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   ​Prologue

    

   All alone the rider stood upon the bluffs overlooking the majestic expanse of the Great Plains. His hair was as golden as the grass growing for miles around and his eyes as blue as the sky above. His evergreen-coloured cloak rippled gently in the southerly breeze that enfolded him and carried on it a faint scent of the warmer days to come.

   He crouched down between a couple of rocks to blend into the surrounding landscape as he observed the bustling dark patch on the horizon. His horse, a fine-looking Ralgarian, stood behind him, likewise concealed behind the sharp edges of the escarpment’s highest point. He stroked his beard with a gauntleted hand in silent contemplation, his face impassive. It could not be long now.

   He soon heard the hoofbeats of another horse approaching across the hills. He did not turn to look, for he recognized the sound of his own men when they came near. The second rider dismounted fleetly and came up beside him. He likewise crouched low as he spoke:

   “Any movement, Captain?”

   “Nothing out of the ordinary,” replied the golden-haired officer, directing the newcomer’s gaze toward the mass in the distance.

   “It gets bigger every day,” remarked his lieutenant. “There must be thousands of them over there already. When do you think they’ll make their move?”

   “Could be any day now. Another week at best.”

   The lieutenant shook his head as they cautiously rose and returned to their mounts. “Who could have thought it would come to this?”

   “None of us, evidently.” The captain hopped into the saddle of his strawberry-coloured mare. “But treachery’s stroke is most potent when the blade remains unseen.”

   “Do you think Ralgar can hold them on its own?”

   The captain swallowed hard before giving his honest reply.

   “Would that I were so confident. We are but one small kingdom against a foe whose full might has yet to be discovered.” He paused. “But we will face them nonetheless. Whatever the odds, we will fight. What choice do we have when every plea and warning sent abroad has thus far fallen on deaf ears?” This was spoken with no small degree of bitterness.

   “What orders shall I carry to the men?”

   “None,” replied the captain. “I do not think it wise to stir them up just now. There is no doubt of the enemy’s intentions, but it is not for us to make the first move this time. Keep the men informed, but no more. And send word to the king right away. Urge him to prepare the capital for an imminent attack.”

   “You don’t think they will get that far, do you?” asked the lieutenant, horrified by the very idea.

   “Let us pray to the Arden that they do not, but be ready for whatever may come. Away now! Time is short, and there is much to be done ere we are ready for the trials ahead.”

   They whirled around and rode off to find their company...and to make ready for the coming war.


   ​

  


  
   ​Chapter I

   The Conqueror

    

   Lord Nikolai Alexeiovich Caritus cast a fleeting glance in the mirror to ensure that everything was in place. His gold-plated cuirass was straight, his sword at the ideal angle, and his belt buckle meticulously polished. His short-cut, nearly black hair was neatly combed, and his reddish-brown eyes looked ever alert. He tossed his cloak back behind one shoulder in a jaunty manner, revealing one of his pauldrons engraved with the crossed wheat stalk and pine sprig of Cairaga. In short, he looked perfect.

   He inspected his chambers one last time before stepping into the corridor. All was in order. Not that things ever got out of order, as little time as he spent here. The life of a warrior king did not lend itself to lounging about idly at home. His grandfather Alexei, the founder of the modern Cairagan state, and his father Alexei II had not been that way. He had no intention of breaking their hallowed precedent.

   He took the short walk down the corridor at a brisk pace. Today was the day. After years of preparation, much of it before he had even become king, he was at last free to pursue his own road in life. To make history or die trying!

   Upon entering the war room, as he had dubbed the former study of his forebears, he found all his highest officers eagerly awaiting him around a long, map-laden planning table.

   “Good morning, sire,” spoke the nearest, a man of about fifty with greying beard and weathered features.

   “A good morning to you, General Dmitriov,” replied Caritus to his seniormost cavalry officer. “And a truly fine morning for the Cairagan nation, wouldn’t you say gentlemen?”

   “Oh yes, lord!”

   “Without a doubt, my king!”
“Absolutely, sire!” came the replies.

   These were no mere platitudes on the part of a few devout sycophants. These were the words of true believers. For this was a man who, at only sixteen, had helped his father secure the frontiers of Cairaga; who at nineteen had conquered the bickering nomadic tribes to the west known as the Plains Confederacy; and who now, at twenty-one, was ready to lead them to even greater heights. This was a man whose abilities were nearly as limitless as his ambitions, and who could not but bring them success whatever their endeavour.

   “Lords of Cairgus and friends of my father,” he addressed them in Western Speech, the preferred language of the Cairagan court. “Today begins our greatest conquest yet. For decades now our people have clashed with the Draga of the High North in petty squabbles over inconsequential matters. This must and will end. For their good as well as ours, this antagonism must be brought to its final conclusion. And we shall be the ones to conclude it. We shall march into the very heart of Draakland and claim sovereignty over the whole country. Thereafter we shall have the peace on the northern frontier my father and grandsire so longed for, and the Cairaga may at last concentrate on earning their rightful place in this world as leaders of a new order.”

   “And might I say, my lord, if your forebears could see you now, they would be pleased indeed at what you have become,” spoke another officer, younger than the first, but still quite weathered.

   “Thank you, General Kalinovsky. That means a great deal to me.”

   “Though he would no doubt be more pleased still to see a queen beside you, sire,” remarked Dmitriov.

   Everyone chuckled at this remark, including Caritus himself.

