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To my siblings, may you each find your kingdom.

To Jonoy, thank you for encouraging me to write. 
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​Dear Reader, 
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If a god told a story, it would be a bit chaotic, a bit inconsistent, and a bit fun. Enjoy.

Reading from a creekbed, 

Jona Nightingale

​

​

​

​

​

​

​

​

​

​

​

​

​

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Prologue: In the Year 1203
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Alder Da Etri bowed his head in the Temple of Lorenthia and pleaded his case to any god that would listen, asking for forgiveness for his mother’s ambitions.

As the eldest heir to a middle ranked Hikan clan, the task of furthering his clan’s power had fallen to him, and yet it was not a responsibility he wanted. Alder’s flaw was his gullible nature, even if he meant protecting his siblings, especially his youngest sister who was barely 20, Nelphine. 

He had been led to believe their lack of a higher status was a punishment from the gods. His mother had laid the foundation for his weak mind and thoroughly prepared him to be a puppet of the highest caliber. Her words had lingered in his mind, planting deception and a will susceptible to great power that would be theirs once more. 

If he were to be successful in wooing the Neliss Clan’s Head, Setran Vitra, or better yet, Wixhine of the Ayer Clan, then his clan could regain their true power and rise to their former glory. They would be welcomed into the Great Guardian’s embrace and appease the gods who had punished them so very long ago. These words whirled around in Adler’s mind, taking root like a parasite, rewriting the truth.

In truth, it was the greed of his ancestors had robbed them of any resources or alliances that could be found in the other clans. Everyone knew that the Etri Clan was bitter, bent on betrayal, and becoming something they could not contain. 

It was their greed that exiled them from the Council of Twelve, robbing them of their status as one of the twelve Juran ranked clans that helped rule the empire. As Alder prayed and pleaded, the gods looked on in interest. Lorenthia, One of the Four, Keeper of the Stars and What is to Come, sought to give such a worthy mortal a vision. 

A gift. 

A curse, a decision to allow the gods their folly and games. 

With the ripple of mae that shrouded the temple in a brilliant light, and all high priests stood in awe of their god’s presence. A voice rang out from the mortal, transcending his own, guiding the words from his lips with mae that smell of rain and fresh promises. 

“The gods are watching. 

Every raindrop that christens the leaves in the Valley of Keer and the Ropur Forest must pass through their hands. 

In the desert where the migor, creatures that do not belong to this realm but have slipped through the veil, cries the loudest and the gods hear their call for rain. 

By the river of blood and souls that curves its way through the battlefield under Kro’s domain and leads to the great procession. 

They study you, dwell in your mind and push you closer to the cliff of absent resolve with small whispers in the dead of night. 

It is not odd for us, the Keeper of the Gods and Their Deeds, Observer of All Things that Was, And Is and Is to Come, to tell you that the gods are watching. 

And they are bored. 

They are tired of your peace and your empire. Most of them grow weary of shifting earth and rain that does not give way to life. 

But most of all, they are planning for you, for all of you. Each breath you now take is numbered, for they will play with your life, feed you lies, and watch as you fall apart. 

Perhaps you will think of this as a warning, maybe you’re a bit smarter than the rest, and think of this as an opportunity. 

So it is best if you put on a show. 

The gods are watching, and they are very, very bored with your mundane life.”

When Alder Da Etri had awoken, a day had passed, and his relation to his clan had been severed. A new Tekran had been found for the Guardian family, the Holy Lorenthia had chosen a new vessel to guide the empire and fortify the a game that the gods would surely enjoy. 

His ancestors may have been greedy, but he, he would fulfill their greed. The Etri Clan would rise again, even if it meant their ruin and the gods would rejoice in their folly and fervor for entertainment. 

This was his vow, he bound himself with mae and the scent of rain, as his old life was stripped away, and his new life begun as the Tekran, the Guide of the Guardian Family and Ruler of the Three Temples and Five Shrines.
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​Chapter 1: In the Year 1223
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​Efa

The ceiling in Efa's room cracked under the pressure of a god manifesting itself into such a small space. It wasn't a full manifestation, instead, it was just a miserable piece of the being.

