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 From the Author:
A few things, for those that bother to read this, and cheers if you do! First, I’d like to thank everyone that picked up this novella and any of my other works. This is the first book in a new series, set in a new world, separate from my Fall of Emros saga. 
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Second, I would also like to thank everyone over at the Page Chewing forums (www.pagechewing.com). I’m happy to be part of this little corner of the internet. It is there that this world began to grow in the words of the short stories I wrote in our Author’s Battleground group. So, thank you, Steve, and all the kind folk over there!
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  Prologue

Of ancient deeds, of feats so bold,
Those bleakest days, of past foretold,
Those fated heroes,
Those fallen gods,
Those Champions, of Silver and Gold,

The world was young, upon its dawn,
When arose, those blasted spawn,
Those cruel masters,
Those evil fiends,
To slay our kin, our hope forlorn,

They rose from crags, abysmal depths,
And upon our land, rained flame and death,
All was bleak,
All was lost,
We knew in our souls, there’d be nothing left,

Dark Beliag stood, his flaming blade,
And spewed his bile, upon sacred glade,
That darkest lord,
That cursed king,
But from corners far, arrived our aid,

Blight
The Gods of Silver and Gold










  
  Peace
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Olaf

The stench clung at his nostrils, acrid and strangely sweet, churning his stomach with each inhalation. Bile rising as the noxious fumes drifted in the smoke, sweeping across the valley. Fires burned and the few surviving soldiers hauled the corpses toward them. More waste piled upon the makeshift pyres. Colors that once signified one’s allegiances were stained with blood, rendering all nearly the same dark red hue. Those allegiances meant nothing. Not anymore. 
The generals were all dead. As were the nobles. The whole damned command structure had deteriorated. And not just for one army. The massacre had claimed those of all sides. There was something bittersweet about the sudden realization.
“Who are we fighting for?”
Olaf tore a shred from his tattered tabard, wrapping it about his face, as he recalled the words of his comrade. The filthy tabard smelt little better than the putrid air, but anything to dilute the stench of burning flesh.
They all seemed to come to the same realization at once. The generals were dead. The nobles laying in pools of their own blood, most stabbed in the back as they tried to flee, attempting to leave their so-called lessers to do the dying for them.
“Who are we fighting for?”
“Why?”
And the fighting ceased. True, shockingly few remained to continue the killing, but that was besides the point.
Olaf staggered forward, hauling the lifeless remains of Prince Ivar by one broken foot. Olaf’s own wounds slowed him to a crawl, warm blood seeping down his side. He winced at the heat of the flames as he approached.
“Got another for ya.” Olaf dropped the Prince’s leg, unceremoniously, before the burning pile. Too much of his strength had left him, he could do little more than the dragging. He needed to find someone to stitch him up, lest his wound bleed out, or worse, turn to the rot.
“Right you are.” Two blood-smeared, filth encrusted soldiers came forward, one grabbing the corpse’s feet, the other beneath its armpits. Olaf did not know them personally. He did not know under whose banner they had fought. It didn’t matter anymore.
They weren’t fighting for anyone. Certainly not for themselves. They never were. Olaf raised a trembling hand, halting the soldiers before they tossed the body to the flames. He hawked a gob of phlegm into the lifeless face of the shell that had once been Prince Ivar. “Good fuckin’ riddance.” And with that, Olaf nodded the soldiers on their way and turned his back to the flames. There were so many more to haul upon the pyres.
Couldn’t just leave ‘em to rot. Fluids seeping into the soil, into the streams. War ruined everything. Its effects rippled out like waves, tainting the land as it had already tainted the souls of those forced into service.
They all knew it. Though they had been killing each other little more than a few hours earlier. They were not enemies, none of them. Merely the unfortunate wretches forced into an early grave by those privileged few. Pawns.
