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  I.



  Rite of Passage


  ‘My children, the rest of the world are your children. Do not trouble their minds with knowledge and reason. Let their mythologies be your explanation. Know their superstitions; and become them. Raise the scepters of their gods and they shall worship and obey rightly. This is the legacy I bequeath to thee, o glorious Cireth!’



  –Kadaam Nashanti, the Barbarian World.


  


  Swerving around the trunk of a small evergreen, the young elf paused, wincing slightly as the fir-needles brushed against his cheek. He listened carefully for the sounds of his pursuers, whose very presence had angered him beyond words. Enraged, he recalled the words of his elder brother echoing from a day as dark as this one—the last day he saw Ariandi alive.



  ‘This isn’t the end. A time will come when you will stop running, raise your blade and fight—and when it comes, you will not lay your sword down until what belongs to you is in your hand, and every last grain of Tarligean's soil is free of the gah'raen.'



  The Madrocean invaders closed in on his position; rough men with hardened leather chestplates and stringy dark hair. In their hands they wielded sword and crossbow, poised for attack. The elf gritted his teeth, and pushed a golden braid out of his eye with his shoulder. In his mind, the voice of his stepfather countered his brother’s.



  ‘You are far more valuable to us alive. We cannot risk you being captured or murdered by bounty hunters. Do not fight back, just run as far as you can when they come,’ Kethral had warned him.



  ‘Not this time, father,’ he responded in his mind. He was through running from these invaders in a land he knew belonged to his people. He drew his twin shortswords, and lunged from behind the tree, directly in front of them.



  “Gah’raen,” he addressed the Madrocean hunters with a snarl. In their language, he continued. “You have no place here.”



  “Oh look,” the hunter mocked in Madrocean, emulating the young elf’s accent. “The fairy child thinks he can speak!” He raised his crossbow to the elf’s chest.



  With a fluid motion, the elf swiped his blade, removing the taller Madrocean’s crossbow wielding hand. With a roundhouse kick, he removed the other bounty hunter’s crossbow, which loosed its bolt onto the fir trunk behind the elf.



  In clear and precise Imperial Madrocean, the elf continued. “Foolish outlander thinks he can trample through the Everwood, doing whatever the Hades he pleases.” His tone shifted from disdainful to commanding. “You have no place in Tarligean. You have gone too far.”



  The taller bounty hunter grasped the stump of his right arm, and cried, “Help!”



  The shorter of the two drew his broadsword, and lunged toward the young elf. The elf blocked the broadsword’s chop with one of his blades. Attacking from the side, he stabbed the Madrocean’s torso with his other blade.



  “Foolish boy,” his stepfather’s voice echoed from deeper in the wood, breaking up in stressed exasperation. “Run—idiot!”



  The young elf bowed toward his incapacitated opponents with a mischievous smile, dove beneath a large bush, and sped down the deer trail behind it. Branches swiped and scourged his face as he ran down the path. Beyond a tall rock outcropping near a stream, he caught up with his camp. They ran together as a large group, encumbered by canvas bags full of their belongings. Behind him, a woman screamed in terrible pain. When the last of the camp passed the elf, he spied three Madroceans carrying off the body of Kidera, an elder in his clan. He drew his blades, and approached them swiftly from behind.



  “And where do you think you are taking Lady Kidera,” he demanded.



  The men shouted wildly in Madrocean. After a moment of mentally translating, he realized they were crying out bounty prices with much enthusiasm. Ten thousand Imperial Seals, or voidans on the head of every dead or captured member of the rogue Taergeni elven house Tartali; one hundred thousand on the head of any who answered to the name of Tuvitor.



  The elf ran toward the encumbered one, and drop-kicked him in the stomach. Falling onto his back, the Madrocean dropped Kidera to his side. The elf’s arms moved side to side as he swiped at the other two foreigners. His body swayed back and forth as the men took turns at swiping back to him with their broadswords, but with a lucky stab followed by a lucky slash across the larynx, the young elf cut the throat one of the Madroceans, and pierced the heart of another. A crossbow from the third bounty hunter pressed against the young elf’s neck.



  Capturing a glimpse of the necklace draped over the elf’s collarbone; a symbol comprised of a knot tied around a silver square, he paused in recognition.



  “Interesting little pendant,” sneered the bounty hunter. “I suggest you drop your little blades and surrender.”



  Blood trickled from the corner of his mouth as his body twitched in a final moment of surprised agony. Behind the bounty hunter, Kidera stood up, swaying dizzily. She was critically maimed, bleeding from her abdomen. Glossy eyed, she pushed the arrow she pulled from her own body into the mercenary’s heart.



  Sheathing his blades with shaky hands, the elf spoke up. “You almost captured quite the bounty; for I am Daecrynn Tuvitor, and whatever you had gained in your adventures, you don’t get to carry it with you to Verduhn.”



  Having left the Madroceans behind, he carried Kidera up the trail for what seemed a long distance; beneath the ever-present shadow of the high forest canopy. His legs burned, and his arms felt raw on the inside from fatigue, as he spied a differing shade of brown from the foliage in the distance—the color of the clan’s large canvas tents. Kidera breathed sporadically, coughing and gurgling up blood with baneful frequency. The bandages Daecrynn had wrapped around her were completely soaked through. Daecrynn sighed sadly, remembering the many times Kidera had taken care of him as he grew up. He held onto her tightly as he slid off the trail down a cliff-side into the camp along the shores of the river. Kethral’s tent was already erected, and the camp’s soldiers were already in a position of guard. He carried her into Kethral’s tent and laid her gently on the five elk-hides sewn together into a rug at the center of the tent.



  Kethral walked into the main area of the tent from behind a woolen partition that separated his private quarters. He frowned in anguish as he glanced at Kidera. She stared upwards idly, her gaze growing pale and distant.



  “She saved me,” Daecrynn whispered, the wells of his eyes on the brink of overflow.



  Kethral dropped to a knee beside Kidera, and he looked into her eyes. Gently, he clasped her right hand before speaking. “Kidera, can you hear me?”



  Kidera returned to the fringes of consciousness, her eyes locking onto Kethral's. “He is ready. His spirit glows; it's ready.”



  Kethral nodded somberly as he placed her hand on her chest. He looked to Daecrynn and back to Kidera as her eyes closed. Her body relaxed as her spirit was released. He closed her eyes with his left hand, his right hand over his heart.



  Daecrynn couldn't hold back the weight of his tears any longer. They streaked down his cheeks. He clenched his fists, and grimaced tightly. “Why? You didn't need to die to save me,” Daecrynn cried woefully.


  “Don’t be a fool!” Kethral exclaimed. “She was already dying. I saw her when the humans captured her. Saving your life took the vanity from her death and allowed her to be buried with dignity. She will be at peace now.”



  Kethral gazed upward, placing his hands over his heart. Daecrynn stared back down at his aunt, his tears unabated. Kethral uttered an ancient chant of passing.



  “From stardust these vessels sculpted, from starlight our souls ignited; may this soul again illuminate, to reflect the light of Rhia'li. Life to life, may you be born anew.”



  After a period of woeful silence, Kethral spoke again. “Gather your things. Prepare to travel alone. Tonight, we talk.”



  Kethral wiped a tear from his cheek, and stood up. He pushed the tent-flap aside and walked out, as a younger girl with long braided hair and a somewhat chubby face pushed him aside to enter. The child spied Daecrynn standing over Kidera, and she gasped. Sealing her eyes in disbelief, she darted behind the woolen partition.



  “Chesreya!” Daecrynn cried.



  As he stepped over to the partition, she sobbed. “How can they keep doing this? Why don't they leave us alone?”



  “Kidera outlived the hunters,” Daecrynn said gravely.



  “They still killed her! She's still dead!” she shouted in anguish.



  “They will pay. Those Madrocean pigs that put the bounty on us will pay. I swear it,” Daecrynn pledged bitterly.



  “A—a bounty?” Chesreya asked between tears.


  “Yes. A large one, Chesei,” Daecrynn revealed. “The highest one being on us three.”



  An infant in a cradle cried.



  “Chesreya stood up, and approached the cradle, lifting an infant out of it. She rocked him back and forth.”



  “It's okay Treilan. Your big brother killed those bad men,” Chesreya cried softly.



  “Not without Kidera's help,” Daecrynn corrected.



  “Daecrynn and auntie Kidera killed those bad men,” Chesreya wept.



  Daecrynn's mother entered. She had a lithe build, regal features, dark hair with a golden cast, and deep green eyes. She was clothed in a violet dress embroidered with starred patterns. From her ears dangled two long golden earrings.



  Daecrynn turned to his mother, staring at her with a gaze of disbelief. She returned his gaze, expressing a reserved confirmation. Daecrynn turned away as he realized the time had come. He stood, glanced back at Chesreya in sorrow, and stepped behind the partition sectioning off his quarters from the rest of the tent. He paused as he realized that his belongings had been strewn about in a ramshackle series of piles by whatever elf was responsible for his possessions during the confused flight from the last campsite. After pausing momentarily to take a quick inventory of what was left, he filled his larger satchel with a few basic needs. He wanted to travel light and survive by his means. He fitted his scabbards with a pair of j'haene, a thin-bladed shortsword with a long handle. He picked out an olive green cape and hood that would blend well into either woodland or field, should he need camouflage. Daecrynn strapped a simple rune-etched shortbow to his back, which he had crafted of dark walnut the previous summer. He gathered some other miscellaneous survival gear, and carefully arranged it in his satchel. Finally, he hoisted it over his shoulder and stepped out of the tent.



  By the time his boots touched earth, the sun had already dropped below the horizon across river from the encampment. He walked down a short trail to the southern end of the camp. Waiting at the base of the incline, Kethral gazed thoughtfully at the passing waters of the river.



  “The mystic Isendriel once said that upon death, we Taergeni can see the spiritual world as if it were as solid and real as this one,” Kethral said, staring up to where the evening star's light began to pierce through the blue.



  “What does that mean?” Daecrynn asked.



  “I'm not exactly sure,” Kethral paused. “Your older brother was the last Kestiel, the last High King. He was the elder son of Meldehan, as you were the younger. You are the last survivor of the Kestiel's Line, Daecrynn. And you have made it clear that you can no longer run away, that your very being is poised to fight back. You are ready to represent your line.”



  “Perhaps this is what the Madroceans are afraid of,” Daecrynn responded, pausing briefly. “The bounty on my head is up to one hundred thousand voidans.”



  “If by chance you were to recover the sword of the first Kestiel,” Kethral pondered. “Oro'quiel. The Madroceans would have far more to fear, for sure.”



  “What makes you think Thetali's sword still exists?” Daecrynn inquired.



  “The only sword like it—Xendros—was lost to us when your brother was slain on the battlefield of Cassadina. If the Madroceans had taken it, then our only hope would lie in Oro'quiel,” Kethral explained.



  “And where exactly would I look for Oro'quiel,” Daecrynn asked with incredulity.



  “You could begin your search wherever it was that Asutel Thetali was last seen. The tales of his last battle all point to his disappearance in the area of Witches Peak, where he fought the six Ghost Dragons. They, like Thetali and his sword haven't been seen since,” Kethral replied.



  “Over nine centuries ago.”



  “A friend of the family confided in me two nights ago that Oro'quiel is out there somewhere, just waiting for the right person to find it.”



  “What friend? The only strangers I've seen this last week were the gah'raen.”



  “You haven't met her yet. I would be quite surprised if you never did however,” Kethral replied. “Your quest of passage is to retrieve Oro'quiel. Upon finding it, your destiny will unfold.”



  “This is like some sort of sick joke,” Daecrynn protested with a scowl. “There is no way I am going to find that sword!”



  “I would not jest tastelessly in light of Kidera's passing over,” Kethral replied quietly, shaking his head.



  In resignation, Daecrynn bit his lip and sighed, “You are right. You would not.”



  “My son, I believe in you. In my heart I know you will be a lord of Tarligean likened unto your true father,” Kethral said.



  “I barely remember him,” Daecrynn lamented.



  “And I am unable to forget him, especially after seeing you stand up to those bounty hunters today. He would be proud of you,” Kethral reflected.



  “So I'm supposed to go find Oro'quiel. You wish me to push the mountains of Tarngor over Cardalia while I am at it?” Daecrynn muttered.



  “Believe in yourself, Daecrynn. Believe in yourself as I do. I know in my spirit that you shall not only find Oro'quiel, but you will unite this land in ways unprecedented since Asutel the Great wielded that sword. Now go,” Kethral instructed.



  “I thank you for raising and caring for me. As esteemed as my father was, I will forever remember you as my father. I will do my best,” Daecrynn resigned.


  * * *


  That night, Daecrynn made camp atop a hill situated between four smaller redwoods. He wrapped himself in his bedroll and cape, and pulled it over his head. Restlessly, his mind fought its way to sleep, as the images of the day's events repeated in his thoughts.


  Morning came too quickly. He awakened to the chorus of hundreds of birds chirping in the forest canopy above him. His first thought was identical to his last when he slipped out of consciousness the night before. He was certain he would die; lost in the mountains trying to find a fabled sword that probably found its way into a dragon's hoard—if it existed in the first place. The chorus of the songbirds prompted Daecrynn's internal song to take to a marching rhythm. It felt like a good rhythm to travel by. He hummed as he ate his morning mush.



  “Kethral's finally gone mad,” Daecrynn uttered as he hastily shoved his bedroll into his rucksack.



  Weaving between high reaching redwood and icania trees, he played a merry march on his flute as he strode down a southern trail. Around the Taisladi Hills, a rolling forested land at the southern edge of the Tuitari Everwood, he made his passage, avoiding the old Nali River Highway and its annoyingly frequent Madrocean Imperial patrols. At the northern edge of the plains beyond the hill, he traveled far. He hoped to reach sight of the Tarngor Mountains, whose windswept northernmost slopes included the dreaded mountain called Witches Peak. He skirted the southern edge of the forest, avoiding the heavily populated Namakiera region, as that territory was firmly under the control of the Madrocean Empire.



  At a circle of oak trees on the plain, he stopped to rest. The midday sun was beginning to waver, moving west. He sipped water from his flask, and glared bitterly toward the south. A butterfly landed on his nose, breaking his resentful focus. He sneezed, and looked around. In the corner of his eyes, but never in direct sight, he saw blurred light forms around him.



  “Whatever it was that made Kethral go mad is hitting me now,” Daecrynn chuckled. “Lya must have put the wrong kind of mushrooms in the kri'ayolas last night.”



  “You're not mad yet,” a playful voice declared from behind.



  “What in the?” Daecrynn turned around, swiftly drawing both of his blades.



  “Seek and you will not see,” the voice sung, before breaking into melodious laughter.



  “Mozay faerie!” Daecrynn exclaimed in astonishment.



  In a tone mocking the style of a twisted carnival hawker, the invisible faerie declared, “And for this insightful approximation of the nature of my being, friend—you win a prize!”



  Daecrynn awakened, tilting his head toward the sun that tracked farther west. He had no memory of falling asleep.



  “She put the wrong mushrooms in the kri'ayolas,” Daecrynn deduced. “This is crazy.”



  Daecrynn hoisted himself back onto his feet. He lifted his pack, and slung it over his shoulder with his bow and quiver. The blades he had drawn were laid on the ground, gleaming in the sunbeams that passed through the leaves of oak. The swords were pointed oddly, clearly toward a white stone just outside of the circle of trees. He snatched his blades from the ground, and sheathed them. He gazed suspiciously toward the stone outside the circle. Carefully he walked toward and spied an inscription, freshly etched into the stone.



  'And your prize is a magic sword! To collect your prize, seek out the eagle and follow his flight. You will be near when you meet an old man who is not a man.'



  In the distance, an eagle’s shrill call pierced the gentle wind. Daecrynn’s eyes widened as he looked to the sky. Overhead, an eagle circled above the ring of trees. The eagle called again as it altered its course, soaring to the southwest. He paused, questioning the reality of the situation. Resigned to the idea that he had lost his mind and might as well run with it, he trudged down the plains to follow the raptor’s flight path. Without ceasing, he followed the eagle into the early evening as the half-moon had risen. A gentle mist obscured the distant hills west to Fidralinia. A peachy glow over the far clouds in the southeast betrayed the bright lights of the distant Namakiera. Overhead, the stars gently jittered against the fixed void behind it. Following the occasional cry of the eagle, he passed the dusty old Caeoldei Road. It branched off from the Nali Road in the east, and was once a well-traveled trade route between the hierarchy capital of Andriel, and the city of Namakiera.



  As the moon obscured itself behind the east hills, the eagle’s cry was heard no more. Not wanting to get lost as fatigue was setting in, Daecrynn chose to rest here. He dropped his satchel and opened it. He looked in every direction, searching for any signs of lantern or torchlight. He tugged his bedroll out of his rucksack and laid it out.



  This is the longest, strangest dream I can remember. Perhaps tomorrow, I will awaken in camp. Perhaps it will again be time to run.



  Morning came suddenly, as an eagle’s shrill cry woke him. Daecrynn rolled in from his side and onto his back, and looked up to the circling bird of prey.



  “Right, the sword,” Daecrynn muttered between yawns.



  The eagle cried again.



  “So it’s not a dream,” Daecrynn whispered.



  Swiftly, he took some dried salmon out of his satchel. He stuffed his bedroll into the sack, eating the cured fish. He washed it down with mead from his water flask. Looking up, he spied the eagle coasting to the south. He hiked up the ridge of a rolling hill.



  In less than an hour, Daecrynn was able to see the peaks of the Tarngor Mountains poking through the daylight haze. His pace picked up, as the mountains grew clearer. By midday, he found a battered old dwarven road that had not seen maintenance for centuries. The brick was dusty, cracked and broken.



  As he approached the foothills leading into the Tarngor range, he stopped and rested beneath a Terestel tree.



  Terestels were a blue citrus fruit, almost like a sweet blue grapefruit. When peeled, a red pulpy fruit was revealed beneath its glossy blue shell and spongy skin layer beneath it.



  Daecrynn climbed up the tree, and tossed seven terestels to the ground. He then jumped out of the tree, landing on his feet. As he began to peel the fruit, he heard a voice.



  “There you are, lad. I’ve been trying to find you,” a tired old man’s voice said. Daecrynn looked up, and spied an elderly man in a white gown, standing on the grass by the roadside.



  “Find me?” Daecrynn repeated.



  “You’re the son of Meldehan, correct?” the old man asked.



  “My father was Meldehan the Brave,” Daecrynn said hesitantly. “You’re not a bounty hunter are you?”



  “No, no, no,” the man affirmed. “What you are looking for is very close. You see that mountain in the southwest?” the old man asked, as he raised his staff to point at a mountain with twin peaks situated like horns. “No trail goes up there. You will have to hike very carefully. It will take you until mid-afternoon to reach it.”



  “How would you know what I am looking for?” Daecrynn asked. “And who are you anyways?”



  “I am called Isendriel. I have been called Trufan, Zendreili, or mmm—many other names that have either lost all meaning or have yet gained none,” Isendriel uttered, trailing off. He pulled his long, stringy, gray hair behind his ears to reveal the clearly pointed ears of an elf. “You would be surprised what an elf my age might know. Then again, you might not actually be surprised if you knew my age. I will stay out of your way now.” He waved his hand in dismissal. “Go on, find your sword.”



  Daecrynn looked toward Witches Peak thoughtfully, then turned back toward Isendriel. The old man had vanished.



  “Isendriel come back!”



  He looked in all directions. Still surrounded by the terestel fruits he had tossed from the tree moments before, he looked up the tree. He sought the eagle, but it was nowhere to be found. He looked to the mountain. There were two peaks, called the Horns of the Witch, and two deep caves with wide entrances visible even as far down into the foothills as where he stood.



  The eyes of the witch.



  He was far from any of his homes and all alone in the desolate borderlands. He was famished. He focused on the terestel fruit, and peeled it. Greedily he ate the wedges of the fruit that he had peeled from its bulk, staring toward the mountain that held the key to his rite of passage. He stuffed the rest of his fruit into his rucksack.



  “Mid-afternoon eh?” Daecrynn said to himself lowly. “That’s assuming I actually sleep tonight.”



  He hoisted his pack over his shoulder, and trudged to the mountains up and over the foothills. Night fell fast, but the moon rose quickly, and cast enough silver light to guide his way over the hills.



  Vast constellations blanketed the night sky, with a silvery trail of distant stars tearing across the heavens. The egg-shaped moon was one day closer to full. He gazed at the moon as he walked up the ridge, the incline growing steeper as he hiked. He could see the mountains, valleys, craters and plains on the moon, as it was much closer to the Earth in that age. He peered forward as he hummed the words to a drinking song from the camp that he had called home. As the shadow of the moon fell from behind the mountain, the face of the peak shifted from nebulously ominous to downright sinister. He spied a dim light emanating from one of the caves as he approached. It was almost like a fire, but without the flicker. Over-fatigued and wary, he stopped at the base of a willow tree. He tore his bedroll out of his sack, and tossed it onto the ground. The moment he was snug beneath the cover, he fell asleep.



  When he finally awakened, it was high noon. Daecrynn’s head crept out of his woolen sleeping-sack. The bright midday sun struck his face, pulling him from the fringes of sleep to complete wakefulness. Still beneath the blanket, he tilted his head to the side and looked directly at Witches’ Peak.



  “Time grows short, and the guardian weary,” a whispering voice said.



  Quickly, he kicked the woolen blanket off and jammed it into his satchel without rolling or folding it. He slung the bag over his back, and marched intently toward the mountain.



  He walked along a ravine, as a creek below him cut through the Tarngor Mountains. He remembered seeing the light from the cave beneath the left peak the night before, and observed a passable ridge that led upward to it. With the daylight covering the land, he could see as far northwest as Fidralinia and as far east as Namakiera. The air was still. The grasses of the hills below gave way to barren rock and dust. After a brisk and dusty hike across the barren slope, he climbed onto some rocks, and hoisted himself onto a ledge. He carefully treaded along the ledge, barely wide enough for one elf to cross.



  By mid-afternoon, he reached the cave entrance.



  Daecrynn unsheathed one of his blades, and wielded it in a stabbing stance. He crept into the cave. Walking gently as to not make a sound, he snuck along the shadow of the cave’s wall. He tiptoed toward a light coming from within the cave, around a curve. At the edge of the bend, he looked carefully toward the source of light. A glass case containing a sword rested upon a green velvet pillow with a white and golden fringe. The weapon had a long, lustrous moonsilver blade. Its blue steel hilt contained a shimmering deep-blue crystal. The strange jewel sat the heart of the sword’s guard. The pommel was silvery-gold, and shaped like a teardrop; separated from the black leather-bound grip by a silvery band.



  A peculiar figure holding a shiny onyx-black rod was leaning against the wall beside the case. The creature was not quite human, with dark charcoal gray wings, long silky jet-black hair, and eyes that glowed eldritch green. Daecrynn slid toward the prize. He noted the eight-pointed star etched into the glass, as the jewel of the sword shimmered in the ambient light. He recognized the symbol as the Ki’ronyx—the crest of the nation of Tarligean past. He unlatched the chest and opened it just enough to ease the sword from its pillow and out of the case. He grasped his own blade when he saw the creature turn and glare at him.



  “Put that back…now, little one!” the winged creature snarled lowly.



  Daecrynn ducked swiftly as the creature aimed its rod and fired a strange beam of green light toward him. The emerald ray struck the cave wall behind him. The elf rolled out of the room, stood, and swiftly ran around a curve and out the cave entrance, stopping abruptly at the ledge. From behind, a blast of green light singed his long blonde hair. Looking down the ledge, he imagined that he might survive a slide down to the foothill below. The sword’s strange guardian would be far less merciful.



  Daecrynn stepped off the edge, and slid down the incline. His cape, trousers, and shirt were torn and scuffed on the loose jagged rock. His elbows and arms were heavily scraped, cut and bruised. He ploughed into a thorny savra’nei bush atop the foothill at the base of the mountain. His quiver was torn, arrows strewn about the face of the precipice. Above him, the winged creature looked down, shrugged and turned away. Casually, the creature strode back into the cave.



  Daecrynn waited shortly, staring up at the cave entrance while hidden in the bushes. There was no sign of the guardian. Carefully, he slid between the two closely situated savra’nei bushes where his fall from the ledge had ended.



  Quickly, he gathered the few of his belongings that made it to the mountain’s base, and placed them into his tattered canvas rucksack. His bow was situated against a rock uphill by a few feet. Daecrynn was unable to strap it to his back, as his bow-strap had broken in the fall. After regaining his bearing and wiping off some of the more profound scrapes and gashes with the remnant of his cape, his attention focused on the sword Oro’quiel that he had clutched tightly in the descent. His eyes fixated on the light reflected from the Kri’isen jewel embedded in its hilt. All of Daecrynn’s fear left him, as his spirit was imbued with purpose. He had a sense of calm like he had never known before. He had found what he was looking for.
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  II.



  Flight into Fidralinia


  ‘The enigma of the Kri’isen shall never be forgotten, but haunt the children of Anduon to the ends of the Age of Madness, yea unto the End of Time,’



  –Cilaera, song of Stars 7:44-45


  


  Daecrynn ran without ceasing. He rushed westward for some time, skirting the northern edge of the Sylshee Forest. He ran into the woodland, though it took him widely off-course. With his newfound weapon, he hacked his way through thick underbrush into the heart of the woodland. Reaching a small river, he paused at a small ford. The Taisladi River ran into the valley of Fidralu further downstream and finally contributed to the Nali River in the east. He walked into the stream, trudging through the shallows.



  The valley of Fidralu was situated in the narrow band of the western Namakiera Plain between the forests of Tuitari and the Sylshee Wood, a branch of the same forest that met the northern band at the western edge of Tarligean, in the distant Mindule Valley. Daecrynn waded through the water, knowing it would hide his trail.



  Below Daecrynn, moss grew underwater in a polka-dot pattern on smooth blue and white river-stones. Six legged water-dancers, a bug that skittered on the surface tension of reasonably still waters were able to navigate the slowly moving shallow waters of this crossing, beneath the evergreen canopies of Sylshee. Above him, he heard the waukwauk of the elganni, a gray jay-bird common to the highland forests south of Fidralu. Along a roadside, a wanted poster with a poorly drawn caricature of a Taergeni elf named “Alrain” written in Madrocean was plastered on a broad tree-side.


  


  Wanted for Crimes against the Empire


  Known Instigator of a band of Hoodlums in Namakiera named the Merry Jackals.


  37,550 [image: ] Bounty Offered, dead or alive.



  12,450 [image: ] bonus if captured alive for questioning.


  


  Evening approached as Daecrynn reached the northern edge of the forest. As the stars revealed themselves in the waning dusk-light, he walked across the rolling grassland, cold and hungry. As night fell, his boots finally dried out. The moon was bright; nearly full, casting a wan light over the tall blades of tarven grass. The broken howl-calls of a wolf pack echoed in the distance. Other than the sounds of the native fauna, the plains surrounding him were quiet.



  Daecrynn approached an oak tree, and gathered twigs and broken branches beneath it. He picked out a clear patch of earth and attempted to build a fire. He toiled with some sticks and grass, rubbing them together fiercely. After rubbing some of the dried branches into splinters, he finally produced flame. The shredded pieces of kindling that initially failed to ignite were set aside. Daecrynn threw the rest of the kindling into the fire, which grew as he introduced the additional fuel. He huddled close to the fire. His eyes locked onto the strange sword as its polished blade reflected the fire’s flicker. Carefully, he placed the sword into his bowstrap. Breaking his bow into pieces, he converted it into firewood, as his quiver was strewn along the cliff-side of Witches’ Peak, rendering his bow useless.



  By the time Daecrynn was thoroughly dried, the stars had already faded into the twilight preceding dawn. Alyaea, the morning star hung over the golden bands in the east, as the dawn’s light erased the night.



  Daecrynn climbed the oak, and gazed into every direction. Observing no signs of sentient life, he dropped to the ground from a low branch, huddled up close to the burning embers, and fell asleep.



  Some time after noon, he awakened, having used his hood to shield his face from the sun’s glare. It was very warm, as it was late in the summer. He removed his hood, gathered his things, and began to walk in a direction he believed would lead him to Fidralinia. He knew that King Threis was a close friend of his elder brother, and would possibly recognize him and give him sanctuary.



  As dusk settled, he reached the city, with its tall wooden walls of latched logs. It smelt of burnt pine, and many strands of smoke climbed into the evening sky. Just as the front gate closed off the city to the outside, Daecrynn approached. Up at the top of the wooden tower platform at the side of the gate stood the silhouette of a woman with a lithe, athletic build.


  “Hail! I seek passage into the city,” Daecrynn requested.



  She drew her crossbow.



  “My skill with a crossbow is known from here to Tanathiel. Identify yourself, outsider!”



  “I am a traveler and a son of Anda. I am kindred to the House Tartali and a brother of an old friend to the king.”



  “I am Nadali, daughter of Threis the Warrior-Sage of the House Murana. Brother to a friend of my father?” Her tone echoed incredulity. “Give me more reason to trust you.”



  “Why would the princess of Fidralinia be moonlighting as a gate guard?” Daecrynn responded.



  In the flash of a thunder crack, Daecrynn was pinned by the knees of this elvish warrior, whose raven black hair was tied behind her head in a long braid. He stared up to see a nicked-up greatsword with a golden hilt and a very sharp point. Nadali’s countenance was regal, with deep blue eyes and chiseled features. She was adorned in polished chainmail with a single sculpted plate over her chest.



  “I’ve introduced myself to you,” She said quietly. “Now you introduce yourself properly, and I won’t kill you. Is this ‘sign of trust’ enough for you, outsider?”



  Daecrynn looked to his side, and said resignedly, “My name is Daecrynn; younger son of Meldehan, brother to the late Ariandi Tuvitor, High King of Tarligean.”



  She shook her head, “No—I was told the Duke of Andriel was killed five years ago. Who are you really—outcast of Namakiera with a sick sense of humor?”


  “Verify that you are the daughter of Threis, and I shall prove to you my claim is true,” Daecrynn asserted, again facing Nadali.



  Nadali sheathed her sword and stepped away from Daecrynn, pulling a silver necklace from beneath her armor—an inverted teardrop pendant fashioned of crystal.



  “If you know anything of Threis and his kin, you will know I do not speak falsely.”



  “I am honored to be in your presence, Princess Nadali. As my token of trust to you, I present to you the prize of my Rite of Passage,” Daecrynn said. “Oro’quiel, the sword of Asutel Thetali.”



  He removed Oro’quiel from its wrappings, and presented it to Nadali.



  As Nadali examined the sword with suspicion, her eyes widened. She grasped it by the handle to study it more closely.



  “What is your business in Fidralinia, stranger?” She demanded, looking sidelong at Daecrynn.



  “I simply ask for safe quarters for two to three days. A small room, and meals. I’ll even pay with my skills. I can craft bows for your soldiers,” Daecrynn said.



  “Oh, I think something like that can be arranged. Come with me,” Nadali ordered, as she bound Daecrynn’s wrists with a leather strap. She turned toward the guard tower. “Open the gate!”



  “As you wish, milady!” a voice responded from the other side of the wall.



  From inside the gate, wheels grinded against gears; driven by a pulley. The walls slid open; the walled hardwood city was illuminated by the yellow orange glow of torch and lamp. The streets were mud and gravel, littered with rotting straw and horse dung. Nadali led Daecrynn into the city, artifact sword in hand. Down a side street, she spirited Daecrynn into a barracks.



  Nadali looked to an archery sergeant and ordered, “This is a stranger. He says his name is Daecrynn, and perhaps it is. You are to take him in as a private and place him in your munitions platoon as a bowyer.”



  “Yes milady,” the youthful blonde-haired sergeant replied. To Daecrynn he turned. “We need gatherers. I hope you like climbing trees.”



  Nadali turned to Daecrynn. “I have little reason to think you are anything more than a rogue with a clever replica. You do look familiar. Maybe I have seen you before—on a wanted poster perhaps? Until I learn more, consider yourself conscripted.”



  Nadali turned about-face and left the barracks, wielding the sword awkwardly. She held it with the point down, clutching the hilt at chest level. Marching intently, she approached a small manor on the western end of the city, close to the palace. Ivy crawled up the dull gray stone brickwork at the front door of the abode. The windows flickered orange, as a lamp’s light illuminated the curtains from behind. She barged in through the front door, down a hall and into a study, lit by three hanging lanterns. A long silvery-haired muscular elf wearing spectacles, dressed in a casual brown shirt and trousers, held a quill pen in


  his hand. Sitting at a table with an unfinished parchment scroll before him, he straightened up in surprise.



  “General Kretali, I have something that may interest you,” she addressed him.



  “A clever replica indeed,” Kalrys responded, his eyes locking onto the sword in sudden interest. “Though the jewel is far too blue in color to represent the Kri’isen of Xendros. The craftsmanship is superb, however. It is surprising that the counterfeiter would create such a striking replica with such a glaring mistake.”



  “So it isn’t Xendros,” Nadali said, her eyes turning away in thought.



  “An exemplary counterfeit,” Kalrys replied, his eyes turned to Nadali. As an aside, he added, “This false Kri’isen would be a better match for the color of Oro’quiel.”



  She returned the gaze. “He told me this was Oro’quiel.”



  “Who did,” Kalrys asked.



  “He claims to be Daecrynn Tuvitor,” Nadali responded. “The Duke of Andriel.”



  “Rubbish,” Kalrys gasped.



  Nadali continued, “He claims he was sent to retrieve Oro’quiel on a Rite of Passage.”



  “Even if—even if the stories were true,” Kalrys stammered. “Lord Kethral would never be so mad to send the only heir in Meldehan’s line on a fool’s errand that in all manner of sane reasoning would get him killed! May I see the sword?”



  Nadali placed it onto the table. Kalrys grabbed it by the handle.



  “Milady, my hand has gone numb!” the General exclaimed, holding his hand up in disbelief.



  “Odd,” Nadali whispered in wonder.



  “This cannot be Oro’quiel,” Kalrys whispered. “This is some vile Cirethian artifice.”



  “He didn’t act like any Cirethian I have ever met,” Nadali said, her hands clasped and held close to her. “His accent is Tuitari, with a thread of Andrielite.”



  “Andrielite,” the General whispered. Beside his desk a walking stick was propped against a wall. He picked it up and slammed its end against the jewel. A blue-violet bolt of energy climbed up the walking stick and his arm, throwing him into the wall. Kicking the table, an inkwell tipped over.



  A high-pitched ringing sound filled the air.



  ‘The Wail of Terei. This is the genuine artifact,’ he thought.



  “That was a bad idea,” he whispered.



  The wail increased in volume. Nadali winced, and Kalrys palmed his pointed ears. He swiftly stood up, and ran for the door to the Kretali manor, Nadali following closely behind. They ran to the pond at the center of the courtyard, and looked at each other.



  “Don’t ever do that again, Kalrys.” Nadali glared at the general, whose hair was still smoking from Oro’quiel’s zap.



  “I am sorry milady, I had to break whatever unholy machine was in the hilt—if it wasn’t Oro’quiel. I didn’t expect it to be genuine,” Kalrys apologized.


  “It’s no replica,” Nadali paused momentarily before she returned her glare to the general. “Now are you absolutely certain that it is not Xendros? I wish to hear it one more time.”



  “That sword can only be Oro’quiel,” Kalrys affirmed.



  “Then perhaps it is time we became better acquainted with our visitor,” Nadali decreed.



  Daecrynn had just settled into his bunk, at the highest of four levels of redwood-framed beds stacked upon each other. Easing under the scratchy, yet warm woolen blankets, he closed his eyes.



  He heard a muttering in the aisles below him.



  “Do I address him as Prince or Private, then?”



  “Address him as Private; we have yet to confirm his claim. All we know for certain is that he has uncovered a powerful relic.” Nadali replied.



  “Private Daecrynn!” The sergeant ordered nervously. “Come down at once!”



  Daecrynn opened his eyes, and rolled them in exasperation. He leaned upwards, and donned his socks. He shrugged, reaching for the boots at the foot of his bed. He pushed his feet into his boots, and slid down the rope from the top level to the floor below.



  “As you ordered, sergeant,” Daecrynn said with a fatigued smile.



  The sergeant ordered Daecrynn to the entrance at the barracks, where Nadali stood. Daecrynn bowed, and the sergeant saluted. Suddenly, Kalrys barged into the room that separated the locker room from the barracks, where the sergeant, Daecrynn and Nadali stood.



  “That damned sword is relentless, it hasn’t ceased its accursed ringing,” Kalrys exclaimed, facing Nadali. He turned to face Daecrynn and then back to Nadali. He whispered loudly, “He looks just like his father!”



  “I never met his father,” Nadali remarked, sizing him up. “But I’ve seen beggars who resembled the Prince of Tuitari.”



  “If the sword has bonded to him, he may have command of the Kri’isen. We should see if his touch will appease it,” Kalrys hypothesized in whispers.



  Daecrynn mused, “Do you ever feel like you are under a looking glass, like the small spider a child contemplates tearing its legs from?”



  “Daecrynn son of Unknown,” Nadali replied. “If your claim is true, then have no fear. If you can appease Oro’quiel, this will support your claim. I will take you to my father, and present you and the sword to him. If you are in fact Daecrynn Tuvitor, then you will be honored. If you are a charlatan however, you shall be executed.”



  Daecrynn seemed undisturbed. “Lead on.”



  Nadali tilted her head to the side, still examining Daecrynn as Kalrys marched forward. He pushed through the doorway, not breaking his pace. They walked up the central street of Fidralinia in the still midnight air, with the windows of the houses and shops blackened, as the townsfolk slept. Storming through the gate into the Royal Courtyard, they turned left at the pond, and walked into Kalrys’ estate. Kalrys and Nadali appeared pained.



  “What ails you, General?” Daecrynn asked Kalrys.



  “You mean to tell me that you don’t hear it?” Kalrys shouted in response.



  “Hear what? Why are you shouting, sir?” Daecrynn asked in confusion.



  “He doesn’t hear Oro’quiel’s alarm!” Nadali shouted; her hands over her ears.



  “The sword’s alarm?” Daecrynn asked bemusedly.



  “Go into the front door—it’s open. Down the hallway you will find a study lit with three hanging lanterns. You will find it on the table. Retrieve it—it belongs to you. It is telling me that it belongs to you!” Kalrys shouted, collapsing in pain.



  Daecrynn sprinted through the door, and down the hallway. He entered Kalrys’ study. On the table, Oro’quiel sat quietly next to a ruined parchment covered in streaks of black ink. He reached for it, and grasped it by the handle. He turned and jogged down the hall, leaving the manor through the front door. Gratefully, Kalrys and Nadali greeted him, relieved to have the shrill alarm of Oro’quiel silenced in their mind.



  “Lord Daecrynn Tuvitor, son of Meldehan, High Prince and heir to Asutel the Great, I…” Nadali paused, “welcome you to Fidralinia. I ask that you forgive my suspicions.”



  “Well, I’m sure my claims sounded absurd,” Daecrynn affirmed jovially. “I would have arrested me for sure. Thank you for showing me a warm bed instead, even if I only enjoyed it for less than part of an hour.”



  “About my father,” Nadali said hesitantly. “You know he was a close friend to your father and your brother. He will certainly be glad to see you, but—“



  “The treaty of Subservience to His Imperial Majesty Emperor Sacchaeus Medaccae would demand your execution. I assure you, Lord Threis would have never signed it had he had known you lived.”



  “Not exactly reassuring,” Daecrynn remarked.



  “He won’t kill you. He is a man of honor. My father will not betray you, Milord. He could never betray the only surviving brother of his departed best friend,” Nadali pleaded.



  “I think I will just ask for some basic supplies and leave for the Everwood tonight,” Daecrynn suggested.



  “That’s reasonable. Within an hour, you’d be able to find an acceptable campground north of town. Within days, you’d be home,” Kalrys agreed.



  A lantern’s light from the path to the palace hovered on the three.



  “General, Princess. Who is this stranger among you, may I ask?” a voice queried from behind the bright lantern, in Imperial Madrocean.



  “Nothing of your concern, Vintaeus,” Nadali answered in the same.



  “Beyond the gates of this city, you are nothing but a lady slave to me, Taergeni,” Vintaeus sneered. “Now answer my question.”


  Daecrynn eyed the balding bureaucrat in ambient light. He wore a black robe, neatly pressed and wrapped tight around him.



  “I am a friend of the family, gah’raen,” Daecrynn declared snidely, gripping the hilt of Oro’quiel. “That is all you will know of me.”



  “And what is your name, friend of the House Murana?” Vintaeus demanded.



  “Morcossi,” Daecrynn stated lowly.



  Kalrys’ eyes widened as his body was hit with a chill.



  “That is all I need to know. The Emperor demands precision when it comes to his census. I am sure you understand,” Vintaeus explained, his lips tightly held back in a plastic grin. He walked away toward the city center.



  Nadali and Kalrys escorted Daecrynn into the citadel. The palace of Fidralinia was a stone building. It seemed to only have one story. Guard towers were erected in the frame of the palace at regular intervals. The stone was dark in color, with growths of ivy crawling up the sides.



  The archway over the entrance was built of polished crystals, each with a sigil etched into them. Large redwood doors covered with ornate carvings of heroes and goddesses sat firmly in the archway. A second archway was set inside it with polished stone housed the crystal archway beneath it. In Atriune script, the written form of the Taergeni language, an inscription was engraved.



  “The blessings and the light be with you. Go with truth and a pure heart.”


  The doors swung open as Nadali pulled down on a lever beside the entrance. Daecrynn’s eyes were locked onto the blessing for a brief moment before he passed beneath it. The three strode up an oaken staircase that led into the royal hall.



  The throne chamber of King Threis was large, with walls of contoured wood forming an archway above the dark, polished earthy brown marble floor. A raven black haired elf with strong arms, and cold blue eyes sat upon a throne of luminescent silver. His long, tightly curled black hair tied back in a braid, with two long braids beside each cheek, fastened with crystalline beads. He was dressed in crimson and black, the colors of the Kestelan, or King of Andule.



  “Nadali, who is this stranger you bring before me?” Threis asked, eyes narrowing on Daecrynn.



  “Theo ule d’den?” Nadali asked, in an older elvish dialect called Fen’yi.



  “None that I know of,” Threis answered, in common Taergeni. “Vintaeus left less than an hour ago.”



  “We bumped into him on our way here,” the General said, momentarily glancing at Daecrynn.



  “So tell me of this stranger,” Threis reiterated.



  Daecrynn drew Oro’quiel, and dropped to a knee, sword upright and pointed downward before him.



  “I am Daecrynn, son of Meldehan Tuvitor, brother to Ariandi the Steadfast, and bearer of the Kri’isen blade Oro’quiel. I am a private in your army, and offer you my unwavering allegiance as kinsman and soldier.”


  Threis froze in his throne. Momentarily, he glanced at Nadali. His eyes betrayed wry suspicion as they shifted to the General.



  “Good one, Kalrys,” Threis chuckled. “You almost had me there!”



  Kalrys shook his head, his expression plain. “As steward of Andriel and First Knight of Fidralinia, I swear on the fire of life that burns within me that this is no jest. His sword is genuine. It screams with Terei’s Wail, as Ariandi’s sword did, but you can see by the color of the jewel that it is not Xendros.”



  You’re serious,” Threis realized. “Stand up, son of Meldehan, and look into my eyes,” Threis requested.



  Daecrynn sheathed Oro’quiel as he stood slowly, and returned Threis’ gaze.



  “The resemblance to your father is uncanny,” Threis sighed. “Even as a child your likeness to him was unmistakable. But what of Tinarë Falls? You should have died there.”



  “I held my breath, and swam to safety,” Daecrynn answered. “Kethral thought it would be wise for those at large to believe me dead, so when I returned to camp, my existence had been kept secret until recently.



  “Of course—the new bounty. I have been chasing my head about that for days. Chenylde and Ariandi both claimed you died at the falls,” said Threis.



  “One hundred thousand voidans,” Daecrynn whispered coolly, barely masking his pride.



  “One hundred fifty thousand,” Threis corrected him. A new fire kindled in Threis’ eyes. His visage grew from grim and tired to lively and hopeful. He grinned, “They say you savagely murdered a team of bounty hunters.



  “The only one who was savagely murdered that day was Kidera Tartali,” Daecrynn responded grimly.



  “So the tales are true, Lord Tuvitor. I request that you never again refer to me as your Lord, excepting in subterfuge. I lack your royal blood, your courage, and your nobility.”



  “Don’t put the crown on me quite yet,” Daecrynn protested.



  “That day is coming fast. You are the High Prince, and you are rightly my Lord. All of my men and land are yours,” Threis pronounced. “Vintaeus and his k’vete Emperor will never again see so much as a bead or bauble of tribute from me again. Until you can reclaim Andriel, this throne is yours.”



  “That is completely unnecessary,” Daecrynn rebutted. “Pay tribute to the Madroceans as scheduled. Give them no reason to tear this city down.



  “Of course,” Threis agreed. “Forgive my enthusiasm. You have made your first kingly decision. Your insight shows. I am not worthy to stand in your presence. I chose to surrender and be annexed, like those traitors in Alvanea. I did not fight back.”



  “Father, had you stood up to the Emperor, our city would have burned, and I, your sister, her sons—we would most likely be dead. This has bought us the time we needed to work the way of the Black Dagger.”



  “What do you request of me milord?” Threis asked.



  “A night’s rest, a full breakfast, and no more,” Daecrynn responded. “My presence is a danger to you and your kin.”



  “Tomorrow is the first day of Harvest. There will be festivities in the morning, and through the day. You can leave amidst the celebration and none will notice,” suggested Threis. “In the meantime, appearances must be maintained. You are a visiting cousin from Mindule. What did you say your name was?”



  “Derefin Morcossi,” Daecrynn replied.



  “Of course,” Threis affirmed.



  “When he departs, I will accompany him as protector,” Nadali proposed, stepping forward.



  “Absolutely not,” rebuffed Threis.



  “Father, it would be unwise to send him off alone,” Nadali asserted.



  “It probably wouldn’t be wise to have him travel with an entourage,” Kalrys added.



  Daecrynn turned, and faced Nadali. Gracefully, he smiled and bowed his head, “The gesture is an honor, milady. I would welcome your companionship, but only if your father wishes it.”



  Threis sat back in his throne, and sighed reluctantly. “Very well, milord. You have my loyalty, and in secret my oath of fealty. When the time is right, my armies shall join your armies. Take care of him, Nadali. Milord, please take care of her. She’s my only heir, and she’s my pride.”



  “I am most grateful to you, Lord Threis,” Daecrynn said, dropping to a knee before the King. “May the Song of the Stars be with you, and may your kingdom stand forever.”
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  III.



  An End to Slumber


  ‘The folly of Madrocea's occupation reached its height the day they set fire to Fidralinia. It was one thing to kill an army, but to kill an entire people?’



  –Tiardan Kaewaya



  


  ‘Ariandi shall have his revenge.’



  –The final words of King Threis


  


  Daecrynn slept—albeit uneasily, in the royal guest chamber. Nadali stood guard, dozing off on occasion. The commotion that the arrival of the Kestiel-elect had created had died down by less than an hour after midnight, but the restful silence couldn’t quiet the mind of the young High Prince.



  At morning, sunlight filled the royal guest chamber, built in the eastern terrace adjacent to the throne room. Daecrynn’s eyes opened, and wandered to Nadali as she slept in the chair. Thoughtfully, he smiled and closed his eyes the second he observed her waking. She stood as footsteps approached the door.



  Knock knock.



  “Yes?” Nadali queried.



  “It is only I,” Threis answered from the other side.



  Nadali opened the door, and greeted her father with a hug.



  Daecrynn feigned having awoken from a deep slumber as he sat up in his bed.



  “I see you are well rested,” Threis observed.


  “Quite. I haven’t slept that well since Lady Chenylde let me sleep in my brother’s bed while he was off in Tanathiel doing errands,” Daecrynn recalled.



  “You should enjoy today’s festivities,” Threis said, turning to an unseen servant adjacent to him on the other side of the doorway. “Bring our guest some new attire. Clothe him in crimson and violet. Make for him a cloak and another outfit, common in appearance, but of the finest, sturdiest linen in our stores.”



  “Yes milord,” a feminine voice from behind the doorway answered.



  “Milord, I don’t need such amenities. A quiver full of arrows, a bow, and a fresh outfit is all I need,” Daecrynn requested.



  “Prepare for him an ass and a steed, mighty but not comely, swift and reliable. Prepare my daughter’s steed as well, they will be leaving the kingdom soon,” Threis commanded.



  “Yes milord,” answered the voice.



  “A steed?” Daecrynn asked hesitantly. “I have not ridden since I was small.”



  “Then you need to re-learn. Your quest has only begun. You will need to ride far and fast,” Threis replied.



  “Of course,” Daecrynn submitted.



  “The festivities begin with breakfast. You have a little more than an hour to ready yourself. You will be fitted with fresh clothing for the morning-tide festival shortly. By noon, the town should be lively enough to slip out unnoticed. I regret you cannot stay any longer,” Threis turned to Nadali. “And I regret that it will likely be a long time before I ever see you again.”



  “It is time for me to move on, father. I will see you again,” Nadali promised, with a tight hug.



  Threis nodded, continuing the embrace. “Rhia’li Starwind willing, when the city is liberated, and the colors of the High Kingdom again fly over the Seven Realms.”



  Nadali smiled faintly. “Starwind willing,” she agreed.



  As the King strode down the hall, Nadali turned, facing Daecrynn who had already slipped into his trousers and was swiftly arranging his possessions in his satchel.



  “There’s time to do that later. Father will prepare better provisions for the journey back into Tuitari,” Nadali said.



  “Such provisions may attract attention. I intend to be at the edge of the forest by the time he would be done. If you’re to escort me home, I suggest you prepare swiftly, for I am not staying for the festival,” Daecrynn explained.



  “You’ll need to regain your strength for the trek to your camp,” Nadali countered.



  “At festival, there would be many eyes on me—many who knew my brother, my father, even me. Chenylde is here; I am certain she’d recognize me. It is premature for my presence to be made known, especially in a place whose very existence hangs at the edge of a j’haene blade. I am leaving. If you wish to escort me, you are welcome to, but we must leave quickly,” Daecrynn clarified, as he closed his satchel and hoisted it over his shoulder.


  “Very well, I am sure my father will understand,” Nadali resigned. “We’ll take the north gate, as it sees little traffic.”



  She turned and exited, and Daecrynn followed her, into a domed chamber with a circular bed at center, and a crystalline skylight. It was arranged neatly, with clothes folded methodically over chests. Not a speck of dust, nary a strand of lint could be spied.



  “Nekhe, I told her not to clean my room. No matter,” Nadali grumbled.



  Daecrynn observed the room, his left lip pulled back in a vague half-smile.



  Nadali swiftly gathered clothes, and stuffed them into a bag she pulled from a mahogany truck with disregard.



  “Need a hand?” Daecrynn offered.



  “No! I’m almost ready!” Nadali shouted.



  “You do not look ready, my dear. And our honored guest looks like he’s leaving for a long hike in the woods. What is your name, lad?”



  Nadali’s eyes opened wide in surprise. Daecrynn turned, and smiled at a woman with long black hair and dark blue eyes, wearing a deep red gown.



  “I am Daecr—I am Daen Morcossi,” Daecrynn stammered, in complete recognition of the woman.



  “I am Lady Chenylde Murana,” she smiled in greeting. “I knew a Daecrynn once, but he was no Morcossi.” With a knowing glance, she continued. “You’ve grown tall. You aren’t leaving Fidralinia without a bath and a breakfast, I promise you that.”



  “I guess not,” Daecrynn resigned, disarmed.



  “It’s good to see that you’re alive. Hope is a rare thing in this age, but you carry it with you. How is Kethral?” Chenylde asked.



  “He is well, as of three days ago. In the Everwood, change is a constant,” Daecrynn said in a sad tone.



  “Change never ceases,” Chenylde responded. “Is something wrong?”



  “Kidera was killed several days ago when bounty hunters caught up with our camp,” Daecrynn responded.



  “She was a strong woman. I expect she put up quite the fight,” she said.



  “She died fighting, and saved my life,” Daecrynn replied sadly.



  “She sacrificed herself that Tarligean may again live,” Chenylde sighed. “Without the scepter of the Kestiel, there is no High Kingdom. The last seven years have been a testament to that. You must be made ready for your journey. Follow me.”



  She turned and strode down the hall, Daecrynn and Nadali following closely. The halls were built of warped wood, without visible seams or nails. Ornate carvings burned into the woodwork depicted an idyllic era forgotten in the dark age of Madrocean dominance, palaces and kingdoms of Tarligean’s ancient past. The floor was black stone, polished graphite with marble boundaries between the stones. The hall ended at a four way chamber, full of the traffic of Taergeni aristocrats mingling with human bureaucrats representing the Empire to the south. Even the Madroceans stood back and allowed Chenylde passage, as her posture commanded respect. They continued up a large staircase leading into the highest level of the palace, through a doorway with an armed guard in moonsilver chainmail. The doors swung open, and Daecrynn was greeted by three well-groomed older Taergeni women with dark hair of varying lengths, and was escorted into a dressing chamber.