   “You may well be right, General,” he replied. “And I promise that should I survive the coming wars, Cairaga will have both a queen and an heir. But for now, such matters must wait.”

   Just then a fair-haired officer even younger than Caritus entered the room.

   “Lord Caritus, sir!” spoke the lad with an air of urgency. “Report from General Gallinus.”

   “Very well, Colonel Kowansky. What does dear cousin Sergei say?” asked Caritus with a wry grin. There circulated a quick round of nervous smiles and chuckles from the officers, who knew full well about the bitter enmity between the two royal cousins.

   “Our western expeditionary force crossed the Ralgarian border just over a week ago, and is streaming across the plains despite all resistance. They expect to be at the gates of the capital by mid-May at latest.”

   “Well, this is good news indeed. And all the more reason we must make haste in our own endeavours. Can’t allow them to take all the glory, can we gentlemen?”

   “No, sire.”

   “Not at all, lord.”

   He nodded, then began once more in a serious tone.

   “For as long as I can remember you have served beside me, and some of you far longer than that. For this I am grateful, and I promise you that your names shall be remembered for all time as the men who led the greatest army of the greatest nation in the world to eternal glory.” He gave them a Cairagan salute, grasping his left shoulder with his right hand. “To victory!”

   “To victory!” they echoed, returning the salute. Then, one by one, they filed out of the room behind their king.
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   Shortly afterward, Lord Caritus was riding with his entourage down the central avenue of Cairgus on his trusty black charger Zwaart, whom he had acquired and tamed in his youth. They were met with cheers from every side as they approached the grand square at the south end of the city near its main gate. Here was assembled a force of a thousand Cairagan soldiers in perfect rows, each taking up the chant of “Ca-ri-tus! Ca-ri-tus! Ca-ri-tus!” as he rode by.

   Straight out the gate he went, the soldiers following in fine marching order behind. Just beyond the gate were assembled the remaining throngs of troops, who also took up the chant as he rode through their midst at a full gallop now. Onward to the head of the ranks he sped, pausing out front and rearing his horse up on its hind legs for several seconds. The soldiers went wild, cheering like mad for their beloved commander and king, for whom they would gladly give their lives and so much more.

   For a moment he allowed them to go on, basking in the adulation of his grand army. Finally, he held up a hand to silence them, though it took a moment for the masses to settle. He then addressed them in his loudest, most commanding voice:

   “Soldiers! Men of Cairaga! I have never been prouder of you than I am this day. For the new era of which our ancestors long spoke rises with this sun. With the aid of our brave new allies from the south, we shall establish an era of peace and order under the benevolent banner of this mighty country!”

   The troops again raised a shout for their lord and supreme commander, who had promised them the world before and thus far delivered. He waited for the swell to lessen before continuing.

   “Even now our brethren sweep across the Great Plains in their bold effort to bring about our reign to the outer territories of the once glorious Western Empire. And now we must do our part. We must show the ancient kingdoms of the High North that we will not be so easily brushed aside as they should like to think. The time has come to replace a once great nation with the even greater Cairagan Empire!”

   Another cry of approval burst forth from his troops as he rode past them several times, then turned in the saddle to conclude.

   “And now my soldiers, for your country, for your people, and for your king...Forward!”

   More cheering ensued as he tightened the reins of his horse and began to ride south at a calm trot. He listened with approval as the sound of twenty thousand marching men followed. This was a spectacle like no other: a dramatic exit for those watching from the walltops behind. When they reached the nearby Cairgus River, they would swing westward, then curve around the Elba Mountains in which the capital city was nestled to begin their march toward the northern border and the lands beyond.


   ​

  


  
   ​Chapter II

   Lieutenant Abendroth

    

   The sun shone bright and clear over the Kingdom of Aralia. A light wind blew through the leaves of the trees that covered much of the island as the blue-green waters of the Sea of Alenius gently lapped up against its solid, rocky shores. Across the open fields near the north end of the island, two riders raced at full gallop through the fresh air of this mid-spring morning.

   The first, a young man with dark blond hair and lightly bronzed skin, looked every inch a knight of the Golden Tree. He wore a dark leather jerkin with a riding cloak of blue wool flowing loosely behind him, and was girded by a sword of exquisite Drakonic craft—the blade of his ancestors. The second, younger by a year, carried on his back an elaborately carved hunting bow and a pair of short swords, and was clad in similar fashion. His hair was nearly black, and his dark eyes shone with a carefree light. They came to an abrupt stop at the top of a high hill overlooking the city of Aralia.

   “Ha! Just a little too slow this time, brother,” said the elder, panting from the exertion.

   “What are you talking about?” spoke the younger. “I had you beat by a country mile.”

   “Until the last stretch, and it is only he who finishes in the lead that takes the crown, Wavae.”

   “All right all right.” Wavae waved dismissively. “We’ll call it a draw then, shall we?”

   The elder sibling did not dignify the remark with an answer, but looked away to the west.

   “How long has it been, Béragon?” Wavae spoke again, mopping his brow. “Two years?”

   “Almost,” replied Béragon. “In a couple of months. Anyway, what does it matter?”

   “It doesn’t. I was just wondering, that’s all. It seems like the days pass so wonderfully slowly here. And yet they’re gone like that.” He snapped his fingers.

   Béragon nodded. “Agreed. There’s something almost...I dare say uncanny about this Island of Aralia. It’s so unlike our old home in Hengoroth. In the best possible ways, of course.”

