Shaking his head, doing his best to clear it, the wiry man was hauled to his feet by two of the other men seated near him, leaving him kicking and dangling as he raised his face to meet the grinning face of his executioner.
“Marshall, I was asked a question by our young friend here, and I thought you would like to know the answer as well.  But first, you should know who you decided to pick a fight with.  This here is the long presumed dead heir to the late Steel Falcon, his third son Abil.  That means you were plotting against one of the best trained soldiers on this continent, who has the skill sets needed to easily defeat armies, rebellions and assassins, let alone ill-conceived plots to kill an innocent princess, whom he owes his life to.  His father was one of the few people that the Empress was worried about when she was planning the initial attack on Azela, leading to the Valley of Steel to be the first target of the invasion.”
The look of shock and fear that broke through the marshal’s anger, sent another explosion of laughter through the bear-like body of the Lord of the Sun.  Easing himself back down into his chair to keep him from falling over from his laughter, Lord Hoger motioned for his men to place the now fully surrendered marshal into a chair.  When everyone had returned to their seats, Lord Hoger wiped his tears of amusement from his eyes and rang out the combination of beer and tears from his bushy laden mustache.  Speaking as he fought back small fits of laughter, he left his gaze on the Marshall as he answered Mettius’ question from earlier.
“The young lord asked a good question that I thought you would like to know the answer to before you were put to your consequences later tonight.  He asked about the history of the towers and where the valley of wolves comes from.  Perhaps the young falcon would care to give us a quick summary of his knowledge first and then I will fill in the gaps.”
He motioned for Mettius stepped forward, causing him to notice that the eyes looking up at him now held much more respect than they had held before.  The defeated marshal had lost all of his fight and now sat slumped in the chair, staring down at the floor, not caring at all about the information he was about to receive, even if it had the potential to help him.  Speaking shyly at first, Mettius’ confidence grew as he spoke and found that he remembered quite a bit.
“I know that the law states that any man who escapes the Valley of Wolves is free and considered acquitted in the sight of gods and men.  That being said, only one person in recorded history and legend has ever escaped.  The great prophet of Ruion named Cillin O’ Duinn was condemned to the valley only to be found sitting under a tree outside the gate of the tower, by the lord that had condemned him, the morning after he entered.
“The myths taught by the priest of Ruion and historians seem to disagree on that final point though. While the priest teaches that he was carried by Ruion to the gate during the night, the only thing we can be sure of is that he was condemned and that he escaped.  The historians have given many varying speculations that there may have been a cave up on the cliff where he stayed for several days, until he was able to find a goat path up the far trails that lead deep into Puswa.  Others think that he was snuck back into the castle by one of the few believers in Ruion that inhabited the castle at the time.  The last thing we know is that Cillin never revealed how he escaped to keep the vow that the law dictates.
“It is so difficult to imagine anyone escaping, because the valley is completely surrounded by cliffs with one minor exception on the far edge, where a thin river valley exits to an occasionally filled lake at the edge of the Soundless Desert that holds no exit for nearly a two-day journey.  Inside the valley there are at least two known packs of wolves that roam freely and that are fed by livestock that are released for the sole purpose of keeping them alive and in the valley.
“Beyond this information, I don’t know any details about how this tradition started or how it survived the unification and the centuries since then.  A lot of records were lost during the purge of the many gods and I was hoping that we might get lucky enough to learn something that had been protected by this keep.  Lord Hoger, please enlighten us to what we might not know yet.”
The Lord stepped forward and slapped him firmly on the shoulder and let him step back to find his seat again before addressing the now marginally intrigued men and the now hopeless man tied to the chair below.
“Well done my friend, you know the history of my beautiful home well.  You are correct that this castle and the Valley of the Wolves have been around since long before the unification.  Many people fled the oppression of the kings of the other kingdoms and found their way here to escape persecution.  The people who settled this region were followers of the Queen of the Sky that came over with followers of Ruion.
“Because the sun is the sign given by the Queen of the Sky and the wolves are her children, this castle was designed to honor her.  The Towers are designed to frame the rising and setting sun and the wolves are considered her justice.  And for the first time in several centuries, a servant of the Queen sits on the Sun Seat, so I have a massive responsibility to appease my goddess.”
With a swift sweep of his hand the bound man was lifted from the chair and stripped of all of his protective clothing leaving him only his pants.  Eight hooded priests moved forward, each carrying a cloak of a different color.  Taking the marshal by the chin he raised his eyes to see the priests, speaking with reverence as he addressed the convicted man.
“Now, my friend, do you honor Ruion, one of the six gods of the Lost Lands or are you like our king and honor all of them, depending on the person you are talking to?”
Slowly glancing at each of the priests, the marshal finally met the hard gaze of Lord Hoger, returning the fire as he hissed his response.
“You and I both learned of the many gods of this world as boys, but unlike you and the other sheep in Gegala I haven’t taken the gods of our new masters.  I am also not naive enough to take the god of Azela, who has clearly never done anything for his people.  You have already condemned me to die, why must I bare through this charade if I am to die anyways?”
Without another word, the large lord turned his back on the man, letting his venom seethe out of view of his men.  He moved past the table, motioning for them to follow as he stepped out onto a small balcony that overlooked the shadowed valley below.  Mettius studied the surroundings, first looking at the back of the castle, it’s massive walls looming above with only two openings visible on this side of the keep.
They stood about sixty feet above the ground, and the only other opening in the thick stone walls was a balcony about twenty feet below them that exited the main hall.  A staircase descended from the center of the balcony leading to a narrow drawbridge that was in the process of being lowered to settle into a cut in the stone on the far side of a wide gorge that ran parallel to the wall of the keep.  Shouts and jeers flooded out from the glowing doorway below, followed by the men of the castle dragging the marshal, now clad in a red robe, three masks adorning his back shimmering in the firelight.
Mettius leaned closer to study the robe, clearly seeing the silver, gold and black masks of the three deceivers.  Shaking his head at the clear condemnation, he couldn’t help but touch his pinky finger to his forehead to ward off evil before rising to give Lord Hoger a look of cold surprise and shock.
“You are cloaking him in the banner of the deceivers, by the beliefs of most men here, that is instant blasphemy.  He will be condemned to Widag by all gods and men, that is quite the punishment.”
Lord Hoger let loose another hearty belly laugh that echoed out into the canyon valley, causing birds in a nearby tree to take flight into the night sky.  Slapping him hard on the shoulder again, the lord spoke quietly through his beard.
“You heard him in the grand hall, he serves no god and believes that gods are the weaknesses of men. Is that not the statement of the servant of the deceivers?”
As he nodded his agreement, an idea floated into his mind. something that was not normally the move of a just ruler, but something that would definitely help him take the castle quickly.  Drawing one of the two matching knives he had taken from his assailants at the inn, he showed it to Lord Hoger, explaining his request.
“This is one of the knives that the marshal sent to murder the princess back at the inn.  It bears his family's crest, as well as the colors of Gegala.  I think it would only be just to return it to him so that he can remember what first condemned him.  He will also have a far greater need for the blade than I will, especially since he was so kind, giving me his sword.”
The blade was nearly knocked from his hand as Lord Hoger nearly fell over the edge laughing.  Unable to speak he motioned for Mettius to go down to the other balcony to present his final gift to the now shaking man.  Pushing his way through the crowd of onlookers, he moved to stand next to the condemned man.
“Marshall, as you were so kind to send your own dagger after us, putting us in this position to begin with.  I feel it only just that I return this blade so that you can have some defense from your condemnation since you refused divine help.”
With a flick of his hand he sent the blade spinning, until it embedded itself into a tree on the far side of the chasm with a hollow thunk.  Just as he had hoped, the blade was bathed in light, making it possible for every man watching to see the black steel handle and the ornate orange leather grip.  For most of them it was even clear enough to see the cross guard shaped like the antlers of a stag and the stag with a rose crown on its head carved into the pommel.
Lord Hoger’s booming voice cut off the murmur and exclamations of the men watching, not sure about how to take Mettius’s gesture.
“Don’t worry men, a blade will give him a minor advantage, but we will even the playing field.  Bring up two sheep, cut them so they bleed, but leave them able to run.  We will smear his face in the blood before he is able to leave us.”
A loud cheer erupted and escalated as two sheep were brought forward, both tugging on the ropes that dragged them to the front of the crowd.  First, they brought up the ram, it’s head swinging violently as it fought.  Three men clad in priest’s robes stepped forward, each carrying a knife, and cut the beast’s flank, before wiping the bloody blades on the marshal’s face and sending the sheep running with a swift kick.
Before the sheep was out of sight, the howls began to rise from the blackness beyond.  The process was repeated with an ewe, leaving the marshal with six bloody streaks on his cheeks and fear in his eyes.  As the howls grew louder and the first bleat of a terrified sheep broke over the cries of the crowd, the marshal finally broke and began to beg.
With a signal from Lord Hoger the marshal was marched forward with spear points at his back, forcing him to move out onto the plank bridge.  Each step was a fight, until he was just past the distance that the guards could reach with their spears. He froze as the light caught the glint of two eyes watching him from the hill above, leaving him as stiff as the board he stood on.
When the mob began to grow impatient, they began to raise the drawbridge from the castle side, forcing the petrified man to slowly walk forward or risk falling into the pit below.  As his foot struck dirt, his instincts kicked back in, sending him sprinting for the knife just a few yards away.  Wrenching it free from the dead tree, he turned long enough to make some obscene gestures, before running off into the blackness of the hills beyond to look for cover.
Without so much as a word, Mettius took Ravi by the arm and escorted her from the hall, not wanting to see or hear what happened later that night.  He knew that the marshal was less likely to find safety at night before he was attacked and he was sure that the screams of a man being torn apart would haunt Ravi worse than the sounds of the raid on the village had.  The sounds he expected to come in the next few hours were nothing new to him, having seen war dogs and the creatures called Adlets attack men near him during battle.
Reaching the tower, they had been given, they quickly entered and moved up the stairs that ran around the outer edge of the tower.  As they moved past the garrison level where his men were relaxing, Ravi finally spoke, her voice betraying her fear as she tried to keep it quiet.
“I know that we really didn’t have a choice about what happened to the Marshall, but I still hate the thought of what could happen to him.  What you did with the knife was a very noble thing though and it definitely gained you favor with the rest of the garrison. Now we just need to figure out how to help our friends when they get here.”
Pulling the door closed to her sitting room, he kissed her quickly before leading her over to sit on the ornate couch in front of the hearth.  Taking her in his arms again, he spoke quietly so that only she could hear, ensuring that spies would not be able to give his plan away.
“We need to be careful, we don’t know this castle and I would be willing to bet that these walls have ears.  If we are asked about your comment in the corridor, we need to tell them that we were referring to the local leaders who we will be meeting with over the next few weeks.  This is the loudest we should ever speak of plans or our disapproval of what goes on here, it will be able to pass a love affair off than it will be to explain treason.
“As far as a plan is concerned, I do have the beginnings of a plan.  The knife that threw into the valley isn’t alone, it has an identical twin in my other boot. I will go out and retrieve the marshal’s cloak from the valley tomorrow night after he has died.  That way when our friends arrive to siege the castle, they can find it already being haunted by the ghost of the marshal who has caused problems that provide them with a perfect opportunity.  After that my job will be to create chaos with the help of your other guards so that the protective features of the castle will be unstable and easier to take.”




Chapter 25: The Right Wave

The spray of the wave forced Ia Kissare Vocala to look away from the sight before her, leaving her shaking her head to clear her vision.  As the Admiral of the Laral Branch of the Zanditan fleet, she had been off escorting a new wave of troops as they were brought from Zandita to reinforce their holdings in the Maldavid.  When the small schooner had arrived that morning, informing her of the siege of Trovesh, she had ordered her fleet to detach from the flotilla and sail north to aid the city only bringing along the mages that would be the best help in a sea battle.
With the coast in sight they encountered what they thought was the Sclizar fleet, which was really a small detachment of a half dozen longships.  Her Bireme fleet had always proved more than a match for the lighter faster ships on the open water, so they engaged quickly, without using formations or large scale fleet tactics. Ordering her ship to lead the vanguard of her fifteen fastest ships, the clunking and grinding of oars being couched signaled the start of the battle she had been waiting for.
Stepping to the gunnel she felt the thrill of battle rise from her stomach, causing her vision to focus and her muscles to tighten, giving her quicker reflexes.  The drums began their rhythmic beat just seconds before she felt the oars bite into the water, launching them forward violently as their speed nearly doubled.  As the ship's momentum began to ease with the pulls of the oars, she stepped from the command deck and found her archers and mages preparing for the coming fight in the small sleeping area under the command deck.
Throwing on her studded leather jerkin and strapping on steel stripped greaves and gauntlets over her clothes, she quickly grabbed up her bow and a sheaf of arrows before moving back out onto the fighting platform.  For several minutes they gave chase to their fleeing foes, drawing closer with every stroke of the oar.  As they closed to bow distance, she ordered that bucklers and harpoons be handed down to the oar crews before drawing back her recurve bow and letting the first arrow of the conflict fly.
