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Eureka
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“You will have my legs...you will have my strength, and you will have my wings. I will envelope you - and protect your flesh as though it were my own. And although we will fly away from here without the promise that we will find someplace better - or the promise that our friendship will even last...we will still fly....as one. Know that in this moment our friendship is stronger than the lesser of who I am.”              

“What does that mean?” asked Zenith, studying the words engraved into the wall beside her. Anglid removed one of several pelts that were hanging from a cliff of protruding rock, and wrapped the largest one around her. A remnant of the massive animal from which it was skinned and dried, she clutched its fur with what was left of her frost-bitten hands. Set below a canopy of silken threads and twinkling lights, the space where Zenith sat was cast in the illuminating hue of female glow worms working to attract their mate.

“It is a promise” replied Anglid, his voice calm and resonant. “...a promise that was made to me by my dearest, dearest friend.” Anglid carefully removed a large raptor’s beak from the small stone shelf upon which it sat, and placed it into Zenith’s hands. 

“I am born of the promise that you see etched into the wall of this cave,” he whispered. “...and I am nourished from the sap that these caves spring forth. Drink this, that I have to offer you, and it will quell your hunger and calm your fears.” With trembling hands, Zenith took hold of the raptor’s beak filled with what looked and smelled like Teal, and raising the beak to her blistered mouth the warm contents slowly soothed her parched tongue and throat. Stunned by its richness, she noticed that the taste was much sweeter than the Teal she had grown accustomed to. But struggling to manage the weight of the beak, and almost losing her grip, Anglid quickly cupped her hands with his, steadying the beak as she raised it again to her lips.  Noticing the expanse of his chest, and what appeared to be his unusual strength, Zenith marveled at the sight of him, as she drank the sap he had offered. 

“Who are you, and what is this place?” she asked, with tears streaming down.  “Have I....d..died?” Taking the beak from Zenith, and placing it next to him, Anglid took her quivering hands into his. 

“You are very much alive,” he whispered, noticing the carapace of hardened black tissue that had consumed all but two of her fingers. “Your hands are moving.... like the fluttering of wings. This, I am sure, is not what death is.” 

“If this is not death,” she replied.  “...then I must be dreaming! I have to be dreaming. None of this makes any sense! I remember being frozen, and face down in the snow, and then something lifted me up, and it’s as though I was....flying.  I don’t claim to understand any of it— I just know that I shouldn’t be here. I should be out there...still fighting!”

“From what I can see,” replied Anglid, gazing into her eyes. “...you are still fighting, but against which enemy I do not know. Do you?” Furrowing her brow, Zenith scanned the walls and ceiling of the cave as if in search of the answer to Anglid’s question, but suddenly realizing his accent aligned him squarely to the Central Kingdom, she pulled her hands abruptly away.

“Who are you?!” she insisted, her voice now echoing through the chamber.

“It doesn’t matter who he is,” announced Dobroć, a disheveled looking soldier who turned the corner, entering the chamber where they sat. “We would have died out there had it not been for him. He saved us, and that’s all that matters now.” Looking over at Anglid, Dobroć slightly bowed his head in gratitude. “We owe you a debt that I don’t know how any of us will ever be able to repay.”

“Fair enough,” added an officer, who had also entered the chamber, his outer jacket generously decorated in metals and indicating his commanding position. Given a noticeably straight posture, he stood as though he was in salute, save his arms, which were folded firmly in front of him.

“However,” the commanding officer continued. “...the question still remains...where are the others who helped with this rescue? My soldiers are scouring all of the cavities within this cave, and there appears to be no one else here but you... and the six of us.” Appearing somewhat restless, the officer began to pace the perimeter of the chamber, scrutinizing its walls and studying their structure.

“There are no others,” replied Anglid, keeping his gaze fixed upon Zenith.

“Then how did you get us here?” pressed the commanding officer, glaring back at Anglid. “These mountains are over 8,000 meters high!” Anglid slowly rose to his feet, which the group noticed were bare - and collecting the raptor’s beak in his hands - he placed it back into its corner on the stone shelf, carefully covering it with the large golden feather that lay by its side.