   “It’s just as peaceful, though,” spoke Wavae, watching as a pair of ballistae set up earlier that morning prepared to shoot. “Well, for the most part. But of course, peaceful can become a bit stale after a while too. I still can’t believe they didn’t send us south with the rest of the expeditionary force. I mean, we’re the Wolves! Aralia’s toughest and finest. We’ve seen battles most couldn’t even imagine. Why are they holding us back?”

   “I suppose it has something to do with the build-up of Eastern forces around Ralgar,” answered Béragon as they surveyed the vast Forest of Alenius away to the south. “The Council needs to hold some of our strength in reserve in case something comes of that.”

   A mechanical creak rang out across the fields, followed by a loud crack. They turned to see a pile of stones topple as a missile hurled from one of the ballistae smashed into it. The crew gave a mighty cheer.

   Wavae nodded with approval. “Looks like the war Lord Maritius foresaw is finally on our doorstep.”

   “I’m afraid so,” said Béragon wistfully. “He was right about a good many things in the end.”

   They paused for a moment at the memory of their cherished mentor. They had not known him as well as most of their friends, having arrived in Aralia many weeks later. But what little they had seen of him had inspired their deepest admiration. The noble knight had, after all, been a legend in his own time.

   “I don’t think we’ll be able to stay out of this one when it comes,” said Béragon. “It is said the Aylar have been making raids west of the Bluefalls, threatening all the major land routes. And if Ralgar is invaded on top of this, the Council will undoubtedly call for action.”

   “Undoubtedly,” repeated Wavae. Eager to change the subject, he sighed and went on, “Speaking of the Council, isn’t the ceremony tonight?”

   “I believe so.”

   “It’s nice to know that some of ours are finally being recognized. I was starting to wonder.” He paused and looked over his shoulder. “What do you know? Yonder comes one of the new officers now.”

   Béragon, too, turned. A brown horse bearing their auburn-haired, hazel-eyed friend Morgan was galloping towards them. Beside her rode another of their companions named Evander, seated atop a mare whose reddish coat nearly matched the colour of his hair. The two knights saluted with fists to their hearts as they came nearer. Béragon and Wavae mirrored the gesture.

   “What ho, fellow riders!” said Wavae. “Out enjoying the weather, are you?”

   “That we are,” responded Evander in his distinctive rustic dialect. “I take it the two o’ thee are doin’ likewise?”

   “Indeed. And how fares Lieutenant Falk this fine morning?”

   “Well enough, de Haas,” said Morgan in her most officerial manner.

   “You’re too good at that,” said Wavae.

   Morgan shrugged. “Just a born leader, I guess.”

   “All those hours spent in the library have paid off, it seems,” said Béragon.

   “That may have something to do with it as well, yes,” Morgan conceded.

   “Well, congratulations anyway,” resumed Wavae. “To you and to Fordain.”

   “Thank you.”

   The second ballista loosed a massive arrow, which missed its target by a mile.

   “Any more news in from the port or the Tower?” inquired Béragon, watching the artillery captain throw down his javelin and turn to berate his crew.

   Morgan nodded.

   “Plenty,” she said. “It seems the Cairagan ban on trade with Ralgar still holds, even after all our offers to mediate. Besides that, the reports about Aylar attacking travellers on the roads west of the Bluefalls have increased in the last month.”

   “And they’re sure the attackers are Aylar?” asked Wavae.

   “There is no doubt about it. Many witnesses have made the claim, and as you know, there is little mistaking Aylar for anything else.”

   “Not that I’ve ever seen one myself,” he pointed out.

   “Nor have any of us, but that’s beside the point. Some are claiming that the Cairaga have made a formal alliance with them, and the Council is none too pleased about it.”

   “I can imagine. The thought of a war with the two biggest realms on earth would be a little unsettling to me too.”

   “Then prepare to be unsettled, for I’ve no doubt we’ll be sent in this time.”

   “All that aside,” spoke Evander, “Even should the West decide t’intervene, ‘ow are th’Ralgarians t’receive any aid if th’roads are bein’ covered by villainous sorts?”

   “The West should have intervened by now, if you ask me,” said Béragon. “Eight months already they have suffered. How long are they to go on like this?”

   “I don’t know, but I dare say not much longer,” replied Morgan, looking back toward the city and its formidable walls. “At least, not if Aralia has anything to say about it.”

   “Well, come on then,” said Evander. “Enough o’ this serious talk. We’d best be gettin’ back. The day’s gettin’ ‘otter, an’ we’ve all got t’be at our best for the ceremony tonight.”

   “Agreed,” said Wavae. “All this sun is playing murder on my beautiful complexion. Lead the way, my good fellow.”

   Evander shook his head at Wavae’s assumed hauteur, and the four turned to make for the walls of Aralia at a brisk gait. They soon came to the main gates and passed through into the ancient city beyond. In the distance, another ballista let fly.
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   “Higher! Higher! Don’t lower your sword unless you want your opponent lowering his onto your neck.”

   The east training yard rang out with the clashing of arms as two young Aralians sparred with two recent recruits. Standing to the side was a black-haired, blue-eyed officer only a little older than the lot of them. He was fully armoured in the manner of an Imperial soldier, save for his bare feet, which marked him as hailing from the hardy Noronir tribes of Emprius. He watched as another Noronir youth with dark blonde hair, ruddy brown skin, and eyes of oceanic blue disarmed a young female Draga. She sank to her knees in defeat.