Large purple lips parted into a smile as they hovered midair, just high enough for Efa to see the figure without having to prop herself up on her elbows. She sneered as she locked her eyes on its canine-like smile, a piece of plaster fell from the ceiling, it came off in chunks, then fell like heavy snow in the middle of the cold season when the spirits slept. 

She tried to force the being away with pure willpower, but a will without chanting felt like pure disdain. Nothing happened.

"EEEFFFAAAAA," hearing her name felt like snakes slithering across her skin. The urge to escape almost overwhelmed her mind. Her first thought was to jump from the window and let the gods sort out her landing. 

After all, they had kept her alive for this long, they might as well fulfill the rest of their bargain. 

Efa swallowed the lump that had risen in her throat and spoke. "To what do I owe this displeasure of your presence, Syr." Her words were sharp like knives as they ground against her teeth like a whetstone.

The mouth made a choking sound that could only be understood as laughter, "You're running out of time. The poison in your body will kill you in less than a year. Why don't you make this easy for us and take our offer?"

Its words felt like sweet honey to her bones, after all, she had been so tired, and the poison had brought a severe pain that wanted to rip her heart and body to pieces. 

Giving in would be too easy, but she had worked hard in this lifetime. "You’re just wanting me to give up on the final riddle and face an eternity as your puppet."

The purple lips frowned, and all the rage it felt from her words poured into the room like hot lava after a delayed explosion. "Sssooo stubborn," its words came out like slow hisses from an ikorian viper that hid its poison under the tongue, waiting to strike its opponents.

"We are only trying to keep you honest, if you keep reincarnating in this world, your poor morals will crumble to pieces." It continued as if to remind her of what was at stake—her morality. 

She wanted to curse and threaten it with her spear, but the mouth that now frowned at her was correct about one thing. The poison was killing her. Though it was thanks to this unpleasant encounter, she knew how much longer she had left. 

"You were the one who cursed me to keep reincarnating. Has it come back to haunt you, my Helkren?" Her voice lowered as the weight of the power difference began crushing her. 

Efa used the title for gods that only a few remembered, not that she held any respect for the divine beings. 

Soon she would taste blood in her mouth from the pressure of speaking with a god outside one of the temple's altars. This was a feeling she had gotten used to in her past lives but one she would gladly do without. The temples had been built to absorb the tremendous power of a god and provide blessings to the people who came to the empire. 

Well, that was their original purpose, but now they served as homage to the gods who had withdrawn from the daily life of humans. 

The mouth made a choking sound once more, and a peal of thunderous laughter rumbled through the room. 

"I have always hated your laughter, my Helkren," though hatred was too mild of a word; it felt as if bile would rise up from her throat and finally express what lay in the bitterness of heart. 

With a glare that could stir the hearts of warriors to march once again, she began to weave a plot within her heart. "Since you have found my weakened state amusing, shall I offer you a riddle of my own?"

The mouth dipped low in the room as if it were in deep thought, "A riddle, just for me?" It asked with the mischief of a cat ready to pounce on a new toy. "None of the other gods will know?"

Efa knew that a bargain was close. Though the gods were fickle, they were as greedy for entertainment as a wokia, a creature that lived in dark places and offered devious deals for gold. 

"The other gods shall never know because it will be a riddle solely between us and bond by our word." As she spoke, the smell of mint seeped into the cracks of plaster and began to form a contract between them. 

The mouth considered it once more or pretended to, "But what is it you wish to trade for my answer, my sweet Efa?"

"If I die before you solve the riddle, then revive my body to its most powerful state in this realm, notwithstanding my mind or markings be altered to a lower realm of understanding." 

Even as she bargained, the mae slipped from her body and filled the air. Wafts of honey intertwined with mint as her mae held space for her proposal. 

"No." With the smile of a thousand vipers, poison seeped into the room and mingled with her mae. 

"Then I shall offer it to another."