“Confirming there is no one else here, Sir,” announced Jarvis, another soldier who entered with one other member of the group - their frost-burned faces a disfiguration of blood-filled blisters and broken skin. The smallest of his troop, and unassuaged by his status as their military doctor and second-in-command officer, Jarvis remained deeply insecure, driven by his need to curry the favor of his commanding officer.

“Lieutenant Jarvis is correct,” added Caelan, his accompanying soldier. “There’s nobody else here but us. But there is something else we need to report.”

“It can wait, Lieutenant,” the commanding officer insisted, tapping his finger against his chin, while scrutinizing Anglid’s frame. “It would literally be impossible for anyone to carry six soldiers up into this cave without help,” he continued. “Not even I could do that — and I’m a Mollard!” 

“Um...Sir,” Jarvis attempted, looking at Caelan for backup. 

“Not now, Lieutenant!” the commander snapped. Anglid slowly turned to face the commander, folding his hands patiently in front of him. 

“Would knowing how you got here make being here anymore precious?” offered Anglid. Robed in animal pelts held together by crude knots, Anglid’s chiseled limbs were just partially covered, adding to the already formidable appearance given him by his imposing height. Stunned by Anglid’s resolve, the commander appeared agitated, while taking several steps back.

“Whether you rescued us or not, I’ll need to have your name - now!” the commander insisted. “WHO ARE YOU!” Unphased by the commander’s aggression, Anglid removed the remaining pelts from the ledge from which they hung, and spread them across the cave’s floor. Then sitting upon the edge of a rocky shelf, he offered the commanding officer and his soldiers the minimal comfort of the pelts’ furry layers and thick skins.

“What does it mean,” Anglid replied. “...to have a ‘name’?” The commander, scanned the faces of his soldiers, all of whom - except for Zenith - looked completely bewildered.

“What kind of a question is that!??” the officer yelled. “Everyone here has a name! It tells others who you are and where you’re from. Without it you have no identity! And there’s nothing ‘precious’ about that!” Clearing his throat, Jarvis attempted to regain the group’s attention.

“Officer, Sir,” pressed Jarvis. “I think there’s something that you really need to know.”

“Not NOW!” the commander yelled, his voice even harsher than before. Securing a place for himself upon the pelts, Dobroć smiled towards Anglid, in gratitude.

“Please forgive us,” Dobroć offered. “...we do not  mean to sound ungrateful. We’re just... confused. Even though we are - and will remain thankful  for what you’ve done, there’s no getting around the fact that....” Stopping mid-sentence, Dobroć exchanged glances with his fellow soldiers before settling his eyes back down onto the pelts’ fur-covered surface.  

“There’s no getting around the fact that we are also the ones who assembled an army at the boarder of your home...at what we suspect is your Kingdom,” inserted Zenith, convinced that Anglid’s demeanor linked him clearly to the ruling class. “We shouldn’t be here,” she continued. You should have just let us die—you could have just let us die.”

“Yeah,” inserted Caelen, furrowing her brow while studying Anglid. “Why did you save us? We’re clearly the enemy.”

“And yet,” replied Anglid, “...we are all here together, with no requirement to be  - to one another - what the past might otherwise insist. I am unaware of what made you my enemy, and for that I am grateful...and I know nothing of the border, or the home of which you speak. These caves are all that I know, and all that I have ever known. This is my home...and this I have claimed as my Kingdom.” Noticing the manner in which Zenith gazed at Anglid, Jarvis, who had successfully kept his feelings for her concealed, became restless as his jealousy slowly consumed him.  Intent on distracting her, Jarvis focused on his vocal register and adjusted his posture to affect a more masculine presence.

“Sir!” he pressed, his voice noticeably different than its otherwise higher pitch. “We still have news to report, which I believe requires the attention of us all,” he added, briefly looking at Zenith. But before the commander had a chance to respond, the voice of a soldier who was rambling in the corner began to pierce the chamber.

“We saw it coming,” the soldier cried, rocking back and forth, with his knees pulled close to his chest. “We saw it coming on our radar— it was massive...massive ...a storm out of season, coming straight for us!”

“That’s enough!” threatened the commander, intolerant of what he felt was a show of weakness.

