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            PROLOGUE: THE AGE OF BLOOD

          

        

      

    

    
      How could I have been so foolish?

      He listened to the screams of his Brothers, knowing there was nowhere to run to. He stood with his back to the ironwood tree and waited for the boy to come.

      I loved him like a son.  How could love reap something such as this?

      Flames from the monastery reflected on the canopy of the ironwood above, cloying smoke swirled into the sanctum, coiling around him, mocking him. The screams died away.

      “Master? Holiest and most wise of all men, why do you run from me? Where has my beloved Master gone?”

      He leaned back against the tree, his failure immense, his betrayal the ultimate foolishness, and waited for the boy to enter the sanctum.

      “Master, why do you run from me?”

      The boy had discarded the golden robes and now wore the clothes he’d arrived in, all that time ago. His hair was singed and anger shone from his eyes, threatening violence.

      “Am I still your favorite pupil?” The boy came closer. “Answer me, old man. Am I still heir to the profound truth? I have killed them all—you showed me the way. The knowledge that you guarded so stoically is mine now; it’s with someone who knows how to use it. Is this it? The deepest mystery of the Brotherhood, the secret so carefully guarded by you and your forefathers?”

      “There is no secret,” said the Master.

      “Tell me where to find the Bloodless.”

      “There is only truth and its preservation. This is all I have given you.”

      “You did not give me anything, you old fool. I took it. Everything! And I will use it.”

      “Then finish this, so that I may seek absolution for my weakness in the next life.”

      The young man produced a blood-stained knife. “Anything for my Master.”
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            THE EMPEROR’S CHAMPION

          

        

      

    

    
      Power makes a man a fool. Melea knew this to be true from a single glance at the Captain. Men grow comfortable from the feel of power and will react aggressively to keep it.

      Captain Gallo stood formally in his crisp blue uniform. The silver trim along his shoulders and the sigil of an open eye sewn to his right breast signifying his status as an officer. Melea wore no symbol as a proxy for the Emperor. She was no leader of men.

      Melea gazed across the hardy tundra grass at the last remaining fortress of the Frozen Tribes. The enemy had constructed a huge fortification of rock and other debris around an ocean inlet situated between two large cliff faces. This wall effectively blocked the Chosen from mounting an all-out offensive, turning the battle into a siege. With the sea at their back the northerners had an easy escape route as well as access to food. Melea hadn’t known that Rua extended this far north. She’d seen the region on a map but never realized that people actually lived in the section painted an icy blue.

      “The bastards chose the location well. We’ll lose a lot of men trying to take them here,” said Captain Gallo. “Who knows what other tricks that blasted shaman has waiting for us?”  

      A gust of sea air pushed long strands of hair across her face. The Captain was trying to rationalize his failure and she would not placate him. Instead she surveyed the holdfast; something about it was wrong. Melea concentrated harder, peering at the barricade as if she could will herself into understanding the sensation she felt when looking at it. To her right, Captain Gallo grew tired of waiting.

      “Doertsen! Sound the⁠—”

      “Hold that order,” Melea snapped. “I will have your tongue if you try that again.”

      “What is it, your Excellence?” he managed through gritted teeth.

      Your Excellence? The title made Melea cringe. They never knew how to address her.  

      “Your incompetence has required my presence,” Melea kept her voice calm, making sure the Captain understood what was now required of him. “You pushed the army too quickly to the location, resulting in a host of exhausted men stumbling into an ambush. You walked into trap after trap until the enemy became untouchable within their fortress.”

      “How was I supposed to know their shaman could raise blinding ice storms? That he could freeze an entire lake and sink my cavalry on the thin ice? That they have a warrior who⁠—”

      Melea took a step closer. “Too many casualties under your command.” She looked him up and down like a sickly animal not fit for slaughter. “I will end this today.”

      Gallo broke from the stare down first.

      She looked back at the organized ranks of Chosen in identical blue uniforms and bronze armor. The sight of so many men dressed exactly the same always made Melea think of insects. Ants preparing for conquest. Melea wrapped the cloak tight around her thin body and started toward the barricade. The wavering boom of a war horn spread across the valley.

      A familiar tingle of anxiety in the belly greeted Melea as she approached the looming wall. Blood was about to be spilled by her hand on the hard tundra soil. Melea knew some had difficulty remaining calm in these situations, but she felt at ease in moments of danger, aware of the options available to her, and therefore able to react quicker, able to stand over the slower, the dead.

      Melea stopped beneath the walls, outside of striking distance, as numerous spear points poked above the perimeter.

      “Shaman!”

      A large figure stepped on top of the wall. “Southerner, I am Kerak, leader of the Frozen Tribes. What would you say to me?”

      Melea studied Kerak. His accented Simanu was rough, but the shaman spoke the language of his enemies well enough. He was a big man who looked to be past his prime years. His face was smooth and deeply tanned from the sun and wind. Streaks of grey were beginning to show in his long, jet-black hair. In his right hand he held a driftwood staff adorned with crow feathers, and a black wolf pelt cloak was slung across his shoulders.  

      More than anything else, Melea searched Kerak’s eyes—two bits of stone that refused to be worn down. He would die before yielding. The solid foundation of his people had been shattered but the debris still had sharp edges.

      “My name is Melea, and I speak for Emperor Martinus Anathasius, the Lord of Light.” She waved at hand at the fortifications. “You have built a strong wall here, but it cannot hold forever. The army behind me will break it and your people will suffer for their effort. Some of you may escape to the sea, but where will you go? The rest of the North has joined with the Emperor and I am sure you have heard how unbelievers are viewed. I offer you a proposition: to do as the rest of your people have, and follow the Shining Empire.” Melea paused to let the words sink in.

      After a moment, Kerak stated in a clear voice for all to hear. “This wall will last until winter, and then your thin skins will freeze with the first snowfall. You waste your words and my time.”

      As the shaman finished speaking, Melea heard the unmistakeable sound of a bowstring being released. Melea’s training took command as she threw her left arm up in a guard position.

      A force smashed into the metal gauntlet on her forearm. The impact spun Melea into a crouch, but she managed to reverse the momentum by bracing her right hand on the ground and pushing off. She ripped the arrow out of the gauntlet in one fluid motion, energy emanating from her palms, spreading over the arrow to make the wood malleable. She used the new consistency of the wood to stretch the arrow three times its original length.

