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Basikal	Island.	Cold	winds	blew	across	the	ocean	from	the	southernmost	reaches	of	Mekkan,	combining	with	the	warm	gusts	of	the	equator,	created	almost	daily	storms	that	raged	across	the	island.	Howling	winds,	bitter	cold,	and	sheets	of	rain	like	gossamer	grey	shrouds	battered	the	land	and	its	inhabitants.	The	normally	quiet	rivers	and	streams
became	raging	and	unpredictable	torrents	of	muddy,	frigid	water.	The	fleet	of	fishing	boats	that	would	usually	fill	Kaiser	Bay	were	docked,	their	sails	removed	and	packed	away	until	the	weather	became	less	dangerous	and	unpredictable.	As	a	chill	rain	and	fog	blanketed	the	hills	around	Basikal,	the	air	around	Fort	Dauntless	was	filled	with	the	sounds
of	steel	ringing	against	steel	Marien	dodged	to	the	side,	the	point	of	a	sword	missing	her	throat	by	mere	inches.	Sparks	flew	as	the	blade	ground	against	her	own.	Her	breath	was	a	billowing	cloud	in	the	chill	air	as	she	forced	the	blade	away	with	a	cry.	Beads	of	sweat	flew	off	of	Marien’s	hair	and	streamers	of	steam	trailed	from	her	fur	as	she	moved
like	a	deadly	whirlwind.	Her	sword	was	an	extension	of	her	own	body	as	she	launched	a	flurry	of	attacks,	striking	high	and	low,	each	motion	flowing	into	the	next.	More	sparks	flew	as	her	blade	slammed	against	her	opponents	against	and	again,	the	vibrations	shooting	up	her	arm	like	lightning	bolts.	Marien’s	opponent	swung	his	sword	hard,	knocking
her	blade	to	the	side,	before	throwing	his	cloak	into	Marien’s	face.	Refusing	to	back	down,	Marien	surged	forwards	and	lashed	out	with	her	sword.	Her	blade	pierced	the	heavy	canvas	and	raked	across	her	foe's	shoulder	plate	with	an	ugly,	grinding	squeal.	Before	Marien	could	retreat,	her	foe	stepped	forward	and	brought	up	his	elbow,	slamming	it
into	the	side	of	her	jaw.	Slightly	dazed,	Marien	took	a	step	back,	spitting	out	a	mouthful	of	blood.	With	a	roar	of	triumph	her	opponent	lunged	forward,	aiming	a	sweeping	blow	at	her	chest.	A	vicious	light	flashed	in	Marien’s	eyes	as	she	bent	backwards,	her	opponent's	sword	passing	over	her.	With	her	left	foot	she	caught	her	opponent's	leg	and
twisted	hard.	As	he	stumbled,	Marien	placed	her	hands	on	the	ground	and	struck	out	with	her	other	leg.	With	a	cry,	her	foe’s	footing	was	completely	knocked	out	from	under	him	and	he	fell	heavily	to	the	ground,	his	sword	tumbling	out	of	his	grip.	Seizing	hold	of	her	opponent's	fallen	blade,	Marien	lunged	forward	and	leapt	atop	her	opponent.	As	he
tried	to	sit	up,	his	hand	going	for	a	dagger	at	his	waist,	Marien	dug	her	knee	into	his	chest,	pinning	his	arm	with	her	own	sword	while	bringing	the	point	of	her	opponent's	own	sword	to	his	throat.	“Alright!	I	yield!	I	yield!”	With	a	triumphant	grin,	Marien	picked	herself	up	and	extended	a	hand	to	her	opponent.	“Well	fought.”	Her	opponent	took	her
hand	and	clambered	to	his	feet.	Reaching	up	and	removing	his	helmet,	Lyon	shook	his	head	to	clear	the	sweat	from	his	eyes.	“That	was	an	excellent	counter	riposte,”	Marien	said,	brushing	her	hair	out	of	her	eyes.	“And	your	footwork	is	excellent.”	“Not	excellent	enough	it	would	seem,”	Lyon	grumbled,	brushing	mud	from	the	fighting	circle	off	of	his
tunic	and	wincing	as	he	tried	to	straighten	his	tail.	“I	was	sure	I	had	you	with	that	elbow	strike.”	“You’re	quite	a	fan	of	that	trick	and	you	use	it	too	often.	Though	I	imagine	you	were	less	fond	of	it	when	Sieg	used	it	on	you.”	Lyon	chuckled	to	himself.	“True.”	He	bowed	and	extended	a	hand	towards	the	exit,	“After	you,	my	lady.”	“Oh	I	wouldn’t	dream	of