Olaf’s knees trembled with each step. Sweat beaded upon his brow. The edges of his world pulsed in the peripherals of his vision, darkness slowly encroaching. Blood loss. Death would come soon and Olaf realized he did not regret it. It was the fate he had earned. Acceptance. 
“Oi!”
Olaf jumped, snapping his neck toward the barking voice. He grabbed his side, warm blood oozing over his busted knuckles. Pain lanced his body. His heart raced.
A man limped toward Olaf. His clothes were little more than rags, torn and bloodstained. What few shreds of armor he had were battered, any insignias they may have bore were as indiscernible as any of the others in the sea of chaos. He wasn’t one of Olaf’s fighting folk, but that meant little. One eye was covered with a filth encrusted bandage, likely to do little more than exacerbate the infection. His hair matted to his scalp, sweat seeped down his face. An empty scabbard flopped uselessly against his thigh as he staggered forward. He pointed at Olaf.
“Who did you fight for?” the man said in a gravelly, tired voice.
“Don't matter.” Olaf shifted his feet, partly in a vain attempt to ease his pain, but mostly from the uncertainty of the man’s intent. One hand drifted to the hilt of his sword. Habit. The other hand kept pressure on his wound, as blood oozed between his fingers. His life draining with quickening speed as each moment passed.
The few men and women left alive on the field of battle had cast their violence aside, set about working together, once the last of the lords were dead. But old habits die hard, and desperation came for all. The morbid reflection of peace that had fallen across the site would not last. Nothing ever did. Olaf pointed to the fire. “Soon to be naught but ash anyhow.”
“Aye.” The man’s thin face split into a rictus grin. His flesh so dried by dehydration and the scattered fires that his lips split with the motion, beads of red blood bubbling to the surface, shining in contrast to the pale, filth-stained flesh. “Now is the days of our freedom.”
“Uhn,” Olaf grunted, “so some might say.” He pulled his gaze from the haggard soldier. Biting his tongue, forcing himself to say no more. There were so many others, just like the man before him. Basking in the glory of their victory, their freedom. Fools, unable or unwilling to see beyond the burning nobles before them. Their chains cast aside, buried beneath the mud and the blood. But they refused to see the shackles still clasped tight.
“You don't sound convinced.”
“There are more lords.” Olaf looked deep into the man's eye. Damn. He shouldn't have spoken. He should have just slunk off, found a tree, and sat beneath its shade as he bled out. “Beyond this field, there will always be more lords. Nothing has changed. More lords. More waste. Death. Carnage.” Olaf spit. He pulled his hand from the stab wound in his side. Blood dripped from his palm. “We still do the dying.”
“Then we fight! We rise!” The man pointed to Olaf's sword. “We put that sword to use and earn it a glorious name.”
A fire burned in Olaf's heart. A heat of rage that shamed any pyre. He wrapped his bloody hand about the hilt of his sword, drawing it from its sheath, its blade still stained with Prince Ivar's life. The man staggered back a step, his lone eye widening. “It already has a name.” Olaf took a step forward. "All swords have but one name." He threw the sword at the man's feet, its blade sinking into the soil. Olaf turned his back on the man. Each step was a struggle. But life was a struggle, and Olaf saw peace in his future. One foot after another, he made to find that tree. “And that name is Death.”






  
  I

Mighty Galen, the farmer’s kin,
From humble fields he did begin,
As a lad he worked the fields,
In the eve he trained with shield,
And as a man, refused to yield,

Deft Afniir, from dark forest came,
At society’s edge, she hunted game,
Until the cries, of terror heard,
Then she gave her solemn word,
To end the reign of the tyrant lord,

Enid the Bright, shone like the sun,
A beacon of hope, for everyone,
Her mace held high, she shouted loud,
Those words of hope, that made all proud,
And turned her ire ‘pon Beliag’s shroud,

Last Brave Tor, pure of heart,
Trained since birth, in battle’s art,
With silver blade, and soul so pure,
A tainted land, set out to cure,
With four great heroes, our hopes endure,