      Melea exploded out of her low stance and hurled the makeshift spear back in the direction it had come. A shocked cry of pain sounded from the wall. The lengthened arrow had impaled an archer who stumbled and fell from his perch, landing with a thud on Melea’s side of the wall.

      “Is this how you negotiate? By firing arrows from the shadows like a coward?” Melea glared at the shaman.

      “I needed to see if I was truly dealing with the Emperor’s child of death. He must be very concerned about the Frozen Tribes to send you here.”

      “You look tired Kerak. It seems you have overextended yourself with these elaborate rituals. The storm, the lake, and I’m guessing you also reinforced this wall?” Melea lowered her voice, but it still retained the power of her anger. “I offer a way out of this self-imposed cage. Defeat me in single combat and the army at my back will leave you in peace. To continue is to doom your people.”

      Kerak’s smirk disappeared, his mouth settling into a hard line, grey eyes locking onto Melea’s green. “I do not wish to speak with a courtesan pretending to be a warrior. I will not give honor to an Emperor too cowardly to say his own words. This wall is strengthened with glacial ice; your army will not be getting through it any time soon. We will wait until the winter cold makes it even stronger. You may smash your iron against northern ice and die.”

      She bared her teeth, snarling a response instead of speaking one. She was giving him a chance. An offer like this was not something Melea tossed around lightly or often.

      Or was she just rephrasing the Emperor’s commands? He had ordered her to attempt diplomacy, and if necessary, to defeat the leader of the Frozen Tribes. Melea found that she was more upset with the shaman’s accusation of being a courtesan than at his direct insult to the Emperor. The bastard would lose his head for that insult. Her mission was clear and Melea was a warrior. When things got complicated, it was easiest to cut her way out.

      Melea scowled at Kerak’s departing figure. “Don’t turn your back on me!”

      She raised her left arm in front of her face as she had done to block the arrow, this time hitting a release on the backside of the gauntlet, causing four small darts to shoot in Kerak’s direction. Kerak ducked but two tribesmen were slower to react.

      The stunned men clutched at their throats. The poison spread quickly and the men made gurgling noises as they choked from internal swelling. Looks of horror were clear in the wide eyes of the companions who helped the poisoned men down.

      “It appears we both have our tricks,” Kerak said as he resurfaced above the wall. “I still see no reason to give in to your demands.”

      Melea forced herself to take a couple of deep breaths. She disliked giving long speeches, particularly when she had to give them to someone who had just tried to kill her.

      “You have been given an opportunity that will not last beyond this moment. An offer given by the Emperor himself, an order only I may enforce. You may think you can outlast the Emperor behind your wall but you are wrong. How long will your people survive? The Emperor does not accept failure. Are you willing to fail your people?”

      Kerak stared at Melea. “How do I know that your Emperor will honor his word if I defeat you?”

      Melea set her shoulders, her face an expressionless mask. “I have not lost a fight yet. You’ll have to walk that path if you come to it.”  

      Warriors were prideful by nature and in Melea’s experience they always rose to the challenge. Kerak grunted what might have been laugh.

      “You are bold, I will give you that. Such fierceness from someone so young. Are you sure that you are not of the Tribes?”  

      “Your answer, shaman.” Melea had tired of this discussion. The message was delivered, it was now up to the leader of the Frozen Tribes to decide how he would die.

      “I accept your challenge but my son will fight in my stead. The last ritual I performed was for him.”  

      An immense figure wearing an enormous white bear pelt appeared beside Kerak. The man looked more animal than human. Kerak removed the bear pelt.

      “Katano, kill the child of death.”  

      Katano leapt off the wall and Melea felt the ground tremble as he landed.

      Melea read reports of the bear-man’s rampages amongst the lines of the Chosen in the previous skirmishes, killing men with a single blow of his huge hands when his massive spear broke. He would be trained as a warrior no doubt, and raised as a prince, adding skill and intelligence to his monstrous strength. The shaman tossed an impossibly large spear down to his son and the battle began.

      Katano swung the spear, roared at Melea, and charged. He was the biggest man Melea had ever seen, which would make him freakishly strong even without being supernaturally empowered.

      Two daggers flitted out from inside Melea’s cloak as she rolled out of the path of the charge. Katano managed to deflect one dagger with his spear but the other lodged into his left shoulder. The imbedded blade did not slow him in the slightest as he turned the attack, swinging the spear in Melea’s direction in a low sweeping arc.

      Melea had foreseen this maneuver and was well out of harm’s way when the deadly blade ripped past. The speed of the gigantic man was impressive, but it was no match for Melea’s quickness. Most troubling was the shocking disparity in strength.

      A feeling of white-hot energy was brewing within Melea’s chest and she felt her movements quickening in accordance. She palmed a small iron ball from one of the inner pockets of her cloak as she turned to face the bear-man.

      Katano was faster than he ought to be, and was almost on top of her again. He lashed out with a powerful spear thrust. Melea took one quick step, leapt onto the shaft of the plunging spear, and used the flex to spring towards Katano.

      The iron ball grasped in her palm spread outward and over her entire fist like water. She raised a hand to strike. Melea smashed a fist of solid iron into Katano’s nose, splattering blood everywhere as if he had been hit with a mace. Katano raged, roaring as he swung the spear in all directions.

      Melea backed out of range, tucking away the iron ball. The length of the huge spear rendered her short sword ineffective so she knelt down, placing her hand flat on a sandy patch of soil.

      The feeling of energy within her chest scorched her breath as she focused on the sand. The heat entered the sand, fusing the grains together, shaping them by the force of her will. Melea could feel the rough grains sliding over one another, becoming smoother as they transformed into one mass.

      Katano had recovered from the initial encounter. Smears of blood streaked his face. Melea rose for the next attack, now with a long blade of sparkling glass in hand. This time she brought the attack to Katano, racing toward him with the glittering sword held low at her side.

      Katano lunged at the onrushing woman with his spear, the glass blade flashed out and a third of his spear fell to the ground. Melea spun on her heel, slashing at the back of Katano’s leg, and using her momentum to carry her past. Katano howled in pain as he went down to one knee. Melea turned to slash the other leg and barely got her blade up in time as Katano pivoted on his good leg to deliver a roundhouse fist.

      The glass blade shattered into a thousand pieces and Melea was sent hurtling through the air. For a moment she lay stunned on the ground, unable to breath. A huge shadow appeared above her. Katano had covered the distance between them incredibly quickly, hobbled as he was, and swung an open palm covered in glass shards down at Melea.