Perhaps the threat lay hidden in the promise of her words or the idea that this god would lose such an opportunity to have something fun. 

It quickly changed its mind, but the poison that numbed her body and mind continued to unfurl like tentacles in the stale air around her body. She would not be able to remain conscious for much longer. 

"Fine, but I will not accept if I do not like it." If it could stomp its foot right there and then, it would have. And in truth, a rumble of glee was heard in the distance, but Efa's attention was more focused on outsmarting a god and not the weather. 

"I will only say it once, so hear my words as I speak them."

And so she began, her words were soft and pleasing to the ear. Though they ended with the harmony of intrigue and concern. 

On these three wings, thy kingdom come 

Less greed fills the eyes of none

And by thy hand thy kingdom fall

Less fear seeps into the hearts of all

Her voice gave no hint to the meaning of the riddle as she spoke them, but it carried their effect well. 

"Oh, that is a good one. What if I win? What will you give me?" The god asked.

"I'll give you the sword you lost with the spirit of memories found."

A moment passed, and then another. Efa's breath hitched in her throat as the pressure in the room drifted about and clung to the walls. She was sure the walls would give out if the silence when on. 

But it did not, the god spoke with the mirth of intrigue, "I will take your bargain." 

And then it began to speak the binding words. In all agreements, the being with the most mae often said the binding words. The spirits would witness a contract only if it was created in mae, the essence of all things, dead or alive, were bound by mae. 

What better option for Efa than to allow a god, a divine being without end, to bind her to another contract she could control. If this greedy god were to break their agreement, the mae would hold it accountable and return a portion of its power to the other party. 

The being began chanting words that would make such a double-sworded agreement. 

"I by thee and thine 

Bind together of our own accord 

With a sound mind, we call hither

An agreement made by mae 

And so we abound this day 

A riddle for a life

A promise for a knife

And if I break my oath

Then power be transposed 

By thee and thine, I bind

An agreement of our own accord."

The words appeared in the air around them, glowing, and tiny spirits popped out from the walls and ceiling as if they were drawn there to witness the binding. A small transparent creature with yellow and blue feathers in its tail fluttered down through the closed window to perch on the edge of Efa's bed. 

It was a creature once regarded as a spirit, but like all things touched by the gods, it had changed. Mae ran through its veins and gave it other properties, feathers that glowed and the ability to witness contracts between the gods and sometimes other mortals as well. 

As the ikorian creature plucked at its feathers, it grew until it was the height of a small child. And then, without a prompt or regard for the occupants of the room, it flew away right through the words and the opposite wall. 

The ikorian creature had sealed the agreement made with mae and spoken by a god.

As the spirits began to disperse, Efa could feel the pressure in the room lessen a bit. It wasn't much, but at least breathing no longer felt like the uphill climb between the Triko mountains and Intna Valley. 

The mouth smiled in satisfaction, no longer concerned about its previous statements about morals and souls. Now it had a riddle to solve and something fun to do with its infinite time.

Of course, it had every thought of winning this foolish bargain; how could a mortal create a riddle it could not solve. And so its smile grew with each passing moment. 

A terrible rumbling laugh followed next, and a shudder ran through Efa's body. "I have always hated your laughter." Though she had said it before she had struck her bargain, it remained a factual statement.

"Then I shall do it more often as you continue to entertain me with your pathetic attempt to live these empty lives we give you." The lips smirked at her as if enjoying a private joke. "Oh, and Efa?" It said as its lips curled up as if to spit. 

"Hmmm?" She didn't mean to answer or acknowledge it. The pressure in the room was starting to outweigh the soft touch of the lesser spirits that floated around her. The feeling of being crushed grew as she felt her knees pop and rattle around in their sockets. 

The force pushed her down and down into her bed as she strained under the pressure to breathe. 

"Try to die more entertainingly this time. Blowing up the empire's capital left an annoying taste in my mouth. Do you know how many followers I lost in one year? I even had to make a bargain with the other...."

