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CHAPTER ONE







HE WANTED TO look away, but couldn’t.  Not with everyone watching.

This was not the first corpse Oulen of Casteltide had ever seen.  He was no innocent youth.  However, having to add one more to the tally made him feel old and tired.  It was one more body to add to the funeral pyre in his mind that was already far too large.

Decades ago, the youthful King of Ivonwell used to tell his guests that each scar upon Oulen’s face represented a battle.  Yes, he had seen a lot of fighting, but one battle fought for each scar?  Not possible for a dozen men’s lifetimes, let alone his own battered one.  He didn’t have the heart to correct the boy that none of them had been earned in that way, however.  The boy would grow to a man and learn the truth eventually.

Still, it would have been impressive if it were true.  On the surface, it was difficult to tell where one scar ended and where another began as it webbed over his thin lips and hooked nose.  The scars didn’t stop at his face, either.  The pale lines extended beneath his silvery hairline, and even more were hidden by the deep brown of his tunic and pants, and forced him to walk with a stiff, limping gait.  While only a few scars were won in actual combat, it was in the other darker places in his life where he collected the vast majority of these wicked remembrances.  Oh yes, he earned every one of them.  Oulen of Casteltide was a survivor, and only the foolish would overlook that.

Oulen was a King’s Man now, a royal troubleshooter, and no longer a man-at-arms.   He didn’t encounter as much death in his current profession, but it was still there, and still gruesome.  And as of late, he’d run into more of it than he’d like.

“Sir, who was he?”  The trembling question was called from over Oulen’s shoulder.

Oulen shrugged.  The dead man’s identity would be difficult to determine as he had been mutilated.  Gazing at the remains of the victim’s face, all Oulen could see were black holes where his mouth, nose and eyes used to be.  His torturers had been thorough, as even his eyelids appeared to be torn out.

From the victim's neck down to his upper chest, the handiwork was similar to his face, gouged and covered with gore.  The remainder of his body, however, had been blackened and charred by fire.  Sadly, Oulen could not tell which torture had been applied first, the blade or the bonfire. 

Perhaps he was the first to die, Oulen mused.  If so, this man would have been spared the sight of the ruin of his village.  It would have been a small mercy.  All that remained of the village of Uldrin was black smoke and smoldering fire against a chilly gray skyline.  A lingering mist hovered about the village’s outskirts, casting a dreadful pallor over what could have been a bright Spring morning.

Another question was pitched towards him, and this time it held an impatient whine.  “Does it matter who he was?  Can we go home now?”

Upon hearing this, Oulen stiffened.  A hot rage grew within him and he whirled around.  Behind him stood a half-dozen young men mantled in dark blue and red, gazing uncomfortably about the razed village.  They were Knights of the Order of the Iron Tree, and the village of Uldrin had been in their Order’s protectorate.

Oulen’s glower pierced the small group of Knights. Their fair hair was short and well coiffed, and their uniforms impeccably turned out.  To Oulen, however, they were a bunch of useless peacocks.  In his day, these youths would have been studying for their third Memory ceremony instead of being sent to follow an old King’s Man to investigate a column of smoke on the horizon.  Primarch Fervian, that old bastard, unwilling to openly defy Oulen’s request for men, instead sent six of the most useless dandies in his Order.

The boys were unnervered by the pile of bodies casually thrown into the pit at the edge of the village.  The mutilated corpse, however, terrified them.  Again, Oulen silently cursed Fervian.  The intended insult to the King’s Man was an actual injury to his Order’s boys.

Still, it doesn’t excuse their lack of character.  Glaring into the group, Oulen rasped, “Who asked that?”

All of the young Knights looked away uncomfortably, searching for any spot on the distant horizon that wasn’t filled with horror.  All except one who met his gaze with a curled lip.  Oulen glared at him.  What was his name?  He’d seen so many of these youths in the last few days.

Barely into manhood, the brash young man had a narrow face and uneven red fuzz upon his cheeks.  By the young man’s lop-sided stance and the affected manner that his sword rested low at his hip, he fancied himself as something of a duelist.  “Me,” the boy replied in challenge.

“Yeah, I figured so,” replied Oulen grimly. “Let me answer your question, Merjarin of Riverhide… is it?  Yes.  Let me answer your question with one in return.  Were you required to give Oaths when you were Knighted?”

For a moment, the mulish young Knight frowned.  He hadn’t expected that question.  “Well… yes…”

“Good.  Things haven’t changed that much, I see.  Recite them for me.”

“What?  Now?”

“Yes.  You memorized them, didn’t you?”

“Well… yeah, I mean… yes!”

Oulen sniffed. “Then say them.”

“My Brothers be my witness.  We promise to… to… honor the Laws of our Order, to protect our Brothers, our honor… our land…”

Oulen’s voice leapt at the stumbling Knight, “You are mangling it.  Did you forget?  Let me remind you…”

	My Brothers Bear Witness,

	I pledge with my Life and Dignity,

	To shield with my body,

	To subdue with my sword,

	To sustain with my reason,

	These Lands and the Laws of our Order,

	And in Death be recorded by All Memory,

	To the Honor of our Ancestors.

Oulen watched them fidget, “Each of our orders have their own minor differences of course… does not Iron Tree add in a line about the Pride of your Primarch?  Regardless…” His gaze paused upon each one of them in turn.  “To sustain with my reason, These Lands and Laws of our Order.”

The old King’s Man’s eyes flashed across the young group, “Uldrin was your land, gentlemen.  It was granted by the King of Ivonwell to the Order of Iron Tree.  Men, women… families were entrusted to your care and you failed them.  You should have been here.  You swore to protect these people.”  Oulen hands rose, encompassing the blackened stone and smoldering thatch of the village’s simple structures, “This tragedy and your neglect are part of the living Memory.  This will not be forgotten.”

The Knights paled in shame as they listened and Oulen didn’t blame them.  The failure of Iron Tree was monumental.  “This is the third village this season that I’ve seen like this.  I have traveled up and down our border, searching for signs of who might be responsible for such atrocities, but I’ve always taken solace in the fact that the villages I found earlier were remote… poorly defended.  None of them had an Order to protect them.  Until today.”

Oulen glared at Sir Merjarin, “Your Primarch Fervian knew what I’d find.  He’d heard the rumors, and he reacted with the instincts of a coward… sending striplings when men who understood their oaths were needed.”

Sir Merjarin flushed and his hand dropped to the hilt of his sword, “The Primarch is no coward.  Take that back, Oathless.”  His comrades stared at him as if he were crazy.

Oulen bared his teeth, “Oathless.  Merjarin, you wave that taunt about as if you know what it means.  But, I shall instruct you, for you are incorrect.  I have taken my Oaths, even though my personal Order no longer assembles.”  He took a menacing step towards the young Knights, who as a group backed away.  “And if I need to reintroduce myself, my name is Oulen of Casteltide… and yes, I am a King’s Man, a position your Primarch sneers at in disdain for secretly he sneers at the King.  Likely he’s told you that you don’t have to listen to me, that my position on Iron Tree land is only a formality, and I do not need to be taken seriously.”