      She rolled out of the way of the oncoming swipe. A large rift of earth was torn out of the ground as Katano’s curved fingers missed their target. Melea dove between the giant’s legs and raced away while still trying to catch her breath. Katano heaved a large rock that skimmed overhead to smash against the fortress wall behind her. She drew the short sword and circled the bear-man.

      He still held the remaining shaft of the spear and waved it in front. A dark look crossed his face as he gestured for Melea to come to him. Melea approached methodically, eyeing the trickle of blood streaming down his injured leg. She attacked in quick lunges and retreats, attempting to put Katano off kilter. The huge warrior blocked all of her strikes, doing well to remain balanced.

      “Not good enough,” he growled in a deep, accented voice. “I pity any who call you their champion.”

      His contempt incited rage; cold, dark, churning.

      “I bring death,” Melea whispered. “I am a catalyst to the vision of a living god. My every action is victory. Some trade blood for power and believe themselves strong.” Melea scoffed at the bear-man’s hulking figure. “My blood is power. Your sacrifice is meaningless.”

      The mixture of rage and pride was toxic, blinding Melea to her training as she threw herself at the huge warrior with a ferocious attack. Katano struggled to block the lightning fast slashes. What remained of his spear was reduced to even less. He dropped the useless piece of wood and grasped Melea’s sword with a huge palm.

      Blood spouted from his hand but Melea could not remove her sword from Katano’s grip. She was too slow letting go of the sword and Katano’s free fist smashed into her left side. Pain exploded into her body and she did not even see the next blow. Katano delivered a punch that sent her spiraling through the air before crashing into the wall.

      Racked with pain, consciousness flickering in and out, she lay on a heap of shattered stones. Katano turned to the Chosen and bellowed a roar of victory.

      Melea’s mind would not work, the only sensation that managed to make its way through was the firmness of the ground, the stones calling out for her to remain. The energy within her chest was still warm and seemed to answer the call as it swirled throughout her limbs like smoke from a glowing ember.

      A spark flared in Melea’s mind as she felt the energy make its way to her fingertips, slowly leaking out into the stones below. She could feel the solidity of the stones merging with the tendrils of energy, the firmness attaching to her bones. Melea flexed her hand, hearing the sound of rolling rocks in her mind. Strength once again filtered throughout her body.

      Katano approached her confidently. His eyes opened wide in shock as Melea pushed herself up from the ground; the pile of rocks that lain beneath her were gone. He took a step back as she stood.

      Her mouth tasted of chalk and her teeth seemed intent on grinding themselves into oblivion. She spit out a wad of blood but a muddy substance came out instead. The skin on her arms looked pebbled—the stones pushing against the skin from the inside.

      “Looks like I will have to break you again, witch.” He removed the throwing knife from his shoulder, hefting it as he dropped into a crouch.

      Melea rushed the northern warrior, her body feeling heavy and cumbersome. She blocked the dagger with her left forearm, only the tip piercing her flesh. More of the muddy substance oozed out. Melea aimed for Katano’s groin and threw all of her weight behind her right hand. Her punch missed its mark and landed in his lower abdomen, causing a large puff of dust to be released out of her fist. Katano winced and returned a partial punch. Another puff of dust escaped from where it connected on Melea’s shoulder. A cloud of dust enveloped the fighters as Melea delivered a flurry of strikes that brought Katano to his knees. She finished by ramming her forehead into his chin, feeling his jaw crack.

      Melea stepped away, her teeth raw and her arms like dead weights. Her skin was no longer pebbled and the solidity of the stones was quickly leaving her body. She retrieved the lead ball from her pocket and it spread out over her hand, the liquid material restructuring into a needle-like blade on her forefinger. She approached once more, intending to finish the fight.

      Katano appeared dazed but he still clutched the dagger. He made no move to stop Melea as she angled her hand to deliver the killing thrust. She plunged the needle into Katano’s neck, the sharp point coming out the back. The image of an enraged bear flashed in front of her; the beast was inside the warrior, she could feel it. But there was something else.

      In her mind’s eye, Melea watched a shadow emerge between the warring spirits of Katano and the bear. The shadow oozed forward, sliding over the metal encasing Melea’s finger. She sensed intention within the shadow, could feel it stitching together the killing wound she had inflicted. The shadow transformed into a hand with long, wicked talons—reaching for her. Melea knew this shadow, somehow, and she felt it recognize her as well. It grasped for her and she withdrew.

      Katano growled, lifting his dagger. Melea’s needle blade lowered; each combatant going for their final strike.

      A sudden squall of squawking filled the air as a wall of blackness slammed into Melea and Katano before either could deliver a deathblow. Both were sent sprawling to the ground, separated by a swirling cloud darker than any moonless night.

      Melea looked to the wall and saw Kerak, a black feather dangling from the driftwood staff clenched in his hand. Fresh blood tickled down from his fist. Her attention returned to the shrieking tornado in front of her, which she now recognized as a flock of crows. The shaman’s voice boomed down to the combatants.

      “Enough. Nothing is decided if you both die. I do not trust your Emperor to keep his word.”

      Melea groaned, her muscles strained to capacity, legs shaky as she stood. Kerak cut her short before she could speak.

      “I will go to meet this Emperor with you,” a finger jutted out at Melea. “While I am gone, Katano will lead in my stead.”

      Melea nodded. “So be it. You may accompany me as an ambassador or as a hostage, whichever title you prefer. We leave tomorrow at dawn.” Melea turned from the shaman and began walking toward the Chosen without looking back.

      The watching army was silent as she approached.  

      Captain Gallo stepped forward. “And what are my men supposed to do while you take the shaman on a tour of Azra?”  

      Melea shrugged. “I don’t care. Send a physician to my tent and have two carriages ready to depart for tomorrow.”

      She passed the fuming captain, and spotted a thick-necked lieutenant.

      “What is your name?”

      “Osgood, your Grace, er uh, your Excellence.” The Lieutenant’s eyes were the size of dinner plates.

      “Osgood! Food!”

      The man jumped and swiftly moved through the lines of men back toward the camp. Melea’s smile was grim, a flash of white teeth through smears of dirt and blood. She marched to the tent, a ragged black speck beneath an endless blue sky. Exhaustion claimed her the moment she lay down on the cot. There would be no dreams this night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            NEW LIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      The Emperor watched dusk settle over his city. He plucked a pear from a nearby tree and took a small bite. His thoughts were concentrated on places far beyond the scenery below. Everything north of the Eternal Forest would soon be under the enlightenment of the Shining Empire. Everything except for the Outskirts, he mused as he tossed the pear over the ledge.  