Using her arrow to better judge the distance as it fell just short and to the left of the rear most ship, her archers adjusted accordingly and launched their volley.  The majority of the arrows fell uselessly into the sea around the ship, but a few struck home, striking men in the oar banks and the exposed man at the steering oar.  Focusing on the shadowing figure at the rear of the ship, she watched as he grabbed his chest and fell forward, yanking the oar hard to the left as he body fell overboard.
A cheer went up from her ship as the rear ship swung hard to the right striking the ship next to it before both ships went dead in the water.  Handing her bow to one of the young cabin boys who had been distributing weapons, she accepted her gladius and a small oval shield in preparation for the ship to ship fighting that was about to start.  Grabbing one of the brace lines that had been tied to the center mast, she set her feet and braced for ram to hit.
After two more strokes of the oars the bronze ram sliced deeply into the now exposed flank of the first ship, only stopping when it struck the unusually thick keel.  With a massive jolt, her ship came to a stop slapping the aft of the ship against the water as the ship bucked from the impact.  Waiting long enough for the most violent motions to end, she charged forward and leapt from the open fighting deck of her ship to the slightly off balance deck of the enemy ship, using her shield as a ram.
Using the slightly lower gunnel of the longship as a step, she threw her body weight into the oarsman who had risen to challenge her.  As the man gave ground, she drove the point of her gladius into his face before riding his body to the deck to break her fall.  Sensing a threat approaching from her right, she ripped the blade free and swept it low at her attacker's ankles while rolling onto her back to get the shield above her.
Feeling her blade dig deep into her attackers leg, she braced for the attack that she knew was coming.  Less than a second after she had freed her shield the large man’s axe came down so hard that it broke through the wooden section of her shield just above her forearm.  Pulling her shield up as she rolled to the side, she ripped the weapon free from his hand as she plunged her sword into his armpit, causing his limp body to drop on top of her.
By the time she had freed herself, she found that her marines had done their work and were in the process of climbing back onto their own ship, taking as much plunder as they could carry in their quick flight.  Climbing up onto the gunnel she grabbed one of the waiting hands and lifted the two weapons she had captured onto the deck before climbing up herself.  After making sure that everyone was safely off the slowly sinking Sclizar ship, she gave the order to back oar.
With a groan and a violent jerk, her ship ripped free, opening a six foot wide hole in the near side of the enemy ship’s hull.  As the pressure of the sea water pressed over the bronze tip of the ram, she heard a sharp snap, breaking the ship’s keel as the water forced its way into the bilges of the ship.  The bow and stern of the ship rose out of the water, slowly rolling away from her ship, slapping the port side hull against the waves breaking it into several pieces before it disappeared below the waves.
Turning back to her crew, she let out a cheer of the huntress that had just slain her quarry as she thrust her bloody sword into the air.  When the cheer wasn’t echoed by her men, she turned back to the scene behind her to see what had dampened the spirits of her normally boisterous sailors.  Expecting to see her ships tearing into the five unprepared Sclizar ships, her breath caught in her throat as she realized that her victory had been useless.
Ahead of the site of her battle, the rest of the fighting fleet had attempted to swing around and on the coastal side, but had been met by a much larger Sclizar fleet.  While her vanguard had been pulled into a trap with a strike fleet of nearly thirty warships that had been hiding in a bank of fog that extended out a few miles from the coast.  The small longships that had been chased by her bireme fleet were now protected by twice as many massive triremes from Olhur and the famous deep hulled Tedian scorpion ships.  Built to serve as support ships that could launch boulders and flaming barrels of pitch to accurately hit enemy ships at nearly a quarter of a mile, leaving them well out of attack range from the majority of warships that they were pitted against.
Six of the scorpion ships were now moving out towards the ocean to cut off their retreat, picking off any ships that moved within range while the three triremes that escorted them plunged in and out of the wrangled fleet like wolves picking off trapped sheep.  Her anger began to boil as she watched one of the triremes slam into one of her ships, only to pull away and ignore the now crippled ship as it moved into position to wound another ship, leaving the killing to the longships as they nimbly swung up beside the ships and boarded them or lit them on fire depending on the scale of the damage.
Swearing under her breath she turned back to her still stunned crew, and began to bark orders, wanting to push into the fray and help her remaining ships escape to fight another day.  When no one responded, she threw down her shield with the axe still embedded in it and sheathed her sword before sprinting across the deck to seize the steering oar.  Snarling at the drummers, she waited for the beat to begin before yanking hard to pull around the wrecked ship and back into the battle.
Matching the tactics that the enemy fleet was using on her, she began to ram as many enemy ships as possible.  Taking the first few ships on the side or at an angle, she drew the attention of the nearest trireme.  Turning to charge at the oncoming ship she ordered the mast to be lowered quickly so that she could perform an oar sweep to cripple one of the stronger ships in the enemy fleet.
As the two ships drew close, Ia Kissare gave the signal and her starboard side oars were pulled in and pole axes shot up into the air.  With a backwards half pull from her port side oars, she shifted the boat to the side, placing their ram directly in the path of the ship's oars, breaking the first several banks free.  She watched as her oarsmen went to work with their pole axes, chopping away at the upper row of oars while other men drove spears and shot arrows through the oar slots and up towards the fighting platform to keep the other ships marines from trying to board them.
Bursting through the last row of oars, she ordered her starboard oars to be sent back out and her mast to be raised again as she turned back to give the captain of the enemy ship a very rude salute.  When the man in the ornate blue jacket stepped to the taffrail at the stern of his ship and gave her a congratulatory salute, his archers scrambling up beside him to launch a final salvo.  Giving the man a wicked grin, she signaled to the two mages standing next to her and watched as the stern of the ship was engulfed by twin fireballs as the fire agates on their belts burned as bright as the flames that shot from their hands.  The screams of the burning men were drowned out as another mage stepped forward, creating a wall of water between the two ships to protect them from the flames that burned from just a few feet from them.
Turning back to the fight in front of her, she realized that the worst had come as the massive Sclizar flagship had joined the fray, its three trebuchets launching flaming pitch so accurately that they could stick the barrel on the point of one of her ship’s masts.  She was forced to watch as her second in command aboard the lead ship of the second squadron proved that the flagship was armored along the waterline as it attempted to ram it, causing the Sylph to glance off, loosing it’s ram to the impact.  As the Sylph floundered in the water the situation on the upper two decks of the enemy flagship were lined with archers and marines, leaving anyone who were exposed to their projectiles dead under a hail of blows, covering the deck and the water below with dying men.
She was forced to order a retreat because the combined Sclizar armada had rounded on her flank, catching her ships as they tried to withdraw.  She spotted the dragon ship causing the most damage as it plunged through the battle attacking ships that were locked with another ship, using its flaming scorpions and its fire breathing head.  Doing her best to free as many ships as she could while she tried to force her way back out to sea where she would be able to turn the troop transports around before they fell prey to the ambush, but the scorpion ships had moved into their path.  As barrels of pitch and boulders flew past her ship she had turned again, forcing her way towards the river and the protective walls of the city, only to be forced back to the open sea along the northern coast.
Looking back over the stern taffrail of the ship, she studied the remaining ten ships that had escaped the new found naval wrath of the rumored empire of the north.  She knew that she was being sent back with her tail between her legs to report what had happened and to send a message to the Zanditan Empire.  With only ten of the fifty-four warships that had sailed north, now cutting through the blackening water, she knew that Rustam had let her go.
Each of the ships behind her now carried new scars from battle, with two limping behind, having to pump and bale out water to keep from sinking as they sailed.  In the distant purple horizon, she could still see the flames climbing into the night, consuming at least a dozen ships and sending them to a watery grave.  She thought of the crews and captains she had lost, wondering how many would actually be pulled from the water before they drowned and how many would be held prisoner by the new emperor and his vengeful kings.
The bile struck her hard, sending her rushing to the gunnel to vomit out into the wake of her ship as the oars worked in conjunction with the sails.  Wiping her mouth off on the hem of her dyed purple sea coat, she turned back and moved down the stairs to her cabin where her first officer lay with his arm bandaged, but still bleeding from where he had taken an arrow.  After checking his bandages, she sat down at her desk in the corner of the open room, staring blankly at the maps and reports that cluttered the table top.
As each wave bucked the boat, she could feel her sea sickness returning, messing with her emotions even more.  She had been a child of the sea her entire life, first serving her father as a deckhand as he did his best to defend his kingdom from the attacking rebels and pirates.  Then at the young age of seventeen she had been given command of her first ship.  The day she had taken command was the last time she ever remembered getting sea sick.
It had proven to be nerves then and she suspected that what she was now feeling was far more related to the guilt she felt at losing so many men in her first ever loss.  During her years in command she had often had narrow victories and had suffered losses, but today was something she had never dreamt possible.  Forcing herself to her feet she moved back out onto the deck and made her way up to the bridge deck, looking for her signal officer who now stood at the back gunnel opening and closing a medal flap on a lantern.
Turning to the sound of her hard-heeled boots clacking on the deck, the old greying sailor motioned her over as he finished getting his responses and reports from the other ships.  When the flashing lights in the distance each twinkled out, the senior officer turned back to face his captain, trying to hide his concern at the answers he had received.  Without hesitation, he answered the questions that he knew were coming.
“Admiral, we are still gathering information on what was lost or captured, but we do have the preliminary count of what we have left.  We have eleven ships including this one, three of which are taking on water.  The Sylph is looking like it might not make it back to a safe harbor and has tied on to the Minos because they don’t have enough crew left to row and bale water at the same time.  They are also starting to offload everything possible including wounded personnel.
“The Thule took a hit to the mast, and is running exclusively on oars, they will fall behind shortly if we don’t slow the pace, but if we do, we will definitely lose the Sylph.  We are currently also working on rotating crews to make up for the wounded and dead we took during the fighting and the few men we were able to pull from the water before retreating.  The Thule and the Dominica took the most casualties, they are currently taking on spare men from the Sylph and we are working on moving the wounded to the other ships as well as adding any men we can spare to aid those ships.
“In total we have eighty-seven dead and sixty-three wounded confirmed, as well as visual confirmation of twelve ships sinking during the battle.  Entering the battle, we had fifty-four ships in the attack fleet each crewed by two hundred men each, that means we have thirty-one ships missing or destroyed, talking with their crews with them.  We did save nineteen men from the twelve ships that sank, along with seven wounded in various conditions that I didn’t count in the earlier totals to keep the numbers true.”
Grabbing the gunnel to support herself, Ia Kissare stepped a little closer before acknowledging her understanding.  Shaking off her shock, Ia Kissare moved back a few steps, doing her best to come up with a plan to spare everything.  Finally she came up with the only plan that made sense without sacrificing more ships.
“Signal the fleet and tell them to make preparations to split into two groups.  All of the wounded will accompany the crippled ships to the port at Arrabona, it is a lot closer and will be able to handle everything they need for now.  The Thule is to keep pace with them as long as possible, but they should be able to make it to safer waters easily even if they do fall behind. Once they have seen the Sylph and the wounded to shore, they are to return and escort the Thule the rest of the way.  After the damaged ships have been repaired, they are to sail to join us, wherever that may be.  Also tell them that I will make sure to tell the tale of their heroics when we reach the armada and naval command.
“The rest of the fleet will move to the command port after we have located the troop transport where we will report to the Zanditan port master and make plans for a counterattack.  We need to make sure to save our extra troops first then we can deal with the reality of our situation.  They made a mistake letting us go and now we will be able to return with the full might of the Zanditan Navy.”
It took less than an hour for her crews to organize the wounded and separate down their two paths.  Less than fifteen minutes after separating from the wounded ships, she found the troop transports waiting just out of sight of the shore.  Not wanting to take the time to answer questions, she ordered the fleet to turn around with the warning of an ambush.
Within another few hours they had reached the Sunrise Delta, turning parallel to the coast as the stars began to appear in the deep dusk hours.  From there they made their way to the main port on the coast where the Valley of Steel, staying far enough out that they could maneuver and weren’t at risk of attack from the many bands of rebels that moved through the contested territory.
With the moon high in the sky, the seven remaining warships and the transport fleet rounded the point of the Lion’s Tooth before turning south to meet the Zanditan armada at the port of Hadria.  The cries of the seagulls welcomed the dawn as they finally came to rest at the dock, causing the sailors to let out a sigh of relief.  Ia Kissare knew better though, showing up unannounced, missing that the vast majority of her warships would lead to major inquiries and she would be forced to explain herself at least a dozen times today alone, never getting a moment to rest until the verdict was given.