it,	Lord	Chariot.”	As	Lyon	and	Marien	stepped	out	of	the	fighting	ring,	a	small	crowd	of	soldiers	that	had	been	watching	the	fight	cheered	and	whistled.	“Well	done	Captain!”	“Congratulations	Captain	Kolvest!”	“Good	show	lord	Chariot!”	“Your	troops	seem	in	good	spirits,”	Lyon	observed,	nodding	respectfully	at	a	few	who	offered	him	salutes.	“They
should	be,”	Marien	replied	with	a	smile.	“The	Chariot	Family	has	been	quite	generous.	The	new	armour	and	cloaks	arrived	last	week	and	the	smiths	sent	word	that	the	swords	will	be	ready	by	the	end	of	the	month.”	“Excellent.	All	I	demand	is	that	you	fight	well	when	the	time	comes.”	“My	troops	will	be	prepared,	that	I	can	assure	you.”	“Excellent.	And
who	will	be	taking	command	of	them	when	you	are	no	longer	able	to.”	Marien	paused	for	a	moment,	her	hand	drifting	to	her	expanding	lower	belly.	“Lieutenant	Volfen	will	be	taking	over	for	me.	Has	he	had	a	chance	to	speak	with	you?”	“We’ve	had	a	few	words,	nothing	more	than	that.	I	wanted	to	confirm	our	deployment	plans	first,	before	speaking
with	him	in	detail.”	“Marien!”	Marien	turned	and	her	heart	swelled	as	Sieg	stepped	out	of	the	crowd	holding	a	towel	and	a	steaming	thermos.	“Please	don’t	tell	Sieg	about	our	deployment,”	Marien	whispered	to	Lyon.	“I	don’t	want	him	to	worry.	Took	me	weeks	just	to	convince	him	that	sparring	is	still	alright.”	“My	lips	are	sealed.”	As	Sieg	got	closer,
Marien	walked	up	to	meet	him.	“Sieg,”	she	smiled,	“I	didn’t	know	you	were	going	to	be	here.”	“Commander	Bachres	gave	me	the	afternoon	off,”	Sieg	replied	as	Marien	took	the	towel	from	him	and	cleaned	her	face.	“You	know	I	can	do	this	alone,”	Marien	said,	using	the	towel	to	clean	the	mud	out	of	her	ears.	“It’s	just	a	checkup,	you	don’t	need	to	be
there.”	“Need,	no.	Want,	yes.	Here.”	Sieg	extended	the	thermos	to	Marien,	“Chicken	soup.”	As	Marien	dried	her	face	and	hair	Sieg	turned	to	Lyon,	trying	and	failing	to	keep	a	flicker	of	dislike	from	crossing	his	face.	“Lord	Chariot,	always	a	pleasure.”	“Indeed,	guardsman.”	“Seems	my	wife	beat	you	again,”	Sieg	observed,	a	small	smile	at	the	corner	of
his	lips.	“She	is	a	capable	warrior.”	Lyon	crossed	his	arms	over	his	chest.	“I	must	say,	I’m	surprised	they	could	spare	you	down	at	the	dock.	It	must	be	frightfully	exciting	down	there	this	time	of	year.”	“It	can	be	dull,”	Sieg	admitted,	his	eyes	narrowing	slightly.	“Some	days	I	feel	about	as	useful	as	a	Royal	Guard	who	is	hundreds	of	leagues	from	the
nearest	drop	of	royal	blood.”	“Would	you	boys	cease	fire	for	just	a	moment,	please?”	Marien	chuckled.	“Merely	good	natured	fun	I	assure	you	Captain,”	Lyon	replied,	bowing	his	head.	“However,	as	I	am	currently	wearing	a	good	deal	of	your	fighting	ring,	I	feel	the	need	for	a	bath.	In	the	meantime,	I	would	like	to	offer	my	carriage	to	take	you	to	the
healing	guild.”	Sieg	and	Marien	looked	at	one	another	for	a	moment.	“Thank	you	for	the	offer,”	Marien	replied,	nodding	her	head.	“We	will	take	you	up	on	it.”	Sieg	looked	over	sharply.	“We	will?”	“It’s	raining,	it’s	windy,	and	it	is	cold,	so	yes,	we	will.”	Lyon	clapped	his	hands,	“Splendid,	the	driver	has	been	told	to	expect	you.	Captain,	I	shall	see	you
later.	Guardsman…	I'll	see	you	when	I	see	you	I	suppose.”	“Yeah,	don’t	hurry	on	that,”	Sieg	grumbled	under	his	breath	as	Lyon	strode	away.===The	Carriage	rolled	and	bumped	as	it	travelled	down	the	winding	road	from	the	fortress	to	the	city.	Rain	pattered	against	the	windows	as	Seig	stared	out,	his	face	twisting	into	a	frown.	“I	don’t	like	him.”