It was ranting now, rattling her bones with each smack of its lips. "oh my, look at the time," then its lips curled into a sinister smile as it spoke, "I'll give you a little gift since talking to you is always so much fun."

For a brief moment, nothing happened, but then the purple lips disappeared as quickly as they had torn through the fabric of time and space to talk with her. It went with a loud pop as if someone had opened a bottle of wine in a quiet room. 

The pressure returned to normal as the desire to sleep overwhelmed her need to process what had happened. In a brief moment of awareness, she could not help but realize that the bed had become wet from more than just sweat. 

"Gods above," she mumbled to herself as sleep took her under. 

She had been much too weak to deal with the gods, much less in her current condition. But like the sinister voice had promised, it left her a gift as her right arm glowed with a soft yellow light as she slept. 

Some of her mae markings had been restored.
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​Chapter 2
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​Scyen

​

Scyen slashed his flaming sword left, clashing with an enemy soldier, then steading his foot in the opposite direction to gain some leverage as an arrow whistled past his head. 

A cheerful voice rang across the battlefield, "Do you ever get tired of me saving your life, or have you become lazier, my Seki?"

Rikan quickly pulled his bowstring back as three more enemies fell to the ground. 

His voice came out with boastful laughter, "At this rate, I might win the war by myself." The words had just left his mouth when a spear wiped past Rikan’s left ear, plunging into the chest of a man who had snuck into his blindside.

"Rikan, I will believe you can win the war when I no longer have to protect you with my spear." The voice was in a shrill Eastern Orin accent as if it had gotten coarse from shouting. And yet it hid a bit of mirth with each word. 

Wyrt jogged over and pulled her spear free of the corpse that held it. Unlike most warriors who had accompanied Scyen to the battlefield at Setren Nelphine's command, Wyrt was not built for war, her muscles were earned from working with the horses and toiling the field in her father's stead. She was also shorter than most warriors, but that did not stop her from creating a blood bath with her spear.

"You aren't protecting me, Wyrt, you are tossing your spear around like an idiot in an arena." A frown hovered on the edge of Rikan's lips, but the total weight of it never reached his eyes which shone with mischief and laughter. Rikan had grown to appreciate their banter as they fought, even if it meant she had to save him occasionally. 

Wyrt had a natural talent for the weapon and had earned her place among the Warriors of the Fenelox empire. Her brown skin was covered in cuts and bruises, while her dark hair was peppered with jewels to honor the battles she had lived through despite the tragedy that often followed a warrior who had lived in a constant state of fighting for the past five years. 

She wasn't the only one who wore jewels in her hair to celebrate the victories she had won. Among the commanders, Casia's and Deon's hair was also adorned with precious jewels found on the enemy soldiers. 

Other warriors not bound to fight by Scyen's side had called them, The Tayir, an ancient bird that watched over the battlefield and reaped the treasure of the dead. 

Their keeping of the jewels was an honored tradition that garnered the praise of the spirits and grudges of the gods, who were no longer able to fight their battles as they once did.

Wyrt lifted her spear once more and charged forward into the oncoming soldiers, ready to bring the fear known only to those who stood in her way. 

"Well, this idiot from the arena has just saved your life, and you should be grateful. When we return, I'll accept no less than two bottles of the reddest wine."

Rikan almost stopped fighting at the thought of paying for two bottles of red wine, the most expensive type of wine. If Wyrt had asked for blue or even yellow they often served at banquets, he would have happily complied. 

But red, no, the reddest wine, was at least three times his monthly wages. The thought of buying it made Rikan consider getting injured enough to earn a few extra coins. 

Scyen, listening to their banter, chuckled for the first time during the battle. "You should learn to not talk so much when you fight Rikan, it could save you some of your coins."

"Or you could pay me more, my Seki." Rikan tried to test his luck once more on the topic.

Scyen slashed his sword downward, carving through the back of an enemy soldier. "My father controls the wages of the army, why not ask him in person when we return?"

Rikan made a cracking noise as he stretched, then shifted his center of gravity and plunged a knife into the neck of the soldier before him. The soldier's blood spurted out of her, painting Rikan with a color that did nothing for his skin but darkened it. 