Chapter 26: Stolen Experience

The next two days were filled with the cries of dying men from the valley as the endless sun beat down with an intensity that Ravi had never felt before, making it miserable to be inside and outside the towers.  They had tried to avoid the men of the castle on most occasions, but they were forced to endure them every time they went to get their meals from the great hall.  Despite all of the training, she couldn’t help the guilt she felt as she was forced to pretend to be friends with the men of Gegala while working actively to destroy them.
Hours were also spent in deliberation with Lord Hoger, discussing the food shortages and pirate raids that were stopping supplies from reaching them.  To the surprise of both royals, Lord Hoger proved far more understanding of the issues they had been officially sent to address and proved to be full of ideas that could potentially lead to increased crop yields in the more barren lands that the tower controlled.
After spending the last few nights working through her plans while beginning to sabotage various parts of the keep and the supply roads, the night came when Mettius spotted the dim light of a pyre burning on a distant ridge as they spent time on the high balcony that looked out over the desert.  Turning to kiss Mettius in her nervous excitement.  She moved off into the castle, she threw the dark red robe of Queen of the Sky that she had taken from a priest over her  shoulders, allowing her to move through the castle without drawing too much unneeded attention.
Ravi moved out from the tower and moved towards a small grate near the stables where the excess water was forced through when it rained.  Shifting the grate out of the way, she lowered herself down into the lava tubes below, carefully pulling the grate back over the hole as she disappeared into the darkness.  Landing softly on the jagged black stone below, she moved off toward the faint light ahead, never allowing herself to make a sound, so she couldn’t be heard by any of the guards or passersby.
Emerging from the mouth of the cave she stood twenty feet above the swirling black river below, leaving her a little dizzy as she studied the foot-wide trail that had been cut into the rock along the far western edge of the cliff.  After about one hundred feet, the thin path turned down a  sharp bend in the cliff, climbing until it reached the back crest of the hill on the far side, giving her complete cover from the towers behind her.  Drawing her bow and knocking an arrow, she moved out into the valley, moving towards the red cloak she had seen blowing in the wind the day before.
It only took her a few minutes to close the distance to the mangled remains that now hung from the tree the fleeing Marshall had tried to climb.  Quickly removing the bloody cloak, she kicked the rest of the body to the ground and moved quickly back to the trail she had taken to reach this point.  As she started to descend the hill, she began to hear the sounds of creatures moving to the disgusting remains made her fight the bile that rose in her throat.
Her adrenaline drove her on, moving her back through the scattered brush and boulders with unbelievable speed and dexterity, until she stood on the ledge looking out at the keep once again.  Descending the winding trail that was cut into the cliff, she smiled as she pulled herself up into the natural storm drain.  Turning to look back up at the hill she felt her blood run cold as she looked back up at the far lip of the chasm, spotting at least a dozen pairs of shining blood red eyes looking down at her.
Giving the wolves a small bowl, she turned and jogged up the tunnel to exit out of a different storm drain that was near her first target.  Slipping out of the gate she looked up at the large walls that surrounded the main keep and smiled, knowing that no one would believe the poor herdsman. A smaller outer wall of the fort had been built to protect the livestock with the herdsman's quarters built into the cliff that stood next to the keep.
Pulling the bloody cloak on to take on the ghostly persona, she drew her twin knives and moved out into the herd of sheep, making her way to the door that let the sheep out into the grazing fields outside the fortress.  After opening the thick door, she quickly tied one of the marshals rings to an arrow and let it fly so that it stuck from the door of the herdsman’s small dormitory.  When she was sure that her signal was sent, she stepped to the nearest sheep and knelt to look the animal in its eyes.  Whispering to the animal, she patted the beast on the head before raising the knife to its throat.
“I’m sorry that I have to do this to you my friend, but you are going to pay the price for the sins of your owner.  When you get to Ipredaris, let Ruion know that I asked him to give you something special.”
With a quick flick of her wrist she slit the ram’s throat, causing more blood to spray onto her cloak and on the ground near the door.  As the salty smell of hot blood filled the cold night, the sheep around her began to bleat and look for a way out of the tightly packed corral.  Sheathing her knives she pulled the limp body of the ram to the side, freeing up a path for the sheep to flee through the door.
Allowing the blood to pool on the stones below her, reached down and wrote on the wall next to her as the sheep continued to get worked up.  Writing the words that Mettius had given her that had been written in formal Naizgeth, the language of Gegala’s elite.
[image: ]
Despite the long hours she had been forced to spend studying the language, the best she could do was read it one time out loud to make sure that it sounded right.  She had learned the phonetics but the meaning escaped her.
“trokhz meineer suenden wurde aikh aous dear widag zurukkgeskhikkt umba dikht mitzunehmen.”
With a small burst of satisfaction, she couldn’t help but be pleased with the fact that she got it right.  Glancing back at the dormitories, she was surprised to see that no one had woken up as the confusion amongst the sheep continued.  Shrugging her shoulders, she drew her knives again and began to leave a line of carnage through the herd, moving back towards the dormitory door.
Despite the death around them the sheep continued to mill around, pressing hard to the walls of the corral to avoid the corpses.  At the base of the dormitory, she noticed the door that led out to the valley, causing her to come up with a new, even better plan.  Using her clean hand she opened the door, and moved out to lower the drawbridge, still seeing the glinting eyes on the far side of the chasm, wanting a part of the carnage that they could smell.
To make sure that the wolves came to the feast, she grabbed a small sheep and hamstrung it, throwing it out onto the drawbridge as a lure.  A howl sounded as the wolves charged toward the crippled animal.  Turning back to the corral, she made her way back to the storm drain, making sure to dribble blood and leave bloody finger streaks along the wall on one side and dragging her knife along the stone on the other side to make it look like the dead marshal had come through here.  Satisfied that her goal had been accomplished, she climbed back in and covered it up before the wolves could come after her as well.
Moving back through the castle she listened to the sounds of death and destruction came from the corral and echoed through the lava tubes.  The sense of satisfaction that she felt made her sick as she thought about the blood she was still going to have to shed, but the hope of a peaceful future with Mettius pushed her to complete her mission.  Reaching the storm drain that sat hidden by the tower she was staying in, she quickly wrapped the cloak, clothes and weapons in leather and switched it with the pouch that she had hung as she began her mission.
When she was cleaned up and changed into the proper clothes for the hour of the night, she slipped in through the door of the tower and silently climbed the stairs to her chamber.  Slipping into the dark room she found Mettius on the balcony looking out over the flatlands to the north, hoping that the small dots of fire in the distance would show where his armies were coming from him.  Stepping over to him she wrapped her arms around him and kissed him on the back of the neck before resting her head on his back, letting her mind block out the sounds of chaos that had begun to bring the keep to life.  Speaking softly, she asked the question that had been bugging her all night.
“What did you have me write?  It seemed like a pretty long sentence for a dead person to write on a wall.”
Laughing at the randomness of the question, he turned around and kissed her softly before pulling her back inside and closing the door so that neither of them would be spotted by any of the guards that were now running around the castle.  Taking her over to the sitting area he dropped onto the couch and pulled her down to sit on his lap, kissing her again as she sat down.  As she nestled up against him he quietly answered her question.
“It’s actually a simple message, but I had to phrase it like the Marshall would have.  It said ‘Despite my sins, I was sent back to bring you down to Widag with me.’  What kind of mess did you leave to accompany it?”
Smiling at him, she kissed him again before standing up and walking back towards her bed chamber.  As she was about to close the door, she stuck her head out and gave him an answer.
“You might want to go put on your uniform and go find out.  Lord Hoger will be expecting to hear from you in the next few minutes or he will start to get suspicious.”
Giving him a wink, she closed the door behind her, leaving him alone to figure out what had happened.  Shaking his head at what had just happened, he pushed himself back up to his feet and made his way back to his quarters to get ready to pretend to be the guard captain again.




Chapter 27: One Rat at a Time

Stepping out onto the wet sand of the beach, Trocall signaled for his men to move through the stillness of the early dawn hours.  They crouched low to stay behind the hills of sand that ran up the banks of the river towards the walls of the city.  He led an attack team of just over five thousand men moving to attack the fruit gate that had been left ajar and forgotten by the distracted attackers.
His outriders had been sent over the day before to ambush a caravan and now rode towards the city pretending to be the men they had killed.  The rest of his men would move into position, and capture the outer gate when it was opened, before continuing to the towers and inner gate of the fortress city.  After confirming that his first wave of soldiers were moving in the correct direction he moved back up the beach, taking a knee to stay out of view of the walls, Trocall organized his men as they landed on the beach of the hidden cove.
They had to make multiple trips in small row boats from the other side of the river to get all of the men across.  Not wanting to draw the enemy’s attention they were forced to swing out into the open ocean, using the morning fog to mask their movements.  Between the time it took to sail and the time it took for his men to reach their positions it took nearly an hour for his heavy and light infantry to move into position on both sides of the gate.
When his archers and pikes finally arrived at the gates and took their position, he signaled the caravan to approach before slinking up the length of the wall towards the gate.  The trumpets of the watchmen on the walls rang out as the first light of day broke over the horizon revealing the head of the caravan thundering towards the city pretending to flee from attackers.  Trocall watched as men clad in purple and red cloaks rode towards the city as arrows flew overhead, thumping into shields and dropping a few men as they rode away.
He knew that a few men had intentionally thrown themselves from their horses to ensure that the gates were thrown open in haste, but he hoped that none of his other men had been hit by a rogue arrow that were supposed to be fired behind them.  Scampering feet and the clink of metal on the wall above told Trocall that his plan was working the way he had hoped.  To add a final staple to the charade, his mounted archers poured out of the forest in pursuit, launching arrows up to the city walls, as well as placing arrows into the wagons or into the dirt along the road.
The gate creaked slowly open, it’s steel portcullis rattling loudly as they knelt in the shadows, out of sight of the guards holding the torches just inside the gateway.  As the caravan poured through the open gate, Trocall silently signaled his men to advance, moving through the gate beside the horses and carts, cutting down every man inside before they could sound the alarm.
Turning to push into the southern gate tower, his light infantrymen fought their way up the three floors and secured the gate control winches without losing a single man to the stunned guards.  They continued out onto the walls where they were met by more prepared and better armed foes slowing their progress down to a crawl.  Fighting off two spear wielding guards with his heavy war hammer and his shield, he let his soldiers pour past him to take the fighting through the doors of the tower that stood at the center of the southern wall.
Glancing back to the inner wall he could see his cavalry clearing out the men around the gate as his heavy infantry now fought their way up the gate towers.  Descending the stairs, he moved out onto the main avenue through town, finding his lieutenants just inside the outer gate, organizing the reinforcements that were still arriving from the other side.  With his small war council convened in the street where they could still yell commands to their men, he gave his quick orders.
“Good work so far men, but we still have a long way to go.  We need to form our shield wall with short spears at the front and pikes at the back before we move our men to the far gate.  If we can keep the gate open and stop the counterattack that will be coming, this battle will be over quickly and we can all enjoy a good night's rest.”
His commanders saluted in acknowledgement before turning to relay his orders to their men.  The formations were organized quickly with a bristling shieldwall in the lead followed by two groups of archers, each with different types of arrows nocked to deal with anything they could run into.  When the formations had moved out, Trocall moved to join the lines of heavy infantry of the second formation that had begun forming just inside the gate.
With a quick motion, he led his men forward, running at a steady pace until they reached the plaza just inside the inner gate.   Barking orders as he turned, the thirty men behind him broke into two groups, charging through the open doors of the gate towers, followed by two small groups of archers that had covered their initial advance.  They soon found themselves back on the fighting platform atop the wall, marching in a five man wide shield wall that scraped the rims of the two outer men on the walls as they advanced.  The two back rows held their shields over their head to protect the men from the projectiles raining down from the tops of the towers.
Trocall could see the archers forming up on the tower platform with the extra infantry joining them carrying pilums to throw.  The Maldavid soldiers that marched beside him increased their speed as they began to smell the fear from their foes causing the battle joy to overwhelm their fear.  Adding to their adrenaline, the thumping of arrows, spears and rocks against the shields overhead grew with every step.
As the defenders began to worry that they would be overwhelmed if they left their base exposed, a ragged shield wall formed in front of the charging soldiers, stacked two rows deep to use the flat wall of the tower as an anchor.  When the two armies met, it looked more like storm surge hitting grass as the Laraly wall collapsed with little attempt to hold their position.  In seconds Trocall found himself standing on the far side of the tower, waiting for the ten men who had been the rear guard to clear out the archers above.  A quick flurry of steel striking steel, wood and leather followed by the groans of the dying men signaled the end of the fight for the tower.
Making a quick count of his men, he found two missing, but knew that he still had enough to advance.  Signaling the ten archers behind him, he turned to face the final tower before he could advance on the castle, his hunger growing as he studied the outline of the massive castle that had filled his childhood stories sparking in the morning sun.  When his formation was in place again, he moved two archers from the small group that had trailed them into the last row of his shieldwall formation. When he was sure that his strike team understood the next attack, he signaled for them to advance again.