Marien	rolled	her	eyes,	“Come	on	Sieg,	please	not	this	again.”	“He’s	arrogant,	rude,	and	he	put	me	in	the	hospital	for	weeks.	You	know	my	shoulder	still	hurts	right?”	“For	which	he	has	apologized,	an	apology	that	you	accepted,”	Marien	replied,	tapping	her	fingers	against	the	hilt	of	her	sword.	“According	to	the	law,	the	matter	is	closed.”	“I	don’t	trust
him.”	“And	you	think	I	do?”	Marien	raised	an	eyebrow.	“Sieg,	I	am	not	an	idiot.	A	family	like	the	Chariots	doesn’t	spend	a	small	fortune	outfitting	a	military	company	for	no	reason.”	“Then	why	accept?”	“Because	I’d	rather	have	him	close	where	I	can	keep	an	eye	on	him.”	“What	do	you	think	he	wants?”	Marien	propped	her	elbow	against	the	door	and
stared	out	of	the	window.	“At	first	I	thought	it	might	be	revenge	for	his	wife.	But	I've	given	him	more	than	enough	chances	to	make	his	move,	and	he’s	not	taken	the	bait.”	“What	do	you	mean	‘given	him	chances’?”	Sieg	demanded.	“I’ve	spent	time	with	him,	I’ve	turned	my	back	to	him,	I	spar	with	him	for	goodness	sake.	And	still,	nothing.”	“You’ve
‘spent	time’	with	him?”	Marien’s	gaze	shifted	to	meet	Sieg’s.	“Sieg,	I	know	what	I	am	doing.”	Fighting	back	the	urge	to	argue,	Sieg’s	ears	drooped.	“I	know	you	do.	But	I’m	still	concerned.”	“Well	don’t	be.	Either	he	is	more	patient	than	he	appears,	or	he	is	after	something	else.”	“And	what	if	he	‘makes	a	mistake’	during	one	of	your	sparring	sessions
and	kills	you?”	Marien’s	eyes	narrowed	and	her	ears	flattened	against	her	head.	“He	will	find	himself	surrounded	by	soldiers	who	have	sworn	loyalty	to	me,	soldiers	to	whom	I	have	given	very	specific	orders	should	that	situation	occur.”	“You’d	still	be	dead,	and	so	would	our	child.”	“I	know!	But	what	would	you	have	me	do?	Deny	my	troops	weapons
and	armour?”	“No,	but-”	“Then	back	off!”	Marien	barked,	her	tone	startling	both	Sieg	and	herself.	Taking	a	deep	breath,	Marien	pinched	her	nose	and	shook	her	head.	“Sieg...	I’m	sorry,	I	didn’t	mean	to	snap	at	you	like	that.”	Marien	sighed	and	leaned	back	against	the	cushions.	“I’m	finding	it	harder	and	harder	to	control	my	temper	some	days.”	She
reached	up	and	ran	her	hand	through	her	hair,	“Gah!	These	damned	mood	swings!”	“It’s	okay,”	Sieg	smiled,	reaching	out	to	take	Marien’s	hand.	“I	understand.	”	Taking	a	deep	breath	through	her	nose,	Marien	took	a	moment	to	calm	herself.	Her	mind	was	swirling,	a	whirlwind	of	thoughts	and	emotions,	excitement,	guilt,	anger,	and	love,	all	grinding
against	each	other.	Finally,	she	opened	her	eyes	and	met	Sieg’s	gaze.	“I	just	need	you	to	trust	me,	alright?	“	“It’s	not	you	I	don’t	trust.”	“Do	you	trust	me	to	handle	myself?”	“Always.”	“Then	trust	me.	I	can	handle	Lyon	Chariot.”	Sieg’s	shoulders	slumped	a	little,	but	he	nodded.	“Alright,	I	trust	you.	Just…”	Marien	tilted	her	head,	“Just	what?”	“If
something	happens,	if	something	is	wrong,	no	secrets,	okay?”	Marien	paused.	For	a	moment	she	considered	telling	Seig	about	her	plans	to	take	her	company	to	the	front	after	she	gave	birth,	about	the	campaign	that	she	and	Lyon	had	been	planning.	The	idea	of	hiding	anything	from	Sieg	made	her	feel	deeply	uncomfortable.	“No	secrets.”	“You
promise?”	“I	can’t	risk	it.”	She	told	herself,	“Sieg	would	just	worry,	it	would	ruin	all	of	this	for	him.”	As	the	carriage	came	to	a	stop	outside	the	front	gate	of	the	healing	guild,	Marien	leaned	forwards	and	touched	her	forehead	to	Sieg’s.	“I	promise.”===Marien	lay	on	a	bed,	a	blanket	covering	her	lower	body,	while	Sieg	stood	at	her	shoulder	holding
her	hand.	Sieg’s	tail	nervously	whipped	back	and	forth,	and	his	ears	twitched	at	the	slightest	noise.	At	the	other	end	of	the	bed,	Dr.	Kallen	examined	Marien.	“Have	you	had	any	pain?”	Kallen	asked,	gently	kneading	Marien’s	lower	belly	and	hips.	Marien	shook	her	head.	“No,	not	really.”	“And	you	are	still	exercising	I	see,	that’s	good.	Any	feelings	of
sickness,	weakness	or	nausea?”	“Sometimes	when	I	wake	up,	but	after	about	an	hour	it	passes.”	“Anything	else?”	“Well…	I	haven’t	been	able	to	stomach	tea	for	a	while.	Every	time	I	drink	it	I	feel	very	ill.”	“Hmmmmm”	“What’s	‘hmmmm’	mean?”	Sieg	demanded.	“Is	that	bad?	Is	she	okay?	What	about	the	baby?”	Kallen	sighed	and	raised	her	head.	“Mr.
