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"Lokros has been named King of Black. He has chosen fifty Protectors as his personal guard. They all volunteered. They have been his comrades since childhood. The Protectors send scouts to the nearest islands and confirm that they have also been attacked by the Oligarch's forces...

They found no survivors! Lokros with his fifty guards would embark on a journey following the instructions of RX-13 (the robot from the forest) to retrieve some hidden weapons that only RX-13 knew their location, with these weapons the men of Lokros, the Army of Black, would have a great advantage in battle. 

His father Dorin, captain of the Protectors, would remain on the unnamed island and rule in his absence. The Seer Telaimos would also, await them on the island. The Council of Elders would continue as usual, but every decision would have to be verified by Dorin. By now, the Oligarchs would know that the attack on No Name Island had failed, and they would probably try again. So, the need for these weapons was great."
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Chapter 1: New priorities
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The fire had died to embers when Lokros accepted the mantle.

Not a crown—no gleaming circlet of gold, no jewels torn from the Oligarchs' vaults. Just a strip of blackened leather wrapped thrice around his chest, stiff with salt and old blood. The mark of the Protectors. The mark of the King of Black.

Fifty men knelt before him in the torchlight. Fifty brothers who had fought, bled, and starved beside him since they were children stealing figs from the elders' orchards. Not a single one had hesitated when he called for volunteers.

"Get up," Lokros growled. His voice was rougher than it had been a week ago. Rougher since the burning ships. Rougher since the screams. "We don't bow anymore."

Across the hall, his father Dorin watched from the shadows, arms crossed over his chest. The old captain's face was unreadable, but his knuckles were white where they gripped his elbows.

RX-13 chose this moment to enter the chamber and spoke in his deep voice: "As I explained to Lokros, we must act quickly. The Oligarch's hoards will not be gone for long".

Lokros did not grace the machine with an answer. Instead, he turned to his father. "The scouts?"

Dorin spat. "Gone three days. Back this morning." A muscle jumped in his jaw. "Seven islands hit same as ours. No survivors. Just ashes and corpses."

Silence settled over the hall like burial shroud. The Protectors exchanged glances. They'd known, of course. But hearing it made it real.

Telaimos the Seer emerged from the darkness, his milky eyes reflecting the torchlight. "The Red Oligarch knows that his attack failed here. He will come again."

"Let him," snarled Keros, the youngest of the fifty, his face red with passion.

Lokros silenced him with a glance. "We must move." He turned to RX-13. "How far to the first cache?"

The robot's white eyes pulsed. "Estimation: 4.3 days travel. Danger: 68%.” 

Dorin stepped forward. "Take more men."

"Fifty," Lokros said. His father opened his mouth to argue, but Lokros cut him off. "We need every blade here when they come back."

The old captain's face darkened, but after a long moment, he nodded. "Even the council won't like it."

"The council, is irrelevant " Lokros said mildly.

A ripple of quit laughter ran through the Protectors. Even Dorin's mouth twitched.

Outside, the wind howled through the cliffs like a thing in pain. Somewhere in the distance, thunder rumbled.

The King of Black smiled, but it was not a pleasant expression.

"You, father, have the real power now, in my absence. Make all defense preparations. I hope we will be back before they return. But be prepared anyway. 

Rex spoke again, "I estimate that we will get here before them. If all goes well, that is," but his tone was not very reassuring.

"Would those guns really make the difference?" the captain asked worriedly.

Telaimos moved to the center of the hall, his robes whispering to the floor, "I have never lied to you. These are weapons of conquerors - Rex knows it - these weapons will guarantee not only the safety of the island, but the fulfillment of your destiny, Lokros".

"True. You didn't lie, Seer. But what worries me is that you never tell the whole truth either..." Lokros replied.

The hall filled with Captain Dorin's laughter, "Ah, he got you there, Seer, he really got you.

"Brothers," Lokros began, his voice firm and commanding. "You fifty are my elite guard—the backbone of our future army. Stay sharp. Fight with cunning. Lead with wisdom. Survival is no longer enough. Now, we fight for victory—for freedom!" His words were few but carried the weight of steel. And in that moment, his voice resonated with an authority that felt almost unfamiliar.

Everyone in the hall was surprised by that strange voice. All felt the weight of the task and the excitement of the struggle.