      That windswept territory of deserts, canyons, and steppes was only inhabited by bandits and wandering nomads. The raiding on his lands by these people was irksome, as was their lack of faith in his divinity. The Outskirts would bow to him, or they would be annihilated. At the moment he did not care which outcome came to pass.  

      Emperor Anathasius watched shadows crawl across rooftops and imagined the view of the palace from below. As the sun set, the people in the streets would see a white palace of slender towers radiating golden sunlight, slowly fading into an orange and purple glow as the last light of the day draped over the domes. The domes should appear flaming red just about now. A bonfire to fend off the fears that came with the sightlessness of dark.

      A soft rustle stirred behind, perhaps a dried leaf pushed about by a silent wind, but Anathasius felt no breeze. He knew who joined him within the lush garden terrace of the Sun’s Perch.

      “If I did not know any better I’d think you were trying to creep up on me,” said Anathasius, as he turned to face the assassin.

      Anathasius approved of this level of stealth—nobody moved through the shadows like Morokko Kachina. A black scarf covered Morokko’s mouth and nose. The assassin bowed in respect and pulled the scarf below his chin, serrated fangs glittering like unholy gems.

      “Ah now where did you find those?” asked Anathasius.

      “Shark; caught it in the Gulf with my own hands,” whispered the assassin.

      “The Teeth in the Darkness,” said Anathasius. “I have heard that name whispered in fear.”

      “Yes.”

      “It appears you have learned well the lesson I wished to impart.”

      Morokko dropped to a knee. “My body is yours, my Lord. Loyalty must be earned.”

      Anathasius nodded. “By now I am sure that you have heard of Melea’s victory. Now we turn our full attention to Calanthia. It is vital that you make contact with the established sources and gather as much information about the ongoing politics as possible. Use this information to create unrest, set neighbor against neighbor, weaken bonds to deride their fragile unity.”

      Morokko interjected, his raspy voice hissing between the fangs. “My Lord, my methods...”

      “Use whatever approach you deem necessary. I appoint you with this task because of your unique skill set.”

      Morokko gave a small nod of the head.  

      “You have two months to set the pieces in motion. You will leave immediately. Send reports of all noteworthy progress.”  

      Morokko melted into the quickening darkness.

      “Oh, and Morokko, take pride in becoming an instrument of your own design. The fine teeth that your mother so adored are nothing compared to these acquired by your own strength and skill.”

      “Yes.”

      Anathasius clasped his hands behind his back as he turned to face the city. Lamps and torches were now being lit to fend off the twilight. The moon made its first appearance.

      The huge and misshapen mountain adjacent to the palace shimmered in the pale moonlight. The river Choisis wound its way around the far side of the black mountain to empty into the Gateway Gulf. Anathasius stared at the ominous mountain and then to his newly built factory whose smokestacks no longer produced the soot they did during the day.  

      Azra was the beating heart of his empire and the inhabitants were the lifeblood. He could feel its pulse more intimately than the heart in his chest. Soon, the veins of this city would extend further than ever before, carrying his blood across Rua to tie this broken and disjointed world together.

      Anathasius’ thoughts turned reflective as he stared across the city to the glittering waves in the wide expanse of the Gulf. Rua, the remains, in the old tongue, was a fitting title for this world. A legacy of the Bloodless.

      He had instilled Azra with new energy and was proud to give the people direction and purpose. Anathasius knew that a man would gladly give up his soul in exchange for truth.

      Azra was an old city that covered the hills ringing the mouth of the Gateway Gulf. Direct access to the Shallow Sea afforded by the Gulf and the many tributary rivers flowing into this body of water had helped to make Azra a vital trading post for everything north of the Eternal Forest.

      Anathasius was the one who had pulled this city out of the rubble when the Age of Stone collapsed, the only person capable of erasing the consequences inflicted by the War of the Gods. But that was in past and the delectable possibilities of the future laced the air tonight. He could taste it. Anathasius left the terrace for the warmth of his chambers.

      The vaulted ceilings were tiled to display a colorful representation of the city below. A soft glow produced by many lamps threw warmth on the smooth marble floors, which were covered in finely crafted rugs. A large desk of fossilized ironwood, as immovable as a boulder, was pressed against one wall. The Emperor’s spacious bed sat against the near wall, laden with exquisite linens.  

      On the edge of the bed sat a young girl in a milk-white dress. She ran her bare toes through the thick carpet at her feet, clearly enjoying the sensation.  

      “That carpet is made from a certain breed of sheep in Calanthia. There is no wool softer in all the world,” said Anathasius.

      The girl looked at the Emperor with glassy eyes, in awe of his presence. She dropped to her knees, forehead pressed to the carpet.

      “Do not worry. I asked for you to join me here this evening, you are an honored guest. Please grace me with the pleasure of knowing your name.” Anathasius smoothly crossed the distance between them. “Please, rise.”

      The girl looked up at Anathasius and offered a shy smile. “Shining Lord, Savior of Rua, I am your servant, Shamara.”  

      Anathasius nodded approvingly. “A beautiful name for a beautiful girl.”  

      Shamara smiled and Anathasius noticed some of the tension leave her shoulders, but she still would not look him in the eye.

      “You have been training with the Flames for some time now and I have heard your skills are progressing along quite well.”  

      Shamara nodded.

      “Your progress is why I have called you here tonight. I would like to see you perform the ceremony that you have recently perfected.”  

      “Shining Lord, I do not have the required tools. I am unprepared and unworthy to perform this task for you.” Shamara bowed her head in piety, folding her hands on the front of her gown.  

      Anathasius smiled comfortingly. “Shamara, you have not displeased me, nor will you. The necessary tools are in the desk. Please retrieve them.” She walked swiftly to the ochre desk and looked back at Anathasius questioningly. “There, in the main compartment.”

      She swung open the heavy door and pulled out a black stone box from inside. The box was large for her small hands and heavy enough to cause her to strain in effort as she carried it. Anathasius moved to sit on the edge of the bed as Shamara set the box in front of him. She carefully removed the lid and withdrew the items, placing them neatly in front of the box.

      “You see,” said Anathasius. “These are the same instruments that you practice with.”