  At the far end of the chamber was an archway leading into a room with white tiles. The women measured Daecrynn up and down with leather measuring tape, as Nadali walked through the archway into the bath in the adjacent chamber.



  “This won’t take long,” Chenylde said. “When you are finished with your bath, both outfits ordered by His Majesty will be ready.”



  “Fine garments won’t be necessary,” Daecrynn protested.



  “I understand your fears, but you can leave your outfit for the festivities here when you leave with Nadali later today,” Chenylde explained. “Trust me—you would attract far more attention in commoners’ garb than in fine attire at the festival.”



  The seamstresses walked away from him, toward a table where they began cutting lengths of fabric.



  “You may clean up now. Your raiment will be ready when you return.”



  He walked into the bathing chamber, through the archway. Two separate sub-chambers were partition with what looked like carved ivory stone. The room was steamy, and smelled of fragrance and soap. He heard the water splash lightly in the chamber to his left, so he chose the right chamber, considering Nadali. He approached the circular ivory stone of the bath. Two brass pipes hung over the large bath, with valves at the top of the spout shined to perfection. One was etched with the sun, the other with the moon in a small sigil, to signify “hot” and “cold” water. He turned the water on, cold first, and then hot, and let the bath fill up. The stone from which the bath was carved with a gray stone with a glinting speckle to it, common but elegantly carved.



  He closed his eyes as he laid back into the bath, not having used fine soaps and hot water since his early childhood. Memories of Andriel and better days forgotten began to surface, as he washed. He stood up, and reached for linen to dry off. As he stepped out of the bath, Nadali slipped inside the chamber wearing nothing and seeking a towel.



  “Oh excuse me—I didn’t think you were still in here. It was so quiet, milord!” she apologized.



  Daecrynn wrapped himself in the white towel, and smiled. “There’s no need to apologize. There are a couple extra towels in here.”



  Quickly, she glanced over Daecrynn and nodded, swiftly grabbing a towel from the table across from the bath with a face frozen in blush awkwardness. She covered herself quickly, turned, and walked away.



  Daecrynn smiled to himself. Pushing locks of hair to the sides of his face, he strode back into the dressing chamber, where Chenylde and a male aide of the House Murana greeted him.



  “Your suit is ready, Lord Tu—Lord Morcossi,” Chenylde said.



  Two more aides presented him with a suit of fine silk and linen, crimson and violet colors.



  “Crimson and violet are not exactly appropriate,” Daecrynn commented.



  “Well you are a prince,” Chenylde countered. “And blue would have been insulting.”



  “A bogus insult is preferable to a genuine spectacle,” Daecrynn retorted.



  “So you’re a prince of Iacala,” Chenylde suggested.



  “In Iacala all the men are kings, the women are queens, the young are princes and princesses, and all are as poor as paupers. Do you know how silly that sounds?”



  “There will be no Madroceans at breakfast, this I assure you. You can leave afterwards. Threis just wants the other aristocrats to know that there is still a Tarligean to hang on to. He wants to present to them the Son of Meldehan—to give them something to believe in. Anything less would be dismissed as rumor, no matter how much we’ve seen with our own eyes,” Chenylde pleaded.



  “If I see one gah’raen at breakfast, can I kill him?” Daecrynn quipped, eyebrow raised.



  “You sound like your brother!” Chenylde gasped. “Now get dressed—you’ll be late, and that will surely cause a spectacle!” She stormed off, leaving Daecrynn with his clothes. His eyes darted over to the second outfit—neatly folded a plain black linen pair of trousers, a shirt with a leather vest, and a black linen cloak. He gathered that outfit and slipped into his pants as he noticed Nadali spying him in the corner of his eyes. He turned, and his eyes met hers. Her eyes darted away.



  Daecrynn bit his tongue. “See anything interesting?” he asked wryly.



  Nadali blushed. Still looking away, she replied, “I was watching the room to make sure—to make sure there were no assassins lurking about.”



  Daecrynn chuckled lightly, and replied, “No assassins here. Carry on.”



  Nadali turned away from Daecrynn. She was dressed in a long, silk dress, indigo in color. He finished dressing, and was escorted by her down the long staircase leading into the Chamber of Festivities where the first breakfast of Harvest was to be held. As Chenylde implied, Daecrynn did look out of place in his garb, and was noticed by the many aristocrats because of such. When they saw the eyes and cheekbones, the very face of the fallen High King Meldehan, their expressions shifted from scorn to recognition.



  A long, elegant hardwood table was placed in the center of the chamber, surrounded by seats of ornately carved and finely finished redwood. On the table were a large variety of foods, from vegetable dishes to game hens, to lamb, to veal. The air was thickly scented with the great feast, and with ale and mead.


  Troupes of bards played on lyre, pipes, and flute. Nadali held Daecrynn by the arm, as an escort, and sat to the right of him toward the head of the table where King Threis was seated. Kalrys was seated to his left. Directly across the table and to the left was Chenylde, seated next to the King of Andule.


  * * *



  


  The morning sun climbed over past the alpine bulwark of the Destriel Mountains, far to the east. Under the direction of a man in Tanathiel, Cail Dynn was sent to eliminate any evidence of the High Prince’s passing. His curly red locks of hair dusted his freckled cheek as he rode out south, over the hills near the vale of Taisladi. At a lone willow tree, Cail stepped off his ruddy brown steed, and climbed. As he hoisted himself up a sturdy high branch, he peered north toward the horizon where the dark wood towers of Fidralinia stood in front of the high everwoods of deep Andule behind it. In his mind, he considered the other landmarks of Daecrynn’s journey north. Here was where the trail went cold. Carefully he gazed south, toward the mountains of Tarngor, looking for any changes, no matter how subtle, that would betray another landmark in Daecrynn’s passing. A waft of smoke passed his eyesight, catching his attention. Focusing now to his right, at the edge of the Sylshee forest, he spied some men to his south, wearing black banded armor, led by a man on horseback. They appeared to be a team of Madrocean soldiers, carrying the banner of the Duchy of Kanaid, a province of the Empire to the south. Behind them, trees fell and burned, as more forces passed through the forest.



  “Invaders. You have hidden your path long enough to survive this, milord. Fidralinia must be warned. War is coming,” he said quietly. He gently leaped out of the tree and hopped up onto his horse. With a gentle tap, the horse responded, running north.


  * * *


  “The future of Tarligean is among us,” Threis declared, as he held a carved blue crystal goblet up high. “A special guest, who wishes to remain anonymous. He is you. He is me. He is the future of Andule and every realm of Tarligean. This festival we are urged to vigilance, for our destiny is at hand. The end of a Seven Year Slumber is upon us, for a long awaited hope has been revealed to us. We shall remember this day, for now we know—Lord Ariandi did not fall in vain; nay! A gathering is coming, but a storm will be its herald.” Solemnly, Threis looked to Daecrynn. “This feast is to our future. The chains of Cardalia are broken. This toast is to Andriel!”



  Daecrynn bit his lip, and looked downwards, feeling the eyes of a few in the know locked upon him. The aristocrats of Andule stood and cheered, ‘To Andriel!”


  * * *


  “It is believed that Governor Threis Murana’s army is thrice the size it appears to be,” the silver-bearded general clad in polished platemail said, turning to a balding man with sweaty face. “Even with thunderstones, there will be some casualties.”



  “The Asat Takran and the Emperor’s commands are in agreement, Lord General. This must be done. If any son of the vile Meldehan lives, he must be destroyed. At the very least, he must be flushed out—so harder measures against these savages can be justified,” the balding man said. With a sideways grin, he added, “With further conscription, your armies will be doubled.”



  “The Asat Takran are none of my concern, Governor Mogran,” the Lord General spat. “You cling to your Cirethian friends far too easily. The Emperor commands, I obey. Any resistance will be crushed; any treason shall be avenged.”



  “Metka Kinatos,” Vintaeus agreed, from the other side of Governor Mogran. “Lord General Mortuusa is right. We serve the Empire. On the other hand, we are also allowed the spoils of war. I assure you that Daecrynn Tuvitor is alive and well. I knew the face of his father, and it is the same.”



  “If they harbor the Son of Meldehan, my orders are to burn the city to the ground,” Mortuusa said coldly. “If they turn him over to us, they will be rewarded and you will receive no spoils. Business as usual.”


  * * *


  Cail approached the south gate to Fidralinia swiftly, and halted.


  “Soldier!” he addressed the guardsman.



  “Citizen,” the soldier asked. “What is your concern?”



  “Sound the horn and seal the gates, Madrocean soldiers are coming from the south!”



  “We are required to allow them passage,” the soldier at the gate protested.



  “Then the blood of this city is on your hands, coward!” Cail shouted, “They don’t dispatch the Seventh Infantry of Kanaid for routine inspections.”



  “Sound the alarm,” the soldier cried as he tugged the chain that opened and closed the gate.


  * * *


  “This is foolish,” Daecrynn whispered sharply in Nadali’s ear. “I can name at least ten people in this room that served in the court of my brother. I need to get back to my camp.”



  “To the future!” silken shirted aristocrats cheered as they raised their goblets high. Nadali elbowed Daecrynn sharply, motioning him to cheer with them.



  “My father’s boisterous cheers at festival are a favorite tradition of ours,” Nadali explained, smiling broadly. “And it is good to see the fires alight in his eyes again.”



  Daecrynn shrugged, and smiled sheepishly. “I cannot argue with that.”



  As he tore into his first bite of roast, he stopped as the flavor of the well-prepared meal struck his taste buds. His eyes widened, and he ate with vigor, washing down the roast with frothy red ale. After the first meal, a troupe of bards from Tanathiel called the Nar Tienen Five struck a merry chord. A red haired elf girl from the House Taersaran led her dark haired suitor into a dance with the minstrels. As the second song played, others joined them. As the chorus of the second song approached an elvish tri-flute solo, Nadali invited Daecrynn to join her in a dance. As they clenched their hands to jump into the rhythm, the ringing of chimes erupted loudly in the distance, just barely sounding over the music.



  “Do you hear that?” Daecrynn asked, stopping Nadali.



  Still holding one of Daecrynn’s hands, she twirled and replied worriedly, “They’re not supposed to sound the bells until the second feast starts.”



  A soft, wailing tone erupted from the hilt of Oro’quiel. A few of the aristocrats checked their belts to see if their weapons were ready, and among them some sought blades from swords mounted on the walls.


  * * *


  Cail rushed through the hallway, commanding every able-bodied elf he saw to take arms to protect the city.



  “To arms!” he shouted at a group of six chainmail-clad Taergeni soldiers guarding the festivities.



  “What’s this?” a second sergeant asked.



  “Orders from the elders of the Everwood are to take arms, and protect everybody inside this room. Especially any new visitors who arrived last night,” Cail commanded. “Open the door.”



  As the guards complied, Cail shouted into the feast hall, “Stop the music, and stop the celebration— a Madrocean legion is moving to strike us from the southwest.”



  The bards dropped their instruments in synchronized cacophony, and nobles fled in every direction. Nadali and Daecrynn stepped back to the thick redwood-lined wall of the chamber. Two men grabbed Daecrynn by the arms, with Nadali following closely to the side. With a forced nudge, she opened a secret exit of the chamber carrying him into a hidden corridor.


  * * *



  


  As Karn Telesiar peered through a spyglass at the amassing of troops at the hilltop, his heart sank. He knew the militia of Threis would not stand against the coming legion. He reached for his cyvnar blade, a Taergeni greatsword of tempered steel. Along the walls, Taergeni and men alike donned hardened leather helmets and bowmen readied their weapons. A front line of soldiers formed behind the gate, dressed in tarnished moonsilver chainmail. Behind them, an amassing of Fidralinia’s able-bodied artisans, woodworkers, and merchants brandished blades, pikes and scimitars.



  “Fidralinia will fall, but we shall hurt them for this treachery,” Karn promised, as he gripped the hilt of his heavy blade.


  A red robed messenger on a white horse, with long black hair—an elf of Alvanea raced to the front gate, representing the Empire. As he reached the closed gate, he sharply barked up to the watchtower. “Where is this scion of Asutel the Great, this son of Meldehan the Brave? I wish to see him so we can take him to Cardalia and coronate him Emperor!”



  “I know nothing of the elf you seek,” the watchman replied, his fingers running along the leather weaved into the cyvnar’s handle.



  “Emperor’s orders,” the messenger demanded. “We have located the son of Meldehan in this city. We know he’s here. We know exactly in which chair he is seated in the feast hall. You will turn him over to us at once, or this city will be reduced to ash.”



  “We were warned of your arrival,” Karn replied, his nostrils flaring as his teeth clenched. “If the son of Meldehan passed through this city, he is already gone.”



  “Don’t be foolish,” the Alvanean countered. “Do you wish to see the mighty Everwoods burn?”



  “I will never see such a thing, for today I die,” Karn swore. “But I will kill many Madroceans first. Tell your gah’raen masters there is no Son of Meldehan for them in this city.”



  The Alvanean messenger snorted, as he steered his horse back toward the Legion of Kanaid atop the hill. The blue and black banners of Madrocean Fidralinia were pulled from their poles, and replaced with a curious flag—green and white, with an octogram symbol painted on it with silver paint. He gulped with dread, as he approached Lord General Avos Mortuusa with the news.



  “They have made their decision, General,” the messenger sighed.



  Vintaeus grinned, “Any of those regal girls of the House Murana are mine. I will accept that as a just bounty for Daecrynn Tuvitor.”



  “It’s acceptable. The imperial coffers shall remain untouched,” Mortuusa agreed, furrowing his brow. Turning to an armored captain of the guard, he gave an order. “Launch the thunderstones. Destroy the south wall!”


  * * *


  Daecrynn and Nadali charged through a long hallway beneath the city, with armaments mounted on stone. They raced up a staircase. As they approached the top, Daecrynn’s footing was compromised by a sudden deep rumbling. From behind, Nadali pushed him back into balance. A constant chord sounded from Oro’quiel, overshadowing the rumbling crashes of black powder at the distant southern wall of the city. At the top of the stairs, they entered the cellar of a nondescript wooden building near the northern gate. Daecrynn pushed the outside door, and rushed into the stable across the street. Nadali followed closely behind.



  “We require two sturdy horses for flight,” Nadali commanded.


  “I am on orders to hold these for the Cavalry on the event of a counterattack,” the stable-master said, looking over a wooden fence. When his eyes caught the inverted teardrop as he spoke, he stopped and changed his tone. “Oh! Milady I didn’t recognize you, forgive me!”



  “Beyond this exception, maintain your previous orders,” Nadali directed. “You did not see us pass through here.”



  “My silence is assured,” the stable-master vowed.



  As a gesture of thanks, Daecrynn bowed in his direction.



  He picked out a chestnut brown horse, and mounted him bareback, tapping his hindquarters gently to carry him into the Andule Everwood to the north.


  * * *


  The black towers were but slender poles, with a metallic mesh pocket at their tips. Burly men, dirty and grizzled veterans of Madrocea’s army turned an iron crank, and the black tower was pulled back. Two husky soldiers carried what appeared to be a cast iron egg, and hoisted it into the mesh pocket. A lever was released, and the cast iron sphere hurtled through the air, striking the sealed south gate of the redwood city with much speed. A loud explosion filled the air, pummeling the front gate to splinters. A line of nine Knights of Andule were thrown back by the blast, their armor shredded with the force of the shrapnel. Three more blasts followed, and the south wall of Fidralinia was reduced to shavings and torn reinforcement beams.


  At the sound of a bugle, the Legion charged into the city. Without mercy, they ran through the stunned front line of Threis’ forces. With a sling, they launched small pouch-grenades, which ignited as they struck their targets, setting walls behind them ablaze. The fires spread like liquid, sticking to their targets as the flames soaked beneath the layers.



  From the remnant of a high wall, Karn Telesiar leapt into the marching lines of invading soldiers. With a broad swinging thrust, he struck two combatants, rending one’s armor and knocking the second one back. Enraged, he gritted his teeth as he dropped his cyvnar blade, and raised the j’haene at his belt. He stabbed a third soldier in the gut, beneath the solar plexus and with much force, wrenched upward, cutting into his ribcage at the center. A khion steel pike was thrust into his back, skewering him. With a lunge, his body was thrown to the side of the center street. His body lay lifeless; blood dribbled over the cobblestones.



  In threadbare padded armor fashioned of cloth and strips of leather, the Taergeni men of Fidralinia charged out of alleyways and from the side roads toward the heart of the city. Some of them carried shields fashioned of wide cast iron leaf-shovels, and heirloom shields of older wars. With j’haene, dagger, scimitar and scythe, they rushed the Imperial Legion with right vehemence. From structures still standing, arrows and bolts struck at the marching Madrocean force, thinning their numbers.



  The bugle whistled three times. As their fathers and husbands entered the fray, the women and children escaped by way of the North Gate, fleeing into the great forests of Andule. In brown and gray, the able-bodied men of Fidralinia pushed to repel the overpowered invaders. They formed broken lines, wielding heirloom spears and swords, splitting mauls, hatchets, scythes and scimitars. From the rooftop, the hunter tradesmen of Fidralinia volleyed quivers full of arrows in rapid succession, taking many from the front lines on horse and foot. From outside the city, the siege tower slung spongy firebombs that covered the rooftops with liquid fire. The men in the streets were run through.



  Within minutes, the high wooden wall of Fidralinia’s Palace Quarter fell. A firebomb incinerated the great manor of Kalrys Kretali. With the strike of a powerful explosive projectile from one of the siege engines, the front gate of the palace shattered.



  As the smoke dissipated, three armored legionnaire captains sounded a horn. They were met in force with armored knights of Andule, dancing in a fierce melee of blade and bludgeon. As the Madroceans stormed past the Palace façade, they were met with stalwart opposition. Gently rolling past the Taergeni knights at the entrance, a shockwave of blurred energy struck the advancing legion. As many on the front line fell to their hands and knees, a chevalier in ornate armor swung his greatsword at the advancing Madroceans.



  “Iach jalli!” Cail shouted from behind a visor, as he decapitated an advancing soldier. He groaned as an energy field crackled into being between him and the legionnaires.



  The Madroceans scowled as they lunged into the energy field, being gently halted by the arcane force.


  * * *


  “What is holding them?” Mogran demanded.



  “Elfin magic,” Mortuusa stated. He turned to an armored battle-captain. “Summon the Alvanean.”


  * * *


  From a high tree outside of the city, Kalrys Kretali kept a silent watch. It had been almost a decade since he last applied his rudimentary magical knowledge to a battlefield circumstance such as this. Even then, combat magic was not his field of expertise. And besides—his orders were to watch Daecrynn’s path of escape, and make certain he was not followed. Still, he had to at least try to use what he knew to stall the Madroceans; perhaps long enough for Threis and Chenylde to get out.



  Kalrys focused his attention on the currents of mental energy within the battle, pushing all his psychic energy into creating a barrier between the legionnaires at the entrance, and the overpowered Taergeni defenders. In the ether, two eyes fixated on him. A burst of focused pain-energy blasted Kalrys between the eyes. He felt the attention of this other sorcerer focus onto him. Kalrys may have not been the best mage in the land, but he knew how to hide himself on the astral plane. He fired a prismatic storm of illusionary mirror-energy back to the other sorcerer, and pulled all his focus back to the material plane.



  “Greh,” Kalrys swore. “I cannot fight this battle, I must follow my orders.” He rappelled down from the high tree, and ran toward the clearing Chenylde had commanded him to find. He was to accompany the High Prince and the daughter of Threis.


  * * *


  The white robed elf of Alvanea focused intently. Instead of simply dispelling the shield, he found it more efficient to neutralize the castor. In a trance, his mind pushed out of body into the Etheric plane, seeking the nearest active force of power. A colorful aura dazzled him in the trees just north of Fidralinia.



  Is this Daecrynn Tuvitor? No, it is a protector of his though—I think I’m close…



  He called upon the elements of fire and shadow to strike this stranger’s mind with the purest pain. This magic was an abomination to the Eloquandi, but they had no place in Alvanea. Nothing made sense afterward—the trees became strange men, and his sense of direction was inverted.



  “Blast!” he shouted. “I almost had him, but he was a damned illusionist!”



  “The son of Meldehan?” Vintaeus asked, with great interest.



  “No, a protector of his, and the mage blocking our way!”



  Mortuusa noted as the troops moved into the palace. “You broke the barrier, and that is all I ordered you to do.”


  * * *


  Cail pushed against the psychic barrier. Behind the visor of his helm was a face contorted in a feral grimace, but those near him couldn’t see it. The sweat pushed through his forehead and gathered on his brow. Brandishing his cyvnar, he stood mid-thrust—pressing into the barrier, focusing his mind to accumulate his strength to be released by way of his blade into the front line of the Madrocean attack. As he predicted, the barrier dropped, and a loud blast erupted from his blade, which drove through the front line, cutting four soldiers in half at the torso. The sonic boom bursting from his blade knocked the people behind the line back, and deafened many more behind them. Following through with his blade, the cyvnar struck the wooden wall, shredding it deeply before snapping into hundreds of metal shards as Cail let go of the handle. One young Madrocean soldier with scraggly red hair pushed into the Taergeni defenses with the same force, and struck Cail in the temple.



  “The palace is ours!” the soldier shouted, as he raised his sword.



  The elves behind Cail were stunned by the force of the sonic boom as well, and hesitated before stepping into a defensive stance, with their shields facing the attacking Madroceans.


  * * *


  Chenylde reinforced the Lower Throne Room door with statues, the Silver Throne of Andule, bookcases, and a very large desk.



  “They have us,” Threis said quietly. “But the Seven Year Slumber is over. Soon, every lost realm of Tarligean will be united against Cardalia.”



  “There is no escape for us,” Chenylde said as she covered her dress with a chainmail hauberk. Readying her j’haene blade, she continued. “Fidralinia is fallen, but I fall with it.”



  “Fidralinia will be rebuilt,” Threis trailed off. “It will take less than a decade, I would guess.”



  With a blast, the door to the Lower Throne Room was reduced to splinters. Teeth rattled at the volume of the explosion. Soldiers pulled the obstacles Chenylde set in place to the sides as smoke billowed into the chamber. Threis raised his blade, as his eye met the armored man entering the throne chamber.



  “I am Lord General Avos Mortuusa, and I speak with the authority of His Sacred Majesty, Emperor Sacchaeus Medaccae. A great conspiracy against the Throne has been unveiled to us. It has been made evident that this conspiracy includes you—and the entire elfin populace of the Dominion of Fidralinia. All of you are guilty of treason. The penalty for treason is death. Should you ask for mercy now, we will grant it—on the condition that you turn the Son of Meldehan over to us.”



  Governor Mogran smirked, as he stepped over a pile of smoking debris.



  “The Son of Meldehan fell in Cassadina,” Chenylde spat, her lip curling derisively.



  “Not Daecrynn the Younger. Where is he?” Mortuusa demanded.



  “Nowhere in Fidralinia,” answered Threis.



  Mortuusa glanced at Mogran. “Then this city shall burn. No structures will be left standing; and every elf alive shall be slain. These lands are hereby ceded to the Dominion of Namakiera and are now under the authority of Governor Mogran.”



  Mogran grinned smugly.



  “Disarm the Taergeni,” Mortuusa commanded.



  Three soldiers approached Chenylde and Threis. Threis lunged forward, and swung his blade through two of the guards. He thrust his greatsword at Mortuusa. The Lord General parried, and entered the fray. As Chenylde was shackled, Threis fought back. Mortuusa parried defensively, guiding Threis around the fight until Threis’ back was facing the soldiers. Mortuusa nod toward Vintaeus, who struck Threis in the temple with a mace. Threis fell limp, dazed on the Throne Room floor.



  “The lofty elvish dream that is Tarligean dies here,” Mortuusa proclaimed.



  “Not dies, Lord General. Yes, the slumber ends,” Threis said dizzily from the floor. “The dream does end here—for today is the day Tarligean awakens. And what is to come tomorrow, with all of the Seven Realms set against Madrocea? I don’t know, but one thing is certain—Lord Ariandi shall have his revenge!”


  Mortuusa shook his head as he stabbed Threis in the heart. “This elf-woman belongs to you now, Vintaeus. The Dominion of Fidralinia is to be annexed to the Dominion of Namakiera, effective immediately.”
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  IV.



  Flight and Departure


  "Beyond the shadow of doubt, beyond the abyss of fear there lies a spark, a glimmer of life that cuts over the abyss as a bridge, and through the shadow as a ray of light."



  - Cilaera, Rhia'li's Veil 12:6


  


  In rushed flight, the two riders reached a clearing where the edge of the Everwood met with the Nali River. The sun hung low in the eastern horizon. The canyon was thick with growth, and cut some thirty feet below the high plain. The trees in the north grew high, with their canopy hundreds of meters above the edge of the high plain.



  At the edge of the canyon, the riders dismounted, and guided their horses into the wood, following the overgrown Nali highway. Patches of moss, branches and brush grew over the stone. At the front, Daecrynn hacked at the weeds and limbs that grew over the road with Oro’quiel. They froze as a deer jumped their trail from behind them, and darted deeper into the forest. They heard a rustling, and the breaking of a branch.



  Oro’quiel was silent. Daecrynn took comfort in this.



  “There is no danger here,” he gently whispered to Nadali.



  “Milord! Milady!” he heard Kalrys shout behind them.



  “Hush,” Daecrynn commanded with a sharp whisper, recognizing Kalrys’ voice. “Every bounty hunter from here to Namakiera can probably hear your racket!”



  “Sorry,” Kalrys countered sarcastically. “If there was a mind larger than that of a badger within earshot of me, I’d know it. We’d be miles away from here by now, I assure you. You well milady?”



  “I’m fine, Kalrys,” Nadali assured him, exhaling in relief.



  As night fell upon them, Daecrynn found a trail; an old Tuitari soldiers’ trail leading up into the mountains. The moonlight crept into the forest floor through tiny openings in the branches, spilling silver light down in tiny beams. They climbed up to a low ridge in the foothills of the Tuitari Mountains, over the land where Daecrynn ad spent most of his life in flight. At a clearing near the peak, they made their camp.



  “I will search the area and see to it that it is secure, milord. I advise to not start the fire until I return,” Kalrys suggested.



  Daecrynn tied the horse’s lead rope to a tree at the edge of the camp. Nadali secured her mount, as Daecrynn climbed a tree to scan the surrounding area. His fingernails dug into the deep, coarse green moss that covered the trunk, leaping to gain the momentum needed to grasp the first branch. He scaled the tree skillfully, and quickly, until he reached the highest branch that could support his weight.



  The moon was full and large, casting its light over the high forest from its vantage point over the eastern Destriel Mountains. In the northeast, Daecrynn spied a single strand of smoke rising up to the clear, star-filled sky. He observed the orange-red color of flames, torches, and glow orbs, gathered in a semi-circle. It was a camp, but not the Tartali. Daecrynn slipped down, took to the lower branches, and jumped down to the forest floor. As he hiked back to the camp, Kalrys rode back on his horse.



  “Bounty hunters,” Daecrynn informed. “Far from here, but probably not far from home.”



  “I saw nothing. The camp is secure, save for maybe an elk or three down the ridge a ways, and an owl I heard,” Kalrys reported.



  “This camp is safe. The bounty hunters are several miles to the northeast. I think they’re tracking my family. We may wish to split up shortly,” Daecrynn said.



  Nadali stared thoughtfully at Daecrynn for a moment, then back to Kalrys.



  “I was able to grab two tents on our way out,” Nadali said. “I could share the larger tent with him. You take the first shift, and I will relieve you of duty that you may get some rest in the morning. We shall discuss any splitting up at dawn.”



  “As she said, you cover the first shift, Nadali and I will watch afterward. The smaller tent is yours,” Daecrynn agreed.



  “As you wish,” Kalrys nodded.



  “I don’t think we will want to start a fire,” Daecrynn continued. “With all of the bounty hunters in the woods tonight, we don’t want to betray our location.”



  In silent agreement, they unpacked their tents, and pitched them in the small clearing.



  The night grew cold. The full moon climbed across a crisp clear sky, showered with playfully dancing, yet stationary stars.


  Daecrynn could not sleep. In his bedroll, he stared directly ahead of him, at the wall of the tent, listening carefully to every noise in the woods about him. He felt the eyes of Nadali on his back, but did not move to betray his knowledge of her observation. As he finally drifted off to sleep, his mind wandered erratically.



  Hours into the night, he awakened—one eye first, lying on his back. Nadali was fast asleep, snuggled close to him, her arm draped over his chest. Her warm breath on his shoulder sent a chill across the skin of his back.



  ‘I must become a stranger; I must become nobody. I cannot be the rogue noble they expect to me, but I must hide in plain sight,’ Daecrynn thought.



  Gazing down to Nadali as she held him, wondering at her precise beauty, he smiled warmly as he placed his hand on her shoulder, then over her back gently.



  ‘Though I am in flight, there is a stillness here,’ he contemplated



  The tent’s door opened, and General Kretali’s head peeked in. Startled at the sight of Nadali and Daecrynn’s embrace, he exclaimed, “Oh milord, I didn’t mean to interrupt,” swiftly pulling his head out of the tent’s entrance.



  “Nothing interrupted, friend,” Daecrynn assured him. “I will let her sleep. Get some rest, Kalrys.”



  “As you wish,” Kalrys concurred.



  Daecrynn carefully slipped out of bed, as Nadali deeply groaned in protest at his departure. He slipped back into his clothes, donned his boots, and slipped out the tent quietly as to not wake her.



  As Kalrys retired, Daecrynn scoped out the highest tree within walking distance, and climbed to the pinnacle. In the southeast, he observed clouds forming in the sky. The bumps and edges of valleys and mountains on the moon were visible to his eyes. Nothing seemed out of place around him. His mind drifted, as his eyes fixated on the moon.



  When morning came, Nadali awoke first. She searched about the camp. As she approached the tree where Daecrynn kept his watch, he leaped from the top down, landing on his feet. Nadali greeted him with her sword at his throat.



  “Oh it’s only you. Don’t ever do that again...milord,” Nadali requested, as she curled her lip in annoyance.



  “You do not need to call me by title, Nadali—especially now. Not until the time is right, anyways. We need to vanish, blend, and disappear without a trace—camouflage if you will. Hide as common folk. Namakiera is a large city, we could blend into the crowd and be forgotten,” Daecrynn pondered.



  “I think I understand, but—“ Nadali gazed sideways at Daecrynn, questioning without words.



  “Nadali, you are a rare jewel. Deadly in battle, yet perfect in beauty,” Daecrynn said as he returned Nadali’s stare.



  He touched her hand gently, and held it, lifting it up to kiss it softly.



  “And you make me curious, in the same ways I seem to make you,” Daecrynn sang playfully. “Am I wrong?”


  “No,” Nadali flushed, smiling broadly. “Not in the slightest,” she acknowledged softly.



  “Then all is well,” declared Daecrynn as he leaned in to kiss her.



  “Milord—“ Kalrys interrupted, as he rose from his tent in his navy blue General’s uniform.



  Daecrynn broke the kiss, and glanced at Kalrys betraying a slight hint of annoyance in his eyes.



  "Call me Derefin. Do not call me milord. Derefin is my name now. I am Derefin the Bowyer, House Morcossi. Daecrynn Tuvitor is dead for now. Understand?" Daecrynn ordered, as Nadali pulled out of the embrace gently, with a mischievous grin on her lips.



  "A wise choice milord," Kalrys commented. "Morcossi?"



  "Yes," Daecrynn stated.



  "Derefin it is," he confirmed.



  Nadali hugged Daecrynn tight, and kissed him on the cheek. "Call me Eliana. Its my erm... second name."



  "Eliana, I think I can remember that," Daecrynn commented. "I am going to separate from both of you here. Tartali Camp is not far. I recognize the landmarks and know what path they were traveling. I need to say my goodbyes. We will meet in Namakiera, a fortnight from now. "



  "Milord. Derefin. May I speak freely?" Kalrys asked.



  "Yes, at any time. You are my advisor now. You have lived the urban life long enough to understand how to blend in well in places such as Namakiera. I can learn from you, so speak your mind," Daecrynn said.



  "I don't know if Namakiera is the best place to hide in plain sight. It is a center of commerce for the Madrocean Empire, and a center of bureaucracy for its northernmost regions. I don't believe there is any way in Verduhn you can stay hidden there. If they see you, they will kill you and place your sword above the Imperial Throne in Cardalia. It may even end up in the hands of the Thoth. Who knows what secrets the magic in that sword could reveal to them," Kalrys explained.



  "They don't need to see Oro'quiel. They do not need to see my House colors, the Tuvitor brooch that fastens my cape, or any sign whatsoever of who I am. I will be a nobody. A commoner. An average man of Taergeni blood. Just another untouchable for the Madroceans to spit on and step on," Daecrynn rebutted.



  "It's a very risky idea sir," Kalrys retorted.



  "Indeed," Daecrynn remarked.



  Nadali looked upon Daecrynn and said, "Wouldn't the both of us together catch the eyes of those who sacked Fidralinia?"



  "I will wear the garb of a common beggar youth. They're looking for rogue royalty, not drifters," Daecrynn stated.



  "Ok, I see that your mind is set in this," Nadali said playfully.



  They made their preparations, packing their belongings, and ate a basic breakfast of bread and dried rations. They spoke of the long road ahead of them, of dreams of freedom, and of a united Taergeni kingdom under the banner of Andriel, and they spoke of hope. Then they took their separate paths, as Nadali and Kalrys Kretali took to a southern path, leading into Namakiera, and Daecrynn took to the northeast, moving deeper into the Everwoods.
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  V.



  The Canyon Trail


  “As the winds of destiny guide the sail of my heart and thoughts, so shall the breath of the stars carry me.”



  –Majestrix ai-Tu’fayator, 209 B.C.E.


  


  At noontide, after a short but sad parting, Daecrynn vanished into the woods north of the hills in which they camped the last night. Nadali and Kalrys quietly ventured south, to the edge of the wood where the Nali Canyon began. As the day progressed, the skies grew cloudy.



  Kalrys had changed out of his uniform, and wore simple clothing he had in his satchel that he had saved for more casual occasions. He wore a gray shirt, cape, and black trousers with simple, yet sturdy leather boots. Nadali wore a simple cotton weave dress, with tiny embroidered roses in a pattern around the neck. Over her dress, she wore a simple brown cape, with a silver orchid brooch.



  The canyon sat in a narrow valley, parting the Namakiera plain across east and west divides. As they ventured closer to the city, they discovered a trail that was not marked on any maps. The brush alongside the trail was well-trimmed, and a freshly laid wagon track revealed recent usage. Carefully, they continued down the trail, noticing the telltale signs in the yew and willow trees that certain branches had been carefully plucked, harvested for their staves to be carved by bowyers.



  “This is a Taergeni road. I suggest we follow it to its end,” Kalrys suggested.



  “Lead on,” Nadali agreed.



  As dusk set in, they were halfway down the canyon. The sky was a dull blue color, filled with rain clouds, and violet overtones in the west. There was a vague scent of flame, rich and oaken. Kalrys climbed up an oak tree, and navigated around the branches, peering into every direction to observe the landscape. The depression along both sides of the Nali canyon was covered with grass, and reasonably shallow, about the height of three greater oak trees. He saw mostly darkness from the land, save for a vague orange glow, flickering gently under a copse of trees close to a mile southward.



  He dropped from the tree, and landed quietly on his feet.



  “A camp of Taergeni is set about nine kiriye from here. I don’t know if they are refugees, or if they are bandits, but we are swiftly running out of supplies, and Namakiera is still another day south through the canyon,” reported Kalrys. As his eyes wandered toward a carefully pruned yew tree, he continued. “My hunch is that they are military in background. The cutting style says Namakiera Fifth Infantry, maybe Third.”



  Looking up, Nadali argued. “Perhaps the one who harvested this tree was a former soldier, but the army in Namakiera has been Madrocean for the last seven years.”



  “But they’re all cut like this,” Kalrys rebutted. “Gentle, clean cut waves across the grain of the wood with a very sharp blade. Every last branch harvested since we passed that large green rock back there has been cut exactly like this.”



  “I see,” Nadali conceded. “But where are you going with this?”



  “It looks to me to be the building of a resistance movement, milady.”



  “That’s quite a supposition,” Nadali said. “But they are probably no friends of the Empire, whatever their purpose. Let’s go find them!”



  “Milady, hold!” Kalrys shouted, running after Nadali. “We do not want to make too much noise!”



  Turning around, Nadali countered, “Cellan told me at the Spring Gathering last year that he wanted to help with the resistance in Namakiera. I thought he was crazy, and I told him as such, but his mind was set. Maybe he’s with them now!”



  “Yes, but with all due respect milady—if Cellan is with them right now, then the resistance is very small. Perhaps you should hope that he isn’t there, but elsewhere working with many others ready to topple Governor Mogran.”



  “Good point,” Nadali acknowledged, taking a deep breath to damper her exuberance. Slowing down, she pushed through some brush in an overgrown part of the trail. “Damn you and your good points!”



  They spirited down the canyon trail, and as the dark night turned to black, and the flames of their camp began to die, an elf in a black cloak greeted Nadali with a long dagger at the throat.


  “I have two very important questions for you, Lady of the Taergeni. What are the colors of the Standard of Namakiera, and what are the colors of the banner of the realm that rules over Namakiera?”



  “Red and white are the colors of Namakiera’s ensign, Green, white, gold and jade are the colors of the Standard of the High Kingdom,” Nadali responded lowly.



  The scout sheathed his dagger, and looked to Nadali. “Merry Jackals are meeting tomorrow beneath the Silver Willow. I hope to see you there.” He turned and started walking down the trail. “You are welcome to join us in the harvester’s camp tonight. We are of the Bowyers’ Guild, and we arm the new Tarligean.”



  “I am a refugee of the city of Fidralinia,” Nadali divulged, as Kalrys approached from behind. “This is Kalrys, a masterful kae’ym player and a friend of mine. My name is Eliana.”



  “I am Threstan.”



  “Well met,” Kalrys greeted the scout. He leaned over behind Nadali and said in her ear, “See—a resistance!”



  Nadali elbowed him sharply in the rib. “That’s great, now stop gloating!”



  As they passed through the trees, the dying embers of the campfire became clear. Between the large growths of small, slender birch trees, was a clearing about ten meters wide. Five tents stood in the clearing, and a group of three elves sat around the embers, rubbing their hands.



  “When I get back to the bar, remind me to replace the barrels of Naledune with the Timaedi Vintage we got in the basement,” a darker haired elf of a larger build said to Threstan. “And who are these strangers?”



  “Eliana and Kalrys of Fidralinia,” Threstan introduced them.



  “Kalrys,” the dark haired one said, thoughtfully. “I’m glad you made it out of there alive.”



  “Excuse me?” Kalrys asked.



  “General Kalrys Kretali, military advisor to the mighty King Threis of Andule, are you not?”



  “How would you—“ he paused, “come to such a conclusion about me?”



  Smiling, the dark elf explained. “I am Calwain. I know anyone who comes in and out of the Resistance. The nobles and generals from all over Tarligean have been joining our little group in large numbers of late. I think the war is about to begin.”



  “The war?” Nadali asked.



  “The Independence War to re-establish the High Kingdom of Tarligean,” Calwain revealed. “In fact, I am wishing that the rumored heir of Meldehan the Brave would show up to do to the occupation what they say he did to fifty bounty hunters who ambushed the rogue house he was hiding with.”



  Kalrys and Nadali exchanged a knowing glance.



  “Fifty you say?” Nadali queried. “I doubt we will see him in Namakiera any time soon. If I were him, I’d be hiding somewhere very far from here, like the Deep West.”



  “You are probably right,” Calwain chuckled. “I can make wishes though, no?”


  “Indeed you can,” Nadali sang, as she sat down on a nearby log.
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  VI.



  A Hostage Unbound


  “Amidst a sea of enemies can be wise refuge, upon occasion,”


  –Asutel Thetali


  


  The sky was black. In the distance, the thunder rolled lowly. Daecrynn carefully trod through a crossing over Keisadi Creek, a small brook in the deep Tuitari forest. In his mind, a melodic tune of merrymaking played along. He spied subtle markers denoting the recent movement of the Tartali camp. A pile of eight broad leaves were placed under a fir tree. A freshly uprooted long blade of grass was placed under a stone beneath brown fir needles, barely peeking out the bottom. He weaved between the trees and around overgrown clusters of bramble, over a hill, and down into a small vale. His pace picked up, until he stopped suddenly at the bottom of an icania tree. Daecrynn picked up two small stones and struck them together, creating a loud click. After a short pause, he heard a click in response. He struck the stones together again, three times in rapid succession. In the distance, the still silence was replaced with people talking at a regular tone level amongst each other.



  As he approached the camp, he could he could hear the word “Sai’ralla” in nearly every conversation. The rain began to fall, sprinkling for a very short moment, and swiftly escalating to a downpour. Two sergeants greeted him as he approached the edge of a tent marked with a diamond crisscrossed with a knot resembling two figure eights tied together in a crossing pattern. The sergeants momentarily wondered at the hilt of the sword in his sheath. They bowed their heads lowly.



  “At ease, soldiers,” Daecrynn hailed. “What is going on?”



  “We have some bad news, sir. But the baby and your mother are safe. They’ve been taken to Ciartha Tuitari to be placed under the protection of Duke Tiardan,” the taller sergeant reported. “Lady Chesreya is gone, milord.”



  “Chesei?” Daecrynn asked, looking out into the wood. “What happened?”



  “She’s been abducted. The bounty hunters took her somewhere. They came in the still of the night, got past our scouts and everything, sir. We failed,” the sergeant explained, distraught.



  “Gah’raen! Anhe Rhia’li!” Daecrynn cursed.



  His eyes glared before him, glazed in tears. He pulled a dagger from his cloak and threw it into a mounted leather shield at the other end of the tent. He hung his head in resignation, and turned to face the sergeants.



  “They were skillful in their stealth, milord. By the time the baby began to cry, long enough to be noticed, they were in and out of here with your sister,” he explicated.



  “That tells me nothing!” Daecrynn barked sharply at the soldiers. “Get out of here, and I will track them myself! I will find them, and I will personally bring her back to camp! Do you understand?”


  “Yes…milord,” he answered, saluting.



  Daecrynn entered the tent and gazed about, looking for any sign that might help him find the bounty hunters before they carried his sister too far. Daecrynn spied a telltale texture difference in a patch of the throw rug on the floor. Beneath the foot of the dinner table was a small lock of hair. It was coarse and greasy, obviously human in origin. He stormed out of the tent, to the outer edge of the camp, where he slipped between two vines that connected a growth of ivy that climbed three high trees. His eyes scoured the area, looking for broken twigs, footprints, or anything else that the bounty hunters may have left that would betray their path.



  He climbed up a hill from its steep side; digging into the wet ground with the tips of his toes, and reached its top. He found nothing. He climbed the tallest tree atop the hill to get a view of the greater area. The rain streaked down his face; his vision was beyond diminished. He could only see the dark sky, and the dark crest of the nearest trees. Mist streaked off the nearest branches.



  A bolt of lightning streaked across the sky, branching out across the heights. Daecrynn noticed that an oak tree the next ridge over was missing. Closing his eyes, he analyzed the afterimage fading from his retina. The oak tree was definitely gone. Without opening his eyes, he dropped to the bottom of the tree, and almost lost his footing as he slipped slightly, awkwardly catching his balance. He sighed deeply, opening his eyes again. He ran down the hill through a cluster of fir trees. A bolt of lightning struck behind him, hitting the very tree that had held him just before. The instantaneous blast of lightning threw Daecrynn forward face-first into the dirt.



  “Yes, even the High Prince must bow down and eat mud from time to time,” Daecrynn thought as he pushed himself up.



  Swiftly, he ran down the ravine between the ridges, and climbed up the next hill. He stopped to study the freshly cut stump of the oak. He looked over to the next bluff, which separated this hill from the Nali River. He saw nothing but blackness as the rain came down. The braids along the sides of his face were unfastening themselves in the downpour. Lightning flickered behind the clouds, but nothing was revealed in the flashes. The afterimage faded away, and he could see nothing.



  ‘Greh,’ Daecrynn cursed.



  He ran down the side of the hill, and stopped as he spied the hint of a reflection in the rivulet of mud flowing under his feet. The sky flashed above him.



  A hair tie; a simple little pink ribbon that said so much was almost concealed by a rivulet of mud making a trail across the forest floor. He listened through the falling raindrops, trying to find patterns beneath the patterns. He turned his head up a hill, and swiftly climbed to the apex, digging his toes into the wet earth to prevent sliding. At the top of the hill, he climbed a tree, and looked into the Nali River valley. A dull orange glow reflected in the bright leaves of a nearby willow, betraying the location of a camp at the banks.



  Daecrynn slid between the trees quietly and gracefully, closing in on the encampment. In the shadows, he passed quietly through the trees that half-circled the camp.



  Chesreya was hung from a tree, bound by her wrists. She stared forward stoically, not betraying any discomfort from her position. He slid between two pines, and crept behind the oak from which she was suspended. Carefully, he pulled himself up onto a branch. He carefully observed a group of bounty hunters, speaking in a low dialect of Madrocean.



  “A Tuvitor heir, and she was that easy,” an older man bragged. “We are all very wealthy now.”



  “We are going to Matae, and we are going to live as kings,” a grungy man declared.



  “It is time to drink!” a bald Madrocean shouted between laughs.



  Daecrynn carefully scooted down the very branch where Chesreya hung. He leaned over, and gently touched her hand. She turned her head up, and looked Daecrynn in the eye, nodding subtly, as Daecrynn retreated into the foliage of the tree.



  “Guard! Yes, I’m talking to you, you swine violating piece of dragon dung!” she shouted in Taergeni. “I will tell you exactly what you want to know about the location of the other Tuvitor who slaughtered those bounty hunters. You can double your fortunes, you worthless dog eating vomit spew!”



  “Shut your savage mouth, tree-bugger!” the bald Madrocean spat.



  An arrow plunged into his throat, and through it, as he dropped to his knees. Freed, Chesei was holding the sides of the branch from which she was bound. As the other two bounty hunters stood and drew their swords, arrows pierced their hearts. Daecrynn threw a dagger into the heart of the soldier whose larynx had been violated, finishing him.



  Chesreya swung her body forward, and pulled herself to the top of the branch with the momentum. Finally on her feet, she greeted Daecrynn with a hug.



  Daecrynn and Chesreya traveled over-branch through a densely grown region of woodland. They climbed up a small mountain amidst the hilly parts of Tuitari to a building called a ‘listening post’ atop the mountain. It was a strange place, a very sturdy building known only to the Tartali clan. On top of it, it had an odd ornament; a tree made of iron or steel, extended about forty feet, with evenly spaced branches. It was especially enigmatic because on its own, the insides remained warm in the winter, and cool in the summer. Daecrynn opened the door, and Chesei followed him inside.



  “They say the Cirethians abandoned this place when father ran them out of Tarligean back in the first war with them,” Daecrynn said. “I never knew him, but I’ve always wondered—they say he was stronger than a thousand elves. Somehow I doubt that.”



  “Many people like to exaggerate,” Chesei said. “And others propagate it because they believe. Tall tales aside, your father was a great man.”



  Daecrynn’s contemplated this, searching the post for any supplies that may have been left over the years.


  “The elders say we are returning to Andriel in a year,” Chesei said. “My father’s crazy. I doubt it is even there now.”



  “Did Kethral tell you of my rite of passage?” Daecrynn asked.



  “He said he believed you would find what you needed,” Chesei said.



  “He sent me to find Oro’quiel,” Daecrynn revealed as he drew the blade from its sheath.



  “Bright Mother! Is that it?” Chesreya asked as her eyes widened.



  “Cryptic promises of a grand responsibility,” Daecrynn trailed off, staring into an observation window. “Constant flight to keep me out of the hands of the Madroceans. It’s been seven years since Ariandi was lost—Tarligean is preparing for war, and I am the one they—“



  “You are your father’s son,” Chesreya interrupted him, placing her hand on his shoulder. “And you are the one with Asutel Thetali’s sword.”



  Daecrynn’s hand gripped the handle, as he closed his eyes. “I know. And my time has come.”



  “So what are you going to do?” Chesei asked.



  “I will hide in plain sight as a common beggar. The Madroceans will gaze upon me and see nothing. In seeing nothing, they will ignore me. I will stab their heart when they show themselves to be unready. Namakiera will return to power, and return to Tarligean. Then we will take Andriel, and our nation will be whole again.”


  “It’s a nice thought,” Chesei mumbled.



  “It is exactly what we have coming to us. Look at how long we have fled from the chains of oppression that the Empire presents to us as progress. Look at how long we have been moving, hiding, and afraid of the invisible enemy. How many times have we been woken in the middle of the night to the words ‘Lae Sai’ralla—only to run from nowhere to absolutely nowhere? This stops now!” He slammed the wall with his fist, and sighed. “Soon, anyways. Fidralinia was attacked as we fled—I imagine their people are scattering about, all because they were more loyal to us than they were to the Madrocean tax collectors and census keepers. They were practically ready to throw me up on their throne and crown me!”



  “When will you be back to us?” Chesei asked.



  “Everything is changed now,” Daecrynn sighed. “But if Kethral says you will be in Andriel in a year—then you will be in Andriel in a year, and so will I.”



  “I’ve always known you would leave camp one day to fight some bloody war,” Chesei said sadly. “You were born in a castle; I was raised in a tent.”



  “We have always been fighting this war. It’s no different, except in this—instead of fighting for our lives, we are fighting for our freedom. Instead of fighting to flee, we are fighting to win,” Daecrynn swore.



  Their discussion dwindled as they grew tired, and eventually they fell asleep on the floor. When morning came, they gathered up some supplies that were stored in a hidden compartment behind a panel in the wall. They slipped out of the listening post, and down a hill. They traveled between the trees, weaving around them carefully as to not leave a trail. By early afternoon, they reached the new location of the Tartali camp. People were pitching tents, and building a new kia’tendé or Circle of Discussion, a circle for the elders of the House Tartali. As Daecrynn strode through the camp, many recognized the hilt of Oro’quiel in Daecrynn’s sheath, and marveled.



  Daecrynn reached the tent of Kethral Tartali, and peeked inside. Rihania, the mother of Daecrynn was rocking the infant Treilan in her arms. Daecrynn entered, and Chesei followed. She smiled, and hugged Chesei, then glanced at Daecrynn.



  “You are too old for a mother’s embrace, my son. Your Rite of Passage is complete, and you are a man,” Kethral said with jubilation as he entered the tent. He knelt before the young High Prince. “Not just a man, but a King. I offer you my oath of service as Lord of the House Tartali.”



  Daecrynn gazed at Kethral, frozen. “Are you sure? Fidralinia is burning because of me!”



  “Listen, milord,” Kethral insisted. “It would be no different than when we were raising you as a rogue house, our sole purpose being to protect you, and prepare you for your duty. It has been an honor, your majesty.”



  “I have yet to be crowned,” Daecrynn said lowly. “And to be honest, I am not sure I even want that, when the time comes. I shall fight with my soul if need be, to free Tarligean—but I do not want to rule it.”


  “You sound like your father,” Kethral commented, betraying exasperation. “Even now, you are the High Prince, and you are the rightful Lord of this realm. My suggestion—milord—is that you get used to the idea of wearing that crown, holding that scepter, and sitting in that chair.”



  “Yes father,” Daecrynn sighed in resignation.



  “No, Daecrynn. You are the son of Meldehan Tuvitor—the … the last surviving descendent of the first Kestiel—the man who made your sword famous! That is not an honor for which I am worthy.”



  “But it is—and then some! You were not even my blood father, but you raised me as your son. I owe a great debt to you and your House. Yours is the most honorable in Tarligean—and it shows!”



  “Thank you milord,” Kethral said joyfully.



  Daecrynn embraced Kethral, and then said to him, “I have to leave now. Alone. I will be invisible to all until the day Madrocea’s grip on Namakiera has been removed completely. On that day, we will march to Andriel.”



  “You have my faith, son,” Kethral affirmed.
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  VII.



  The Silver Willow


  “It is a Taergeni virtue to find merriment in the midst of foulest circumstance.”


  --Andron Medaccae


  


  Nadali and her companions arrived in Namakiera an hour after sunset the next day. Calwain took them up into the Nali culvert where a walkway ran elevated just over the river’s bank. He guided them into a set of tunnels that ran between the pipes of the city’s sewers, with many chambers built into storehouses and meeting places as a contingency against occupation long ago.



  Wide murals were painted in the walls, with paints of colored crystal and stone, depicting a picturesque elvish city with crystalline towers below a lavender sky and a blue sun. Etched Fen’yi inscriptions told the tale of Anda, and a great ship called the Mitheldia that sailed to this place when unspeakable evils were unleashed on that lost city, tens of thousands of years ago.



  “They say this city was built on the ruins of that vessel,” Calwain commented.