   “You see what I mean, Linde?”

   “Yes, Lieutenant Abendroth, sir.”

   “I’m not a lieutenant yet,” replied the young knight, giving her a hand up. “Just Fordain.”

   “It is a mere matter of formality now,” pointed out the other instructor, a dark-haired, dark-eyed lad named Dèscar. “If your friends and future subordinates cannot address you as such, who can?”

   Dèscar was one of Fordain’s oldest and closest friends since his arrival in Aralia. He was a somewhat mysterious fellow, and he liked to keep it that way. Little was known about his past, aside from the fact that he originally came from the Kingdom of Cairaga, and he was an exceptional swordsman—one of the best on the island, it was said. Even older knights recognized his prowess, and Fordain was hard-pressed to equal him in a duel. But side by side they formed a remarkable team.

   “Dèscar’s right, sir,” said the young Pirakoan with whom Dèscar had just been sparring. “It’s not like the Council’s going to suddenly change their mind and take it away from you.” He looked beyond to the approaching officer. “Right Captain Ambrosius, sir?”

   “‘Fraid Hesperos has got a point there, old son,” agreed Captain Theodorus Ambrosius—Theo to most. Like Fordain, Theo came from the northwest of Emprius, and so spoke in a dialect of which Fordain retained only a hint. “You’re an officer, like it or not. And after two years o’ staunch service to Wolf Company, I can’t think of anyone deserves it more. Besides, someone’s got to take over Fifteenth Section now I’m movin’ up to cohort level.”

   “Well, at least I’ll still have you breathing down my neck,” retorted Fordain.

   “Aye indeed.”

   “And now you’ll be breathing down ours, right Fordain?” said Dèscar, also a member of the Fifteenth.

   “If that’s what it takes to keep your senses sharp, mate.”

   “Well, I reckon you’ll be wantin’ the rest o’ the day to get ready for this evenin’,” said Theo. “So let’s cut trainin’ a tad short, shall we?”

   “Very good, sir,” said Fordain, turning to the recruits. “Well done, Hesperos. Linde. You’re both making fine progress. Keep practising, and you might just earn yourselves a place in the ranks one day soon.”

   “Thank you, Fordain sir!” said the eager youngsters, saluting as he walked away. He sheathed his sword and Dèscar came up beside him.

   “Where are you off to, then?” he asked.

   “I think I’ll just go check on Solus, then head to the baths. Care to come along?”

   Dèscar shook his head. “No. I’ve got my own plans. But I’ll meet you on the way to the Council Chamber this evening, all right?”

   “Right. See you, mate.”

   “Until then.”
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   Lieutenant!

   The word sounded at once pleasing and frightening to Fordain as he sat contemplating it in the warm waters of Aralia’s bathhouse. He was glad to be receiving recognition for his efforts, certainly. But he could not help realizing that up until now he had always been just another young knight, following orders and doing as he was told. Now he would be giving orders as well. Other knights’ lives might depend on his decisions, and he was not entirely sure he was ready for such responsibility. Evidently Commander Lord Alexander of Emprius, his old friend and now leader of Wolf Company, thought he was ready, for he had been the one to suggest the promotion. Either way, it was the first event of note to occur since earning his knighthood in the Imperial Civil War, and a great honour besides.

   As he was getting dressed afterward, he paused to examine his lucky amulet before placing it around his neck. It was made of pure silver, and had on it the emblem of a circle inside a triangle with wavelike scrolls on either side. He knew it was a family heirloom, but beyond that, he had no idea what it meant. And though he had seen it in other places since coming to Aralia, no one else could tell him much either. The only one who would have known for sure was his father, but he had never taken the time to explain its significance before his untimely death. Still, Fordain always kept it close by to remind him of the loving family he had once had, and of the long and storied past he had earned in his relatively short life.

   Fordain finished dressing and made for a local establishment called the Mess. It had indeed been Aralia’s mess hall once long ago, but was now a place known for its good quality, low-priced food and the occasional stage act. The blend of primarily Imperial, Drakonic, and High Northern culture evident in every aspect of its construction made it uniquely Aralian, like so many buildings around town. Here he continued to ponder this and that as he ate, though he was interrupted several times by people stopping by his table to congratulate him.

   He was half tempted to remind them how little a promotion actually mattered outside of wartime. As the great General Lord Elezier had once put it, “Rank in Aralia means a great deal more than it is worth.” Still, it was cause for celebration, and as promotions were a rare thing during peacetime, the congratulations flowed more profusely than they otherwise would have. So, Fordain simply thanked them and shook hands when offered, then treated himself to a strawberry torte afterward. As evening shadows began to fall, he left and made for the city centre.

   Along the way he met up with Dèscar as expected. His fellow knight caught his attention with a touch on the shoulder and a curt nod—the most anyone could hope to get out of the severe young Cairagan.

   “What took you so long?” he asked.

   “I decided to eat at the Mess.”

   “I just ate there myself a little while ago. The bread was a tad stale today.”

   “Agreed.”

   “Well, shall we move along?”

   The two walked down the central avenue toward the Council Chamber at the heart of the city in high spirits. As they were nearing their destination, however, they were approached by a handsome, well-dressed man of impressive stature. This was none other than Lord Alton Pélégor of Dagland, the latest member of the Council elected as a replacement for Lord Grathnor of Draakland after his death the year before. Fordain had never particularly warmed up to the Daglander. His sense of self-righteousness and haughty attitude around those he deemed less important than himself—which was just about everyone—simply rubbed the very humble young knight the wrong way. Not to mention that nervous little chuckle he gave out when he was mildly amused by something. How a man like that had ever been nominated to the Council of Aralia, much less actually elected, he could never guess. But, he figured, the councillors must have had their reasons, so he stopped and saluted the senior knight by placing his fist over his heart.