      Shamara calmed at this and sat cross-legged on the floor with a bowl of cream colored clay, a small thin blade, a thick white candle, and a large goblet before her.

      “You may begin.” His voice was filled with fatherly approval, reassuring the young priestess that she had his full support. “I assure you that this will be your finest achievement, Shamara. You are a blessed priestess of Light, a Flame to ward off Darkness, a gift to the Shining Empire.”

      Shamara looked around the room. “Shining Lord, I have only performed the ceremony by the light of a single candle. I am unsure if I will be able to complete it in this bright room.”

      He looked into her eyes, there was fear there, but only the fear of causing disappointment. “Of course,” he said, raising his right hand and slowly curling outstretched fingers into his palm. The many lamps on the walls dimmed before sputtering and going out completely. The room plunged into complete darkness. Anathasius snapped his fingers, the sharp crack echoing in the vast room, and the white candle on the floor flared to life, creating a small ring of illumination.

      “Acceptable?”

      Shamara gasped. “Yes, my Lord, I will begin.”

      The burning candle produced a pungent smell that stung the nostrils and made every breath feel like a deep pull of glacial air. Shamara began a low hum in the back of her throat while staring intently at the candle. The young priestess continued this process until her eyes achieved an unfocused stare, appearing to see through the flame.

      Her eyes never wavered in their focus as her hands reached for the bowl and the blade. Shamara placed the bowl in her lap and then made a thin cut across her left palm, allowing a stream of blood to drip into the bowl. She put the knife down, slowly closed her eyes, and began to knead the clay.  

      Her humming, that had began as a steady trance, gradually increased in volume. Shamara’s hands moved surely and swiftly as they molded the clay into the form of a child’s head and face. Her delicate hands molded the sculpture into fine detail until the clay looked exactly like that of a child with eyes closed and an open, crying mouth.

      The priestess opened her eyes, carefully placing the clay creation into the goblet, then set the goblet into the box. Her humming changed in octave as she returned her gaze to the flame. The sound of the hum rose in pitch as Shamara wove it towards an inevitable crescendo, but before this conclusion could be reached, she abruptly stopped humming and shut the lid of the box.  

      Her eyes closed and she slowly drew her hand past her throat three times in succession. Sea green eyes snapped open, her right hand snatching up the blade. She drew it quickly across her throat. Anathasius leaned forward into the ring of light, his eyes watching every subtle movement. He saw a single drop of blood roll down Shamara’s neck and stain the white dress. The wailing cry of a child could be heard from inside the box; the unmistakable squall of an infant searching for comfort. The Emperor and priestess paid no attention to this sound and it ceased. Shamara opened the box, removed the goblet, and swallowed the contents in one swift gulp.  

      The bed chambers burst into illumination and the goblet fell out of Shamara’s hands, clanging across the floor before stopping against the bed. Pale blue light emanated from her entire body. Excitement flickered in the Emperor’s eyes as he watched the soft glow build in magnitude.  

      The ethereal light was infused with swirling grey tendrils of smoke that stretched on their own accord. They moved like conscious vines, slowly elevating Shamara’s small body into the air. She rose a meter off the ground and as she appeared to begin her descent Anathasius leapt forward, forcefully clasping his hands around her head.  

      Blue light seeped between his fingers as he hunched over her incapacitated figure, his white robes radiant in the eerie light. Smoky tendrils wrapped themselves around his forearms and bubbles of blue light traveled into his arms, following the current of his bloodstream.  

      Anathasius became a streaming vision as Shamara’s iridescence rapidly entered his body. His eyes no longer held their natural color of warm honey, instead flashing a brilliant indigo.  

      The Emperor’s jaw clenched and his nostrils flared in concentration. The transfer of light slowed to a trickle and then stopped completely. Anathasius gently laid Shamara down on the marble floor. Her face had a sickly pallor, eyes twitching in distress beneath closed lids. Shamara feebly rocked her head slowly from side to side and her chest struggled to rise.  

      Anathasius placed an open palm on her chest, causing her body once again to be consumed by light. The powerful white light reaching the farthest corners of the large room. Anathasius lifted his hand and the room sank back into darkness, save for the lone flicker of the ceremonial candle.  

      The Emperor stretched his arms wide and neck from side to side, letting the energy course through him. Such power! He felt invigorated, fuller, invincible. He looked down at the spot where Shamara’s body had been only a moment before, then snuffed out the flame.

      Not for the first time he wondered what Melea’s power would taste like. The woman had a chance to become great but still needed to pass certain tests of loyalty. Her usefulness in the upcoming war could prove invaluable. The conflict might even further cultivate her abilities. Anathasius smiled; he could always take her spirit if she failed.
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      Belenus waited in the open doorway of the palace, protected from elements. The rain fell heavy and straight. The priest’s knees ached, each raindrop hammering old age into his awareness like nails sealing a coffin shut. Two carriages came to a stop in front of the Palace of Light.

      Eight of the palace guard in maroon uniforms arranged themselves on either side of the second carriage. The shaman exited, ignoring the armed guards, pausing to cast a long look into the night sky as the rain splashed down.

      “Barbarian,” Belenus grumbled, entering the palace.

      He crossed his hands inside the roomy sleeves of his white robe. A golden sun was emblazoned across his chest, curving rays of light creeping over the shoulders. Four soaked guards entered, followed by an equally wet shaman, and four more guards.

      “Honored shaman of the Frozen Tribes, welcome to the Palace of Light. My name is Belenus Wicket and I am the Emperor’s Beacon to the people of Azra and beyond.”

      Kerak did not look at Belenus, instead studying the grand entry room, glancing upward at the detailed tiled artwork on the large dome above them. The priest of Shining Empire was as tall as the northern shaman, but he lacked the man’s commanding physical presence. The shaman sniffed loudly then shook himself like a dog, sending water droplets spraying in all directions.

      Belenus wiped the water off his face, a few drops glistening on the fringes of his bushy eyebrows. “A pity the rain obscures the lights. Azra is truly a sight to behold; no other city glows like it.”

      “Brighter even than Marikal?”

      Belenus was surprised at how well the shaman spoke Simanu; a gruff accent blunted by a guttural language, but proficient nonetheless.

      “You are well traveled, Kerak. Azra cannot match the sheer size of the golden city, but Azra is unparalleled in its ability to illuminate, as you will find. Gold is only an illusion of power, a frantic hoarding of momentary wealth. What we have here in Azra is more...enduring.”