Kolvest,	please,	if	there	is	a	problem	I	will	tell	you.	Still…	that	is	odd.”	Sieg	looked	down	at	Marien.	“Could	it	have	something	to	do	with	the	medicine	you	took?”	“Medicine?”	Kallen’s	ears	perked	up,	“What	medicine?”	“Uh…	Well,	Sieg	and	I…	We...”	Marien	cleared	her	throat,	“We	were…	having	some	trouble…	having	a	child,	so	I	took	some	medicine
to…	help.”	“What	kind	of	medicine?”	“It	was…	herbal,”	Marien	replied	after	a	moment.	“A	friend	recommended	it	to	me.”	“And	what	did	it	do?”	“Yeah,	what	did	the	medicine	do,	‘honey’?”	Sieg	asked,	managing	to	smile	through	his	nervousness.	Marien	shot	Sieg	a	sharp	glare,	before	replying.	“It…	not	much	from	what	I	could	tell.”	“And	did	this	friend
happen	to	mention	what	exactly	it	was	you	were	taking?”	“Not…	as	such.”	With	an	exasperated	sigh,	Kallen	shook	her	head.	“While	I	can	understand	your	frustration,	please	refrain	from	those	sorts	of	‘medicines’.	Goodness	knows	what	kind	of	nonsense	can	be	cooked	up	by	old	wives	tales	and	half	remembered	rumours.	Leave	medicine	to	the
professionals.”	“I	will,	doctor,	I	promise.”	Reaching	over	to	her	instrument	table,	Kallen	picked	up	a	long	wooden	tube,	carved	into	the	shape	of	a	trumpet.	She	put	the	instrument	to	her	ear	and	began	listening	to	Marien’s	stomach.	“Your	heartbeat	is	good…	and	the	baby’s…”	Kallen	frowned	a	little.	“Hmmmmm.”	Sieg	had	to	bite	his	lip	to	keep	from
exploding.	Eventually	Kallen	lowered	the	instrument	and	replaced	it	on	the	table.	“What’s	wrong?”	Marien	asked.	“There’s	nothing	wrong,”	Kallen	replied.	“The	baby’s	heartbeat	is	steady,	but	it	is	a	little	weaker	than	I	had	expected.”	A	flash	of	panic	unlike	anything	she	had	ever	felt	before	tore	through	Marien’s	mind	like	a	bolt	of	lightning.	“What	do
you	mean	weaker?”	Marien	demanded,	struggling	to	sit	up.	“Is	she	okay?”	“There	is	no	indication	of	anything	wrong.	It’s	possible	that	the	child’s	position	has	made	hearing	her	heartbeat	more	difficult,	or	she	may	simply	be	developing	a	little	slower	than	anticipated.”	“So	she’s	not	in	danger?”	Sieg’s	voice	squeaked	slightly	as	Marien’s	grip	on	his
hand	threatened	to	cut	off	circulation	and	her	claws	dug	into	his	flesh.	“No,	I	don’t	believe	so.	But	I	will	have	you	back	in	a	few	weeks	for	another	checkup.”	Kallen	pulled	off	her	gloves	and	stepped	over	to	the	washing	bowl.	“In	the	meantime,	exercise	is	good,	but	perhaps	you	should	postpone	any	further	sparring	matches.”	Marien	blinked	in	surprise.