   “Good evening, Lord Pélégor,” said Fordain.

   “Greetings, young knights,” said Pélégor with a slightly contemptuous emphasis placed on the final word that did not escape the notice of either Fordain or his companion. “I understand there is a little ceremony to take place in honour of you, Master Abendroth.”

   “Yes,” replied Dèscar for his friend. “Fordain here is to become Lieutenant Abendroth, as per the Council’s decree.”

   “Aah yes, of course,” said the older knight with that unnerving chuckle that made Fordain shudder. “A lieutenant. No doubt it’s about time you were recognized for your contributions, eh?” He paused, though not long enough for a response. “Needless to say, we shall be following your exploits with a very keen eye henceforth.”

   “Thank you, Lord Pélégor,” spoke Fordain, uncertain whether that was to be taken as a compliment or not. “I take it you’ll be in attendance this evening?”

   “I’m afraid not,” said Pélégor with the same nonchalance as before. “I have some rather pressing matters to attend to up in the Tower. Duty first, you know. Still, I congratulate you all the same.”

   Fordain said nothing more, but saluted again out of respect. Lord Pélégor did not trouble himself so, but contented himself with a careless wave of the hand which seemed to say “Off with you then!” before brushing past them on his way toward the Tower of the Messenger Corps.

   “I don’t know what it is exactly,” said Dèscar as he watched Pélégor carry on briskly down the street, “but something about that man confounds me like no other.”

   “Come now,” Fordain defended him without knowing why. “He’s simply preoccupied, as we all are at times.” He paused, likewise looking back. “But I know what you mean.”

   Thus, the two companions came to the central square where there grew a great ash tree of a unique ruddy golden hue: the awe-inspiring symbol of Aralia and all that it stood for. Fordain paused before it, thinking of the very first time he had looked upon it two summers ago now. He had grown much and seen many wondrous sights since then, but still none compared to the splendour of the Golden Tree.

   Dèscar snapped him out of it with a gentle nudge, and they proceeded to the Council Chamber. A guard at the door recognized them and let them pass without further inspection. Upon entering, they found the rest of their companions and most of the Aralian Council members assembled and waiting. Morgan was there, talking to two fellow knights named Elagor and Lampolo. She broke off her conversation as soon as Fordain and Dèscar arrived and walked over to greet them.

   “Good evening, Fordain,” she said with a salute and accompanying smile.

   “Good evening, Morgan,” said Fordain, mirroring her gestures.

   “This is more of a gathering than I’d expected,” remarked Dèscar.

   “It is that,” replied Morgan with a sheepish grin, and what Fordain discerned as a couple bats of the eyelashes toward Dèscar. “Everyone of importance is here, it seems.”

   “Except Lord Pélégor,” muttered Dèscar to Fordain.

   “Well, shall we take our places, Fordain?” suggested Morgan.

   “I suppose we shall,” said he, and together the two made their way to the centre of the floor just in front of the platform where King Frolin and Queen Falin stood, receiving several more congratulations on the way down. Lord Elezier, the grizzled old veteran knight from the High North, stood before them in anticipation.

   He was an outwardly intimidating figure, Lord Elezier. Bearing a haggard-looking beard of medium grey and white, he had a piercing gaze and a right arm that he could not lift as high as the other from a shoulder wound received when he was much younger. But in truth he was one of the ablest, most brilliant knights in Aralia. Being the oldest Human member of the Order, he was also considered one of the wisest knights on the island, and occupied the position of General of Aralian forces: a title he wielded with exceptional ability.

   “Aah! At last you are here,” he said of Fordain in his singular rasp tinged with the inflections of a Northerner. “Let us begin without delay, shall we?”

   “Aye, sir.”

   The crowd now fell silent as the two honorees took a firm stance side by side in anticipation of receiving their honours. Lord Elezier took his seat beside the other Council members, and King Frolin addressed a few words to the audience.

   “Dear Aralians,” he began as though composing a letter. “We have gathered here this magnificent spring eve to confer upon these two young warriors of our sacred circle the honours due to them for their service and dedication to this kingdom and its principles. We look forward to seeing what further experience and wisdom will enable you to do, and sincerely hope that someday in the near future, we will see you again upon this floor for the purpose of conferring further honours upon you and your comrades for the glory and prestige you bring through your words and deeds to yourselves and to the Golden Order of Aralia.”

   A round of polite applause ensued, accompanied by ample whisperings around the room as King Frolin took out his sword, holding it with both hands so that the blade was pointed directly toward the ceiling. Then, stepping up to Fordain, he held out the sword so that the flat edge hovered just inches above his left shoulder. He then spoke a few brief sentences in an archaic form of speech which signified the formality of the occasion.

   “Fordain Abendroth of Emprius,” he began loudly enough to be heard by everyone. “Thou art summoned here by the Council of Aralia in recognition of thy service to this hallowed body. As King of the Golden Order, I hereby confer upon thee, with thy consent, the rank of First Lieutenant in the Army of Alenius. Doest thou accept?”

   “I do,” replied Fordain with great solemnity despite the excited pounding of his heart.