"I'd much rather wait until you inherit," he said matter of factly. He did not care too much for the current Sekran of the Neliss clan. And anyone willing to drink with him had heard of it in length. 

Scyen fought as he spoke, stepping out of the way of a dagger aimed at his chest and returning the blow for one of his own. "Then I have good news for you, Rikan, if you win this war, then I can ride your coattail to a higher position." 

A roar of laughter shook the battlefield as bodies fell to the ground. There was little doubt that they would win the war based on how heavily they had wounded the other side. And yet there was still a fierce determination from their enemies to win.

The Spokane Kingdom fought as if their lives depended on each battle. They dove headfirst into combat, disregarding the Calvary and resorting to close combat.

Rikan cocked his head to the side and took in Scyen's words. "It seems I will have to win this war to support my Seki's rise to power. Fear not, my Seki, the great and mighty Rikan, will give you the best coattail to ride in the history of all coattails. "

The words left his mouth as an arrow clipped his ear as Rikan moved on instinct to avoid the blow, "by the gods,” he cursed and returned to the fight.

"You'll have to prove yourself if you want to present a coattail that doesn't wrap itself around your corpse." Wyrt quipped in response to Rikan's boasting.

Before another round of bantering could start between the two, Scyen called out while embedding Mae into his command, "Incoming!! Ambushes are rushing at us from the north and south. The bastards are trying to keep us pinned until their main forces arrive."

Without taking a breath, he continued to give directions, "Warriors converge on me and move into formation six." 

They moved with the efficiency of warriors that had spent more than five years fighting a war that no one wanted. 

"Anyone who's injured or too tired to be of use to the formation, break through the east with Wyrt, Casia, and Prim and meet up with our base near the river. Now move if you want to live!"

While Scyen weaved mae into his orders so that only his warriors could hear, enemy soldiers ran forward brandishing their weapons and knowing that they would either die for their kingdom or bring salvation and victory to the nation that had raised them to become great soldiers that were not afraid of death.

Wyrt took off running as the soldiers advanced on the main group. 

"By the gods," Under her breath, she cursed at Scyen for putting her in charge of the warriors that were too worn or injured to fight in this coming battle.

Moving to the east as she had been instructed was an easy task. She pushed her unit even faster as two enemy minor units broke away from their squad and chased after her through the thick forest that protected their base.

When an arrow flew past her and struck a warrior in the leg, she called out her orders like their commander had done, "Scatter! Don't let them spot you. Fior and Casia, take three people with you each and kill them, you can meet us back at camp."

"Huhuhuhu," Fior chuckled as the rage that often consumed a warrior before battle rolled off his shoulders. Casia followed behind him, removing her daggers from her belt waist and charging forward. 

"You six!" She ordered, pointing to a group of warriors that looked so tired and bloodied that she almost didn't call on them. "Come with us; we have some cleaning to do."

Their smaller battle reflected what Scyen had to endure, his 1,000 warriors against 11,000 enemy soldiers. 

Though the enemy soldiers were more remarkable in number, each warrior was trained to defeat 100 fighters before they were allowed to receive even the slightest injury. 

As the enemy soldiers advance, Scyen's warriors broke into groups of 100 warriors and then groups of ten. Each warrior took a deep breath and yelled in unison, "Break apart and conquer!!"

What happened next could be considered art rather than battle tactics and maneuvering. They moved with the precision of seasoned swordmasters and dancers alike, each foot knowing the next step without music.

Each group of ten warriors became five pairs keeping in tune with the music in their minds. The warriors charged forward, breaking into north and south formations. Teams of archers moved to the back as warriors with spears and swordmasters found their way to the front. 

They did not believe in shields, not for lack of trying, and it has just become a tool that did little for their full frontal attack style. All archers were sent to the back, allowing them to pick off the soldiers that ran forward without fear. Rikan led them with as much efficiency as a trained commander. 

"Pull and Switch," he called out as the archers went through their rotations. There was no time for failure.