“And we did what we could to brace ourselves,” the soldier rambled, seemingly unaware of the commander’s demand. “But there was no place to go! And as if we had no right to be there at all, that monstrosity barreled towards us— roaring and twisting...transforming everything it touched into splinters and dust!” Now rocking himself more intensely, the sound of the helmet he still wore slammed hard against the cave’s wall. The commander, now enraged, released the latch of his drop leg holster, and drew his weapon into full view. 

“And those of us who couldn’t anchor their vehicles in time,” continued the soldier.  “...were just snatched up into the sky, as though the storm had arms—tossing some of us across the field like debris.” Violently thrashing his head against the stone wall behind him, he seemed to close his eyes anticipating every blow.”

“SHUT UP, you scunt!” yelled the commander, advancing towards him. “You’re a soldier, and in this war I expect you to be a soldier to the end— not a weak ball of flesh crying in the corner! One more word, and it’s over!” Now trying to keep himself from shaking, the soldier drew his legs into his chest even closer.

“We came here to fight,” the commander continued, now turning towards the others. “...and no matter what your feeble minds may try and convince you of, we have every right to be here!  We would have won this war- had the weather been on our side! Because there is only one enemy that ever had a chance of defeating us—and that enemy is ‘doubt!’ This war was ours to win, and if you ever doubted that, then you’re fighting on the wrong side! It won’t be over until we wipe them out!  If not this time, then the next.” The commander shifted his glare back towards the cornered soldier. “So, if any of you insist on sniffling and whining, I’ll be happy to put you out of your misery!” Walking over to the soldier, and then kneeling down to sit by his side, Anglid placed his arm around him, while meeting the commander’s glare straight on.

“Since, as you say, a name defines who we are,“ Anglid began.  “...might I trouble you to ask you for yours?” Still scowling, the commander lowered his weapon, before responding. 

“I’m Officer Thai E-C, of the Sub-Median Eastern Cluster,” responded the officer. “...the commanding officer of this troop.” Anglid pulled the cornered soldier even closer to him, encouraging him to rest his head upon his shoulder - a move that seemed to quell his violent shaking. 

“What are you afraid of?” Anglid asked, almost whispering.

“He won’t answer you,” replied Thai, while repositioning his weapon into its holster. “He’s too weak - just like all the others! Suited in armor but ultimately a weak and helpless nothing deep down inside —which is why they’re a dying breed!” Taking inventory of his troop, Thai looked back over at the others with disdain, save Caelen, who was in transition. 

“And I thank you for that,” replied Anglid, “But it was not for this soldier that I posed my question...It was for you.” Thai scowled deeply at Anglid, but then distracted by a rapid beep emanating from his wrist, he desperately drew back the sleeve of his jacket which exposed the glare of a flashing yellow light.

“When you’re a Mollard,” he replied, still looking at his wrist. “...you’re immune to fear. You’re immune to anything that would make you vulnerable or inferior. And even better  - you’re immune to your memories. The only thing I worry about is running out of power.  So, unless your cave is equipped with a charging station, I’m gonna need access to a solar source sooner than later.” Looking up at the dim light of the glow worms suspended within their woven silk, Thai’s demeanor became more urgent.  “It’s too dark in here,” he continued, looking back at Anglid. “And I need you to show me the way out!”

“There is a place within this cave,” Anglid replied. “...where the ceiling is split, and the sun’s light shines down into the cavern. Of course I will show you the way, if it is the sun that will allay your fear.” With no more patience, and desperate to draw the attention back to himself, Jarvis yelled his news across the chamber. 

“There’s oil here, Sir!” he yelled, his voice echoing loudly. “Hot oil - literally bursting from the rocks behind these walls! And it’s probably why we’re not all freezing to death. That’s not water we’re hearing...It’s Teal— and it’s what’s heating this cave!” Ignoring his outburst, Thai kept his eyes intently on Anglid. 

“Take me to this place,” he insisted. “...before it’s too late.” Unsure of Thai’s dilemma, but sensing his urgency, Anglid slowly stood up, careful not to agitate the troubled soldier, whom - upon his release from Anglid - slowly curled himself into a fetal position. Then, removing his outer pelt, Anglid folded it, and placed it beneath the soldier’s head.

“I will show you the way,” Anglid repeated, now at a full stand. 