   King Frolin moved the sword over to Fordain’s right shoulder as he spoke next:

   “Then be it so. I proclaim thee First Lieutenant Abendroth of Aralia.”

   A small cheer of “Ves!” followed by the requisite answer “Hail!” followed these words before silence resumed.

   King Frolin repeated this series of declarations and affirmations for Morgan, replacing “First” with “Second” in the process. With Morgan’s “I do” came another round of cheering from the audience, at the end of which King Frolin stepped up and informed the crowd that this concluded the evening’s ceremony, but that all were welcome to remain for the continuance of celebrations afterward. All but a very small few partook of the invitation, and continued to linger about the Council Chamber for some time in conversation with one another—and in the case of some, delved deep into the kegs of wine brought out for the occasion. Fordain and Morgan received further congratulatory remarks from their friends and comrades. As he was speaking with Evander and a beautiful young lady named Ingred, they were accosted by Lord Elezier.

   “I congratulate you again on your promotion,” said the old warrior.

   “I suppose I have you to thank for it, sir,” replied Fordain.

   “No. You have only yourself to thank. You earned it, lad.”

   “Well, I couldn’t have done so without help then.”

   Elezier smiled with amusement at Fordain’s persistent humility. Then, looking around a bit, he added, “I would like the three of you to return to the Council Chamber an hour after the festivities have ended.”

   “Of course,” replied Fordain, and the old general strode off to inform the other members of their unit.

   Ingred regarded the other two with some consternation. What, she asked with her gaze, could possibly be so urgent as to warrant their return at such a late hour? As Evander and Fordain looked at each other, however, they knew perfectly well what it was about, based on a discussion they had had that morning. It appeared that the new commander of Fifteenth Section would not have long to wait before receiving his first test.
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   ​Chapter III

   The First Assignment

    

   Later that evening after everyone had left, the Fifteenth Wolf Section returned to the Council Chamber to hear what Lord Elezier and his peers had to say. The ten young knights lined up before the wise members of the Aralian governing body, who usually numbered eleven counting the monarchs.

   Nearly every member was accounted for, Fordain could see as he entered. There were the king and queen; Lord Elezier of Akatier; Lords Corinus, Alexander, and Tullius of Emprius; Erudain of Ralgar; Janssen of Hengoroth; and Ladies Vandermeer and Hakrel of Draakland and Gathor respectively. Yes, save for Lord Pélégor, who evidently had more important things to do, everybody was there. They sat in their customary seats arranged in a semicircle facing the door with the king at the centre and the queen immediately to his right. Lord Elezier sat to his left. Fordain gave the Aralian salute, then opened the exchange.

   “You sent for us, Councillors?”

   “We did,” said King Frolin. “You are summoned here on account of an important order of business which the Council has almost unanimously agreed to bestow upon your unit.” Though he singled no one out, everyone understood the implication of “almost unanimously.” “But before we get to that, let me congratulate you on behalf of the entire island. The deeds this section has accomplished and the talents you have displayed, both in peacetime and in war, have prompted us to give a motion of thanks to the Fifteenth Wolves. Captain Ambrosius was especially pleased with your conduct during your expedition to Emprius last autumn.”

   There were nods of approval from the other Council members, and the young knights swelled with pride at the motion. King Frolin then resumed.

   “Now for the business at hand,” he said, gesturing toward Lord Elezier, who stood up to speak next.

   “The situation in Ralgar has become tense to say the least,” began the old knight. “Reports and rumours alike suggest that there will very likely be a war there soon, though on how broad a scale we cannot say. Whatever the case, this war may come from more than one direction, as there is talk of a union between the Realm of Aylland and the Kingdom of Cairaga, which seems more and more likely to be true. But we cannot openly declare war on the Cairaga unless we are absolutely sure they have joined with our enemy. That, my friends, is where you come in.

   “Already we have many soldiers tied up in the conflict in the Far South, and have been able to spare few for patrols of the mainland,” he went on. “Reports have become less and less frequent in the last few months due to the raids interrupting the flow of messages west of the Bluefall Mountains. Thus, we need someone to go to the Kingdom of Ralgar and find out exactly where matters lie. A reconnaissance in force, as it were. As your unit has not seen much active duty for the last year, Lieutenant, we expect that you should be prepared enough to take on this task.”

   Here Queen Falin took up the briefing.

   “Your duty on this mission is straightforward but extremely vital. You will go to Ralgar and investigate the situation there, sending reports back via messenger raven if possible. You must deliver a warning to Tégor’s Fortress, the seat of King Thjógor, of the impending danger if he is not already aware, and deliver to him a letter from King Frolin reassuring him of our support in case of invasion. Finally—and only if you deem it practicable—you will help the Ralgarians defend their kingdom should it be attacked, until such time as the threat is eliminated or Aralia can send a force to help relieve it.”

   “It is a mission that entails both great danger and great speed,” Lord Elezier resumed. “The more so because, with the passes of the Bluefalls occupied by enemy forces, you will not be able to travel directly to Ralgar. Instead, you must travel through Hengoroth to reach it. While there, you shall visit the Tower of the Elders near the South Fork River and speak to the Draga Elder Vargon. He is no doubt much better acquainted with the situation on the mainland than we, and should be able to provide you with valuable information for your journey.” He produced a cloth bundle both flat and wide, tied up neatly with a couple lengths of string. “It is also essential that he receive this, and that you be the ones to deliver it.”