Then the attack began in earnest, and arrows peppered the sky as warriors launched themselves from the back of their fellow battlemates in front of them and flew over the shield barriers of their enemies. They fell from the sky in pairs, always in pairs. 

A dagger sought out openings in the armor of an enemy soldier as each pair fought in tune with the other.

What struck the enemy soldiers as odd was the efficiency of the warriors, there were no wasted movements. Each attack led to another as bodies fell to the ground. An army of what had once been 11,000 soldiers off to bring glory and honor to their kingdom had been reduced to less than 1,000 in the span of a few hours. 

At first, the soldiers were too frazzled to notice they were at a disadvantage. But with every new death, they started to feel out of place. No warning or command came from the direction of their captains. 

The battlefield was a roar of sound; pleading soldiers and warriors begged the gods to ease their burden as they died and screamed as they fought. 

Some begged for a drink from the Castle of Temperance, a temple in the southern providence of the Spokane Kingdom built to honor the shift between life and death.  Some called to ease the pain as their consciousness faded, while others just screamed until the sound of swords clashing, plunging deep into their hearts. 

It was the growing sound of chanting that changed the feeling of the battle; the warriors of the Fehelox empire started to yell at the top of their lungs. 

“Fehelox Othen Lobe Ifkin Smine!” 

It was the olden tongue of the Fenelox Empire often recorded from a time before bands of people became clans and still wandered across the world, seeking a place to call home. They would bellow their thanks to the gods as victory was in their grasp.

“Fehelox Othen Lobe Ifkin Smine!” 

The chant grew louder and louder as more warriors joined in; even the ones who lay dying used the last of their mae to feed the chant power and authority. 

“Fehelox Othen Lobe Ifkin Smine!” 

This weaving of words and intend was the how mae worked on the battlefield. It was the combination of heart and willpower. While one warrior might not have been invincible, with the voice of their comrades giving them strength, they rose to the challenge. 

Some might have called this moment symbolic, while others would call it the conclusion of an era. The breaking of the enemy soldiers' last defense formation sent them scurrying around the battlefield like ants before a rainstorm. Soldiers called out for orders from their captains and commanders and waited as they fought desperately to survive. 

A dread swept through their minds as they their swords dulled and their movement slowed; this was the end. 

The soldiers felt their bones rattle as the fear of death flooded their minds. They could no longer deny the reality. And yet they fought with so much vigor and resolve. Even a cornered rat will fight back when faced with no choice. 

Scyen wiped the blood from his face and smiled, "Wretched souls, may Kro, watch over you." His smile dipped into the beginning of scorn and disdain as he watched his enemies fall to the ground. 

"Shouldn't they call for a retreat?" Asked Rikan as his arrow sailed through the air striking down another soldier. 

"You say that even after we've killed their commander and destabilized their forces?" The scorn in Scyen's voice dripped like venom from a snake's fang. "What's our purpose here, Rikan?"

Rikan's words started low, but they rose to his normally cheerful disposition. "We were tasked with rendering the Spokane Kingdom useless against our armies!" He beamed as he finished speaking, already acknowledging the great answer he had provided. 

If Wyrt had been present, she would have used the butt of her spear to sweep his leg in annoyance. But she was not present, and the butt of her weapon was now in the back of an enemy soldier, breaking their spine with precision. 

As Wyrt looked around, taking in the bodies of soldiers that tried to ambush them, I’m getting really tired of this sight, she thought to herself. Corpses were laid on the forest's floor, some had their heads chopped off, while others only had precise wounds to the neck or heart. 

There had been more enemies than they had initially anticipated, but their plan worked. The enemy had begun to retreat after being led into the forest, or they tried to flee. Dead soldiers of the Spokane Kingdom would find their way into the forest's heart, feeding the signor and migor creatures that lived there. 

Nothing would be sent back to the Spokane Kingdom, not even the identification cord that hung around their necks for safekeeping.