“Wait,	how	did	you-”	“I	know	a	bruise	when	I	feel	one,”	Kallen	replied,	drying	her	hands	on	a	towel.	“Honestly,	I	know	you	soldiers	find	this	distinctly	difficult,	but	do	try	and	apply	some	common	sense.”	“I…	Yes	doctor.”	“And	if	you	speak	to	this	‘friend’	again,	do	try	and	get	some	idea	of	what	you	took.	I	can’t	imagine	it’s	still	affecting	you	now,	but
better	safe	than	sorry.”	“Of	course.”	Marien	nodded,	“Thank	you.”===“Here	you	go	little	one.”	Alwyn	smiled	as	she	gently	tied	a	scarf	around	the	neck	of	a	young	Basitin	girl	kneeling	in	front	of	her.	“And	now	we	loop	this	end	around	here,	and….	good	as	new.”	After	examining	her	scarf,	the	girl	bowed	her	head,	“Thank	you	priestess.”	“Just	be
careful,	and	make	sure	you	don't	let	it	get	caught	again,”	Alwyn	called	out	as	the	girl	ran	off	to	join	her	friends.	Smiling	as	she	watched	the	children	play,	Alwyn	leaned	back	against	a	large	cushion.	Her	nest	was	much	like	the	others,	constructed	from	pillows	and	hanging	curtains	sewn	together	from	dozens	of	scraps	of	multicoloured	fabric.	A	few
personal	trinkets	lay	scattered	about,	an	elegantly	curved	bottle	of	blue	glass,	an	ivory	carving	of	a	basitin	female,	a	lock	of	black	hair	tied	with	a	delicate	red	ribbon	and	a	dried	rose.	Hanging	on	the	wall	behind	her	head	was	the	bottom	half	of	a	greatsword.	Judging	by	the	shape	of	the	break	in	the	blade,	the	top	half	had	been	cleaved	off	with
enormous	force.	Alwyn	picked	up	a	long	pipe	carved	from	a	piece	of	ox	horn.	After	lighting	it	on	a	nearby	candle,	Alwyn	took	a	few	puffs,	the	pale	blue	smoke	curling	around	her	face	like	tiny	eldritch	fingers.	Life	around	the	hearth	had	been	mostly	quiet	for	the	last	few	weeks.	Their	seasonal	shipment	of	food	had	arrived	almost	a	week	ago,	and	the
process	of	rationing	it	for	the	coming	season	had	largely	been	completed.	Half	a	dozen	of	her	followers	had	moved	on	to	another	hearth,	while	eight	from	a	hearth	on	the	mainland	had	arrived	just	before	the	rainy	season.	The	newcomers	had	already	integrated	into	their	new	community,	and	several	had	already	paired	off.	While	the	exchanges	were
necessary,	if	bittersweet,	they	made	maintaining	the	integrity	of	the	bloodlines	within	the	hearth	community	a	full	time	job.	Females	would	often	have	children	by	different	fathers,	Alwyn	herself	had	three	daughters	and	a	son,	all	of	whom	had	come	from	different	fathers,	all	of	whom	now	lived	in	different	hearths	all	over	Basidian.	The	nightmarishly
complicated	family	trees	made	avoiding	accindental	incest	a	matter	of	genuine	concern.	A	large,	massively	thick	leather	bound	book	sitting	off	to	Alwyns	right	side	contained	the	labyrinthine	bloodlines	of	each	and	every	hearth	member.	Each	hearth	had	such	a	record,	each	carefully	maintained	by	the	hearth’s	head	priest	or	priestess.	“Thank
goodness	Teela	is	better	at	record	keeping	than	I	am,”	Alwyn	thought	to	herself	as	she	smoked.	Her	gaze	drifted	over	to	the	other	side	of	the	cavern,	where	her	consort	was	teaching	a	pair	of	adolescents	how	to	use	the	loom	from	which	the	hearth’s	wonderfully	intricate	cloths	were	woven.	A	warm	smile	crossed	her	face	as	she	watched	Teela
congratulate	one	of	the	youngsters	as	he	held	up	his	first	attempt	at	a	piece	of	his	own,	the	pattern	slightly	lopsided	but	still	remarkably	intricate.	“Maybe	it’s	because	she’s	so	good	at	working	with	thread,”	Alwyn	pondered.	“Weaving	thread	and	bloodlines	may	not	be	all	that	different.”	As	Alwyn	pondered,	she	noted	the	approach	of	one	of	the	guards.
“What	is	it	Dirk?”	She	asked	as	the	male	drew	close.	“Forgive	me	for	bothering	you	priestess,	but	there	is	a	messenger	from	Argent	who	wishes	to	speak	with	you.	He	says	it	is	urgent.”	Alwyn	took	a	deep	puff	on	her	pipe,	a	frown	crossing	her	face.	Argent	was	the	codename	of	the	hearth’s	primary	ally	on	Basikal,	but	Alwyn	had	learned	that	the	phrase