“But what about my discovery, insisted Jarvis, rushing forward. “I tasted it myself - and although it’s much sweeter, it’s Teal! Enough to feed an army bigger than the one we brought!”

“That’s impossible!” insisted Dobroć. “If there were Teal flowing through any of the mountains within this region, I’m sure someone would have discovered it by now.” 

“Sir,” continued Jarvis. “I know what I saw, and Caelen saw it too! The reason we went to war has been hidden within the walls of this cave all along, and is likely flowing through other caves just like it. I request your permission, Sir, to challenge the need for this war, now that we have found what may be an endless supply of what we hunger for most.” 

“Get outta my way!” replied Thai, looking down at Jarvis with disgust. “The war I’m fighting has nothing to do with Teal!” Responding quickly to Thai’s order, Jarvis stepped aside, but confused by Thai’s response— and somewhat humiliated — Jarvis quickly glanced at Zenith, before assuming the more inferior posture that was required of him.

“You are right,” Anglid offered Jarvis, as he led Thai out of the chamber. “There is food here, that which you call ‘Teal,’ and there is enough of it to feed us all.”  Then, catching sight of Zenith, Anglid paused to look at her, before guiding Thai around the corner of the chamber’s exit, and onto the complex path of the cave’s inner network. Now, with Thai no longer present, Dobroć, Zenith, and Caelen rushed over to the troubled soldier to lend him their comfort. However, Jarvis— for his part — remained discontent, and driven by his suspicions and mounting jealousy, he decided instead to explore the items that were stored along the bumpy irregular surfaces of chamber’s stone shelves. Pushing aside the raptor’s beak and feather, he noticed a dusty garment that was folded next to it, and removing it from the shelf, he observed its royal markings, and distinct design. Noting the name embroidered into its fabric, Jarvis hastened to remove the dust, making the name more legible. 

“Anglid?” he whispered, as he read the name, aware of its gravity and its meaning.

“Sir! We need your help with Vince,” yelled  Dobroć, carefully addressing Jarvis given his rank as second-in-command below Officer Thai. “He won’t stop convulsing, and he’s biting his tongue!!”

“Of course!” Jarvis replied, rushing over to meet the group. “I was just looking for something we could use.” Then twisting the garment until it was as taut as rope, Jarvis and the others forced it between Vince’s teeth, while tying the excess of the garment into a knot behind his head. 

“Did you find anything else on the shelf that might help?!” asked Caelen, struggling to keep Vince from slamming his head against the floor.

“Just the garment,” replied, Jarvis. “...which is everything I’ll need.”
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Sanctuary
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“I believe you have some explaining to do! Isn’t that right, Co-Lieutenant?” pressed Forris, peering directly at Uriss. Flanked by two members of the military guard, and fully aware of his authority as second-in-command to Jordson, Forris made his intolerance of any delayed response unequivocal.  Fighting against the gravity of his grief from the news of the Queen’s passing, Uriss slowly rose from the chair behind his desk, attempting to deliver the Royal Salute, which he managed to hold firm, until Forris reluctantly granted him ease. 

“Lieutenant General, Sir!” replied Uriss, his voice heavy and sullen. “I will of course provide you with any information that you require, providing you share your concern——“

“You’ve been housing a secret hideaway behind one of the walls of your former cell!” interrupted Forris. “I’m sure you remember your cell, Co-Lieutenant...after all, it hasn’t been that long since you’ve been pardoned.” Mourning the loss Evaline, Uriss’ thoughts of her caused his mind to drift, as he recalled their last moments alone, 38 seasons ago on the eve of his imprisonment. 

“As Plebony is my witness, I have sinned,” whispered Evaline, closing her eyes, to weep. Enveloping her within his arms, Uriss drew her closer to him, as the sun’s light found its way through the curtained window of the forest sanctuary where they lay. A modest stone structure covered in the trappings of wild vines and thick moss, the sanctuary sat inconspicuously at the end of the long underground tunnel that connected it to the Castle. And on the side of the tunnel that abutted the Castle, a heavily guarded door, through which only the Queen was permitted, connected it to the sprawling grounds of the Queen’s private courtyard on the Castle’s southern side. Intended to be a safe haven and escape route should the Castle come under siege, the forest sanctuary frequented by Evaline had an external facing door that could only be opened from the inside. Placing his lips gently upon her cheeks, Uriss held her tightly, as he slowly consumed her tears.