It was one of the main reasons that people feared the Fenelox Empire. One did not live to tell the tale of their victory, only to warn those who came next. For centuries, kingdoms had tried to conquer the empire from within, infiltrating the governing body while opening the borders for occasional battles like this one. 

These occurrences were so common that five years had passed since Scyen stepped on the battlefield. He had risen in rank and power since killing a soldier who wanted to take his life. 

Now he was one of the most celebrated commanders in the army, if not the youngest. This was how he lived without a letter or contact from his family, saved for the small pieces of paper his sister Layla sent him each month.

This month she told him of what the Great Guardian had intended to do and the banquet that would honor the warriors and heroes of the ten-year war.
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​Chapter 3 
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​Layla

​

Layla paced her room while grumbling to herself. "How could they have done this to me?" With each lap she took around the room, her frustrations grew.

"My Seki, nothing good will come from you rejecting yet another proposal from the Tenon Clan. They are too powerful for us to fight with your brother still on the battlefield. Even if you only agree for now, we can find time to gain more power in the central council."

The Tenon Clan was an upper Juran ranked with more merchants and boats than any of the other Juran ranked clans. As one of the twelve Juran ranked clans in the empire that made up the council, they held considerable sway over the central council that advised the Great Guardian of the Empire. The Tenon Clan had made their wealth with the assistance of a Hikan ranked clans trying to gain an upper hand in the capital, but especially a Hikan ranked clan called Pliso. 

Below the Juran ranked clans were the Hikan, and below them were the Lolan ranked clans that managed villages and resources for the Fenelox Empire. While the Lolan ranked clans were plenty, they lacked power, but they were not as powerless as the clanless. Many of the clanless took to the battlefield to restore their honor or curried favors with others in powerful favors as aides and servants to support their families. 

While the Tenon Clan was praised for their ability to provide the empire with trade routes and build new merchant guilds along the coast, this was not the truth of the matter. 


For in reality, they were just seafaring criminals backed by powerful people. 

"No, Yunne, they will not listen to us unless we have overwhelming power," Layla replied.  


"The allies we once relied on have either turned their backs on us or became too weak to save my clan from another terrible engagement. " 

Yunne frowned as she, too, began to pace the room.

"If only your brother was here or at least had your sister not been poisoned at her Tesseris Ceremony. We could have still relied on the Olegro Clan for their support. Who would have thought that her fiancé would have annulled their engagement a day after she fell into a deep sleep? It's almost like they had planned for it to happen."

"She isn't sleeping," Layla hissed with the sheer disgust she felt after hearing her sister's fiancé mentioned, well, ex-fiancé now, she thought to herself. 

Layla was sure her sister was on the verge of dying. 

After all, no one had ever survived rare poisons from the southern coast without the right antidote. If nothing else, Efa would live the rest of her life regretting her journey through the Garden of Lorenthia for her Tesseris Ceremony to honor the four major gods and their continued favor on the clans.

Layla continued to pace the room, each step felt like it took her closer to figuring out what to do with the troublesome Tenon Clan, who wanted nothing more than to place her family under their thumb. 

"My Seki, what if we don't think of something, all our efforts to take over the clan will be in vain." Yunne's words cut right to the matter. If Layla were to marry into the Tenon Clan, all her preparations to raise the rank of their clan to upper Hikan, one of the most powerful levels in the empire below the Council of Twelve, would become naught. 

"Tell my mother I will only marry someone from the top five Juran clans in the empire. That should make her happy enough to reject any proposals not from them." Layla pacing decreased as she cocked her head from side to side and warded off a headache that was threatening to unravel her. 

Yunne frowned at her Seki's plan, it had too many loopholes. What if the ranks in the clans changed? What if Layla’s brother never made it back from the war? How would they be prepared for such a shift in power? 

But even if the plan was flawed, it gave them enough time to stabilize their power in the upper Hikan clans and meet new allies/ perhaps these allies would be stronger than their previous ones. 

With new alliances, the Neliss Clan would still stand at a disadvantage as a neutral clan with very little power in the central government. But it would be a good start to transform their background from a scholarly
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