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Chapter 1: A Kingdom Lost
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Far, far away, on another world like Earth and yet not, there was a Kingdom.

The Kingdom of Shalk had once been a peaceful place. Its benevolent ruler, King Harkim III, had three smart and beautiful daughters. A widower, he doted on his daughters, and yet he also treated them harshly when the situation warranted, instilling in them the strength they might need to one day rule. But that day didn’t come as expected.

From the North came an invader. The Empire of Fennesh had long been expanding its borders southward. Its people were tough, used to fierce, inhospitable climates, especially the windswept desolation of the Flatlands. They came screaming from the North, conquering towns, one after the next. The Fenneshi were a nomadic people of tent cities, but as they conquered the lush lands of Shalk that began to change. The Fenneshi Khan, Vigosar, decided that he preferred the warmer, more temperate climate of Shalk to his imperial homeland. 

Upon conquest, Vigosar chose to stay in Shalk, making its largest town the new capital of the Empire, and sending his restless sons back to rule the desolate wastes of the North. 

Now just before the final conquest of Shalk there had been a great battle at the River Arnor. This wide, fast-flowing river bisected the very heart of Shalk. The city of Gamrir stood proudly on its banks with white-gleaming walls of alabaster. The siege of Gamrir was the last great battle for Shalk, where King Harkim III held out for more than five months against Khan Vigosar and his horde. In the end, though, mortally wounded, King Harkim surrendered and tried his best to negotiate good terms for his people.

Khan Vigosar was brutal, but not nearly so brutal as he might have been. He executed Shalk’s leading generals but spared the knights and soldiers who were willing to surrender. He gave them food and a modest stipend if they agreed to give up their arms.

There was one who would not surrender though: the eldest princess of Shalk. Princess Izana, grieved at the death of her father, refused to give up the fight. She fled to the highlands east of Gamrir and gathered others with her call for resistance. Over the next two years, Princess Izana inflicted devastating surprise attacks on the Fenneshi occupiers. Even as Vigosar sought to rule with a light hand, adopting many of the customs of the very people he had conquered, he was frustrated at every turn by new attacks. 

At last, he found a cunning general, Chralafax, to carry the fight to the rebels. Chralafax let it be known, through double agents, that a valuable caravan would be traveling north toward the imperial homelands, from Gamrir to the border town of Soleshka. It was a trap. When Princess Izana and her fierce warriors ambushed the caravan, they found instead that the wagons were rigged with deadly traps and explosives. Chralafax’s soldiers captured the cream of the rebel forces that day, including Princess Izana herself.

Now Khan Vigosar had a conundrum on his hands. What should he do with the captured princess and leader of the rebel forces? The most obvious solution was also the simplest: execute her, make an example of her. It was what he intended to do. And yet, on the eve of her execution, he came to visit her in the dungeons. He had heard stories from Chralafax himself of the woman’s bravery. Those stories intrigued him. So, he descended into the dungeons. Even chained in nothing but rags, hair unkempt, the fiery will to live in her eyes was implacable. The sight of her left him undone. 

“Have you come to gloat before your minions kill me?” the princess snarled. “Have a good look. Take your fill. It won’t matter. The Kingdom of Shalk will never truly be yours.”

Frowning yet admiring her passion and certitude, the Khan ordered his guards to bring her up to the palace. There the palace servants bathed her and gave her clothing. An imperial decree issued the next day replaced the princess’ execution with those of some heinous criminals instead to soothe the crowd’s desire for entertainment. 

Bewildered, she soon found herself in a soft tunic and leggings, both white and trimmed with gold. Princess Izana did not know what to think. She fidgeted while her long, dark hair tumbled past her shoulders and stared dully at the bowl of fruit in front of her.

Guards unlocked the door to her room. In strode a man powerfully built, compact, with eyes both resolute and filled with surprising vulnerability. Khan Vigosar for all his power and authority did not look much older than the young princess; the line of the Khan was a long-lived lineage, and they did not age in the same way most mortals did. 