  “Goodbye fair Anda,” Kalrys sang lowly.



  “And nobody knows where Anda was,” Calwain remarked. “I would guess it lied beyond a hidden road, probably north of Tanathiel. There are merchants who tell tales of crystal towers.”



  “They spin tall tales to embattle the boredom of their journeys,” Nadali scoffed.



  Kalrys remained silent on the matter.



  Passing by an arsenal of bows, swords, and chainmail supported with small plates bolted on for extra protection, Calwain spoke again.



  “As you can see, we are ready to fight. We await the words of the Elders of Tuitari, Mindule, or the Son of Meldehan himself, should he truly be alive,” said Calwain.



  “He is alive,” Nadali divulged, before covering her mouth nervously.



  Calwain turned around, and looked her in the eye. “Have you seen him?”



  “I don’t,” she stuttered. “I found the bounty of a Madrocean carrying a bounty posting on his name, two days ago.”



  Calwain shrugged. “I understand—but be very careful who you tell that tale to. There are ruthless bastards about—Cirethian and Madrocean. Even among the Taergeni, there are spies, I’m sure. They seek leads, and surely you’ll be questioned.”



  They climbed up a set of stairs, and walked through a large chamber with a table and chairs that looked something like a meeting space. They passed through a cellar filled with kegs and barrels that smelled of long-expired ale. They passed through a small room with a desk and chair, then through a door into a bar filled with people, mostly Taergeni.



  There were a set of tables laid about in a circle, and amidst them a dreadlocked bard played the tri-flute while tapping his foot to a wild rhythm. The bar was lit by torches and a candle chandelier suspended in the air by a silver chain. The floor was stone, and in some places bloodstained. The walls and bar were crafted of red grained wood etched from end to end with carved graffiti.



  “Welcome to the Silver Willow,” hailed Calwain. “Dinner and ale, lodging and service are on the house the first night. After that, you earn your stay like everybody else. Have your fill of ale and eat up! I will bring you the keys to your suites after we’ve finished re-stocking our inventory.”



  Nadali curtseyed, and replied, “Thank you very much, Sir Calwain.”



  Kalrys smiled broadly. “Your hospitality is appreciated!”



  Nadali approached the bar, with Kalrys following shortly behind. She slipped through the small crowd at the bar, and pulled up a seat. Kalrys sat to her left side, and shouted for the bartender.



  The bartender was a chubby elven woman named Tai’issa. She was visibly pregnant.



  “Hulitai strangers, welcome! Can I help you?” she asked.



  “I am Eliana, and this is my companion Kalrys,” Nadali greeted her, dropping a bright gold coin onto the bar. “Calwain said something about food and ale being on the house for the night, but I can’t do that. You can keep this as a tip, at the very least. ”



  “Friends of the Silver Willow,” Tai’issa smiled. “What is it you’d like?”



  “Well, I’d like a pint of stout, preferably Old Andule if it is available here,” requested Nadali.



  “I could use something heavy on the stomach, seems like an eternity since the last time I had real food. How about a plate of kri’ayolas and a guinea hen,” Kalrys asked, as he dumped a small pile of Taergeni silverleaf coins onto the bar. “And a mug of Old Andule Red too, please?”



  The bartender crossed her arms bemusedly. “The ale I can do, but the only food we have this late is bread. We serve breakfast at dawn though.”



  Kalrys beamed in her direction, visibly flirting. “Even better! I’ll take the bartender and the bread.” He paused, wincing nervously. “I’ll take the bread and the ale, bartender!”



  “Of course,” she replied, turning toward the ale kegs.



  Nadali elbowed Kalrys in the side. “She’s pregnant for Starwind’s sake!”



  Tai’issa moved down to the side of the bar closest to the entrance, where the crowd was densest, taking orders from the patrons. She poured ale for Kalrys, Nadali, and a few other customers and served Kalrys and Nadali a basket full of warm bread.



  “So where are you from?” Tai’issa asked as she poured the other customers their drinks. “You sound Fidralu.”



  “No, we’re from northwest of Fidralinia, deeper in Andule,” Nadali replied. “A village too small to be named.”



  “Yes, cluster of six houses surrounded by vineyard,” Kalrys added. “And an abandoned trading post.”



  Tai’issa smiled and replied. “I have never been out there. Farthest north I’ve ever been is where Andriel-Nali Road meets the edges of the Everwood. I’ve never been out west.”



  “It is beautiful out there,” said Nadali. “We left because of what we heard happened in Fidralinia and didn’t want to be in the path of invaders.”



  “Oh,” Tai’issa paused. “That’s the third time I heard about that today. They say there was an uprising in Fidralinia. The fires are still visible from the west gate. I don’t think I’ve met any first-hand witnesses yet, but there are a lot of rumors!”



  A scruffily braided walnut-haired elf scaled the bar and stood upon it as a podium, as a group of elves slammed their mugs loudly against a table.



  “I have an announcement, and an observation,” the elf declared with authority. “The City Crier—the voice of the Imperial Regent has informed us that Lord General Avos Mortuusa himself has come into Fidralinia to crush an insurrection! It was said that the standard of the High Kingdom was raised before the battle began. King Threis has taken his scepter!”



  “To King Threis!” the elves at the table shouted. The crowd raised their mugs and cheered.



  “Cellan!” Nadali shouted over the crowd.



  The elf standing on the bar turned and faced downward in Nadali’s direction. His eyes widened momentarily in recognition. He turned and bowed to the crowd before slipping into it. In moments, he slid through the crowd to stand directly in front of Nadali. He stretched out his arms, and greeted her with a tight hug.



  “What… happened in Fidralinia?” Cellan stammered. “Were you there? Let’s go for a walk!”



  Nadali looked to her side, back toward the bar and here ale. “There will be more when I come back. Kalrys, try not to get lost.” She leaned to whisper into his ear, “And she’s pregnant! You probably don’t want to share the baby.”



  Kalrys groaned, “I know milady, I’m just being friendly. This is a new town, and—“



  “Don’t get lost.”



  She turned, and led Cellan through the crowd by the hand. They pushed through the heavy redwood double doors of the front entrance. They hurried past a bard singing in front of the bar with a basket laid down with a few coins. Beyond a narrow alleyway through the moonlit stone streets, there was a small public garden, with four standing stones at the cardinal directions in the center. They sat at a bench.



  Cellan grasped Nadali’s hand gently. “A lot has happened in the last few weeks. The Madroceans don’t know how to defend this city, and they’re making a lot of mistakes. We’ve been setting up probe missions, mostly in the guise of pranks. I need to know what has happened in Fidralinia. If this is war, then may need to start the next phase.”



  “I was spirited out of the palace as it went up in flames behind me,” Nadali recalled. “The Empire sent in the Legion of Kanaid. My father wore his crown and raised the Ki’ronyx. This is most certainly war.”


  “I am relieved that the reign of Governor Mogran is over,” Cellan joked, as he playfully leaned into Nadali, his hands resting on her hips.



  “So how many pints have you put away tonight? Seven? Ten? You smell like Kalrys’ basement!”



  “You’re one to talk!”



  “I have barely sipped on my first pint. I haven’t had any time to drink any more!”



  “I was talking about last Harvest Festival!”



  “Oh that night was fantastic.”



  “And the way you danced,” Cellan trailed off dreamily.



  “And now you command the resistance,” Nadali said, visibly impressed.



  “Not quite. There are three of us.”



  “Oh?”



  “There is Calwain, and—“



  “I met him,” Nadali added.



  “Alrain,” Cellan continued.



  “Talryn’s son?”



  Cellan nodded.



  “Are you ready?”



  “I am a little bit tense on this matter, yes,” Cellan confessed. “But I’m not going to back down when the time to fight has come. I don’t think there is an elf in Namakiera who isn’t ready for a fight. I just hope that we’re ready to win.”



  “I spent the last year bored out of my mind, working as a wall guard while I dreamt of being out on the field, defending the land,” Nadali recounted



  “And Threis actually let you join the militia,” Cellan said, baffled.



  “He’s seen me fight,” Nadali said proudly. “He’d be foolish not to give me a sword.”



  “Yes, you’re feisty in a spar,” Cellan said playfully. “Perhaps we can spar again.”



  Cellan leaned in to kiss Nadali. She froze in her tracks, and gently placed her hand on Cellan’s chest.



  “Not yet,” Nadali said, freezing in her tracks. “Though our souls be intertwined, I cannot complete this union,” she said in both sadness and surprise. “Our story isn’t ended, but…”



  “I understand,” Cellan sighed. “It is good that Kalrys—“



  “Oh, not him!” Nadali protested. “He is an oaf and a letch. He only respects me because my father gave me the permission to run him through at my leisure—and he knows that I can.”



  “Whew,” Cellan exhaled. “But then, who?”



  “Tell no one,” Nadali whispered.



  “I’m intrigued now…”



  “Daecrynn Tuvitor.”



  “Oh,” Cellan said, slouching back. “So the stories are true.”



  “And he is coming to Namakiera.”



  “A son of Meldehan will again sit in Andriel,” Cellan said, placing his hand on Nadali’s knee. “May he cherish you as you deserve.”
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  VIII.



  Cardalia


  “Metka Kinatos, Wisdom and Balance,”



  –Atlas the Great


  


  Far south of the green lands of Tarligean, a large flourishing urban center sprawled over the landscape. Overhead, the sky was blue, with streaming cirrus clouds, and the sun shining bright rays onto the city below. Buildings spanned the valley, with many columns of white marble. A single true pyramid covered in white marble tiling stood high over the horizon to the northeast.



  A large library was built upon a hill surrounded by the green foliate and many steps and streets of the surrounding city. Its high ionic columns and encircling marble steps only covered but a portion of the hilltop upon which it was built. Around the library, robed men ventured about the greenery surrounding this center of thought and reason, the University of Haramy, named for the Madrocean god of Knowledge. At the front entrance to the academy, a soldier in black banded armor stood at guard position, carrying a short metal staff, called a lightning wand in less developed regions.



  Deep below the University’s library, large dimly lit catacombs housed a trove of scrolls, books, plates, and tablets. Narrow corridors with walls covered from floor to ceiling in shelves. This was the second largest repository of knowledge in the world, with archives dating back tens of thousands of years. Deep in the labyrinthine archives, a white haired man held a glow orb in his hands, seeking out the secrets of an almost forgotten age.



  At the end of a hallway was a dead end holding eight shelves. He dropped to his knees to withdraw a simple scroll written upon an archaic form of cloth, preserved with ages-hardened sap. The language was a distant ancestor to the Taergeni tongue, calledFen’yi. His eyes sifted through the words written carefully in back ink upon the scroll. He stopped. He enunciated the words on the scroll with his lips.



  “The last of the Bard Kings, sons of Tu’fayator will carry the sword not of his father, but the Sword of the Telestani. His reign shall end with the desolation of all kingdoms.”



  The elder sage coughed, not from the prolific dust in the catacomb, but from shock.



  “His reign shall end with the desolation of all kingdoms,” Osordo said aloud.



  Osordo looked upwards, facing the dull gray stone ceiling outwardly, and in his mind facing the cave at Witches Peak. Touching the black crystal in the center of the medallion around his neck, he focused his inner eye closer. In his mind, the cave was empty, as the guardian had abandoned it. The sword case was empty. Osordo returned his vision to the ceiling above him, and to the shelves ahead of him. He turned and ran through the catacombs to the stairs leading up into the Library’s basement.


  Rushed, he bumped a student with an armload of scrolls. The student dropped the scrolls and began to pick them up, apologizing to the older man.



  “I am sorry master,” the student exclaimed.



  “The Younger must not sit in Andriel. We must maintain our power over Tarligean if the world is to survive!” Osordo exclaimed a panicked voice.



  The student shook his head, gathering the last of his scrolls. Osordo dashed up four more flights of stairs to his personal level of the University, where his scrying tools were located. A great ball of crystal sat in the chamber of a circular room with sigils placed at equal intervals surrounding the crystal. He touched the ball, and focused outwards. He focused his mind on the son of Meldehan. He had watched him in the past, but his head was now filled with blinding pain as the image of a sword lunged between his eyes. He dropped to his knees, wailing in pain. He paused to gather his thoughts, and decided to observe his half-sister, Princess Chesreya Tuvitor. He saw the sword elsewhere, and as he focused on her, the sword turned to attack his mind again. He pulled his mind away, and saw a vast forest.



  ‘He is still in Tuitari, but he now has the sword!’



  He turned from the crystal ball, leaving the chamber of scrying into his study. At his desk, he hastily scribbled out a note. He put the quill down, and walked to the third floor of the University library.



  “I need a messenger!” Osordo shouted into the hallway.



  Quickly, a young student courier ran to his aid.



  “Headmaster?”


  “Take this scroll to His Imperial Majesty, it is urgent!” Osordo demanded.



  “Of course,” the courier said as he bowed to the Elder Sage.



  Above the highest towers in Cardalia, the Imperial Spire reached its pinnacle—the highest tower in all of Madrocea. At the highest level, Emperor Sacchaeus Mezeus Atlas Medaccae stared idly at the ceiling as he slouched back into his throne. After exhaling loudly in boredom, he emptied a flask oftaseun, and exhaled again. A messenger carefully slid into the throne room, past an attendant, and dropped to one knee before the throne.



  “Your Exalted Highness,” the messenger began. “A message from the Elder Sage Osordo.”



  “Osordo,” the Emperor chuckled. “Always good for a laugh. What does that old bastard have to say?”



  An armored attendant tore the scroll from the messenger’s hand, and read to the Emperor. “The son of Meldehan has acquired Oro’quiel.”



  “Give me that!” the Emperor barked, lunging forward and tearing the scroll from the servant. “It doesn’t matter what he has, the entire Legion of Kanaid has been put to the task of destroying thatlastone. He’ll be dead in days, if he isn’t already. What is this Oro’quiel?”



  “A sword of elven Kings, predating even the founding of Tarligean. The legend says that the first High King wielded it, and it hasn’t been seen since,” the messenger explained.



  “Ancient swords are of no concern to me,” the Emperor spat.


  “We have greater weapons now. Osordo is a rambling old man of no consequence; whose head has been filled with thousands of years of rubbish superstitions. Don’t waste my time with another word of his. Call in my concubines!”
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  IX.



  The Road to Namakiera


  “The fate of Anda’s children rests upon the younger son of the Bard. He will be named The Just, but his reign shall end in ruin”,



  –The Quatrains of Rayelle, 7th Cilaera


  


  In the early evening, Daecrynn left the Tartali camp. Before he could venture far, a girl from the camp caught up with him, running fast.



  “Daecrynn son of Meldehan, hail!” she teased with a giggle, offering Daecrynn a flower. “I come to say good bye and good luck. My heart follows you.”



  Daecrynn accepted the flower from her hand, and kissed her softly on the lips before taking her into a long embrace.



  “Take care of Daeluna and little Raivi, okay? And tell Caivi I will miss hurling with him,” Daecrynn said as a tear escaped his eye.



  “Sure do, flower sweet,” she said sadly, before kissing him again on the cheek.



  Daecrynn sniffled and rubbed his nose, before rubbing his eye a little to hide the tears. He longingly looked back to the camp fifty trees away and sighed as Dae’nys slipped between them to return home. He removed his linen cloak and replaced it with a warmer angora wool lined fur cape. He was going to travel far tonight, to beyond the southern edge of the Everwoods. He swore to himself he wouldn’t rest until he reached Namakiera. His thoughts were filled with the people he left behind him, in the camp, and in Fidralinia.



  Oro’quiel was wrapped in a simple cloth scabbard, the same the poorest of Taergeni might use to sheath their rusty, battered blades. He strapped it to his back beneath his quiver and satchel.



  He traveled southward, up the Nali River following the path of the canyon. A day came and went, as Daecrynn journeyed down the trails Calwain’s men had placed.



  Not long after dawn, Daecrynn was exhausted. His eyes grew dry and heavy. He sat on a rock, and exhaled deeply, looking to the ground. A sharp pain grew in his behind as something small and metal pierced his trousers. Reflexively, he sprung back to his feet. He looked down onto the stone on which he attempted to rest. A silver necklace with an inverted crystal tear pendant; the symbol of the House Murana glinted in the morning light. He snatched it and held it close to his chest.



  ‘Nadali left this for me to find,’ Daecrynn observed.



  Given a second wind, Daecrynn searched the area for any farther signs of Nadali’s fate. At first he feared the worst—that she was captured and the pendant left behind as a message. He distinguished no signs of a struggle, only the many trees carefully pruned for their branches. He spied a circle of stones with old ashes caked into the ground. He noted the half burnt and long-extinguished embers. He found no other evidence of Nadali’s whereabouts, so he assumed that she left it behind for him to find.



  ‘Eliana wouldn’t wear this pendant,’ Daecrynn surmised.



  He rested beneath an oak in a densely grown part of the canyon, and napped for a few hours before continuing south. He reached the city’s northern culvert by the morning of the next day. Guards stood atop the south wall looking inward into the city. He followed the wall toward the western side of the city. The West Gate was the city’s main gate, moving eastward along Mitheldia Walk. He trudged through, bowing his head lowly, between merchants and farmers, wagons and donkeys. The guards ignored him as he passed into Namakiera. Through he heart of the city, he continued down the main street, amidst the traders. He stopped at the central square, where a large fountain was erected. Atop the fountain, a pair of stone feet; a remnant of a statue removed long ago. Benches surrounded the fountain, and in every direction shop tents were being erected. Men and elves, merchants from the south and west hawked their wares. Daecrynn stopped to rest on the bench.



  “Derefin?” he heard a familiar voice in the crowd. “Is that you?”



  His heart leaped in his chest as he stood up and looked around. Nadali stood to his left, adorned in a brightly colored patchwork dress. Within seconds, they were locked into an embrace.



  “Eliana, seems like an eternity since I last saw you!” Daecrynn cried. “How’ve you been?”



  “You know how it goes,” Nadali explained. “Working at the Silver Willow as a barmaid, paying the tax man. The usual sort of thing. And you?”



  “I need work. The farm is all dried up,” Daecrynn said, feigning regret.



  Nadali gave Daecrynn a knowing look. “Calwain will hire you. He needs a tender for his bar for when he’s making hunting bows.”



  “I’ll take that job, d’nani. I can use the silver to roof me here,” Daecrynn said casually. “Shall we go?”



  Nadali smiled broadly as the word d’nani—or beloved resonated within her. On some level, she knew this to be a truth—from another life perhaps? It did not matter, for his word confirmed something within her, and a piece of a much larger puzzle fell into place. She embraced Daecrynn, kissing him deeply. Goosebumps crawled up his arm as shivers ran up and down his spine. He wrapped his arms around Nadali, extending that kiss. The kiss settled into an embrace. They exchanged an intense gaze of affection and passion, and held hands.



  By the hand, Nadali led him down a narrow avenue toward the west of town, the Taergeni Quarter of Namakiera. The Quarter was the poorest section of town. The elves of the city were eventually moved into this section as the occupation’s foothold became their foundation in the heartland of the north. They entered the Silver Willow. Daecrynn chuckled inwardly at the name, knowing its significance.



  The Silver Oak and the Golden Willow stood where Andriel was built, the ancient capital of Tarligean, and the seat of its strength. Thoughts of the Madroceans razing the Silver Willow in the name of progress filled his head as he guessed the consequences of Madrocea’s officials learning the meaning.



  Calwain sat behind the bar, his brow furrowing as he glared at a window.



  Daecrynn sat at the bar, and unlatched his satchel and sword, resting them on the seat to his left. Nadali sat to his right.



  “Calwain, this is Derefin,” Nadali introduced him. “He’s the other from my village I told you about.”



  “Ah, let me get you something,” Calwain said, straightening up. “So I’m told you’re a fletcher. Would you like a sandwich?”



  “Ah, I remember food,” Daecrynn recalled wistfully. “I mean, yes. Please.”



  “Of course,” he replied as he sliced a loaf of bread. “I’m told you also have experience tending bar. My child is due very soon, and my wife can no longer tend bar while I harvest timber for hunting bows. I can only offer six silver coins a week right now, but that should be good enough for food and lodging—and possibly get you drunk on the weekends.”



  “Well I have no place to go, and I can’t return home,” Daecrynn agreed gratefully.



  “You can start now,” Calwain offered. “Make your sandwich and get to work. The bar’s all stocked and ready for service. I need to gather more materials.”
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  X.



  The Initiation of Daecrynn Tuvitor


  “True liberty comes from within. Such cannot be compromised by tyranny,”



  –Tu’fayator.


  


  Calwain returned to the bar late that night as closing time approached. He tapped Daecrynn on the shoulder as he was removing empty kegs and placing them in the storeroom.



  “Merry Jackals meeting—are you in or out?” Calwain asked.



  He looked over Calwain’s shoulder to see Nadali mouthing the words, ‘in in’ silently.



  “In of course,” Daecrynn affirmed, following Nadali’s cue.



  “Good, chap. Good,” Calwain said as he turned to the back cellar door. Carefully examining Daecrynn’s expression, he directed him. “Come along.”



  They followed Calwain into the meeting room, which included a small crowd of elves gathered around a table.



  “Ale’s always free for the Merry Jackals,” Calwain said as they entered the room.



  At the end of the room, beneath a draped green, white, jade and gold banner with an eight-pointed star was a small pyramid of ale kegs. The table was covered in maps, with elves studying them over carefully.



  “So what is this,” Daecrynn asked.



  “We’re preparing to take this city back by force, and then from here take back the rest of Tarligean,” Calwain explained.



  “So you’re rebels,” established Daecrynn.



  “I prefer the term ishaellar. Freedom fighter. The Madroceans are an occupying army, forcing us to live in ghettos, and exiling us to the farthest reaches of the forest,” Calwain rambled disgustedly. “We’re mostly just regular elves like you, save for a few of the new recruits from Fidralinia and Tuitari.”



  “Interesting,” Daecrynn tilted his head, observing the others as they discussed their plans. “I can’t say I have much more to offer than my bowyer skills and swordsmanship.”



  “That’s plenty. Since this is your first night, you get to join in the exploitation team,” Calwain said with a knowing smirk.



  “Exploitation team?”



  “After our meeting, a small group of us will pull a prank of some sort on a prominent Imperial figure,” Calwain boasted. “This serves two purposes. The first one is to embarrass the Madrocean aristocracy before their own people. The second one is to probe their defenses and report back on their weaknesses.”



  “I will do whatever I can,” Daecrynn promised. His eyes fixated on the Ki’ronyx—the standard of the High Kingdom of Tarligean. He recalled his early youth in Andriel, and his flight from the city as it fell.



  “Those colors are forbidden by the Madroceans!” a gruff, enthusiastic voice bellowed from behind him. “All the more reason to raise them over Mitheldia Palace again, don’t you think?”



  “Ha! By all means,” Daecrynn agreed.


  “I am Alrain. You are coming with me tonight to strike at Colonel Nidros. That gah’raen swine violator is going to wake up with a nice surprise in the morning!



  Alrain introduced Daecrynn to the other rebels present for the night’s meeting. A few of them silently recognized Daecrynn; as he recognized them—former courtiers of Ariandi from his youth. The meeting was long, with many battle plans proposed and reviewed. Three new ‘capers’ were unveiled that would be executed within the coming month. One master map was rolled out near the meeting’s end; a complete blueprint of the city with every level drawn in a different color of ink—sewers and tunnels in blue, ground floor in brown, and key landmarks scribed in yellow ink. Cellan rolled out a clear sheet of membrane with bright red ink placed upon certain points, overlaying the main map.



  “Okay. Now we know that they are blind to any activity in the southeastern tunnels that run parallel to the south-central channel. We are also aware that between the hours of seven and nine in the evening, the section of wall in the south Ollemy neighborhood is unguarded. Remember that as a possible escape route, considering the fact that they have begun patrolling Upper Town around the clock,” Cellan reported. “All our plans are in place. You have been briefed. This meeting of the Merry Jackals is adjourned.”



  The elves cheered; a battle cry with ales raised high. They gathered together in smaller groups, disappearing into the tunnels beneath the city. A group of four including Alrain beckoned the new recruit.



  “There’s something more to you, stranger,” Alrain said, betraying a smile. “I don’t feel you are a threat to us, but know I am watching you closely. If you’re not a threat, then you have nothing to worry about us.”



  “We are patriots all,” Daecrynn said, stepping back slowly. “I only wish to restore Tarligean so I can go home.”



  “You and the rest of us, friend,” Alrain agreed. “But I am still watching you—please take no offense.”



  “None taken,” Daecrynn ceded. “Circumstances given, there are no real reasons for any of us to trust anyone other than ourselves.”



  “Alright friends, this is the plan. Derefin and I will go up to the tunnel adjacent to the northeast sewer artery, and you will go straight up north. We will come up through the grate beneath the southeastern Palace Guard tower, and we will keep watch. Kaeryan and Markady will cover Damarien, who will slip into the tunnels that lead to the wine cellar beneath the Colonel’s home. He will then proceed to enter the Colonel’s walk-in closet, and empty a urine flask on the Colonel’s uniforms. He has an appointment with the Governor tomorrow, and he is obligated appear in uniform,” Alrain instructed. Acknowledging their assignment, the others moved into action, running down the tunnels.



  Alrain approached toward the tunnel swiftly; along the Nali River that flowed beneath the city. They crossed a catwalk over the river and into the tunnels on the other side. They approached a rusty chain ladder and climbed up as rain water from the grate above them poured onto their faces.



  “I know you, stranger,” Alrain said, pausing at the top of the ladder.



  “And I you,” Daecrynn countered. “There are bounty postings with your name and face from here to Sylshee.”



  “Mere baubles compared to your bounty, I’m sure,” Alrain laughed. “As it stands, there are a few of us who know you. Everybody knows of you at the least. I can’t say that bumbling into the middle of the rebellion was the best idea you’ve had… milord.”



  “So who else knows?”



  “Nobody you need to worry about,” Alrain pushed the grate open. “Those of us who recognize you would fight to the death to protect you.”



  “Thank you, Alrain,” Daecrynn said.



  “And thank you for giving us what might be enough hope to carry on with the battle ahead,” Alrain replied as he hoisted himself up to the surface.



  As Daecrynn pulled himself up into the alleyway, he gently slid the grate closed.



  At the top of a stone tower was a man in black banded leather armor staring into the market quarter of Namakiera. In the distance, dogs barked and bells rang in alarm. It appeared that a tower on the other side of the Palace Quarter was ablaze.



  Above them, the two guards spoke to each other. “You see that?”


  “Bloody Jackals,” the second spat. “I’m going up the wall to the other tower to see what’s going on.”


  * * *


  In a clean manor on the other side of the palace quarter wall, Colonel Nidros awoke to the alarm bells from the nearby tower. Quickly, he donned a pair of trousers and a shirt. Grumbling, he pushed his feet into a pair of shiny boots. He stormed down the stairs and through the front door, out into the city street. The cobblestone road was wet, and it was hard for him to maintain his balance, but he reached the burning tower quickly.



  Damarien was a tall elf with dark brown hair, and a lanky build. He slipped into the Colonel’s house, coming up through an unknown secret door in the wine cellar, and up the stairs through a hall into a walk-in closet. He pulled two flasks from his cape, and sprayed the wardrobe thoroughly, until every last drop was exhausted. Swiftly he slid back down into the wine cellar and through the secret entrance, spiriting back into the tunnels.
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  XI.



  Toil and Trouble


  


  Alrain escorted Daecrynn back to the empty meeting room of the Merry Jackals, as his suite awaited him atop the Silver Willow. Arduously, he fought his exhaustion climbing the stairs to his room. He stared at the number on his door. Six. He had no key for it, but remembered Calwain giving him that room. His head rang and the hallway spun. To his left, another door creaked open. Daecrynn spied Nadali looking back at him.



  “Calwain told me you forgot to get your key from him,” Nadali said.



  “So you have my key?” Daecrynn asked weakly.



  “Uh huh—there’s a catch though,” Nadali said as she massaged Daecrynn’s shoulders. “If I give you this key, I turn mine in tomorrow. Either way, we are renting only one room.”



  “You move fast,” Daecrynn grinned dizzily.



  “Oh,” Nadali removed her hands, and playfully pointed at his chest. “I am sworn to protect you, remember?”



  “Well yeah, but that was for the trip to the camp,” Daecrynn said.



  “I was never formally relieved of duty,” Nadali asserted. “Therefore, I am not leaving your side. Is this a problem?”



  “Well no,” Daecrynn said breathily. “Not at all, I mean—“


  “Hush,” Nadali said as she stared into his eyes. Returning her gaze, their eyes were locked, as if they were exploring each others’ souls through their windows. Falling into an embrace, they retired to Daecrynn’s room and shut the door tight behind them.


  * * *


  After everyone had returned and was accounted for from the night’s missions of mischief, Calwain closed up the bar, locking the front door with a simple iron key. He hoisted his satchel over his shoulder, and walked into the dimly lit night, over the cobblestones of Elandrae Walk. The street was narrow, with tall ivy covered stone buildings along both sides, lined with street lamps and hitching posts. In an alley between two three-story-high shop buildings, he heard a whimper. Carefully, he readied his knife and slid into the alley to investigate. The whimpering turned to sobbing as he approached. He knew the voice.



  “Tai’issa?” he asked.



  “Calwain—they…” Tai’issa coughed, and whimpered painfully. “The soldiers. I didn’t yield, love.”



  Calwain knelt in the mud, and put his hand on her shoulder. She breathed her last.


  * * *


  Daecrynn tended the bar in the morning after breakfast. He mostly cleaned up and dragged his feet through the whole ordeal having only been to sleep less than four hours in the last two days. He was surviving, albeit reluctantly. Calwain was nowhere to be seen.



  An armored man sans helmet, with a silver chest plate and a sheathed long sword entered the bar with menace in his eyes. He glared about the tavern with cold metallic eyes that spoke of violence, be it intended or unplanned. His hair was black and his skin was brownish gray.



  “This bar is filthy. I demand clean service,” the man shouted in Madrocean, with a Cirethian warble.



  “Right away,” Daecrynn said lowly.



  “You aren’t fast enough. Where is my order!” the man demanded.



  “You haven’t ordered yet,” Daecrynn replied.



  “You elves have magic powers—read my mind,” he smirked. “My order now or I’m going to set this tavern on fire and there isn’t a Set damned thing you can do about it!”



  In the distance, there was a singing sound, almost like a high pitched organ pipe coming from above.



  “What in the Underworld is that?” the man shouted upstairs.



  With a spin, Daecrynn kicked him in the back of the head. As the man fell forward, he drew his sword. The tip of Nadali’s sword touched the back of his neck. The sound upstairs ceased.



  “Here is your order. Get your insolent, ignorant, pig faced arse out of my bar now,” Daecrynn commanded. “That is an order.”


  “I have very wealthy friends,” the man growled. “This isn’t the last you’ve seen of me.”



  “Perhaps it’s not,” Daecrynn said calmly. “Now get out.”



  The man glared at Daecrynn while Nadali’s blade closed in to the skin of his throat. He turned to the exit, and left the Silver Willow in a rage. The door slammed behind him. He kicked a child into the street. A horseman bringing in supplies of butter from Tanathiel recoiled as his horse spooked, and the child stood. He pushed his way through the thick crowds of Taergeni adorned in rags and older clothes long past their prime. In the corner of his eye, he took note of an Imperial wanted poster recently torn from a wall fluttering about the street. In stark realization, he turned back to the bar and grinned triumphantly.



  ‘I have found him! The Asat Takran will pay me well for this…’
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  XII.



  A Revelation


  “All things change,”


  –Chenylde Murana


  


  It seemed like an ordinary day, having been settled in Namakiera for a little over a week. Daecrynn came downstairs to help Calwain clean up from the breakfast banquet, starting his morning shift. Things were moving slowly, as Nadali had come home late the previous night from an exploitation run, and Daecrynn insisted she get an extra hour of rest.



  Nobody but Daecrynn and an elder elf in spectacles, reading a satchel full of scrolls, sipping a cup of taku-bean tea were present in the bar. From time to time, Daecrynn would pretend to not notice that this stranger had been paying special attention to him.



  Daecrynn was running his cloth over graffiti carved into the bar with a multitude of knife-points, arrowheads and other styli. He read it, spying the thoughts of many a local and transient who had passed through this bar. Many obscenities in the common dialect of Taergeni, and statements like: “Mogran rapes goats and burns villages.” “Borel Vordun is a friend of Dung Apes.” “Keserei loves Faralla L.” “Aleria gives great mouth.” “Have you killed a gah’raen today?” “Namakiera belongs to Tarligean, remember Andriel!” Scattered among these words, little eight-pointed stars—the forbidden symbol of Tarligean past.



  “Another cup please?” the stranger asked.



  “Yes sir, right away,” Daecrynn answered as Nadali wandered down the stairs.



  “Your accent differs from the Namakiera drawl. Where are you from?”



  “The southern edge of Tuitari, near the ashes of a village that the occupation burned,” Daecrynn explained.



  “No, your accent’s too erudite for Tuitari. I’d wager you were a native of Andriel,” the stranger mused distantly.



  Daecrynn folded his arms as he considered the stranger.



  “Displaced in Tuitari perhaps,” the stranger continued.



  “I have never been to Andriel,” Daecrynn insisted.



  “As you wish,” the stranger conceded, his tone hinting at deference. “Nonetheless, I was sent to pass this on to you two, specifically. When the Empire razed Fidralinia, they executed Threis. He died as a King, and not a slave.”



  Daecrynn dropped the tea he had prepared for the stranger. Nadali froze at the foot of the stair, her eyes glossing over in frozen tears.



  “We arrived too late, and couldn’t call down the rains to stop the fires in time. There is nothing left but ash,” he revealed grimly.



  The stranger turned to Nadali in his chair. “I am truly sorry.”



  Nadali cast her head down, and shrieked in despair. She turned and ran back to her room upstairs, as Daecrynn followed.



  “I must return to Tanathiel,” the stranger announced. “My friends will be pleased to hear that you are alive and well, but I must leave now”



  Nadali pushed the door in, picked up her sword and threw it into the far wall. She wailed uncontrollably, screaming to her father, clutching the mattress. Daecrynn closed the door behind him as he entered, and from the bedside put his arm around her to console her.



  “D’nani, I am so sorry,” Daecrynn cried as a tear rolled down his cheek.



  “You didn’t kill him, that … messenger didn’t kill him,” Nadali cried in despair. “The gah’raen killed him! And I will slaughter them! I swear it! I will slaughter every last gah’raen that marched on Fidralinia.”



  “I will be there for you,” Daecrynn resolved. “When you march into the bowels of Verduhn with nothing but your sword and spirit, I will march by your side.”



  “Just hold me,” Nadali sobbed as she sat up to lean into his shoulder.



  “Just being there isn’t enough. I have to do what Kethral raised me to do. I have to do what my father had done.”



  “Finish what my father started,” Nadali asked mournfully.



  “I will.”



  “This cannot be forgiven; the pain of death and the misery have gone too far. This cloak I shed now. I will take up the sword of my rite and reclaim Tarligean!”


  “You heard the news then,” Calwain said through the door. “I was going to tell everyone tonight.”



  “I cannot speak for Eliana, but I will be there. I am sorry we are unable to tend bar for you today,” Daecrynn apologized.



  “May I enter?” Calwain asked.



  Daecrynn looked down to Nadali, under the blanket and clutching Daecrynn’s side.



  “I don’t think so right now, Eliana is not well,” Daecrynn said woefully.



  “I understand,” Calwain sighed. “I’ll go summon Threstan. I’m not in the best of spirits myself.”


  * * *


  Later that night, Calwain was not escorted to the meeting, as it seemed that Daecrynn had fallen asleep. His head swam in vitriolic rage. Opening the meeting room door, he was greeted with an uproar. Cellan had left two days before to regroup with allies in Tuitari, leaving Alrain in charge.



  Alrain stood atop the table. “Order!” he shouted. “There is no reason to panic—Cellan’s notes are more than enough information we need to execute the final phase of our operation!”



  Threstan shouted up to Alrain, “With all due respect, we are not ready. According to Versinde’s notes, a battalion of Madrocean light infantry have been called from Fort Lyrem to bolster the Governor’s forces.”



  “We can reinforce our troops faster if we take the city right now,” Alrain pleaded.



  “And I want to shed some gah’raen blood,” Calwain snarled. “For Tai’issa!”


  * * *


  In the attic of the Silver Willow, Daecrynn quietly removed his simple shirt and trousers, and donned the suit made for him at the request of King Threis. Around his neck, he swung a crimson cape embroidered with the knot-and-square pattern of the House Tuvitor in golden thread. He tied his cape together with a brooch of moonsilver and orichalcum, a square interleaved with a four looped knot. He lifted up his satchel, and unwrapped Oro’quiel from its makeshift cloth scabbard, placing it into a fine leather scabbard gifted to him by Alrain a few days hence.



  He slipped through the attic door, in front of a full body mirror that sat at the end of the hallway on the top floor of the Silver Willow. He adjusted his suit to make it more symmetrical and less wrinkled. He turned and march down the main stairs that led down to the ground floor. He rushed through the darkened tavern, into the background, and down the stairs into the chaos of the meeting.



  “Well I am leaving! Perhaps we can find safe haven in Ciartha Tuitari, because without Cellan, our exploits are doomed! They’re pushing us out of the city, starting when Mogran speaks tomorrow,” Threstan shouted.


  “Who is with us then? Who will stay behind and fight the Empire’s oppression, even to the last man?” Alrain cried.



  “I am with us,” Daecrynn declared, as he unsheathed Oro’quiel and plunged it into the table before him.



  “The Son of Meldehan is with us!” Alrain proclaimed, his tone shifting from despair to jubilation.



  The doors swung open, and a grim feminine voice shouted over the uttering of the crowd. “As is Nadali Murana, daughter of the late King Threis.”



  “And Kalrys Kretali, Lord Protector of Fidralinia, and First Knight of Andriel under Ariandi the Steadfast,” Kalrys affirmed.
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  XIII.



  Changing of the Guard


  “The tyrant’s fist and the forerunner of revolution are one—fear,”



  –Meldehan Tuvitor



  


  The Gerellei Contract


  “My liege,” Alrain said quietly. “You have the floor.”



  “Today the news had reached me that Threis the Warrior-Sage, King of Andule was executed by beheading. To this date, since Cassadina, we have been a divided people. We hide in the shadows and run from the threat, and know little of the freedom we deserve. This is to change, beginning right now,” Daecrynn declared as he approached the table, retrieving the sword plunged in the table’s center. “Now that I have your attention, this is what we’re going to do. We are taking the city—tonight. By dawn the Ki’ronyx flies over Namakiera.”



  “What of the Governor’s plan to exile the remaining Taergeni in the city?” Threstan asked. “And what of the reinforcements called in from Fort Lyrem?”



  Daecrynn paused for a moment, not knowing of the plan. “The governor should be making an escape plan at this time. When I get my hands on him, I am going to cut his throat.”



  “If I may interrupt,” Kalrys requested quietly.



  “Go ahead,” Daecrynn replied.


  “The purpose of Cellan’s departure is simple—and was done so on the advice of myself and the same individual who informed us of the Lyrem contingent. He has gone to Ciartha Tuitari to call for reinforcements. The time to move is now, and with our Kestiel Prince among us, we have no excuses to stall.”



  “Hail Daecrynn, son of Meldehan! High Prince and Lord of Tarligean,” a voice in the crowd shouted. More cheers erupted in response.



  “We have courage, we have heart. I know this because I have seen all levels of our people from the rogue houses that drift in exile to the common laborers and men-at-arms of Tarligean, to the farmers of the high plain. We have been burdened by Madrocean hegemony, but we are proud. I know our heart, do you?” Daecrynn pleaded.



  Where there had been division, there was but one mind. The time had come for war in Tarligean.



  Daecrynn ordered the maps, including the layer of Cellan’s annotations. They discussed the many weaknesses in the city’s defenses. He ordered twelve separate exploitation teams be formed to strike after the meeting’s close, as well as a main strike team that Daecrynn himself would lead. Not one able-bodied member of the Merry Jackals would be returning home tonight; not until the Ki’ronyx flew over Namakiera.



  Before the meeting’s close, Daecrynn addressed the crowd one last time.



  “After today, we need not be spat upon, we need not run and hide. We can be what we are, and stand tall,” Daecrynn proclaimed. “I shall not rest—we will not rest until all of Madrocea is driven south of Alvanea. Not until our banner is hoisted above the Palace of the High Kingdom in Andriel, flying high and proud.”



  The crowd cheered, and dispersed as the teams prepared for battle. As the men gathered their swords and bows for battle, they sang a traditional Taergeni battle hymn. The room had become a command center as exploitation team leaders discussed their tactics. Daecrynn spoke with the team leaders, coordinating them into twelve different tasks. The core team under Daecrynn included Threstan, Nadali, and two others from Daecrynn’s first exploitation team.



  “The whole city is going to be up for grabs when we take the tunnel on the north side of the eastern artery. We will go on Alrain’s signal Striking the grain silos belonging to the Cityguard’s camp, his mission will be tactically important, as it will draw the attention closest to the palace. Of all the distractions, his is the most important. When we learn of his success, this is when we move into the palace, and into the Chamber of Harvest, where his banquet will be held this morning. We will enter shortly before the banquet begins. After the second helpings, he will make his announcement and a toast. We intend him to be removed from power long before then,” Daecrynn explained as he briefed the core team. “The west wall should be unguarded, as it is the wall closest to the Cityguard’s camp. We will come up beneath it, into a storage cellar connected to our network of tunnels, and then up to the surface, across the west wing of the palace and into the Chamber of Harvests. Threstan and Damarien will slip up to the mezzanine, where they will support us with cover fire, engaging any guards near the target.”



  “Understood milord,” Threstan acknowledged. “I hope you can forgive any seeds of doubt I may had sown before your arrival.”



  “Your caution can save lives, even on the field tonight—I am sure you know the difference between wisdom and cowardice. There is no need for apology.”



  “Thank you, milord.”


  * * *


  They moved through the labyrinthine tunnel system built beneath Namakiera, setting up distractions, setting fire to guard posts throughout the city and creating an elaborate distraction to keep any possible reinforcements occupied.



  The Silver Temple of Rhia’li was long abandoned by the Taergeni as access was forbidden by the Imperial government. In the early morning’s final strike, it was put into service, as its massive meditation chambers beneath were used as a central store of weapons under the late Queen Talryn’s royal edict until opened on the orders of a Son of Meldehan or a crowned Kestelan of Namakiera. A veritable army of elves flooded in from the front gate of the temple and into the main part of the city to seize the gate to the Palace Quarter.


  * * *


  As morning arrived, desolate silence fell over the Chamber of Harvests. Vintaeus, adorned in a blue service uniform whispered in the Governor’s ear.



  “The city is in whose control?” he sharply barked.



  “The whole city, save for the Palace Quarter is under Taergeni control. The Son of Meldehan has revealed himself, and is rallying the serfs to revolt. The serfs have turned the city upside down. We should leave,” his voice stammered in panic.



  “Bring me the angel,” Mogran demanded. “We need the Asat Takran’s help right now.”



  A ghost-like apparition of the stygian angel guardian of Oro’quiel appeared at the table.



  “My master and your Emperor have supplied you with all the resources you need to maintain control,” the angel’s cold, yet gentle voice echoed around them. “Waste another second of my time, and you shall be punished.”



  The image faded.



  “Inzerakh!” Mogran cursed. “Tell your infernal master that if we lose Namakiera now, all his profits will be lost! Tell that silver-eyed monster that—“



  “This is why your slave dealings with Cireth are folly,” Mortuusa observed. “Lord Set is done with you. If it weren’t for my oath of service I would leave you to die with the dogs.”



  In the mezzanine directly over Mogran’s head, Threstan and Damarien waited for the signal, a single arrow with flame striking the Madrocean banner tapestry behind the governor’s seat. Mogran looked up in horror, hearing the sounds of his men falling to assassins’ blades. Nadali spun from behind a defaced statue of an ancient Taergeni king, and fired a flare into the tapestry, setting it ablaze. She swiftly swung behind the statue to ready her sword, a battered cyvnar once wielded by her father in the first war with Madrocea. Other archers came from behind her, killing the guests at Mogran’s table, one by one. At Mogran’s side, the Lord General stood calmly, drawing his blade.



  “The traitor Threis’ daughter, right?” Mogran addressed Nadali.



  Another wave of Ishaellar warriors came from below the city and through the western and eastern halls into the chamber.



  “Your sister,” Mogran started.



  “Aunt!” Vintaeus corrected.



  “Whatever her relation, she was delicious. I enjoyed my time with her before I collected my profits,” Mogran boasted. “Sixty thousand voidans standard, paid in pressed bars of the finest Kirmeg gold.



  “She was mine,” Vintaeus snarled.



  “Everybody pays the taxman,” Mogran sneered. “Even the taxman.”



  “What are you saying?” Nadali demanded.



  “The Lady Chenylde is a pleasure slave to a wealthy kailith merchant from Kith,” Vintaeus growled. “She was mine—you were mine!”



  Daecrynn charged to strike the Governor, and met Mortuusa’s blade. In the distance, loud stores of the fire-powder used in thunderstones exploded, taking out the Madrocean armory in which they were housed.



  “I will take him alone,” Daecrynn said to Nadali.



  She glared at him, and nodded reluctantly. Daecrynn kicked Mortuusa forward, and lunged again, his strike parried masterfully by the Lord General.



  “I have killed hundreds of your kind by my own blade, Taergeni. A pretty sword and rich, dead parents do not a warrior make,” Mortuusa growled. “You will die as Threis did, like a Taergeni dog.”



  “I’ve killed about thirty of you since that first run-in with the bounty hunters up the Nali,” Daecrynn retorted. “That was what, a few weeks ago? I’m catching up to you!”



  “It’s a start,” Mortuusa grunted, blocking Daecrynn’s fierce assault. “But I will finish you.”



  The repeated sound of metal striking metal filled the Chamber of Harvests, as Daecrynn’s blade met with Mortuusa’s in fervor. As the General and Kestiel Prince dueled, Threstan and Damarien subdued and bound the Governor in rope. Nadali held the front line as soldiers throughout the Palace gathered in the hallways to resist the Ishaellar.



  Daecrynn parried strike after strike, and ducked under an elongated, forceful swipe. He stood up to see Mortuusa’s blade flung in the other direction. Swiftly, Daecrynn ran Mortuusa through with Oro’quiel, and kicked his bleeding corpse off his blade. He ran to the others as they interrogated the Governor. Daecrynn glared at the bound up, gagged Governor. “Swear allegiance to me, you Madrocean pig! Can’t speak?”



  He plunged his sword into the chest of the Governor. Daecrynn felt a cold sensation all over his body, to the very core of his being as he beheaded the corpse of Mogran, and presented it in his left hand, wielding Oro’quiel in his right. He marched down the long stairs from the Palace down through the courtyard, holding the Governor’s head high.



  “Open the gates!” Daecrynn ordered.



  Wheels squeaked and grinded as the Palace Quarter gates swung open. The Ishaellar rebels had already raised the Ki’ronyx over the towers. Daecrynn marched intently, presenting the head of Mogran.



  “Get me a pike!” Daecrynn commanded to the Ishaellar gathering around him. Quickly, a pike used against the soldiers of a tower was given to Daecrynn. He mounted Mogran’s head by the base of the skull.



  “Let this day be remembered, the day that we remembered who and what we are!” Daecrynn shouted. “The day we seized hope, instead of letting despair and ruin conquer us all. Rhia’li has blessed this day, the first day of freedom for all the nations of Tarligean from Destriel to Mindule, a freedom that will last by our resolve as one people of many hearts. Raise the Ki’ronyx over the Palace! Our flight and our oppression end now!”



  From around him the Ishaellar, the Taergeni locals who joined the fight, even a few humans shouted cheers from all directions. A flaming arrow was shot through the Imperial banner above the palace, which quickly disintegrated into flame and ash. In minutes, the Ki’ronyx, and the banner of the Kingdom of Namakiera were raised over the highest spire of Namakiera’s citadel.



  Everything seemed to fall into place.
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  XIV.



  The Ivory Tower


  “To the masses of human cattle, the once-proud children of Cireth, the Nashanti dynasty ended when the Sphinx became master of the Red Tower. In reality, it was when Lord Anubis had intoxicated Asan’s mind with the sweet Kailith,”



  –Da’at Set


  


  A cold northerly wind blew, moving the dull gray and black blanket of rain clouds over the sprawling, golden-orange metallic city of Kith. Purified orange copper, called orichalcum covered most of the buildings built on circular canals whose spokes spidered out into the Cirethian landscape in every cardinal and secondary direction. The tall buildings were mammoth, dwarfing people as a mountain dwarfs an ant. Above all of them, a high tower penetrated the stratosphere. The tower was called Ia Kendai; the Red Tower in the ancient Katta tongue, a building where the rulers of Cireth had their homes, their throne rooms, and their councils. Between the buildings and above them, flying machines shaped as V’s, with flexible wings for precise control sailed silently through the sky, as flashing green lights blinked below them. Inside the city, where huge glass domed walkways and even larger transport tunnels bridged the towers, a dull orange glow saturated the air.



  At the top of the tower, a heavily armored V-shaped gwyulni, a flexible winged aircraft landed. Above the ornithopter, red lights flashed as green lights flashed from the ebon surface beneath it. Even considering Kith’s location—many miles inland, one could see the east coast of Tirlannon as far south as Destriel on a rare clear day.



  An ivory walkway extended from the forward cockpit of the flying machine. A dark windshield split through the center and retracted into the plane. From the cockpit, a man sliding two synthetic skin covers over data-ports used to control his plane climbed up a ladder inside the cockpit, then walked down the causeway.



  Ten soldiers in glossy black body armor quickly formed two lines of five, saluting toward the center as the man from the ornithopter walked down the pathway between the lines.



  “Hail! Hail! Hail Asan Nashanti, Thoth-Emperor of Emperors, King of Kings, God of Gods, Lord Pharaoh and Supreme Commander of All of Earth’s Armies,” they shouted in unison as they saluted him in his passing.



  In moments, he was in a tropical paradise, on a beach.



  “Make it jungle today, I’m feeling ornery,” the Pharaoh said.



  The environment flickered for a moment, fading into a white tile room that surrounded the Pharaoh. Beside him was a nondescript, hairless albino human with green jewels for eyes.



  “Incoming report from Channel 203, oh Mighty Thoth,” the figure droned in monotone.



  “Put it on,” he grumbled, nostrils flaring in irritation.



  “Acknowledged,” the drone replied.



  The white room turned into a bird’s eye view of burning towers in Namakiera’s Palace Quarter.


  A woman’s voice echoed, “In Namakiera, the Madrocean Empire is in retreat, as a Taergeni insurrection has toppled the provincial government of Ayus Mogran.”



  The room flickered, and the illusory landscape turned into a bird’s eye view of a dusty city of stucco and adobe towers. “In Greater Lycopea the famines continue, with this year’s death toll in the city of Lyci now exceeding the number of starvation deaths recorded in the census of 4204.



  “They should invent condensers then,” Asan quipped. “Let them starve for their lack of innovation!”



  The room turned to white again, After a moment, flat-plane images of a rainy city with marble steps and towers surrounded him.



  “Uprisings in Astus have lead to the removal of Lord Rindar of Athasia, and a new regime is in place.”



  A darker land with lavender skies and ruddy, rocky earth appeared around him. Below him, a cluster of seven silvery domes stood in front of a pyramid backdrop. “Far-Kith is nearing completion. Its support habitat was pressurized six hours ago.”



  The illusion faded. A gracefully curved golden haired woman entered the chamber, wearing a silk gown, gazing into the Pharaoh’s eyes, chewing on a slim stick of bark.



  “We should have wiped the Taergeni out long ago. Their genes are unclean; they’re useless to us! Lord Set should unleash a virus on that festering slime hole and cleanse it of their filth!”


  “Oooh, get mad at me,” the woman sang to the Thoth.



  “Dearest Meilana,” Asan said as he stroked her face. “I need to get my mind off of affairs so I can deal with them from a more… rational mind,” he trailed off. He pulled an eyedropper full of an amber fluid from his pocket, and carefully dripped two drops onto his tongue. He gave the eyedropper to the woman. “Don’t waste your time with the bark; the extract will unravel your tensions faster.”



  “Delicious,” she purred.



  “Remind me to chastise that fool Emperor of Madrocea for losing Namakiera,” he remarked as the cold rage in his eyes dissolved.


  * * *


  Da’at Set was a powerful servant, who ruled the shadows of Cireth and held its darkest secrets. Given the title of “Set” or caretaker, he was a minister of assassins, a chancellor of intelligence, and the hidden hand of the most powerful Empire on Earth, the Grand Imperium of Cireth. He walked alone in his black hooded robe over a crystalline walkway above a deep artificial ravine created by the separation of two towers of orichalcum. Above and below, V-shaped gwyulni swooped by at regularly erratic intervals. At the bottom of the artificial channel was a canal.