‘it	is	urgent’	almost	always	preceded	bad	news.	Pulling	herself	to	her	feet,	Alwyn	set	her	pipe	aside	and	nodded.	“Very	well.”	Alwyn	followed	Dirk	as	he	led	her	to	the	other	side	of	the	cavern,	to	one	of	the	smaller	side	passages.	Standing	in	the	shadows	of	the	narrow	cave	was	a	Basitin	in	full	armour,	though	Alwyn	knew	he	wore	a	blindfold	beneath	his
helmet.	“High	Priestess?”	the	messenger	asked	as	he	heard	Dirk	and	Alwyn	approach.	“Indeed.	You	have	a	message?”	“I	come	bearing	word	from	Argent.”	“Yes	yes,	what	is	it?”	“There	has	been	a	significant	increase	in	troop	movements.	Despite	the	rainy	season,	large	numbers	of	soldiers	are	being	shuffled	around,	some	being	deployed	from	the
island,	others	being	brought	home	without	warning.	Argent	believes	that	there	is	a	large	military	operation	being	planned.”	A	cold	rush	of	fear	crept	up	Alwyn’s	spine.	“Have	we	been	discovered?”	The	messenger	bowed	his	head.	“I	am	sorry,	but	I	do	not	know.	I	was	merely	told	to	inform	you	of	the	situation.”	“And	what	does	Argent	suggest?”	“That
you	cease	any	contact	with	the	outside,	and	that	you	regard	any	intrusion	as	a	potential	threat	and	eliminate	it.	It	may	also	be	a	good	idea	to	consider	moving	the	children	to	a	safer	location.”	Alwyn	paused	for	a	moment,	crossing	her	arms.	“Is	there	anything	else?”	she	asked	after	a	moment.	“Argent	suggests	that	you	make	certain	you	are	ready	to
fight	at	a	moment's	notice.	There	may	not	be	time	to	get	a	warning	to	you	if	the	military	makes	its	move.”	Alwyn	nodded,	“Very	well.	Please	tell	Argent	that	we	appreciate	the	warning,	and	we	will	act	accordingly.”	“Yes,	Priestess.”	As	the	messenger	turned	to	leave	he	paused.	“Priestess…	there	is	one	final	thing.”	“Yes?”	“Is…	there	any	word	on
Sylph?”	With	a	warm	smile,	Alwyn	reached	out	and	placed	a	hand	on	the	messenger’s	shoulder.	“Her	raft	was	intercepted	and	she	has	been	escorted	safely	to	the	Fox	Coast.”	Alwyns	smiled	broadend.	“Both	her,	and	your	daughter.”	The	messenger	stiffened,	“She…	I	have	a	daughter!”	“Indeed,	and	we	will	make	certain	you	can	join	them,	you	just	have
to	give	us	time.”	The	messenger	bowed	his	head.	“I	am	in	your	debt,	Priestess,	thank	you.”	As	the	messenger	departed,	Alwyn	turned	and	noted	the	curious	look	on	Dirk’s	face.	“His	lover’s	cycle	came	late	last	year,”	Alwyn	explained,	leading	the	way	back	into	the	main	area	of	the	Hearth.	“There	was	a	moment	of	weakness,	and	she	became	pregnant
outside	of	the	time	of	joining.	She	refused	to	give	up	the	father’s	identity,	so	she	was	banished.”	Dirk	nodded,	“I	see.”	“Now,	onto	more	important	matters,”	Alwyn	said,	her	military	training	returning	as	she	folded	her	hands	behind	her	back.	“Send	a	message	to	our	allies	in	the	MMTG	informing	them	of	the	situation.	Also,	see	that	a	route	for	the
children	to	be	moved	to	hearth	Thandris	is	prepared,	and	make	certain	that	everyone	has	a	weapon	within	arms	reach	at	all	times.	It	may	also	be	a	good	idea	to	booby	trap	some	of	the	tunnels.”	“Do	you	think	we	really	may	come	under	attack?”	Dirk	asked,	the	fear	in	his	voice	obvious	despite	his	attempt	to	hide	it.	“If	they	know	of	our	existence,	then
most	certainly.”	Alwyn’s	eyes	narrowed.	“If	anyone	intrudes	on	our	territory,	I	want	them	brought	to	me,	and	I	will	deal	with	them	myself.”===“Sieg…	where	are	we	going?”	“Just	hold	on,	we’re	getting	there.”	“I	really,	really	don’t	like	being	blindfolded.”	“It’ll	be	worth	it,	I	promise.”	Marien	sighed	as	she	let	Sieg	guide	her	up	a	small	flight	of	stairs.
The	carriage	had	taken	them	from	the	healing	guild	to	an	unfamiliar	part	of	the	city	near	the	docks.	The	air	was	thick	with	the	smell	of	fish	and	the	sea,	but	there	were	other	aromas	as	well,	far	more	pleasant	scents	of	baked	bread	and	cooking	meat.	Sieg	stopped	and	Marien	heard	the	sound	of	a	key	rattling	in	a	lock.	“Alright,	we’re	here.	You	can	take
it	off.”	Reaching	up	to	undo	her	blindfold,	Marien	blinked	a	few	times	and	looked	around.	“Sieg	it’s…”	“Nice,	right?”	Sieg	put	his	arm	around	Marien.	Sieg	and	Marien	stood	at	the	entrance	of	a	large,	multi	roomed	apartment.	The	whole	place	smelled	of	sea	air	and	baked	goods	from	the	tavern	below.	To	the	left	of	the	entrance	was	a	small	kitchen,