“Utter your words of pain unto me, my beloved,” he whispered. “...and I shall kiss your pain away!”

“But it is by this love that I have sinned,” she cried, her hands shaking, as she clutched his naked back. “This is the source of my pain,” she continued. “Surely, I will be punished! I am no better now than the ones I loathe and condemn.” 

“There is no sin in the love that we share, Evaline,” insisted Uriss. “Please trust that what we have together leaves no stain upon the barren and loveless marriage you have with our King. You know the heart of Thio, and that love cannot take root there, although you have tried. To him you will always be just a pawn, a path only to greater wealth and power.  No god worthy of your loyalty would punish you for allowing yourself to finally be loved.” Pressing his lips onto hers, he kissed her deeply, causing her tears to flow.

“And yet still, I have sinned, in the eyes of the god to which I pray,” she said, turning her face from his.  “I accepted Thio’s invitation to be betrothed, and it was my religious duty to be loyal...to him!”

“To him!” Uriss repeated, gritting his teeth. “You accepted a proposal you thought was based on love,” continued Uriss. “But, when he could not return the love you offered, he paved the way for me! I’m sure there is a god out there somewhere who would not condemn us for the fact that our hearts now beat as one!”

“And the seed I have conceived. Uriss,” whispered Evaline. “It blossoms within, with no blessing from the church!” 

“And still a blessed seed it shall be!” insisted Uriss. “For by the color in your eyes, you have conceived my son, whom to all will be the heir of the throne.”

“And to live such a lie would only compound my sin - our sin!” insisted Evaline. “Without confession in this life, we will be damned to all of eternity. It is so written! I must confess to Thio.”

“And to reveal the truth,” inserted Uriss. “...would surely mean our death, as well as the death of our seed.” Uriss held Evaline’s face within his hands, and locked his eyes with hers. “Because condemnation will come much swifter here, my love, than even from Plebony herself. It is our fellow Xżyberians whom you should fear the most!” Her slight frame now trembling, Evaline drew him closer in. 

“Before the color in your eyes deepens,” continued Uriss. “...and your condition is unmistakable, you must go to him as would a wife...my darling.”

“No!” insisted Evaline.

“As much as I loathe the thought,” pressed Uriss. “...you must make your way to Thio, for just one night—so there is no question in his mind that the seed you have is his.”

“But his chambers, I have not seen the inside of since conceiving Anya!” she cried. “A King...with no desire is not one I can persuade.” 

“As beautiful as you are, my love,” offered Uriss. “...I am sure he can be persuaded. Our King, as cold as he may be, is still a living being. It is only his fear that your carrying another seed will weaken your health. That, I am sure, is all that is holding him back. 

“I shall not be able to persuade him, Uriss!” insisted Evaline.

“And yet still,” pressed Uriss, placing a finger over her lips. “You must!”

“Co-Lieutenant!” demanded Forris, slamming his fist down onto the desk, nearly toppling the ration of Teal, set upon it. “Have you heard a single word that I’ve said??”

“I beg your pardon, Sir” I’m afraid I have not been well,” offered Uriss.

“Indeed, that is clear, by your demeanor,” snapped Forris. “But I still have a job to do, Co-Lieutenant, and I shall like your answers to be swift. As a military officer, I’m sure you are able to appreciate the gravity of the discovery that I’ve just made, and the position that it places me in - so let’s get on with it, shall we? I shall only ask you one more time. What is the purpose of the hideaway we discovered within your cell?!”

“I’m terribly sorry, Lieutenant General,” replied Uriss, while scanning the faces of the guards. “But, I am unaware of any such...’hideaway’ within those confines, Sir.” Now leaning forward with both hands on the desk, Forris peered intently at Uriss. 

“As you can well imagine,” Forris continued. “...our guards are working overtime, since the enemy destroyed our grid, and their focus right now is to manage the mounting chaos in the Kingdom. Please be advised that their patience is running dangerously thin...as is mine.” Forris pushed himself off from the desk, while keeping his eyes locked on Uriss. “I suggest you make haste...in your responses.” 