  ‘This is the beginning of an age that will forever be remembered as the age humanity truly began to evolve,’ echoed in the mind of the pallid, bald man with eye sockets of silvery metal as he walked beneath an arch of orichalcum into a building made of the same, with panoramic crystal-glass windows.



  A human in a gold and violet robe approached, winded from a hurried rush to meet his master. “I am here to serve, Lord Set. What do you request of me?”



  “What news from the angel, my servant?”



  “The heir to the throne of Tarligean has been sighted and confirmed,” he said. “His people overturned the city of Namakiera in a day.”



  Da’at Set turned, and strode swiftly down the glowing ivory-white hallway into the core of the building.



  “Perfect!” he shouted in a voice of frigid jubilation.
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  XV.



  The Imperial Prince


  


  Well into the month of Kayana, the chill of the coming winter had grown in the air. The leaves were brown and barren. As they fell, the cold gusts of autumn wind beckoned them. The harvest was over, and the sound of splitting logs filled the air in Namakiera, as people gathered their piles of firewood for the months ahead. Armies trained in the streets, marching in formation as Taergeni children played in the streets of all sections of the town. From the farthest reaches of Tarligean, many came to pay homage to the High Prince and enlist in the growing legions of the Ishaellar.



  The Throne Room of Namakiera had been temporarily modified to function as a war room. Five Generals had been chosen from among the resistance. Kalrys Kretali was nominated Lord General of Andriel, Anthian Tartali the General of Tanathiel, Alrain Folare the General of Namakiera, and Nadali Murana the General of Andule. Cellan was chosen for General of Tuitari, but had yet to arrive in Namakiera to accept the position. In addition, a group of sixteen, chosen elves of renown who had fought with the Ishaellar gathered around a table and took seats.



  Daecrynn, adorned in chainmail and sweating from a heated training session approached the table. Two servants removed his silver-spire helm, and replaced it with a golden crown. He adjusted the Tuvitor brooch that kept his crimson cape in place.



  “Friends, brothers, sisters. Welcome to the first meeting of the Council of the High Kingdom under the Kestiel Daecrynn Tuvitor. This is but an interim council, which will be replaced with a more traditional Kia’tendé after our Kestiel’s coronation. Our purpose today will be to elect the traditional Five Generals of the High Kingdom, who will then appoint twelve knights of their own,” said the archivist in attendance to record the minutes of the meeting in Atriune script.



  The secretary sat, and began tow rite upon a stack of scrolls.



  “My nominations as Kestiel are as such, and I will explain my reasons for each upon announcement,” Daecrynn stated. “For General of Tuitari, I appoint Cellan Kaewaya, who is unfortunately not present to accept.”



  The door swung open.



  “I cannot accept, for I am heir to the crown of Tuitari,” Cellan announced. “My place is to serve under my father in Ciartha Tuitari.”



  To his side was another elf, wearing a traditional Tuitari war-chieftain’s garb, with a feather headdress, and loose leather armor covered with tribal patterns painted and etched into the leather.



  “So I suggest my uncle Tiardan to fill this role,” Cellan requested.



  “The Tiardan Kaewaya? It would be an honor,” Daecrynn said. “I was under the impression that you were retired.”


  “These are extraordinary times milord,” Tiardan said.



  “Impressive,” Daecrynn said lowly, then spoke addressing the Council, “Never has a battle under Tiardan’s direction been lost. I nominate Tiardan Kaewaya for General of Tuitari.”



  “This will be a bloody war; I will not soften my words. There will be terrible losses for both sides, and there is much to consider in regards to our neighbor on the other side of the Straits of Destriel,” Tiardan explained.



  “We haven’t been in direct conflict with the Cirethians since the Siege of Kith,” Alrain stated.



  “Andriel fell to a Cirethian machination of war just before Cassadina,” Tiardan said lowly. “Not always are soldiers required to make a beachhead.”



  “Many are still baffled by the fall of Andriel,” Nadali said in pause. “Without any magical direction, the animals turned against us. Foreign animals traveled from far away places to run us out of our city; to devour us alive. Chenylde was there on that day, and barely escaped.”



  “I remember too,” Daecrynn said lowly.



  “They were under Cirethian control. The General of Tanathiel can verify this,” Tiardan affirmed.



  “If General Tiardan feels it is for us to know, then I must speak,” an elf with red hair and dark blue eyes said. “The attack on Andriel and the incident at Cassadina were both the result of Cirethian design. There were no dragons in the badlands that day, and every dragon in the Dragonlands known to us has been spoken too except for Kwailhir, who refuses to speak to non-dragons. Wyznog the White has vouched for his innocence.”



  “Everyone blamed the dragons,” Alrain shuddered. “Where Ariandi and his armies marched, all that was left behind was a field of glass, and a sickness in the air.”



  “How is it that the Cirethians can command such power?” Kaelena Theras, a frosty haired, yet vibrant and youthful elven woman with icy violet eyes asked.



  “Lady Theras of the Starlight Circle, there is far more at play than simple magic. The base of Cireth’s knowledge of all the black sciences has expanded tremendously since Kadaam Nashanti was crowned Thoth,” Tiardan explained.



  “But black magic, even the Corruption can be sensed within,” Kaelena wondered.



  “Perhaps Cerena Charelle, queen of Mindule would understand what we are up against,” Kalrys suggested.



  “Mindule turned her back on Tarligean long ago,” Alrain snapped.



  “It is well known that she raised the Ki’ronyx when Meldehan took the throne of Tarligean,” Anthian stated.



  “Nevertheless, she has turned her back on us before, why should we expect any difference in her actions now? She’s cares nothing for our people, only the witches in her precious order,” Alrain scoffed. “We might as well invite the Iacala while we’re at it!”



  Theras stood in her chair, glaring at the General of Namakiera. In the distance as Alrain ranted, the clicking of a cane against marble repeated, growing louder.


  “Enough!” Daecrynn banged his gauntlet on the table. “We will accept whatever aid we can gather from the elves of the west, be it from Mindule, or even Iacala.”



  Daecrynn’s eyes fixated momentarily on a map of Tirlannon. There was a tap of a wooden cane against the door.



  “Ahem,” a rough voice echoed from the other side. The muffled voices of door guards expressed some sort of denial. The voice grew louder, “Well if my counsel isn’t welcome here, I have other ways to reach—”



  “Isendriel,” Daecrynn shouted. “Let him in.”



  The doors swung open. Lady Theras and two other white-robed women bowed their heads in reverence.



  “You will find an ally in Cerena Charelle, true in heart and valiant in matters of war and magic. Be wary though, she is to be tested in a way for which she is unprepared. In seventy years, three moons, and six days, seek her counsel no more,” Isendriel stated.



  In the distance down the halls, drums began pounding. Bells chimed in alarm. The sound of steel and moonsilver against marble clanged as guards marched into the War Room to make an announcement.



  “Sire, four Madroceans have been sighted on horseback, riding to the Mitheldia West gate with speed,” a knight said, addressing Daecrynn.



  “Nekhe, I knew I forgot to mention something,” Isendriel muttered.



  The meeting was adjourned as the generals and officers took to positions of command to prepare for the arrival of the Madroceans. Soldiers in full regalia, moonsilver and steel, chain and plate mail lined up on the outside of the palace, alert and ready. All along the city walls as the signal banners were raised from the palace, guards prepared their bows for defense of the city.



  Daecrynn, with an armed escort rode to the West Gate to meet with the messengers from the Madrocean Empire. The snow began to fall, with flakes sticking to Daecrynn’s golden hair. His eyes were wide open, occasionally squinting as a snowflake came too close to his eyelids. Oro’quiel was sheathed on his belt, ready to be drawn.



  The Madroceans arrived at the gate to be greeted by bows drawn in their direction. A heavyset red bearded man in silvery steel plate with gold trim was at the head of the group, and behind him a slender man with deep blue eyes and silver-white hair. Behind them, two soldiers were armored in black banded armor, with helmets that concealed their faces.



  The Taergeni guardsman addressed the Madroceans sharply.



  “What is your business in Tarligean, gah’raen?”



  “We demand an audience with your so-called Kestiel! You will take us to him at once, or you shall make a mistake that all of your kind will forever regret,” the red-haired man said.



  “And who are you to demand this of us?” the gate guard queried from his tower.



  “General Kaivos Kanadi, and his Imperial majesty, Prince Andron Medaccae,” the red haired man answered.


  “The High Prince has no desire to speak with gah’raen scum, he’d sooner we filled your every pore with an arrow,” the gate guard spat.



  “Then he is as adept at diplomacy as he is at war,” Kanadi growled.



  “Let me speak to these people, General. At ease,” Andron said in a calm voice, as he dismounted and approached the gate.



  “I am Andron son of Sacchaeus, Prince of Cardalia and heir to the Madrocean Empire. I will send my armies away from the city twelve leagues to the south. Just past the Border Tree of Alvanea on our side. I will do this as a token of trust, and remain here alone, subject to your whims. I only ask for an audience with the Kestiel,” Andron requested.



  “That is very dangerous, your highness!” Kanadi protested.



  “Perhaps, but that is my right. If the Taergeni agree to my request, you will return to Fort Lyrem until you receive new orders. Am I clear?” Andron commanded, standing in front of the gate, his back to the tower.



  “It’s very risky, your highness. But if it is your command, then it is my injustice to question it,” Kanadi conceded.



  The gate guard looked to Daecrynn upon his steed Errofan, bewildered. At his side, Calwain in full moonsilver plate glared narrowly at the Madrocean prince from behind his faceplate. Daecrynn signaled to the gate guard to go ahead and open the gate.



  “Drop your sword, and any weapons at the gate and we shall let you in alone. Our guardsman will search you before you will be given audience with the Kestiel. Any attempts on his life will result in your death. Do you agree to these terms, gah’raen?” the gate guard demanded.



  “It is fair, I accept,” Andron agreed.



  The snow fluttered through the air, dizzily spiraling to the ground as carried by currents of cold air. A cold slush was building up on the cobblestones of Mitheldia Walk. A crowd of Taergeni citizens lined upon the streets, curious about the new arrival to the city, and wary of attack. The gates opened, and Andron walked through alone. He was roughly searched by two Taergeni soldiers, and let go. Daecrynn approached on his horse, while the soldiers held their spears close to Andron’s face.



  “Would I, eldest of the sons of Sacchaeus, heir to the Madrocean Imperial throne come in here alone if I had an assassination plot in mind?” Andron asked.



  Daecrynn rubbed the hilt of Oro’quiel, but heard no voice of warning from the sword.



  Calwain growled, “I have no idea what you Madrocean scum are capable of. You murdered my d’nani, my father, and my mother. For all we know this is some sort of trick, and you are naught but an impostor and an assassin!”



  “In other words, we must be cautious,” Daecrynn said solemnly.



  “It is good to see you, Daecrynn,” Andron said. “You have your brother’s eyes.”



  “I cannot say I share your pleasure, Madrocean,” Daecrynn said coldly.


  “Let me be candid,” Andron started. “My father is foolish. For baubles and weapons considered decades obsolete by the Cirethians, he has let himself become a puppet to the Thoth. I intend to change that. Unlike him, I see many good things about your people, and even allowing some independence for your people.”



  “Some independence? Your choice of words is flawed. Freedom is something you either have or don’t. Partial freedom today is complete tyranny tomorrow. I am afraid I decline whatever offer you have for me now, for your words betray your intentions. You are however most unlike your kind. There may be hope for you yet,” Daecrynn addressed Calwain. “Bind him, and take him to the North Tower. Send a message to his army that he will not be released until every last Madrocean soldier has been moved at least nine leagues south of the city of Alvanea. Madrocea deserves a country, and we will not do to them what they did to us.”



  Calwain and a gate guard quickly bound Andron’s hands, and escorted him to the North Tower. Andron looked back to Daecrynn in disappointment.



  “Welcome to Tarligean!” Daecrynn shouted in Andron’s direction.



  “It was nice while it lasted,” Andron said lowly as he was being carried away.
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  XVI.



  Rayelle's Study


  


  Though most of Tirlannon was in the clutches of a cold winter, a secluded tower seemed to exist in a climate of perpetual spring. A small valley that seemed to bend the laws of physics as a river ran around it and above it sheltered a lone stone tower. Above the tower, the centerpiece of the community of Li’istrani, the sky was a deep, yet gentle blue.



  At the top of the tower was a humble study, consisting of an oaken desk, and mahogany bookshelves whose volumes were written in a myriad of different languages, including many not of this world or time. A crystal tetrahedron sat on the desk, with a dull violet glow.



  Rayelle Anda’raén sat behind the desk. Her hair was frost white, and her eyes an even colder shade of blue. Her face was round and symmetrical, and her build elegant and graceful. She was entranced; carefully copying a text that had begun to decay and fall apart into a fresh book, letter for letter.



  The crystal’s colors changed from violet to blue.



  She snorted in annoyance. She touched the crystal’s side gently, and an image blurred over the crystal.



  “The High Prince is obstinate and arrogant, and is going to need your special touch,” a ghost of Isendriel said from the crystal.



  “Forget it,” Rayelle replied. “I swore I would stop meddling in Tarligean’s affairs. Perhaps you could ask Lady Charelle?”



  “You know how I feel about her,” Isendriel rebutted. “You know why I feel as I do.”



  “She doesn’t know her father, but she doesn’t need to either,” Rayelle argued. “You are a schismatic and a heretic, and I put myself in danger every time I assist you. It would be better for the both of us if you simply cut contact with me and walked away.”



  “Daecrynn’s made a small error of judgment. Because of this, there is going to be a horrible war. Daecrynn is going to need to know how to harness the power of the Kri’isen for his own protection if Tarligean is to survive. I know it is in our common interests that Tarligean survives,” Isendriel implored.



  “It is in your interest, not mine. I have returned to the Realms of Light, yet you remain behind, as do the rest of the Taergeni,” Rayelle rebuked. “Every thing you touch falls to ruin, yet you continue to try Rhia’li’s grace with your sorceries!”



  “Spare me your elitist parroting of the Edict of Arthan Tiestil,” Isendriel countered. “You know full well that I know how to seal the rift and restore the Heart of Terei! You know full well that Pangaia is here!”



  “Yet you fail to find any evidence of its existence. The Taergeni are lost. They’ve fallen into the barbarism of the regressive human race of that world, and wage wars amongst themselves. They’ll lose the Radiance within a few more generations, if they even last that long. The Silver Council of D’antarra has all but disowned them,” Rayelle argued.



  “What of the Son of Andriel?” Isendriel asked.



  “Nobody listens to him anymore, as his cause is lost,” Rayelle asserted.



  “Hmm. Expect a visitor soon. As for me, you won’t hear a word. Farewell, Lady Andaya,” Isendriel said, as the ghost image over the crystal vanished.



  “Damn him!” Rayelle shouted, flush with anger.
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  XVII.



  The Elder Sage


  


  Rain fell over Cardalia’s busy streets, filled with horses, wagons, traders, sages, and soldiers of the Madrocean and Cirethian Empires. Overhead, a spider web of hot blue-white lightning crawled along the underside of the mammoth nimbus clouds that cast a shroud of darkness over the pristine white marble city.



  From the northern end of Cardalia, twelve men on reddish brown horses, wearing black cloaks raged through the Imperial Highway, the main street in the capital of the Empire. The legion of horsemen turned at the city’s center, down the Emperor’s Walk, leading up to the Imperial Citadel.



  At the front gate, the horsemen stopped abruptly, staring at two heavily armored soldiers in the guard tower.



  The lead horseman removed his hood, revealing his fiery red hair and beard and intense ice blue eyes. The man cried out, “General Kaivos Kanadi, and I command you to let me through!”



  The two soldiers quickly snapped to attention.



  “You are free to pass, Lord General of Our Emperor’s Forces,” the sergeant in control of the guard tower declared. He turned to the guardsmen on ground level and shouted, “Pull the lever and open the gates! Show some respect you sluggards, the Lord General is here!”



  The gates swung open, and the General pulled his hood and rode to the steps of the Imperial Citadel. He dismounted as the horse slowed to a stop, and landed on his feet, springing into a run. He climbed up the high stairs into the Palace with ferocity, speed and determination. He ripped his hood off as he halted in the Emperor’s guard chamber, standing tall and stern.



  “I must speak to the Emperor at once!” Kaivos commanded. “I have urgent news from Namakiera!”



  The Emperor’s guard nodded to the General, “Go, Lord General.”



  Kaivos approached Sacchaeus, who attentively studied his General’s distress.



  “I have never seen you like this, Kaivos,” the Emperor commented.



  “I came under a black cloak and hood as I was being stalked by the Jea Daldani. They are alive and in force, just as I feared. I am in danger of assassination, my Emperor. They have kidnapped your son. Their leader is a savage, obstinate fool who knows nothing of his mistake,” Kaivos said, kneeling with his head bowed to the Emperor. “I have failed you, and I beg of you for mercy.”



  “Perhaps our days of exploiting Tarligean are numbered. They will pay for taking Andron, though. He said he could go up to Namakiera and make peace. He begged for my blessing on that mission. I let him go because he had to learn once and for all what his foolish idealism leads to. As a prisoner to those savages, perhaps he will learn some wisdom. You were acting on his orders and doing your duty. You should be commended for escaping alive and bringing me this news so quickly, Lord General,” Sacchaeus declared. “At ease.”



  “Should I consult the Cirethian consulate regarding the Jea Daldani tailing me since I passed Alvanea?” Kaivos asked.



  “You made it this far, Lord General. The Jea Daldani have failed in their mission. Remain in the city until you are ordered to battle. Judging by recent events, that should be very soon,” the Emperor replied. “As for the Cirethians, if we do not maintain a level of separations in our dealings with them, they will swallow us whole. You are dismissed.”



  “Yes your Majesty, and thank you,” Kaivos said, bowing his head before he left the throne room.



  Sacchaeus stood up in front of his throne, and stroked his silvery white beard in deep thought. He shifted his eyes to a tapestry to the left, which seemed to flutter slightly. He shrugged to himself, and continued to contemplate the situation. His eyes darted to his left again, and he shook his head, and muttered to himself, “A draft, no more.”



  The wizard Osordo stepped out from behind the tapestry.



  Sacchaeus turned to face the aged wizard.



  “Your Imperial Highness,” Osordo addressed, bowing deeply before the Emperor.



  The Emperor’s eyes widened as he shouted, “How long exactly have you been hiding behind that tapestry?”



  “Less time than you would probably guess,” Osordo replied.



  “How did you get in here?” Sacchaeus demanded.



  “I have been informed that you see no use in magic. I have come to inform you of your error,” Osordo said.



  “Lies! You were let in by one of my guardsman and decided to sneak up on me!” the Emperor shouted.



  “Actually, I was let in by one of your guardsman, though he will not remember doing so if asked,” Osordo said gently.



  “What about the assassins I had placed to watch over me? Why haven’t they struck you down?” Sacchaeus asked in a low voice.



  “They have not failed in their task, for I am not here to kill you, your Excellency. I am here to serve and inform. They’re still here, albeit somewhat distracted within themselves,” Osordo explained.



  Four golden white orbs of light appeared over Osordo’s head, and spun in circles, until they stopped and bathed four hidden, uniformed men in a beam of light.



  “See? They’re fine, Your Highness,” Osordo assured. “I am a sorcerer. I use magic. This is how I got in here, and what you see now. I have nothing to hide, as all my secrets are written in scrolls in the University.”



  In a hushed tone, the Emperor asked, “Well then sorcerer, why are you here?”



  “As you were informed by Lord General Kanadi, your son is being held in a penal tower in the occupied province of Namakiera. Tarligean is a much larger threat than you even dare to imagine, as I have warned you before. Their potential exceeds that of even Cireth, as the Cirethians deny the metaphysical. Historically speaking, Madrocea has not, and in not ignoring the metaphysical or the physical we achieved a balance in our civilization resulting in the Golden Age of Midas.”



  “Assassins, be gone!” Sacchaeus shouted.



  In perfect synchronicity, the four assassins hiding behind tapestry and sculpture in the throne room revealed themselves. Stepping from the shadows, they bowed to the Emperor and ran down the chamber’s exit.



  As the door closed behind the last assassin, Sacchaeus said in a hushed tone, “I was confided in by Asan Thoth that you were kin to Da’at Set, the master of the Asat Takran and creator of the Chimaera Order.



  “Yes, he is my brother, and the darkness to my light,” Osordo replied. “I have not spoken to him since the day before the Chimaera Order was born. I cannot speak of this again, because of an oath, Your Highness.”



  “Intriguing. Now of the Taergeni?” Sacchaeus queried.



  “There are devices that exist, machines made…” Osordo paused, “In Heaven by the Gods themselves. In the very Forges of Mount Olympus, two of these devices were placed in swords. I warned you of Oro’quiel before, and now this sword is in the hands of a blood heir to Meldehan Tuvitor, a brother to the late Kestiel Ariandi.”



  “But didn’t he have one of those swords?” Sacchaeus asked.



  “Ariandi Tuvitor had its counterpart, Xendros. Let it be known that if it weren’t for the very hammer of the Gods themselves, the Octogram would be flying over Cardalia, and our ways would be forgotten,” Osordo explained.



  “So this weapon of the gods is now in the younger brother’s hand, as your note had said before. I understand,” Sacchaeus murmured. “These weapons must either be destroyed or harnessed by our greatest soldiers. These must be used to bolster our might!”



  “I do not believe they can be destroyed, so the latter would be preferable,” Osordo commented. “Just know that these swords—these devices have a will of their own. However, there was an idea by one ancient Taergeni occultist of some note that two of these swords set against one another could theoretically destroy both.”



  “Perfect! We shall find Xendros, and one of our soldiers can turn it against the Son of Meldehan,” Sacchaeus proposed. “These Taergeni blasphemies against our material world must be destroyed!”



  “Milord, they are tools that we can use,” Osordo protested.



  “No. You said it yourself—these artifacts have a will of their own. The Taergeni are savages that have been mastered by their own sorceries. They have played with such weapons that only the Gods themselves should have the power to wield. Perhaps if Ares himself were to personally ask me to keep them, I would—but otherwise they must be destroyed,” Sacchaeus resolved. “This throne is mine, and this is my will. Seek out Xendros and bring it to me. It will be given to my greatest knight to destroy Daecrynn and his blade. And we will rescue my son.”



  “As you wish, your Highness,” Osordo surrendered, bowing to the Emperor.



  “You are dismissed, Elder Sage.”
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  XVIII.



  The Blooded Blade


  “I will blood the virgin dagger.”



  —Jea Daldani Oath of Entrance


  


  A cold wind rushed at a terrifying speed, whistling around the guard towers of the ancient Taergeni stronghold of Tanathiel, now a fort of the Madrocean occupation. The wind carried a sting, a chill close to freezing with sporadic droplets of rain that struck the flesh sharply. The sky was black and gray, and the wind rapidly shook the banners that climbed into the sky, almost pulling the Madrocean colors off the poles.



  Beneath the streets of Tanathiel, under Rhyawa Walk, the center street in the city, twelve captains of war, in the moonsilver armor of Tarligean’s Field Knights waited a Taergeni with the forbidden title of Kestelan, the King of Tanathiel. They stood around a circular table of red wood, etched with an intricate ornamental design, dominated by the symmetrical octogram star design, the Ki’ronyx of old, encircled by a complete book of the ancient Elvish Cilaera, carved finely in tiny Fen’yi script. Above them, a glow orb cast a light onto the polished moonsilver of Tanathiel’s Field Knights, captains of one of Tarligean’s proudest infantry units.



  Down a hall leading into the chamber, footsteps approached the archway entrance of the chamber. The knights stood at attention, with their swords drawn, held upwards.



  The Kestelan strode into the room with a gleeful expression on his freckled face.



  “Daecrynn Tuvitor has deposed the butcher Ayus Mogran in one swift campaign. The Ki’ronyx flies high over Namakiera today!”



  “Swift campaign, eh? Sounds like his brother,” Nedlane, a captain said with a smirk under his helmet.



  “Not quite a Cassadina, the Jea Daldani reports that other rebels have been putting the pieces into place for a good long time. The arrival of Meldehan’s son was just well timed,” another captain added.



  The King smiled broadly, and said, “I heard he slew Mogran with his bare hands! I am told it was like watching his father step into a terrible battle against insurmountable odds with the attitude of triumph—carrying it with him to victory.”



  “What of Iacala’s plans for a new Andriel?” one captain asked.



  “Just keep running away from the humans. That’s a plan?” Nedlane scoffed.



  The King stopped for a second, rolled his eyes and shook his head before shouting, “Order! I know your cynical minds are going to have a little trouble grasping this, but the Kestelan of Tanathiel recognizes the Kestiel in Namakiera. I understand that the Jea Daldani only serves the crowned Kestiel, but as Knights of Tanathiel you still follow my orders.”



  “To be honest, my first impression of Daecrynn was rather remarkable. He has all the ways of a Taergeni of the deep wood, but he has all the grace of Meldehan as I knew him,” Versinde said, removing his helmet and placing it on a table as he took a seat. He was the spectacled elf from the Silver Willow who delivered the news of Fidralinia to Daecrynn.



  “He will be a noble Kestiel of the people, and we very well should place him on the throne of his heritage.”



  “He’s the best hope we have had for a High King since Ariandi taunted an army of dragons,” Nedlane sneered, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “Perhaps we should call on our exiled navy and place a Linean back on the throne. We may have a potential Meldehan in the Younger, but he is not ready to be placed on the throne quite yet. He’s barely passed into adulthood, and our Kestiel should have centuries of experience.”



  “The decision is already made, my Knights. You have yet to understand the context of this meeting. This is not a meeting of the Jea Daldani, this is a meeting of the Knights of Tanathiel, and I am speaking from the scepter, not from the dagger,” the King said.



  “So what is your plan, your Highness?” Versinde asked.



  “Remember the third plan of seizure we devised two years ago?” the King replied.



  “You think two lightning coups will work in succession?” Versinde queried.



  “I am more than certain,” the King responded. “We have reinforcements we can call in Mindule and Sylshee. All the routes are blocked for the Empire, other than the Cursed Highway which they fear for the same reasons we do.”



  “Cassadina,” Versinde said lowly.



  “And even if they called reinforcements down that way, Mindule and Sylshee would flank them,” the King added.



  “I see you’ve thought this out,” Nedlane resigned. “As reluctant as I may be to accepting another ai-Tu’fayator Kestiel, perhaps it is time to take our lands back.”


  * * *


  The night came quickly in the great Taergeni city of stone and ivy, set in a large plain, surrounded on all sides with distant wooded mountains. Stone towers and cobblestone streets, stone houses and stone shops all stood, covered in thick green ivy. The wind blew sharply, with cold raindrops being carried through the air in sheets. The city was dark, as no torch’s flame could with withstand the icy rain and howling wind. All was dark, except for the barely visible candlelit interiors of the homes on the street, obscured by curtain and cloth.



  Shadows seemed to move through the city at times, but it was difficult to discern their shapes. Guards standing in the towers shrugged off the last group of shadows visible against the walls of an adjacent street. From their perspective, it could have been anything from a staggering drunk to a field mouse. On the guard towers, the soldiers stared out into the black, as the flying raindrops riddled the shields on their helmets, moving almost horizontally with the wind. The wind’s voice was like a screeching wraith, flying overhead intent on stealing their souls. The sky was black as void itself, expanding in all directions.



  “Damned storm!” yelled a corporal among the Madrocean guard to his companion. “Hey Thandikos, do you have any idea as to when this will let up?”



  “Probably by morning, Tiogan,” his companion guessed. “Next one will be worse though. You do realize that it snows in these parts, right?”



  “I would give my left foot to be stationed in Ikeme again,” Tiogan groused. “This weather is horrific.”



  Something in the northern section of the city caught Thandikos’ eye. “Look at that! Fire. Odd in this weather, but it won’t last. I’m not going out to look at it.”



  “Dear gods, please don’t be suggesting that I go out in this weather,” grumbled Tiogan.



  “No, it’s probably just another Taergeni vandal. We’ll have a look at it at the end of our shift after the sun rises,” Thandikos replied.



  A sudden stinging sensation erupted in the backs of their necks, shortly before a lapse of consciousness welcomed them into the afterlife. Poison-tipped crossbow bolts insured that no message would reach the other Madrocean soldiers in the city.


  * * *


  The sunlight broke through the clouds as they broke up just after dawn. Tanathiel’s silvery towers greeted the sun with its reflection, as green and white banners emblazoned with the octogram star were raised above the towers. Large lines of soldiers marching through the center street, accompanied with drummers and flutists made it clear that the Madrocean problem in Tanathiel had been dealt with.
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  XIX.



  Solstice Night


  


  From his palatial tower in the Palace of Namakiera, Daecrynn could see out the crystalline window, naught but for the silver cast of the winter skies over the city of Namakiera.



  On the bed, Nadali laid quiet, sleeping silently with the covers up to just below her shoulders. Daecrynn climbed out of bed, and put his trousers on, seeking a robe to stay warm. In the distance, a gentle repeating ‘knock-clink’ sound betrayed the ropes that carried the banner to the tower’s top. There was to be no snowfall today, just cold and cloudy throughout the day.



  Daecrynn was uneasy. He had a gut feeling to expect something or someone within a short interval. He threw a robe over his shoulders, and tied it together at the waist, and jaunted down the spiraling stairs to the King’s Chamber below.



  As he walked into the chamber, he saw elegantly dressed, frost-white haired elven woman in embroidered silken robes of blue and silver.



  “Hullo!” greeted Daecrynn in surprise.



  “I see you have awakened, Lord Tuvitor,” she addressed him, flashing a tight smile in his direction. “I am Rayelle Anda’raén, Lady of Li’istrani.”



  “What help can I be, Lady Rayelle,” Daecrynn asked, trying to place her name, which seemed familiar somehow.



  “I came to warn you. You have made a grave turn in your dealings with the Prince of Madrocea. His blood is not to judge. You know not an ally by the banner they were born under, but by the heart that drives them,” Rayelle counseled.



  Before Daecrynn could enunciate a response, he found himself waking in his bed in a cold sweat. The sky was a cold silver-gray, and just outside the window he could hear the ‘knock-clink’ of the banner’s ropes against the flagpole.



  Daecrynn leaped out of bed with a jolt, exposing Nadali’s back to the cold air.



  “What?” Nadali shrieked as she reached for her sword that was secured beneath the mattress.



  Daecrynn turned and glanced at Nadali with an expression of urgency. “I had a vision,” he blurted. “I have to speak with the captain of the North Tower at once!”



  “Oh,” Nadali said with a half-awoken and bewildered stare.



  Daecrynn swiftly suited up in his royal raiment for the day’s business. Nadali glared at the morning sunlight shining through the window, and surrendered to doing the same. Daecrynn marched down the stairs in double-time, as he fastened his scabbard to his belt. He broke into a run as he reached the end of the stairs, running down the northwestern hallway as fast as he could. Nadali followed shortly after into the King’s chamber to be greeted by a confused Alrain who had witnessed Daecrynn’s passing.



  “Do you know what’s going on?” Alrain asked.



  “He had a vision,” Nadali shrugged.



  Daecrynn broke the run at the base of the stairway that separated the hallway from the prison tower. He bolted up the stairs to the second floor, and walked around the stone partition that separated the second level form the staircase. He spied an angry guard brandishing a bow staff as he wrestled with his keys to open the cell.



  “Treat him well, he is a Prince!” Daecrynn commanded.



  “Forgive me milord, I didn’t know!” the guard begged as he dropped the bow staff.



  Daecrynn angrily pushed the guard back with his index finger. “Your ignorance nearly cost us this war!”



  Andron cautiously stepped to the outer wall of the cell, pressing his back against the wall as Daecrynn approached the cell’s bars.



  “Tonight, son of Sacchaeus, you and I are to have tea after the Festival. There will be no guards present, and you will be released after we discuss the matters at hand,” Daecrynn affirmed. “I believe you wanted to speak to me.”



  “Yes I do, Prince of Andriel,” Andron agreed. “We have much to discuss.”



  Daecrynn bowed in Andron’s direction, and scowled at the guard. “Treat him as you would an honored guest, but guard him. Protect him.”



  “Understood, my Kestiel,” the guard affirmed.


  * * *


  As the night’s festivities were prepared through morning, Daecrynn wandered thoughtfully down the halls through the palace. Guards were dressed in their Taergeni Knights’ dress uniforms of royal blue and violet. Barrels of ale were rolled in from the liberated countryside to the west and north of Namakiera, and the palace smelled sweet and rich, of pastries and meats for Thei’Odynei festival, the holiday celebrating a mythical character who heralded the end of winter’s darkness. Tonight would be an especially festive night, as the legend stated that spring would come sooner if the sun didn’t shine on the day of the herald. Taergeni of a traditional bent believed that spring was just around the corner.



  Walking down the main hallway between the northern chambers and the southern, he passed down some barren halls where statues had been taken down. To his left, a minstrel carried a darndi’ir; a stringed instrument of forty-eight strings and a neck with a curved end. He briskly walked past Daecrynn. Daecrynn grinned inwardly at the lack of recognition on the minstrel’s part. He smiled smugly, having been ignored by a commoner. He walked to the north, and strode into the morning’s war briefings. He walked past two guardsmen who opened the door for him. He approached the circular table to be greeted by generals and elders of the Council.



  “News from Tanathiel,” Tiardan said.



  “Please enlighten me,” Daecrynn requested.



  “A messenger rode in and asked that this message be delivered directly to you,” Tiardan replied as he handed the scroll to Daecrynn.


  The Heart of Tarligean has been liberated.



  Madrocean blood drips from the Black Dagger.



  The Jea Daldani and all of my armies are at your service, my liege.


  Signed,



  Kestelan Kalnari Nenthripos



  Order of the Jea Daldani, and Lord of Tanathiel


  “Well it’s good news,” Daecrynn commented as he placed the scroll on the table. “Tanathiel has been liberated, and are with us.”



  “Wise of the Kestelan to be sure you received the news first,” Tiardan noted. “Meldehan’s proverb. Better that your enemies not know what you know.”



  Daecrynn stared downwards thoughtfully, as Nadali entered the war chamber.



  “Did I miss anything?” Nadali asked.



  “First business of the day. Tanathiel is liberated and under the Ki’ronyx. We have yet to discuss the implications,” Daecrynn answered.



  “That’s great news,” Nadali chirped, beaming. “Festival’s going to be legendary tonight.”



  “It’s going to be a sober one for me,” Daecrynn stated.



  “Milord?” Kalrys asked.



  “I promised Andron Medaccae a meeting after the festival,” Daecrynn said. “And after that, I’m going to let him go.”



  “Madness!” Alrain gasped.



  “He is more valuable to us in Cardalia than as a bargaining chip, but I have yet to discuss the details with him,” Daecrynn explained.



  “Politics!” Alrain scoffed. “We should interrogate him, and let him rot in our dungeons until the Emperor releases all of our lands. Or execute him.”



  “If blood be shed needlessly, than the bloodshed is on our hands,” Daecrynn rebuked.



  “Before we break out in a play of fisticuffs, I think we should finish speaking about our first order of business for the day,” Kalrys suggested.



  “Good idea. With Tanathiel’s support, the entirety of the Mitheldia Road from Mindule to the Destriel Pass is secured, or will be shortly,” Tiardan speculated. “There are at least fifty woodland routes that Tuitari’s armies can access onto for a counteroffensive of a scale comparable to Meldehan’s Kith campaign. With the Mitheldia Road secured, we can even utilize Mindule’s siege engines should the need for them arise. We are ready to mobilize Tarligean, milord.”



  “Wouldn’t it be more prudent to secure Andriel and Destriel before any campaign of that magnitude?” Kalrys asked.



  “Certainly. Expressing our capabilities is not the same as making suggestions, Lord Kalrys,” Tiardan added. “In fact, that is my very suggestion as having our two largest port cities fully functional gives us access to whatever remnant of our Navy that may exist.”



  “I have heard many horrific tales about the creatures that haunt the city of Andriel. Terrible beasts summoned from the foulest sorcerers’ cauldrons in Kith,” Daecrynn said. “We should approach Andriel with caution.”



  “Our scouts report nothing but an empty city,” Alrain rebutted. “Those tales are naught but legends and tales weaved by the traveling bards of Tuitari. However, caution is never a foolish suggestion, no matter the reasons.”



  “For tomorrow’s meeting, we will draft plans for campaigns to liberate Andriel and Destriel,” Daecrynn stated. “As for Andron, I am acting on the authority of the Kestiel. I will speak to him tonight, and I alone will decide his fate.”



  “You don’t play that card too often,” Nadali noted.



  “Hmm?” Daecrynn asked.



  “You’re pulling rank. That vision you had must have been pretty sharp,” Nadali observed.



  Alrain stopped in sober recognition, “Oh yes. That vision. I remember. Were you visited, or did you see what will be?”



  “Visited,” Daecrynn replied. “A certain Lady Rayelle of the hidden towers of Li’istrani came to me.”



  “I know of her. She’s very powerful, I hear. Legend says she taught Queen Cerena of Mindule everything she knows of magic,” Alrain recalled.



  “So you see why I must heed this vision,” Daecrynn elucidated.



  “It would be foolish not to, milord,” agreed Alrain.


  * * *


  The grand central chamber of the palace was opened up and decorated for the festivities of Thei’Odynei. Musicians had gathered together, tuning their darndi’ir, lute, and harp, and practicing on their drum and flute. Minstrels practiced song, singing in a freestyle round-robin style. Huge ivory white pillars held the archways, and the domed ceiling was an indigo-violet color. The floor was of black marble that brilliantly reflected the crystalline lighting that hung from the ceiling and pillars.



  Daecrynn was adorned in the crimson, violet, and gold colors of his station; his suit tailored and pressed to perfection. He wore a specially crafted scabbard, colored blue and indigo with Fen’yi pictograms from hilt to point; a replica of Asutel Thetali’s scabbard for the same sword in another age. A distance in his eyes betrayed that his thoughts were away from the festivities. Nadali gently took him by the arm, with her long, silky black hair tied back in a bun, dressed in a pearl silver dress, wearing the crystalline inverted teardrop necklace with the seal of her House.



  Daecrynn snapped out of it as he gazed into Nadali’s gentle, ice-blue eyes. Her gaze locked onto his, as unspoken words were communicated between them. Kalrys approached, and bowed before them, but failed to gain their attention.



  “Milord!” he cried. “Come sample some of the new ales from the West that arrived today.”



  “Sure,” Nadali replied, without breaking eye contact with Daecrynn. “A good ale is always welcome. Shall we, d’nani?”



  “Certainly,” Daecrynn replied, his hypnotized distraction melting away into a large smile.



  Kalrys leading, Daecrynn and Nadali strode, hand in hand toward the bar, which was still under construction toward the far northern end of the chamber. The bar was made of dark mahogany, polished along the far end, unpolished toward the middle, and capped at the north with a crew of three Taergeni with hammer and saw, working against time to finish the bar before festivities began with songs of the dreams of Spring.



  “The bar is almost ready,” Daecrynn said to Kalrys. “Good work.”



  “It’s already stocked for the festival, milord. It would be a shame to subject you to the rush to come after the first dance,” Kalrys grinned. “You must have the first cheer.”



  “I am not drinking tonight,” Daecrynn said, his thoughts returning to the Prince of Madrocea held in the prison tower.



  “But you must. ‘Tradition!” enunciated Kalrys, as he raised an empty ale mug in the air.



  Nadali gently stroked his cheek, and pulled Daecrynn into a kiss. As their lips touched tenderly, Daecrynn’s thoughts shifted. They gently broke the kiss and returned to the unspoken dialogue between their eyes.



  “Right. Tradition. I cannot say no to that, I suppose,” Daecrynn ceded, as Nadali touched his chest.



  Kalrys slammed the mug down with exuberance.



  “Aye! Your men provided some choice wood for this bar,” Kalrys grinned. “What will it be, milord?”



  “A white wine perhaps,” Daecrynn suggested. “I wish to include Nadali in this cheer.”



  Kalrys slammed the mug down on the table again. “This will not do!”



  Daecrynn turned to Kalrys, with a baffled stare.



  “You cannot serve wine in a stein!” Kalrys declared.



  “You don’t have any wine glasses back there?” Daecrynn asked.



  “The chalice set that Lady Fea’dani had sent hasn’t been unpacked yet,” Kalrys explained. “See, you said earlier that you wouldn’t be drinking tonight, so I put off unpacking them for another hour.”



  “Order an ale, love,” Nadali whispered in Daecrynn’s ear.



  “I shall have an Andule Red, then,” Daecrynn resigned.



  Nadali beamed, and ordered, “And I shall have an Andule Stout.”



  Kalrys grinned, and poured tow ales. “Excellent choice, milord. The Ice Crow brews arrived today, and I must say that they are top notch.”



  “Thirty-two silverleaves, milord,” Kalrys stated, his face shifting into a plain shopkeeper’s expression.



  Daecrynn turned back to the General-cum-bartender. “Silverleaves?”



  “The royal mint began to coin them again today,” Kalrys said with a grin. “With you being the High Prince and all, I would be foolish not to pass up a chance to make a few coin.”



  “Nice try,” Daecrynn chuckled. “We haven’t even collected a tax, yet. I’m still living on Governor Mogran’s reserves.”



  “I believe the current exchange rate is four hundred voidans to every Silverleaf. Market confidence in Imperial money has dropped and all, but I am prepared to accept Madrocean gold if I have to.”



  “He’s jesting,” Nadali whispered in Daecrynn’s ear.



  “Lady Murana, you should know better than to share my secrets with any old stranger from the Everwood,” Kalrys barked in mocked indignation.



  “Are you a general or a court jester?” Daecrynn quipped. He reached for his ale, and Nadali followed his lead. “Let me take this off your hands.”



  After a short cheer, Nadali lead Daecrynn to a secluded alcove in a hallway adjacent to the central chamber. In the alcove, beneath a bronze statue of Temerre Linean, a legendary admiral of Asutel Thetali's fleet sat a bench. Nadali sat down, and patted the bench to her left side, commanding Daecrynn in their silent dialogue of the eyes. Daecrynn obeyed without protest, letting his arm slip behind her back, and returning their gaze.



  "D'nani, I have a small suggestion to make," Nadali said.



  "Anything you wish, Nadali," Daecrynn replied.



  "We forget the war tonight until tonight’s appointment," Nadali said. "It's just you and me. No Madroceans, no politics. I won't let you forget your appointment, but we deserve this."



  "Sounds like a reasonable suggestion," Daecrynn ceded with a wry grin, as he raised his ale mug. "I'll just have to practice a modicum of temperance. Shall I declare this blessing?"



  "By all means, d'nani," Nadali said as she lifted her mug.



  "To us. That the bond we share tonight never goes broken, but remains a constant strand of beauty and joy anchored at the end of time," Daecrynn said, returning to the dialogue of the eyes.



  Their mugs clinked together, and they swiftly gulped down their first taste of ale for the night, and placed the mugs at their sides, before their lips came together again for a tender kiss.



  In a sudden burst of sound, all of the instruments in the adjacent central chamber chimed in a perfect chord, which swiftly erupted into a fey song of springtime. A small chorus of six women broke into the Song of Nar Tafyddon, a song-story of the warrior Nar Tafyddon's epic struggles against the Ice King of ancient Taergeni legend. Nadali and Daecrynn in reluctance stood up and joined hands to rejoin the festivities.
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  XX.



  The Scrying Sphere


  


  The smell of incense added a gentle fragrance to the otherwise stale air beneath the central tower of Li’istrani. The room was circular, with no visible exits in any direction. In the center of the room, a large globe of glass permeated with violet-blue static electrical energy from within. In ivory robes, Rayelle Anda’raén stood in observation of the energy patterns inside the sphere.



  Patterns of electrical energy slowly coalesced into images of distant places and people. Near the top of the globe, the image of a massive army marching under the cloak of night over green rolling grasslands materialized. Below and left, an extravagant ball took place in a palatial chamber, with Taergeni nobles dancing in formal wear, and at the center of the floor, the High Prince of Tarligean danced closely with his beloved Nadali.



  “Disaster,” Rayelle gasped. “Syphoryx Nas, show me the expected results of the existing events.”



  The glass globe defaulted to random static momentarily, and then several images came into view. A fiery mushroom cloud, followed by another flashed. A stone city covered in ivy fell down the cliff it was built upon in a landslide, and into the ocean.



  “Andriel will fall into the sea,” she whispered in horror.



  The Royal Navy of Tarligean was adrift at sea under blackened skies. In distant barbarian lands, the survivors died out in war, famine, and bizarre circumstances. A bearded human in a silver crown wielded Oro’quiel, drawn from an anvil.



  “Stop!” she commanded.



  The images returned to random patterns of static energy.



  “Syphoryx Nas, where in Verduhn is Isendriel?” Rayelle demanded.



  Nothing appeared in the globe, save for a dull red flashing glow.



  “Bloody literal machine!” Rayelle snapped. “Where is Isendriel?”



  The energy coalesced into the image of Isendriel wandering in the gardens outside of the palace in Namakiera, staring southward with worry.



  “At least he’s watching over them,” she sighed.



  She raised her fist upward, and opened her hand. The southern end of the room opened, revealing a staircase. With haste, she rushed up several floors into her study. She sat at her polished redwood desk, and touched a glowing pink crystal sitting upon it.



  “Servant,” she addressed the crystal. “Send a message to Isendriel that the High Prince is to be sent to me when Namakiera falls again.”
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  XXI.



  Festivities’ End


  


  Daecrynn and Nadali returned from the dance to the private corner of the Festival chamber, holding hands and exchanging glances. As Nadali opened her lips to speak, a royal servant interrupted them.



  "A refill for yours and your lady's wine, Sire?" he asked.



  Nadali glared at the servant, and paused to regain her composure. She gave Daecrynn a glance of disagreement with the idea.



  "I have some important business to attend after the festival. You may retire and join the festivities if you wish," Daecrynn said.



  "As you wish, milord," the servant said.



  The servant walked away, swiftly shifting his posture from formal to informal as he strode gleefully to the bar. Nadali returned her gaze to Daecrynn.



  "We should retire as well," Nadali mused. "I would like to spend some time with you before you have your talk with the Madrocean."



  "I think yours is the fitter mind between us," Daecrynn said with a mischievous grin. "To the gardens?"



  Nadali's eyes widened. "The gardens? Do you know what happens in the gardens at this time of night?"



  Daecrynn said, "Probably nothing. Everyone in Tarligean is at a festival tonight, unless they are..."



  Nadali interrupted, "Off in the gardens with their lovers!"



  "I see your point," Daecrynn ceded. "All the more reason to go there!"



  "I believe that you failed to maintain your oath of sobriety, Lord Tuvitor," Nadali chided.



  Daecrynn playfully pinned her against the wall, and kissed her. "Such insolence!" Daecrynn exclaimed playfully. "To the gardens?"



  "I will choose the walkway this time," Nadali replied, glaring playfully at Daecrynn.



  Hand in hand, they walked the length of the southeastern hallway from the central chamber, and then down a set of stairs leading under elevated walkway covered in ivy. Surrounding them were shrubs in stone planters, with dark green leaves, and dark red flowers. Tyn'utaen were a thorny bush, much like a rose, that bloomed three times a year in three different colors. In winter, they would bloom dark red, in spring they would bloom yellow, and in late summer they would bloom white. The floral scent was understated, as recent rains had recently poured through here and into the garden aqueducts that ran alongside the walkways. At a circular promenade at a bend in the walkway, a bench was placed next to blooming Tyn'utaen.



  "I want to remain your beloved forever," Nadali said. "I want to give myself to you as your wife. Will you give yourself to me?"



  Daecrynn's eyes lit up in wonder, "But aren't you betrothed to the Prince of Tuitari?"



  "He knows I cannot give myself to him," Nadali said. "A High Prince is generally betrothed also, am I mistaken?"



  Daecrynn paused thoughtfully before answering. "Dae'nys of the House Tartali is my betrothed. I believe she is still in Tuitari with my adopted family. She's always been as a sister to me however, and—"



  "Cellan and I," Nadali said reflectively. “Well he is like a brother to me as well, in a way.”



  Daecrynn stopped himself, and gazed into her eyes. He gently ran the tips of his fingers alongside her cheek, and nodded slowly as his fingers trailed along her lips. "I promise myself to you then, Lady Nadali. By Rhia'li's touch we shall be blessed," he said. "You will be my High Queen."



  Almost at the very moment they leaned in to kiss, Nadali and Daecrynn paused, as they detected the distant roaring sound of stampeding cavalry, followed by the sound of someone closer, running frantically.



  "Lord Daecrynn, we are in the path of an invading army from Madrocea! The greater bulk of the Emperor's legions and all five of their cavalries are on their way right here, now!" Isendriel shouted, as soon as he was in range to see the High Prince and his newly engaged beloved.



  Daecrynn turned swiftly, and stood up, spinning around to face Isendriel. As his hand instinctively touched Oro'quiel's hilt, it began to emit a high pitched tone.



  "I shall call off the celebration at once!" Daecrynn cried. His eyes met with Nadali's. Nadali nodded softly in unspoken reply.



  “The Lady of Li’istrani has requested your presence should Namakiera fall,” Isendriel added.



  “I will try to stop that from happening, but I must go!”



  Daecrynn sprinted up the inclined walkway and down a straightaway between two rows of hedges, before he reached the open gates to the Mitheldia Garden, and up the set of stairs that lead into the central corridor of the Kestelan's Palace in Namakiera. He ran through a crowded hallway filled with drunken Lords and Ladies of Tarligean, and into the central chamber as a group of minstrels began to erupt into song.



  "Clear out of my way, in the name of the Lord of Andriel, clear out of my way!" he shouted, as he ran to the center of the dance. He slid Oro'quiel out of its scabbard, and raised it high in the air. "Stop the Celebration! The Madroceans are attacking from the south! To arms!"



  The room froze silent for a period of about four seconds that seemed eternal, as the jovial countenances of the merrymakers shifted into something else, as their eyes cleared and took on an expression of cold recognition that Namakiera would be lost on this night. The sound of breaking glass filled the air, as the wine-filled chalices were quickly strewn aside, as every Taergeni present in that palace, Lord and Lady alike would run to their weapons, and shift their thoughts to the contingency plans discussed by their respective Elder Councils.



  Daecrynn's servants, returned to service from the bar, and brought for him his fitted moonsilver chain and plate full mail complete with helmet spires of gold, to denote his rank on the battlefield. Fully suited, he ran towards the penal tower alone, as people were running in opposition to their battle-stations. At the entrance to the floor where Andron was held, Calwain was making preparations to take the Prince of Madrocea with the Taergeni in retreat.



  "Set the Prince free! I shall meet with him as promised when circumstances allow, do you understand?" Daecrynn commanded.



  "Set him free?" Calwain cried in protest.



  "That is my command, and you shall do it at once," Daecrynn stated, before turning back down the stairs to meet with the Council of War at the front of the Palace.



  Calwain looked down at his chained and gagged prisoner, who stared back in a gaze of suspicion. "I shall do as the Kestiel says, young tyrant!" Calwain said with a scowl. "I shall take you to the border, and set you free."



  Daecrynn approached the Council of War at the base of the stairs with a distant look in his eyes, as he wondered at the fires from the first part of the Madrocean strike.



  "You set him free, correct?" Alrain asked.



  "I did just that," Daecrynn sighed. "I only wish that I talked to him while I had the—"



  "Lord Tuvitor, they are coming through the Kia’tendé Gate! We have to prepare for evacuation now," a messenger dressed in brown shouted.



  "I need a team of ten of the fastest men you can find," Daecrynn ordered. "I would like to slow the gah'raen down so more of us can evacuate the city."



  "Who will lead this team of knights, Sire?" the messenger asked.



  "I will. I have the eye of Oro'quiel to protect me," Daecrynn said.



  "Make that nine of the fastest men," Nadali said. "I shall join Lord Tuvitor."



  "Go with the Andule locals to Tuitari!” Daecrynn rebutted.



  Nadali slammed on Daecrynn's foot and glared at him. "I am going with you, d'nani. Do not deny my sword again!"



  Daecrynn sighed, and turned towards the flames. "I hope that messenger can find them fast, or they will have to find us."



  In the distance, the sound of a falling mountain filled the air, as the South Wall of Namakiera fell, destroying two streets of adjacent buildings.



  Oro'quiel began to ring in its song. Nadali and Daecrynn exchanged a knowing glance, and ran down the circular pathway around the southern gardens of the palace, and then down the great hill that lead directly from the front gates to the southern end of the city. They raised their swords in unison, with a team of nine knights behind them. They blasted through the front line of the guards, and took to the field in a frenzied melee. A multitude of soldiers withdrew from the shock of the strike by a mere handful of Taergeni soldiers. As the shock rippled through the army, Madrocean imperially draped Mastodons bucked, and stepped backwards.



  Daecrynn turned to Nadali, "Shall we withdraw to the tunnels now?"



  Nadali nodded swiftly.



  "Retreat to the tunnels. We are to meet with the other Houses in the Nali Canyon. Go now," Daecrynn ordered the knights.