with	a	large	window	overlooking	the	docks.	There	was	a	seating	area,	with	two	cushioned	chairs	sitting	in	front	of	a	small	fireplace	against	the	north	wall.	Finally,	tucked	away	behind	a	small	privacy	wall,	were	two	small	bedrooms.	Sieg	beamed	with	pride	as	he	led	Marien	into	the	apartment.	“Come	on,	I’ll	show	you	around.”	“How	can	you	afford	this
place?”	Marien	asked,	staring	in	disbelief.	“I’ve	been	taking	extra	shifts	for	the	past	few	months.”	Sieg	smiled	and	stepped	over	to	the	counter	and	picked	up	a	small	wooden	box.	“And	this	apartment	isn’t	all	that	taking	those	extra	shifts	got	me.”	Marien’s	eyes	widened	as	Sieg	opened	the	box,	revealing	a	pair	of	silver	pins	shaped	like	swords.	“Sieg,
are	those	what	I	think	they	are?”	Sieg	nodded,	“Yep.	Lieutenant	Trabe	transferred.	I	must	have	impressed	Bachres	by	taking	all	those	extra	shifts,	because	he	promoted	me.”	Seig	put	his	hands	on	his	hips,	a	proud	smile	on	his	face.	“I	am	now	Lieutenant	Sieg	Kolvest,	commander	of	the	harbour	night	watch.”	“That’s	great!”	Marien	beamed,	taking
Sieg’s	hands	and	squeezing.	“Well	there’s	something	else	I	want	to	show	you.	Come	on!”	Sieg	led	Marien	towards	the	back	of	the	apartment	and	opened	one	of	the	bedroom	doors.	Thick	blankets	hung	on	the	walls,	and	the	ceiling	was	painted	to	look	like	the	night	sky.	Figures	of	the	greatest	Basitin	leaders,	those	carved	from	stone	that	guarded	the
entrance	to	the	capital,	were	painted	in	each	corner	of	the	ceiling,	gazing	benevolently	down.	Finally,	in	the	middle	of	the	room,	sitting	on	a	thick	red	carpet,	was	a	tiny	cradle	carved	from	a	single	piece	of	solid	wood.	Tears	started	to	well	up	in	Marien’s	eyes	as	she	looked	at	the	cradle.	“Oh…	Oh...”	“I	went	to	see	my	mother,”	Sieg	said	softly,	leading
Marien	into	the	room.	“She	said	my	great	grandfather	made	this	cradle	when	his	wife	was	pregnant	with	my	father’s	father.	It	was	my	father’s,	then	Renner’s,	then	mine,	and	now…”	Sieg	guided	Marien’s	hand	to	touch	the	cradle,	“It’s	going	to	be	our	child’s”	As	her	fingers	touched	the	old,	solid	wood,	her	shoulders	began	to	shake	and	tears	began
streaming	down	Marien’s	cheeks.	“Hey,	are	you	okay?”	Sieg	spun	Marien	to	face	him.	All	at	once	Marien	leapt	forwards	and	embraced	Sieg.	“Yes,	I’m	okay,”	she	mumbled	into	his	shoulder	between	sobs.	“I	just	can’t	believe	it.”	“I	want	to	show	you	this	as	well.”	Sieg	pulled	aside	the	soft	woolen	blanket	at	the	bottom	of	the	cradle	and	revealed	the
wooden	figure	of	the	Basitin	warrior	that	Marien	had	carved.	Sieg	had	painted	the	figure	himself,	the	warrior's	fur	dark	like	Marien’s,	his	eyes	amber	like	Seig’s.	“It’s	adorable,”	Marien	whispered,	tears	still	streaming	down	her	cheeks.	“There’s	one	final	thing,”	Sieg	whispered,	stroking	Marien’s	back.	“I’ve	been	doing	some	research.	The	law	says
that,	and	I	quote:	‘if	one	or	both	parents	are	unable	to	provide	proper	care	for	their	offspring	due	to	limitations	imposed	upon	them	by	military	duties,	both	parents	are	permitted	to	live	in	the	same	household,	so	long	as	no	additional	offspring	are	conceived	outside	of	the	one	week	allotted	period’.	Do	you	know	what	that	means?”	Sieg’s	face	lit	up	as
he	smiled,	“We	can	live	together,	and	be	a	family!	I	mean,	we	won’t	have	a	lot	of	time	together	since	I’ll	be	working	nights,	but	it’ll	be	better	than	one	week!	Plus,	this	place	is	almost	on	the	dock,	I	can	be	at	my	post	in	less	than	ten	minutes!	Add	to	that	the	three	years	you	are	allowed	to	take	off	from	the	military	to	raise	our	child,	we’ll	finally	get	to	be
together!	For	real!	”	“I…”	Marien	paused	for	a	moment,	“That’s…	that’s	wonderful.”	Marien’s	tone	startled	Sieg.	He	stepped	back,	his	hands	on	Marien’s	shoulder’s.	“What’s	wrong?”	“Sieg…	There	is	something	I	need	to	tell	you.”	Marien	opened	her	mouth	to	speak,	but	no	matter	how	hard	she	tried	she	could	not	bring	herself	to	say	the	words.	“Is	the