      Kerak’s eyes swept the hall once again and Belenus followed his gaze. “All of these lamps and yet they do not flicker or produce smoke? A ritual?”

      “All of the lamps within the palace are kept alight by the will of Emperor Anathasius. This is not done by any ritual but through the presence of his divine being.”

      Kerak’s eyebrows arched. “I think it is time to meet the Emperor.”

      “Your endurance is admirable, but would you not care to rest after the long voyage? I can show you to your room.”

      Kerak shook his head. “I did not come here to rest. I came to speak with the Emperor.”

      Belenus retrieved a small razor blade hidden in the sleeve of his robe, using it to make a small cut on the meat of his thumb—a maneuver he’d perfected over the years. Power surged within his veins. Belenus focused his thoughts on Kerak, sensing the subtle vibration projected by the shaman’s body.

      This energy hung around the shaman like loose threads floating on a breeze. Each thread sensed as a different note and together they created a harmony that Belenus felt on the periphery of his awareness. The sound was right in front of him but it seemed as distant as the gleam of the stars in the night sky.

      Belenus teased one strand toward himself, feeling it attach to his own vocal cords. His throat immediately feeling thicker and the words vibrating in the priest’s mind as he spoke to the shaman.

      “Surely you would like to rest, enjoy a warm meal and regain your strength. The Emperor will see you in the morning.”

      Belenus sent his words down the strand, pushing them into the shaman. He felt resistance, the energy blocked by an unexpected barrier.

      A flicker of recognition flashed across Kerak’s face. “A Beacon that professes words rather than light. Your words do not move me; I will see the Emperor now.”

      Belenus signaled one of the guards with a wave of his hand. This shaman was well trained. There seemed to be more to the barbarian than met the eye. He spoke as though he’d spent time in Marikal, capital of Calanthia. Likely schooled in Ba-rük as well as his own pagan witchcraft.

      “Notify Emperor Anathasius that his guest has arrived.”

      The Captain turned on his heel, the echo of his boots filling the silence as Belenus and Kerak scrutinized one another. Attentive guards ringed the edges of the circular room.

      The shaman’s hair was long and straight and dark, whereas the priest’s grey shot out in all directions and was going thin on top. A pang of jealousy stirred in the priest as he realized that he was more portly than the shaman. He had assumed those from such a frigid region would need more insulation to combat the cold. Belenus could not recall when he had acquired this additional weight around his midsection. He’d always been naturally fit. He was just older, that was it. Wisdom came with age—so what if a little extra weight accompanied it?

      Belenus observed the driftwood staff gripped firmly in the shaman’s right hand, water dripping from the crow feathers to create a small puddle on the floor. A single drop of crimson blood swirled in the puddle.

      The priest gestured with his right hand, watching to see if Kerak recognized the tattoo—a lasting gift from Clan Uzanaki of Rhezaria. “You are truly talented my friend, there are very few who can enact a ritual within my presence without my noticing, and even fewer who can detect when I enact my own. You must have started the process before you entered the palace.”

      Kerak gave a knowing nod. “While I stood beneath the rain. A barrier against unwanted intrusions.”

      Belenus looked harder at the shaman. Perhaps he had underestimated this long haired man in pelts. “Do you intend to keep the Light out as well?”

      Kerak’s weathered face was unflinching. “My intentions are for the good of my people.”

      The Captain returned before Belenus could respond. He started down the hall with Kerak at his side. Guards fell in behind, and they passed many more, standing at attention along the hall. Kerak matched the Beacon’s stride, the tapping of his staff on the floor punctuating their travel.

      A mural of the Emperor’s liberation of Azra and his triumph over the former Steward adorned the long hall. The mural culminated in a showdown where Anathasius stood alone before the Steward’s army; a vibrant explosion of orange and yellow swirls to create an indistinct face on a pair large wooden doors painted gold. Belenus pulled open the doors and strode inside.

      Thick vegetation dominated the majority of the high-arcing expanse. The wooded area had the look of a small forest, complete with a stone pathway leading through the center. A radiant golden shine highlighted the far end of the forest trail. Soft ferns waved leafy fronds between miniature versions of the massive ironwood trees. The trees nearest to the entrance soared to scrape the vaulted ceiling. Belenus breathed in the crisp scent of fresh leaves and rich soil as he led Kerak along the trail.

      The trees gradually lowered in size until they reached the height of a man. The edge of the forest ended at an open area in front of a short granite staircase. Belenus stopped at the bottom of the stairs, squinting slightly against the undulating golden waves washing down from above.

      A magnificent sun disk was inlaid into the rock wall above the stairs. Long rays extended from the disk to cover the ceiling and walls in their embrace, carrying light with them throughout the room. Emperor Anathasius sat cross-legged on a large purple cushion in front of the sun disk, his white robes made iridescent by the radiance at his back. Straight golden-brown hair fell to the Emperor’s shoulders, his face smooth, displaying a strong jaw and high cheekbones.

      Belenus shot a glance at Kerak but the shaman’s stony expression masked his thoughts. The Emperor remained impassive, the picture of serenity. Belenus addressed the Emperor, his powerful voice muffled by the trees.

      “Emperor Anathasius, Lord of Light, and Savior of Azra, I present Kerak, shaman of the Frozen Tribes. He speaks for the people of the North and wishes to share in your divine counsel.” Belenus bowed and stepped back, allowing Kerak to move to the fore.

      The Emperor opened his eyes, they swirled with the same light of the sun disk. Belenus could feel the Emperor’s power even at this distance—a thrum of energy like the reverberation from the impact of a colossal hammer and anvil.

      “Kerak, you have done something that most are never able to accomplish. Melea must think highly of you to grant this opportunity. I give you the floor, honored shaman, speak the words you journeyed to say.”

      Kerak’s eyes never left the Emperor.

      “The Frozen Tribes have no desire to join the Shining Empire and we wish to keep living as our ancestors have: by the skill of our hands, the sharpness of our minds, and the strength of our hearts. Your child of death made it quite clear that the Empire will not stop until the Tribes swear fealty and I must accept this fact. I am no fool, I know we lack the power to resist forever. The Tribes will enter the Shining Empire under one condition; leave us to remain in the land of our fathers. Do not rob mothers of their sons to bolster your army.”