He only had to watch Merjarin’s eyes widen to know he was right.  “Fine then, gentlemen.  You may choose to ignore a man of the King,” Oulen tilted his head towards Merjarin’s blade. “But ultimately the title you should most worry about at this very moment is the one that seems to be forgotten as of late… that I am a Swordmaster of Ivonwell."  Casually, his cloak drew aside revealing the worn leather upon the hilt of a long blade.  "So, if I were you, I would take your hand away from your weapon.”

Merjarin swallowed as Oulen advanced upon him, until soon, the limping old man and the youth stood face to face.  The young man let his hand fall to his side.

Seeing Merjarin relent, Oulen did so as well and straightened.  “Wise move, lad.  Now, to your second question, the answer is No.  We cannot go home yet.  There is much to do.  You and your friends have a lot of graves to dig.”

“D-dig?”  By Merjarin’s shocked expression, the idea hadn’t even crossed his mind.  Who he thought would take care of the duty, Oulen didn’t know.

“Yes… since you couldn’t protect them, the least you can do is Remember them properly.  All of you, get the shovels from the mules and get to work.  We’ve got a long day ahead of us.”

Wordlessly, the young Knights turned about and trudged back towards the horses and mules.  Oulen watched them go.  They should be used to this sort of drudgery.  It was the sort of thing that would have been required of them as they rose through the ranks to Knighthood.  Perhaps they had forgotten.

Oulen, however, hadn’t.  Shaking his head, he returned to stand over the mutilated man, ignored during the argument.  This one was different.  This one wasn’t dumped in the pit like the others.  This one received special attention.

Stiffly, Oulen knelt next to the victim, thankful that he wore plain travel clothes rather than a uniform as he sank into the mud.  The knees of his tall boots slid uncomfortably in the muck that surrounded him.

With the body burned from the feet to his chest, there was little that Oulen could glean from the victim’s clothes, but for the remains of a bizarre fur vest that had adhered to the skin of his shoulders.  Touching the coarse fur, Oulen frowned.  It had a grainy, oily quality to it and was of no animal that Oulen recognized.  Nor did it appear to be of Ivonwellian construction.  Carefully, Oulen pulled it from the man’s shoulders.

As he did so, Oulen noticed something odd about the vest’s back.  Unlike the front, it had been shred to ribbons. Frowning, Oulen set the torn vest down and gingerly turned the body onto its side.  That too, like his face, had been mutilated, but instead of being gouged and disfigured the skin had been flayed from the body.

Oulen wrinkled his nose and lay the body back down.  There had to be something else to identify this man.  His eyes ranged back up to the face, searching.  And then he saw it.

Frowning, Oulen leaned forward to gaze at the bloody head.  The torturers had done everything they could to make this man unrecognizable.  They had even scalped him.  Oulen grimaced.  But they had missed one thing: His eyebrows.

Reaching forward, Oulen rubbed dark blood from the short, bristly brow with his thumb.  The thick hair beneath remained black as night, and as coarse as wood bark.  Quite unlike the fine blond of the youths that accompanied him, or even his own silver.

Picking the torn fur vest back up, Oulen hissed softly into the dead man’s face.  He did not know the man’s precise identity, however something important had been revealed to him.  “You sir,” he rasped to the body, “Are no Ivonwellian.”




	HIS ILLUMINATED HIGHNESS, King Tegeere of the Kingdom of Ivonwell, Protector of all Memory, and First Cavalier of the Orders of Ivonwell, leaned wearily over the side of the stone balcony and gazed down at the men as they bashed themselves to pulp under the harsh eyes of the Sergeants of the knightly orders.  Staring hard at the various proxies of the Primarchs below, the King resisted an impulse to openly curse over the wall.  It would do no good, and would only lessen himself further in the eyes of his people.  Sighing, he moved away from the balcony and into the cold room beyond.

	The King was by no means an old man.  Many would consider him to be in the prime of his life. It was the arduous weight of ruling that bore down upon him and aged him beyond his years.  He was tall, with a proud bearing and a faint shadow of youth lingered about him.  Years ago as a Prince, his broad shoulders and locks of golden hair marked the promise of his reign, and during years of plenty he would have been hailed as the greatest of monarchs by his people.  These were not those times, however.

	Tegeere groaned as he sank into his chair in the corner of the dimly lit room, the only light source spilling from the open door to the balcony.  Wearily, he covered his eyes as if to block away the problems that confronted him.  How had his father and grandfather done it?  Were they ever in such a situation?

	“Yes they had, and they did nothing about it,” he sighed to himself.

	Over forty years ago, a bloody war had begun between Ivonwell and the Empire of Andelon.  The Knightly Orders united themselves under the banner of Tegeere's Father, King Artis.  A small country, Ivonwell was unable to capitalize on their few initial victories in the south, and soon found that their long running border skirmishes with the Andeloni Empire had unexpectedly turned into a war of survival.

	Memory recorded that Ivonwell was an agrarian kingdom whose trade consisted of food, fine metal and wood work.  By contrast, the Andelon Empire was vast with seemingly unlimited resources. Within a decade, Ivonwell's industry and population was exhausted and a harsh peace was imposed.  Tegeere thought that was when the decline began.  A depression had settled over the kingdom.  The fields were untended and the towns became deserted.  Only the alehouses of the kingdom prospered during this time.

	His father, confronted with the growing malaise and the harsh treaty imposed by the victors that took Ivonwell's key economic territories, was unable to manage the Knightly Orders who drew within themselves and began to focus more upon their own regions than their responsibilities to the whole of the kingdom.  The people sensed the shifting power within the kingdom, and like drowning men, clung to their warrior heroes, hoping to heal their bruised pride.  Ultimately, the Knightly Orders' influence grew to eclipse the King's.

	If only his father had kept a tighter reign upon the Orders, thought Tegeere.  If only he could have seen what was happening instead of succumbing to depressions and rages.  If only...

	Tegeere frowned and shook his head at his disloyal thoughts.  King Artis had done his best in an impossible situation.

	“Brooding again, sire?” murmured a low voice.  A fond chuckle rumbled from the shadows of the doorway to the outer hall, “Sit slumped like that for too long, and your back will be hooked and broken, just like mine.”

	The King of Ivonwell sat up abruptly and pulled his hand away from his face.  “Oulen!” he cried sharply, “You are doing it again.  After all these years, you still lecture me as if I were an errant squire.  I am a grown man, and your King!”

	From the hall, Oulen stumped into the room.   Tegeere would normally have been comforted by Oulen’s familiar, scarred presence, but today even his closest friend and advisor seemed unequal to that task.  Oulen was one of the few King’s Men left and a Swordmaster of Ivonwell, two positions awarded in his youth by King Artis, and as such was one of the few men that Tegeere allowed such impertinence in private. 