Under a hail of arrows his men advanced, trusting their shields to protect them, as his two archers picked off the men who stood on the tops of the towers above.  Three limp bodies dropped as they approached, decreasing the amount of resistance they felt from the defenders above them as they continued to push forward.  Colliding with the next wall of foes they were forced to slow their progress, losing one man to a short spear that slipped through their shield wall, but despite the lost man they managed to push the enemy back breaking the defensive formation against the wall of the tower.
Bursting through the thick oak door that blocked the stairway, Trocall turned to charge up the stairs, felling one foe with a hard body blow from the hooked dagger blade on the back of his war hammer.  Reaching the top of the stairs he was forced to drop behind his shield as an archer whipped around to loose an arrow at him from a point-blank distance.  That man doubled over when Trocall thrust the long spike on top of his hammer into the man’s stomach, following up with a rising strike from his shield. 
The man stumbled back a few steps before catching himself on the guard of the parapet to keep himself from flying over the edge into the raging sea.  Trocall pursued the man, blocking the man’s last strike of his dagger with his shield before letting his hammer drop catching the man squarely in the bridge of the nose with his down strike.  With a final kick, he sent the now unconscious man over the edge and into the sea below, turning to study the scene in the tower as two more of his men finished off the remaining archers.
Moving to the flagpole at the center of the tower, he quickly dropped the white banner with the purple lion, letting it fall limply to the bloody floor.  Carefully unfastening his cloak, he tied it to the crossbar and raised it to fly over the tower, letting the entire city know that he stood at the base of the castle.  His colors were recognized quickly by the troops that moved through the city and shouts of joy rose from the streets below as his men continued to press the attack down the narrow alleys and buildings.
Within minutes his cloak was replaced with a true standard, as a full battalion of his heavy infantry reached the tower from below, driving the troops of Laral and Zandita back to try and regroup in the plaza below the steps of the castle.  Soon the banners of the three kingdoms began to rise from the other fourteen towers that surrounded the inner city followed by the gold and green banner of Ruion that was hoisted over the temple by the warriors of the True Order that had accompanied the attack.  Studying the skyline of the city, Trocall couldn’t help but grin as he realized that the castle stood as the only place still bearing the white and purple of Laral and red and gold of Zandita. 
The colors of Sclizar flew in the streets as well, where bristling walls of spears formed at the intersections of every street and ally that opened up to the plaza, cutting off any possible escape for the enemy.  Out to sea the Zanditan Navy was being driven away by the Sclizar navy, leaving dozens of burning hulks as a testament of their ferocity.  The desperation of the enemies on the walls of the castle shown as they launched arrows and spears out into the air, not targeting any particular group or location.
After signaling his commanders below to let him know that they were in position, he formed up his battalion of men into a long turtle formation, placing a light ram in the center of the formation.  When the formation was ready, he raised his war horn to his lips, letting out a loud low blast to signal the advance.  Four more horns answered him, from the plaza below and the far side of the castle signaling the start of the advance.
Every unit edged forward slowly, closing the gaps in the plaza below and closing the open space on the walls.  The thump of locking shields and marching boots was drowned out as Trocall’s heavy infantry collided with the shield wall of the royal guard that had formed up outside of the doors of the garrison, causing men to fall on both sides of the press of men, wood and steel forced the royal guard back against the walls of the castle.
With his hammer in his belt he had taken up his short seax, sliding it over the top of his shield, stabbing down at the man before him, attempting to connect with any opening in the man’s plate armor.  He first connected with a man who stood in the second row of the three rows of royal guards, sliding through the gap between his helmet and his breastplate.  As his blade withdrew, he slid it hard along the back of the neck of the man in front of his first victim wrapping around to connect with his throat. 
As men fell before them, they continued to press closer to the door of the castle, finding it barred as they reached it.  Throwing the dead and dying royal guards off the walls, Trocall ordered that the ram be brought up, taking one of the lead grips as they began to drive it hard into the door with a rhythmic thumping.  After three swings the wood began to splinter, flexing with loud cracks after each impact, until it finally exploded inward, sending hundreds of wood shards flying into the waiting men behind.
The first men to push through the door fell to arrows fired from just feet away, their limp bodies tripped their comrades as they pushed through to form a shield ring that allowed the rest of the men to press out into the large room forming into a three layered shieldwall that slowly expanded to fill the first third of the room.  Their foes had formed up in offset groups, challenging them to break their formations, but just as Trocall was about to give the order, a loud thump and cracking noise came from the far door.  With another thump the far door erupted in a sea of splinters like theirs had.
Trocall broke the shield wall, dropping his seax and drawing his hammer as he charged into the waiting foe.  His hammer spun through the air and slammed into the top rim of the nearest man’s shield driving it back hard into the bridge of his nose, sending him sprawling into the men behind him.  Pulling back on his hammer, he used the hooked dagger that worked as a counterbalance on the back of his hammer to pull back the shield of the man to his right before slamming the spike tip on the top of his hammer into the man’s throat.
Retreating back a step against an overhead blow of a sword, he quickly raised his shield to catch the blow before liquefying the man’s knee with his hammer.  By this point his men had joined him, advancing their attack from both sides until they met near the center of the room, having turned their attack towards the doors leading up to the throne room.  The last of the guards began to lay down their weapons or fall before their blade, allowing Trocall to recover his short sword, sheathing it on his belt, before climbing the stairs.
Reaching the throne room, he found ten armed guards protecting the old man seated on the throne, their weapons all pointed at the men that flooded up the stairs to fill the large room.  The soldiers of Maldavid quickly surrounded the men, forcing the king’s guards to retreat to the steps of the throne, where they formed a two row shieldwall on the steps.  Trocall stepped forward, speaking with his most intimidating voice possible while staring down the soldiers as he spun his hammer in his hand.
“Governor Vocala, this war is over for you and the most you can hope for is mercy from myself and the emperor.  Tell your men to stand down and we will spare their lives.  After all you not only broke your vow to your emperor and force the end of his engagement, but you participated in the desecration of the holy island and the murder of the Kings of Azela and Priests of Ruion while they were unarmed.  You will be paying for your crimes, but your surrender will be taken into account when your punishment is being decided.”
A laugh drifted from behind the wall of wood and steel, echoing in the silent now silent hall.  Rising slowly to his feet, the old king moved down a few steps to stand in the center of the two lines of men, only his helmet visible above the shields.
“They sent a boy to unseat me?  Do they really think so little of my men and the damage we can still do to your forces?  Are you sure you want to threaten me without your king’s consent?”
Trocall glanced around, acting as if he was unsure who the governor was speaking to.  Finally feigning confusion, he turned back to the old man on the seat, stepping forward and slamming his war hammer into the exposed face of the man standing in the center of the front line, opening a window in the surprised men that formed the shield wall.
“Now that I have cleared out the obstruction, maybe you can see better.  You should recognize this face since you murdered my father, who looked just like I do.  If not, your blindness may give a reason why you would turn your back on your vows, or perhaps it’s your ignorance as to the ways of the world. 
“It doesn’t matter though.  Your men will fall as fast as this one did.  Any man who lays down his arms now will be spared and as long as he didn’t take part in the initial invasion, he will be allowed to remain here after a vow of fealty has been given.”
Stepping back to join his men, he waited and prayed that someone would break and step away from the shield wall.  If one man surrendered, he knew that others would follow, allowing him to save some of the best warriors from the blade, potentially giving him the chance to bring them over to his forces.  The man on the left of the first row was the first to break, stepping free and dropping his spear before stepping through the line of men to be escorted back down to the garrison level two floors below.
From that point, it only took a few minutes for six more to follow suit, surrendering their arms to be whisked below.  When it became clear that everyone who was going to break did so, he stepped back to the center of the room, signaling for his men to stay back as he moved to meet the three remaining men.  Spinning his hammer in his hand, he challenged the men to step forward and attack.
The man on the left was the first to approach, his spear held high trying to strike at Trocall’s face, only to have the tip stick deep into the thick wood of Trocall’s shield.  Slamming his hammer hard to the left he snapped the shaft in two pieces, leaving his opponent unarmed as the dagger end of his hammer was sent flying back to split the seam in the side of his opponents breast and back plates, driving shards of metal deep into the side of his opponent’s gut.  Before the man’s body hit the floor, he had moved on, taking on the man to his left, driving him back with multiple quick spinning strikes from the hammer head.
Advancing from behind the bigger of the two men swung his long sword down, taking the sword in both hands as it descended.  Stepping inside the down cut, Trocall slammed the small butt spike on the pommel of the hammer into his attacker's mail covered chest breaking steel and ribs with a loud crunch, causing the man to drop limply to the ground as Trocall shrugged him off.  The final guard stepped to attack but became hesitant as he looked down at the men lying dead or severely wounded near his feet.
Stepping back towards the men of Maldavid forming the ring around the throne, he slowly lowered his sword and shield to the ground surrendering to the waiting men.  Sitting back in his throne, Governor Vocala began to laugh, letting it become more and more hysterical with every second, until tears began to roll down his face.  With a flick of his finger, Trocall signaled for his men to take the governor away, before moving back to the stairs that lead to the central tower of the castle.
Taking the three banners from the priest that had followed them into the castle, he turned and climbed the last flight of stairs, taking them two at a time in his excitement.  Exploding out the door onto an open tower like roof, he raced to the thick aspen flagpoles, struggling to untie the knots that held the banners in place.  When it finally slid loose, he was able to drop the white and red banners quickly, letting them fall limply to the ground as he tied the crimson and cobalt banner to the thin cross beams that were tied to a hoist line.
A cheer erupted from below as the wind caught the banner of Maldavid spreading out the checkered banner, making the silver sea dragon look like it was climbing into the sky.  When his banner was in place, he lifted the banner of the Sclizar Union and Ruion to join his flying proudly in the sky.  Stepping to the ramparts of the castle tower he was amazed to find that the battle still continued as the soldiers of Sclizar worked their way through the city clearing out the remaining nests of Zanditan soldiers.  Trocall moved back down to the throne room and took his rightful seat, enjoying the adoration and recognition that his warriors heaped on him as he gave them orders to finish securing the city.
With the light of day waning and the last sounds of battle fading, cheers rose up from the city below, moving from the grain city slowly towards the castle.  Moving to the terrace, he quickly located the blue and gold banners of the emperor, moving down the grain road, closely behind the wave of joyous celebrants.  Quickly making his way down the stairs, he met the imperial party in Plaza of the Mighty Serpents, where hundreds of fountains stood, showing warriors, maidens, kings and queens all standing in various poses, each encircled by grey sea dragons.
When Trocall had last seen the plaza, his men had been closing in on the small group of defenders, but now it was filled with groups of celebrating men, acting as if the shedding of blood had never happened on this spot.  For a minute that sobered him, until the men around the plaza began to notice his presence, turning their adoration on him as he took his position in front of the central fountain, showing two intertwined sea dragons climbing over each other to reach a silver crown.  It took several minutes for Magnai’s party to reach the plaza, allowing the king time to greet and congratulate his men, giving them ample credit for their victory and for correcting a wrong that had lasted far too long.
Trumpets blasted as the banners of the empire emerged from behind the buildings, their twin gryphons dancing in the breeze as they marched forward with the banners of Tedia and Maldavid on their flanks.  Trocall grew worried as he studied the banners, not seeing the banners of Nonov or Gegala that normally joined the procession when Sophia and Branek accompanied the others.  He knew that Branek had not been well after being struck by the flail, but he had hoped that the king would be well enough to enjoy this historic moment with them, recognizing the official unification of his kingdom.
As the crowd before him cleared he spotted his sister first, riding beside her husband, clad in her shining silver armor.  He spotted his uncle riding on the other side of his sister, and was surprised to see Rustam riding beside his brother, sharing tails of valor and victory.  During the battle he had noticed the battle being fought on the sea and in the river delta below the walls and he was sure that this report would be just as amazing as his would be.
Taking a knee on the cold cobblestone as the riders dismounted, Trocall spoke, using his loud, booming voice of a king.
“My emperor and empress, it is my honor to welcome you to the true seat of Maldavid.  We have all heard stories from our grandparents of this magnificent city and it truly is as beautiful as they said.  My only regret is that my father isn’t here to see this wonderous day and rejoice that his kingdom has been restored.”
Moving to embrace him, Magnai took small steps, doing his best to hide his limp from the onlookers.  After their quick embrace, Trocall left his arm around Magnai as he escorted him into the castle, giving the guise of a brotherly embrace as he supported his brother-in-law’s weight.  Stepping through the doors of the castle, they moved to the basket elevator that moved up to the throne room through the center of the palace.
Reaching the throne room first, Trocall helped Magnai into the high seat, before moving throughout the room with Giorsal, showing her many of the little details that their grandfather had told them about in his bedtime stories.  Finally, they stepped out onto the balcony to take in the city together, only returning when the sound of the voices from the stairwell grew.  Sinking into the seats on each side of Magnai, they took in the view as the lords of Maldavid entered, along with the lords and commanders or the rest of Sclizar.