“I see that you have had a chance to freshen up. Have you eaten?” He glanced meaningfully at the bowl of melon and grapes on the table left untouched. 

Princess Izana shook her head. Her fierce, delicate face was filled with passion to match her glare.

“I would sooner starve to death than submit to you.”

“I do not think that is true,” the Khan replied gently. He sat down across from her. “You hate me, and yet I think we both want the same thing.”

The princess snorted. “And what, pray tell, is THAT?”
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Chapter 2: The Princess’ Grudge
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“What is best for the people of Shalk,” he said softly. There was a gulf of silence and stillness to separate them now. Princess Izana couldn’t believe it, but the man seemed actually serious. She opened her mouth to throw a savage retort his way, but he managed to sneak in a few more thoughts edgewise before she could.

“Is my statement so bold, Princess? It has been more than two years since my people came here, many settling alongside yours since the war. Maybe not now, maybe not for generations, but eventually our two peoples will become one. Just as your people have rubbed off on mine, affected how we eat, how we dress, even our art and philosophy and culture, so have my people rubbed off on yours. And whether you like it or not, Princess, your people have not suffered under my rule. Quite the contrary. All of your towns have been rebuilt. Many of them prosper even now. I have tried to soothe the hurts made by conquest and make amends for damage done. War is a nasty business, but sometimes good can come of it – things like change and growth. You and I both know this. If the Fenneshi Empire had not come along to conquer your small kingdom, it would have simply been another power, sooner or later.”

Seeing her face tighten, he dared to continue.

“I do not say this to hurt you, Princess. I say this only to show you that I do not view myself as a conqueror and you the conquered. Those labels belong in the past. We are to be one people; that is our future. I have no desire to hurt you any more than I desire to hurt any Shalkan. That is the simple truth.”

Princess Izana stared at the cutlery on the table gleaming in the afternoon sun. 

“Give me one good reason I shouldn’t grab that knife and do my best to kill you right here and now.”

Vigosar didn’t laugh. Soberly, he stared at her.

“Because you are curious.”

“Curious?”

“Yes. Curious why I did not choose to have you executed. Curious as to why I am meeting with you now. Curious as to why this man whom you view as only an enemy and a monster would treat you humanely and invite you into his home.”

Izana looked sullen, but her shoulders relaxed. Her face, ever wary, softened the tiniest degree.

“Perhaps,” she admitted. “So what? Let’s get on with it, then. Why am I here? Why am I not swinging from the gallows in Gamrir’s main square?”

But Vigosar chided her. 

“There will be time to talk of those things later. For now, let us eat. Your strength is weakened from your captivity, and I am fatigued from the responsibilities of adjudicating pleas at court all morning. Let us simply eat; we can do so in silence, if you prefer. Perhaps we cannot enjoy each other’s company, but let us at least tolerate it and sit peacefully in the same room. That is surely not too much to ask.”

Grudgingly, Izana had to admit that his request wasn’t entirely unreasonable. For the next few minutes they ate and afterward they strolled through the palace gardens. The sun was soon thrusting its peach-gold cloak across the pear trees, the pumpkin patch, and the vine-dappled trellis that divided the garden from the rest of the palace grounds. Izana felt strangely at peace in a way she hadn’t known since the death of her father.

Finally, Vigosar ventured to speak.

“Your defiance and leadership of your fellow rebels have been impressive. Even I have to acknowledge that. But do you know what, Princess? It’s been two years since the end of formal hostilities and I think that your resistance to my rule isn’t because of any current oppression or harm inflicted on your people.”

“Is that so?” Izana said.

“I think for all your claims to patriotism, Princess, that your rebellion’s roots are much simpler. You blame me for your father’s death. In battle we fought. In battle I inflicted the mortal wound that ended his life. For that alone, I could not blame you for hating me. Tell me I’m wrong.”
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