   “What is it?” asked Morgan as she accepted the letter and the rather weighty bundle from Elezier.

   “Another dispatch of vast import, and one which must remain strictly confidential between the Elder and myself.”

   “It will be done, sir,” Fordain assured him.

   “Now then,” said King Frolin. “It is six months since your last expedition to the mainland. Are you well rested?”

   “We are, sire. The last scout to southern Emprius was hardly a challenge.”

   “Then do you, Lieutenant Abendroth, accept these duties placed upon you by this council and the responsibility for their success or failure?”

   “I do,” responded Fordain without hesitation.

   “Then there is but one more item to take care of. Lord Tullius will soon be departing for the shores of the Southern Territory to join the rest of his troops on the Ahmedian Front and take command of the situation there. He has an escort, though we are short of interpreters for this expedition. We understand that there are some among your unit familiar with the tongues and customs of the region. And so, we request that he be allowed to borrow their services. They would, of course, return to your command once their mission is complete.”

   Fordain was taken aback by the request. Lord Tullius was a quiet, seasoned man, and one of the more senior Council members. He had also been a good friend to Lord Maritius when he was alive, so Fordain had great respect for him. The old commander smiled at the young knight, who looked to the willing faces of his friends before replying:

   “It would be an honour to provide assistance to Lord Tullius. Julius, Lampolo, and Dèscar do indeed speak fluent Ahmedian. I offer their services for this purpose.”

   “You have our sincerest thanks, Lieutenant,” said the king. “That will be all. Or almost.” He nodded to a guard, who stepped forward with a small bag, which he handed to Fordain.

   “This bag contains the equivalent of twenty golden denarii,” explained Falin. “It should be more than sufficient for your expenses abroad.”

   “Thank you, Your Majesty.”

   “You and your section may go and rest now. You will depart tomorrow from the north docks. The ship will already be waiting. Those bound for the Ahmedian Front will assemble here in the Council Chamber. As we will likely not meet again before then, farewell, and Arden be with you on your journey.”

   “Thank you, Councillors,” said Fordain as all ten Wolves saluted, then left the chamber in good order. Once they were gone, King Frolin turned to his fellow Council members and said, “It is late for all of us, I think. Let us call this session adjourned.”

   Nods of agreement ensued, and the Council of Aralia dispersed.
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   In the courtyard outside the Council Chamber, the ten young Aralians conversed excitedly about their first unaccompanied mission to the mainland. Their first assignment alone! It was a thrilling prospect, but though they were all experienced knights to some degree, they expressed some uncertainty as well.

   “Our first task by ourselves,” spoke Wavae cheerily. “How liberating it feels, eh Fordain?”

   “Yeah, you must be right thrilled at ‘avin’ your own command,” added Julius, who had been brought up in an Imperial fishing village, and still retained his nautical way of speaking.

   “I can’t say I feel any different than before,” responded Fordain. “I’m glad to be on the move once again, yes, but as to being the commander, I don’t know whether to feel more liberated or more duty-bound than ever.”

   “Either way, it’s certainly gonna’ be an adventure,” said Lampolo, the younger brother of Julius. “Even if we are goin’ two diff’rent places.”

   “I’m sorry I volunteered you three to go south,” said Fordain. “But I wouldn’t have done so if I didn’t think you were the best for the task.”

   “We understand, Fordain,” said Dèscar. “You are the commander, and we go where we are bidden.”

   “Asides,” added Julius in his carefree way, “we’re the lucky ones, if’n y’ask me—an’ I ‘opes you won’t. We’re goin’ where the action is. Doubt you’ll see much where you’re goin’.”

   “We’ll see plenty of our own action,” Wavae shot back. Being the youngest in the unit, Wavae still had a somewhat impulsive competitive streak.

   “Indeed, according to what I’ve heard, there should be foes aplenty where we are headed,” Elagor backed him up. Elagor Vos was one of the older members of the group, behind only Morgan, Lampolo, and Julius in years, but he had taken a liking to Wavae since their first meeting. The fact that they were both bowmen and had both lived at one time or another in Hengoroth helped. Although he was wiser and more well read, Elagor still had a playful streak in him that could only be brought out by Wavae, and so the two always looked out for one another.

   “That’s what concerns me,” said Béragon, who had always been the cautious sort. His caution sprang not from cowardice, but from the fact that he and Wavae had witnessed the murder of their parents and subsequent destruction of their home when they were younger. In the absence of their elder brother, Éogor, he saw it as his duty to look after his younger siblings. “How do we know that the condition of the roads will not have worsened by the time we arrive on the mainland?”

   “We don’t, brother, but we must remain confident that the Arden will show us the way,” replied Ingred, Béragon’s twin sister. Her hair was a lighter blonde and her complexion slightly fairer than his, but their matching height and blue eyes marked them undeniably as siblings. “Besides, we’ve been in perilous situations before and come through unscathed. Why should our fortunes go astray on so simple a mission as this?”

   “Fortune favours no one, sister,” replied Béragon. “And our leaders this time are not Generals Elezier and Maritius.”

   “Is that a lack of confidence in our leadership I detect?” questioned Elagor almost dangerously. Elagor was among the oldest, and doubtless the most loyal friend Fordain had, and though he was typically easy to get along with, he did not take slights to himself or his friends lightly, even when they came from other friends.

   “Don’t worry, Elagor,” spoke Fordain to placate him. “I admit, I probably wouldn’t put my fullest faith in one so inexperienced either.”