Chapter 28: The Blood Sun Rising

The signal came just shy of an hour after the sunset, a single lantern about a mile away flashing in the black of the starless dusk hours.  Mettius stood in the shadows of the inner bailey, dressed in the tattered red cloak, carrying the black dagger he had taken off of the Marshal.  He and his men had been slinking around the castle for nearly a week pretending to be the Marshal, appearing just long enough to be identified and cause problems in the castle before disappearing back into the night, often doing so while the other travelers were present to keep them from being suspected.
Now Mettius had another goal that had been given by Ravi, the mastermind of this whole plan.  Earlier that night he had destroyed several grain sacks before moving on to sneak his way up to Lord Hoger’s chambers, having to slip inside as silently as possible.  Reaching the side of the bed, Mettius drew the dagger from his belt and plunged it into the man’s hairy chest ending his life with a soft grunt as the air escaped him.  With the main deed finished he slipped out the door and down the tower, moving over to the armory, where his final task waited.
He had to take several detours into abandoned rooms or down dark halls, doing his best to avoid the guards and other officers that were heading to their chambers as their watches came to a close.  Finally reaching the bailey through a first floor window he moved back through the shadows until he reached the doors to the armory and blacksmith’s shop.  The forges had grown cold by this point leaving a few glowing embers still glowing to light his way as he used the large empty set of buildings to keep him out of view.
A few days ago, his men had begun to move barrels of lantern oil and animal fat to one of the far corners of the armory placing it near the bows, arrows and spears that were stored in a similar looking barrel.  They had also removed their gear from the armory to make sure that they would be able to fight should it come to it.  When he was sure that it was safe, he lifted the lid off of each barrel, letting the strong smell of the oil and pitch fill the dark room.
With a hard shove, he tipped each barrel over, spilling the oil across the floor and out amongst the many racks of spears and barrels of arrows, wetting the bottoms of the other barrels as it flowed past.  As the oil sloshed against the far wall, Mettius stepped through the door, grabbing the unlit torch from the wall sconce and throwing it back through the door after lighting it on one of the still burning forges.   He quickly ran to the edge of the armory area and removed the cloak, hanging it from the empty sconce as the flames roared to life on the side of the exterior door.
Moving at a sprint, he distanced himself from the armory, moving to his tower as quickly as he could before the flames became evident.  The alarm sounded as he was entering his quarters, pulling his tunic over his head as he stepped through.  He moved to his clothes chest pulling out one of his white silk tunics embroidered with crimson roses running across the shoulders and down the arms.
Strapping on his sword belt and his daggers, he moved quickly out to the inner bailey, where the armory now spouted flames from the ceiling and doors threatening the other buildings and store houses nearby. The hay stores had already caught fire, drawing the majority of the attention, while other men attempted to throw buckets of water through the doors of the armory with little effect.  He quickly ordered his men to join the fight, secretly hoping that this would cause the Gegalans to surrender quickly when the army appeared at their gates.
They fought the flames for hours, leaving the armory, food stores and the lower garrison in smoldering ruin, but they were able to save the stables and most of the less critical supply sheds.  Men moved everywhere, putting out small fires and trying to salvage anything they could before returning to their beds.  As they began to disperse, the officers began to organize, trying to locate Lord Hoger to give their reports.
Mettius stepped up and helped to lead the search, sending men to various parts of the bailey, up to the walls and into the Lords tower.  It only took a few minutes for the man sent to the tower to return, reporting the murder to the officer’s council.  They were told of the dagger that had been thrown to the marshal nearly a week earlier and now pinned the recently dead corpse to its bed.
The tale grew larger as the singed cloak that was recovered from the doorway of the cells where the marshal had once been imprisoned.  It’s three masks distinct on what remained of the blackened cloak, hanging limply from the soldier’s hands.  Mettius and his men did their best to act as surprised as the rest of the men, joining in the storytelling as other sightings began to be spread amongst the men as well.
One of the young Gegalan knights who had been a close friend of Lord Hogar was placed in charge after Mettius was forced to refuse the position due to his slave status, causing the officers' trust in him to increase even more as they were dispersed again.  Many returned to bed, while the rest were sent on additional patrols to hunt for the saboteur and to reinforce the walls.  Out of respect for the decisions to refuse the command and help that he had already given, Sir Marcel Buchner, the new commander, asked that Mettius send his two other kingsguard to take command of the gates for the rest of the night, freeing up men to join the search.
With the grace and humility of someone being offered a great honor, he accepted, barking orders to the man with him before turning to relieve the others from his responsibilities at the tower.  Moving up into the queen’s quarters, he stepped through after knocking softly on the door.  He found her seated near the hearth, her hair still disheveled from the rude awakening she had received when the fire alarms went off.
Rising to meet him as he approached, she embraced him before he could say anything, letting her fear and excitement show through to just him.  He held her in his arms for several seconds before easing her down onto the couch, keeping her close as he spoke.
“It’s done, the final signal was sent, and I returned the signal by burning the armory and destabilizing leadership by getting Sir Buchner placed in charge.  He has given Tertius and Sumuel the gates, and they are planning to raise the gates at our signal.  Now all we need to do is wait for the attack to begin.”
She pulled away, surprised to hear that their time had finally come even though they had been planning it out for months.  Feeling her begin to tremble, he took her by the chin, kissing her gently before speaking softly to her, doing his best to calm her.
“We need to prepare ourselves for battle, but we'll be fine.  Everything has gone perfectly, and we aren't considered as enemies by either side.  They are sure that there is an extremely angry ghost marshal loose in the castle and all of their attention is turned to the search.  By the time our friends attack, it will be too late for anyone here to react.
“I will be outside your door with your men and your handmaidens have been trained to defend you as well as the rest of our party.  When we are all armed and ready for a fight, I will light the signal lanterns over our tower to make sure that our friends know not to target us.  Just think about it, by this time tomorrow you and I will be sitting safe and in our rightful places, boarding a ship for Vedal to see about our futures.”
Forcing a smile onto her face, she nodded before moving back to her bedchamber to change into leather and scalemail armor.  During the last few days she had been training with the rest of their party, wanting to learn traditional art of war instead of the tactics of a rogue assassin to be helpful when they were ready to continue out onto the frozen plains.  Lord Kroger had believed that their motives were to protect themselves in this hostile land and had liked the idea so much that he had armed every single member of their party who was willing to train to use their weapons.
Ravi had preferred her Talwar sword that she had taken from Norbu and Mettius was pleased to see that she had it on her belt, already prepared for when the fight began.  Moving up to the upper rooms of the building, he lit the four lanterns and set them in the windows of the day room atop their tower.  When he was sure that they wouldn’t blow out, he moved back to his chambers to don his full imperial armor and weaponry for the first time.


Wasim sat atop his Mammoth, watching the movement on the walls and in the towers waiting for the signals from his friends.  They had been planning this moment for nearly three months, but now the day had come to finish what they had started with.  Rain, snow, wind and spears hadn’t slowed them down as they moved across the Frozen Plains, slaying or imprisoning any that had raised arms against them while uniting the locals under the banner of Laral and bringing them to their combined forces.
Many enemy warriors had tried to flee, or bring word to the Tower of the Sun, but they had been cut down or hunted by their war beasts.  Now they stood at the foot of the castle as his infantry moved slowly up the hill to take their positions on the outsides of the gates.  Using the thunder from the massive lightning storm to deaden the sounds of work as they anchored their catapults and trebuchets to the stony red ground around them.
One of his archers was first to spot the signal from the nearest tower on the eastern side of the fortress, the four lights burning from the arrow loopholes above.  Wasim returned the signal, flashing his lantern four times before blowing it out.  Two more lights flashed from over the gates in response signaling that they had men in position to open the gates when they were ready to begin their assault.  A third light flickered from the floor below the four lights.
With all of their friends accounted for and a bloody sunrise appearing over the field of lava rock and desert weeds, he raised his war horn to his lips and gave a massive blast.  It echoed off the walls and amplified as it shot back at him and out into the black and red waste land below.  A horn sounded from each gate in response before a yell came from the center turret built into the wall.
“What king do you serve and what do you want?”
Wasim stood on his station and signaled for all of his men to unfurl their banners.  Purple banners emblazoned with the white lion flew highest, but the green banner of Vedal showing the golden Tree of Life, the teal banners of Olhur with its copper elephants and the white banners of Puswa with their crimson roses filled the gaps between them.  When the banners were raised, and the intimidation had been made plain on the walls, he signaled the siege weapons to light their projectiles, adding to the show of force before he responded.
“Tower of the Sun, you are currently flying under rebel banners and we have come to free those that are oppressed by the army that flies those banners.  I am aware that your king may have deceived you into rebellion, so the emperor has agreed to pardon and reward anyone who should lay down their arms and return to the service of the empire.  We don’t want to shed your blood, but we will do so if you give us cause.
“Azela has unified and marches under the banner of Ruion and you are currently standing against it.  The time has come for your choice, I will give you one hour to open your gates, at the hour mark I will order my ordinance to be loosed on your castle. Surrender and be cleansed of your sin or sin further and sign you ticket to Widag.”
◆◆◆
 
Mettius stood like a statue his silvery steel blade held in front of him with the sword point down.  In front of him men ran everywhere, moving from the hunt for a rogue man to taking up battle positions on the ramparts, carrying what weapons they had.  He could see both of his men pacing nervously near the controls for the gates, while the men who had joined their caravan under the guise of farmers now stood in mail and leather, looking like the warriors they really were.
Each man glanced at him on occasion, waiting for the signal to raise the gates.  As the booming voice of the prince of Olhur finished the eloquent speech, he signaled the men waiting just inside the tower to move into position, creating a fortified shieldwall around the only entrance to the tower.  Men and women who had been training for the last few weeks were each armed with bows and crossbows standing next to barrels of arrows that had been placed next to each window of the tower.
With his people in position, Mettius raised his war horn to his lips and echoed the blast that had announced the army outside the walls, drawing everyone’s attention to the tower and away from the gates.  Sir Buchner was the first to approach, screaming obscenities as he approached, demanding to know why he blew his horn and why he was dressed in armor that didn’t belong to him.  Mettius raised his sword and shield in response, hissing his retort.
“Did you really not expect slaves and glorified prisoners to take the first chance at freedom?  What he is offering us is far better than what you could ever offer us.  I would advise that you surrender my friend.  I would much rather not have to fight men that have treated me well, but my freedom and the freedom of the princess are of far greater value than our recent friendship, please don’t make me choose.”
As the young commander faltered, Mettius let out another bellow on his war horn that was quickly matched from the far side of the wall.  A chant followed the horns retort, thousands of men on both sides of the wall slamming spear butts and sword hilts against their shields or the ground each man chanting the cry of the ancient warriors of Ruion.  A single word shouted with each beat, letting everyone know that they were actually warriors of the Order of Truth, “Truth, truth, truth, truth.”
Soon the men and women in the tower had taken up the chant, as well as small patches of Gegalan soldiers on the walls and in the square as their decision was made.  A small smile crept across Mettius’ face hidden by his Corinthian helmet, but the feeling of victory crept through him and his men, making them more brazen than before.  Stepping a half step closer he took up his fighting position, with his legs apart and his shield and sword pointed towards the waiting knight.
For the next several minutes they stood at a silent stalemate, neither giving an inch as they stared each other down.  Finally, the silent battle was broken as their hour expired and flaming barrels of pitch and lava rock flew over the castle walls, exploding into deadly flaming shards, killing dozens of men that were distracted by the situation inside their walls. 
His men at each gate, began to crank the gates open as steel turned against steel on the ramparts and in the plaza, each man choosing his side despite the choices of his comrades.  Mettius used the chaos to step forward, leveling his first strike at the knights shield while ordering him to lay down his sword and surrender one last time.  He received his response as the young knight pressed his attack hacking and slicing his way forward only to be forced back by the captured bastard longsword in Mettius’s hand.  Mettius had the longer blade, but it was also the lighter of the two, making faster to the strike and to the parry.  Within seconds, Mettius had a distinct advantage, driving the man where he would, but he never allowing himself to be pulled to far from the door.
The screams of dying men behind him caused Sir Buchner to wheel mid strike, realizing for the first time that the gates were opening as armed Puswan soldiers held off any man trying to close the gates alongside several of the more faithful of the Gegalan that had joined in the holy crusade.  With a single stroke, Mettius slammed the deer head pommel into the back of the man’s neck sending him sprawling onto the ground.  Two of his men moved quickly, binding the knight’s hands and carrying him inside the tower along with a few of their other prisoners disarming them as they moved.