“I believe,” began Uriss. “...you may be referring to the study - the room that I myself discovered, when I was imprisoned. I found it to make a useful workshop for the hobbies that I took up during my time in solitude.”

“Hobbies....?” mimicked Forris, sarcastically.

“The passing of time,” offered Uriss, bracing himself against the desk. “...is slow and it is painful when one is alone. One finds themselves unable to bare the silence, as the greater majority of us are comforted by the company of others - even if only by their renderings, which I trust you may have ....happened upon?”

“Indeed!” replied Forris. “...all of which have been confiscated, for safe keeping. Mind you, we wouldn’t want any of your ‘renderings’ to meet with misfortune, now would we?”

“N, No Sir?” Uriss replied.

“And, it would appear,” Forris continued. “...that your ‘workshop’ has also served as a place for certain of our laborers to convene - especially those who don’t want to be found. Had you any knowledge of this, Co-Lieutenant? 

“Found, Sir?” attempted Uriss. Now pacing restlessly, with his hands locked into a knot behind his back, Forris frown deepened.

“intruthen, scolom, elija, ezra, and dedarian!“ snapped Forris. “...as well as zakum and iroo, both of whom had met their demise! I’m sure you may have run into them from time to time - particularly zakum and elija, who were assigned to tend to you and your cell!”

“No, Sir,” replied Uriss. “I can’t say that I—“

“We’ve been looking for them for some time now,” interrupted Forris. “...and there they all were, making themselves quite at home in your...‘workshop.’”

“Forgive me, Sir,” replied Uriss, meeting Forris’ gaze straight on. “As I am not inclined to interact with laborers any more than is necessary, I’m afraid I had no cause to learn their names.” 

“Well of course not,” offered Forris. “With so many of them running around the castle - they’re almost like rats, aren’t they. And who amongst us, would ever worry themselves with the name or the welfare of a rat?” Forris clenched his jaw, as he raised his brow towards Uriss. 

“I quite agree, Sir,” Uriss replied, being sure to keep his emotions well controlled.

“I do have one question though,” pressed Forris. “And perhaps I didn’t see it clearly, but if I’m not mistaken, they all appeared to be wearing some sort of contraption upon their heads - attached to what appeared to be, for lack of a better description, circuitry. Do you know what in Xżyber that could be all about?”

Biting the tip of his tongue, Uriss hesitated before responding. “No idea at all, Sir.”

“Remarkable!” replied Forris. “Obviously the rats within our castle are much more intelligent than we are inclined to think. Isn’t that stunning, Co-Lieutenant? But, then again,” he continued.  “It is quite dark down there, quite dark. I’m certain that I saw it all wrong.” Uriss, briefly noted the readiness of the guard’s, their fingers curled around the triggers of their weapons.  

“The aftermath of war,” offered  Forris. “...can cause us to mistrust one another, to see and hear things that aren’t there, which can leave us pray to our deepest suspicions. I do beg your pardon, Co-Lieutenant. As I said, we are all on edge. But ... rest assured that your former cell won’t be troubled any longer by the likes of the vermin we found.”

“Thank you, Sir,” replied Uriss, cautiously. “And, may I ask what you believe the recommended course of action should be?”

“Precisely why we’re here, Co-Lieutenant!” retorted Forris, turning  his back to Uriss, as he faced the door to exit. “They’ll be executed straight away, and as such —-“

“EXECUTED!” exclaimed Uriss. 

“Well, naturally!” returned Forris, turning back to face him. “Given the state of the Kingdom, you can appreciate the importance of eliminating even the slightest hint of disloyalty to the crown. They chose to hide, when they could have come forth, and those who deviate from the protocols of war must be punished. There can be no fertile ground for dissension to spread, Co-Lieutenant.”

“But, as they are just laborers, Lieutenant General, Sir” attempted Uriss. “...they are listless and confused at best, and of no threat to us.  Might we save what precious ammunition we have to quell the larger threats that are now looming?” Noting a slight nod from one of the guards - a hopeful sign that his comments were being well received -  Uriss pressed on.

“My point is to say,” Uriss continued. “...that I believe we should focus our resources on restoring order within the villages, at all costs. I understand the pillaging and chaos is spreading along with word that the Solar Dome has been destroyed.”