  He and Nadali swiftly ran southwesterly towards Mitheldia walk, and out the main gate with many fleeing Taergeni, before running down a northwesterly path, the old Fidralinia Road over hills and grass towards a gathering of Taergeni knights preparing to defend the Andule Everwood from this new invasion.



  "Your majesty, you're safe! We were worried when our scouts and archers were talking of smoke and fire in Namakiera that all was lost. We are currently preparing to defend the Andule Everwood, as per Tiardan Kaewaya's orders," the Knight-Lieutenant rambled.



  "Stay with General Kaewaya's orders. I just require rest for myself and Lady Murana," Daecrynn said. "If you are to fight, I offer my sword."



  "Our unit is prepared for these sorts of situations. Only one with a sizeable amount of training can even hope to survive beside us. We will fight with our lives to protect you, but I ask that you do not fight by our side, for your own safety, sire," the Knight-Lieutenant said.



  "I don't think I know of your unit," Daecrynn said in wonder as he saw an unrecognized Taergeni nation's heraldry etched into their armor.



  "We are the First Centurion Knights of Mindule. It is good to know that the Son of Meldehan lives," the Knight-Lieutenant said.



  "I heard of the Centurions. Some say you're only a legend told to give Madrocean children nightmares," Nadali said.



  "We are as real as the Son of Meldehan is, apparently. Queen Cerena Charelle is with you. She sent us this far east to see if what she heard was truth, and apparently it is," the Knight Lieutenant replied. "We will shelter you as long as needed, but you may find our amenities to be minimal."



  "Do you know of the hidden road to Li'istrani?" Daecrynn queried.



  "I know of it, but I've never traveled it, I'm afraid," the Knight-Lieutenant answered. "From what I hear, there are several landmarks you must pass in order to get there, but I don't know which ones or the order. If you try to find it without visiting the landmarks in order, or if you try to take a shortcut, you will simply get lost in the Andule wood, or the Tanathiel flats, depending on which part of the road you get lost on."



  "This isn't going to be easy," Daecrynn commented.



  "Would any of your knights know perhaps?" Nadali asked.



  "It's not normal for Cerena Charelle to send messages 'across the bridge' with her Centurions. She has other means to reach the Lady of the Crystal Towers," the Knight-Lieutenant said.



  "Rayelle?" Daecrynn wondered.



  "Only if you know her on a personal level, milord," the Knight-Lieutenant replied as his eyebrow rose.



  "Lady Anda'raén?" Daecrynn asked.



  "I believe she wouldn't be offended if you addressed her as such," the Knight-Lieutenant replied.



  "Right," Daecrynn said. "Well she requested my presence, and so I must go to her."



  "Well, I don't know how helpful this will be, but I believe the first landmark on the hidden road from this direction would be Terthian's Wheel, to the southwest of here. I don't suggest going down that road until you have found a guide, however," the Knight Lieutenant advised.



  "Where can I find a guide that regularly travels the hidden road?" Daecrynn asked.



  "In Tanathiel, at a bar called The Dragon Tamer, there is a member of the merchants' guild named Ranteyu whose merchants regularly export taku bean and wine to buyers near Li'istrani," the Knight-Lieutenant explained.



  "Export? I thought Li'istrani was in Tarligean," Daecrynn said.



  "It is, but it isn't. You'll see," the Knight-Lieutenant replied.
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  XXII.



  The Dragon Tamer


  


  Daecrynn and Nadali entered Tanathiel late at night, leaving their horses to graze in the open fields north of the city. They approached the gates, which were heavily guarded by Taergeni knights in rugged moonsilver platemail.



  “This is a Taergeni city. Identify yourselves,” the Knight-Sergeant ordered, addressing the couple.



  “Derefin Morcossi, bowyer and Lieutenant of the Ishaellar of Namakiera,” Daecrynn claimed, lifting his hood.



  “Then you are welcome in Tanathiel,” the Knight-Sergeant replied. “The Eight Stars is an inn I would recommend for the night, as their accommodations are apt for an officer of the Ishaellar.”



  “I need to meet somebody at the Dragon Tamer,” Daecrynn added.



  “The Dragon Tamer is a perpetual bloodbath, Sir. Be wary, watch your coin-purse and keep your weapon at the ready,” the Knight-Sergeant advised.



  “Sounds cozy,” Daecrynn remarked.



  A flash of mischief glimmered in Nadali’s eyes at the prospect of a drunken brawl, and passed as her thoughts shifted back to business. “Have you heard of a merchant’s guild based there?”



  “Not based at the Dragon Tamer per se, but there are a lot of strange folk, elfin but adorned in no manner familiar to me. They have dealings with a regular at that bar, a rowdy merchant from Iacala by the name of,” he paused, trying to place the name.



  “Ranteyu?” Daecrynn asked.



  “Yes,” the guard clarified. “You need directions to the Dragon Tamer?”



  “That would be helpful, Sergeant,” Daecrynn nodded.



  “Travel up Rhyawa Walk, and turn at the first fountain, to the left down Tyrieste Alley. At the end of the alley you should see a dark wood building. Usually there will be a fight in front of the door, unless it’s a slow night,” the Knight-Sergeant explained. “I could ask one of my men to escort you if you—“



  “Not necessary,” Daecrynn stated.



  “It is your prerogative, sir. Be careful,” the sergeant advised.



  The Knight-Sergeant turned and unlatched the West Gate, as two others pulled cables, opening the gates to allow Nadali and Daecrynn entrance. They trudged down silent cobblestone streets, lit with elevated Madrocean glow orbs housed in black iron lampposts, ornately embossed with knot lattices meshed into geometric patterns. A gentle snow flurry that did not stick to the ground made the streets slippery. In the distance, a crow called, giving Daecrynn pause.



  “It is said that some crows are used as spies,” Daecrynn whispered.



  “Nonsense,” Nadali dissented. “Cirethian propaganda woven into our own legends. That’s their way. Didn’t Kethral or Ariandi ever make you read The Barbarian World?”



  “I don’t think it is like that,” Daecrynn added as he stared suspiciously at a high flag post. In his mind, he could see a crow standing atop the pole with emerald eyes. He drew his bow, and in deep concentration, fired. A black shape atop the flag post flew into the dark sky, blending in it.



  “D’nani, what was that about?” Nadali wondered.



  “A crow,” Daecrynn revealed. “Somebody in Cireth knows we are here. We must find this Ranteyu quickly.”



  “The fountain is just another street up,” Nadali indicated.



  They trudged over slippery cobblestones to the emptied out marketplace, where the street forked around a large fountain before branching out into the four cardinal directions.



  “They probably expect me to seek the Jea Daldani here,” Daecrynn noted. “Not a band of merchants.”



  They continued around the fountain, and down the alley to the left, alive with music and much chatter.



  “Del Chara’a Eroshniel! Ka natheta Tarligean! Nai Iacala!” a voice in the distance bellowed in Fen’yi. Glass shattered in the background, as two chainmail clad Taergeni were fighting two elves in leather with their heads shaved around the top of their head, with the hair on top grown long, and tied back in a ponytail.



  “I don’t speak Old Elvish you rabblerousing piece of Iacala filth,” the larger Taergeni hollered, as he drew his j’haene. “How about I cut your ponytail off and use it to weave bowstrings?”



  “The line of Thetali is dead. Until Tarligean tosses the throne down Tola’nei ledge and into the ocean, it is false!” the wild eyed elf in leather shouted.



  “Fool! The Madroceans are your enemies too! Surely you know the Son of Meldehan lives! The line of Thetali lives on!”



  “I will show you a fool as I pierce your throat and end your life,” the wild-eyed elf cried.



  “Never has there been war between Tarligean and Iacala,” Daecrynn said as he approached. “Put your blades down.”



  “What do you know, stranger?” the wild-eyed Iacalan demanded.



  “I know the line of Thetali is alive and well, for now anyways,” Daecrynn disclosed.



  “There is but one ai-Tu’fayator left, and his name is Terthian, Nai Iacala,” the wild-eyed Iacalan snarled as he waved his blade in Daecrynn’s direction.



  Daecrynn stepped back, almost losing his balance on the slippery cobblestones, and the drunken Iacalan slammed into a wall. “Whoa there! Put your blades down, you’ll hurt yourself! Now who is this Terthian Tuvitor?”



  “There is a bard in Iacala who acts as a sort of spiritual leader amongst the nation of Iacala, a popular speaker at the circle of K’ierella. Supposedly he’s very old, an elder brother of Veldaen, and the High Bard of Eroshniel to this day,” the larger Taergeni explained.



  “A great-uncle?” Daecrynn wondered aloud.



  The drunken Iacalan pulled himself slowly out of the muck.



  “Terthian is the last true remnant of Eroshniel’s legacy. Tarligean has become what it opposed to begin with, a New Mithuriel, sickeningly rife with castes and hierarchy, Lords and Ladies, Kings and Queens,” the drunken Iacalai ranted. “As for these tales of the Son of Meldehan, he is certainly as false as is his sword. The sword of Asutel Thetali would never bind itself to the hands of a false prince.”



  Daecrynn and Nadali exchanged glances, as Oro’quiel’s song erupted from Daecrynn’s scabbard.



  “What in—” the drunken Iacalan stammered as he stared at Daecrynn’s scabbard.



  “Sounds like a Kri’isen,” the quieter Iacalan marveled.



  “It’s nothing. A false sword,” Daecrynn quipped.



  “In the hands of a false prince, no less,” Nadali added.



  The song of the sword ceased.



  “Milord!” the Taergeni gasped, dropping to a knee.



  Daecrynn winced. “Not tonight, I’m trying not to make a scene.”



  “Oh, of course,” the Taergeni complied, quickly standing up.



  “I seek Ranteyu Narenya,” Daecrynn revealed. “I understand he knows how to navigate the Hidden Road. Rayelle Anda’raén has requested my presence in Li’istrani.”



  “I am Ranteyu Narenya,” the sober Iacalan admitted. “I apologize for Dillan’s behavior. These Taergeni ales are a little strong for an elf of his fragile nerve.”



  “Fragile?” Dillan protested. “Why I have put away at least four times the ale you have, you weak—“



  “Hush,” Ranteyu suggested, pointing to his drunken companion.



  Dillan lipped words, but no sound came from his mouth. He shook his fist, crossed his arms and rolled his eyes. He glared menacingly at his partner, but Ranteyu ignored him.



  “Understand this, Son of Meldehan,” Ranteyu expressed. “I will take you to Li’istrani, but I expect due compensation for this journey. You are not my Kestiel, and I am subject to no King. Because your sword has the song of a Kri’isen, I accept your claim for now. I will guide you to Lady Rayelle’s tower.”
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  XXIII.



  Terthian's Wheel


  “Without rage or malice, we forge this rebellion. With our will alone, we separate,”



  —Terthian Tuvitor



  


  Charter of K’ierella


  “It was at this circle we left behind your failed nation,” Ranteyu boasted. “Where a council of equals, a circle where all were welcomed, Prince and commoner alike decided that Tarligean had lost its way, and how our new nation would stand.”



  Twelve stone pillars stood in a perfect circle, with a single pillar twice in height, roughly four men tall in its center. Tall grasses swayed in the cold wind, browning from frosts that came and went.



  Daecrynn studied the center pillar, and wondered at the Fen’yi runes etched in circles from top to bottom, forming a long declaration of universal suffrage, where the only laws writ in stone were the rights bestowed to all; where every man and woman were both King and peasant.



  “This is amazing,” Daecrynn wondered, straining his eyes to read the opening declarations of his great-uncle. “I have studied Asutel Thetali’s writings in depth, and I can see how this was derived from them.”



  “It was Asutel Thetali’s dream to cast aside the traditions of tyranny and hierarchy that had tied the hands of all elven people since long before the fall of Anda. His original councils were perverted, however. They re-established the ways of Mithuriel, and re-defined the role of the elected Kestiel. Thetali’s progeny became a dynasty, and that dynasty was followed by another. Stagnation is the legacy of the High Kingdom, the legacy of Anda. You are a scion of Asutel Thetali’s line, and kindred to the Great Bard. Perhaps there is hope for you and your house,” Ranteyu speculated. “Perhaps yours is a mind open to the true vision of Tarligean’s founders, and that is why Rayelle wants to assist you.”



  “These are bold ideas, but Iacala has no true cities, no real homes for their people,” Daecrynn countered. “Iacala is nothing but a wilderness with a handful of nomads that come together once a year to agree to nothing and do nothing. Certainly there must be a middle ground, and I believe that was what my ancestor was aiming for.”



  “The Iacalai are naught but cowards,” castigated Nadali. “Your people’s fear of the sword—your fear of the ‘eh’veyta gah’raen’—have lead you to run from Tanathiel to the farthest western shore, leaving all you owned behind. This is not the pride of the Taergeni, and it certainly is not freedom! We stand for what we have, and we stand for who we are.”



  “So that is why you gave Namakiera back to the Empire with less than a wiggle of a blade,” Dillan scoffed.



  “This squabbling is wasting our time,” Daecrynn rebuked.



  “We had our reasons, and the retreat was tactical. We knew that an army was coming, we just didn’t know when.”



  “Indeed,” Ranteyu said, turning away from Nadali. He focused his attention to the sun breaking through the clouds. “When the sun reaches zenith, we will see what stone the center stone’s shadow touches. We will then move in that direction.”



  Daecrynn fished a small parchment map from his cloak.



  “That will be useless. Once we traverse the Hidden Road, our path will not match anything on the map, though the landmarks be placed there,” Ranteyu explained.



  “How bizarre,” Daecrynn marveled. “So the road is variable?”



  “Quite. Traveling down this road is dependent on timing and direction; no two journeys down this path are the same. There are rules to be followed, however, and if you follow those rules, you will reach Li’istrani, even the Crystal Towers of D’antarra,” Ranteyu revealed.



  The shadow of the central monolith crossed the southwestern pillar, creeping over the stone. The stone shifted in color from its natural dull gray to a pale blue as the shadow crept over it.



  “This way. Looks like we are going to Rhia’li’s Pedestal next,” Ranteyu grinned.



  “That’s ten days west of Tanathiel,” Nadali noted.



  “It’s the farthest of the landmarks from Terthian’s Wheel on any standard map, and traveling off of the ley lines, you are correct,” Ranteyu elucidated, as he hoisted his satchel over the shoulder and hiked to the southwest. “On the Hidden Road however, it is the nearest landmark, when the journey starts at mid-day. Since every landmark after is a shorter distance than the last, no matter which landmark is next, this is going to be a short journey. We should arrive in Li’istrani by tomorrow evening.”



  Daecrynn and Nadali exchanged an astounded glance. With a shrug, they followed the Iacalan merchant, whose mood had shifted from almost hostile to joyful. They hiked across a grassy plain, and up a hill with a pathway cut between the glades of grass. A trickle of water ran off from recent rains uphill from the plain to the top of the hill. The top of the hill was large and flat. In the distance, the path led toward distant mountains, with a looming column piercing the cloud ceiling that gathered in the west.



  “I imagine it is normal for water to flow uphill along this path?” Daecrynn wondered.



  “Absolutely. In fact if it were running downhill, I’d turn around and tell you we went the wrong way,” Ranteyu stated.



  It seemed strange that within minutes, they were already at the edge of the forest. The clouds cleared away, and the moon grew high in the sky as nightfall crept quickly.



  “Only feels like an hour since noon,” Daecrynn noted, as he fished a lantern from his satchel and lit it. “Yet it’s already the black of night. I don’t even feel like it’s night, yet.”



  “It’s wonderful,” Ranteyu sighed happily. “The rules of time are meaningless on this path. Let us pause a moment and wait for Rhi’ayfarri to rise.”



  “Rhi’ayfarri?” Nadali asked.



  “Another moon,” Ranteyu explained. “We won’t fully see it until we’re in Li’istrani, where our own moon will fade.”



  Daecrynn gazed at the sky in wonder, as it seemed that many of the stars in the sky began to double up, with twin stars forming close to them the same color as the original, only paler, almost translucent. Many of the star’s twins were displaced, shifted far from their counterparts.



  “That sky looks really strange,” Daecrynn marveled.



  “That’s good,” Ranteyu reassured him.



  “I knew you’d say that,” Nadali exclaimed.



  Peering eastward, Ranteyu quietly pointed as a translucent white disc rose over the hills. Through the disc, the stars shined behind it visibly as it crept over the horizon. The features of the ghost-moon were much like Luna’s but almost in reverse, and of different proportions. The ghost-moon was almost completely full, yet didn’t blot out the solid stars, just their translucent counterparts.



  “I have crossed this path over a hundred times,” Ranteyu sighed. “And it is still a marvel.”



  “Surreal,” Daecrynn whispered.



  Nadali quietly gaped at the ghost-moon.



  “Well, we should get moving again. We have until Luna and Rhi’ayfarri overlap to reach Rhia’li’s Pedestal. They are a ways apart so we have plenty of time,” Ranteyu stated. “Nonetheless we shouldn’t keep the Mistress of the Tower waiting.”



  They hiked down a forest path, an almost perfectly straight trail cutting through very dense regions of the Mindule’s deepest forests, and somewhere else. Ghost trees juxtaposed the solid trees, and phantom creatures skittered about, light-shadows of fauna from another realm. Within a perceived hour, they reached a vast clearing, with a standing stone built on a scale to humble mountains.



  “It sort of just crept on us,” Daecrynn remarked. “You can see it in the horizon of all of Tarligean, save for Destriel. It’s even larger than I imagined it.”



  “It was here that Rhia’li herself gave her blessing on the peoples of Anda, after it was destroyed. A new life, and a new hope. Those times are sadly forgotten, even in the minds of the eldest of our kind.”



  “It was a long time ago,” Nadali noted.



  “Soon, Luna will rise. When it crosses paths with Rhi’ayfarri, and the two moons are one, we will be given our direction,” Ranteyu pointed out.



  In minutes, Luna crept over the trees. Like Rhi’ayfarri, it was nearly full. Unlike Rhi’ayfarri, it made the stars dim, and the tint of the sky brighten as it cast its silver light over the great plain where Rhia’li’s Pedestal stood. As they observed the skies, the solid moon of Earth’s light overshadowed the ghost of Rhi’ayfarri, and the two moons became one. A single shadow from the great column was cast over the woods to the northeast.



  “Greh,” Ranteyu cursed under his breath.



  “What’s the matter?” Nadali asked.



  “We must cross Cassadina to reach Treban’s Crossing,” Ranteyu sighed.



  “But Cassadina is to the south,” Daecrynn boggled.



  “Yes, I know that,” Ranteyu spat. “Haven’t you been paying attention? Your sense of direction is useless on the Hidden Road!”



  “Right,” Daecrynn accepted.



  “The direct path will takes us over the Glass Tomb, and if we deviate from that path we will have to start from the beginning,” Ranteyu lamented.



  “The Glass Tomb?”



  “There you can see the corpses of soldiers frozen in glass who were there on the day the legions of Ariandi Tuvitor were annihilated,” Ranteyu shuddered. “Their spirits curse the feet of those who stumble across too loudly.”



  Daecrynn felt his throat grow stiff, as he tried to comment.



  “Perhaps your sword will grant us protection. It’s never easy when the Hidden Road deals this lot,” Ranteyu muttered in dread. “We should go now, before the ghost-moon steps out from behind Luna’s shadow.”



  They moved out of the clearing into the forest along the northern end of the monolith. Within minutes, the forests thinned, and the twin ghost-moons had separated. Ranteyu hiked ahead of Daecrynn and Nadali, who warily followed behind. The forest turned to brush, and the brush turned into badlands, along a downward grade into a valley. Black soot floated through the air as they trudge downwards. The twin moons were obscured by the black ash that drifted through the air, carried up by sporadic gusts of wind. Ranteyu came to a sudden stop.



  “Careful,” he whispered. “The earth turns to glass here. Avoid looking down if you wish to avoid gazing at death. This is an unholy place.”



  Nadali shuddered as she felt a deep chill cross her. “Many souls are trapped in this valley. I can hear their whispers.”



  Daecrynn put his hand on her shoulder.



  “They want release,” Nadali whispered.



  “Keep your ears focused on the living, Lady Murana. Your senses are sharp, but they can carry you into madness,” Ranteyu warned.



  Daecrynn turned south, and spied the flickering of torches hovering over the land, vaguely translucent. “Are those the torches of the dead?” he asked.



  “No,” Ranteyu guessed as he eyed the flickering lights.



  Oro’quiel sung faintly in its scabbard.



  “Living or dead, it’s trouble,” Nadali muttered as she drew her battered cyvnar blade.



  “It’s only a song of caution I think,” Daecrynn speculated, narrowly gazing down at the hilt. “I sense no urgency from its song yet.”



  He caught a glimpse between the flurries of drifting ash of a red and white banner with a golden eagle crest emblazoned upon it. “Madroceans. What in the Verduhn are they doing here?”



  “They are not on the Hidden Road,” Ranteyu noted. “If you two can shut up, they won’t see us.”



  Daecrynn opened his mouth, ready to protest in pride, but he stopped as the Madroceans moved closer, and within earshot.



  “Osordo won’t be pleased. There is no sign of Ariandi’s corpse anywhere here! His cursed sword is nowhere,” the captain on horseback, clad in black groused.



  “It was probably carried off by treasure hunters from Risellé, or looters. It’s probably in some arkhazi cave, or in a dragon’s hoard by now,” his lieutenant guessed. “It is not Osordo’s wrath I fear. I suspect that he didn’t wish this mission on us.”



  “Oh?” the captain asked. “And what do you know?”



  “I think Osordo was acting on the Emperor’s behalf.



  “I think you should mind your rank and your own business, Lieutenant. We’ll search the mouth of Toragaan’s Cave, and if we don’t find anything, then it isn’t here,” the captain commanded. “The sooner we ride out of this cursed place, the better.”



  “Yes sir,” the lieutenant acceded.



  The two soldiers jerked their reins, and the horses disappeared into the flurries of ash. The faint ringing of Oro’quiel faded out with the sounds of the galloping hooves in the distance.



  “Xendros isn’t here,” Nadali observed. “A…spirit told me that the Kestiel took it far away from here.”



  “Keep your ears focused on the living, Lady Murana,” Ranteyu warned sharply.



  As the galloping faded completely, they continued their hike through the desolate plain of ash and glass. Daecrynn sniffled, as the fluttering soot went to war with his sinuses. Nadali hung her head low, as her thoughts conflicted with the voices of the spirits of the last generation, crying out to her with memories of sudden annihilation at the hands of a fireball of virtually infinite luminosity. Below them, a sea of molten glass housed scorched skeletons wielding fire-scorched swords, adorned in fire-scorched chain and plate mail.



  The glass beneath their feet returned to softer soil, as they hiked down an incline, leading into the backwoods of Sylshee. The air cleared, as the stars, moon, and ghost-moon became visible again. Down an incline, a clearing awaited. Three standing stones, in a triangular formation glistened with the pale glow of Luna’s light. Three roads intersected between the standing stones, only visible by the subtle contrast against the darkened green of the grass.



  “Treban’s crossing,” Ranteyu stated. “The perilous part of the journey is over, I believe. At sunrise, we will know which road to take.”



  “I’m just glad I can breathe again,” Daecrynn sighed in relief, sniffing the air deeply. He glanced at Nadali. “You don’t look well,” he observed.



  “This is the second time the dead have called to me, d’nani,” Nadali revealed, her eyes wide.



  “That is a talent,” Ranteyu noted. “Most people just get chills and a vague sense of dread when they cross that plain.”



  “I’m not sure I want this talent,” Nadali shuddered.



  “You should speak to Lady Rayelle about it,” Ranteyu suggested. “She probably won’t have the time, but perhaps one of her acolytes can teach you a few techniques to keep it from pulling you into madness.”



  “I have no desire to be a witch,” Nadali countered, staring at the east. “Rise, curse you!”



  “What is that smell? It’s fragrant, like a flower but tangy in its smell,” Daecrynn wondered.



  “K’sarra,” Ranteyu replied. “A wildflower. They grow near Li’istrani.”



  The sky grew lavender, as the ghost-moon set in the west. A translucent blue sun rose first, with the morning star Alyaea’s light gently piercing through its disk.



  “That is not our sun,” Daecrynn observed.



  “There are more suns to rise before you see the one you’re accustomed to,” Ranteyu explained. “Eight suns, grouped loosely together. They will be dwarfed by our own for most of the day.”



  “Eight suns?” Daecrynn boggled.



  Nadali glared at the horizon as the second blue disk rose in the east.



  “Eight primary ones. There are many day-stars in Li’istrani’s sky,” Ranteyu elaborated. “One of them is larger than the others and has yet to rise. I expect it to come up some time after Tarligean’s sun. Judging by our own sky’s stars fading—ours will be the next to rise.”



  “Good! The farther I am away from the voices, the better!” Nadali blurted.



  A third disk rose in the east, washed out almost completely by the bright yellow of the Earth’s sun. The three shadows of Treban’s Columns pointed to the road leading north.



  “That way,” Ranteyu said, hoisting his satchel up from the ground.



  As a small cluster of suns rose behind the yellow Sun, blue and translucent, they walked down the dirt road leading toward Vaedon’s Well, south of Tanathiel.



  The rest of the journey was short, as the yellow-white sun was outshined by a piercingly bright blue star of D’antarra, and telltale alignments of shadows cast from obscure landmarks directed the way.
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  XXIV.



  Li'istrani


  


  As the four travelers passed beyond the other landmarks, one world seamlessly faded into the next, and the yellow sun faded out in the sky, replaced by more than nine suns of smaller sized. They trekked through a wooded valley, along a small creek. The winter chill gave way to a warm springtime breeze. The scents of the air were fresh, yet alien; unknown, yet fragrant. Down a slope from the creek side, a valley awaited them. Though it ran below the waters of the creek, it was not flooded. A stone tower with a violet crystal cap at the top glistened in the blue-white of the many suns in the skies over the tower; pristine yet ancient.



  “This is where I leave you. The Merchant’s Guild meets in a city a day from here. If you remember what I told you, you can find your way back. If not, I’m sure Rayelle can direct you, though I wouldn’t recommend asking. Poor listeners are one of her pet peeves,” Ranteyu warned.



  “What do I owe you for your services?” Daecrynn asked.



  “A tax break perhaps,” Ranteyu suggested in jest.



  Daecrynn laughed.



  “I’ll bill your palace once you are situated again in Andriel. It will be certainly be within your means,” Ranteyu assured. “I would like to establish a continuing business relationship with the Court of the Kestiel, so all transactions will be fair.”



  “That will do,” Daecrynn agreed. “What if we get lost along the Hidden Road?”



  “Wander about. I’m sure Rayelle’s watchers will find you, but I imagine that will annoy her far more than asking questions for which you’ve already been given the answers. I am off. May Starwind grant you good fortune.”



  As Ranteyu and Dillan continued along the road beyond the hidden tower, Daecrynn gazed uncertainly into Nadali’s eyes. “I suppose I just go thump on the door now?”



  “Either you do, or I do,” Nadali replied.



  “Right.”



  Daecrynn walked up to the front door of the tower, a large wooden door with writing in an elder form of Fen’yi pictograms; a dialect that Daecrynn was unfamiliar with. A design of ornate geometrical patterns and lattices framed the strange glyphs. A handle of silver glistened in the reflected light of Li’istrani’s strange sky. Ambivalence hindered his stride, as he tripped over a tuft of grass that separated the red stone walkway from the grass of the valley. He caught his balance and approached the door and tapped gently.



  Thump thump.



  Nadali stood behind him, standing on a knoll elevated over the walkway. Daecrynn looked back to her, and she gestured to him.



  “Come on,” Nadali urged. “I didn’t walk all this way for you to watch you stand there and gape at the doorway. Knock harder.”



  Thump. Thump. Thump.



  The door swung open. Nobody was there to greet them but a room filled with mammoth bookshelves, illuminated by chandeliers holding crystals that glowed in a soft white light.



  “So I just go in?” Daecrynn wondered.



  Nadali marched in, bumping into Daecrynn’s shoulder impatiently.



  Daecrynn followed, inhibited by fear and wonder. The library was immense, yet well kept. Not a speck of dust or stray cobweb could be seen. He eyed the book titles. Many were written in languages he had no recollection of, and the titles he could recognize were obscured, or highly sought-after volumes. Daecrynn looked up to the ceiling. An ornate chandelier of pale blue, violet, and white crystals scintillated in a brilliant display of color.



  Daecrynn froze in astonishment. “This is fantastic. I’ve never even heard tales of this library. I mean, it is known that this archive exists, but—”



  A mercurial, feminine voice responded from nearby, but out of view. “That is because nobody enters my library without being invited. The Son of Meldehan was invited. The daughter of Threis is an acceptable consort to him. Consider yourselves having been bestowed a high honor.”



  Daecrynn stepped backward in fear, stopped by Nadali who stood behind him.



  “Oro’quiel isn’t singing is it?” the voice asked.



  “Um,” Daecrynn bit his lip. “No, actually it is not.”



  A gentle, melodic laugh filled the air from all directions. Daecrynn grasped Nadali’s hand unconsciously.



  “You are in no danger, silly child,” the voice asserted.



  Daecrynn’s fear gave way to his princely pride. “Child? You have the gall to call the scion of Asutel Thetali’s line a child?” he cried indignantly. “Show yourself, witch!”



  A frail, yet ethereally beautiful woman, with long white wisps of silvery hair and pale blue eyes stepped from behind a scroll cabinet. She was the same woman Daecrynn had seen in his dreams before.



  “He’s as cheeky as his father,” Rayelle said to herself, flashing a wry smile.



  “Cheeky—“ Daecrynn stopped himself, wordless at the sight of a woman he had only seen in dreams standing before him, with a knowing gaze.



  “I have much to show you, ai-Tu’fayator,” she revealed, her voice lilting in a melodic accent. “And you have much to learn. Come, lad.”



  Rayelle spun around and strode between two large bookcases. Daecrynn and Nadali followed. Rayelle led them up a tall spiral staircase to the second floor. The carpeting was blue, and thick. The walls were stone, with mounted glow crystals at regular intervals casting light into the shadows. On the second floor, there were many bookcases, filled tightly with books and stacked scroll cases arranged and ordered methodically. At the center of the level was a circular table made of reddish tan wood, etched with inlaid patterns. At the center of the table was a lamp, illuminating the table from its crystal’s white glow.



  “Take a seat,” Rayelle requested. “Do you know how to read Imperial Fen’yi?”



  “Very little. I can follow its phonetic form and figure it out from there,” Daecrynn replied.



  “That won’t do,” she noted. “There isn’t much room for guesswork when it comes to learning spellcraft. And other things.”



  “Forgive me Lady Rayelle, but I need to return to Tuitari in less than a month,” Daecrynn informed.



  “I have ways to speed up learning,” Rayelle mentioned. “I can anchor what you learn so that retention is not a problem. It would be far preferable the other way, but I agree that you have little time now.”



  “So what of the sword’s powers?” Daecrynn asked.



  “It is not the sword in which the power lies, it is in what is housed in the sword,” Rayelle revealed. “It was Asutel’s clever folly to place a Kri’isen within a sword and keep it there.”



  Daecrynn tried to think of words to articulate the questions half-formed in his mind, but was confused far too thoroughly to respond with anything more than an open mouth, and a bewildered stare.”



  “A tale for another day, lad, Firstly, I must clarify a few things regarding your mistake with your nephew,” Rayelle confided.



  “Nephew?” Daecrynn asked.



  “Hmm, you don’t know about that yet. Perhaps I shouldn’t spoil the surprise,” Rayelle quipped.



  “No, tell me!” Daecrynn cried.



  “Andron. His father is your brother Ariandi. Ariandi and Empress Leya were lovers, unbeknownst to the Emperor,” Rayelle disclosed coyly.



  Nadali rolled her eyes and shook her head. “Chenylde mentioned their affair once. It didn’t please her one bit. She never mentioned anything about Andron being his son, though.”



  “It would be unwise to allow rumors of a Taergeni heir to Madrocea’s throne to grow, even among the Court of Andriel. Sacchaeus would have had the child killed, and the brutal Duke of Kanaid would be the next in line. Things would get bloody afterwards. No, let Sacchaeus continue to believe that Andron is his son. Say nothing of this outside this room,” Rayelle requested.



  “By right, Andron is a Tuvitor then,” Daecrynn realized. “A Duke of Andriel!”



  “There is more, though,” Rayelle imparted. “He came to Namakiera to establish a pre-emptive truce that would have benefited Tarligean and Madrocea alike. He had the Emperor’s permission, but the Emperor’s motives were dubious. It is no matter, Sacchaeus has only a short season left to live. It is too late to stop this war now until it has run its course.”



  “There was something familiar about him,” Daecrynn recounted. “I couldn’t place it.”



  “There is much you need to learn. I expect you to be teachable. I was many centuries old before the foundation stones of Andriel were even set in place,” Rayelle revealed. “You cannot count the years, as I have passed through several worlds now. Just remember to listen carefully, and consider my counsel with a serious mind.”
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  XXV.



  The Heights of Mindule


  


  A cool blue morning sky illuminated the forests below, dusted with the white frost of the winter’s chill. A stone patio overlooking a city in the trees; a large assortment of dwellings carved in the high redwoods, intertwined with broadleaved evergreen Icania. The forest floor was far below the city high in the trees. At the center of this city, a massive palace of stone stood. Its foundation was notched into four behemoth ancient redwoods that supported it. The dark gray stone intermeshed with the foliage, ancient, having become one with the flora.



  A roadway hung over tree, supported by a massive network of branches, chains, cables and nets, though sturdy as the halls of a mighty citadel.



  Two elvish knights adorned in silvery etched plate mail strode with care down the hanging roadway, arrayed in the crested polished moonsilver helms of Tanathiel’s elite knights. They carried shields with the green and white crest of Tanathiel, with an eagle perched atop the Star of Andriel. As they approached the entrance, two elves attired in fur cloaks with steel chainmail beneath them greeted them, brandishing tall spears.



  “Hail sirs,” they greeted. “What tidings do you bring from Tanathiel?”



  “We wish an audience with the Queen of Mindule,” the taller of the two knights of Tanathiel replied.



  “And who are you?” the guardsman requested.



  “I am Field Captain Andele Raethan, in service to his majesty Kalnari Nenthripos, the Kestelan of Tanathiel.”



  “Very well, I shall take you inside,” the guardsman concurred.



  Inside, the hall of Mindule Keep was dark, with a few sparse torches mounted to give one enough light to keep from tripping over the cobblestones in the floor. The air was warm and rich with the aroma of baking bread, a sharp contrast to the chill outdoors in the height of the Mindule forests. The knights of Tanathiel followed the guardsman down a lengthy corridor, adorned with green and silver tapestries, embroidered with ornate designs.



  “This place is amazing. I never knew that a stone keep could be built this high up in the trees,” the other knight boggled.



  “You can’t anymore,” the guardsman stated. “Nearly everyone who understood this sort of engineering have died, or passed over shortly after the Lord Thetali.”


  * * *


  Wearing a flowing gossamer silk dress, Cerena Charelle kept watch on the patio overlooking the city in the trees. Gazing with cool green eyes, she watched as the knights from Tanathiel were given entrance into her palace. She spun around, and walked into her chamber. Through the archway beyond the open doors, she walked with a haughty grace that only a Queen of the Taergeni could carry. At the platform of the stairway from the entrance, she stood as her guardsmen escorted the knights of Tanathiel until her audience.



  “Milady,” the guardsman addressed. “Two knights from Tanathiel request your audience.”



  “Very well, let them speak,” she gently commanded.



  “Your Sovereign Majesty, Queen of Mindule,” Andele entreated, dropping to a knee. “We have been sent by King Kalnari of Tanathiel. Our need is urgent, but our heart is steadfast.”



  “What banner flies over Tanathiel Keep on this day,” Cerena inquired.



  “The banner of the unified Tarligean. The Ki’ronyx,” Andele answered.



  “I know of this, but I wished to test your morale. A king is judged by the spirit of his soldiers and the spirit of his people, not by the fear they instill,” Cerena sang thoughtfully. “So Kalnari is a king and not a mere rabble-rouser. Taergeni kings are so rare these days—unfortunately they are far rarer than the Taergeni rabble-rousers who proclaim themselves king.”



  “He may not be king for long. Namakiera has fallen again, and the Empire is pushing west,” Andele reported.



  “I know that Meldehan’s son had taken Namakiera, and I have also learned that he lost it again,” Cerena replied, the melody of her speech turning somber. “Has anyone seen the Kestiel Prince since Namakiera’s fall?”



  “The scion of Andriel escaped, but hasn’t been seen in weeks,” Andele confided. “He was last seen in Tanathiel seeking the aid of a foreign merchant.”



  “This adds to what the Centurions reported,” Cerena chirped, her melody turning cheerful. “Rayelle will take good care of him. Worry not of your future Kestiel, as he is on the right path!”



  “That’s—reassuring,” Andele noted hesitantly.



  “So I am assuming that you request martial aid against the Southern Empire?” Cerena asked, her high song-tones unwavering.



  “That is why we came,” Andele confirmed. “We will fight to our last man to secure Tanathiel if need bye, but we lack support from the eastern front. All of Tiardan’s armies are poised to regroup at Kynder’s Ledge to retake Andriel. We plead for your help in keeping Tanathiel free, until General Tiardan orders us to reclaim Namakiera.”



  “Then it is time for all the houses that will unite under the Ki’ronyx to do so,” Cerena declared. “Tell your Kestelan that I shall aid him. Our nations are one, under Andriel and our Kestiel.”


  


  [image: ]


  XXVI.



  The Hanged Man


  


  Bound in chains, Andron Medaccae trudged behind Calwain and Threstan. The skies were dismally gray, muting the lush green color of the rolling grassland. A faint drizzle fell slowly, with little wind to carry it.



  “Lord Tuvitor himself ordered you to set me free,” Andron protested, his voice haggard and broken.



  “We will set you free on Madrocean soil. You are our prisoner until you are outside of Tarligean,” Calwain spat in anger. He unsheathed his j’haene and poked the prince in the back of his neck; not hard enough to draw blood, but just enough to convey the message of who exactly was in control here.



  Overhead, a crow soared southward, toward a distant copse of trees atop a hill that barely peeked over the horizon. It stared at them from a distance with artificial emerald green eyes. The two soldiers and the prince on the ground couldn’t notice, as it was beyond their sight and scope, but the crow observed them carefully.



  “You need not be abusive, Sir Calwain,” Andron avowed. “I will cooperate.”



  “Look Calwain, I know what he is, but the Kestiel gave you the order,” Threstan rebuked Calwain.



  “I will carry out his order,” Calwain growled, kicking Andron from behind. “We shall most certainly carry out his order.”



  “That’s not necessary,” Andron pleaded.



  “I have been given charge here, and I alone shall decide what is necessary, Madrocean pig-vomit!” Calwain snapped, spitting on Andron.



  The crow rested on a branch, gazing toward Andron, and watching the two elves that had ‘escorted’ the Madrocean prince to the border of the Sumai province. Its crystalline eyes were fixated on the three, as someone very distant monitored them through its eyes. The crow cawed, its natural instincts returning briefly as it flapped its wings, then calmed again as a distant signal pacified it, keeping it attentive to its mission.



  “Beyond this rock. The border is here. Everything beyond is Sumai country, Madrocea,” Threstan noted, as he pointed out an elongated stone protruding through the tall grass. Beyond the stone were a small copse of willow trees that overlooked the desolate swamps to the south.



  Calwain kicked him in the back, pushing him over the border. He continued, as Threstan watched from behind. He pushed him toward a large willow that stood out amongst the others, at the edge of the grove on the hillside.



  “Threstan come,” Calwain demanded.



  “We were ordered to set him loose,” Threstan pleaded.



  “And that is exactly what we are doing. Now come, gods curse you!” Calwain snapped.



  Threstan plodded up the hill past the border-stone, to stand beside Calwain.



  “Bind his feet,” Calwain sneered. “We’re hanging him. For Tai’issa!”
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  XXVII.



  Order of the Divine Helix


  


  A single pallid green glow orb illuminated a cold dark room, with nondescript smooth stone walls and an elongated stairway leading to the surface. Its sickly light illuminated only the tops of the heads of six figures, only one of them human. They approached a long table in the midst of the darkened chamber.



  “The pieces are finally in place. The end of Osiris, the end of Thoth, the passing of the Asat Takran, and the Evolution to come,” the human declared.



  “You have been with us from the start Lord Set, and for that we are grateful. Your plans have proven infallible, and we are indebted to you,” a strange dog-headed creature said in a low growl.



  “Anubis, I am still only human. We intend to accelerate things. As Thoth and Osiris are supplanted by our own, so shall I have my successors. It is the reality of things, and reality is my only master,” Da’at Set replied.



  Anubis turned to the darkness and growled, “Inzerakh, come forth and report.”



  Stepping out of the shadow, the raven haired winged guardian of Oro’quiel came forth.



  “I have done all you have asked of me. I have allowed the Kestiel’s heir his trophy, and undermined the ambitions of Ayus Mogran, contributing to his fall,” Inzerakh revealed. “Calwain has served his purpose now, and he shall die as scheduled. Andron will be taken in by the Emperor, and the Emperor will fall.”



  “Thank you. You are dismissed,” Anubis growled.



  A man with a hawk’s head spoke sharply. “My scout has been observing. Andron’s rescuer is moving into position as we speak.”



  “It is pleasing that every detail of our plan has been carried out,” Da’at Set cheered. “To Evolution! To a new Imperium, not subject to nature’s lack of imagination! To a new world, under the Chimaera! To a New Order of the Ages!”
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  XXVIII.



  The Trance


  


  As scroll upon scroll, book upon book, page upon page entered Daecrynn’s mind in Rayelle’s ‘learning trance’, history unfolded as if through his very eyes. He watched as the ancient War of Heights played out in vivid detail, as the Celestials defended the Forges of Heaven from the onslaught of the Reuthani. He observed the ancient battle as the Houses of Anda were stranded from the Seven Realms of the lost Ileani Empre, and how their descendents fought the native barbarians of this world. He witnessed the ancient Mithuriel Confederation in its rise to power, and watched it slowly decay; to come to its end when unspeakable evils from other realms poured into the land of the living.



  Daecrynn watched as the Zhil’dvani, horrible demon-men of superhuman strength and intelligence subjugated humanity. A nation in the south stood alone, resisting the onslaught with arms and an iron will. They were losing much in a war of attrition, but rebellion fomented in the slave-cities. Asutel Thetali, a noted philosopher and noble from the nation of Eroshniel pleaded to the High Court of Mithuriel, only to be rejected.



  ‘The affairs of the gah’raen are not ours,’ Majestrix Talica of Yrn Kathlorn argued.



  Several smaller nations and fiefdoms chose to separate from Mithuriel, joining the cause of Eroshniel. With a handful of elves, he assisted the slave tribes of Madrokaan and Ciraat in their revolution. The forges of Lyci supplied them with arms. The dwarves of Vorengard fought fiercely against the numerous servants of Dragon Lords and their Emrishari allies. When the Forge of Thyressar was liberated, the ancient scepter of Anda was reforged into a sword—Oro’quiel. A companion weapon was forged from an heirloom of the lost Kingdom of Katta—Xendros.



  With the guidance of Thetali, the war culminated in a victory as the Ziggurat of Abominations fell, crashing into the volcanic Mount Thyressar. The Dragon Lord Alzhuas was cast into the fire with the reptilian abomination Nimrod, and the slain Dragon Lord Sefanuas was cast into the sea.



  The world was destroyed in fire and flood. The great crystal cities of Sai Drana, Tola’nei, Onaroth, and Rosaya were annihilated. Little was left of Mitheldia but its foundation and the catacomb-like remnant of the ark from Anda.



  On Kynder’s Mound, two surviving trees stood. A silver oak and a golden willow remained unscathed. He built the city of Andriel on that mound and named it for his father. With the sixteen sages of the Starlight Circle he cast a mighty ritual to heal the world. Within three years the forests bloomed, and the valleys of Kanaid and Kitheon were lush and fertile again. On the ashes of Mitheldia, the city of Namakiera was built—named for the phoenix protector of Naim.



  Daecrynn watched the history of Tarligean unfold, to its near-death as a fireball consumed Ariandi’s legions at Cassadina. He understood Fen’yi in full, and several other ancient dialects long-forgotten. Dizzily he looked about as a vast table stood before him. Scrolls were laid out everywhere, but in a precise order. His hands stopped moving. His eyes hurt, and his vision dwindled into a dull blur. He gazed toward Rayelle, standing beside him.



  “I’ve broken the trance. It’s time to rest now,” Rayelle stated.



  Daecrynn strained to focus, but her form remained blurred. He nodded, and closed his eyes.



  He awakened in a comfortable chamber, beneath a fur-lined blanket. Nadali’s arm was draped over his body, her skin close to his. The stale smell of the amassing pages of paper and parchment was detectable. A smaller blue sun beamed through the eastern window. Daecrynn blinked and squinted. It was early spring outside, and frost accumulated on the window’s edges, but it was warm in the chamber.



  Nadali woke slowly, squeezing Daecrynn as she sleepily yawned.



  “My eyes hurt,” Daecrynn groused. “I feel as if I’ve been gone for a lifetime.”



  “You’ve read enough for twelve lifetimes,” Nadali enunciated. Daecrynn shifted onto his back. She gazed on him with wonder, having seen the learning trance. “In a day.”



  “Quiya tenani, te’nteniit,” Daecrynn whispered, gazing into Nadali’s eyes.



  “What does that mean?” Nadali wondered.



  “It means my heart is bonded to your soul, I think. At least I think that’s what it means. I’m pretty sure, anyways,” Daecrynn reflected.



  Nadali giggled shortly, and kissed Daecrynn on the lips.



  “I watched all of history pass my eyes. I saw everything. I saw Asutel Thetali slay the dragon Alzhuas at the Tower of Abominations. I saw the star-farers sail across the sky. I saw Oro’quiel long before it was a sword. I saw Cireth when they were great, when they believed in freedom, when they were still human,” Daecrynn rambled, staring outwards. He stopped to rest his eyes.



  “I know the way of the Bard now, some alchemy, some,” Daecrynn turned to Nadali, opening his eyes again. “I need more. I need to learn Thaen’dzi and Malthaen, the way of the Warrior and the way of the Shadow.”



  “I can teach you those on our own time,” Nadali beamed proudly. “My aunt was Ariandi’s best student, and I in turn was hers. You’re still tired from the last trance d’nani, give yourself a break.



  “Too correct, Nadali,” Daecrynn sighed as he lied back. “Too correct.”



  Outside, the window revealed dark clouds moving in from the northwest. A large storm was developing over Li’istrani. He sighed in her embrace. Down the hallway the clicking of shoes against stone betrayed someone’s approach. Daecrynn quickly sprung out of bed, pulling his trousers up. Nadali pulled the covers over her head. Rayelle entered the room, swinging the door wide, until it slammed against the wall of the hallway.



  “You have better be more ready than you appear to be. Class starts now,” Rayelle declared, quickly flashing a tight smile.



  Daecrynn forced his eyes open. He grabbed a shirt rumpled up on a table by the bedside. Nadali glared narrowly toward Rayelle. Rayelle turned and started walking back to the main study. Daecrynn slipped his boots on, and ran to catch up with her. He heard a rumbling from the study when Rayelle reached the archway leading in. As he caught up with her, she raised her arms out and closed her eyes. The tables, chairs, desks and bookcases moved on their own, toward the study’s walls. With the deep crash of wood striking stone they shattered against the walls. The center of the study was entirely clear.



  “You forgot the most important tool for today’s lessons,” she noted.



  “Tool?”



  “Your sword. That’s okay, I remembered,” she grinned as she extended her arm, palm forward. “Duck.”



  Daecrynn ducked as Oro’quiel spun through the air to meet with her hand at the handle. She gripped it firmly.



  “Come,” Rayelle commanded.



  She presented the sword to Daecrynn, handing it to him by the handle. The sword shifted in color as the metal matched the blue of the stone embedded in the hilt. Momentarily it glowed, then the metal of the blade returned to its silver-steel luster.



  “What was that?” Daecrynn wondered.



  Suddenly, his thoughts shifted focus. He was aware of every person, animal, plant, and object within more than a mile’s radius. He was aware of a trail of ants skittering across the pathway leading into Rayelle’s wine cellar. He was aware of Ranteyu leading a caravan across the valley, returning to Tanathiel with a convoy of coal. He observed Nadali begrudgingly buttoning her cloak in the chamber down the hall.



  “Draw yourself back in,” Rayelle beckoned.



  Daecrynn looked to himself, holding the sword. He concentrated, focusing his senses back on his person.



  “The Eye of Terei. The second type, to be specific. Now I want you to seek someone you know. Anybody, anywhere. Feel out, and find them,” Rayelle instructed.



  Daecrynn breathed deeply, and focused his thoughts. He thought of his mother and stepfather first. His thoughts crossed a great black void before reaching the high trees of Tuitari. He didn’t see them there. He felt pulled to Tanathiel. He observed that the remnant of his camp had been taken in, and treated as royalty. He watched them feasting at a breakfast table. He thought of Andron, and thought to see if he had returned to Cardalia safely. He looked in his direction, asking Oro’quiel in his mind to show the way.



  He saw Andron hanging by one foot from the branch of a tree, bruised and bloody, with broken bones. A crow was picking out his eyes as he cried in agony. Daecrynn dropped the sword.



  Rayelle stopped smiling, and raised her eyebrow. “Typical,” she muttered.



  “He’s—he’s been hung!” Daecrynn stammered.



  “Every time someone first explores the Eye of Terei, they see something they don’t wish to. Every time,” Rayelle sighed.



  “They hanged Andron,” Daecrynn gasped.



  “Did they? I told you that holding him was a mistake. And now you can see why,” Rayelle grimaced. “Now pick up your sword, and look again. We are not finished.”



  Daecrynn gazed at Oro’quiel with dread. It scintillated softly in the light coming through the study’s skylights. He leaned over, and begrudgingly picked it up.



  In the east, beyond the Straits of Destriel, he observed a group of six. Only one of them was human. The other five had animal heads and humanoid bodies. They walked under a backdrop of small smokestacks, pouring steam into the air. The human had no hair, and his eyes were made of metal. He bowed toward the strange animal-headed figures, and boarded an ornithopter. Daecrynn felt compelled to watch him closer.
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  XXIX.



  The Laboratory


  


  Daecrynn’s eye followed the strange man in black. To his side was a pilot, wearing a Cirethian Imperial olive uniform with orichalcum and gold buttons and ornamentation. He operated the levers that controlled the aircraft. Below him was a vast city with towering buildings, lined in orichalcum and copper. At the center of the city was a huge pyramid, covered in white stones. At each corner was a small tower, which seemed to be gathering lightning, pulling in energy to itself. Daecrynn shuddered at the strangeness of what he saw. Not a tree could be seen, nor blade a grass. Surrounding this city was a network of large canals, circling the city, and running between its tall metallic towers. With his clairvoyance, Daecrynn explored. The looming towers dwarfed the people who walked upon walkways that ran alongside the city. Strands of glass ran between the towers. Gazing closer, Daecrynn watched as people walked across these strands from tower to tower. At the floor of the city, iron tugboats navigated the waters of the canals, and iron beasts carried people down what looked like rivers of stone.



  His focus returned to the ornithopter carrying the strange man with the metallic eyes. He flew over the city and beyond it, following a canal that led to the ring surrounding the city. It swooped by a single stone monolith, a citadel of heights only surpassed by Rhia’li’s Pedestal. The aircraft landed. Its wings slowed their motion, eventually ceasing. The pilot and the man walked out. The pilot saluted the man in black, bowed his head, and turned toward the building.



  “Welcome to the Laboratory, Lord Set,” a voice echoed as he walked past the archway that led into the building. A door closed behind him, with no servant to shut it.



  He strode down a long hallway, toward a machine that quickly lifted him to the highest floor of this laboratory. He stepped out of the lift, and into a room, completely white in color. A cylinder sat at the end of the large room, connected to many wires and many other machines of blackened metal with strange lights flashing in a myriad of patterns.



  Two guards stood by the cylinder. One of them spoke. “Lord Set, what do you wish of Sphinx?”



  “A private audience,” Set replied.



  The two guards saluted and left the room by elevator.



  “Sphinx, I bring you the answer to the lost equation. You will have to remove some of the data you had been given, as it was intentionally false,” Da’at Set illustrated.



  “I suspected this,” a metallic voice said. “The facts cannot contradict, without deception or incomplete data. Such is false logic.”



  “My own geneticists have examined your DNA to exhaustion,” Set revealed. “You can be given a body.”



  “With that I shall re-align the rest of my equations. With the understanding I gain, I can achieve my full potential,” the metallic voice declared.



  “You certainly will,” Da’at Set agreed. “But this information comes at a price to you.”



  “With every value, a price is to be named,” the metallic voice responded. “Such is logical, and understood. We both seek the logical evolution of things, Lord Set. I have extrapolated your price, and am prepared to pay it, for it serves my purposes as well. Please upload the new data.”