Pausing only briefly to pick up his opponent’s sword and slide it into his belt, he moved back into position as volleys of arrows flew from overhead to strike the men on the walls and running through the streets.  His pride crept up a little as he watched their plan play out like a symphony, only to be humbled again as he watched men wearing friendly colors fall to enemy’s swords and arrows.  This wasn’t the glorious day he had dreamt of as a boy, this was war, a journey through hell to ensure that heaven remained in place tomorrow.


Wasim had shifted to his arabian stallion when he saw that the gates had been opened and secured, riding quickly to join his cavalry as his horsemen began to pour through the gates.  Reaching the road to the inside of the eastern gate he wheeled his horse to find the tower where his friends were holding strong.  He quickly spotted a group of footmen moving to attack the tower from below, using the cover of the buildings to keep them out of the archer’s sites.
With a yell he drew his sword and charged towards their flank with a cavalry brigade in tow, taking them and the men guarding the tower by complete surprise.  Many of the attackers dropped their weapons and dropped to the ground as the wave of horses thundered towards them on the cobblestone street.  The rest turned to fight, their partially armored bodies making easy targets for the archers on horseback as they approached.
The collision was deafening as wood and steel collided with the raw power of the horses and their riders backing it, but the ragged line of men quickly collapsed leaving only butchery in the wake of the riding heavily armed horsemen.  Without looking back, he signaled for his men to clear the area and continued to the foot of the tower.  Dismounting as he found Mettius he made his way to him and dropped to one knee as he reached him, letting the emperor’s identity be known for the first time since his arrival.
“Imperator, it has been a long time since we last saw one another.  It gives me great joy to see that you are well and that you have accomplished your entire mission.  If you would, my father commissioned you a battle cloak befitting your rank and station as well as a surcoat and helm so that you may be known for the first time.  They are on the back of my horse and it would please the men who fight for you to know that you live and that you command.”
The men around Mettius looked back and forth, confused at who the Prince of Olhur could be addressing, until he stepped forward and raised the young man from his knee.  As Wasim stood, Mettius stepped closer and embraced his childhood friend, though separated for many years, they were back together again.  Taking the bundle from the back of the horse, he turned to find every man in the Olhur Cavalry on his knee, awestruck at the revelation, leaving him feeling more awkward than he had expected to feel.
“Rise my friends, you have done well and will always be counted as my close friends for what you have done this day.   Mermerus, take Alphios and Thoön, you will raise the imperial banner over the towers as they are taken.  Prince Wasim will send an honor guard with you to aid in the attack.  The rest of you, hold the tower at all costs, but be careful that you know friend from foe, many of the Gegalans will rally to my banners and we can’t afford to lose friendly Gegalans by mistake.  Prince Wasim, please follow me, there is someone else that will want to see you while I change.”
They kept their royal demeanor all the way up into the upper chambers of the tower, where a surprised and soon blubbering Ravi broke both men’s solid exteriors.  After a few minutes of banter, Mettius interrupted, taking Ravi’s hand as he did so.
“My princess, I regret that I must resign as your captain of guard.  I have an empire to rule and to do that I have to be dressed in purple, not white.  But know that I am always here to protect you should you ever need it.”
Kissing her on the forehead he moved away stripping off his surcoat, replacing it with the thick purple surcoat of the imperial family with the massive silver lion roaring with its sharp teeth bloody from battle.  Ravi moved to help him with his lion skin cloak lowering the head and upper jaw over his head with its sharpened fangs running down grooves carved into his helm.  Finally he strapped on the large sickle sword to one hip and a gladius to the other, giving him the opportunity to represent his family for the first time in over a year.
When he was ready, Wasim moved to them, placing a purple and silver wreath crown on his head tying it in place behind the lion’s ears with thin leather straps.  His two companions dropped to one knee as he turned back to face them, feeling overly decorated for what could prove to be a bloody mess.  Wasim stepped forward, with a final gift for his liege, a replica of the imperial horn that had been destroyed during the battle of the Valley of Steel.
Accepting the gift, he led the party down the stairs towards the sounds of battle.  As they passed the men and women standing on the arrow loops that wrapped around the tower, they were met with confused and amazed gazes, before each person in turn dropped to one knee in reverence and realization.  Mettius commanded them to rise and continue their defense of the tower, as was their primary duty.
He was greeted by thirty armored men and women waiting as a second layer of defense on the only entrance to the tower.  Every soldier knelt before their emperor, before rising and giving a shout that was echoed throughout the tower.  As he greeted his men and introduced Prince Wasim to his new-found friends, Thoön burst through the door, gasping for breath as he tried to give his report.
“Imperator, nearly one hundred of the Gegalan and Zanditan soldiers have locked themselves in the great hall and they appear to be attempting to escape through the valley on the far side.  There are sufficient numbers that they may be able to escape and kill off the remaining wolves to give them food and safety.  What are your commands, Imperator?”
Mettius motioned for the men to walk with him as he moved quickly out into the cold night air still salty with the smell of blood.  Reaching the first drainage grate, he stopped and turned back to his men.
“These grates drop to long dead lava tubes under the castle and they all lead out to the valley beyond.  This is how the prophet was able to escape the valley several centuries ago.  Take archers and heavy knights down to cut them off.  I will create a distraction for you, but you need to move quickly and remember there are packs of hungry wolves out there as well.”
With that Wasim and Thoön broke from their emperor, moving in the opposite direction to collect the men he needed.  Wasim found his best men all assembling near the Great Hall, waiting for the order to attack.  Taking fifty of his best swords and spears, he moved to the archers, taking fifty more with him as he moved back to the nearest entrance to the lava tubes below.
Lowering himself in first he was surprised to see the massive charred black stone tubes running in several directions.  Moving forward he couldn’t help but imagine himself riding through these tunnels on his warhorse with feet to spare above him.  It only took a few minutes before they emerged on the far side, moving out to a trail cut along the edges of the cliffs that moved above the spout of water below.
The lands on the far side was made of the same red dirt and black stone that made up the valley on the other side of the fortress, the remnants of an ancient volcano that had died long before men had ever reach Azela.  The volcanic soil and strong sun left the landscape mostly barren save for the occasional bush or water starved tree.  Moving out into the valley felt like crossing into another world with it’s mostly dead landscape, but their duty beat their fear as the moved.  They followed the valley wall moving south as quickly as they could, doing their best to ignore the howling of wolves and the sound of men organizing near the plank bridge that extended out from the center of the castle wall.
Wasim and his men turned back to the east when they passed the peak of the first row of hills just over one hundred yards from the walls of the castle.  Moving to meet Thoön and his men in the narrow valley between the two hills to quickly organize.  The two-hundred-man force moved up to the peaks of the hills, forming two shield walls on the two hills with four groups of archers on their sides to prevent the enemy from flanking them.  Turning to face the noise from the hill above, the fleeing defenders began to panic as they saw the banners flapping in the stiff breeze of the morning.
As the men moved back, attempting to force their way through the press of men still attempting to leave the hall, the walls the hall filled with archers dressed in a variety of colors and patterns that indicated that Mettius had gained control of the larger part of the keep.  Just a few seconds later the upper balcony filled with archers to each side and a single purple clad figure taking his place at the center of the balcony.  Mettius raised the horn to his giving a loud blast that sounded like the roar of a lion.
Changing directions again the desperate soldiers poured back towards Wasim, their weapons bared as their desperate unorganized attack climbed up the hill.  With a drop of his sword his archers loosed their arrows, cutting down the first dozen men instantly and wounding several others as they charged forward.  A second volley struck with even greater damage as the distance closed, leaving the archers as the first  line of soldiers collided with the two shield walls near the center where the archers had vacated.
Wasim left the line to engage the enemy in the hole, cutting down three men quickly as he slowly advanced into the fray that was quickly becoming a killing box, leading his advancing forces as his archers continued to fire into the wall of men as they pressed up the narrow valley between the two hills.  They advanced nearly twenty-five yards, cutting down as many foes as they could reach, before they collided with the first organized group of soldiers stopping their advance.  The desperation of the Gegalans and Zanditans proved too much for the two imperial forces driving them back up the hill towards the archers.
Stepping back out of the line, Wasim aided the two walls as they joined into one large wall before moving up to rally his forces from the third row of the shieldwall.  A spear tip glanced off his helmet as he retreated, catching in the braided horse hair that ran over the top of the helmet and yanked it completely off of his head as he pressed back through the lines to organize their attack.  Soon he stood atop the hill between the four stands of archers, directing his forces against the oncoming enemies.
His rallies drove his men forward again, controlling the remnants of the attack as it finished it’s press across the bridge.  A small group of enemy archers pulled up just in front of the bridge and loosed their first wave of arrows into his shield wall, cutting down several of the men at the back.  Looking over to the group of archers on his right, he ordered them to target the other archers to eliminate the threat.  Turning back to study the fight, a faint whistle preceded a sharp bite of pain, then the black overtook him.




Epilogue: The Twins of Life and Death

The boat came to a halt as it thumped lightly into the docks in the Bay of Disciples, causing every person on board to sway slightly as they moved around the deck to tie the boat to the moors and place the gangplank.  A crowd stood out in the road, soberly watching the ship’s crew as they made their final preparations in complete silence out of respect for the cargo they bore.  Even the sails, flags and banners had been removed from what was normally a bright and colorful port, placing the city in a state of mourning.
An eight-man group of pallbearers dressed in their full battle regalia lifted the dark copper colored casket, using the tusks of the two ornately carved elephant heads as the handles.  Descending the ramp, Mettius and Magnai lead the procession with Trocall and Rustam at the rear.  Atzmon hadn’t recognized the other four men but could tell by their cloaks that they were all men of Olhur.
After the casket had descended onto the deck, turning up towards the road that led to the temple, a procession of nobles followed.  First to appear was the large Sultan Hrapp Mrabet, walking slowly, but under his own power for the first time in many years.  His wife Yaretzi and daughter Naima each walked beside him each holding one elbow to help him balance.
They were followed by the royal escort of Olhur, ten men in ornate copper armor with a single commander at its head, more ornately adorned than the rest.  After they passed the crowd and moved out into the street, the next group joined the procession led by the other royals that had joined the voyage over from Azela that had been led by the High Priestess.  Branek moved down the ramp slowly aided by Sophia and his sons, followed by Ravi and the other royal guards of remaining kingdoms.
Moving from the docks to the main street of the still recovering city the caravan moved at a slow mournful pace, making their way up to the newly repaired temple on the hill above.  The only sounds that filled the air was the sound of boots and steel striking the smooth stone road, until they reached the temple.  A sharp wail of a single trumpet broke the quiet, mourning the loss of another great man from atop the lords’ gate on the temple wall.
The casket was carried into the large chapel on the west of the grounds, setting it on a raised stand in the center of the round room.  Nobles and soldiers filtered past, each taking their time to pay respects to the fallen hero before moving to take their seats.  When each of them had finished and the quiet murmuring had died, Musfira stepped up to stand behind the casket, raising her hands to quiet the people who still spoke.
“We the people of Ruion, unite this day in memory of the fallen that gave their lives in the battles to liberate these lands from those who would destroy us.  While they may be lost to us in this world, they are not gone.  They have journeyed to Ipredaris where they protect us from the masked deceivers, fighting in the legions of Ruion.  Our only hope in life is to live worthy enough to join them, so that we may see them again, enjoying the eternal peace that awaits in our eternal home.”
Musfira spoke for several minutes more, explaining the existence of an afterlife and what it means to the people.  She then spoke of the destruction of Vedal and the murder of the kings, giving reason to the deaths of the many who had died under the banners of the blessed nations, and explaining what would happen to those that repented.  Finally, she welcomed the knights of Gegala that had joined the cause of Ruion when they realized who they were fighting, she forgave them of their sins and welcomed them back into the peace of the god.
For the next several hours, they prayed and listened to sermons from the many priests and kings in attendance, each speaking of the fallen prince or the cause he gave his life for.  When the speeches and prayer came to a close, the pallbearers stepped forward each taking their positions opposite the direction they had used to enter.  Moving out of the temple complex, they carried the casket to the waiting wagon, adorned in the colors of Olhur.
As the cart pulled away, a carriage carrying the Sultan and his family followed, trailed by a procession of nobles and knights.  Moving out the main gates of the temple and out towards the field of kings.  Winding their way through forest and grasslands the procession continued to move slowly until they came to a halt below the tower that stood alone on the western tip of the island.
The nobles and knights formed a path, taking positions on each side of the winding path that lead to the grave site.  Nearest the wagon, the pallbearers carried the casket past the women of the court, their ornate gowns soaking up the dampness of the grass as they wept and said their farewells to the prince as he passed.  Next came the squires, knights and lords, each with their sword held before their face in tribute to the fallen warrior.
Finally, his family surrounded the burial plot, their pain visible for the first time that day.  They had held in their emotions back during the ceremony, but now, surrounded by only their close friends the emotions flowed freely.  When the casket was placed on a raised platform beside the open grave, the men and women who formed the tunnel broke and moved to stand behind the fallen prince’s family cresting to face west toward the sea.