	In Ivonwell, it had been customary for the King to award his friends with grand but essentially empty titles.  A reward, or a bribe, for continued good behavior.  Others were bestowed because of social position or a fortunate marriage.  This however was not the case for the King’s Man.  This ancient title was a recognition of ability and service. It was a title that was solemnly offered and voluntarily accepted.  They were of the few men whose’s counsel the King prized above all else.

	Oulen’s dark eyes fixed upon the King and shook his head angrily, “It is the only way I can snap you out of your gloom, Tegeere.”  Upon seeing the despair in the King’s face, his advisor’s expression softened as he approached the seated monarch.  Taking a plain ceramic jug from a side table, he poured a cool cup of water and offered it to Tegeere.  “I am sorry, my friend.  I should not be this way, but for all of us, you must take heart.”

	The King took the cup silently and then sipped.  The cool water did seem to calm his nerves, but only enough to pull his mind from despair into anger.  “Damn the Primarchs!” he shouted, slamming the cup down on the narrow wooden table next to his chair.  Water sloshed over the rim of the simple vessel, pooling on the surface of the dark wood.  Tegeere leapt to his feet and jabbed his finger out the archway leading to the courtyard. “Those are my boys out there, Oulen!  My young men that they’re stealing from me!” he shouted. "Stealing!"

	Oulen nodded.  Anger, the old adviser could deal with.  Yet, a part of him recognized a truth he could not argue with.  He remained silent.

	“They no longer follow the crown,” continued Tegeere, turning to face Oulen squarely.  Furiously, he slipped his hand into the purple velvet of his robes and pulled out a note, of which he thrust into Oulen’s hands.  “Read this,” he ordered.

	Oulen took the paper and moved to the light, squinting to see the scrawly, handwritten note.  “By the Memory, this has the signature of the Primarch of Red Wyvern!  What did you ask of him that he must so eloquently refuse?”

	The King clenched his hands behind his back and turned to the doorway to gaze outside.  “I requested him to come to Prince Lyonel’s first Memory Ceremony.”

	Oulen’s eyes narrowed as he returned to the note.  Reverence for the Memory was the one common strand that wove the Kingdom together.  The Ivonwellians believed the living Memory permeated everything, from man to castle, and tree to stone.   The Memory recorded all deeds, and all actions were recalled and judged.  Every man, woman and child were accounted for when their end came.  As children came of age, their lives were celebrated in a Memory Ceremony to remind them that their successes, even small ones, would achieve immortality.  “Lyonel's elevation to manhood is no small matter.  Primarch Adamerent of your own Order was too busy for your son?”

	“In as much as was written.”  Tegeere pursed his lips tightly, “Adamerent was practically an uncle to me when I was younger.”

	Pacing along the cold worn stone of the floor, Oulen followed the King’s thought to the end.  “Your family has been members of the Red Wyvern as far back as Memory is recorded.  And, if even such as he would refuse such an innocuous request…”

	“Yes.  How can I rely on the other less formally attached Orders to obey my commands?”

	Oulen grimaced once more, turning his craggy face into a blur of scars, “My King, that is a fearful leap of logic that you make.  Obedience is the foundation of the Orders.  As is loyalty to the King.”

	It was King Tegeere’s turn to look kindly upon his old friend, placing a warm hand upon the elder’s more seemingly frail shoulder.  “You are a man of the Orders, Oulen.  You know the legends.  You even made some of them yourself.  Nowhere in these ballads and stories do the minstrels stress fidelity to one’s King.”

	“It’s implied,” Oulen growled.

	“Implied...” Tegeere chuckled darkly.  Once more, he pointed out the door towards the battling youths in the courtyard below.  “Those young men are not beating each other senseless out there for me, Oulen.  They are killing each other out there to impress the Sergeants of the Primarchs.”

	The King’s Man nodded, unable to deny the truth. He exhaled, “I fear that I bring even more bad news.”  Tegeere stared at his adviser, and Oulen winced inward.  Wasn’t there enough burden upon this man?  But, he pressed on.  “When I passed through Iron Tree's lands to investigate their maintenance of the roads, I discovered another attack.”

	“Where?”

	“Uldrin."  Oulen’s face became a mask of fury, “Those animals didn’t even bury the dead.  All slaughtered and left to rot.”

	The King inhaled sharply, “The women and children?”

	“Taken.”

	“Who are these people that do this?”

	To his King’s question, Oulen paused and glanced towards the door and the hallway beyond as if drawn there by the shadows.  “On the third morning of visiting with Primarch Fervian, I saw on the horizon the smoke from a large fire.  When I asked the Primarch if he was going to investigate, he grew reluctant and secretive.  When I pushed further, he suggested that I go and look for myself.”

	“Did you go alone?”

	“No, I went with a half-dozen of his greenest Knights of the Order.  Political appointees they looked like.”

	Tegeere shook his head and gazed in the direction of courtyard where The Selections were taking place, “Just like most of those boys.”

	“Uldrin, your Highness, was different than the rest.”

	“How so?”

	Oulen met Tegeere's gaze, “They left one of their own behind.”

	The King's eyebrows raised in surprise, “Tell me more.”

	So Oulen told the King about the man they had found, tortured in the center of the village.  After he described the wounds inflicted upon the victim, the King looked away, shaken.  “Why?” he asked, “And how do you know it was one of theirs?”

	Oulen frowned, “He was about the right size.  Their tracks were everywhere.  They did not hide their presence.”

	“Still... was there any chance he might have been Ivonwellian?”

	Oulen shrugged, “Certainly, that is possible.  However, I think it unlikely.  He was just too big... too, bulky to be one of our own.   His features… his hair was not right.  And then, there was his vest.”

	“A vest?”

	“Yes, it was made of fur of some sort of wolf or a dog... I couldn't tell which, but it was a hide I wasn't completely familiar with.”

	“Still, perhaps it was a visitor to the village?”

	“I had considered that as well,” replied Oulen with a sigh. “Until we buried the villagers.”

	Tegeere shuddered, “That must have been horrible.”

	“It was, my King.  However, they did not all die quietly.  There was evidence of struggle on many of them... bruised knuckles, torn nails.”

	The King shook his head sadly, “May their brave deeds be recorded in Memory.”

	Oulen nodded in agreement and continued, “Clutched in some of their hands, as if torn from their attackers while they fought, I found the same fur as the vest.  There is no doubt in my mind, the man I found was one of the raiders.”

	Tegeere frowned in thought and motioned towards the cabinet in the corner of the room, “Come, Oulen.  Pour us something stronger to drink.  Suddenly now water will not do to settle my nerves.”

	“Yes, your Highness,” Oulen replied, stumping across the room to the indicated cabinet.  Opening the doors, he withdrew a small bottle of wine and a pair of glasses.

	Once relaxed, Tegeere turned to stare at the old warrior, “So, what you are saying is that these… creatures torture their own people?”

	“Perhaps,” replied Oulen quietly, pouring the wine and offering a glass to his King, “They killed him, that is certain.”

	Tegeere shuddered again and accepted the wine.  "Where do these animals come from?”