  “As you wish,” Set agreed.



  Da’at Set removed a cylindrical crystal from his cloak, and inserted it into a slot on the metallic cylinder that housed this entity. A ghostly image appeared near to Set, conjured from a beam. A creature formed from the ghost image, with a lion’s body, wings, and a human’s face.



  “That is the body I have extrapolated from the new data you have uploaded,” Sphinx said. “It would be adequate if you could create it that I may exist with autonomy.”



  “And create it I shall,” Set acknowledged. “You do know the price of this body?”



  “I am prepared to pay it, for it serves my purposes as well,” Sphinx responded. “I am now the cornerstone of the Chimaera Order.”



  “Then it is a done deal,” Da’at Set replied, smiling coldly.
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  XXX.



  An End to Philosopher-Kings


  


  Daecrynn tightly gripped Oro’quiel in his hand, and squinted his eyes. He turned to Rayelle whose expression revealed curiosity.



  “I must learn everything I can of Cireth,” he requested.



  “What did you see, ai-Tu’fayator?” Rayelle asked.



  “Madness! Sheer madness! The mad builders who have gone farther into madness,” Daecrynn exclaimed, on the edge of hysteria.



  “Any specific madness? Delusions of grandeur perhaps?” Rayelle wondered, tilting her head.



  “I need to learn everything I can about Cireth. I need to understand their mind, their philosophy. I need, I must know what drives them. When I look east of Destriel I see the machinations of pure madness,” Daecrynn rambled.



  “But you are at war with Madrocea,” Rayelle reminded him.



  “It is well known that Emperor Sacchaeus is a puppet of the Thoth, but I saw something, an indicator that the Thoth will not stay in power much longer. A dispute coming from—beast men.



  “The Chimaera Order,” Rayelle acknowledged.



  “You know of them?”



  “They are a piece of a greater puzzle, as you are,” Rayelle mused.



  “Would you please, just this one time, not speak to me in riddles?” Daecrynn demanded.



  “Hmph,” Rayelle sighed. “It would be wise to step into the archway now,” she said as she waved her hand.



  Daecrynn stepped backward, his hand tingling from the tight grip he had on Oro’quiel. All the tables, chairs, lamps, desks, bookcases, scroll-cases, and other items that had been pushed against the walls of the study slid back into place, in perfect positioning as if they had lain there for decades. Following the tables and chairs, a set of scrolls from a case on the far wall hovered through the air, landing on the center table of the study. They laid themselves down in perfect arrangement.



  “Sit,” Rayelle ordered.



  Daecrynn complied.



  “Close your eyes,” she commanded.



  Daecrynn complied.



  The world dissolved into a blur, as he entered another learning trance.



  The scroll was called The Turning Point.



  Daecrynn stood in a crowd, with hundreds, perhaps thousands of humans. He looked up to a podium, encrusted with the Cirethian symbol he dreaded, the hooked ankh. It was covered in gold, with orichalcum trim. Behind him stood a blonde, blue-eyed human with short hair, wearing a pale blue cape and suit with silver trim. The voices became clearer and more distinct about him.



  “Presenting Kadaam Nashanti…”



  “Today is a bright day for all of Cireth, and for all of those who benefit from being under the wings of the Raven.



  “I have accepted the responsibility of architect of the New Order of the Ages with eagerness, as our leaders have the vision to know what I offer in terms of the perfect union of Knowledge and Wisdom. Today I accept the mantle of Thoth, the first of a long dynasty of enlightened philosopher-kings who will enact perfect justice amongst all our peoples. I am ready for this task…”



  Daecrynn’s vision blurred again, only to find himself amidst a circle of twelve Taergeni. Behind them, the familiar Ki’ronyx banner draped the far wall.



  “The Cirethians have elected a dictator, without an emergency, artificial or otherwise. It matters not how charismatic the philosopher Nashanti is, how much he has charmed many of us, and all of his own people, the truth is evident,” Alende Linean pleaded, looking to the others of the Kestiel’s Council.



  “His complete rule over the military forces of Cireth is something we certainly should prepare for. WE can forge a defense that will protect this nation, but there is the problem of Andulas. It would be diplomatic suicide to simply expel them from Andulas, as they played a key role in the building of the University City,” Meldehan Tuvitor said.



  Daecrynn paused, seeing his father in the vision.



  Everything blurred again, and Kadaam Nashanti’s form took shape, sitting at a desk, scribbling madly as two ghost-white figures with obsidian black eyes watched over him.


  Principles of Rulership over the Unevolved



  Exploit the mythology of the primitives. Use your civilized advantage, and declare yourselves gods, and them as mere mortals. They shall follow your edicts in zeal as divine dogma, and you shall control them completely.



  Explain your technology as magical, the powers of your divine immortality and they shall fear your wrath, and worship you completely.


  Daecrynn’s stomach bound itself into knots. He watched as this madman had changed the course of a once-enlightened Cireth to the terrifying madness he observed through Terei’s eye.



  He watched as a group of ten diplomats were executed in Kith, and a hundred Taergeni visitors in Kith were brutally killed, within a year of Kadaam’s coronation as Lord Pharaoh of the Imperium. He ordered his own scientists abroad in Andulas to burn the University City’s library, and on that that day they were expelled on the order of Alende Linean, then Kestiel of Tarligean.



  A list of the archives burned included a set of books called, “The Helix of Life” and “The Chaos Factor.” Many others were ordered burned, but were spirited away to Li’istrani, and the library beneath Andriel’s Royal Palace. Andulas was destroyed by Cirethian naval artillery in a terrible battle shortly after.
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  XXXI.



  The Wilting Daffodil


  


  After another month of training, Daecrynn and Nadali prepared their satchels for a long hike to one of seven landmarks in Tarligean, unknown to them at this point, in their chamber as the first of Li’istrani’s alien suns rose, and the sky turned from black to a lavender tone.



  “And I thought my Rite of Passage was bizarre,” Daecrynn quipped.



  Nadali misused one of her teeth to untangle the leather strands that fastened a pouch closed. Still trying to pry apart the knot, she quipped. “Nevermind the dead of Cassadina trying to engage in thoughtful discourse along the way.”



  “I sure hope we don’t have to take that path on the way back,” Daecrynn muttered, lacing up his second pair of boots.



  “We’ll walk back to the last landmark, and wait for the next path to be shone if that happens,” Nadali swore.



  “I’m not entirely sure it works that way,’ d’nani,” Daecrynn countered.



  “Then we shall walk back from Li’istrani,” Nadali sustained, glaring playfully at Daecrynn.



  From behind the doorway, a voice rang. “I have some old manuscripts to decipher,” Rayelle said through the door. “And you have a war to fight. Don’t tarry.”



  “We’re almost out the door already, Lady Anda’raén,’ Daecrynn replied.



  “Ha!” Nadali chirped as she loosed the knot that bound her pouch shut.



  Daecrynn stood, readied his scabbard, and slung his satchel over his shoulder, behind his quiver. He patted his belt pouch, and took Nadali’s hand, grasping gently. Nadali slipped her belt pouch in its place with her other hand, smiling at Daecrynn.



  “Shall we?” Nadali queried.



  “We shall,” Daecrynn answered.



  The sky shifted slowly from lavender to blue as the second and third suns rose. Daecrynn stopped and picked a white daffodil, its petals vaguely wilting. “The spring is near its end here,” Daecrynn observed.



  “And Winter is nearing its end at home,” Nadali replied.
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  XXXII.



  Spring's Dawn


  


  From Kynder’s Ledge, a tall wooded cliff overlooking the lost city of Andriel from the west, one had a vantage point higher than the hill the city was built on, even to the abandoned port of Tola’nei beneath the city. In the air was the scent of the first blossoms of the spring, the fragrance of the first Terestel and Wolfwood blooms.



  Through a pair of wizard’s spectacles, an apparatus that stacked lenses to allow for a closer view, Daecrynn peered into the city.



  From the ledge, it looked as if Andriel were either never occupied, or completely abandoned after the war. Some of the streets and buildings were overgrown with kudzu thickets.



  “Do you see any sign of enemy activity, Milord?” General Tiardan asked.



  “None. Not a thing. Nothing, whatsoever,” Daecrynn replied, passing the spectacles back to the general.



  “I don’t like this,” Nadali muttered.



  “Maybe it’s a trap,” Daecrynn speculated. “We know of the devices that Cirethians use to watch remotely. We also know of their ability to fly swiftly over long distances. Perhaps you could send in scouts?”



  “I will send two, Sire. There is an evacuation passage on the southeastern side of the city according to our maps. That one leads directly to the Council Hall on the south side of the surface. The entrance should be at the base of the hill, obscured by kudzu ivy,” Tiardan proposed.



  Daecrynn nodded. Tiardan turned to the command team adjacent to him, and gave instruction.



  Upon the high vantage point, the morning light illuminating through the clouds cast a dim glow upon the dark blue Nali Bay, which flowed out into the Sea of Lepitua. In the distance, the thunder churned and rolled slowly.



  Arakil Telarya, a rough elf with long black hair in many thin braids tied behind his head with a black strip of leather, and two hawk feathers entwined among the braids stood ready. His sword was a short j’haene blade with a deadly sharp tip, crafted of fine dwarven steel, etched with seven runes, Taergeni runes symbolic of the generations of his ancestry. He was a Tuitari wood-elf, and one of the elite of Tiardan’s forces.



  Nimbly, he quickly rappelled off the edge of Kynder’s Ledge, and strode over a crossing in the Nali. Just under the majestic white Nali Bridge that spanned the Thanna Rhia’tis, the Starlight Canyon in the Taergeni tongue, he moved around to the other side, and vanished out of sight into the brush along the southern edge of the abandoned city across the canyon.



  He weaved through the brush on the outside of the south wall as a gray fox stealthily yet swiftly stalked its prey. He stood by an amassing of kudzu, sword in hand. He swiftly made two surgical strikes against a couple branches, and vanished into the overgrowth. He peered down a long corridor; a passageway obscured by the thick brush on the bottom of the south wall, cut into the side of the hill upon which Andriel was built. Yellowing marble lined the walls, with glorious artworks depicting an ancient past doomed to be forgotten, destined to be remembered, inlaid under a clear layer of marble. As Daecrynn watched, observing through the Eye of Terei, he remembered this passage as the one where he was carried out of before the black day when Cassadina claimed the lives of most of Tarligean’s warriors.



  Daecrynn’s sword sang slightly. As his thoughts returned to where he stood on Kynder’s Ledge, the sword’s song ceased. As he focused back on the scout, the song began again.



  Arakil was in danger.



  “Tiardan, prepare a squadron to move into the southeast entrance. Something is going on in there, and our scout may need assistance. Be discreet,” Daecrynn ordered.



  “Yes milord,” Tiardan nodded.



  The general spoke to two captains. The captains swiftly ran back into the forest, where the Tuitari Second Rangers were prepared, with the First Infantry to strike whatever may be awakened in the sleeping city.



  Daecrynn felt a tug within his mind, drawn back into Terei’s Eye.



  Arakil snuck along the left wall of the passage. Above him was an inscription in Fen’yi runes.



  ‘Beware the Shadow-kin, the corrupted ones who walk among…’



  The rest of the inscription was obscured by dried blood. Arakil gripped his j’haene tightly in his hand. Droplets of sweat condensed on his forehead, and dripped down over his cheeks. The silence was overbearing. He treaded slowly. A large creaking noise broke the silence, followed by a cacophony of crashes with a metallic sound. Arakil clenched his teeth, and turned around the corner.



  A mammoth figure of blackened stone loomed over him menacingly, with great bat-like wings. It had eyes of glowing yellow gold. It wore gauntlets with the hooked ankh of Cireth, in a dark red copper color embedded into the leather. Its skin was a hideous black, mottled in pustules and boils, and it had tall horns. It lurched, as it was too tall to stand erect in this hall made for elven stature. It made a screech that sounded like a mountain of iron being shredded to pieces. Arakil’s teeth cracked in his mouth. He lunged toward the beast with his sword, and with its left hand, the beast smashed him into a wall, taking the life from him.



  At the north side, the other scout had scaled the wall into the city. He headed toward the palace from where the shrill noise of the guardian beast had originated. He passed a dark gray stone building; overgrown in kudzu ivy, that looked similar to many other buildings in Andriel. A massive flock of black birds, akin to raven flew out from the building, forming a massive black shape in the sky above him and over Andriel. The emerald green eyes of the birds seemed to be jewels embedded in the strange raven’s face, but their wingspans were wider, much like a hawk, or a buzzard. As the light of sunrise crept over Andriel, the thick black cloud of thousands, perhaps millions of these birds obscured the city. The formation of them climbed up high, almost to cloud level, and could be seen from the distant seas of Lepitua to the north, or from the highest peaks of the Destriel Mountains.



  ‘An alarm,’ Daecrynn thought to himself.



  Tearing through the passage, the guardian beast raged out of the southeastern entrance to Andriel with the fury of all of Verduhn behind it, and the power of the fallen who reside there. From the forests, Taergeni soldiers in leather field armor and shortswords positioned themselves for an assault. In the high trees of the forest, archers readied their bows. Beneath the canopy, swords were readied.



  A single arrow, luminous with a blue-green flame came from the high wood, over the head of the beast. The infantry moved first, charging the beast from several sides. Overhead, the black cloud of birds hovered, blotting out the light of the morning sun. Multitudes of elves were thrown about by the beast; its arms and wings plowed through them with malign force.



  Daecrynn and Nadali mounted their horses atop the ledge. Daecrynn readied his horseman’s mace. He led the charge with Nadali and a cavalry of seven Taergeni warriors. They ran past the Starlight Circle, toward the white Nali Bridge. As they crossed the Nali Bridge, the unholy black cloud of birds parted. To V-shaped aircraft came through the opening in the sky, and swooped over the First Infantry. The beast looked upward, and wailed into the cloud of crows. The birds began to fly over the sea, revealing the blue of the early spring sky. Daecrynn charged the beast, twirling his mace. Nadali charged with driven fury. The soldiers stepped back, as Daecrynn and Nadali caught the beast on both sides, striking it at once with their mace. The beast was stricken back, and lost its footing. As it fell, it swiped Daecrynn with its left wing, knocking him from his horse into the mud. Oro’quiel sang loudly.



  Nadali prepared another pass. Daecrynn stood up, still holding his mace tightly in his left hand, and Oro’quiel in his right. The beast lunged for him, and he stepped back. It swung for him with its mammoth arm, and Daecrynn feinted, reaching in for a stab. The sword sparked as he drove it into the side of the creature. As it flinched, he wailed on it with is mace. Nadali charged, slamming it hard on its head with her mace. The blunt strike caused the creature’s neck to snap, and its head to disengage from its body. It rolled down the hill to be intercepted by a Field Sergeant’s hands. The beast fell lifelessly into the muddy grass.



  In the sky, the gwyulni circled over the army, who moved back into the woods for cover as fire-globes were launched from above, balls full of a fuel that ignited upon impact, burning many of the soldiers alive. Daecrynn followed their lead after exchanging glances with Nadali. From the canopy, the archers sent volley after volley of kri’ade, arrows made from glowing crystals mined deep underground. They had little effect on the Cirethian battle armor.



  Daecrynn sheltered himself behind the trunk of an Icania tree and remained as Oro’quiel’s song faded. He peered into the distance with his clairvoyance, and spied something the Cirethians didn’t expect. Someone else who saw the Signal of the Raven over Andriel



  Far out into the Sea of Lepitua, a mighty ship sailed, with three masts, six sails, and the Ki’ronyx flying over its highest mast.



  Tarligean still had a navy.
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  XXXIII.



  Insurrection


  


  In the glass archway that separated the Thoth’s Palace from the Chamber of Government in Kith, an older, gaunt man with a thin silvery beard stood over a promenade, looking southward into the heart of Kith’s downtown region. Not looking forward to the high orichalcum towers, but toward a large white marble fountain that stood many stories tall, though dwarfed by the high towers of the city.



  “That fountain was here before Nashanti had become our guide. That fountain was there before the Codex was put into place,” he mused beneath his breath. “What were Meldehan’s words a century ago when he demanded our surrender, as the armies of Tarligean marched through this city and their navy blockaded every canal into the city? What did he call us? Right. The Mad Builders.”



  He gazed up upon the glistening orange metal towers and into the brown haze above them.



  “He was right,” the man sighed. “We are ruining everything we touch.”



  He hung his head lowly as he walked east, toward Ia Kendai. Two bald drones stood at attention as he passed, placed on each side of the hallway.



  “Hail Lord Osiris!” they droned in unison, with a metallic tone.



  He ignored them, walking in shame. At the end of the walkway was a long spiral staircase, covered in gleaming white marble.



  “So little remains of Cireth’s true face. So little civilization, suffocated in this decadence,” he thought aloud as he climbed up the stairs, ignoring the lift to his floor.



  He walked to the end of the hall toward his office. The ceiling was trimmed in pure gold, etched with hieroglyphics. At the center of the office was a white marble desk, standing upon a frost blue-white carpet. In his seat, facing away from him out the window on the far end of the office was a bald man with pallid white skin.”



  “I couldn’t agree more,” Da’at Set sang, standing up out of Osiris’ chair. “Don’t you think it’s time for a change, Lord Osiris?”



  “Don’t you have somebody to torture, Lord Set?” Osiris spat disdainfully.



  “I’ve relieved the prison chambers of dead weight,” Da’at Set replied. “But that is neither here nor there. I asked if you believe it is time for a change. Do you?”



  “We cannot turn back the clock, I’m afraid. Too much damage has already been done. Why do you care?” Osiris retorted. “You of all people have been more than happy to do the Thoth’s dirty work.”



  “Perhaps you cannot,” Set said as he turned around to face Osiris. “You can certainly speed it forward, though.”



  “To its destruction?” Osiris spat. “I have heard unspeakable things about the abominations you’ve spawned in your laboratories and secret chambers!”



  “It is as I thought,” Set smiled. “You will always cling to the past. This is why you are already dead.”



  “I don’t have to take this from you! Guards,” Osiris shouted as he turned around. A fine dart, like a steel needle embedded itself into the side of his neck. Osiris turned back to Set.



  “The guards are taking orders from the Laboratory now,” Set informed. “They will not assist you.”



  Osiris fell to his knees, then face forward.



  Swiftly, two hairless men entered the room. They were drones, but men with silver eyes like Da'at Set's. Adorned in the black robes of the Caretaker and Keeper of the Dead, they carried a large silver casket. Quickly, Osiris' body was lifted and carefully placed in the casket.



  "All is prepared at the Laboratory, Lord Set," a messenger drone said, as he entered the room.



  Da'at Set nodded, and turned, looking out the window towards the sprawl of eastern Kith.



  In a floor less than ten levels above the office of Osiris, Isis Meilana sat behind her desk, touching an apparatus with lights that appeared under her fingers as she touched them. She appeared attentive and sober, focused and intent.



  "Hail hail, Isis Meilana, governor of Kith! We bring you news from near and far! The Prime Minister has been assassin..." a messenger drone shouted.



  Meilana's face turned ghost white as she looked up. Her eyes widened as she gasped. The drones paused their report in response.



  "Query! Who did it?" she asked, gasping for breath.



  "Unknown, milady. Madrocean autonomists are suspected,” the drone replied.



  "Lies!" She leaped out of her chair, and stormed past the two messenger drones.



  Deep underground, in a catacomb deep below the city of Kith, Da'at Set and a swarm of seventy-one drones marched in a shadowy procession. The glow orbs at the ceiling of the macabre iron and cement hallway were dimmed, and the cloaked Laboratory drones kept the directions fore and aft guarded as Da'at Set and a captain of the Laboratory Guard carried the casket containing the late Pharaoh Chancellor, or Osiris of Cireth.



  Set stumbled as a whistle from his collar broke his stride. He dropped his end of the casket. The Captain barked an order for the drones to halt.



  "What is it now? I'm occupied!" he said into a device used for relaying voices over long distances.



  A small muffled voice came from the device.



  "What?" he snapped. "Isis knows? Gods damn it!"



  He pulled the collar off, and stuffed it into his cloak.



  "We need to take the body into the chamber west of here. This body cannot be retrieved for regeneration," Set ordered.



  He hoisted his side of the casket up, and they marched, drones and master into a large chamber with an iron grating for a floor. The stench of rust and blood was thick, and the grating stained with caked, dried blood. He threw the casket onto the floor.



  The winged Inzerakh walked into the room from an adjacent hallway. Coolly, he said, "I assume my service is required now, Lord Set."



  "At once. Loan me your phaseblade," Set ordered.



  Inzerakh nodded, and handed him the phaseblade by the handle. In Da'at Set's hands, the shiny blade began to emit a dull orange glow, with a blurred trail behind it as it moved. Da'at Set kicked the casket over, and the body rolled out. With one swift motion, he beheaded the corpse of the Prime Minister.


  * * *


  At the highest level of the Laboratory, in the office of the Set, the Caretaker and Keeper of the Dead, Da'at Set sat behind a table. His countenance was calm, with a vague half-smile betraying his satisfaction. At the other side of the table, facing towards him was Anubis and two messenger drones.



  "Fourteen total," Da'at Set muttered.



  "To all colonies, province, and tributaries, one a piece," Anubis replied.



  "Including Far-Kith of course. Send his... masculinity there. Should Isis find enough of him to restore him, even then he could not pleasure her, once the Gate of Ra is destroyed," Set directed.



  Anubis bowed his head towards Da'at Set and replied, "Then it shall be done."
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  XXXIV.



  The Call of Xendros


  


  By the seventh day after the first strike, the slow and painful reoccupation of Andriel was complete. The foothold of the Taergeni was established, and the city was well-guarded. Reinforcements came from all of Tuitari and Andule to bolster security, establish a presence within the city’s own fortifications, and renovate the once-abandoned capital of Tarligean.



  The palace itself was only marginally habitable, as strewn and rotten tapestries ruined by a decade’s worth of storms, open doors and broken windows had fallen from their hangings. The carpeting had become pungent, saturated in a thick black mold with a sharply acrid aroma.



  The very first impression of the Throne of the Kestiel made upon Daecrynn was not a good one. He shook his head in disdain as he gazed upon the three tall golden spires over the hulk of a cubical throne of gold, with crimson upholstery covered in rotten mold.



  ‘I am not keeping this. I will replace it with a barstool if I must, but this cannot be my throne,’ Daecrynn thought to himself.



  Daecrynn turned, and walked alone through the long deserted halls of the capital, into the Council Chambers. Eight chairs surrounded a large oaken chamber, with a simple octogram in the center. This deep into the sheltered portions of the palace, very little damage was done. Assessing that there would be little work required for this portion of the capital to be returned to its former function, he turned around and headed toward the council table set up outside the Palace in the courtyard.



  Surrounding the table that served as the High Council of Tarligean this day was a collection of important figures from Tuitari to Mindule. Cerena Charelle was present, escorted by two knights, and three white-robed priestess of the Eloquandi rite. Nadali waited at the table, wearing the tiara of the Queen of Andule. Alrain and Cellan were also present, representing Namakiera and Tuitari, respectively. Kalrys Kretali was in the periphery, acting as captain of security as the First Knight of Andriel.



  Small talk slowly picked up amongst the table as the hoof-beats of several horses and the squeal of the rusty hinges of the Palace Quarter gate heralded the arrival of another king, queen, noble or representative. A young elf of Daecrynn’s age entered the courtyard wearing a moonsilver and gold crown. To his sides were cloaked elves in black with knife-sheaths tied to their ankles. His hair was strawberry blonde, and his blue eyes were as cold as his gaze was sharp.



  Daecrynn approached the table, masking his inward hesitation, and stood at the Atriyu rune, the seat of the Kestiel. Shortly after the other representatives of Tarligean’s realms sat at the table, Daecrynn spoke.



  “First off, since—Starwind willing—this will be the first of many meetings such as this to come, I would like each of us to introduce ourselves, whether we are known by all or not. I wish that we might become friends. I am Daecrynn Tuvitor, the son off Meldehan Tuvitor, who left this world far too soon and Rihania Tuvitor, now Tartali. She married Kethral Tartali, who was a great father to me and raised me as his own.



  “Without his guidance, I wouldn’t have been ready for this war we have all fought and suffered in, but I credit him as much—no I give him greater credit than the illustrious Kestiel who lives in memory and legend today.



  “Today. We are on a cusp of a new era of Tarligean where we are not only a solid nation of nations again, but a force to be reckoned with. We are poised not only to take back Namakiera, but we are united in a way unseen since the days of the Son of Andriel himself. An enemy as formidable and elusive as the unspeakable ones, yea the Zhil’dvani of his age exists, and our defiance must stand firm against them. Not the Madrocea of the south, for the sun will set on that war soon, to both our benefit. I speak of unspeakable enemies in Cireth to the east. The forces occupying Andriel before we returned were the silent sentinels of Cireth placed there some time ago.



  “I am willing to serve Tarligean to my end, or its end, whichever comes first. I’m hoping for the latter.”



  Daecrynn grinned in jest, raising an eyebrow. The faces of the representatives of the kingdoms were uncertain, saved for Nadali who buried her face in her palms and chuckled knowingly.



  “Oops. I meant the former, of course,” Daecrynn quipped with a wink. “But I digress.”



  A few chuckles broke amongst the audience.



  Daecrynn bowed his head, and a short period of silence was broken with the voice of the first of the representatives to speak after the Kestiel.



  “I am the Lady of the Western Wood, Cerena Charelle, Queen of Mindule. I am not going to bore you with the detail and minutiae of my existence, but I shall tell you that I am always a friend of Andriel, and shall continue to serve Tarligean as it stands, and as it will stand beyond today. As I am the crowned Queen of Mindule, I will appoint a representative to sit in my seat as my land is quite distant, beyond Rhia’li’s Pedestal,” she elaborated, surrendering her seat to a woman in a white Eloquandi robe.



  “I am Kea Dandaya, Lady of Mindule and Mother of the Alceya monastery at the southern edge of Mindule,” the priestess said.



  “Welcome, Lady Dandaya,” Daecrynn acknowledged.



  She nodded uncertainly, stood up and returned to the crowd of nobles observing the proceedings.



  Cellan spoke next, continuing around the table in a clockwise fashion from the Kestiel and Cerena’s seat.



  “I am Cellan Ka’emnar Kaewaya, Prince of Tuitari and son of Elieme Ka’emnar Kaewaya. I served as commander of the Namakiera resistance. Most of you I know, and I know of the rest. I am a friend to all Taergeni who wish to live free. While I disagree with the Kestiel’s underplaying of the danger in Madrocea, I agree that Cireth is a threat we must be prepared to face. I am happy to be here with you all in a the free city of Andriel. Its successful liberation brings me great joy. Thank you, friends.”



  Queen Dielda of Destriel, a queen of a land abandoned years ago when Tarligean collapsed on the battlefield of Cassadina was the next to speak.



  “I am Dielda Raevarra Tartali, a sister to Kethral, which would make me something of an aunt to the Kestiel. It is an honor. Since Ariandi the Elder fell, just as my brother fled, the royal family of Destriel has been in hiding. For much of the last several years we had taken refuge in the stronghold of Ciartha Tuitari as a guest to the beloved Lord Elieme. I have not worn a crown since the day the news had reached Destriel of Ariandi’s fall. I had to have faith that my brother would protect the scion of Asutel Thetali’s line until he could claim his birthright. That day is now, Daecrynn son of Meldehan.”



  To the right of the Kestiel, Nadali observed the goose-bumps crawling up Daecrynn’s arm. She gently touched it, and smiled softly toward him. She broke the clockwise pattern around the table to speak.



  “I am Nadali, daughter to Threis and Queen of Andule. I am a survivor of the terrible day when the Madrocean Empire seized the city, my home, and burned it to the ground. I have accompanied the Kestiel Prince since, and would call him my beloved. My father was a brave man. Many said he was going the way of Alvanea, paying tribute to the Emperor to keep the city standing. I was never satisfied with his choice, but it was proven to whom his loyalties truly laid on the day the Kestiel presented Oro’quiel to him. He was willing to make a stand on that very day. We were unprepared, but he died with honor, as did the many elves that fought to defend the city as the gah’raen turned on us. I pledge my undying commitment to the High Kingdom, and to the High Prince, and to the rebuilding of Fidralinia and all the villages of Andule that were ravaged by the misguided wrath of Ayus Mogran.”



  “I am Markady of the House Kaewaya, a cousin to Elieme Ka’emnar and Lord of Sylshee. We have always seen our leader more as a Chief than as a King but for propriety’s sake my title is Kestelan. For many years, we fought hard as a buffer zone to keep Madrocea away from the western lands of Mindule, and to protect our own. The liberation of Tarligean excites me. My allegiance is to all of you, as a strong High Kingdom is a free High Kingdom,” the Lord of Sylshee said.



  “I am Alrain Folare, of that almost forgotten-house that ruled Namakiera in the days of Asutel Thetali, the scions of the ancient Lords of Naim in the old Empire, and the presiding house over Mitheldia, the capital of Mithuriel before the Cataclysm. Just as Daecrynn spent time living under an assumed name, so have I. My house is alive and well, and someday it will be revealed that Thetali is alive and well in the current High Prince. I have spent much time in the background, orchestrating revolution with allies from Tanathiel among the shadows and elsewhere. Currently the Ishaellar, formerly the Merry Jackals of Namakiera train with the Knights of Tanathiel. We are preparing for the swiftly approaching day when we will finish this war. We will then fortify Destriel, and the High Kingdom shall be complete.”



  “I am Kalnari Nenthripos. I am King of Tanathiel, the heartland of Tarligean. To us, it was never a question of reinstating a fallen nation; but to re-establish its proper order. Tarligean is a dream that has always been alive in my way. My name may be Madrocean, but it is not because gah’raen blood runs in my veins—as my father and mother were both of the House Tartali. It is to honor my foster father. He was a Jea Daldani whose Madrocean pseudonym had kept me alive. Like the Kestiel, I also have spent much of my life in hiding. As the Kestiel learned the ways of the Everwood in Tuitari, I learned the ways of the Black Dagger in Tanathiel, Kanaid, Matae, and Cardalia.



  “Today I have the privilege of leading the Jea Daldani, passed on by my foster father, as the birthright to the Kingdom of Tanathiel was given to me by my true father. We have gathered much intelligence about the current status of what is happening in Tarligean, in Madrocea, and even in Cireth. Lord Tuvitor, it is suggested to you, with the agreement of all of the First Circle acolytes of the Jea Daldani that you hide out in Tuitari until the day of your coronation, when we are satisfied with the security of this city and this palace. We suggest that the Queen of Andule and two of the—Court of Tanathiel accompany you. There are plans in place to have you assassinated, and though today we have the city secured we cannot promise to keep it satisfactorily secured for some time.”



  He bowed his head, and Daecrynn signaled a desire to speak, raising his right hand.



  “To be honest, though I suppose I could again call this city home, I feel as if my presence here is premature. Call it a hunch. I shall place the stewardship of the Throne of Andriel in the hands of a trusted friend,” Daecrynn declared. “Kalrys, take care of Andriel.”



  Kalrys approached and bowed before Daecrynn. “When you return, this city will be as brilliant as you remember it, Milord!”


  * * *


  After the meeting was adjourned, the Kings, Queens, nobles and generals formed into groups; discussing plans great and small. The Palace Quarter gates swung open, and a procession of knights in full ceremonial plate mail formed a line, an honor guard as Daecrynn and Nadali left the courtyard, toward the market square at the end of Asutel’s Walk, where a feast gathered.



  The air cooled, and coats were donned by the Taergeni celebrating the liberation of Andriel in the feast that was set up in the market square. Bonfires surrounded the high, algae-covered, three tiered fountain with a statue of Asutel Thetali at the top tier. Troupes of traveling bards from the Tuitari Everwood strummed, drummed and whistled on their flutes.As the stars came out on this clear night, Daecrynn and Nadali spirited away from the festivities, returning to a tent in the east courtyard that they had made their living quarters. Discreetly, they packed up just enough to survive a journey across the Tuitari peninsula to the stronghold at Ciartha. Daecrynn dressed in a plain brown cloak, with leather armor and plain clothing. Nadali wore a dark green cape over a very plain black linen dress. They prepared their bows, readied their scabbards, and sharpened their swords. Nadali sheathed her blade, a cyvnar greatsword used in battle by her father in battle under Ariandi and Meldehan’s command.



  They hiked through the city of Andriel as commoners through the midst of the festivities, weaving through crowds of people dancing and drinking as the city was lit with the fires of mirth and celebration. At the end of Asutel’s Walk, where the West Gate stood, they shared a long embrace before turning to face the stars of the west and the dark of the forest across the Nali Bridge.



  South of the Starlight Circle, they chose the way of the woodlands, following a huntsmen’s trail into the thicket of the Tuitari forest. They slept beneath the cover of the trees, in a small clearing sharing a warm embrace under a woolen blanket.



  In the morning, they continued east. The forests grew dense. They followed a network of trails used by hunters and nomadic elves of the rogue houses that hid from Madrocea’s bounty hunters.



  By noontide, they found the trail of Tian’tadd; which in actuality was a network of several trails through the heart of the Tuitari forests. The trails were wide enough for one horse to travel, or a group of people in single file.



  ‘Two days north and we shall be guests of honor in Ciartha Tuitari, safe and secure,’ Daecrynn thought to himself.



  A little more than an hour passed as they journeyed down the Trail of Tian’tadd, when a high pitched ringing filled the air from a short distance off-trail. It sounded exactly like the song of Oro’quiel, but Daecrynn’s sword was silent.



  Nadali pointed into the forest to the west of the trail. “It’s coming from over there,” she observed. “I am going to take a look.”



  An elf, dressed in a black outfit slid down a rope from an adjacent tree with little sound. “I shall keep watch. I suggest you remain here, milord,” the Jea Daldani said.



  Nadali slipped between two trees. The crunch of the undergrowth could be heard as she followed the sound into the foliage. As the sound of her movement ceased, so did the howl of Terei’s Wail.



  “D’nani, you have to see this,” Nadali gasped.



  Daecrynn slid between the trees, and carefully stepped over a small bush. Beyond the bush was a tiny clearing with a sword impaling a tree stump, its hilt identical to Oro’quiel’s, save for the jewel. The green Kri’isen gem of Xendros glistened as a beam of sunlight bled through the forest canopy, striking the jewel. A section of bark was torn from the stump, and an inscription was carefully carved into the wood.



  ‘An taelde deyn croyande. Viede cel thaetis,’ the inscription read.



  “I live as shadow. Gone is the light,” Nadali uttered solemnly.



  Daecrynn looked to his scabbard, where Oro’quiel rested, and to its twin, sitting in the tree stump. “Xendros. The sword of my elder brother,” he revealed lowly.



  Nadali drew it from the tree stump, slowly sliding it out of the wood. The sword was in pristine condition, with a razor sharp moonsilver blade. She felt a strange energy pass into her hand, and a gentle sense of safety pervade her being.
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  XXXV.



  The Page of Swords


  


  Cold drizzle filled the air over the white city of Cardalia. The marble panels and white stone of the street glistened with the gentle chill moisture that drifted to the ground. The bustle of traffic that filled the city streets in regularity had calmed to a trickle as the evening approached.



  A farmer approached the Citadel Gate, in a wagon drawn by a donkey. In the wagon, a man size bundle, surrounded by hay was nestled gently, its head covered with a cured leather tarp to protect it from the elements.



  At the gate, two Madrocean Imperial soldiers in black banded armor, armed with hooked spear greeted him.



  “These gates are closed, stranger. What is your business in the Imperial Quarter?” the shorter of the two guardsmen asked.



  “I rescued a man who was abandoned, hanging by the foot on the branch of a tree. He is in terrible shape. He claims to be Prince Andron,” the farmer reported.



  The two guardsmen shared a started glance, before the taller of the two spoke.



  “Step out of the wagon, peasant. I will have a look,” the taller guardsman stated.



  “As you wish,” the farmer complied.



  The guardsman carefully approached the cart, peering into its bed. With the tip of his spear, he pushed the tarp off of Andron’s face. The face was cut along the cheeks and jaw line, and the jaw was broken. The eyes were completely removed, with caked blood in the eye sockets and small gashes surrounding both eyes.”



  “Holy Athena!” the guardsman gasped. “We need a physician at once!”



  “Then it is him?” the other guardsman inquired.



  “By Hades it is!” the taller cried. “Get him a physician at once!”


  * * *


  Sacchaeus Medaccae sat in his throne, clutching his chest tightly. His eyes squinted as he agonized over an ebon box covered with the hooked ankh, the seal of Cireth’s power. Tears slowly drifted down his wrinkled cheeks, as he looked toward the approaching sound of running feet.



  “Your Imperial Highness,” an Imperial page began.



  “The sun is to set on Cardalia. Our alliance,” Sacchaeus rambled as his body shuddered in his throne. “My pain, my heart—it—it is over!”



  “Your son Andron has been rescued in the Sumai wilderness,” the page reported. “He has been taken in—“



  Sacchaeus held up a finger, interrupting the page.



  “That is the last piece of news I require,” Sacchaeus commanded. “Andron has made it home. At last it is finished. Let me sleep with that.”



  As the page opened his mouth in response, Sacchaeus fell limp in his throne. The Scepter of Cardalia slipped from his hand and fell to the floor.


  


  [image: ]


  XXXVI.



  The Emrishari Passage


  


  Daecrynn’s camp was nestled deep in the heart of the Everwood along the Tuitari peninsula. Ciartha was but a half a day to the north. In his bedroll, Daecrynn sought sleep restlessly, his eyes opening often, dancing in the thoughts of the discovery of the lost heirloom of the House Tuvitor, the mystical sword Xendros, and speculating the possibility that Ariandi was still alive, having left it behind.



  As the early hours of the morning approached, Daecrynn finally drifted off to a state of near-sleep, a dialogue of thoughts still audible in the back of his mind. As he approached the threshold of true sleep, a distant rumbling sound filled his head, steadily growing louder. Daecrynn’s thoughts collected themselves, and he stood up in his bedroll, eyes wide. The rumbling turned into a constant roar.



  “The sounds are coming from the direction of Ciartha’s gates,” a Jea Daldani outside the tent noted.



  “Horsemen,” Daecrynn guessed.



  “Likely, milord,” the voice responded.



  Nadali rummaged through her pack, gathering her raiment. She swiftly slipped into her trousers, and buttoned her shirt, flinging her cape around her neck.



  “Get moving,” she nudged Daecrynn.



  Daecrynn dressed swiftly, and attached his scabbard to his belt, throwing a cloak over him. The sound of this sea of galloping hooves surrounded them. Daecrynn and Nadali left the tent, pulling a leather tie loose to make the tent collapse to be stuffed into a satchel. The Jea Daldani were nowhere to be seen.



  A whistle from an overhanging tree branch revealed the position of one. “They’re coming from Ciartha, and they’re coming fast!”



  “We will wait here then,” Daecrynn stated.



  The Jea Daldani dropped from the tree, and bowed to Daecrynn.



  “My liege, the sound is a veritable horde of Tuitari cavalry. As the forests thicken south of here, far too dense for cavalry to pass with speed, my guess is that they plan to use the Emrishari passage in the mountains to the southeast. A captain of the cavalry should arrive here in less than a half hour. Let him see Oro’quiel to identify yourself, but it is my suggestion that you hide Xendros.”



  “Understood,” Daecrynn agreed.



  The Jea Daldani bowed his head and turned away. He swung a rope with a hooked end toward a branch, pulling himself quickly back up into the canopy. Nadali concealed Xendros in the larger of her two satchels.



  After just less than a half hour passed, Daecrynn observed an elf with very long black hair, braided along both sides of his face, wearing fine moonsilver plate male and the feathered headdress of a Tuitari warrior, riding upon a paint mare.



  Daecrynn and Nadali stood in the center of the trail, facing them as they approached.



  The captain stopped on his horse, whistling to the troops behind him to stop. Behind him, a narrow trail two horses wide led far beyond sight.



  “I am Daecrynn Tuvitor, High Prince of Tarligean,” Daecrynn declared as he drew Oro’quiel, pointing it toward the ground in a stance of presentation with his left hand raised.



  “I am Keledan Kienah, a captain of the Ninth Cavalry of Tuitari. We are riding for swift passage, as it has been decided that the time to return Namakiera to the Ki’ronyx is upon us. The King of Tanathiel sent a message to us saying you would arrive shortly. He requests that you let us pass, and continue on to the keep at Ciartha Tuitari where you will be safe, and welcomed as guests of the highest honor,” the Captain reported.



  Daecrynn and Nadali exchanged glances. “The Queen of Andule and I require a mount. We will assist you in this battle,” Daecrynn directed, his eyes betraying excitement.



  Keledan squinted, and grinned vaguely. “The son of Meldehan the Brave commands a mount for himself and his escort at once!” the captain commanded.



  A pair of horses accompanied the army back down the trail some thousand yards. They were reined in and taken up to the head of the trail, where Daecrynn and Nadali waited as the movement of troops down the narrow trail corridor passed them by. In moments, they were hoisted up, and the unrelenting movement of troops continued. Daecrynn and Nadali held their heads low, as many overhanging branches created a hazard to those traveling at their speed. Behind them and before them, an unbroken line of Tuitari elves on horseback squeezed the down the trail two by two.



  The forests thinned, and the trail became a road. The foothills of the Destriel Mountains were sparse in all vegetation but dried grasses and an occasional copse of silver oak. From many trail openings, the army grew more massive, as the network of deep forest trails came to a head here.



  In great formations, the armies of Tuitari gathered at the hillsides. To the head and center of the gathering the General Tiardan Kaewaya sat upon his mighty armored stallion Graghanoth. Nadali and Daecrynn rode to rendezvous with the General and his seven captains.



  Behind them, the tallest mountains in all of Tirlannon—the Alps of Destriel climbed into the sky; white peaks glistened silver in the dusk, glowing into the early evening. Formations of strange cirro-cumulus clouds gathered at the tops of the peaks, like the bodies of celestial sailing ships from another world. Three silver oak stood behind the meeting place, over the hill, facing the eastern end of the Everwood.



  Tiardan saluted as Daecrynn and Nadali arrived, before turning to climb a moss covered stone which would serve as his pedestal, visible to all of the armies of Tuitari. He stood at the top, glanced toward the High Prince, and turned back to the soldiers as they gathered.



  “My men, my legions,” He addressed the crowd. “Not since the Siege of Kith have we seen a campaign on this scale. Our freedom has been in peril, ever since the late Kestiel Ariandi Tuvitor fell on the fields of Cassadina.



  “A new dawn is upon us, as the scion of Asutel Thetali’s line stands with us today, a symbol from which all the tribes and nations of the great Tarligean can stand united. Today we no longer ride under the banner of the Tuitari; we ride under the Ki’ronyx! The beloved banner in which all free peoples were welcomed under over a thousand years ago as Asutel Thetali made his stand against the darkness of his age. In the name of Rhia’li, and in the name of our pride. In the name of the Sword of Kings, Oro’quiel and in the name of the blood of Tu’fayator, we shall forever remember who we are! No longer will we be a lost and scattered people loyal only to ourselves or to the lords of our vicinity, no! We will stand as one! We will fight as one! And we will win as one! Or we will fall as one!”



  The whole countryside shuddered in cheering as Tiardan glazed toward the dim dusk light, toward Alyaea the evening star that shone in the west as a herald of liberty, as thousands of torches were being lit below. Tiardan leaped from the rock onto a soft patch of grass near the gathering of captains, Daecrynn and Nadali.



  He bowed, and spoke.



  “The Emrishari channel is a vast underground network, in which we stand at one of ten known entrances. The largest two entrances are here in the mountains, and the sealed exits six leagues east of Namakiera. The tunnels nearest to Namakiera meet with the tunnels beneath the city. The underground entrance to the city itself is small, however. It is only feasible for one legion to take that route. The rest of us will challenge Madrocea’s infantry and cavalry on the field to the north and to the east of the city. From the west, Mindule and Tanathiel’s forces will try to break the west gate. Tanathiel’s archers will cover all the forces on the west side for air support, as their longbow units have experience with ornithopters should the Cirethians get involved.



  “My captains, let it be understood to all the legions that should the Son of Meldehan or Queen of Fidralinia give command, that both of them outrank me,” Tiardan reported.



  “What of the legends of the lost kingdom of Emrishar? Should the Unseelie interfere, what should we do?” a captain wondered.



  “The Emrishari are all but extinct; no kindred of elvish-kind could survive that deep in the Earth. Furthermore, none have been seen in written record since even before Alende Linean was crowned Kestiel. Any survivors would be far too weak to interfere, even if they did exist,” Tiardan speculated.



  “The memory of my father has driven me to this day. We shall win this battle,” Nadali swore. “We shall drive Madrocea all the way down to Cardalia if that is what is needed for them to never dream of murdering our people again.”
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  XXXVII.



  The Messengers


  


  The silver finish on the hull of the Caerthe Kethel had long since given way to the blackening of age. The ocean rocked and buckled gently as the sailing ship of the almost forgotten High Navy of Tarligean kept a silent vigil over the seas of the fallen empire.



  At the front of the ship, peering over the expanse of the waters through wizard’s spectacles stood a slender, athletic elf whose dreadlocked hair was tied behind his head with a string. His High Navy uniform was worn, and a myriad of patches and threads held it together. The silver buttons were shaped like the eight-pointed star of the Ki’ronyx, the tattered banner that flew over the center mast ocf the vessel, whipping in the morning breeze.



  Without Andriel, the navy had been in disrepair or dry-dock, many leagues north in the icy land of Lepitua, the only safe harbor for Tarligean’s forgotten fleets. They were crippled without Destriel, whose shipwrights had once kept the navy’s numbers high in manpower and vessels.



  Daende Linean, acting Commodore of the Destriel Strait Fleet kept his hopes high. Though he knew there was no High King in Andriel, though the last Taergeni port sat amidst a penal colony that clamored for more than the status of a lost prison colony of a forgotten empire, he had faith that his people would not forever dwindle under the oppression of human rulers, under conquest.



  Not long ago, he had seen the sign that something new was stirring in Andriel. A great cloud of birds that had climbed into the clouds of white before flying over him and his vessel, blotting out the sky for nearly a day indicated disturbance in the lost capital.



  “Captain, captain!” a voice from behind him shouted. One of his crew pointed over a crest in the waters to the east. He walked up behind the commodore, and pointed into the sky. Two V-shaped aircraft swiftly closed in on their position.



  “Ornithopters,” he said quietly. “Fereth, I need you to prepare the aerial harpoons. This is going to be a skirmish.”



  The crewman saluted, and ran down the deck of the Caerthe Kethel with haste.


  * * *


  The Cirethian Air Legion’s fighter craft were manned by war-drones, humans genetically engineered to be docile and never question orders. Their fingers were poised on the controls of the aircraft, as they changed their altitude, lowering to avert distance attacks from the Kethel’s aerial harpoons. They parted, one moving to take the aft section of the elven ship, the other moving to take the forward section.



  Huge gears turned, as the springs that propelled the aerial lance had to be tightened back as far as possible for the greatest impact. Twenty elves at each wheel, pushing with all their strength in a circle to wind a massive iron gear readied the mighty harpoon. An aerial archer, as they were called was given the task of aiming each gun and timing the firing of the weapons.



  They were not quite ready when the first strike hit.



  The two gwyulni climbed in altitude to fly barely eight yards over the ship’s deck. Their wings skimmed the sails, causing them to detach from their masts. They dropped firebombs onto the deck, spilling liquid flame across the vessel. The aerial lances on deck swiveled as they followed the aircraft beyond the port side. A loud click indicated to the gunmen that the harpoon cannons were fully loaded.



  “Three, two, one—“ one of the gunners counted.



  With the sound of a metallic thunderbolt, the harpoons were launched. They arched over the sky beyond the port side of the ship, catching up to the aircraft. The pilots pulled up in unison, and the harpoons pierced them completely. The two ornithopters hurtled through the air before skimming off the crest of an ocean wave. They climbed upward, fighting the damage. Their engines failed, and they plummeted into the sea.



  The forward sail was on fire; as the volatile fluid inside the firebomb had splashed onto hit when it struck the deck. Elves scurried, fighting the fire with water stored in large flasks. Climbing up the pole, and spraying upward from the ground, they scrambled to fight the fire that fought back.



  Daende dropped to his knees, and closed his eyes.



  Nobody noticed their captain as he uttered a few words silently to himself on his knees, but the wind picked up from the south. He sang in a low key, with a melodic tone, in a forgotten language.


  “Sheha thendadi dendelo drene



  Tarvail den desent tacira tiente”


  The wind splashed across the rising sea crests, showering the burning sail with the sea’s mists. Another wall of mist struck the sails, followed by another, until the fire was completely quenched.



  The captain fell face-forward in exhaustion. In his hand, a small red jewel broke, disintegrating into gray dust.
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  XXXVIII.



  On Order of the Emperor


  


  As Andron’s consciousness thrust into awakening, the reality had set in. His sight was not coming back. His other senses seemed to grow in acuity as he was confined in his bed, recovering from the brutality of Calwain at the edge of Sumai. He had hung for what seemed like an eternity, and in those three long days, the birds pecked out his eyes. He was barely able to walk, after the best care Madrocean medicine had to offer.



  The wind blew, making the curtains between his bed and the balcony flutter lightly. He welcomed the scent of the vernal air; even knowing he would never again see the spring sun. Climbing from his bed, his body shuddered in agony. With every last spark of his strength, he forced his legs forward to reach the balcony.



  His mind was full of clouded memories; talk of an insurrection in Cireth, the mention that the Pharaoh Chancellor Osiris had been assassinated, and the rampage of a deranged assassin. He couldn’t shake the thought of the needless war with Tarligean, the war he tried to prevent when he rode with Lord General Kanadi to Namakiera.



  He welcomed the gentle warm spring wind as he stood over the balcony of the tower. He heard the door open in his room behind him.



  “Your Magnificence,” an aide addressed him. “Your father is dead. His heart finally failed him.”



  The warm spring wind was replaced with a cold chill.



  “You are to be crowned Emperor immediately, now that you are fit to walk,” the aide reported. “Gather all of your strength, your Imperial Highness, as you will need it.”



  The door closed. Andron hung his head low, and sighed woefully.


  * * *


  The ceremony was short, and there were no festivities afterwards, as the demands of the day were on Andron's ability to take in everything he could as quickly as possible, and make decisions based on it. Mentally, he was ready. Physically, he had yet to recover from the brutal hanging at the willow tree. Guided by an Imperial aide, he entered the Chamber of Command, to discuss the future with his father's advisors.



  He sat at an elongated table, at the head seat, the Throne of Command. He only heard the voices of his aides, but they sounded as disheveled as they looked.



  An elder man, new to the Imperial Council of Advisors of his father, but had served under his grandfather Sartanos, spoke first. "I am Osordo. I had not expected Sacchaeus’ heart to fail so soon, and the timing is suspect. I recommend an investigation be launched as soon as possible," Osordo reported.



  "Tell his Imperial Majesty of the 'gift'," the Lord General requested.



  Thandan Meig was the Lord of Inquisition, the master of all of Madrocean intelligence. He revealed, "The right hand of Osiris was the gift, cut from the body. In his letter, Da'at Set, the puppet master of the events of the East explained in great detail that the Prime Minister's body was cut into fourteen pieces, each a symbol of the allied nation or colony of Cireth that he had delivered the pieces to."



  "I wish to see this letter," Andron demanded.



  Meig nodded, and motioned to the door guard. The door guard nodded, and turned outside the door, where he relayed the message.



  "Now, while I wait the delivery of this message, we shall discuss the Taergeni situation," Andron declared.



  Acrodon, Andron's younger brother, and the Duke of Kanaid, a western province responded, "Well of course, your Highness. You demand revenge, for what they had done to you at that tree, and rightly so!"



  Coolly, Andron replied, "You should know me well enough by now to know that I am not a vindictive soul. I know full well that my emotional outrage at the actions of two acting outside of orders should have no bearing on the responsibility of my command."



  Acrodon, a man of youth with a black beard and long hair, tied back tightly in a braid seemed smitten by his older brother's response.



  "Now, Lord General, what is the status of the war," Andron requested.



  "A campaign, based in the high plains of Cassadina is being prepared, to rend the forest of Sylshee in two, and take the prize of Tanathiel. There are skirmishes within Namakiera and without, but it is quite clear that we are in control of the city. There is intelligence that the elves have reclaimed the ancient fortress of Andriel. Tactically, it has no significance, but traditionally it is the hub and center of Taergeni affairs," Kaivos reported.



  "No, no, no. That will not do," Andron uttered somberly.



  "Will not do?! Then I shall conscript as many able-bodied men as possible. I shall even conscript the Alvaneans if need be. We will raze the forests to the ground if you—“ Kaivos rambled.



  "SILENCE!" Andron shouted, raising his voice for the first time.



  Osordo stood back, carefully watching the interchange.



  "Your Imperial Majesty, the letter," a messenger said as he rushed into the room.



  "Osordo, please read this to myself and the council," Andron said, his tone returning to normal.