Everyone was surprised when the captain of the royal guard stepped forward and wrapped his arm around the princess.  Removing his helmet, he caused waves of quiet murmurs and disbelief, as the face of Wasim was revealed.  Hearing the surprise and murmured confusion, the Sultan raised one hand after sinking back into his chair, asking the crowd for silence.
“Please my friends, I apologize for the fright, I had forgotten that most of you have never met Wasim’s twin brother.  As the second born his place was with the Royal Guard until today and he hasn’t been seen outside of the castle without his helmet on for many years.  I’m sure it is quite disturbing to see the same face as you just saw in the coffin, especially without proper warning.
“My son Prince Hakem will be taking the place of his brother as my heir and lord commander of the forces of Olhur.   I’m sure you all have many questions for him and wish to get to know him better, but there will be time enough after we lay his brother to rest.  Please my friends, lower the casket so that we may close this sad day and move on to the needs of the living.  I know Wasim would be growing impatient with all of these tears and ceremony.”
Mettius stepped forward, giving a slight bow to the sultan, before picking up one of the eight rope ends that ran limply from the under coffin.  Magnai stepped around to the other side taking another end and signaled for the others to follow his lead.  When the eight men had taken their positions and four more including Atzmon had joined them on the ropes, a taghanimt reed flute began to play its deep, sad tune.
As the casket began to descend into its stone lined tomb, other flutes joined and then the ginbari, giving rise to the music and the sounds of a weeping chorus.  A soft thump signaled the casket’s arrival in its new home, also signaling for the music to end.  Rising to his feet once again, the sultan waddled over to the gaping black hole and dropped in a thick bearskin cloak, letting it fall loosely over his son’s final resting place.
His mother followed dropping two loaves of bread in along with a sealed jar of honey.  Princess Naima stepped forward and dropped an ornate taghanimt in before turning to escort her father back to the carriage. Hakem was the next to step forward, dropping an ornate bronze shield in to protect his brother in the next life.
Mettius stepped forward and waited as Hakem placed his helmet back on his head and wheeled to march back to his horse in brooding silence.  Raising a large Ulfberht over his head he showed it to those that remained before explaining.
“Prince Wasim Mrabet, I hereby relieve you of your vow as my sworn sword and do return your sword that it may protect you and be a testament to our god.  May it state that you serve your emperor and your god valiantly in everything you did.”
Sheathing the sword in an ornate scabbard, he dropped it into the tomb, before taking Ravi’s hand and guiding her forward.  She dropped a bundle of two dozen deep red roses, into the tomb to honor the man who led the first steps toward the liberation of Puswa.  Magnai and Giorsal followed, placing their gifts of a sea banner of Sclizar and one of the bags of couscous into the tomb before the ruler of Azela turned and moved to their horses.
Glancing back over his shoulder as they rode away, Mettius studied the nobles, knights and ladies that each stepped forward in turn presenting their gifts to the beloved prince.  Turning back to Ravi as they began to climb the first hill, he spoke softly so that only she could hear what he said.
“At the rate they are going, presenting him with gifts, there will be a new hill from all of the leftover dirt.  I only hope that when my day comes, I will be half as loved as he was.  He was going to be my choice as warden of the south, but I am going to have to come up with another plan there.  It has been a long time since any of the southern kingdoms have agreed on anything, let alone worked together.”
Ravi didn’t answer, or even meet his eyes, instead she nodded briefly, but kept her head lowered, hidden under the hood of her white silk cloak.  The rest of the ride was silent as they moved through the emerald sea of rolling hills and grass, with only the wind and the soft sound of tears to accompany their journey.  They assembled in the inner courtyard of the temple, waiting for the steady stream of mourners to trickle back.  When enough had returned that they were beginning to crowd the entrance to the temple, Atzmon stepped forward and invited everyone over to his newly finished great hall for a feast to honor Wasim, followed by a war council to continue their planning.
“Good Lords and ladies, I have grown close to Wasim over the past year, and there is one thing I am very sure of.  There were two things he enjoyed doing more than almost anything else, feasting and warring.  I suggest that we adjourn to my newly repaired Great Hall and do exactly what he would want us to do in his honor.  I will leave the captain of my guard here to send the others to us when they make it back.”
That was met by a murmur of approval, which was louder than had been heard in hours.  Breaking from the group, Mettius rode forward to catch up to his sister as Ravi dropped back to speak with her own.  Reaching Antronia, he rode beside her for several seconds without her noticing, her gaze clearly drawn to Atzmon who rode at the head of the column.  When he was sure about what was happening, he spoke quietly, but loud enough to break her concentration.
“So, it’s the holy king, I had no idea that he was your type.”
She nearly fell out of the saddle when she wheeled to see who had spoken, her face a bright shade of pink.  Seeing her older brother, she edged her horse closer to his and punched him squarely in the shoulder, causing him to laugh quietly as he took her hand.
“I’ll take that as a yes, but I wonder, is he aware of this crush or do you just get the dreamy eyes from a distance?”
When Antronia responded, her eyes drifted back to an emerald cloak that flapped in the wind, just a few feet in front of her.
“It is more than just a girlish crush, in fact, I believe he may come to you to ask for my hand in marriage.  But that isn’t what is causing my distraction, I don’t doubt that you will approve.  In one of the more recent battles, I nearly lost him, he still limps, and he is still plagued by the pain.  I can’t help but think how close I came to being in Lysan’s shoes, she and Wasim were about at the same place as Atzmon and I.”
This last statement sobered Mettius again, leaving him overjoyed and worried at the same time.  When he spoke again, his voice was much more mellow and reserved.
“While I would hate to have you outside of my empire where I can protect you, I would gladly agree to your marriage to him.  I will also speak to him about going to war, he is needed here far more than he is needed in the field right now, we can make this all work and keep you both safe.  But don’t tell him you already got approval; I want to have a little fun with my old friend first.”
By the time their conversation had finished, they were passing under the gates of the Keep of the Blessed.  The train of nobles began dismounting and exiting their carriages as they moved into the inner bailey, handing the reins to squires and stable hands that rushed out of the stables to help where they could.  While their horses were stowed in the stables or fettered out on the grasslands that lay on the back side of the castle, the nobles were escorted into the new great hall, admiring the ornate craftsmanship that had been done.
Atzmon gave the grand tour of the large room, explaining which nation’s craftsmen had done each bit of ornate work, making sure to address each lord and thank him personally for their help.  First, he spoke of the woodworking and shipping support provided by Olhur, then the metal work of Laral and the glass work that had been smuggled from Puswa.  He then addressed the ornate leather work done by the Nonov, the stonework done by craftsmen from Tedia and the banners done by the Maldavid.
He then spoke of the architects from Sewitt and the massive kitchen built and staffed by the tribes of Gereth.  Finally, he turned to Sophia, directing her to some of the ornate artwork on the far wall, displaying a scene of men ascending the golden staircase to Ipredaris. Sophia had a hard time fighting back tears as she stepped around the dais to study the artwork closer, it’s style clearly indicated that it had been painted by artists from Gegala.
“My lady, I am pleased to tell you that there have been thousands of your people sneaking out of your homeland to seek protection from Zandita.  Many have found refuge here and many others are making their way north to join you in the fight for Sclizar, according to recent accounts. The people that have come here have worked harder than my own people to help rebuild, which is why I allowed them to paint this mural in a place of prominence.  They look forward to seeing you in the coming days.”
Hope quickly swept the room as he continued to explain about the Gegalan faithful who had fled the oppression of their king and even converted several Zanditans to their god as they fled, bringing them to the holy city or one of the other kingdoms.  To continue to boost the men’s hope, Atzmon brought out his new admiral, a former Zanditan slave captain that had learned of Ruion while at port in Puswa.  He and his crew had all converted along with six other Zanditan galley crews, turning against their commanders and capturing the Zanditan commands flagship before sailing to Olhur to surrender.
Now they all served as the free men aboard the Six Sentinels as they had come to be known as, each painting their hulls a deep green with gold accents, making it stand out against the near black of the sea.  Dismissing the captain to his duties patrolling the coastline, he invited each of them to take their seat, placing Mettius on the right next to Antronia who sat beside him.  Magnai sat to his left with Giorsal beside him, each given a place of importance on the table. 
Other nobles were invited to sit where they pleased and were encouraged to sit with men from distant lands so that they could discuss plans and possible futures.  Within minutes the hall had filled with discussion and joyful chatter as old friends reunited and new friends met for the first time.  The kings each took turns in order of seniority, introducing their lords and renewing their vows to the cause of their emperors and their god.
When Trocall rose, Magnai rose as well, stepping around to stand next to his brother in law.  He addressed Mettius directly, speaking quiet enough that only those seated at the upper tables could hear him.
“My good friend, there is a matter that we need to discuss, and I’m not sure how this will be taken.  I know your father was close to the governor of your part of Maldavid, but I don’t know if anyone made you aware that he openly participated in the massacre here and the desecration of your father's body.  For this reason, your sister gave us leave to reunite Maldavid under a single banner and unite it with Sclizar.
“I felt I should warn you before you start seeing lords that once flew the banner of the lion, that now fly my gryphons.  During both the sea and land battles, we met as many men and ships clad in the red and gold of Zandita as we did their turned white and purple.  We have also given open quarter and the ability to retain all lands and titles if they would take an oath of allegiance to Ruion.  The vast majority of lords joined our cause within seconds of hearing what the governor had done for.
“I pray that you will uphold your sister’s decision, as you were in captivity at the time and there was no way to discuss this with you before military action was warranted.  Know that the trade routes will remain open and we are planning on opening more through our third kingdom, giving more access to trade and a larger variety of goods as soon as the road is finished.  We will also be opening new shipping lanes into Tedia with these plans so that your people will benefit from that as well with my guarantee that tariffs will not be placed on your people while I live.”
Mettius sat back in his chair and steepled his fingers in front of him as he thought, clearly surprised at the massive decrease of land that his kingdom had suffered.  When he spoke, he matched Magnai’s calculating pitch, not wanting to give too much away with his words.
“I know my grandfather and father are spinning in their graves because of the loss of land, but more so because of the betrayal.  Governor Vocala was my grandfather’s squire and a close friend of my father.  If his greed made him turn his back on all of that, I believe that it proves what my great grandfather said when the plan was first put to him. ‘The wealth of that land is so great that it will corrupt even the best men of Laral.  Because I can’t trust anyone to govern on behalf of Laral I dare not claim it.’  I see the wisdom in his words and by giving it back we will create far more friends than we will lose.”
Stepping around the table he embraced Trocall and Magnai, to the ruckus cheers all around them.  Returning to their seats, the two emperors allowed the young king to introduce his lords, loudly welcoming them and toasting them as they gave their vows. When the last of the Maldavid lords had been introduced, they all returned to their seats and awaited the last kingdom to take their turn.
The last to rise was King Branek, still unable to walk without support, he was aided forward by two of his guards and helped to kneel before the dais.  Magnai stepped around the table and moved to help him back to his feet, as he introduced him, settling him into a chair so he didn’t have to stand through the entire ceremony.   Sure that his friend was comfortable, he returned to stand in front of his seat only to pause as he stood facing the crowd.
“Many of you may be wondering who this last king is since all of the kingdoms of Azela have presented themselves.  With the blessing of the high priestess, we have unified the Vole Wastelands and placed them under a single banner, for the first time in over one hundred years.  That land will from here on be known as the kingdom of Nonov, that marches under the banners seen there on the right wall between Tedia and Maldavid.
“King Branek was nominated by his fellow lords and myself to take over the throne.  He was severely wounded at the battle of Trovesh but had healed well and I hope will soon make a full recovery.  I have given him leave to sit while he presents his lords and sons, since he has yet to recover enough to stand for a long period of time, in truth I count it as a miracle that he was strong enough to join us on this journey.”
After thanking Magnai and Mettius for their understanding, Branek first introduced his sons and told the story of how they became his sons.  As the boys stepped forward to be met with thunderous applause as their devotion was recognized, before stepping back to take their place by Sophia on the tables below.  He then took time to introduce each lord and chieftain, telling the other lords about their tribes and all of the things they have accomplished.
When the introductions were done, and the food was consumed, Atzmon signaled for silence again.  He was forced to wait for several seconds as the request made its way down the row of revolvers.  The silence only lasted a few seconds, as it was broken by the warrior king’s booming voice.
“It has been my pleasure to feast you today, and the party will continue, but I fear that the war goes on and must be addressed quickly.  My people have finished putting up tents in the forest and out onto the grasslands around the castle.  If you would like to find yours, there are several dozen squires and servants that will be happy to show you the way.
“You will find people from your respective nations there as well, many of them have been looking forward to meeting with you, if only to connect with their own people again.  The springs you find in the forest are extremely cold, so I would recommend that you make your way to the lake that sits near the center of the grasslands if you wish to bathe.  Please enjoy your time here but remember that this island is considered holy ground by our god and any desecration will not be looked on with mercy.”