      Belenus raised an eyebrow at the boldness of the shaman. Apparently he was hiding brass balls beneath those wolf pelts. The shaman was in no position to propose conditions, but Belenus found himself acknowledging the bravery of Kerak’s words. The newcomer still refused to acknowledge the Emperor as a God, but he would. Belenus had seen this play out before.

      Anathasius seemed to be considering Kerak’s proposal as he looked into the ironwood forest. “The grove behind you is the largest such stand of trees left in existence. The ageless and indomitable ironwoods that used to cover all of this land are all but extinct, the stuff of legends like the Calanthian leviathan and the Green Time. But why? No wind could push them over, no axe could level them, and time is but a minor nuisance to their existence.

      “Their doom arrived from the most unlikely of sources; a sickness struck them and the mighty ironwoods of Rua rotted from the inside-out before finally crumbling into dust. They could not protect against what was already within them, what had seeped between their links of armor to leech onto their life force.” The Emperor turned his luminous gaze to Kerak. “Humans are much like the ironwoods. They are sick, Kerak, they are rotting and do not even know it. Wise men like yourself may sense this, but what is one to do about such a rampant disorder? To fight what one cannot see? I scoured Rua to gather the remaining ironwoods, making it my goal to keep this noble race alive. They were powerless to change their fate but I am not. I will do the same for humanity.”

      Kerak looked around the room, at nothing and at everything. “I have sensed this sickness for some time. For this reason I went to Calanthia to study, so that I could better protect my people.”

      “In your study, did you find a cure?”

      Kerak’s eyes narrowed to slits but he remained tight lipped.

      The Emperor nodded. “I think not. That is because you cannot find such a thing in any Ba-rük text, particularly in Calanthia where the sickness is most deeply rooted. You have done well to lead your people, to lead them to me.”

      Kerak’s emotions boiled to the surface. “Priests and soldiers, followed by threats and death, this is all you have offered the Tribes.”

      Belenus openly watched the shaman, shocked by the audacious display. One did not address a God in such a manner. Despite the insolence, Belenus found he was clasping and unclasping his hands in excitement.

      “Not so fast, Kerak,” said the Emperor, always the teacher, a father to querulous children. “You brusquely turned aside the many ambassadors of the Shining Empire that were sent to be a balm for the spirit. These good men traveled to your lands in an attempt to warn you of the sickness, so that its presence might be made known. I believe it was the Frozen Tribes who started the hostilities by returning my disciples without their heads.”

      “The actions of young warriors who did not take a moment to consider the consequences,” grunted the shaman.

      “Be that as it may, those actions have brought us here. Actions are the final results of the decisions made in our hearts.” The Emperor rose from the cushion and started down the stairs. “It is time to show you how dangerous this sickness will become.” The glow of the sun disk dimmed at the Emperor’s every step and the room noticeably darkened once he reached the bottom.

      The Emperor walked calmly toward the forest trail. “Come.”  The ease of command in his voice was as natural as drawing breath. Belenus followed, with Kerak behind him.

      The ironwood forest took on an imposing presence in the gloom, and the seemingly increased size of the trees smothered the trail. The Emperor stopped near the entrance, beside one of the largest trees.

      “Come forward, shaman, and place your hand on the tree.” Kerak paused for a moment but complied. “Feel the change as I withdraw my protection.”

      An offshoot from the gold rays in the ceiling above the tree suddenly went dark, plunging the trio into darkness. For several long moments there was complete silence. A loud sniff broke the stillness.

      “Something stinks like curdled milk or rancid butter,” said Belenus.

      “The tree,” Kerak said, quietly. “It does not feel as solid as a moment ago.”

      The smell intensified and soon violent cracking resounded as smaller branches began to fall from the canopy.

      “I know you can feel it coursing within,” said Emperor Anathasius. “A man with your abilities can sense the truth of what is occurring.”

      Kerak moved even closer to the ironwood. A sharp crack and the rustle of branches preluded a heavy thud as a larger branch fell to the ground. The formerly unyielding ironwood bark began to slough off in the shaman’s hands.

      “Cynaal protect me,” Kerak whispered.

      “The sickness sleeps within the ironwood, waiting for a moment of weakness to strike,” said the Emperor. “It does not care that the tree is needed for its continued existence, only knowing the desire to devour.”

      The trunk of the ironwood shed its bark in large chunks that were rapidly piling at the shaman’s feet. The gold ray above the tree flared to light, causing Belenus and Kerak to shield their eyes. Belenus lowered his arm to see the Emperor standing beneath the blighted ironwood. The hideous odor fading and the falling branches had ceased.

      “All who stay within my embrace will never wilt.”

      Kerak stared at the rotted bark. “Do your people know of this?”

      “They know enough. Best not to trouble them with the severity of the situation,” said the Emperor.

      Belenus searched the shaman’s posture but the man was a mystery. This pagan was slippery as the black stone of Mt. Skarskaard.

      “I ask that you hold an assembly to announce the joining of the Frozen Tribes with the Shining Empire,” said Kerak.

      “A splendid idea. Belenus, I leave this to you.”

      “Yes, Shining Lord.” Belenus felt a stab of disappointment. He’d almost wanted the shaman to put up more of a fight.

      The Emperor left without another word. Belenus raised his hands in a sign of peace. “I humbly ask this time. Let me show you to your room.”

      “First answer this: have you ever seen these ironwoods bloom?”

      The question caught him off guard. He stared into the canopy. “No.”

      Kerak watched him so intently that Belenus found it unsettling. He turned to leave and could feel the shaman’s eyes on his back.

      “This way, I’ll have some dinner sent to your room.”

      The shaman’s question churned in Belenus’ mind as they made their way through the halls. Surely he had seen the ironwood in bloom, he must have, and had just forgotten. Perhaps they could not because they were indoors. Maybe it was irrelevant. They were alive, was that not good enough?

      “Welcome to the Shining Empire, fearless leader of the Frozen Tribes. It’s not as bad as you believe it to be. The food has to be better at any rate.”

      Kerak grunted what might have been a laugh and followed Belenus through the halls of the Palace of Light.
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            ONE FOOT IN DARKNESS

          

        

      

    

    
      Death hunted for Melea.

      She had felt it, steady as a pulse, during the return to Azra. A known sensation, coinciding with her arrival in the Shining Empire, and hated for just as long.

      A pounding in her temple had started when the first lights of Azra appeared through the slits in the carriage window. Melea clenched her jaw and clutched the pommel of her sword. But she could not cut her way out of this situation.