“From the North.  They seem well suited for it if the body is any indication.  They’re about a head taller than our people, and far heartier in girth.”  Slipping a hand into a pouch at his belt, he withdrew a charred piece of fur, “This is a piece of the vest.  I've cleaned it the best I could.  Feel how thick it is.”

Tegeere reached out to take hold of the fur, holding it up to the light with a trembling hand, "Perfect for the icy Northern climate," whispered Tegeere in wonder. “But there is nothing there but mountains and wasteland.”

Oulen shrugged, "The north is wild.  Who can say for sure?  A couple of the young Knights weren't completely useless and followed the trail from Uldrin to the Valley of the Horns.  They dared to go no further, however.  These raiders are bold, Tegeere.  They made no effort to hide their tracks.”

“The Valley of the Horns?  So close?"  Tegeere took a deep, calming breath, however it hardly prevented his next words from exploding from his lips, "That entire region was granted to Iron Tree.  Where were they when all of this happened?” Tegeere asked in vehemence, rising to his feet to hurl the matted fur against the far wall of the room.  It made a dry, smacking sound as it struck and then fell to the floor into a lifeless bundle.

Oulen leveled a solemn gaze at his King and curled his lip in contempt, “When I asked him to investigate further, the Primarch Fervian of Iron Tree demurred, claiming it was mere banditry.  He would double the patrols, of course.  But, even he must have realized it was far too little and far too late.”

“So in other words, he was complacent.”

“Or afraid to face the truth, my King.”

The King's eyes widened, and his breaths began to catch in his chest.  Desperately, he gulped for air, leaning heavily upon the arm of his chair as panic began to set in.  "Oulen...!" he cried out weakly, “If we can no longer count upon the Orders, then who may we rely on?  There is no one left!  Without response, these attacks will grow and soon they will be chewing deep into the belly of Ivonwell.  I do not have enough armsmen to protect the kingdom.  They all belong to the Orders!”

Suddenly, Oulen was upon his feet, moving quickly across the room to stand squarely before his King.  “Tegeere,” he hissed quietly, commandingly, “Get a hold of yourself.  Yes, our Kingdom is under attack.  But, all is not lost yet.  Do you remember what I taught you about battle?”

“That... that... anything...”

“That anything is possible in battle.  But first you must be brave enough to face it.  Tegeere, we will face this. We must face this.”

King Tegeere leaned back in his chair, gulping this time at his wine to fortify himself.  Finally, he asked, “How?”

Oulen frowned as he gazed out into the courtyard.  Finally, he turned to Tegeere, “Tegeere, you must send for the Primarchs and form a council of war.  For all of them.  They cannot all be so broken, not every single Order.  It is impossible.  Many of them are my age and remember what was done in the name of the King.”

“Oulen, it won't be enough.  Only the smallest would attend…”

“Tegeere,” Oulen urged, “There are men loyal to you, loyal to this kingdom that would come.  Do not dishonor them by refusing to call for them in your need.”

The King sighed, all traces of anger having been sapped away by a growing despair gnawing at his bones.  “So be it, Oulen.  I do not understand how it will help, but I will call for all those loyal to the crown to gather in Emerald to respond to these raiders.  But, it will not be enough.”

Oulen took a deep breath, his eyes growing distant as he considered the options in his mind.  “Then, my King, we must add another string to our bow.  We must do the unthinkable.”

Tegeere stood a touch straighter as he eyed Oulen warily, “I do not like the tone in your voice.  Tell me.”

Oulen spoke uneasily to his king.







	KING TEGEERE’S WIFE, Queen Mestanya, was all that the King could ask for.  Beautiful, intelligent, and above all was not afraid to give him a piece of her mind.

	“That is ludicrous!” Mestanya asserted. She had golden hair like her King.  It was long and folded into a delicate braid down her back.  Garbed in a gown of forest green, her striking eyes flashed with her words. “Pure lunacy, my husband!”

	A gloomy part of Tegeere agreed with his wife, but Oulen’s words echoed in his mind.  Carefully, he set down his knife and fork, before gazing steadily and firmly across the dining table at Mestanya, “We have not been at war with Andelon for many years…”

	“Husband!” the Queen snorted, “Is the passage of thirty years enough time to forget the injuries of war?”  She too set down her dining utensils, but with less gentleness than her husband.  “Might I remind you that the only reason your father sued for peace was because we could no longer field an army?  What makes you think that those black vultures from the south will ever think of us kindly?”

	Tegeere felt his stomach seize as those were his very same doubts, but he pressed on.  “Oulen is right, though.  We know no one else half as well as those people.  After all the blood that has been shed between us over the centuries, no one else is closer,” the King argued gently, before reaching across the fine wood table to take his Queen’s hand, “We are at a crossroads, love, and our people and our children’s lives depend upon what we decide to do here and now.”

	Mestanya’s eyes flashed once more as he took her palm in his, but she turned away as it was replaced with the glimmer of a tear.  Finally, she focused her gaze upon their clasped hands.  His broad hands engulfed her fine long fingers.  Mestanya's words trembled as she finally replied, “Husband, I know that what you say is true, but…” She heard her own voice catch, “But, it must not be you who goes down to plead with those people.”

	Tegeere blinked in surprise, “Only I can speak for our land to convince them that our needs are genuine and real!  And to…”

	“And to grovel at their feet?” Mestanya retorted, her fierceness returning through her tears, “No, husband, I will not let you do that to yourself or to our people.  May it be written that it was the Queen that brought her Kingdom low, but not because she was bereft of pride.”  Upon seeing Tegeere’s stricken expression, Mestanya’s voice grew soft and she squeezed his hand comfortingly, “And it is for you, I care, my love.  I would not have them throw you in irons, humiliate you with captivity, because of past injuries and ancient wars.”

	Tegeere turned away, his breath uneven and his arguments halted, “But, Oulen …”

	“No.  It is his task, not yours.  Send Oulen instead,” the Queen said firmly, “He is your closest friend, your most trusted adviser, and your champion.  If he cannot accomplish this, then no one can.”

	“Yes,” replied Tegeere, sadly, “He is.”

	The Queen looked lovingly upon her King, and squeezed his hand once more. “Now come, our meal looks to be over. Neither of us has an appetite.  Our children are with their governesses, and we shall retire to our rooms.  Speak with Oulen in the morning, my love.  It can wait until then.”








CHAPTER TWO







	EMORY OF IVORY raised his heavy practice sword high to deflect the blow.  His opponent for this match was a heavy-set youth named Vulpash who had the look of one that came out of the lowland region.  Just another of the young men that gathered here from all over for Selections.

	Economically, Emory cut quickly to force his opponent to back away giving himself room to move.  Vulpash was stocky, short.  Emory had the advantage of height and reach.  If he could just keep Vulpash from getting inside…!

	There!  Vulpash stumbled with a poorly executed feint.  Swiftly, Emory’s practice blade leapt through the momentary lapse in his opponent’s defenses striking a decisive blow to the chest.

	Emory cried out exuberantly, “Yield!”