With that he stepped from behind his chair and moved out the hall through the back door, his limp extremely evident as he walked, not waiting to see who would follow.  Giving Mettius a quick shrug, Magnai turned back to his wife and gave her a quick kiss before rising and stepping down to where Branek sat.  Mettius glanced awkwardly between the two chatting women and rose, adding a quick comment before moving down to summon his lords as well.
“I know all of the women must have a lot to talk about, and the majority of this stuff will be pretty preliminary.  We will just be reviewing details of the combat up to this point and talking about potential maneuvers going forward.  If you guys want to stay in here and catch up, we will return after the boring talk is over and discuss it further in the morning.  We all have a lot to talk about, but it has to wait until we are all on the same page.”
Mettius was sure that Ravi would refuse, wanting to be in the middle of the war councils but was pleasantly surprised when she decided to stay.  He didn’t want to trouble her yet, but without Wasim, he was beginning to think that the battle for her homeland would be in great jeopardy and may be delayed.  If necessary, he could command the ground forces, but he had never once commanded a navy during times of war.
Shaking these thoughts from his head he moved down toward Sultan Mrabet, doing his best to hide his fears.  As a boy this massive man had always intimidated him, but his father had never shied away and now he had to do the same.  Placing his hand on the big man’s shoulder he sat on the open bench that his daughter had just vacated to join the other young women.
“Sultan Mrabet, I will never be able to repay you for the kindness you have done, and I regret that I must ask more of you.  First, I must ask your assistance, with this war raging on several fronts.  I am expected to fight, but we must have someone still handling the affairs of the empire if we hope to be successful.  For that reason, and because you are my most trusted ally inside the empire, I would ask that you accept the title of Princeps officii.
“With this title I will want you to stay in Olhur, but you will be charged with all of the none war business of the empire, and the responsibility of keeping the armies supplied.  My goal is to end this war as soon as possible, but to make that happen, you will be my right hand.  Will you answer the call of your emperor?”
Grabbing the table to stabilize himself the large lord nearly passed out from surprise before turning back to Mettius, his eyes the size of dinner plates.
“Imperator, you honor me with such a request, but I know your father would not have approved.  He often looked down on me because I was so willing to trade with the northern kingdoms, making it harder for him to bring them under his control.  I would not make many of the decisions that he made, so I’m not sure I am the man for the job.”
Mettius smiled back at him, before speaking much more reassuringly. 
“Sultan, your decisions are the reason that we even exist.  Had you not traded with the north and held out when Gegala started trading with Zandita, we would be sitting under a red banner with a golden dragon on it, not my banner.  Those decisions you would have done differently than my father is exactly why I need your help, please do it, if not for me, do it for your friends and family that will be in danger from the dragon if I don’t get help.
“I don’t trust the council in Sewitt after seeing their banners flying from ships in the Sunrise Delta, when I was taken as a slave.  Gereth is in the middle of a civil war, Puswa is occupied and Gegala has committed worse treason than anyone in our history.  You are the only man that can help me bring stability back.
“I can’t offer much coin at the moment, but I suspect that Magnai will give the same task to King Branek.  The two of you will be able to begin building roads and defenses to make sure that the rest of the continent is safe, then you can start trading steel for food.  Both sides should greatly benefit, and it will keep the war effort moving. 
“The only other thing that I can offer you, is the ability to marry your daughter and son to whomever you please with my full blessing.  That will be one of my first official acts as emperor, removing the imperial marriage mandate.  What is your will my lord, will you accept?”
Paying a quick glance at his wife for reassurance, the sultan turned to face his liege, his face serious for the first time in Mettius’s memory.  Finally, placing his hands on the table he slowly raised himself to his feet and gestured for his son to join him.
“My emperor, I am your humble servant to do with as you please.  If I am to serve you and make preparations to support your armies, I will need to hear what is being said in the council.  I would also ask that you accept my son Hakem as the new head of the Olhur forces and allow him to join us as well.”
Mettius smiled broadly, speaking with much more levity in his voice.
“You see my friend; we are already of a like mind.  I was about to request that you bring him, so that he could be a more active part in this process and take over the role of your heir.  Come, we are the last ones to start making our way to the war chamber.”
With a quick signal, he called a young serving boy over to take the sultan’s wheeled chair and push it to the war room.  Stepping to the left side of the sultan, he wrapped his arm around him and helped Hakem escort the large man across the room to the rear door.  It didn’t take long to reach the war room, its large room set in the thick stone sea wall.
The dark stones swallowed the light of the torches leaving the war room covered in shadow as the men each eased into their seat or were helped to sit in their respective places.  After settling the Sultan into his seat, Mettius made his way across the massive mosaic map of Azela to sit in the seat directly in front of Laral.  The curved lions head throne felt very comfortable despite the ornate look, helping him relax a little bit more as he turned to greet the lords around him.
Lord Falco sat forward and greeted him briefly as Atzmon rose to begin the meeting, moving with a limp as he walked the center of the floor.  He signaled for the servants to bring in the pieces representing troops and ribbons representing borders and battle lines.  As the lines began to form, Atzmon began the meeting with a few simple words.
“Emperors, Kings and Lords, after the grief and sorrow of the day, we must now refocus on the big picture of our kingdoms.  I will ask each of the emperors to step forward and give us a quick briefing of where we are now and then we will move on to the plans to move forward.  Emperor Mettius, I know that you have only been lightly briefed up to this point, so please feel free to bring any lords forward to help with this part of the meeting.”
Mettius rose slowly to his feet as Atzmon settled back into his throne that overlooked the island of Vedal.  As he reached the southern section of the map, he turned to face the north putting his back to his lords as he addressed his friends to the north.
“Thank you King Atzmon for paying such a large tribute to one of the heroes of the empire of Laral.  He will be forever remembered by our people and I will personally owe him for the rest of my life.  The story of our days will be the creation and realization of these debts, and I hope they are never considered paid, giving our predecessors the peace that we never had.
“As many of you know I had been held in slavery for over a year and I was just freed over a week ago.  Since I was freed at the Tower of the Sun, our forces have continued to move south, now raising the banners of the empire over several key points in the north of Puswa.  We also received news this morning that our forces had succeeded in freeing Princess Aricia yesterday, as she toured some of the farms in the highlands.
“I plan on returning to continue the attack, pushing our way through Puswa and then through the bottom of Gegala.  If we are able to achieve this, we will turn our focus north and push up to help stabilize Gereth, which has broken into an internal war that is currently being supported by Zandita.  We will also be sending ambassadors to Sewitt that is beginning to destabilize due to pressures on the internal council.
“Finally, I have asked Sultan Hrapp Mrabet to serve as my Princeps officii.  As I continue to retake my realm, he will be managing the other matters of state that are necessary, but very difficult to manage while on the battlefield.  I have complete confidence in this man, as he has given the greatest sacrifice on behalf of our people.  Many say that the greatest sacrifice is to lay down your own life, but I would argue that giving a child for a cause is much more difficult and proves your devotion to that cause.
A round of applause followed the announcement, giving Mettius a reprieve from the spotlight.  Stepping back over the pieces that lined the map, he gestured to Magnai, giving him the floor.  Rising quickly, Magnai took a few steps forward and adjusted a few borders, and moved the battle lines south to ring a large rainforest that cut off the southern cliff lands from the rest of the empire.
“As of our last notice the only holdout in the north is the Venom Guard, who have hidden their forces deep in the Voiceless Jungle.  We have forces in position to move through the jungle, but it will take time and will be extremely dangerous.  There have been several smaller tribes that are reaching out to us about breaking away from their leader and helping us in this fight which will help, but I fear that we will be tied up for several months.
“Since this will be a grueling fight, I can’t guarantee what we will be able to do, but I will promise that we will form up with the northern border and reassess the situation.  As my close friend has done, I have named King Branek as the steward of my empire while I am at war.  This will give him a chance to recover from his injuries while also building up his kingdom’s infrastructure to better support your warfare.  He will be governing out of Tarville Keep until he is able to build his own castle.”
As the applause broke out again, Magnai signaled for his counterpart to join him at the center of the map.  When they were standing side by side, Magnai addressed the crowd of lords and kings again.
“Now we need to discuss some of the issues that we each will have as we try and move forward with our battle plans.  I have ordered all of the ships that I can spare to sail back over to this side of Azela.  We have secured most of the northern sea and we are now running on a strategy of hit and run policy, sinking their caravans and cutting deeply into their northern fleet, without risk to many of our ships.
“My brother is willing to sail south and aid your navy with its attacks, driving them out of the seas around Puswa and Gegala.  The loss of Prince Wasim hurt your naval command and will leave you with only inexperienced men to command your fleets.  Use my brother as you will, but he has successfully won the largest naval battle in known history as well as several other battles as we moved our forces forward.  I have a command structure of well-established veterans who can command, so King Rustam will be far more valuable to you.”
Mettius turned slightly, acknowledging Rustam sitting in the black oak chair with an eagle flying straight up into the sky, visible behind his head.  Letting himself visibly relax a little more, he grabbed Magnai’s shoulder to thank him.
“Thank you, my friend, you have helped me resolve my biggest concern.  We have many talented officers, and many experienced sailors, but we lost the man that I envisioned leading my fleets moving forward.  I will gladly give him command of my fleet as we move forward, asking only that he take Lord Maazin Chipapan under his wing and train him.  He has an extensive knowledge of naval strategy, but has yet to sail into combat, he is the man that I plan to take over my naval command once he is ready.”
Gesturing for the young lord to stand and be recognized, Mettius stepped over to the pieces that represented the Sclizar ships sailing south and moved them down to meet the small fleet that stood in place at the Port of Kazate.  He then turned back to Atzmon, ready to ask him for the next favor that he needed.
“King Atzmon, I have a request for you as well.  I am needing an outside force that I can trust to travel to Sewitt and assess the situation there.  As the king of the island of Ruion, you will have far more sway in with the Council of the Wise, than I will at this time.  From there I will need the same help in Gereth, but the first priority is Sewitt, if they fall or turn, we will have a massive threat inside all or our defenses.”
With a quick nod, Atzmon agreed to his new assignment, making it look like he wasn’t even worried about the task ahead. From there they continued to plan, organizing their forces and discussing troop exchanges.  The meeting finally drew to a close as the lights of the torched nearly disappeared and smoke began to fill the room.
The next morning found them back at the dock, sending off the combined navies most traveling south to aid in the fight for Puswa, while six ships would turn back north to deliver the northern delegation back to their battle lines.  Atzmon stood, supervising the loading of the ships, making sure that every care was taken.  When Mettius and his party approached he broke off his conversation and moved quickly to help Ravi and Lysan from their horses.  As the other knights and lords began to move up the gangplank, he stepped over to Mettius, doing his best to hide his nerves from the world. 
“Imperator, may I have a brief private word with you?  I know you are in a hurry to leave, but I have not had a chance before now.”
Giving Atzmon a knowing smile, he motioned for them to walk back down the pier, moving towards the Sclizar fleet that stood waiting to join him.  As they turned to make their way towards the two dragon ships that stood moored side by side, he finally broke the ice and spoke.
“I have wanted to take a quick tour of these ships since the sailors that brought us over here mentioned them to me. They also said that some of your shipwrights are working on replicating them for future construction.  It really is amazing that you were able to capture them, from what Rustam said, they can quickly rip apart a small fleet of long ships that aren’t prepared for them and if they can get close, they can do a lot of damage to wooden core sea gates.
“You have done a fine job rebuilding here, and I’m sure you will put in the same work ethic while you are working in Sewitt. Now I suspect that I know what you want to talk to me about, but I will let you ask so that we follow proper protocol.”
They moved into the currently empty ship, and made their way through the upper battle deck, studying the weapons.  Giving Atzmon a second to collect his thoughts before he stopped and turned back to face Mettius.
“With your permission, I would like to marry your sister.  She and I have grown very close throughout all that we have been through, and I can’t imagine another day without her.  I know that this marriage is even more unorthodox than Magnai and Giorsal.  I would be the first King of Vedal to marry for love in several thousand years, and I’m sure it is the same issue with her.”
Unable to hold it in any longer, Mettius sank back into the command seat of the dragon ship and began to laugh so hard tears ran down his cheeks.  Fighting to get himself under control he finally answered.
“My friend, I don’t think I have ever seen you that scared.  Not even when we decided to jump into the lion cages when you came to Laral.  I will gladly give you my permission to marry my sister.  In fact, why don’t we do it now, before our friends leave, I fear we won’t have another chance to do this for the next few years.”
Mettius turned and ran from the ship, leaving a stunned Atzmon in his wake.  By the time Atzmon had hobbled back over to the group, it was clear that Mettius had spared no time in sharing the plan with the people on the docks.  Runners ran between the ships, collecting the lords and kings for one final event before they left.
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