   “Nor would I,” added Morgan. “If I didn’t know him as well as I do, of course.”

   “Well, mateys,” spoke Julius. “Any way you slice it, we’re off early tomorrow. So if’n you don’t mind, I think I’ll turn in now. Comin’, Lamp?”

   “Sure thing,” agreed Lampolo. “Night, all.”

   “Good night, my friends,” bad Fordain as the two brothers strode off into the night. He smiled inwardly at the sight of the two walking together. He had once had a brother, but that had been long ago. He did not like to talk about it now. Not since the fire...

   Fordain turned to the others, shaking off the memory. “I believe they have the right idea. Tomorrow begins our journey in earnest. We wouldn’t want to be tired out before we even begin.”

   “Agreed,” said Morgan, and with a few final remarks from Wavae and Evander, the young knights dispersed to return to their lodgings on the western end of town, continuing to exchange banter with one another as they walked down the quiet, familiar streets of nighttime Aralia.
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   King Frolin gazed down upon the scene in the courtyard from the balcony of the royal chambers. He leaned forward with both hands grasping the banisters tightly. His heart lightened on beholding the spectacle of youthful optimism, but it was quite evident from his indifferent countenance, faraway gaze, and tense poise that he was troubled by something deeper. He remained there for some time pondering that which was to come for those young warriors, for others like them, and for Aralia. He was soon joined by Queen Falin, who silently took her place beside the king. She hesitated a moment, then sighed and spoke:

   “You worry about him?”

   “I worry about all of them,” replied Frolin without shifting his gaze from the courtyard and the city beyond.

   “Fordain has proved himself a very capable knight in the past,” Falin went on, also looking across the cityscape. “I see no cause to doubt his abilities now. The task before them should be easy enough for a first assignment.”

   “Should be,” repeated Frolin, as though the words disturbed him. “Yet, we’ve no way of knowing what they may encounter on the paths they shall tread. Even long-established roads have become much less sure of late, and they become less so every day.”

   “Do you think we should have sent someone else, then?”

   Frolin looked for the first time at the queen. “Who would we send? We are in want of able soldiers as it is, and many of those we have are either engaged with Algoron’s forces in the South or wounded beyond the means necessary for such an undertaking.” He sighed and once again looked away. “I do not doubt their hearts, nor their commitment and ability to do what is asked of them. Lord Elezier has full confidence in them, and I see no reason to question his judgment. However, I highly doubt the ability of the kingdom and order they serve to aid them in their trials, and should it be deemed necessary, to fight an all-out war.” He paused. “Nay, Falin, there is no one else. A thousand years this kingdom has stood, yet now we are weak and growing weaker. The Golden Order is fading, and the enemy knows it.”

   Falin nodded and resumed a thoughtful silence. She knew that Frolin was not despairing—he was the last to do so—but deeply concerned for the future of his realm and subjects as a good king should be. She felt this concern too. The many evil scenarios that could befall the expedition ran over and over within her mind as well. It was folly to risk such skilled warriors on such a seemingly trivial mission, she knew. But the king was right: there was no one else. Every month since Lord Maritius’s death a year and a half before, more and more knights had failed to return from missions to the mainland, some on much simpler errands than this one. Whether fled, killed, or captured it mattered little. The fact was, the once glorious order of almost five thousand had been reduced by nearly half in recent years. There were other Aralians, of course, and many warriors among them. But these were not knights proper, and in light of recent events, it looked as though the order was on its last legs. If a war did come about, and Aralia found itself caught up in that war, it would most assuredly bring with it their utter ruin.

   Nevertheless, there remained a flicker of hope amid the impending doom. Among the few new warriors in the service of Aralia were several with great potential. A last flicker before the fire went out, some said. Perhaps. Should any of Fordain’s knights fail to return from this foray, it would be a terrible waste of that potential. But Falin refused to believe that they could fail. She simply could not.

   She reached up and placed a hand on her husband’s armoured shoulder.

   “There is naught more we can do now, my king,” spoke she. “We must let events run their course. And if that course leads to war...” She hesitated. “Well, Arden’s will be done. We will do our duty no matter.”

   Frolin half-smiled. “Never do I tire of your faith, Falin. It is that spirit which has brought this kingdom through so much.” He turned away. “Come. Like the young, the old too must have their rest, and you and I are no exception.”

   “We’re not so old as that just yet, dear Frolin.” She looked once more to the stars and added quietly to herself, “That is a luxury we can ill afford now.”
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   “Here we are, then!”

   Elagor lay a broad plate on the table laden with a steaming slab of venison cooked to perfection.

   “It looks wonderful, Elagor!” exclaimed Evander. “Smells nice, too. Thou an’ Ingred sure make a fine team when it comes to cookin’, no mistake.”

   “Thank you, Evander,” said Ingred. “Although I still can’t believe you bought this, Elagor. It must have cost a fortune.”

   The Vildegraad shrugged. “What else am I going to use it for? Besides, I hadn’t time to go hunting today, and I wanted us to have something special to mark Fordain’s promotion.”

   “And our first venture to the mainland alone,” added Evander.

   “Yes, that too.”

   “I wish I’d known you were planning this,” stated Fordain, taking only a modest portion. “I wouldn’t have bothered stopping by the Mess earlier.”

   “Don’t worry, mate,” remarked Evander. “What we don’t eat, we c’n take along an’ dig into on t’road.”

   “I don’t see how,” said Ingred
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