Hope
The Gods of Silver and Gold








  
  Ambition
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Prince Ivar

Armor rustled as lines of soldiers shifted atop the hill. They had managed to claim a vital tactical advantage in taking the high ground. Across the valley of Torglen banners fluttered in the winds. The colors of each noble house of the Fractured Kingdoms hoisted high, proudly on display. Pretenders and usurpers were all arrayed before Prince Ivar. They all claimed some right to the land, whether by bloodline or treatise. By the Abyss, some even had the nerve to make a claim to Divine Right, as if one of the so-called gods had cast their favor upon them.
It had all, finally, come to a head. The Houses had been plagued by petty squabbling, shaky alliances, and shady dealings. Generations suffered the cowardice of their ancestors. Prince Ivar squinted his eyes, peering through the glare of the sun, searching for the banner that haunted his nightmares. There was only so much backstabbing the Kingdoms could take. It was but a matter of time until the forces of the Fractured Kingdoms met. The spilling of blood was inevitable. It had been so since the Old Empire had crumbled.
The banner of a golden lion on a field of violet flapped in the wind, hoisted high atop a distant hill. Ivar clenched his fist around his horse’s reins. The rest of the houses meant nothing. The Lion of Eastwatch was Ivar’s one true threat.
Prince Ivar’s captains rode along the lines, barking orders to those under their command. Ivar had made his will known, allow the minor houses to slaughter each other, hold the high ground, and when opportunity arose, charge and cut down every last one of Eastwatch’s fighting folk.
“My Lord,” a gruff voice called from the lines.
“Yes, Olaf.” Prince Ivar turned his horse to face the veteran.
Olaf stood a pace ahead of the line of soldiers, his tabard tattered and stained from past battles. His pale grey eyes were rimmed red with the exhaustion of the march. Ivar had spared no time, pressing his fighting folk ever onward to claim the hill. Olaf’s left hand rested upon the pommel of the sword strapped at his hip. His other hand raised, pointing toward the valley. “Eastwatch controls Tor’s Rise. Our scouts informed me Gallish mercenaries are camped beyond the hill. A lot of them.”
“I’m sure there are. But, Olaf, there are a lot of us. We shall win this day, no matter the cost.” Ivar waved his hand to dismiss the veteran. The man had seen many battles, and Ivar respected that, and would forgive his insolence this once. “In the future, perhaps you’ll leave the advising to my advisors.”
The veteran’s face reddened, whether with rage or embarrassment Ivar could not be sure. It didn’t matter. Ivar would be sure to let Olaf lead the charge when the time came. A position of honor most would think. The old veteran would die a hero, as seemed to be the dream for so many. A hero and a fool.
The ground shook as the armies charged into the valley. The clash of steel rang out, echoing across the rolling hills. Ivar watched as fertile grasslands were swarmed with the bringers of death. Blood soaked the soil, boots tore the grass, and as men and women died for their betters a field of mud and corpses was left in the battle’s wake.
Ivar smiled as the people of the Fractured Kingdoms died before him. His heart swelled with pride as he watched the banners fall and Lords and Ladies in resplendent armor fall alongside the chaff they commanded. With each house that collapsed Ivar grew closer to reuniting the lands beneath his banner. Closer to claiming his birthright and reuniting the empire in the name of Volgsland.
“My Lord.”
Ivar’s grip tightened about his reins. “What is it now, Olaf?” Prince Ivar’s gaze held upon the battle in the valley, unwilling to honor the veteran with his full attention.
“Perhaps, you’d prefer to wait for your advisors, but I thought I’d point out that the Lion’s left his hill.”
The prince bristled at the tone, the nerve. Who did he think he was to speak to— Wait… Atop Tor’s Rise was naught but the muddy tracks and ruts left behind by an army. Ivar scanned the valley, his heart slamming against his ribs, sweat beading upon his brow. He clenched
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