	Vulpash glared sullenly in return, before lowering his practice sword.  He snarled, “I am not beaten by a cave-dweller from Ivory…”

	Emory’s ears burned and he shook his head angrily.  Not this again.  Once more, his region of birth had somehow become important.  “What does that have to do with it?" he asked in frustration, "You were struck.  Yield.”

	Vulpash sneered, “You’re from Ivory. No prospects, no future.  You’ll never be selected by the Orders.”

	You're from Ivory.  How often had Emory heard those words since he traveled from his home to Selections?  Ivory was by far one of the poorest regions in Ivonwell, but until he had left his homeland it hadn't occurred to him just how bad its reputation really was.

	It didn't take Emory long outside of Ivory to learn that the elders of his homeland were prone to embellishment.  To them, Ivory was the most perfect and blessed of lands, and until recently Emory agreed.  Located high in the eastern mountains, the people of Ivory lived freely and simply.  They were neither hindered by the crowds of the cities nor bothered by the constraints of the infrequent circuit magistrates.  Beauty could be found all around regardless of the season and the air was clear and life was long and healthy.  They claimed it was a land where a man could want for nothing.

All true, of course.  However, the elders often left out that it was a meager existence in Ivory, far away from the center of power in Emerald.  Throughout the kingdom of Ivonwell, the one virtue of Ivory the old men failed to claim was the one that Emory needed most at this moment.  Respect.  Quite simply, what the elders did not realize was that to love Ivory one must be from Ivory.

	Emory could feel his face grow hot, as the insult to his home wormed its way through him.  The blow had been decisive.  Yet, he could not back down from the Vulpash’s challenge.  Exhaling heavily to calm his fiery thoughts, he laughed harshly, goadingly, “If you’re the prized pig of your particular little mud farm, then I’m not worried about my chances.”

	For a moment, Vulpash stared at Emory.  Emory could see the words rattling through his mind.  Finally, realizing that he had just been insulted, Vulpash’s eyes flashed red as he howled in rage and held his practice blade aloft.

Grinning, Emory readied his blade once again, this time hoping he might give the twit a few more bruises.  An angry opponent was a stupid one, quoted Uncle Maliard.   And one, concluded Emory, could not get more stupid than Vulpash.

Emory’s sword rose again and again, turning aside Vulpash’s furious assaults, waiting patiently for the eventual opening.  And there it was, Vulpash’s tendency to leave his left side open for a dramatic overhand strike.  Emory swung his own blade back and readied himself to let Vulpash’s wind out.

“Halt!” hollered an imperial voice in his ear.  The command rang throughout the courtyard.  A stern-faced sergeant stood on a raised platform off to the side of the fighting arena, glaring down at the hopefuls.  “That’s enough, you skinny-shanked mops!  Disengage and return to the wall!”

Crack!  Emory reeled from a blow to the side of his shoulder and staggered away from a grinning Vulpash, the late blow getting through Emory’s defenses as he was momentarily distracted by the sergeant’s instructions.

Growling, Emory hefted his blade again, when the sergeant shouted once more. This time his glaring eyes focused directly upon Emory himself.  “I said halt, you moronic lackwit!  You raise that weapon one more time, I’ll beat you black and blue before throwing you out in the gutter where you belong!  Halt!”

Vulpash snickered mockingly as he lowered his weapon and hissed at Emory, “No prospects, no future.”

Emory seethed and refused to rub his shoulder under the watchful eye of the sergeants.  Straightening his back, he bore Vulpash’s parting shots with as much dignity as he could muster and stalked back towards the shade of the courtyard wall to wait his turn to be evaluated with another opponent.  

As Emory leaned against the cool, stone wall he watched the others sort themselves out.  There wasn’t much to be said for the gaggle of young men before him. Most of them were no more talented than Vulpash had been, and all with the same poisoned tongues.  Not a single man had the grace of a natural warrior or was as comfortable with the practice blade in his hand as Emory.  Not, Emory chided himself, that he was an expert.  Far from it, but he had the benefit of living in Ivory and having a mentor in Uncle Maliard, who had himself been selected to the Orders at one time.  They said if a man of Ivory could not protect his land, then he did not deserve to keep it.

Still, however, Vulpash’s words rang in his ears.  No prospects, no future.

Emory fought three more opponents that day, each one of them gradually weaker and less skilled as candidate after candidate was selected and pulled away in turn by the Order sergeants.   Until all that was left was Emory himself, the last man on the field.

At the end of the day, one last remaining sergeant turned towards the arena’s gate unaccompanied.  Desperate, Emory caught his attention.  “Sergeant!  Sergeant, sir!” he cried, loping towards him in his clumsy padded armor.

The Sergeant turned warily.  Giving Emory a hard look, he asked, “What do you want, boy?  We’re through here.  Come back next year if you wish.”

Emory slowed breathlessly, “Next year?  But… but why?”

Scowling, the Sergeant asked, “Are you stupid boy?  We don’t need you.”

Gulping, Emory swallowed his pride and pressed his question, “No sir… why was I left behind when others less skilled than I were taken?”

The corner of the sergeant’s mouth quirked slightly, before he smoothed his expression.  “Well, if you don’t know the answer, then you’re thicker than I thought you cave-dwellers were.  With no fortune or political connections, you’re worthless.  Those of you from Ivory have nothing to offer even the smallest, most menial Order, let alone mine.”  His voice grew stern, “Now get out of my way.”

Stunned, Emory took a step back with a certain confirmation to the fear gnawing in his spine.  “I’m from Ivory…” he whispered, before shaking his head.  He took a deep breath and trudged back across the empty courtyard towards the equipment stands to rack his gear.

The sun was setting, and Emory could feel the cool air of the lowlands chilling the sweat from his body.  The weather wasn’t too bad, as Ivory was much colder in general with harsher springs than the lowlands around Emerald.  Many of the equipment racks were empty, armor and weapons tossed haphazardly upon the ground by departing initiates.  Others were piled high with gear, pitched there carelessly by Sergeants.  Glancing about the empty courtyard, Emory knew that Uncle Maliard would have been most disappointed with the disorderly sight.

Emory settled for the rack furthest from the doors to the inner courtyards and pulled the sweaty padding over his head.  He felt heavy, exhausted. There was nothing left but to begin the long trip back home, probably in the morning.  He couldn’t even afford to ride with a trader or supply wagon, so it would likely be on foot.

Emory was a tall lad.  He had always been considered strong for his age. When he grew into manhood it had been clear to his family and neighbors that he was meant for great things.  Ivory was a tiny district compared to the other regions in Ivonwell, after all.  It had little to offer their children unless they aspired to raise sheep or goats, or tend the small herds of long-haired horses that roamed the rocky mountain plateaus.  It had been decided before he reached manhood that Emory would have to see the world and join the Knightly Orders of Ivonwell.

Of course, the rustic folk of Ivory knew very little about what was needed to join such an exalted group.  Ivory had no Order fortress to protect their region. They were too insignificant to deserve one.  Yet everyone knew the songs and traditions, and the tales of the renowned Knights of Ivonwell remained popular during gatherings.