“I am well aware of the state of the Kingdom, Co-Lieutenant!” snapped Forris. “And I didn’t come here seeking your counsel. We are already implementing the force required to regain control, and the Royal guards are working to uphold the enforcement of a strict curfew. That said, the mounting threat, we can be sure, does not only live beyond the walls of this castle. We must now clean house, Co-Lieutenant, and swiftly exterminate any and all internal threats.”

“But if I may, Sir,” replied Uriss, attempting to press his point. “Individualist Revolutionaries are leveraging what they can to spread their agenda, and are now calling for the end of Royal Rule. My only fear is that this sentiment will take root, and as such, I implore us to hold onto every precious bullet that we have, and use them where they may be needed most.” 

“In all due respect, Lieutenant-General, Sir!” braved one of the guards. “Rumors are spreading that the oil reserves are being hoarded by the castle — which is fueling the unrest...Sir...” Forris, notably disturbed, scanned the guard’s face before responding.

“Very well then,” he replied. “...we shall let the rats starve,” he replied. “A fitting punishment for those given to defiance. But, as a measure of security and until a full interrogation of the laborers hiding within your cell has been completed, I’m afraid I shall have to confiscate your weapon, Co-Lieutenant,” Holding his hand out in front of him, Forris made his impatience very clear. 

“Am I being court marshaled, Sir?” replied Uriss, quickly opening the fold of his inner jacket, and extracting his pistol by its grip.

“You, who has already faced the procedures of the Royal Court, must know by now that we only punish when punishment is deserved,” replied Forris, taking control of the pistol. “As invincible as you have proven yourself to be, I’m sure your innocence will prevail—even if you are the one to torture them.” 

“I’m afraid I don’t understand, Sir.” replied Uriss, as he watched Forris turn to exit the room. 

“The interrogation must be effective and merciless, as that is the only way we shall get to the bottom of what they were up to.” Forris replied, with his back to Uriss.

“After all,” continued Forris, just before exiting. “...given that it was your ‘workshop’ that was intruded upon, it is you who shall have the honor of helping us arrive at the truth - which should be no trouble for you since, as you say, you never even knew their names.”
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Unrestricted
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"I know this must be terribly awkward, Governor," began one of Ennaasciowt's lead staffers, and long-time friend of the governing family. "...but the Territory Representatives are once again pressing us for a response." 

"I'm sure they are, Wilhelm," replied Ennaasciowt, as he paced restlessly across the floor of the large room, where he would now lead the international affairs of the West's newly independent territories. Positioned on the second floor of the region's State House, the room's walls were well adorned with shelving, encasing just a portion of the manuscripts in Ennaasciowt’s extensive collection. A testament to his love of lifelong learning, it was his intention to encourage everyone around him to read, and to read as ravenously as he did, giving his staffers an open invitation to borrow any of the books that they were drawn to. Seeing intellectual exchange as life's greatest asset, he was known to start conversations with family and staff for the sheer joy of the engagement. Enlisting the most venerated as well as the most condemned writers to shape and guide his thinking, each book in Ennaasciowt’s collection represented a part of who he was. "I cannot blame them for pressing the matter, given the gravity of our region's independence, Wilhelm," he continued.  "It is certainly their right to have a proper celebration, and soon."

"I hardly think that what they are requesting is proper, Governor," pressed Wilhelm. "You are now the central authority across all twelve territories, and I am sure they will understand your position to veto their festivities, especially given what has occurred. Most of the Representatives are quite reasonable, and by simply asserting your authority, they will graciously accept your decision.  For example, a simple and brief letter, expressing that this is just not the time for raucous celebration will be all that is needed to redirect them, Governor." Noting Ennaasciowt’s disagreement, Wilhelm continued to press his point. "You need only advise them that the region should be in a period of extended mourning," he continued. "...as your family grieves the loss of Queen Evaline. Surely, they will reflect upon your request, and respect it." Ennaasciowt finally stopped pacing and turned towards Wilhelm. 