He was truly a new Lokros.
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Chapter 2: The Leaving
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Dawn came gray and bleeding at the edges, the kind of morning that made men question their choices. The Protectors moved through the predawn dark like shadows given grudging form—fifty hard-eyed men who'd spent their lives measuring freedom between the Oligarch's raids on their home.

Their gear was sparse: cloaks the color of wet ashes, blades wrapped in oiled leather to mute the betraying rattle, waterskins still tasting of last night's vinegar wine. No armor. No banners. Just three black leather straps around their chests. The sign of the King of Black. Just the essentials for men who expected to die wet and anonymous.

At the docks, Dorin gripped Lokros by the back of the neck, their foreheads pressing together hard enough to bruise. The old captain's breath smelled of fish and oregano.

"You keep breathing," Dorin growled, thumb digging into the hollow behind Lokros' ear where a mother might kiss a child. "You hear me? However, many it takes. However long. You. Keep. Breathing."

Lokros said nothing. The weight of the knife in his boot—his father's last gift—said enough.

RX-13 clanked aboard the lead ship, its metal feet denting the salt-cured wood. "Observation: Emotional displays correlate with—"

"Save it," Lokros said, watching his father's silhouette shrink against the bruise-colored sky. The old man didn't wave. Neither did he.

The sea tested them for twenty-seven miserable hours.

First came the rain—needle-sharp and relentless, finding every gap in cloaks and collars. Then the waves, black mountains that lifted their ship only to drop them into valleys of frothing brine. Men retched over the rails, their empty stomachs offering up bile and curses in equal measure.

Lokros clung to the helm, his fingers numb around the worn wood. Rex stood sentinel beside him, rain sluicing off metal plates in glistening sheets.

"We're off course," Lokros muttered through chattering teeth.

Rex's optics pulsed. "Negative. Current drift accounts for—"

"I don't care about your numbers," Lokros snapped. A wave crashed over the bow, drenching them anew. "We should see land by now."

—-
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IN THE HOLD, SOMEONE was sobbing. Not from fear—from pain. Young Mikas had broken two fingers trying to secure a loose barrel. The sound of bone snapping had been louder than the storm.

—-
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REX TILTED ITS HEAD and said to Lokros "Your vital signs indicate—"

"I'm fine."

"You are lying."

Lokros closed his eyes. The salt on his lips could've been tears. "How much longer?"

"One hour, seventeen minutes until the storm breaks off. Then—"

A scream from below decks. The sharp, meaty sound of a fist meeting flesh.

Lokros was moving before the second blow landed.

They found Mikas backed against the mast, cradling his ruined hand. Big Tauris loomed over him, his face a grotesque mask in the lantern light.

"—weak little shit," Tauris was snarling. "We should've turned back at dawn!"

Lokros stepped between them. The ship pitched violently, but his footing never wavered.

"Problem?"

Tauris spat at his feet. "Your tin man can't navigate worth a damn. We're sailing in circles while the Oligarchs—"

RX-13 moved.

One moment it stood by the hatch. The next, its metal fingers were wrapped around Tauris' throat, lifting the bigger man off his feet.

"Correction," Rex intoned. "You are sailing toward liberation. Or you are swimming toward oblivion. Choose."

The hold went very still.

Lokros pried Rex's fingers open one by one. "Enough."

Tauris collapsed, gasping.

The storm broke as suddenly as it had begun.

Dawn's second coming found them sodden but alive, squinting at the charcoal smudge of land on the horizon. Lokros hauled himself upright, water sloshing in his boots. "Wake up, brothers!" His voice cracked like wet kindling. "There she is—Africa. What was once Libya..."

The Protectors stirred, fifty pairs of salt-rimed eyes tracking the unfamiliar coast. None had sailed beyond the Ionian's embrace before. The horizon line felt too vast, too empty—a yawning mouth waiting to swallow them whole.

Rex took the helm, its movements precise as a surgeon's. Ten minutes portside. Five to starboard. Another adjustment. The coastline resolved into sheer cliffs, black stone rising like the walls of some forgotten giant's keep. No harbors. No breaks in the fortress of rock.

Lokros gave the machine a worried look.

Rex replied before the question could form: "No dock required." A panel slid open on his forearm, revealing a pulsing blue seal. "The former world, the nations, built warehouses in hidden places. But I know some places. And I know the
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