The history of Ivonwell was littered with legends: Persistal of Brighttower, Swaenne of Callia, and Boare of Drydock were celebrated names.  But not all knights belonged to the Legendary past.  Emory’s Uncle Maliard returned to Ivory after many long years of service with the Order of Ravenward.  It was he who instructed Emory in the basic tenants of the Orders.  “Any brute can swing a sword, and there are countless cut-throats and brawlers in the world. But few pledge themselves to codes of loyalty, self-reliance, persistence, and honor,” Uncle Maliard insisted.

A growing sense of shame spread through him at the thought of returning home without the badges of an Order pinned to his collar.  Everything that his family had worked for rested upon his shoulders.  He had let them down by returning home empty handed.  The cold chill of failure settled upon him as he worked.

The shadows grew like tendrils as Emory placed the last piece of his equipment on his now full rack, checking to make sure each buckle was in place and ready for the next user.  The next hopeful probably wouldn’t appreciate the gesture, however he couldn’t leave it uncared for.  Call it his last duty before leaving Emerald for his journey home.  Sighing, he hefted his dulled practice blade for the final time.  Flat stones had been strapped to its sides to increase the weight, and the old wooden blade was nicked and cracked from overuse.  However, it had been his for a week and it was a good weapon.  Uncle Maliard would have been disappointed in his only student if Emory could not have appreciated the comfort of a tested blade.  Closing both of his hands about the worn leather hilt, he drew what reassurance he could from the consoling weight.

Suddenly, the shadows around him became long, longer than they should have, and the hairs on the back of Emory’s neck tingled as the measured swish of a practice blade signaled an impending attack.  Anticipation raced through him.  Was it Vulpash returning to try and catch him off his guard?  Crying out, Emory whirled about, his weapon thrown out in defense as a heavy practice blade clacked resoundingly against it.

Emory gasped as the weapons made contact, the force of the heavy strike practically wrenching the practice blade from his hand.  It was only by chance that he held on with two hands, for if he were dueling with his customary one-handed grip, he would have been disarmed.

Recovering his guard, Emory took several steps back from his attacker, his heart hammering in his throat.  “What is the meaning of this?” he shouted.

Emory's assailant was shrouded in the shadows of the setting sun, but what he could see he did not like.  It was an older man, hunched and lean, wearing a rich tunic of Emerald’s court.  He was clean-shaven and his face was blotchy with the most horrendous web of scarring that Emory had ever seen.  And to Emory’s despair, the heavy practice blade in the ambusher’s bony hand was held with an expert’s grip, the weapon poised and ready with careless ease.  Emory knew he was outmatched.

Assessing Emory’s practical retreat, the assailant chuckled in rough amusement, “A respectable parry, lad.  You’ve got good form for a stripling.”  Lifting the practice blade, he made a small cut through the air to demonstrate his next words, “Next time, though, angle your blade a bit more and you’ll be able to feel your fingers afterwards.”

“Again,” breathed Emory, hoarsely, backing slowly away even further, “I ask you, what is the meaning of this?  Attacking a man from behind?”

Cool teeth flashed in the shadows as his assailant took several steps towards Emory, closing the small gap that had been opened between the two.  “Very good.  I can see it in your eyes that you recognize a superior opponent.  Not a very difficult accomplishment with your present experience, but much better than the yowling babes that populated the field here earlier nonetheless.”  The stooped man stopped and lowered the practice blade, “I stand between you and the main doors to the inner keep, a place that if you managed to reach it, you might be able to call for assistance.  Wise of you to stall and keep your guard up.  Maintain your distance and back away until the ground favors you. Perhaps you’ll find that on the steps leading up to the landing at the end of the courtyard… or maybe at the gate out into Emerald itself where you may retreat at greater speed.”

Emory hissed, as those options had occurred to him but the speed of the attack had left him no time to toss aside the practice blade and run for his life.  Offering his backside to be cut down would have mortified Uncle Maliard.

The stooped man frightened him, but Emory was not so unmannered that he could not recognize a compliment when he heard one.  “Thank you,” he managed through gritted teeth.  “Who are you?  What do you want?”

His assailant bowed his head and smiled, moving easily to one of the racks and putting aside the practice blade.  “My name is Oulen, and I’ve been watching you for the better part of the day, Emory.”

Huh?  Emory’s breath caught in his throat, and his heart seemed to jump with both fear and anticipation.  “You know my name…” he breathed, a sudden flash of hope rushing through him, “Are you a Sergeant of an Order, sir?”

To this question, Oulen sneered and turned back to the young man, before folding his arms behind his back and stumping straight towards him at an alarming pace.  Even with no weapon, Emory had to keep himself in check from fleeing from the predatory posture Oulen radiated.

Oulen growled, “No, no… I’m not one of those jackals, Emory, who scavenge for young men based on their politics and family wealth.”  His teeth flash once again, “I select them for the way their lines flow as they move, the way they comport themselves on and off the field, and the way they react to unexpected stress.”  He chuckled, “Like having a man attack them suddenly from behind.”

Emory’s mind worked furiously, unwilling to let down his guard for he could still sense the immense disadvantage he was at.  “Although I appreciate your candor, what you say does not ease my apprehension, sir Oulen,” Emory replied, slowly working himself around towards the doors of the inner keep.  

Oulen considered the bristling lad quietly for several moments, before he asked “Where are you from?”

“Ivory…” Emory sensed another trap.

Suddenly, the older man grinned, “Ivory.  You are right to be cautious.”  Seeing from Emory’s expression that he remained unassuaged by his friendliness, Oulen sobered in placation, “Emory, it occurs to me that your native stubbornness and independence acts not as a hindrance, but… as an asset.”

Emory’s eyes narrowed, and his guard slowly lowered, the dulled point of his blade wavering.  “You speak in a roundabout manner like a man of the King’s court, Oulen. Yet, you wield your blade and move like the most frightening person I could ever meet.  I don’t understand what you want of me.”

Oulen approached the youth and lifted his hand to lower the practice blade further.  “I’ve already given you my name, Emory.  I am Oulen.  Oulen of Casteltide.”

Emory’s eyes grew large, as suddenly his belly grew hollow.  He did recognize the name of Oulen of Casteltide. Oh, Uncle Maliard would beat him senseless when he returned home.

“And I am…” continued Oulen.

“One of the King’s Men and the Swordmaster of Ivonwell,” finished Emory, his knees trembling.  He was in for it now, that he had questioned such a man.  His mother would surely starve him for the rest of his life.

“Yes,” replied, Oulen mirthlessly as he reached for the youth’s shoulder in a comforting fashion, “And I am so glad that the Orders have left you to me, Emory of Ivory… for this old man has need of assistance, and it wouldn’t be any great wonder if the dreaded Ivory pig-headed temper would not serve me well on my hopeless mission.”

Emory lowered his practice blade fully, his emotions clutching at the faint wisps of hope.  Perhaps he wouldn’t need to go home in disgrace.  “My family would be most honored, Oulen of Casteltide, if I could be of any service to the King.”