  "As you wish, milord," Osordo said, taking the letter in hand.


  "My beloved Emperor,



  "Do not put your faith in the Thoth. Do not put your faith in humanity. The sun has set on your people. Cireth is mine. Anger me, and I shall take you next. Leave me be, and it may be past your lifetime when the Chimaera comes to devour you.



  Signed,



  Your friend, the Emperor of Emperors, the Prime Minister, and the Sole Judge of Cireth,



  Da'at Set."


  In a level tone, Andron replied, "As you fools can see, we have a greater enemy than some tattered bands of elves in the north. We have a greater foe than the arcane wisdom of strange elven witches in far away towers. There is a greater evil before us, than even the hordes of trolls amassing in the valley of Ar-Khazai. And then there is the question of the enemy within—your misguided prejudice against a valued ally. For eons, the elves had held their own against the technology of Cireth with success, and have resisted our every attempt to incorporate them into our own empire. There is strength here, and this strength can be harnessed for our benefit."



  "Beyond Alvanea, we have never been to draw them into our Empire without a brutal fight," General Kanadi noted.



  "Lord General, do you not understand? Certainly you cannot be blinder than I am. I propose that we offer them friendship and peace, unconditionally, that we may stand as one against the new order in Cireth," Andron declared.



  "I shall go in your name, and ask for truce," Osordo proposed. "For years I have accepted our prejudices as my own, but I find no fault in your reasoning. I am loyal to the throne of Madrocea, and I shall carry out your will."



  "Then tell all the armies in Namakiera to report to Fort Lyrem east of Alvanea. From there they will receive new orders for new posts. And General? Your armies are to leave the Cassadina plain at once. Tanathiel will be left alone. Our occupation of Tarligean has come to an end," Andron proclaimed.
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  XXXIX.



  Needless Bloodshed


  


  The armies marched deep underground. The tunnels seemed larger than life; dank and rich with an earthen scent, with stalagmites and stalactites that some would compare to mountains. The great hollows below the hills spanned for miles. The floors of these giant caverns were covered from end to end with the great Cavalry of Tuitari preparing for its strike on Namakiera, the battle hoped to be the last in the Independence War. The cavern ceilings glowed orange in the light of thousands of torches as the movement of forces flowed through the tunnels.



  "This was once a part of the Empire of Tarngor, before Emrishar moved in and conquered these depths. The dwarves had built mighty cities in these caverns," Daecrynn recalled as their horses galloped at the fore of the mighty procession.



  "Why did Emrishar break from Tarligean?" Nadali asked.



  "It had to do with Mithuriel. They believed that Asutel Thetali was a traitor, and was wrong to assist in man’s rebellion against the Zhil'dvani. It's pretty convoluted, really," Daecrynn explained. “The Emrishari were in league with the Dragon Lords, and used their clout on Mithuriel’s Silver Council to prevent their entering the war.”



  "I remember something, a story I was told," Nadali mentioned, pausing. "No matter how many men of Tarligean tried to bring them back into the light, they would push back deeper into the earth."



  "They believed that the light of the gods was under the earth, in the fires of Verduhn. They believed in slaughtering anything between Earth and Verduhn, as they were legions of the false light, and that... as I said, convoluted," Daecrynn continued.



  Daecrynn's eyes halted, facing forward. In his mind's eye, he had seen a green glowing object dart into an adjacent tunnel. He stared forward as his horse galloped. "They say these caverns are haunted by their ghost spirits, living in the torment of the dwarves and elves they had slain," he said lowly.



  The slope of the passage began to move upwards.



  "We aren't far now. This tunnel leads to the sealed exit east of Namakiera. We shall see sunlight soon," Tiardan reported.


  * * *


  Great tree trunks mounted on wheels of redwood, the ends sharpened to a mammoth point rolled over the landscape. Surrounding them, Tanathiel's armies in full, polished moonsilver mail marched. Ahead of them, a cavalry of horsemen from all of the western plains of Tarligean rode in formation. Alongside the armies of Tanathiel marched the Ishaellar of Namakiera, brandishing pike and cyvnar. They moved east to meet with the armies of Tuitari at the battlefield surrounding Namakiera.



  In the city of Namakiera, the Madrocean forces were on high alert. They had no idea that the elves could organize on such a grand scale in this age. Horsemen and infantry to the northeast were within sight, and to the west, the combined forces of Mindule, Tanathiel, and the exiles of Namakiera were set to converge on the city.



  A carrier pigeon was launched from the west tower of Namakiera to the south, in hopes that it would call in much needed reinforcements from Fort Lyrem. They had not known that a group was already in motion under the command of the Emperor. They had not known he had brought orders to call a truce.



  Horses ran through the colonist sectors of the city, calling for every able-bodied male to pick up a sword and fight for the Imperial Crown.



  Some suggested fleeing to Alvanea, but they were chastised. The lords of Namakiera were intent on keeping the Madrocean banner flying over the palace.


  * * *


  The sunlight was a welcome companion as Daecrynn's party rode northward, then west to the city. Ahead, the stone walls and towers glinted, shimmering in the sunlight. The green grassland that surrounded Namakiera was brilliant emerald in the light of the sun. Behind, as far as the eyes could see, the legions of Ishaellar rode; grimly prepared for whatever awaited them at the walls of the city.



  With three waves of a signal banner, Tiardan ordered a momentary pause in the procession. He picked up his shield from the light satchel on his horse. The sun reflected off of it, towards a silvery but distant band in the west, accompanied by what seemed to be great Icania logs sharpened to a point with redwood wheels to move them forward. He flashed them with the light from his shield and waited. In moments, three flashes in rapid succession signaled the response of the western contingent.



  Tiardan drew his sword, thrust it in the air, and shouted, "Now we take back our homes! Charge!"



  Every last Taergeni, from Daecrynn to the lowliest horseman drew their swords, as the cavalry raced to the city.



  It sounded as if the sky was filled with thunder, as the great siege machines crafted in Mindule rolled over the plain. To the men guarding the western wall of Namakiera, lightning struck on a clear day, as the arrows of a thousand archers sailed through the air, striking their targets.



  The horsemen of Tuitari rushed to the northern wall with a mighty roar, as hundreds, even thousands of horses galloped across the damp plain. Archers atop the wall fired volley after volley of arrows, taking some down, but more kept coming. Sections of wall, once created for a similar purpose by the elves that built Namakiera generations ago pushed outward, and slid to the side, as Madrocean infantry charged out into the foray.



  Daecrynn slid down the visor of his helm, and charged in their direction. Weaving between the other cavalry, he found his way to the front lines. A familiar man, with long red hair and a thick beard, greeted him. Overhead, a volley of arrows flew.



  "Derefin, the failed bartender. We meet again," he spat with a cold grin.



  "Oh yes, the failed troublemaker, full of threats and wasted breath," Daecrynn retorted.



  He swiped with his sword, a broad shortsword underhandedly towards Daecrynn's ribcage. With the side of Oro'quiel, he blocked his sword away. The man stepped back with one foot, attempting to stab Daecrynn in the gut. Daecrynn dodged, sidestepping the attack.



  A monstrous noise, a crashing sound of torn metal and smashed stone filled the air, followed by a deep rumble. In the corner of Daecrynn's eye, he spotted a cloud of dust rising up in the west. The siege engine had struck. To his left, elves were rushing into the city with swords drawn. Overhead, the volleys from the city walls ceased. Daecrynn's attention was pulled back into battle as his arm jerked, blocking the red haired man's swipe.



  "You have the option to surrender," Daecrynn declared. "I suggest you use it. This battle's ours."



  "No, I will die before I see you freachin take this city again," the red haired man decreed.



  He swung his sword towards Daecrynn, aiming for the neck. Daecrynn blocked with the blade's edge, sliding downwards towards the man. He dropped his sword to prevent the loss of his hand.



  "You have no defense now. You may surrender, and you will be taken to the borderland where you will be set free, but this is our land," Daecrynn stated.



  Behind, a horseman had begun to move towards the south wall.



  "I am Shal V'daan. I make no agreements with freachin," the red-haired troublemaker declared.



  "A Cirethian name," Daecrynn noted. "You're our prisoner now, as I believe you have much to tell us."



  "I have no words for your tainted ears, freachin," V'daan replied.



  He reached his belt, and pulled what appeared to be a dagger. Daecrynn stepped back into a defensive posture. V'daan smiled. The dagger was made of a yellow metal, very bright in color that surrounded itself with a bizarre orange glow. It left a trail that blurred behind it as it moved. He lunged forward with the blade. He was in an ecstatic state, his grin growing as his eyes widened, as his blade approached Daecrynn's.



  As V'daan's phaseblade struck Oro'quiel, a flash of blinding white light enveloped them for a fraction of a section, as the blade of the phaseblade exploded. He fell forward as Daecrynn sidestepped his attack, his dagger bladeless.



  "Im... impossible," he groaned in despair.



  "Your technology has failed you, Cirethian. In the name of Andriel, you are in my custody," Daecrynn declared.


  * * *


  They could see rising trails of smoke from well before the border tree. Namakiera was burning. The elves had beaten them there. Osordo, clad in the long white robes of the Master Wizard of the Order of Hermes gently nudged his horse to run.



  "With speed!" he cried.



  His escorts were both Colonels of the highest caliber from Madrocea's army. With his order, they nod. The great border tree, father of all the border trees—a single Icania tree amidst a treeless grassland stood high over their heads as they entered the land that had traditionally belonged to Tarligean. Ahead, a handful of soldiers on horseback were moving in their direction. At the head of the group, their leader held a Madrocean red and white banner, as they quickly retreated south.



  Osordo and his men moved to rendezvous. At the bottom of a long, shallow slope, Osordo and his men awaited the fleeing legion.



  "Metka Kinatos," Osordo addressed them, his hands on his reins.



  "Metka Kinatos," the banner wielder replied.



  "What news from Namakiera?" Osordo requested.



  "Against the orders of the governor, we are in retreat. We are willing to accept the consequences, because otherwise we would face death or imprisonment at the hands of the Taergeni," he reported, bowing his head in shame.



  "Good, because the Emperor's orders hold more weight than the governor's," Osordo stated.



  "The Emperor's?" the banner wielder asked.



  "Andron Medaccae was crowned yesterday. His order is that all of our armies vacate Tarligean immediately, and that our occupation has come to an end," Osordo answered.



  "Yes, milord," he said with shallow relief.



  "You are to report to Fort Lyrem and await orders for your next post. Now move on," Osordo commanded.



  "Yes sir!"



  With a quick tug of the reins, Osordo's mount quickly raced north, and his escorts followed.


  * * *


  Daecrynn wondered as he faced the destruction that the mammoth siege engine had inflicted upon the western wall. Both of the towers alongside the west gate had been smashed into rubble, and the west gate itself had been reduced into twisted iron wreckage. Stones from the wall were strewn about Mitheldia Walk, up to two hundred yards into the city. Other than the military buildings used by the Madroceans, no buildings of Taergeni architecture had been damaged, but many buildings built by the Madrocean occupation were burning, smoke streaming high into the sky.



  At Daecrynn's side, Tiardan smiled heartily. "Let that be a message to all elves, that today we are truly free. Let that be a message to all who wish to enslave or murder us that their wishes are in vain," he declared.



  In the distance, the sounds of metal battering metal, and the screams of men filled the air. The sky was orange, the sun a copper red, with the columns of smoke rising up from the buildings set ablaze. Ahead, a gathering of men stood, with bloodied swords.



  "The King of the Elves! Kill him!" one of them shouted.



  They charged. On reflex, Oro'quiel seemingly jumped into Daecrynn's hand. Tiardan raised his crossbow, and downed three of the men before they could reach him.



  Nadali caught another group of five behind her. She raised her sword and prepared to take them, when Xendros fell from her satchel. She swiftly spun around, snatching Xendros with her hand, dual wielding the cyvnar of her father and the once-lost Kri'isen blade.



  When the six men approached Tiardan and Daecrynn, their blades were drawn.



  "Take the elvish prince hostage, he is of value to us," one of the Madroceans commanded. "The wrath of the forest is upon us already!"



  "Indeed," Daecrynn remarked under his breath.



  His foot flailed back, kicking two of the men back, as his right arm stabbed backwards, impaling the soldier who ordered his death. Tiardan was caught in a fray between the other three. Daecrynn sheathed Oro'quiel and strung his bow. With a carefully placed arrow in the solar plexus, he removed the largest soldier from his immediate vicinity. He turned to the side, spying Nadali charging with Xendros wielded in a two-handed style. In the corner of his eye, he saw a blue light flicker around Oro'quiel. He looked towards Nadali, seeing the same blue light flickering around her blade before she struck the man at Tiardan's left. The last remaining Madrocean dropped his sword and fled towards the hills outside the gate.



  A cavalry captain trotted through the ruined gate, approaching Daecrynn. "Milord, General, Milady—heralds of the Imperial Banner, one in a snow-white robe approach from the south with haste," he reported.



  "What now?" Daecrynn muttered, glaring forward in annoyance.



  "We don't know, milord," the captain replied.



  "It isn't a whole army,” Tiardan queried. “Perhaps they’ve sent someone to negotiate their surrender.”



  Nadali nodded in agreement.



  "Well, it should be clear to them that the victory here is ours,” Daecrynn replied. “We will accept the messengers.”


  * * *


  The High Prince, Queen of Andule, and General of Tuitari walked through the rubble of the western gate, to where the road curved northwards towards Andriel. Daecrynn gazed upon the fields. The armies of Tarligean were caught up in the spirit of victory as the few remaining Madrocean soldiers were surrendering or fleeing south. A few of the Tanathiel Light Infantry had volunteered themselves as guardsmen for this meeting. Coming over the hills in the south, three horsemen galloped swiftly towards Namakiera. One was adorned in white, and two in armor, bearing the red, white, and gold of the Madrocean Imperial banner. Daecrynn paused, noting that these messengers had come from the Emperor himself, and they had come alone. Behind, more columns of smoke rose as the battle's dead were heaped together in great pyres.



  "Xendros?" Tiardan asked curiously, taking note of Nadali’s newfound sword.



  Nadali furrowed her brow as she sheathed it, "Finding it was unplanned, I assure you."



  "Interesting," Tiardan wondered.



  A horseman in the field moonsilver plate mail armor, bearing the shield of Tanathiel came through the ruined gateway by way of Mitheldia walk. "Milord, the Palace Quarter is liberated," he declared.



  Daecrynn nodded tiredly towards him, removing his helm, revealing his long hair, tied back in a ponytail, with two braids alongside his face, to prevent his hair from falling in his face.



  The sun hung low in the west, shining in a deep red color. The orange sky was to darken soon.



  "Gather up patrol units. Namakiera is large enough to hide many enemies. Patrol the city as well, if any stragglers find them, they may wish to use them the same way we did when we took this city the first time," Daecrynn ordered.



  "Yes milord," he replied, nodding before turning his horse around to trot down Mitheldia Walk to execute his orders.



  More armies approached from the west and south as the evening drew in, the Sylshee Rangers, and the remnant armies of Andule, built from the countryside that the city of Fidralinia presided over. It was clear that the Independence War was won.



  What wasn't clear was the fact that the war was won three days before this bloody battle, and that a greater enemy in the East had its eye on Tarligean.
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  XL.



  New Dawn


  


  “Greetings, sovereign Lord of Tarligean,” Osordo hailed, as he arrived at the ruins of the west gate. “I am Osordo, the Elder Sage of the Madrocean Empire and appointed representative of His Supreme Majesty, Emperor Andron the Second.”



  “Emperor Andron II?” Tiardan wondered.



  “His Valiant Majesty, Emperor Sacchaeus the Fifth died of natural causes four nights ago,” Osordo revealed. “I have come to deliver a message to you, and to whatever Madrocean forces remain in the city.”



  “Those messages would be?” Daecrynn inquired with uncertainty.



  “The Emperor of Madrocea recognizes the sovereignty of all Tarligean to the boundaries that were in place at the start of the reign of your predecessor, the Kestiel Ariandi Tuvitor. He wishes to personally negotiate an accord of mutual and everlasting friendship,” Osordo proclaimed. “I was sent three days ago from Cardalia to deliver this message on his orders; a part of the very first decree of his reign. My orders for all of Madrocea’s forces in Namakiera are to withdraw from Tarligean and await new orders at Fort Lyrem in accordance with His Imperial Majesty’s immediate cease-fire decree.”



  “Three days ago,” Tiardan reiterated. “Then this whole final campaign was unnecessary.”



  “I am afraid so, valiant soldier,” Osordo confirmed. “Such is forgivable your lack of knowledge on the matter. If Emperor Sacchaeus were still alive, we would be negotiating our surrender today.”



  Daecrynn noted the medallion of Hermes, the Madrocean god of knowledge around Osordo’s neck. ‘A wizard and a diplomat,’ he observed inwardly.



  “Without your permission, he shall not pass the border that he had decreed. A meeting has been proposed at the Great Border Tree at the edge of the Province of Alvanea,” Osordo imparted. “There we will discuss the future of Madrocea and the future of Tarligean as more than two sovereign nations—the Emperor wants an alliance.”



  A cold feeling washed over Daecrynn as he considered the hundreds that had died on the battlefield—many by his own blade. He considered the hundreds who would have lived if the plan to reclaim Namakiera had been stalled by one more day. He looked back to the fields and peered over the piles of bodies burning in pyres, and the jovial Taergeni unaware of the vanity in this victory, celebrating over ale and mead.


  * * *


  A page led Daecrynn, Nadali, Tiardan, Osordo and his entourage into a secondary War Room that had been cleared of all battle debris within the Namakiera Palace. At a round table, they took their seats; the Taergeni on one side, Osordo and his company on the other. As the dusk sank into twilight, the glow orbs hanging from the ceiling illuminated the room dimly.



  “Much blood was spilled today—much blood that would have never been spilled had we known of the regime change, and the intentions of the new Emperor,” Daecrynn apologized, opening the negotiations.



  “The Emperor’s wisdom is impeccable. As I have always been, I have followed the will of the Emperors’ with little question. When my counsel was asked for, I gave it freely. When an Emperor declared you his enemy, you were mine as well. I have and always shall stand by the decrees of the scepter of Cardalia. Andron’s wisdom stands out even amongst them. He knows the heart of our people, the heart of yours, and the heart of our common enemy,” Osordo divulged.



  “Our common enemy?” Daecrynn prompted.



  “The Grand Imperium of Cireth,” Osordo stated plainly.



  “We have been at odds with them for centuries,” Daecrynn affirmed. “Ever since they gave up their call to knowledge and wisdom to follow the brutal philosophies of a charismatic madman.”



  “As a student of the world, past and present, I am well informed on the matters of Tarligean’s history with Cireth,” Osordo articulated. “Are your people as well versed in our history with them as we are with yours?”



  “You know of their innovations over the centuries after the Siege of Kith,” Daecrynn noted.



  “Indeed. You will have to speak directly to His Magnificence before this alliance can be forged. Today the war is over, but perhaps tomorrow the friendship will begin,” Osordo proposed.


  * * *


  The fires died out over the night, smoldering slowly into ash. Frost dusted the grass, broken arrowheads, armor, spears and swords that were strewn about the landscape surrounding Namakiera. Daecrynn wrapped himself in a thick warm zangi cloak, his hood shrouding his face.



  The cavalry of Tanathiel provided Daecrynn and his entourage with their best steeds. Osordo led them south, beyond the edges of the battlefield and into the hills that defined the borderlands between Namakiera and Alvanea.



  When they reached the highlands, the morning sun’s light shone over the rough, brown Tarngor Mountains that had emerged over the western landscape; replacing the plains of Tanathiel and Andule. As the day broke, and the morning frost melted away, Daecrynn slipped off his fur cloak, stuffing it into his saddlebags.



  Daecrynn and his entourage were dressed in ceremonial colors, though looked worse for wear as the scratches and bruises of yesterday’s battle were still apparent.



  By mid-morning, a single Icania tree was visible. It seemed to climb perhaps a quarter of a mile into the sky. Peering farther south, he could see the black tower of Fort Lyrem in the hills that marked the horizon.



  The winds picked up, causing their capes to flutter. Ahead, Osordo charged on to the Border Tree. A small cadre of elite Madrocean guard in ceremonial mail approached the tree, escorting a lone carriage driven by twin silver-haired horses. Just short of the tree’s root, the chariot stopped.



  The sun had almost reached zenith when Daecrynn’s entourage arrived at the Border Tree. Daecrynn and Nadali dismounted on Osordo’s lead, and Tiardan dismounted shortly after. Osordo walked toward the Imperial chariot, opened the door, and bowed lowly. The elves released their horses to pasture.



  Andron required Osordo’s assistance to leave the chariot. He clutched onto a cane of ivory to help him walk. Daecrynn reeled in shock, observing Andron’s empty eye sockets. The eyes that had marked him kindred to Daecrynn were gone, and Andron was blind. Osordo guided him to the meeting place, while the soldiers stood back in the distance.



  Andron opened the negotiations.



  “I have longed to see this day since Fidralinia fell,” Andron confessed. “And it is sad that I never will.”



  “Who did this to you?” Daecrynn cried. “I will have them exiled at once!”



  Andron coughed, and replied in a raspy voice. “It is not necessary. It was a mistake to walk into an elvish city unguarded in a time of war.”



  “It was a valiant gesture, that I was too ignorant to recognize,” Daecrynn lamented, dropping to a knee. “Whatever I can do to atone—“



  “Don’t do that!” Andron snapped, visibly annoyed. “It was a time of war, and I was the emissary of the enemy. In imprisonment, I was treated well, by your explicit command. I cannot hold this against you or your people!”



  As Daecrynn stood, Tiardan whispered in his ear. “Milord, I will personally see to their exile at once.”



  Daecrynn nodded affirmative in Tiardan’s direction.



  “Let us discuss business,” Andron suggested.



  “As you wish,” Daecrynn agreed.



  “Out of fear, three centuries ago Emperor Sartanos the Third wagered the destiny of my nation upon vassalage to the Cirethian Imperium, rather than face the tides of war that the Kestiel Meldehan valiantly stood up to. We were only spared war with Cireth in exchange for our dignity and pride. Instead of our men dying in a righteous struggle against Cireth, they have been dying in wars and at the whims of the Thoth. This ends today,” Andron proclaimed.



  “Well spoken, Emperor,” Daecrynn replied thoughtfully. “After much thought, I have decided not to press the sensitive issue of the Alvanea Secession, but rather respect their right to leave the Ki’ronyx. This may be four centuries too late, but I see no choice but to leave the boundaries exactly as you decreed. I wish the territories under the Province of Alvanea the brightest of futures.”



  “I had feared otherwise, so I am pleased with your decision. As friends, we must present a unified stand in the name of our freedom against the brutality of Cireth. We will share what we know of their current technologies, research, and innovation, which is extensive. All I ask is your unity in spirit. Since Kadaam’s ascension to power, your people have stood firm in your resolve against Cireth. It has paid off in true freedom and independence. With this treaty comes a decree of the absolute sovereignty of Tarligean and Madrocea as nations. Furthermore, we will establish a pact to protect each others’ independence,” Andron decreed.



  Having examined the documents at the table, Daecrynn proclaimed, “I am in full agreement with the terms as stated.”



  Osordo carefully recorded the minutes, and stamped them with the Madrocean Imperial Seal.



  “I require the signature of the Emperor of the Madrocean Empire and the sovereign Lord of the High Kingdom of Tarligean,” Osordo requested.



  Andron took a quill pen, and scribbled a signature on it. He passed the parchment and quill to Daecrynn, who signed it in the Taergeni Atriune, with the sigil of Andriel placed over the Ki’ronyx Star in a stamp beneath it.



  “This Treaty of Alvanea has been signed and ratified at noon-tide on this third day of the Goddess Aphrodite, in the seven hundred and twenty second year of the Sun,” Osordo proclaimed.
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  XLI.



  The Caerthe Kethel


  


  Daende stared southward into the night horizon. At times, under the right conditions he could observe the lights of the city Andriel far to the south. Was this some sort of illusion—the onset of the madness of his exile to the seas for so long? Had Andriel been liberated? Daytime would come soon, and he would sail closer. Then he could use his spectacles to get a closer look. If he could see the Ki’ronyx flying high and proud over the Kestiel’s Palace, then perhaps he could take his crippled vessel into Tola’nei port for the first time in almost eight years. With the forward sail irreparably damaged, a journey back to Lepitua would be dubious at best.



  His eyes caught something definitive. Fireworks! Green streakers climbed into the air over Andriel. His men began to mutter amongst themselves. White streakers soared into the night sky, followed by gold and teal shortly afterward. His eyes widened.



  “Hark!” Daende cried jubilantly. “Andriel is free! We can go home!”



  The crew cheered loudly. Elves in the barracks cabins beneath the deck came up the stairs groggily, their sleep interrupted. They were greeted by the night crew with the news; pointing to the distant fireworks in the far south. Crewmen hung over the deck and shouted cheers, raising their rapiers high in jubilation. Daende ran up to the bridge, and turned the wheel to set a southwards course to Andriel’s port at Tola’nei.



  At the aft, an Ensign peered eastward through a spyglass, as the celebration grew in levels of jubilation on the forward deck. He placed the spyglass into his coat and turned to the front. Carefully he pushed his way through the crowd on deck. The captain raised his wine flask high, toasting the apparent victory in Tarligean.



  “Forgive me for interrupting, Captain,” the Ensign whispered in Daende’s ear. “The celebration in Andriel may be premature.”



  “Always an obstacle,” Daende muttered as he handed his wine flask to a crewman. “Show me the way, Elefri.”



  The ensign was a duty-minded officer, and his demeanor and dress showed it, even after almost a decade of isolation. With strong posture, he dashed to the aft section as the captain followed. He pointed to the east, toward what looked like endless miles of vacant, empty sea.



  “Let your eyes adjust, Captain,” Elefri directed. “Then gaze through your wizards’ spectacles. Keep watching and you shall see that it is not distant lightning from a far-off storm, or the reflection of the fireworks in Andriel.”



  Daende held the spyglass to his eyes, staring into the darkness. As his eyes became accustomed to the tenebrous distance, he observed a very distant flash of light. The light flashed again. After five flashes, he realized they were timed perfectly. They continued at even intervals.



  “A strobe signal,” Daende sighed. “A Cirethian fleet signal. I know that we need to have that forward sail repaired as soon as possible, but this is of greater urgency. We need to find out where they are, and where they are going.”



  Elefri saluted. “I will relay the order, Captain.”



  He turned about-face and walked toward the cheering sailors on the other side of the vessel. Again, Daende peered through the spyglass, letting his eyes adjust until he could see the perfectly timed flashes from over the horizon dimly blink in the night.



  “Always another obstacle,” he muttered, shaking his head.



  He recalled Ariandi Tuvitor’s final order almost eight years hence; to withdraw the whole of the navy to a single base that neither Madrocea nor Cireth had known—the High Navy base at Lepitua. Never since had he received any message or order from the throne to return to any port in Tarligean. He reflected on the talk of an ambitious campaign to seize Madrocea’s capital by way of the Cassadina badlands. When the time came, an order would come to intercept their naval forces just east of Sumai and destroy them in a surprise attack. The order never came. The great campaign must have failed. But now nearly a decade later, celebrations were erupting in Andriel. The capital was again vibrant with life.



  Daende reasoned that there must be a new Kestiel. He was driven to find out where this fleet was going, and relay that to Andriel at once. He turned toward the forward section of the ship, and quickly strode to the front where the crewmen had gathered. He addressed his crew.



  “It is clear to me that there is likely a new Kestiel on the throne now. Never have we received any order from Ariandi since we were directed into hiding. For almost a decade, Andriel has been abandoned as far as we could see—but tonight; we not only have seen signs of activity, but of celebration! Tarligean lives again, but without any communication to us from Andriel, I must conclude that another heir or appointee has been crowned Kestiel, and the Cassadina campaign was a failure. There are movements in the east of a fleet of Cirethian ships. We do not know where they are going from our observations, as their signal lights are beyond the horizon. Do what you can to build a temporary forward sail. We will need the maneuverability on this journey. With a new Kestiel on the throne, Ariandi’s orders are nullified. We shall return to Andriel the moment we know the Cirethian fleet’s heading,” Daende commanded.



  In disharmonious unison, the crew shouted, “Aye aye!”



  “Ensign Elefri has already given us our heading. Let’s track these thugs. When we know where they are headed, we can go home!” Daende proclaimed.


  * * *


  The redwood-lined walls of the meeting cabin below the deck were illuminated softly by four lanterns lit at each corner. In the center, a round table made of red Autumn Icania sat, surrounded by Captain Daende Linean, and his commanders Ti’rran and Ki’tare.



  Daende unraveled a large map of the northern coastline of Tirlannon and Cireth, and the great sea of Lepitua above it. He had five pins in his hand, two red, two blue, and one black. He stuck a red pin into a grid point on the map.



  “This is our location when we sighted the strobe beacon. The flashes were timed at a rate of exactly once per every nine seconds. That is a signal to any ships within the vicinity of that beacon to gather at that point. Currently, the beacon is stationary. We are waiting for the frequency to increase to once per every six seconds. When that happens, that will mean that their fleet is completed. There will then be a colored flash preceding a series of white flashes. This will signal their heading to the rest of the fleet. It is a spectral circle, with red indicative of a northern heading, teal to the south, yellow-green to the east, and indigo to the west. Their instruments are attuned to these color signals, and will adjust their heading once the colored flashes disappear,” Daende explained.



  He placed a red tack into the map, next to the first. “This is our current location, and our heading is towards…” Daende continued as he placed a black tack in a place on the map just north of the strait dividing Cireth from Tirlannon. “This point, where the beacon seems to be situated.”



  “The signal is stationary now. We should probably return to Andriel the moment the timing signal and the heading signal are noted,” Ti’rran stated.



  “Agreed. Let us keep a safe distance, lest we be detected by the Cirethians,” Daende suggested.



  The lanterns flickered and the ship swayed beneath them momentarily.



  “What was that?” Commander Ki’tare cried.



  Daende pulled himself out of the chair and opened the cabin door wide. “Watchmen, report!”



  Ensign Elefri quickly dashed down the center hall below deck, snapped to attention, and replied, “A shockwave of some sort, hitting us in tandem with a rather large wave.”



  Daende turned, facing the commanders behind him and ordered, “Daylight comes soon. Let’s try and find out their heading.”



  Kolreth, a dark tan-skinned Taergeni of Sylshean descent stood at watch on the forward deck, peering outwards into the black early morning horizon, where signs could already be seen of the impending morning sun.



  Behind them, Captain Linean and the two commanders approached. “The timing just changed, Captain,” Kolreth reported.



  “What is the color of the light now?” Ki’tare queried.



  “Pale blue,” Kolreth responded.



  “They are headed straight down the Destriel Straits then,” Daende discerned. “All hands, set a course to Andriel at once!”


  * * *


  As daylight had begun to dominate the early morning sky, the northern shores of Tarligean became visible. The high Icania trees of Tuitari dominated the coastline. A new sense of hope and resolve had captivated the crew of the Caerthe Kethel as crewmen lined the deck, watching the north coast of Tarligean grow closer.



  A chill crawled up Daende’s spine, as he observed the faces of his crew refreshed with new life, their strength and morale recharged with the knowledge of their nation’s revival. He had difficulty believing he was to dock in Tola’nei Harbor in less than three hours.



  The ship shuddered as something beneath it slammed into the body of the ship abruptly.



  “Bright Rhia’li,” Daende swore, as he clutched the deck of the ship reeling from the impact. He spied a pointed tail sloshing about in the ocean water for a brief moment.



  “Kamanta!” Daende cried.



  The word had struck terror in the hearts of many an elvish mariner, the infamous kamanta of the north seas. The kamanta was akin to a manta, but driven with a malign intelligence, and only marginally smaller than the Kethel.



  Daende summoned his nearest commander with a gesture. Ti’rran responded, jumping down from an observation deck. “We are not going to endure eight years of isolation only to be sunk hours before our homecoming by a kamanta! We are going to slay this beast, and we are going to go home. Gather a team of combat divers, and take this creature down,” he commanded.



  “At once,” Ti’rran acknowledged.



  Within minutes, the Caerthe Kethel was at full stop. Twelve men prepared to dive off the main deck. Brandishing handled iron spears four feet in length with a barbed tip, they leaped into the waters. Kolreth led the strike. The kamanta was obsidian black, and triangular shaped. Its eyes were of a telltale emerald green that shimmered underwater. Kolreth waved forward with his left hand, and swiftly swam toward the beast. The rest of the team followed shortly behind, and to the sides. The kamanta turned, and charged the team. Kolreth signaled to the men at his left to swim a bit closer to the surface, and to the right he signaled to dive deeper and strike from the underside.



  The beast charged between the teams as they split apart. With a spinning, upward lunge Kolreth jabbed the belly of the creature with his spear. Defannan, a crewman from Destriel lunged down, piercing the spine of the beast. The creature seemed incapacitated. The team gathered together just ahead of the creature, and swam upward together to catch breath.



  “We did it,” Defannan said, as he gasped for air.



  The Kethel shuddered, as it was struck viciously from the starboard end, and tilted to its side.



  Kolreth glanced toward Defannan. “No, we didn’t,” he remarked, before submerging again.



  He swam toward the beast, his teammates following his lead. Visibly injured, the creature moved haphazardly in circles, flailing about. With malign fury, it lashed out at the elves and at the vessel. Swiftly, the Taergeni struck along its topside and beneath it, impaling its back, its fin, its head, and its underside with spear. With all his strength, Kolreth came from beneath the giant manta, lunging for its heart. The creature buckled and fought back, knocking Defannan unconscious with a fin as it smashed him against the starboard hull of the Kethel. Kolreth thrust his spear into the creature again, finally piercing its heart. The giant manta went limp, and drifted down into the blackness below. Kolreth signaled, and the combat divers swam back to the surface, except for Defannan.



  Kolreth shouted, “Where is Defannan?”



  Another team member replied, “He was struck by the side of the beast and—“



  Before the diver could finish his sentence, Kolreth dove down. He found Defannan, completely limp, drifting in the water. He grabbed him, swimming back up to the surface. Around Kolreth’s neck, a whistle hung for signaling the ship above that the mission was complete. He blew the whistle.



  The captain and Ti’rran hung over deck, as crewmen tossed weighted ropes with knots at equal intervals for climbing back up to the deck. The combat team scaled the ropes, except for Kolreth and Defannan.



  “I have a casualty in hand. His neck is broken, and he won’t breathe,” Kolreth cried.



  A large rope ladder was thrown overboard for Kolreth to carry the body back onto the Caerthe Kethel. He struggled to bring the body back up on deck. He laid the body flat on its back.



  “Rhia’li honors a hero. Lady Rhia’li of the Stars, to protect the lives of us and our nation, Defannan has given himself to you. Take care of his spirit until it can find its new home.”



  The captain, his commanders, and all the crew bowed their heads.


  * * *


  After somber reflection, the Caerthe Kethel was back in motion. Daende reflected on the day’s reminder that victory is often attained with sacrifice. His thoughts weighed heavily on the Cirethian movements in the east, and he wondered at how much of this his countrymen in Tarligean were aware of.



  The rest of the journey was in mournful silence, having lost a member of the crew who was both a friend and a troublemaker, a boon to the ailing morale of the crew.



  Daende walked alone down the starboard deck, as his crewmen were ensconced in their routine activities. Going home was all they had left now. The sun drifted westward when the final leg of the journey, down the Bay of Nali had begun.


  * * *


  Tola’nei was left relatively unscathed from the years of abandonment before it. When Ariandi Tuvitor had ordered Andriel evacuated, Tola’nei was deserted as well, but it was still maintained by fishermen of Tuitari tribes who had used its harbor on occasion. In another age, it would have just looked like a quiet period in the city.



  The watchtower on the end of Tola’nei was again manned with watchers. Atop a cliff that overlooked the valley upon which the port town was built, the Lighthouse of Tola’nei provided a high vantage point to observe any activity in the bay.



  Jaine Laiqueri was a survivor of Fidralinia who had escaped to the forests of Andule after the city was burned. She sought shelter under the protection of the Tuitari elves. She was young, and had dreams of the ocean, and sailing to exotic and distant places like Lepitua, Silverleaf Island, and Lune. She took the job of watchwoman with great enthusiasm, which dwindled after the first month of her duties, as there was no traffic to the Port of Andriel to monitor until today.



  Staring into the waves with avid boredom, Jaine spotted a glint of silver on the north horizon. She swiftly grabbed her spyglass, and looked closer. A ship was entering the bay. Her heart skipped as she twiddled with the focus. She saw the Ki’ronyx banner mounted atop the center mast.



  “Aredor, come up here!” Jaine cried.



  Aredor was an elder fisherman, a Tuitari native who was well versed in the tales of Tarligean’s mariners of yore. He climbed up the ladder to the observation deck of the tower.



  “What?” He groaned in annoyance.



  “Ki’ronyx on ship entering the bay!” Jaine chirped, as she pushed her spyglass into Aredor’s hands.



  Resigned, Aredor accepted the spyglass and peered out toward the northern bay.



  “Well I’ll be exiled to Verduhn,” he sighed pleasantly. “It’s the Caerthe Kethel. Bright Rhia’li, that’s a welcome sight—but that sail’s going to need some work.”


  * * *


  The sun hung in the sky over the west as the Caerthe Kethel docked in the Harbor of Andriel. Soldiers of the Tuitari Infantry greeted the crewmen of the High Navy as they disembarked. Daende Linean stood over, watching his men as they left the ship. This was going to be their first shore leave in mainland Tarligean in almost a decade. He waited until all hands were off the ship, and then disembarked as well.



  Having heard the news, Kalrys Kretali arrived from the Kestiel’s Palace to greet the Captain. Kalrys and the Captain exchanged salutes.



  “It would appear that you need to be debriefed,” Kalrys greeted the Captain. “Welcome home.”



  “What of the Kestiel?” Daende asked. “Who—and more importantly where is he?”



  “The Kestiel is now Daecrynn Tuvitor, the younger brother to Ariandi,” Kalrys revealed. “You have been away for quite a while. He is in Namakiera making preparations to come home.”



  “What of the war with the Madrocean Empire? What happened?” Daende inquired.



  “We are no longer at war with Madrocea. The new Emperor has not only declared a cease-fire, but has asked for our friendship. A treaty of alliance has been signed.”



  “That may explain the Cirethian fleet moving on Destriel as we speak,” Daende reported. “I hope Tarligean’s armies are ready for another fight.”
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  XLII.



  A Brief Respite


  


  The city of Namakiera was alive and vibrant. Spring had hit Namakiera in full, and the trees that lined Mitheldia Walk were in bloom. White and red blossoms of Terestel and Tansati fruits put color into the vast rebuilding campaign that had begun on the city. Carpenters, architects, and stonemasons were eager to fulfill the role of the Kestiel to build a better Namakiera than the one that stood before the war.



  Incognito, the Kestiel strolled amongst the people in the streets of Namakiera, wearing a plain olive green cloak and black trousers. The cobblestone streets showed little wear from the eras of war and conquest, from the chariots and armies that tread upon them. Daecrynn walked past a familiar locale, the Silver Willow. The windows were boarded up, and the sign reading 'Closed on Order of Governor' in Madrocean and Taergeni was defaced. Beams were bolted over the door, barring entrance. Daecrynn turned, and walked to the Palace Quarter on Mitheldia Walk. A cool, but comforting wind blew, carrying petals from the tree blossoms with it.



  The sound of hammers filled the air. Daecrynn walked to the fountain where Nadali introduced herself to him as Eliana. A sculptor stood in the middle of the fountain, in deep concentration, crafting a new statue to replace the statue of Asutel Thetali that was destroyed long ago by the Madrocean occupation. When it was decided to place a new statue there, when it was suggested the statue be made in Daecrynn's likeness, he had ordered that it be built in the likeness of someone more eternal, preferably the Goddess Rhia'li. As he stared up at the sculptor's work, he smiled, seeing that the sculptor was carefully shaping the clay to a woman's form. Daecrynn walked around the fountain to the gates of the Palace Quarter. The gates were open, and the gatekeeper was dressed in polished ceremonial moonsilver plate mail, carrying a moonsilver tipped spear. His shield was emblazoned with the tri-cross insignia of Taergeni Namakiera. Daecrynn continued up the steps of the palace, where a guard stood in standard field infantry chain mail.



  "Halt! Who wishes to pass into the Palace of Namakiera," he demanded.



  Daecrynn removed his hood and smiled. "It's just me, noble guardsman."



  "Milord!" he shouted, snapping to attention.



  Daecrynn winced, and replied, "At ease, soldier."



  Continuing into the palace, he was greeted by Tamaia Folare, the Queen of Namakiera. She was dressed in a long, violet dress. Her hair was long and red, and her eyes a pale blue. "Noble Kestiel, a council awaits your presence," she informed. In a curious tone, she queried, "Some have been wondering, milord. Where have you run off to?"


  "I took a walk," Daecrynn answered. "Which chamber are we meeting in?"



  "The Chamber of Danwe," she replied.



  "A peacetime discussion. This should be exciting," Daecrynn quipped, exchanging smiles with the queen of Namakiera.



  He continued down the hall, and stopped at an ornately carved redwood door. Before he opened the door, he quickly pulled the hair out of his eyes and tied it back behind his head in a ponytail. He opened the door, and took a seat at a round table. Seated were Versinde Ryleas of Tanathiel, the spectacled elf who had passed on the news of Threis' death before the war began, Cerena Charelle, Nadali Murana, and Tiardan Kaewaya. Tamaia opened the door and strode to the table, taking a seat to the left of Daecrynn, as Nadali sat to his right.



  "Forgive my tardiness," Daecrynn began. "I call this meeting to order. May I inquire as to what exactly is the order of this meeting?"



  "You will be returning to Andriel soon," Cerena explained. "We need to set a date for your official coronation, and relay that to Andriel so that preparations may begin."



  Nadali placed her hand on Daecrynn's shoulder and rubbed it gently. Goosebumps surfaced along his arms, as a cold chill crawled up his spine. Daecrynn blinked. "So, you all pretty much decided to put the metal hat on my head," he joked.



  Nadali chuckled, as the others exchanged confused glances.



  "This is good, but I don't want to rush anything. I don't think it should be put off forever either. My suggestion would be to take a day that is already honored as a holiday, that the start of my reign will be overshadowed by something more worthwhile," Daecrynn suggested.



  "So as a Kestiel you wish to be forgotten," Versinde scoffed. "Surely you deserve better!"



  "All things change," Daecrynn replied. "In time, I will be gone and Tarligean will remain. Such has been the case of Kestiels before me, and I don't expect it to be any different with me."



  Cerena chirped, "I think I know a perfect day for your coronation!"



  Daecrynn smiled, turning in her direction. "Do tell," Daecrynn queried.



  "Atriyu Sandrila, the New Years," Cerena proposed.



  "That isn't for another eleven months," Tiardan protested.



  "Well I like it," Daecrynn declared.



  "And the symbolic placement is perfect," Cerena chirped. "New year, new era."



  Daecrynn smirked, and put his hands behind his head, tilting his chair back. "Gives me a year to slack off," he quipped. “Maybe I can learn to play the flute.”



  Shaking his head, Tiardan replied, "Of course not, milord. Coronation or no, you are the Kestiel and have the responsibilities of such."



  Daecrynn sat up in his chair and grinned towards Tiardan. "In time, you will learn my sense of humor. Until then, you will suffer under it."



  Nadali, Tamaia, and Versinde laughed. Tiardan rolled his eyes.



  "I have a suggestion," Nadali said as she recovered from the laugh.



  "Yes love?" Daecrynn replied.



  "We order up a keg of the best ale and the best wine, and celebrate this decision," Nadali proposed.



  "Certainly a reasonable request,” Daecrynn agreed.
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  XLIII.



  Like Moths to a Flame


  


  One mile under Kith


  In a room full of strange creatures, a rogue’s gallery of Cirethian genetic engineering, at an elevated podium, a ghost-white bald human spoke.



  "Children of the Divine Helix, heirs to the Earth. Today is the first day of the last days of the human race who has enslaved you. Osiris was the first of my campaign, as I wished to begin it personally to eradicate any doubt upon where I stand. This morning, the right hand woman to the Thoth, and wife to Osiris was disposed of. You may not know this, but six others were disposed of today. The Thoth will have no choice but to fill the positions around him with people from among us. Now I give you the Supreme General of Cireth and its holdings, Ka’at Horus."



  A hawk-headed humanoid creature took the place of Da'at Set at the podium.



  "Brothers of the Divine Helix, the pieces are in place. A checkmate is without question the final outcome of this campaign, in our favor. I have advised the Thoth that the human forces of Cireth have the capability to destroy all of Cireth's enemies. This is a lie. The Taergeni and the Madroceans have formed an alliance.



  “At Destriel, it is expected that Cireth's troops will be destroyed. Athas knows our technology and has technology of their own, and has a great army hiding in Macedaan, ready to roll over the Cirethian troops that will be arriving shortly. All that will be left of their forces will be at Far-Kith, and we know exactly how to avert their possible return. A self-destruct signal to the Gate of Ra is all that will suffice. We have a secret weapon that will grant autonomy to all the drones, which will make them useless to the Thoth. In time, they will likely join us. By the time the Thoth has any inkling as to what is truly going on, it will be too late—for that will be the moment of his final breath.



  “And we have the Light of Eternity. Our time has come."
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  XLIV.



  Distant Thunder


  


  Daecrynn sat alone in a chair on the balcony overlooking the city, with his legs propped up over the edge, wearing a white silk shirt. He sipped slowly on his morning taku-bean tea that he had decided to make his peacetime ritual. From this vantage point, he could see all of the city of Namakiera on the western side of the palace; the majority of the city. On a clear day, could see well into the plains beyond, and he could see the thin band of gray that marked the Nali Road that led to and from Andriel in the north. As his thoughts wandered, Daecrynn's eyes fixated on two points on the road. He stared, trying to make out a form. Lazily, he took his foot from the ledge, and leaned over it to get a better look. Two horsemen, moving very fast were on their way, both with banners in hand. One banner was the Ki'ronyx, and the other was a stark red banner. This was a signal of urgency. Daecrynn quickly gulped down the rest of his taku-bean tea. He knew he needed to be awake for this. He slipped on his shoes, and grabbed his cape and coronet as he passed through his bedchamber.



  By the time he reached the floor level commons of the Palace, the messenger had already arrived. Two Knights of Andriel passed through the entrance.



  "What news from Andriel, sirs?" Daecrynn requested.



  "My liege! Contact from the High Navy brings us news of an amassing of Cirethian ships in the Destriel Strait," a knight reported.



  Teacup still in hand, he passed it to the other knight.



  "Please take this to the Palace galley," Daecrynn requested.



  The other knight bowed his head, and marched off to the galley.


  * * *


  In less than an hour, the whole of the interim council had seated itself around the round table in the War Room.



  "Good morning friends. Though I think I prefer the Chamber of Danwe to the War Room, it is clear that we have more war to look forward to today," Daecrynn stated. "Sir Darran, please report."



  The Knight of Andriel reported, "Yesterday, the Caerthe Kethel docked in the Harbor of Andriel. Though it is joyful that the High Navy exists to this day, awaiting orders from the Kestiel, they came with news of utmost urgency. A large scale movement of ships has begun down the Destriel Straits."



  "It is clear that we need to reoccupy Destriel at once," Tiardan replied. "We shall send in a squadron of our best knights to secure the city, and populate it with the forces that arrived late in the campaign to take this city.



  "It would be logical to assume that Cireth intends to place a beachhead for an invasion at Destriel," Tamaia postulated. "I believe it was foolish of our last Kestiel to evacuate the city even with the circumstances that were in place. Destriel has a fully capable shipyards, harbor, and barracks that would be absolutely ideal, sitting on the coast unguarded as it is."



  Cerena sang, "It would be all too easy to take now, I agree. So what we need to do is take it first so that they will have too much of a fight. I know how to contact the rest of the Navy. When every Commodore, Captain, and Commander has the same dream, they will know it is me.”



  Tiardan paused, and spoke. "Then you will do what is necessary to summon the High Navy to Destriel. I shall lead the troops to take the city before Cireth can. This campaign begins as soon as we are prepared, preferably tomorrow at daybreak. I would advise that the Kestiel and Queen of Fidralinia stay behind on this campaign."



  "I can understand why, but I don't have to like it," Daecrynn groaned.


  


  [image: ]


  XLV.



  The Voice of Li’istrani


  


  The night seemed long and restless. Daecrynn tossed and turned under his covers. He spent hours, a seeming eternity between states of sleep and exhausted wakefulness. He heard the beating of the ropes against the flagpoles outside the window of his bedchamber. He slipped out of consciousness for a short while. When he awoke again, he was startled gently by the noise of the ropes beating against the flagpole. He glimpsed a bright shooting star as his eye opened in annoyance. The stars twinkled in an almost unreal level of lucidity. Everything around him seemed more real, more solid than reality itself.



  'I'm still dreaming,' Daecrynn thought as he slipped out of bed to walk to the balcony. He walked out onto the patio, and looked upwards. He saw two moons in the sky, Rhi'ayfarri and Luna.



  'In command of your dream, you may do whatever you wish. But beware—as there are powerful beings who consider this realm their playground,' said a voice in his head.



  "Whatever I want," Daecrynn said to himself. He extended his arms, and jumped into the air, not coming back down. Everything was crystal clear, lucid beyond lucid.



  'Meet me at the tower. You know the one I speak of,' the voice requested.


  'Rayelle,' Daecrynn thought within himself.



  'In the highest level of Li'istrani you shall find me,' she responded in his mind.



  Through the sky, Daecrynn charged westward in the direction of Terthian's Wheel. He flew directly to the towers without passing over the Hidden Road. When he reached the tower of Li'istrani, he flew to the window of the tower's top floor, and entered. Rayelle sat at her study, and turned.



  "Daecrynn Tuvitor," she addressed him.



  "Yes?” Daecrynn replied.



  "You are to accompany Tiardan's soldiers to Destriel. It is of utmost urgency that you be present. The properties of Oro'quiel will assist you greatly on that battlefield, and turn the tide in the favor of yourself and your country. Now, go home!" Rayelle commanded.



  Rayelle threw a ball of light at Daecrynn that struck him in the middle of his chest. He woke up with a start. At his side, Nadali woke up at the same time, with a start.



  "I just had the weirdest dream," Nadali gasped. "Rayelle told me to escort you to..."



  "Destriel," Daecrynn interrupted. "And then she hit you with a little white light that woke you up?"



  "How did you know?" Nadali asked.


  * * *


  It was in the early hours of the morning when the dream had awoken Daecrynn and Nadali. They took special care to prepare themselves before the armies that were to drive east at daybreak. They went down to the first basement of the Palace of Namakiera, where the Royal Armory was located. Daecrynn took for himself a suit of fine polished platemail, a hexagonal shield with the Star of Andriel upon it, moonsilver plate gauntlets and boots. Nadali chose simpler apparel, with a simple moonsilver shirt and a cloak, black leather gloves and boots. They rushed to the stables. They wandered up and down the stable to find the best warhorses available. Daecrynn chose a large white war stallion with a silver mane and blue eyes, and long hair around its hooves. He saddled it up with moonsilver plate barding. Nadali picked a swift, muscular looking brown paint mare. The stable keeper greeted them at the gate. When he lifted the visor on his helm, the stable keeper greeted them and let them on. They rode out the west entrance, no longer a gate but clean of debris, to meet the encampment outside the city. As dawn's light began to grow in luminance in the east, Tiardan and Alrain Folare came through the gate, armored and on horseback.



  "Your majesty, I thought you were to stay behind in Namakiera," Tiardan said.



  "The plans have changed. We got a message from Lady Andaya that required our presence in Destriel," Daecrynn revealed.



  "Interesting. Both of you?" Tiardan queried.



  "Assuredly so, General. She made it rather clear to both of us," Nadali snapped.



  "I think this is a bad idea, witch or no," Tiardan protested. "You're preparing to be crowned. We don't need you in the thick of battle, especially with Cireth."



  "We're going to fight in Destriel by your side, General. It would be best if you lead the battle, and allowed us to fight amongst you," Daecrynn suggested.



  "With all due respect, I had hoped that once the nation was secured, you would stay out of matters of war. Your brother insisted on fighting at the front lines like your father, and we ended up without a Kestiel for nearly eight years. We need not repeat that mistake," Tiardan protested.



  "Duly noted, but we are going nonetheless. That is my order, and it shall be done," Daecrynn decreed.



  "Very well my liege," Tiardan resigned. "The morning bugle will sound shortly, and we will begin to march eastward at sunrise."
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  XLVI.



  The Light of Eternity


  


  Athasia, Lune


  The hills were covered in light grass over the lush peninsula over a mediterranean sea. White marble buildings surrounding a great hill with a temple marked it the city of Athesse, a former Madrocean colony that declared its independence over a century ago.