      The carriage stopped and Melea stepped into the rain, trying to ignore the creeping feeling taking over inside. A fat-bodied moth collided with the hood of her cloak, bouncing inside to flutter against Melea’s face. She batted it aside and entered the palace.

      Her headache raged—the presence inside growing stronger. Melea placed her hand back on the sword, wanting to cut out this part of her. But how to kill something that was inside?

      She stormed into the kitchen, flinging open the meat locker. Melea snatched up a handful of cured meats and shoved them into her mouth. The meat tasted of ash. She spat it out and slammed the side of her fist against the wall.

      The dead did not have to eat.

      Melea left the kitchen for her room, legs and arms going stiff and then numb. She made it to the edge of the bed, sending water droplets spraying across the room as she ripped off the cloak. With the last of the feeling in her hand, Melea dragged a throwing knife across her forearm. No blood emerging from the pierced skin.

      Here it comes. Never had death been this aggressive. She wondered when—if—she would return. All the light drained from the world and Melea collapsed onto the bed.

      She was dead and hated everything about it. Darkness, an endless void. Melea seethed at the sensation of drifting, raging with her non-existent limbs against the futility of it all. Then she noticed the space was not empty, felt watching eyes prick hairs on the back of her neck. There was movement within the ether. A voice.

      Melea floated above her corpse, noting the pale skin and unblinking eyes. The room spun and she crashed into her body. She blinked rapidly, careful to let in the light. Sun spots blotted her vision, bright enough to be the sun hanging in the canopy of the room before disappearing in a blinding flash to plunge the enclosure into night. 

      Movement was not an option, not yet. Not while an uncanny vibration still made her a prisoner of her own body. Her teeth rattled together and she hoped they weren’t being chipped or broken. The vibration agitated her organs, their positions jostling like warring nations. Her skin itched so terribly that she half hoped it was an animal that might peel itself off and crawl away. A few deep breaths pushed through grinding teeth seemed to help and in time the powerful sensations faded.

      She sat upright, twisting her neck back and forth to break the last grip of confinement. Melea clenched her fists so tightly that the skin began to turn white around the knuckles. She was falling into the void of death with regularity now, slipping off the path and into a shadowy realm despite having greater control in her abilities.

      Her reflection in the mirror against the opposite wall looked tired and skittish. “Just smother it, push it all down until the squirming stops,” said her reflection. Melea set her jaw. “But it wasn’t even this bad in the Sanctuary.”

      When was the last time she had thought about that place?

      “Pull yourself together,” she said, halting the recollection before it could disturb the buried sediment of memories.

      A small crack near the edge of the mirror caught Melea’s eye. She walked over on shaky legs and reached out to touch the blemish, but the glass felt smooth. She scraped a nail across the section to find the seam but was unable to discern a break in the material. Were her eyes playing tricks?

      It didn’t matter.

      Death was winning the battle for Melea’s body and she grudgingly acknowledged this condition. This constant foe  gained strength with each passing day and she needed a way to defeat it.
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      The priest’s words washed over the crowd like a crashing sea, pushing and pulling their emotions with his every gesture and carefully placed inflection. His booming voice held the throng enraptured as he spoke of the glorious Shining Empire.

      “People of Azra, the Chosen have sent word that they will return! These righteous bearers of the vision given to us by Emperor Anathasius, Lord of Light, now march toward the safety and warmth of their homes. Your husbands, sons, brothers, fathers, and friends, have brought the faith into the cold reaches of the North. They have undertaken this dangerous and difficult cause so that the unenlightened Frozen Tribes may be brought into the bounty of the Shining Empire. The Frozen Tribes have accepted the truth of the Binding Doctrine and the Shining Empire burns brighter than ever because of it!” The crowd roared at the proclamation.

      When the word had gone out that the Emperor was to make an address, the people had quickly congregated in front of the ancient stone steps that stood before Mt. Skarskaard. Flags bearing the standard of the Shining Empire—a hand cradling the sun—were attached to two huge posts standing on each side of the stairs. The flags flapped in the breeze, but the sound of their movement was no match for the power in the priest’s voice.

      The citizens of Azra had assembled to hear proclamations from the Emperor but it was Belenus who first worked them into a frenzy. That morning Belenus had urged Kerak to join him before the assembly but the shaman adamantly refused, saying that he did not yet have the words to address the citizens of Azra.

      Kerak could be an exceedingly stubborn man when he made his mind up about something and eventually Belenus acquiesced to the shaman’s refusal, leaving him in the palace garden when the shaman abruptly sat down to meditate. The Emperor would not be shamed into canceling his address to the people on account of an uncooperative outsider. Belenus would deal with that mule of a shaman when he returned to the palace. Such disrespect could not be allowed to continue.

      Bright summer sunshine and a warm sea breeze caressed the crowd of men, women, and children that stretched far out before the faded steps and towering black mountain. Sunlight cast numerous reflections from the odd angles of the Skar.

      “We are locked into a battle that we did not choose to enter, a struggle that began before we were born, one that stretches back to the very beginning of time. Light against Darkness; goodness struggling to resist the forces of evil. It pains me to tell you this, but the truth must be spoken. Darkness has sunk deep into the fabric of this world and will not stop encroaching on us until everything has been swallowed.

      “Darkness is confident, it is without fear, and why should its strength be doubted? The earth along with the human spirit is devoured. Nothing has opposed Darkness, nothing has slowed the tide of encroachment—until now.

      “We are the brave few who stand united against this enemy, pushing it back with our strength of will. We say no more! A line has been drawn in the sand and that line is Azra. Darkness will not be allowed to advance any further. The reign of fear and death is ending. The countdown to our triumph began with the return of our champion, of our savior, Rua's one true God. It is not enough to wall ourselves up behind Light, to become besieged on all sides, instead we must take the fight to the enemy, to strike now and show Darkness that we are not afraid. I ask you Azra, are you afraid?”

      A communal roar surged back at Belenus. Men raised their hands in exultation, children hopped with excitement, and women wept for joy—all caught in the emotional fervor.

      “Your strength gives me strength. United, we are unstoppable!”

      The crowd roared and Belenus let them feel the power of their own voices.

      “Darkness has never met an adversary the like of Emperor Anathasius: a God who cares for the people, who will stand before them and provide protection, who has the courage to march out with us, the vision to save us from destruction, and the compassion to extend enlightenment to the entire world. But Emperor Anathasius cannot be victorious alone; our faith is needed to establish a new foundation, one that
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