Oulen nodded as he stood before the young man, his hand resting heavily upon Emory’s shoulder.  “Then let’s go in, Emory, and get you fed.  For you have not yet heard the nature of the mission placed upon me by our King Tegeere.”

The youth nodded appreciatively.

“Oh…” murmured Oulen, stopping Emory from returning to the equipment racks with a squeeze of his shoulder, “And one last thing, Emory.”

“Yes?” Emory paused, stunned from his change in fortune.

“A lesson,” smiled the King’s Man wickedly, as he suddenly balled up his fist and struck Emory in the pit of his belly.

Emory’s eyes went wide as he heaved and staggered forward over the old man’s hand.  He felt as if he were just kicked by a horse.  Age had not diluted Oulen’s strength.

As Emory wheezed and doubled over, Oulen laughed more joyously than anyone in the courtyard had done that entire week and helped the young man to his feet, slapping him heartily on the back, “Always keep your guard up, lad.”

Tears watered out of the corner of Emory’s eyes as he staggered along by Oulen’s side and tried to shake off his own self-reproach.  Always keep your guard up, lad.  Uncle Maliard had said the very same thing.







“ISN’T HE A bit young?” murmured Tegeere doubtfully.  He and Oulen stood on the step of the front gate to the King’s Keep watching as the porters hauled luggage on to a simple cart in the muddy yard.  There before them, Emory directed the other men, pointing here and there and diligently making sure all was packed in an orderly fashion.

Oulen frowned deeply as he watched Emory re-inspect the small cart that would carry their baggage and the diplomatic gifts from Emerald.  With satisfaction, he noticed that Emory took just as much care with each strap and buckle on the cart as he did with the suit of armor that he had racked in the training courtyard so many days ago.  The youth was as meticulous as he was able, and the King’s Man felt quite fortunate to have him.

“Well…?” gruffed Tegeere softly, prompting the older man, “I’m sure you like him, Oulen, as I imagine that you were very much like that boy at the same age.”

Oulen snorted, “No… I didn’t smile so much.  However, Emory is one of the more perceptive youths that I’ve met in a long time, and he will do well in your service, sire.”

“No doubt,” muttered Tegeere, rubbing at his chin.  “I am confused, Oulen.  You have the pick of any man amongst my armsmen and staff.  You should have guards befitting your importance.  Yet, all you take with you is this boy.”

Oulen’s dark eyes sought King Tegeere’s from beneath a craggy brow, “Perhaps a showy display would help, but there are too few to be spared as it is.  Emory will do.”

Tegeere winced.

Oulen quirked an eyebrow towards Tegeere, before grinning toothily, “My apologies, but I did not mean to disregard your offer, my King.  Truthfully, I am quite pleased with Emory.  Not because of his youth, but because of his character.”  The old man grunted as he watched Emory gently grab one of the gawking children that found themselves so frequently in the keep’s courtyard by the collar and pull him back out of the way of a group of porters carrying a heavy chest.  “I need a true man of the Orders, Tegeere.  Someone strong minded and unafraid, intelligent and courteous, and most of all able-bodied,” Oulen returned his gaze to his King, “Emory is what I need.”

“A boy who the Orders turn their nose up at?”

“No,” Oulen said, “Most Orders would have been ecstatic to have him in my day, Tegeere.  My Order would have.”

“Your Order no longer exists, Oulen,” answered Tegeere, patting his closest adviser and friend on the shoulder, “And for that, I am truly sorry.  I could have used the Gatekeepers at my back in this dangerous hour.”

Oulen smiled faintly, “For what it is worth, my King, you do.  What remains of them.”

“I know,” Tegeere replied, patting the shoulder once more before clasping Oulen’s hand, “Good luck, my friend.  May the Memory record your deeds of glory.”

“And yours as well, my King.”

Tegeere nodded as he turned quickly away and stepped back through the doors of the keep, his eyes heavy with grief.  For he feared, deep in his heart, that he would not see the old man again.








CHAPTER THREE



	IT TOOK NEARLY a week for Emory and Oulen’s small cart to travel from Emerald to the coastal town of Harmill, bordering the Perstayer Sea.  There, they were met by a schooner called the Tramagor which was hired by the King to take his small diplomatic party south along the coast to the city of Perris’ Landing, the closest port to Andelon’s capital of Hys Tempress.

	The Perstayer Sea was not terribly rough as it was not prone to storms during the Spring so far North.  It was however cold and wet, and quite dreary, and by the time the lookout at the fore of the schooner spotted the lighthouse of Perris’ Landing, both Emory and Oulen were quite ready for shore as only two landsmen could be.

	As he finally was able to disembark off of the bobbing ship and set down upon dry land, Emory thanked the Memory.  He had managed to survive the first days of seasick horror, only to be thrown into the clutches of his new mentor Oulen of Casteltide.  He always thought his Uncle Maliard was a relentless taskmaster, however he was sorely mistaken.

	Emory had been thrilled when presented with his own sword the day after he swore his oaths as a King’s Man to King Tegeere himself.  It was a plain blade of good craftsmanship, with little ornamentation.  Oulen’s admonishment rang with truth: “This weapon has no name, Emory, and it was not forged by a smith of distinction or renown, but it will let the lifeblood out of your foe all the same.  Treat it well and you will come to be comforted by it in the most fearful of times.”

	Emory did not doubt that Oulen had meant those words, but he did not expect him to actively usher Emory into those ‘most fearful of times’ so quickly.  On the first day his seasickness passed, after he was able to hold down the thin gruel they called breakfast, Oulen commandeered a clear portion of the deck and began taking Emory through his paces.

	To the amusement of the watching sailors, Oulen relentlessly drilled him in his sword work.  “Move your feet!” he commanded, and then bruised Emory’s knee with a swift smack of the flat of his sword.  “Use your legs, Emory!  Your strength comes from your stance and form, not the wild swing of your arm!”  By each end of the day, Emory felt bruised and battered, but he was learning.

	The nights were no less forgiving than the day's sword practice as the old man continued Emory’s education.  Setting a bundle of charts and documents upon the small desk that rested in the corner of their cabin, Oulen asked, “Can you speak Andelonis?”

	“Yes,” admitted Emory uncomfortably, “Some…”

	Oulen arched an eyebrow, “Prove it.  Ask for directions to the nearest inn.”

	Emory furrowed his brow in concentration and burbled haltingly, dredging up the foreign words he had learned so long ago.

	“Clenching crows, Emory! Your Andelonis is atrocious,” growled Oulen.

“Thank you for sparing my feelings,” muttered Emory, chagrined.  True, he had learned a little bit of it at Uncle Maliard’s knee, but where would he have had a chance to practice it on a regular basis?  And why?  There was very little use for the language in the cold crags of Ivory, and at the time it had made little sense why he was learning it at all.  However, fortunately, his Uncle had insisted.

Oulen’s eyebrow quirked, amused by the sarcasm, “So, in the evenings, we’ll only speak their language for the remainder of the voyage.”