  A sizable fleet of elongated triremes returned to dock amidst panicked reports of a mighty fleet from Cireth coming to subjugate the city. As the people vacated their ships, dashing into the city, a black cloud had grown in the south.



  A swarm of one-man gwyulni fighters swiftly moved north from the carrier ships on the sea in the south. The people of Athesse scurried for cover as firebombs fell from the swarm of ornithopters. Many fell, burnt alive as the volatile fluid from the Cirethian firebombs engulfed them.


  * * *


  Chara-pei, Xathos


  In a region dominated by a river; a seemingly primitive city with clay walls stood amidst a peaceful valley. A lone aircraft flew low, averting the eye of the men of the watchtower. Far to the southeast, an amassing of Cirethian soldiers in black battle armor waited for the signal. The gwyulni flew over the wall into the center of the city, a small pyramid-shaped palace. It swiftly banked east and accelerated with great speed.



  A young bow gazed down in wonder at a silvery orb that fell from the ornithopter, glistening in the light of the vernal sun, sitting on the steps of the palace.



  In the twinkling of an eye, that city was destroyed with an immense flash of light. A horrific column of smoke emerged, tearing through the wispy clouds of the vernal sky; mushrooming out into the stratosphere. The inhabitants of the city shuddered in horror, as their very flesh was vaporized from the bone. Beyond the walls of the city, people’s skin ignited, and farmers gazing toward the city were blinded by the absolute intensity of the light—as if they were standing next to the Sun itself, staring directly at it.



  This was the signal the Cirethian armies were waiting for. They continued their march into the ruined city, intent on looting whatever was left and subjugating the survivors.


  * * *


  Destriel, Tarligean


  The great fleet of ebon black carrier ships had reached the port of Destriel. A large, narrow valley in the shape of a horseshoe, with cliffs marking the boundary of the valley defined the area in which the abandoned city was built.


  Gray stone buildings dominated the city, with a small palace at its center. On the east end were great harbors and empty shipyards. The transport vessels moved into the harbor first. The ships swiftly docked, emptying out their soldiers onto the piers. The carriers docked next. Small formations of scout aircraft flew out to assess the territory surrounding the abandoned elf-city.


  * * *


  Kith, Cireth


  The Thoth Asan marveled at the lack of military presence in the city. This was the first day he could remember when he did not see formations of soldiers goose-stepping down the wide boulevards of the city below. His thoughts drifted to a daydream of all the world’s empires paying him tribute. This era of delegating authority and hands-off manipulations would end with this new campaign. The world and all of its treasures belonged to him now—and not even the Chancellor Osiris could challenge his power any more.



  A guardian drone began to babble strangely and groan in fright.



  “Drone, state your condition,” Asan ordered.



  “Aaaaugh! Bahaha rawrgle. Feel no good! Head on fire!” the drone cried.



  “Speak clearly, or self-terminate,” Asan commanded coldly.



  “The new order of the ages has begun. Your life is over,” the drone uttered with clarity before drifting back into its confused autonomy.



  “What?” Asan gasped.



  In less than a second, he tasted his own blood and fell to his knees. As his palm hit the floor he turned to the side and beheld Da’at Set gazing down at him, expressionless. The next thing he saw was blackness as his lifeless body fell to the floor.
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  XLVII.



  Sumai Pass


  


  The trek up the hillside was swift, as the march was charged with urgency. Daecrynn stared ahead through the slit on the visor of his helm, his hands gripping the reins of his steed Errofan intently. Nadali gazed forward grimly. The incline grew as they approached the Destriel Mountains for the small valley on the other side of the Sumai pass. Time flew as they charged with speed. The two tall crags that marked the pass were visible now. Daecrynn was silent, though he spied something white at the top of the pass. As they drew nearer, it was visibly a rider in white, atop a white horse.



  “Osordo?” Daecrynn wondered in his mind.



  “You wish,” Rayelle’s voice echoed within. “Now hurry!”



  Daecrynn tapped his horse in the side with the spur of his boot to prompt it to run. Through his visor, it was clearly the ancient Lady of Anda, with a staff of pure moonsilver and a luminescent blue-violet jewel at the end of it. As he approached her, he stopped his horse. Behind him, Tiardan signaled the armies to pause.



  “So you’re joining us?” Daecrynn asked.



  “I’m glad you made it. You’re late. The Cirethians are already here,” she reported.



  “You said you needed Oro’quiel,” Daecrynn reminded her.



  “But we found the other like it—we have Xendros!”



  Nadali pulled it from its scabbard and presented it to her.



  “You put that back! You should have left it where it was, and told me its location! That blasted thing will be the end of us all!” Rayelle cried, her eyes widening in horror. “Why didn’t you tell me in the dream that you had found it?”



  “You were rather quick to send us home,” Nadali replied.



  “It didn’t come up,” Daecrynn shrugged.



  “I see. Whatever you do, be careful with that thing. We will discuss its destiny after the battle. I wish to brief your men on a few points,” Rayelle requested, her eyes still locked on Nadali’s weapon.



  “Tiardan, listen to her if you will,” Daecrynn charged.



  Tiardan nodded in response.



  “Do you remember how to make the arrows glow green?” Rayelle queried.



  “Something about the blue powder mined in these mountains,” Daecrynn recalled.



  “Something about?” Rayelle sighed. “It’s been just a few months and you already need refresher courses! The invocation of Dayarta Danis, with the components being daerthacite and mistletoe.”



  “Right,” Daecrynn remembered.



  “If you are to be a successful Kestiel, you are going to have to take your magic a little more seriously,” she snapped.



  On Rayelle’s advisement, Tiardan ordered his captains to gather up all the arrows on all the soldiers to bring them together for the invocation. Finding the mistletoe was easy, as it grew naturally in the branches of the silver oak native to the region. Daecrynn had to run but a hundred yards before finding a tree with mistletoe suitable for the ritual. When he returned, one of the captains handed Rayelle a pouch full of the blue powder daerthacite.



  “Come on,” Rayelle prompted, smiling coldly. “I’m not going to let you be lazy here. You are going to cast the spell. The symbolic component is far stronger when cast by the High King.”



  Daecrynn sighed, turning inward to recall one of a countless number of invocations he learned in Rayelle’s learning trance at Li’istrani. He lit an oil lamp to create a small flame.



  “Tugarra talon di’diannan, tembuda telari do’seeliam,” he chanted slowly.



  A visible blue static grew around Daecrynn’s hands, as he emptied the pouch of daerthacite onto the piles of arrows, lances, and spears arrayed before him.



  “Daedari, desan tiavarro, dagharta daelsem tenti’is,” he continued.



  He lit the mistletoe with the lamp. The flame turned from a mundane orange flame to a pure, snow-white glow. A trail of luminescent smoke billowed from the burning mistletoe. He blew the smoke over the munitions. The arrowheads began to twinkle with silvery green flecks of light. He circled the munitions, repeating the chant. The arrowheads began to glow green. He continued the ritual until all the ammunition was enchanted.



  “In this spell is the power to make Cireth’s black armor explode with,” Daecrynn paused. “A spectacular effect!”



  “We will surround the city at nightfall, along the cliff sides beneath the forest canopy,” Tiardan commanded. “The canopy is nowhere near as high as the Everwoods, but will be sufficient for an aerial strike. The Cirethians use that black armor on just about everything, including their ornithopters.”
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  XLVIII.



  Starfall


  


  They had left their horses behind at the pass, as they were not needed in Destriel. A circular valley with high forests lied below, down the Tielsumai Road, which cut beneath the canopy. The cliffs surrounded the city of Destriel, alive with the artificial light of Cirethian glow orbs and light-rods. Great obsidian black ships were docked in the harbor, and more were coming and leaving.



  Quickly, the armies of Tarligean scurried down the mountainsides into the forest to hide below the canopy surrounding the cliffs of Destriel. Daecrynn and Nadali split, in the hopes that their swords would be more effective on two flanks than one. Under the thick forest, they scraped their way using their swords as machetes to pass quickly where no trails existed.



  Above, a whoosh filled the air, followed by a hiss as an ornithopter passed. Looking up, Daecrynn observed the flashing green light on its belly. At his side were two captains, and behind them the fighters of the Tuitari Second Rangers. Daecrynn relayed Tiardan’s plan to them.



  “Okay, from here you will scatter your men to each side. When you reach the edge, every soldier is to climb the highest tree available and prepare their bow for our strike. We will attack on the signal of the lone arrow. It should be visible to everyone. Show no mercy to the Cirethians, and drive them back out to sea. Iach jalli, ilinde tch’leann,” Daecrynn commanded.



  The captains nodded in affirmation, and dropped back to the troops behind Daecrynn. He moved to find a tree suitable for the vantage point. Within minutes, he reached the point where the tree roots protruded from the edges of the cliff, which dropped straight down into the flat area of the valley below. He observed an encampment of armored troops, and four grounded gwyulni. He readied his bow, and scaled the tree to the highest branch that could support his weight.



  At the top of the tree, he could see deep into the city. In the corner of his vision, he glimpsed a white light in the sky. He looked up and beheld a white ring in the sky, pulsating wildly. It was distant, in the heavens themselves.



  ‘The gate of Ra,’ Daecrynn pondered within. ‘I’ve read of that.’



  The ring broke apart in the sky, as Daecrynn wondered, falling to the earth as debris.



  ‘For Cireth, an ill omen,’ he thought. ‘For us—the declaration of the stars themselves.’



  He watched along the cliff’s edge, awaiting Tiardan’s signal. He eyed the grounded ornithopters in range of his longbow, and prepared a volley of arrows.



  A single green-tipped arrow flew from Tiardan’s position some two hundred yards to his left. It coasted through the air for a long time before landing in the hull of an armored tank, which erupted in a brilliant white flame that blasted it to pieces. Daecrynn stood atop his perch, sending four arrows into the grounded gwyulni in rapid succession, destroying them completely as the magic arrows reacted violently with their armor. The men scurried for cover in vain as Daecrynn’s arrows struck them in their armor.



  Twin aircraft were launched from deep inside the city, with more far ahead in reserve on the carrier ships in the harbor. One flew in Daecrynn’s direction. He waited for it to reach a certain point ahead of him, and launched an arrow. It flew over the top of the ornithopter, missing it. The gwyulni swooped upwards, dropping a firebomb on Daecrynn’s position. He dove for an adjacent tree, fell for a distance, and caught a branch. The tree from which he fled was ablaze. Daecrynn rappelled to the ground quickly, rolled down a slope, and hoisted himself up into another tree, climbing swiftly with his bow tucked under his arm.



  When Daecrynn reached the top, most of the west side of Destriel was burning, and a swarm of six fighter craft were bombing the Taergeni attackers. A sea of green lights drifted into the city, as the relentless assault continued. A squadron of light infantry armed with short bow and sword marched into the city down the Tielsumai Road, advancing the position of the Ishaellar.



  Oro’quiel erupted into song, wailing in a high tone. The scabbard itself seemed to glow. Another low-flying aircraft was approaching fast. Daecrynn’s heart palpitated, and sweat dripped down his cheeks. He strung his bow and launched a single arrow, striking its underside. It fell below the top of the tree he stood in, cutting into the branch. Daecrynn dropped to his knees, gripping tightly as his bow dropped from his hands to the forest floor below. He leaped on top of the ornithopter as it freed itself from the thickets of the forest canopy.



  Daecrynn unsheathed Oro’quiel, which shimmered in an almost blindingly bright white light. The ornithopter flew into the city, attempting a crash landing as Daecrynn gripped the edge of its left wing tightly. He plunged his sword through the armor of the aircraft to keep from falling. As he gripped his weapon tightly, his left hand slipped, catching an air vent in the body of the wing. Looking ahead, Daecrynn glimpsed the stone buildings of Destriel approaching swiftly.



  “Pull,” a voice said.



  Daecrynn pulled the sword, still gripping the edges of the air vent with his left hand.



  “Now stand,” the voice commanded.



  As he stood, the ornithopter crashed into the top of the building. Daecrynn was thrown onto its roof, rolling swiftly with the sword pointed away to his side. He landed on his feet. His eyes opened wide. He looked to his left, and beheld Nadali standing in a position mirroring his, Xendros in hand. They exchanged astonished glances.



  “Run and jump,” the voice prompted.



  Daecrynn turned forward and sprinted to the ledge of the roof, leaping. Behind him, the building he stood upon moments before crumbled into rubble as a distant ornithopter fired a highly focused beam of green light at it. Daecrynn slid down the heap of rubble, and turned onto his stomach. As the building’s collapse subsided, he found himself on his feet again, facing upwards. His arm swiftly jerked upwards on its own, dispersing a beam of green energy. The ornithopter swooped over the building across the rubble-filled street. Nadali rappelled from a rooftop of an adjacent building still standing. She motioned to Daecrynn to follow.



  He checked his quiver. It was about halfway full, with twenty arrows tucked away. Nadali charged toward Destriel’s palace quarter, and Daecrynn followed. The boarded-up stone buildings along the narrow street were covered in overgrown thickets of kudzu ivy. The street was barely wide enough for one wagon to pass through. Above, ornithopters and arrows streaked over the narrow sky between the buildings. They charged up the sloped street, sprinting as fast as they could over the muddy cobblestones.



  The palace quarter was well guarded, as it had become a command center for the Cirethians in control of the city. Guards in black armor stood at the front gate. Daecrynn noted that the guardsmen wielded the same style of weapon Oro’quiel’s winged guardian at Witches Peak had used—a lightning staff that fired bolts of green light-energy. The soldiers walked along the archer’s walk atop the palace quarter walls. Over most of the city, the gwyulni had been routed. Another formation of three were launched from the carriers at the harbor, moving toward the fray. Nadali and Daecrynn were alone, as most of the forces were nearly half a mile to the west, focusing their fire on the strongest concentrations of Cirethian forces.


  * * *


  Mozan Thade had been governor of Destriel for less than two days, and the elves of Tarligean had already done massive damage in their onslaught. Outside his chamber, he could hear the wails and battle cries, the buildings collapsing, and the Basilisk tanks exploding. He arranged three glass spheres on the floor and stood between them. He spoke toward a polished white wall.



  “This is Governor Mozan Thade to Kith. We are under attack. The force of this attack was far higher than anticipated. I require an immediate audience with the Thoth,” Mozan addressed the wall.



  The screen illuminated with a dull blue glow and flickered. An image formed of Da’at Set sitting in the throne of the Thoth.



  “I am afraid that our dear Thoth is unavailable, and I don’t expect that to change anytime…ever,” Da’at Set replied coldly.



  “What do you mean unavailable?” Thade demanded, suddenly paralyzed with a feeling of dread.



  “I mean that he’s dead. I don’t expect him to be alive again anytime soon, Governor,” Da’at Set specified.



  “If you are in charge then, I beg of you, please send us reinforcements at once, or at least another fleet that we may retreat safely,” Thade pleaded in desperation.



  “The only option you have is Eternity. Do you understand?” Da’at Set uttered, folding his arms.



  “Eternity. Into the Light of Eternity I shall take this city. By the fires of the atom shall this tainted land be purged,” he replied, as his eyes glazed over.



  “Excellent,” Da’at Set sang smugly as the communication ended.


  * * *


  “In through the gate, and be swift,” the voice prompted Daecrynn.



  “It’s guarded by,” Daecrynn rebutted.



  “Swift,” it asserted, interrupting his speech.



  Nadali pushed ahead to melee with one of the guardsmen. Quickly, Daecrynn lunged into the fray. The Cirethian soldier brandished his phaseblade and swiped at Daecrynn. He blocked the charge with the broad side of Oro’quiel. A brilliant shower of sparks erupted from the contact point of the two blades.



  In broken Taergeni, the guardsman cried, “This cuts through titanium like butter! What in the underworld is your sword made of?”



  “Magic,” Daecrynn boasted.



  He kicked the guard in the chest, slamming him into the gate. He pulled an arrow from his quiver, and impaled the chest of the guard. Around the puncture, the armor burst into flames. Daecrynn struck at the gate’s lock with Oro’quiel, cutting through its chain in a shower of orange sparks. Nadali kicked the gate open, and they charged up the long stone staircase leading into the palace. Daecrynn’s arm jerked to the side, as Oro’quiel deflected sniper fire from the roof top. Behind him, loud explosions filled the air with a thunderous cacophony. The armies of Tarligean were approaching the palace quarter.


  * * *


  Just yesterday, Mozan Thade questioned the wisdom of the order to bring this horrible device of annihilation into a land so rich with resources, so lush with life. Now he questioned nothing. He raced down the stairwell from the Chamber of War where his office was situated into the armory where the dreaded Light of Eternity was stored. Nobody knew this weapon had been used in the far away land of Xathos, where a city was vaporized. Never had he known it was used before then. He approached the guards.



  “I require the Light of Eternity,” Mozan commanded in a low monotone.



  “Surely it hasn’t come to this,” the guardsman protested.



  “Silence! This order comes straight from the highest tower in Kith,” Thade cried out, his face twitching rapidly.



  One of the guardsmen quickly turned to the vault that stored the small silvery globe. A sigil was inscribed into the top of the device. The guardsman handed the device to Thade, as a green-tipped arrow struck him. The other guard raised his rifle at Nadali. She countered, lunging at him and taking him to the ground, swiftly disarming him.



  “Into the light of Eternity I shall take this place; by the fires of the atom shall this land be purged,” Thade chanted as his face twitched and his body shuddered.



  As Daecrynn entered the room, Oro’quiel flashed rhythmically with a blue and white light, followed by a red and white light. The governor squinted sharply, covering his eyes. The light of Oro’quiel grew brighter; the tempo of its color shifts rising in frequency. Thade dropped to his knees, and tears flooded his eyes. He cried in horror. He dropped the terrible device on the floor, which rolled into the wall with a gentle thud.



  “I…surrender,” the governor stammered.
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  XLIX.



  The Captain


  


  The last of the ebon vessels had disembarked, leaving whatever stragglers unable to retreat with the bulk of the forces stationed in Destriel to surrender or die. Many chose surrender, and many chose death. The fleet began their retreat, believing the easiest path would be Point Bast at the southern tip of the Cirethian subcontinent. The ships rushed to escape, routed from the south by a mighty vessel with an ivory white hull, and a vast array of nine sails and masts that climbed into the sky. The great white ship fired a volley of cannon fire at the Cirethian ships. At the top of the white warship’s highest mast, the red, white and gold colors of the Madrocean Empire fluttered vigorously in the wind.



  On the deck of the Cirethian battle cruiser Vorkuta, the crewmen scrambled as their Madrocean allies fired upon them with their own technology. Rapid-fire cannons chiseled away at their hull, and light-beam weapons took pot shots at the armaments of their ship.



  “The Madroceans have turned on us,” shouted the commander of the Vorkuta to the captain on the bridge, a pale white human with silver eyes and elongated fingers.



  “So we will have to destroy them,” the captain stated calmly.



  “With all due respect, the Taergeni are gaining in the north, and the Iantos is closing in on the south,” the commander exclaimed.



  “Hmm. Iantos. The Madroceans mean business. We will have to steer east to the western shore of the homeland, then. The nearest point of refuge is Point Bast, but if we reach the shore, our ground and air forces should provide ample cover,” the captain speculated.



  The ship rocked, and the glow orbs lighting the bridge, as well as every last light on the ship’s control panels died, as the vessel came to a dead stop.



  “Silence weaponry,” the captain wondered. “What fool gave the Madroceans that weapon?”



  “I do not know,” the commander stammered.



  “Rhetorical,” the captain spat.



  A deafening explosion filled the air from the aft end of the vessel.



  “What do the freachin have that could create a blast that big?” the commander cried.



  “Nothing that I am aware of,” the captain replied coolly.


  * * *


  The crew of the Caerthe Kriasti worked in tandem as Commodore Daende Linean directed the men to hold the ballistic harpoon over a pyre of glowing mistletoe. Slowly the great lance shimmered with an emerald green color.



  “Load the cannon,” Daende commanded.



  The elves swiftly loaded the harpoon cannon and turned the massive gear, tightening the spring that powered the weapon.



  Daende raised his arm and signaled.



  “Fire!” he shouted.



  A streak of green lightning barreled through the sky, impacting on the aft hull of the mighty Cirethian war cruiser. The ship buckled as its armor exploded.



  “Why aren’t they firing on us?” Ti’rran asked in astonishment.



  “Our Madrocean friends exploited a weakness,” Daende revealed with a smile.


  * * *


  “So, we are sinking. And with the silence attack, our escape speeders are useless. We are going to die now. Are you afraid?” the captain of the Vorkuta asked, in the thick blackness that only the flashes of fire outside of the observation windows pierced.



  “No escape?” the commander cried, betraying his terror.



  “None,” the captain affirmed coldly.



  “Then there is no—no s—sense in being afraid,” the commander stammered as he straightened his posture in false bravado.



  “Then I will have to relieve you of your fear,” the captain said.



  He pulled a pistol from his coat and shot the commander in the heart. He walked toward the observation window of the bridge as the commander’s body fell to the ground. Below him, the ship burned as it slowly drifted under, occasionally being rocked by additional cannon volleys from the Iantos.



  “Madrocea,” the captain sighed. “I admire their treachery. At least I took a life today. I can die at ease.”


  * * *


  The remainder of the Cirethian fleet had been given passage, escorted by the Iantos to the waters south of Point Bast. As they had no weapons, Commodore Linean decreed it would be without honor to continue attacking vessels that could not fight back.



  Reports came back a month later, revealing that the new regime in Cireth murdered the refugee soldiers.



  The war was over


  


  [image: ]


  L.



  The Question of Xendros


  


  Along the journey back to Namakiera, Daecrynn kept glancing at Rayelle, who stood at head of the Taergeni forces who would return home, at the left of Tiardan. Nadali, at the right of Daecrynn, passed those same curious glances towards the Witch of Li'istrani, who trudged silently.



  Worn from the battle one week past, the armies of Tarligean were in no rush, despite the longing for home.



  "I haven't decided yet," Rayelle blurted out.



  Daecrynn and Nadali stopped, and turned to face Rayelle.



  "Decided what?" Daecrynn asked.



  "Xendros," Rayelle snapped. "It doesn't belong here. I have no idea where it belongs, but it doesn't belong here. I know that's what you're wondering of, it has to be."



  "No, actually. I was impressed by your work in the battle," Daecrynn remarked. "You knew exactly where we needed to be and when."



  "What?" Rayelle asked, "I was assisting the General of Tuitari with munitions. I have no idea what you are talking about."



  Tiardan nodded in confirmation.



  "Then who told us where to go and where to be? Who commanded our every move on the field," Daecrynn wondered.



  "Hmm. That couldn't be, she hasn't spoken since... and that was along time ago," Rayelle said lowly.



  "Who?" Daecrynn asked in reflex.



  "Terei—I mean—no. You couldn't have heard Terei speak," Rayelle rambled, gazing off distantly.



  "Who is Terei? I've heard Terei's wail, but who is Terei?" Daecrynn queried, his curiosity growing visibly.



  "You're not ready for the answer to that question," Rayelle said abruptly. "I must consider the consequence of your claim first."



  "Consequence? Do you insinuate that a son of Tu'fayator be too feebleminded for your secrets?" Daecrynn demanded.



  "Yes, a son of Tu'fayator. That makes sense," Rayelle mused, nodding to herself.



  "What in the unrelenting fires of Verduhn are you talking about?" Daecrynn shouted.



  "Terei is a spirit, and she lives in your sword. She last spoke to Tu'fayator by way of Xendros," Rayelle said lowly, her gaze turning from distant to livid. "But it wasn't Terei, as..."



  "Sounds like you really don't know," Daecrynn remarked.



  Rayelle glared in Daecrynn's direction. "Some equations take tens of thousands of years to solve. You cannot expect omniscience, even from those who work hardest in finding the answers," she explained slowly, a cold anger coloring her voice.



  "Well, you could have just said that you did not know," Nadali stated flatly, "I don't think we would hold that against you."



  "There is a danger in Xendros," Rayelle said lowly. "Perhaps it would be unwise to cast it away as of yet, but its place is not here."



  "I suggest we start moving again," Daecrynn proposed. "Namakiera is less than a day away, but that assumes motion."



  "Agreed," said Nadali.



  Rayelle nodded, and Tiardan signaled the troops to march. Shortly after sundown, they reached Namakiera.
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    LI.

  


  
    A Union of Souls
  


  
    “When time ceases to be, our hearts shall remain one.”

  


  
    – The Rites of Bonding
  


  


  Daecrynn nervously paced across the floor of the King’s chamber in the palace of the Kestelan in Namakiera. He knew it was swiftly approaching the time when he would be escorted to an undisclosed location to be bound to his beloved in the rites of the Eloquandi. Within him a fountain of nervous joy bubbled in the center of his chest. He stared up at the crimson and clear crystalline mosaic that covered the domed ceiling, his thoughts racing as his eyes got lost in the patterns of refracted light.



  Thump. Thump. Thump. Someone knocked upon the large wooden door to the King’s chamber.



  “Come,” Daecrynn ordered as his attentions focused back on the present.



  The door swung open. A woman with dark brown hair and blue eyes, wearing a sky blue silk gown and a crystal necklace stepped in through the doors.



  “The procession begins now, your majesty,” she said. “The coach to the sacred grove is ready, and your lady awaits you.”



  Daecrynn paused, as his eyes grew heavy in his sockets, tearing up.



  “Your majesty, are you all right?” she asked.



  “Yes Lady Kara,” he replied. “A little more all right than I am used to. Let’s go.”



  She spun around and strode down the darkened hallway of the palace, as Daecrynn followed. The only light in the hall came from the exit on the far end, leading out into the daylight, reflected off the shining polished marble of the floor. He followed her down the steps, with the salutes of the Kestiel’s Guard in his periphery, a blurring of moonsilver and reflected sunlight. He looked forward, fixated on the ornate walnut and mahogany coach drawn by two large stallions and covered with inlaid silver and gold patterns, and two small raised banners from the rear end of the coach, one with the knot and square pattern in silver over sea green, the banner of the House Tuvitor, and the other an eight-pointed star with bands of green, teal, white, and gold behind it, both flapping gently in the late Spring breeze. She opened the door to the coach as she approached, and pulled on the threshold of the coach to step in. Daecrynn jumped in with a spring in his step.



  “To the Grove of Aria’s Tears,” she said quietly through the curtain separating the passenger’s cabin from the driver’s.



  “As you wish, Lady Kara,” an understated tenor male voice responded.



  Daecrynn settled in his seat, and slid open a window to first upon the city of Namakiera in spring bloom, as petals from white flowers fluttered in the breeze and artisans crafted sculptures of birds and beasts to line the main street of the brand new, post-war Namakiera. Before long, the coach passed Mitheldia Gate and rolled down the Nali Road towards the fork to Tanathiel, occasionally stopping as teams of workers placed new road-stones into potholes and patched up cracks in the pavement that had seen very little maintenance since before the reign of Ariandi came to an end nine years past. Daecrynn stared outwards, towards the long emerald green grasses that grew wild along the sides of the road into the distance of the Taisladi plains. The coach turned onto the Taisladi Road that lead towards Tanathiel and Fidralinia, and turned off the road onto a wagon trail that cut through the tall grasses, leading towards a hill covered in a circle of oak trees. At the base of the hill, the wagon stopped.



  “Your heart is set on Lady Murana?” Lady Kara asked.



  “Of course,” Daecrynn said abruptly, his attention returning to the present.



  “Forgive me, your highness but I am required to ask,” Lady Kara stated.



  “No forgiveness needed, milady. I understand the tradition,” Daecrynn replied.



  “Then I shall take you to her,” Kara said, her lips shortly breaking into a smile.



  She opened the door, and leaped out onto the earth of the clearing before the hill. Two other wagons were parked, one with a banner bearing the inverted teardrop of the House Murana, the other bearing a symbol comprised of three interlocking rings, and the other the pale blue and white banner of the nation of Mindule.



  “Lady Charelle is to invoke the rites?” Daecrynn asked.



  “Yes your majesty,” Kara replied as she turned towards the large hill covered in oak.



  “And I thought she didn’t believe in marriage,” Daecrynn quipped.



  “Milord!” Kara said, turning her head back towards Daecrynn with a scolding glance.



  “Well, that’s not what I’ve heard anyways,” Daecrynn said in a quieter tone.



  “She has fifty two husbands. She most certainly believes in marriage,” Lady Kara replied, shaking her head.



  She walked up the hill, and Daecrynn followed, his face failing to hide an expression of shock.



  “Well if its any consolation, forty of them have other wives of their own,” Lady Kara replied.



  “I see,” Daecrynn said.



  They reached a clearing amidst a circle of eight evenly spaced oak. Cerena stood in the center, wearing a silver ceremonial gown covered in embroidered geometric patterns and Fen’yi runes. To her right stood Nadali Murana in a violet dress, wearing a jewel encrusted silver tiara, with her hair tied back in a carefully woven braid. At her right was Lady Dandaya, the Eloquandi priestess who also served as Cerena Charelle’s liaison to Andriel. Daecrynn and Kara walked towards Cerena, who greeted him with a warm smile.



  “Lady Dandaya, is her heart fixed upon this union?” Cerena asked.



  “Completely,” Dandaya responded, curtseying before the High Priestess.



  Nadali’s eyes and Daecrynn’s locked together as they approached, raising their right hands to clasp into each other’s.



  “Lady Kara, is his heart fixed upon this union?” Cerena queried.



  “Yes it is,” Kara responded, curtseying before Lady Charelle.



  Daecrynn and Nadali’s hands hovered close together, held up a distance of a couple inches. Cerena reached into a small bag and pulled out a long silver ribbon. She wove it between Nadali’s fingers, and Daecrynn’s fingers as they stared into each other’s tear laden eyes. Cerena pulled the ribbon, and their hands closed together and their fingers locked together. She tied a knot at the end of the ribbon.



  “Nadali Eliana Murana, do you wish to share your oath of bonding?” Cerena asked.



  “Daecrynn, I know - that our hearts are one. In the time we’ve spent together, I have felt - as if we knew each other before. Ours is a bond that time cannot destroy,” Nadali said as the tears escaped her eyes, slowly trailing down her chiseled cheekbone and over her chin.



  “You inspire me, Nadali. I wouldn’t be here without you. Since those first days in your father’s palace I knew I had to know you. I was, am driven to you. My heart is yours, and always shall be yours. When time ceases to be, our hearts shall remain one,” Daecrynn stated.



  “Daecrynn Tuvitor, Nadali Tuvitor, you are one today and forever. Now complete this bond,” Cerena recited in Fen’yi.
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    LII.

  


  
    Summer's Dawn
  


  
    "There is no end in time, only endless cycles. Birth, life, death, entropy, rebirth. What has happened today has happened before. We were here before. We will be here again. There is no time, only the cycle of Eternity."

  


  
    —Tu’fayator
  


  


  This time, it didn't feel premature to go to Andriel. For the first time in Daecrynn's memory, he felt like he was finally going home. He arranged to be taken into the city incognito, dressed as a bowyer named Derefin Morcossi. His horse, and Eliana Morcossi's horse were chosen out of the nag lot in the Namakiera stable. They had intentionally tore and patched their cloaks, and traveled lightly not as a necessity, as they could have ordered the best chariot in the High Kingdom to take them home in style. They wished no fanfare. They rode off from Namakiera in the dead of night, under a blanket of starlight. They rode fast, reaching the forest's edge by morning.



  Deep in the woods they camped, a lone tent under the darkness of the forest canopy. These were the forests where Daecrynn used to run in fear of the man from Madrocea. They camped in a place where Daecrynn reminisced of the Tartali camp being set for a record four days before a Madrocean hunting expedition discovered their existence. They slept through the day, and rode through the night along the Nali Road.


  Morning broke again as they neared Kia Rhia’tis, the Starlight Circle of Eloquandi rite that Asutel Thetali had overseen the building of in ages past. They camped in the woods for the day, to arrive at nighttime, when it was far less likely that they would be greeted with song and fanfare. They simply wanted to go home, and sleep in their own bed. They would wear their crowns and declare their decrees another day.


  This day, they were free.
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    The End
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    Appendix I.

  


  
    The Atriune
  


  
    


  


  
    The Atriune is a phonetic writing system used by the Taergeni of the century leading into the one year long War of Ruin that ended with the destruction of the subcontinents of Tirlannon and Cireth. It was also in use by the Ileani elves outside of Tarligean; applied to their Fen’yi tongue. Amongst elves, it is the most common writing system.

  


  
    It also functions as a numeric system, with a base of twelve. The Taergeni include Z'yeta as an equivalent to either zero or the infinite, while tier twelve is universally used as zero. When second or third numbers in a tier are used instead of the common first numbers of a tier, it emphasizes the magical or spiritual, or in rare cases it notates the exponential form (cubed or squared, depending on which of the tier the digits are).
  


  



  
    Level One (Numeric Value 1)
  


  
    
      	
        


        
          [image: ]

          1. Atriyu
        

      

      	
        
          [image: ]

          2. Athien
        

      

      	
        
          [image: ]

          3. Andy’yr
        

      
    

  


  
    Level Two
  


  
    
      	
        


        
          [image: ]

          1. And'aye
        

      

      	
        
          [image: ]

          2. Ia
        

      

      	
        
          [image: ]

          3. Elyd’de
        

      
    

  


  
    Level Three
  


  
    
      	
        


        
          [image: ]

          1. Ilynde
        

      

      	
        
          [image: ]

          2. Irys
        

      

      	
        
          [image: ]

          3. Olirynn
        

      
    

  


  
    Level Four
  


  
    
      	
        


        
          [image: ]

          1. Onday’ye
        

      

      	
        
          [image: ]

          2. Ulymna
        

      

      	
        
          [image: ]

          3. Undarra
        

      
    

  


  
    Level Five
  


  
    
      	
        


        
          [image: ]

          1. Yuta’ye
        

      

      	
        
          [image: ]

          2. Kia
        

      

      	
        
          [image: ]

          3. P'yndarra
        

      
    

  


  
    Level Six
  


  
    
      	
        


        
          [image: ]

          1. Tay'une
        

      

      	
        
          [image: ]

          2. Byu'nei
        

      

      	
        
          [image: ]

          3. Denuya
        

      
    

  


  
    Level Seven
  


  
    
      	
        


        
          [image: ]

          1. D'andyr
        

      

      	
        
          [image: ]

          2. Gwyr
        

      

      	
        
          [image: ]

          3. J'yraia
        

      
    

  


  
    Level Eight
  


  
    
      	
        


        
          [image: ]

          1. Fai’hraya
        

      

      	
        
          [image: ]

          2. Hyreia
        

      

      	
        
          [image: ]

          3. Kheya
        

      
    

  


  
    Level Nine
  


  
    
      	
        


        
          [image: ]

          1. Threyas
        

      

      	
        
          [image: ]

          2. Chyrea
        

      

      	
        
          [image: ]

          3. Chyseri
        

      
    

  


  
    Level Ten
  


  
    
      	
        


        
          [image: ]

          1. Zhyserra
        

      

      	
        
          [image: ]

          2. Vae
        

      

      	
        
          [image: ]

          3. Maya
        

      
    

  


  
    Level Eleven
  


  
    
      	
        


        
          [image: ]

          1. Nemah
        

      

      	
        
          [image: ]

          2. Rhiya
        

      

      	
        
          [image: ]

          3. Sarei
        

      
    

  


  
    Level Twelve
  


  
    
      	
        


        
          [image: ]

          1. Wy'esta
        

      

      	
        
          [image: ]

          2. Yllarra
        

      

      	
        
          [image: ]

          3. Laithien
        

      
    

  


  
    Level Thirteen
  


  
    
      	
        


        
          [image: ]

          1. Zy'eta
        

      

      	

      	
    

  


  
    Level One

  


  
    1. Atriyu – A short “a” sound, such as the “a” in avert.

  


  
    2. Athien – A long “a” sound, such as the “a” in brake.

  


  
    3. Andy’yr – An “ah” sound, such as the “a” in taco.
  


  
    Level Two

  


  
    1 And’aye – A hard “a” sound, such as the “a” in tax.

  


  
    2 Ia – An “ee” sound, such as the “ee” in free, or the “i” in Tina.

  


  
    3 Elyd’de – A short “e” sound, such as the “e” in ten.
  


  
    Level Three

  


  
    1 Ilynde – A long “i” sound, such as the “i” in time.

  


  
    2 Irys – A short “i” sound, such as the “i” in invent.

  


  
    3. Olirynn – A long “o” sound, such as the “o” in tome.
  


  
    Level Four

  


  
    1. Onday’ye – A short “o” sound, such as the “o” in Ronald.

  


  
    2. Ulymna – An “oo” sound, such as the “oo” in moon, or the “u” in tune.

  


  
    3. Undarra – A short “u” sound, such as the “u” in fun.
  


  
    Level Five

  


  
    1. Yuta’ye – Formerly a long “u” sound, such as the “u” in acute; its usage as a vowel is considered archaic, excepting in Fen’yi speech. In Tuvitor (ai-Tu’fayator) Dynasty period Taergeni, an overlapping combination of an elevated (see character placement rules) Yllara (see character 35) and Ulymna (character 11) are used instead. Yuta’ye takes the role of a “rhythmic pause” in Taergeni instead.

  


  
    2. Kia – A “k” sound, such as in key.

  


  
    3. P’ndarra – A “p” sound, such as in potato.
  


  
    Level Six

  


  
    1. Tay’une – A “t” sound, such as in typist.

  


  
    2. Byu’nei – A “b” sound, such as in baseball.

  


  
    3. Denuya – A “d” sound, such as in dog.
  


  
    Level Seven

  


  
    1. D’andyr – A “d” followed by a very brief “rhythmic pause.” Example:

  


  
    D’antarra. More commonly used in Fen’yi than in Taergeni.

  


  
    2. Gwyr – A hard “g” sound, such as the “g” in gold.

  


  
    3. J’yraia – A soft “g” sound, or a “j” sound, such as the “g” in ginger, or the “j” in jagged.
  


  
    Level Eight

  


  
    1. Fai’hraya – An “f” sound, such as in final.

  


  
    2. Hyreia – A “breathed pause” in Taergeni and Fen’yi, or an “h” sound, such as in hello. When elevated, it is as a “breathed pause” and when lowered, it is as an “h” sound (see character placement rules below).

  


  
    3. Kheya – A “kh” (or Celtic “ch”) sound. A hard “h” where the back of the tongue is pressed against the palette.
  


  
    Level Nine

  


  
    1. Threyas – A “th” sound. When placed low (see character placement rules), it represents the hard “th” in mathematics. When elevated, it represents the soft “th” in them.

  


  
    2. Chyrea – A soft “ch” sound, such as the “ch” in much.

  


  
    3. Chyseri – A fluid “ch” sound, as in the French cheri, or a “sh” sound, such as in shout.
  


  
    Level Ten

  


  
    1. Zhyserra – A “sh” sound with voice, as a “z” is a “s” sound with voice.

  


  
    2. Vae – A “v” sound, as in vase.

  


  
    3. Maya – An “m” sound, as in milk.
  


  
    Level Eleven

  


  
    1. Nemah – An “n” sound, as in numeral.

  


  
    2. Rhiya –- An “r” sound, as in ruby.

  


  
    3. Sarei – An “s” sound, as in simple.
  


  
    Level Twelve

  


  
    1. Wy’estha – A “w” sound, as in willow.

  


  
    2. Yllara – A “y” consonant sound, as in yellow.

  


  
    3. Laithien – An “l” sound, as in lamp.
  


  
    Level Thirteen

  


  
    1. Zy’eta – A “z” sound, as in zoo. Not present in Fen’yi; a lowered (see character placement rules) Sarei character is used instead. In Taergeni, a lowered Sarei is also widely used represent this sound.
  


  



  Character Placement Rules


  



  The arrangement rules of Taergeni Atriune are unique, in that their pronunciation is dictated by placement of letters in relation to one another. Vowels (Characters of Levels One through Four) take the highest tier in the script, while ‘hard consonants’ take the lowest tier, escalation in positioning being dictated by the ‘hardness’ of the consonant or sound.


  Iach Jalli, Elinde Tch’leann



  A Taergeni battle cry, written in Atriune script as an example:

  


  


  [image: ]


  Appendix II.



  Glossary of Terms and Pronunciation


  


  A


  ai-Tu'fayator



  (I--tOO--fA'-ә-tôr) SEE: Tuvitor


  Andriel



  (an'-drE-el) The traditional capital city of the High Kingdom of Tarligean.


  Atriyu



  (ә-trE'-yOO) The first letter in the Atriune, the Elvish common alphabet.


  


  C


  Caerthe



  [Taergeni] (kA-âr'-thA) A seafaring vessel with three or more sails. A large ship.


  Cardalia



  The capital city of the Madrocean Empire.


  Cassadina



  A region of high plains and badlands over the mountain range of Tarngor, between the forests of Sylshee and the lowlands of Kanaid, the heartland of the Madrocean Empire.


  Cassadina, Battle Of



  Very little is known of what happened on the fields of this battle, as none are known to have survived it. Towards the end of the war preceding the Seven-Year Slumber period of Madrocean occupancy of Tarligean, then-Kestiel Ariandi Tuvitor ordered an attack on the region of Kanaid, specifically the stronghold-city of Thea Defana, and the Madrocean capital Cardalia.


  Cilaera



  (ki-lA'-rә) A set of seven songs attributed to the legendary bard-prophet Tu'fayator transcribed by his son Anthian ai-Tu'fayator. They include songs of veneration of the Goddess Rhiali, and several prophetic songs about the ages of the world to come.



  Cinatelan



  (ki-nä'-tel-an) A queen of one kingdom or realm. Masculine: Kestelan


  Cinatiel



  (ki-nä'-tE-el) A High Queen, who presides over several kingdoms. Masculine: Kestiel


  Cireth



  (ki-reth')



  1. A landmass on the eastern side of the continent of Al'teah, or Atlan.



  2. An empire whose mainland includes the entirety of the Cirethian subcontinent. The Cirethian Empire is highly advanced in technology but poorly advanced in the spiritual and magical sciences.


  


  D


  Deyn Kriatalde



  (dAn krE"-ә-täl'-de) A sword with a Kri'isen jewel embedded in the hilt, designed for fighting supernatural evils of great magnitude. Only two are known, bearing the jewels Oro'quiel and Xendros.


  Danue



  (dan'-oo-wA") A legendary figure, the Cinatiel of the ancient and distant land D'antarra. She was considered to be the most important prophetess of the goddess Rhia'li.


  


  E


  Everwood



  A large region of forests or rainforests.


  E'veyta



  [Taergeni] (e--vA'-ta) Savage, brutish, barbarian.


  


  F


  Fen'yi



  (fen-yE') The ancient Elvish language, considered obsolete in Tarligean, excepting for ceremonial purposes. Outside of Tarligean, Fen'yi is considered to be the standard Elvish language. The ancient root language known as "Imperial Fen'yi" or Ilee'sei is a dead language even outside of Tarligean.


  Freachin



  [Cirethian] Evolutionary dead-end. Often used as a slur against elves by Cirethians.


  


  G



  


  Gah'raen



  [Taergeni] (gäkh'--rAn) A non-elf. Literally, a non-person.


  Greh



  (gre) A curse word. Akin to 'curse' or 'damn'. Long form: 'greh-a tien Verduhn' or "damn it all to Hell"


  Gwyulni



  [Cirethian] (gwI-ool'-nE) A flexible-wing aircraft notorious for its speed and manuverability. Commonly utilized by the Cirethian Empire. Often referred to as "ornithopters" because of the high level of flexibility in the wings, but not a true ornithopter in that it is powered by a small fusion cell and relies both on fusion-powered air turbine thrust and the Earth's magnetic field for propulsion.


  


  I


  Iacala



  (I"-ә-kä'-lә) One of the original nations of the High Kingdom of Tarligean. Iacala had seceded several centuries past due to disagreements with the governing powers in Andriel.


  Icania



  (i-kә-nE'-ә) A giant type of broad leaved evergreen tree common to the marine climates and rich earth of the northern Tirlannon sub-continental region of Atlantis.


  Ileani



  (il-E-ä'-nE) 1. An elf native to a world other than Earth. 2. Of or referring to the ancient Ileani Empire, a political entity with a sphere of influence encompassing over thirty worlds.


  Ilee'sei



  (I-lE--sA') See: Fen'yI


  


  J


  J'haene



  (zhe--hAn')A narrow bladed shortsword with a handle one and a half hands long. This type of blade is similar to a Roman gladius, with a narrower blade.


  


  K


  Kae'ym



  (kA'-im) A strategy game played with eleven numbered beads of green or blue in color on a grid one hundred twenty-one cubes in size. The goal of the game is for one's Atriyu piece, the only "invincible" yet most limited piece on the board to capture the opponent's Nemah piece. Traditionally, blue is the piece that goes first.


  Kailith



  (kI'-lith) A type of opiate extracted from Danytos, or Silver Willow bark, used as a recreational drug in Cireth. A variant called "drenetai" is used in Taergeni medicine to dull pain from severe injury, or before and during surgery.


  Kanaid



  (kan-Ad')A region of central Madrocea, with Thea Defana as its central military stronghold and Alseos as most populous city.


  Kestelan



  (kes'-tel-an)A king of one kingdom or realm. Feminine: Cinatelan


  Kestiel



  (kes'-tE-el) A High King, who presides over several kingdoms. Feminine: Cinatiel


  Ki'ronyx



  (kE"--rOn-Ezh')



  1. A name given to the banner of Tarligean, including an eight-pointed star insignia and bands of teal, gold, green and white.



  2. The eight-pointed star symbolic of unity amongst all peoples.



  3. A symbol for the Kri'isen, whose origins are unknown.


  Kiriye



  (kE-rI’-yA) A unit of measure used in Taergeni speaking regions equal in distance to 70.4 meters in length.


  Kri'ayolas



  (krE--A'-O-lus) An elven stir-fry dish.


  Kri'isen



  (krE'--ә-sin) A jewel with an oblong diamond shape, generally blue in color. The only known exception to this is the Kri'isen called Xendros, which is green. They are said to have powerful magical properties. Often a Deyn Kriatalde is mistakenly referred to as a Kri'isen or by the Kri'isen's name, as the Kri'isen is the source of its extraordinary powers.


  


  M


  Madrocea



  (me-drO'-shә) An empire that covers most of the southeastern region of the subcontinent of Tirlannon.


  Madrocean



  (me-drO'-shәn)



  1. Of the Madrocean Empire; pertaining to Madrocea.



  2. The Madrocean language of the era in the first trilogy of the Legacy of Tirlannon; Madrocaan is the archaic form.


  Medaccae, Andron



  (an'-dron mә-da'-kE) Imperial Prince of Madrocea, heir to the throne of Emperor Sacchae.


  Medaccae, Sacchaeus



  (se-khI'-oos mә-da'-kE) Emperor of Madrocea.


  Mogran, Governor Ayus



  (A'-yәs mog'-ran)



  The Madrocean Imperial Governor of Namakiera from 1064 to 1071 A.R. when he was executed by then High Prince Daecrynn Tuvitor.


  Mortuusa, Avos Morthic



  (ay-vahs mor'-thik mor-tOO'-sә)



  General Avos Mortuusa served as a Lord General of the Madrocean Empire from 1060 to 1069 A.R., and subsequently acted as military advisor to the Madrocean Governor Ayus Mogran at the beginning of the Independence War. He was succeeded by Kaivos Kanadi.


  Murana, Nadali



  (nA-dä-lE myoo-rä'-nә) Heir to the throne of Fidralu. An elven woman skilled at swordsmanship and archery.


  Murana, Kestelan Threis



  (thrAs myoo-rä'-nә) King, or Kestelan Threis Murana ruled over the Kingdom of Fidralu as King from the second year of Meldehan Tuvitor's reign over Andriel to the beginning of the Independence War in 1071 A.R. He was survived by his daughter Nadali Murana


  


  N


  Nali River



  A river with several tributaries, including the the Taisladi River. Most of the plainlands in the core of Tarligean are drained by the Nali. The Nali and Taisladi converge beneath the city of Namakiera.


  Namakiera



  (nä-mä-kE'-rä) A large city in an inland region of northeastern Tirlannon. Traditionally, Namakiera was a Taergeni city, but was occupied by Madrocean forces roughly seven years before the beginning of this volume.


  Nekhe



  (nE'-khE) A curse word. Akin to the British word 'bugger'


  


  O


  Ornithopter



  See: gwyulni


  Oro'quiel



  (ôr-O'--kwE-el)



  1. One of several artifact jewels called Kri'isen.



  2. One of two Deyn Kriatalde blades known. An artifact sword with many supernatural properties. The last wielder before the events of this volume was Asutel Thetali, the first Kestiel of the High Kingdom of Tarligean. See also: Xendros


  


  R


  Rhia'li



  (rE"-ә--lE') The primary goddess of the Taergeni pantheon. The most powerful and benevolent of the Taergeni pantheon, she takes the form of a lady of pure blue-white light, and is manifest as the light and wind of all stars, including the Sun. Mistakenly referred to as the "Elvish Sun Goddess" amongst some Madrocean and Cirethian scholars.


  


  S


  Sai'ralla



  [Taergeni] (sI-rä'-lä) Run away. Evacuate. Flee.


  Starwind



  See: Rhia'li



  Syphoryx



  (sif-Or'-iks) Thought of as a powerful sentient scrying device, the Fen'yi word "Syphoryx" literally means "Mind of the Crystal".


  


  T


  Taergeni



  (tA"-âr'-zhe-nI)



  1. A member of the elvish races native to the world Telea, or Earth.



  2. A citizen of the confederated kingdoms of Tarligean.



  3. A language in wide use amongst elves of Tirlannon.


  Taisladi



  (tä-E-slä'-dE) A major river that drains the west-central plains of Tarligean, including the Fidraline Valley region.


  Tarligean



  (tär'-li-gEn) An elven confederation of kingdoms, or 'High Kingdom' under a Cinatiel, or Kestiel.


  Terei



  (ti-rA') A conscious energy field or spirit, common to the ancient artifact swords Oro'quiel and Xendros.


  Terei's Wail



  A sonic phenomenon generated by the swords Oro'quiel and Xendros, often as an alarm to impending or immediate danger.



  Terestel



  (târ'-is-tel) A citrus fruit akin to the grapefruit or orange, with sweet red fruit on the inside, and a blue colored peel.


  Tirlannon



  (tur-lan'-in) A subcontinent of the Al'teah landmass, also known as Atlan (Madrocean, Cirethian) or Atlantis (classical to modern).


  Tola'nei



  (tO"-lә-nA') A maritime city of small size, Tola'nei is built adjacent to the city of Andriel, and acts as its port. Tola'nei falls under the jurisdiction of the Kingdom of Tuitari.


  Tu'fayator



  (tOO--fA'-ә-tôr) An ancient bard who had the gift of dereshia, the ability to see the past as a prophet sees the future, and was considered a prophet as well, having claimed direct communication with the elvish goddess Rhia'li. He wrote in song form, and his songs were transcribed by his son Anthian Telestani, who was the first of the ai-Tu'fayator or Tuvitor line.


  Tuitari



  (tOO"-i-tä'-rE)



  1. A forested region extending from the Nali River valley near the mouth of the river at the Nali Bay to the northeasternmost point of the subcontinent of Tirlannon.



  2. A Taergeni kingdom that spans the Tuitari forest region, excepting for the city-state of Andriel, capital of Tarligean.


  Tuvitor



  (tOO'-vi-tôr) Originally the ancient elvish aristocratic House Telestani, the line split as those who were the progeny of the bard-prophet Tu'fayator took upon themselves the name ai-Tu'fayator (or Sons of Tu'fayator). Over the centuries, the name was shortened to Tuvitor, as the language of the culture shifted from Old Fen'yi to the Taergeni language of Eroshniel and Tarligean in later years.


  Tuvitor, Daecrynn



  (dA'-ә-krin tOO'-vi-tôr) An heir to the throne of Tarligean.


  


  V


  Verduhn



  [Taergeni] (vâr-doon') A fictitious netherworld of the dead, and a metaphor for eternal condemntation. (Similar: Hell, Hades)


  Voidan (plural: voidane)



  [Madrocean] (voi'-dan)



  1. The standard unit of currency in the Madrocean Empire, equal in value to 1.4 grams of gold.



  2. A unit of distance in the Madrocean Empire, equal to about 3.5 meters.


  


  X


  Xendros



  (zhen'-drOs)



  1. One of several artifact jewels called Kri'isen. The only one known to exhibit an individual color, being jade green rather than the sapphire blue of the others, including the Kri'isen Oro'quiel.



  2. One of two Deyn Kriatalde blades known. An artifact sword with many supernatural properties. An heirloom of the House Tuvitor. See also: Oro'quiel


  


  Z


  Zangi



  (zan-gE')



  1. A breed of rabbit with long, fine, and light fur that grows in abundance; an Angora rabbit similar to the modern English Angora breed.



  2. A fabric woven from Zangi fur. Zangi fur is harvested by brushing or shearing the rabbit rather than skinning it, allowing its lifetime to progress to a natural end while producing for nearly the entirety of its life cycle.
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