"I am not sure I would be worthy of the Governorship," replied Ennaasciowt. "...if I used my power to force a population to mourn during a time when their hearts are finally feeling free. As much as I dearly loved my sister, I will not suppress the needs of the living in order to honor the deceased." Taking note of the distress reshaping Wilhelm's face, Ennaasciowt paused, and tried to allay his concerns. Twenty seasons Ennaasciowt’s elder, Wilhelm's opinions remained very important to him, considering he knew Wilhelm's intentions were honorable and that at times his views served to have great utility.  If for no other reason, the populous of some of the territories remained reluctant to adopt Ennaasciowt’s unbound pursuit of science, technology, and alchemical reasoning. It remained prudent, therefore, for Ennaasciowt to at least give Wilhelm his ear and his consideration.  However, from Wilhelm's point of view, Ennaasciowt was often hard to convince. "The fact remains..." continued Ennaasciowt.  "...that in just ten seasons from now, the Plebonian church would have sealed my sister's marriage to King Thio, the knowledge of which was a source of fear for this entire region— especially to the lower classes who, as you know, would have been forced to become laborers. I can't bear to think of the impact that would have had on generations to come. I am eternally grateful that the Territories link to the Central Kingdom is now dissolved, and that I —nor anyone amongst us —will ever have to witness the cries of children begging their parents to remove their back benders!" Ennaasciowt extended his arm towards a large window overlooking the grounds of his estate. "We were blessed, and I dare say not by Plebony," he continued. "It pains me deeply to utter these words, Wilhelm, but my sister's passing saved us all."

"Governor!" exclaimed Wilhelm. "Consider the impact of allowing the type of celebration they are asking for. What they are requesting disrespects your sister's memory, and in particular, that of your mother's, who was a high-ranking member of the Plebonian church! Besides all that, it goes without saying that the requests the citizens are making would deeply insult King Thio—adding another layer of discomfiture, given that he is still here!" Wilhelm stepped closer to Ennaasciowt, his brow deeply furrowed. "While their need to celebrate is understandable," he continued. "...it is the timing and manner in which things are done that make the greatest impact." Unconvinced, but carefully listening, Ennaasciowt slowly sat down at his desk, and patiently folded his hands. 

"There are those with influence," pressed Wilhelm. "...who will be offended if we lift the period of silence too soon. Now is not the time to alienate the church and those who are expecting what they consider proper time to mourn Evaline."

"Thank you, Wilhelm," replied Ennaasciowt, his voice low and gentle. "I appreciate the clarity of your thinking, and I am grateful for your concern. Please know that whenever it proves to be the most expedient, I will always adopt your reasoning in order to adjust mine. But, I'm afraid that this is not one of those times, Wilhelm. As you so clearly stated, I am now the central authority across all of territories, and as such I will not be governed, controlled, or restricted by the church." Ennaasciowt placed his hand down onto a tablet that was positioned in the very center of his desk, next to what was a carefully measured glass of the day's Teal ration. Tapping the face of the tablet, he downloaded a recording sent in by one of the Territory Representatives, and as he adjusted the volume, cries and screams from a crowd filled the space with what seemed to embody their joy and collective relief. Ennaasciowt then turned off the recording, and looked back up at Wilhelm. "The celebrations, as requested, must take place unabridged... and unrestricted," he added. "The only role our government will play will be to ensure that all citizens remain safe during this time."

"Unrestricted?!" responded Wilhelm, notably horrified. "Are you saying what I think your saying?" Ennaasciowt briefly glanced at the tightly packed bookshelf towering behind Wilhelm, and scanned its height and width. 

"While I would never destroy a book with my own hands," Ennaasciowt replied. "...there are some books that should never have been written," he added, his voice now somewhat stern. "And if the overwhelming cry of our citizens is to have the permission to toss The Book of Plebony into the raging flames of a pyre, it is not my intention to stop them."

"Surely, you cannot be serious, Governor!" returned Wilhelm, in disbelief.  "Granting them permits to openly burn the Plebonian scriptures?! I beg you reconsider! Think of the optics of such a scene, and think of the stain that this will surely place upon your governorship!" Ennaasciowt smiled at Wilhelm, and slid back to settle himself into his chair. 

"When I was a child," Ennaasciowt began. "...I was always the misfit, Wilhelm. 'Perpetually destined' - as Evaline would say - to question everything before I was willing to follow.  I chose to convince myself it was warm, when others were convinced it was cold. I chose to convince myself I was safe, when others felt fear. And when
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