Emory frowned.

Wagging his finger before his assistant’s nose, Oulen explained, “We don’t know what will happen in Andelon, so you must be prepared, Emory.  You must know as much about this land as you know the footpaths through the mountains in Ivory.”

Emory sighed and eyed the mountains of material before him, before picking his words cautiously in Andelonis, “Sir, I spent my entire life in Ivory.   Of course I’d know about it.  But this… is impossible.”

“Impossible or not, you’ve got more time on your hands than you ever have had in your life, sitting on this ship like a lord.  Thank the Memory that you’ve retained your letters.  Now study.   Begin first with the map.  Always know your starting point and your destination.”  Lifting his finger, he tapped the chart along the coast, "According to the ship's navigator, we're about here.  Our destination is Hys Tempress."

Emory furrowed his brow and leaned over the desk to look at the rolled-out map.  Yes, Ivonwell and Emerald were there… and there was the border of Andelon, and the Citadel of the Falls… and Hys Tempress was… was… where was it?

“I can’t find it,” Emory admitted after a time.

The old man smirked and pointed at the southern most portion of the map.  “It isn’t on here,” snickered Oulen.

“It’s not on the map?” Emory cried out startled. “You misled me,” he accused.

Oulen grinned “So what if I did?”

Emory gazed back to the chart, “If it isn’t on here, then where is it?”

“Now you come to it, lad.  Where indeed?” replied Oulen as he reached down to the side of the desk for another rolled up chart.  Finding it, he spread out the second drawing over the first and pointed out the small letters that notated Andelon’s capital.  “Yes, I did mislead you, and the reason is this: We’re traveling to the Empire of Andelon.  An Empire, Emory!  Their strength and size is greater than any single map.  Their territory stretches from our southern border, all the way down to the marshlands of Neegar and beyond, over two months to cross by horse in clear weather and on well-maintained roads.  They even hold many of the outlying islands as far north as our own coastline.”

Emory nodded slowly, “I seem to remember Uncle Maliard saying that we lost the Wayfall Islands to them recently.”

“Maliard of Ivory?  I recall we have met previously.  And yes, he would know that.   Ravenward did the bulk of the fighting in that region,” confirmed Oulen soberly, “So you see, Emory, there is no room for ignorance on this mission. The Andeloni are very powerful.  You must never forget that.”  It was a lesson that Oulen would repeat many times on their trip down the coast.

So Emory steeled himself to both mental and physical anguish for the remainder of the voyage.  Through the night, even as the moon had passed over head, Oulen’s shouts and Emory’s frustrated repetition of various bits of history and protocol marked the time for the evening sentries like the ship’s bell.

One of the subjects that Emory had trouble digesting was the Andeloni infatuation with titles and decorum.  It seemed that Andeloni society placed a great importance on the use of honorifics, from their royalty to their common laborer.  Even the guests and visitors had their own forms of address. To speak the inappropriate title during a formal setting was the height of impropriety.

The gentry were either called Lord or Lady, or Master or Mistress if they were young and unmarried.  Those without such exalted titles were called by their profession.  Baker, chef, or constable.  That was relatively simple, if the profession was easily identifiable.

The priests of the Andelon called themselves Judicars.  Ivonwellians on the other hand called them ‘black vultures’ for their midnight-colored robes and their possessed ferocity upon the battlefield.  The stories that were told about the Judicars were horrific.  Tales of villagers being burned alive in their own homes and forced conversions to the Andeloni faith under penalty of impalement were widespread.

Emory, however, didn't quite know if he agreed with calling them 'vultures', though. The one or two he had met who had undertaken the arduous journey into the mountains of Ivory were missionaries and hardly more dangerous than lambs, even if their peculiar ideas seemed wrongheaded.  The Andeloni worshiped a Goddess they called ‘The Lady’, and it was their belief that anyone who accepted her gained the honor of having her blood flow through their veins.  Or something like that.

These soft-spoken missionaries, unlike the warrior-priests that his Uncle Maliard told tales of, knew nothing about weapons.  To Emory's surprise they even scoffed at the notion that they needed to arm themselves to defend their faith.  This led Emory to believe that perhaps the Judicar were divided into a variety of sects and that some were more fearsome than others.  Certainly, within their organization they complicated things by separating themselves into Underjudicars, Lay Deacons, and various hierarchical rankings each with their own honorifics.

Then the Andeloni military had their titles.  Legionnaires, Provosts, Dragoons all mixed together with individual ranks such as Captains, Eagles, and Marshals.  These, in Emory’s minds were a bit easier to understand.  The Ivonwellian Orders, informal as they were, had similar rankings to impose order.  But there, the similarities stopped between the two militaries.

One evening Oulen had brought a rather long, awkward looking instrument into the cabin that he claimed to have borrowed from one of the sailors.  Made mostly of wood with a long metal tube attached along its length, he had placed the clumsy looking device upon the desk before Emory, startling him out of a studious stupor.

“By the Memory!” Emory exclaimed in surprise as he stared at the bizarre contraption.  He had never seen anything like it.  The wood was well-worn and oiled, gleaming serpentine in the dim lighting of the cabin, while the steel of the tube lacked the high polish of a honed sword but retained a perilous foreign quality that made Emory recoil away.

Oulen glared reproachfully at his assistant, but did not reprimand the lad for Oulen had the same reaction when he first set eyes upon the weapon years before.  “Take a good look, Emory,” he commanded.

Emory nodded and frowned, moving cautiously closer, “What is it?”

“It is what the Andeloni call a musket.  During the war this is what the Legion of Andelon used.  I’ve heard that they’ve made some improvements since, but for the most part the weapon hasn’t changed too much.”

The young man frowned at the unusual name, craning his neck to inspect the device, “I seem to recall hearing about these in some of the ballads.  They don’t devote too much time to it, though.”

The King’s Man barked a sharp laugh, “No, the bards wouldn’t, would they?  You wouldn’t find one of those fancy-lads within a hundred charges of a battle.”

“Odd, though, as it doesn’t look like much.”  Emory considered the weapon, “Much shorter than a lance or pike.”  It looked to Emory like a clumsy walking staff.

“You won’t be saying that when one of these is pointed in your general direction, never mind a whole column of Andeloni Legion armed with like,” insisted Oulen.

“Oh?” Emory knew better to question his master, but he could not hide the dubious expression from his face.

“You doubt?” laughed Oulen derisively.  Tapping one end of the metal tubing, he grunted, “First comes the noise.  If you’re lucky, it’ll be loud enough to spook your horse from the battlefield.  If you’ve somehow managed to control the beast, you’ll find that any resemblance of communication with your fellows has been rendered moot as more than likely you and they will be half-deaf.”

Emory frowned.  Indeed, an uncomfortable, but hardly disastrous situation.  The bards, even at the distance from the battle that Oulen had described, had managed to express as much in their songs.

Oulen knew the look upon Emory’s face, and smiled knowingly, “If only it was simply noise, lad.  For the dreadful racket was merely the herald to the mortal portion of
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