apartment	not	big	enough?”	Sieg	asked.	“What?	No,	no	Sieg	it	isn’t	that.”	“Then	what	is	it?”	“I…”	Marien	looked	away,	unable	to	meet	Sieg’s	gaze.	Sensing	Marien’s	discomfort,	Sieg	pulled	her	back	into	a	hug.	“It’s	okay,”	he	said	softly,	stroking	the	back	of	her	head,	“I	can	wait.”	“I’m	sorry…”	“It’s	okay.”	“You’re	not	sleeping	with	Lyon,	are	you?”	Sieg
asked	after	a	long	moment.	Marien	looked	up	sharply,	“Are	you	for	real?”	A	wide	grin	spread	across	Sieg’s	face,	“I	mean,	he’s	rich,	noble,	and	irritatingly	good	looking.”	“I	am	not,	and	will	never,	have	any	interest	in	doing	anything	of	that	sort.”	“Hey,	just	asking.”	“Well,	if	you	ask	that	particular	question	again,	I'll	tie	your	ears	in	a	knot.”	Marien
crossed	her	arms	and	raised	an	eyebrow.	“Also,	irritatingly	‘good	looking’?	Would	you	care	to	unpack	that	particular	statement?”	“No…	no	I	would	not.”	“Good.”	Marien	leaned	back	and	nuzzled	her	face	against	the	side	of	Sieg’s	neck.	“Then	don’t	say	silly	things	like	that.”	“Fair	enough.”	Sieg	chuckled.	But	as	he	took	Marien	back	into	his	arms,	deep
within	him,	he	could	feel	a	small,	smouldering	ember	of	frustration.	“So	much	for	‘no	secrets’,”	he	wanted	to	mutter,	but	he	resisted.	“It’s	alright,”	he	thought	to	himself,	squeezing	Marien	tighter.	“Whatever	it	is,	we’ll	face	it	together.”	But	still,	deep	within	him,	the	ember	burned.===As	with	all	Basitin	cities,	when	the	sun	set,	Basikal	City	was	under
curfew.	The	law	was	very	clear	on	such	things,	no	one	but	the	city	guard	were	allowed	to	walk	the	streets	in	the	dark.	But,	as	ever,	there	were	those	for	whom	the	laws	were	little	more	than	rain	upon	oilskin.	A	cold,	wet	breeze	blew	up	the	street	as	Conrad	Kolvest	and	his	bodyguards	made	their	way	towards	the	center	of	Basikal	City.	The	stiff	wind
from	the	north	and	the	moisture	in	the	air	smothered	even	the	faintest	flicker	of	warmth,	even	the	street	lanterns	seemed	weak	and	subdued.	Despite	his	heavy	cloak,	Conrad	felt	a	chill,	but	that	was	of	little	consequence.	He	had	business	to	attend	to.	As	Conrad	and	his	bodyguard	turned	onto	a	sidestreet,	they	almost	ran	straight	into	a	pair	of	city
guards.	“Halt!”	the	lead	guard	exclaimed,	lowering	his	spear	and	aiming	it	at	Conrad.	“You	are	our	past	curfew!	Return	home	at	once!”	“I	am	Colonel	Conrad	Kolvest	of	the	Second	Legion,”	Conrad	replied,	crossing	his	arms	as	his	bodyguards	put	their	hands	on	their	swords.	“I	have	military	business	to	attend	to.	Stand	aside	or	I	shall	remove	you.”
The	first	guard	immediately	backed	down,	but	the	second	stood	her	ground	and	raised	her	spear.	“The	law	is	the	law,	and	we	have	received	no	orders	to	allow	you	to	pass!	Return	home,	sir.”	Conrad	raised	an	eyebrow,	almost	impressed	by	the	defiance	of	the	guard.	“Please	forgive	my	comrade,	Colonel	Kolvest,”	the	first	guard	said,	pushing	the
second’s	spear	down.	“You	may	continue	on	your	way.”	Conrad’s	eyes	shifted	to	glare	at	the	two	guards	as	he	strode	past.	“You	will	forget	that	you	saw	me.”	The	first	guard	saluted	quickly,	“Yes,	sir!”	As	Conrad	and	his	bodyguards	vanished	into	the	darkness,	the	first	guard	slapped	the	second	one	upside	the	back	of	her	head.	“Are	you	crazy?	Didn’t
you	hear	him?	That’s	Colonel	Kolvest,	Commander	of	the	Second	Legion!”	“So?”	the	second	garud	asked,	rubbing	the	back	of	her	head.	“So?!	He	isn’t	someone	to	be	trifled	with!	People	who	get	in	his	way	tend	to	vanish.”	Fear	flickered	across	the	second	guard’s	face.	“You	mean,	he	might	have	me…”	“Not	if	you	do	as	he	says	and	forget	you	saw	him.”
“S-saw	who?”	With	a	smile	and	a	nod,	the	first	guard	clapped	the	second	on	the	back.	“Good	answer.”===Making	his	way	down	the	street,	Conrad	eventually	turned	and	stepped	up	to	the	front	door	of	a	darkened	tavern.	Instead	of	ringing	the	bell,	he	rapped	his	knuckles	lightly	on	the	window	three	times,	and	on	the	wooden	door	twice.	Moments
later,	the	door	unlocked	and	opened	by	a	portly	Basitin	with	thick	spectacles.	“Welcome	Colonel,”	the	Basitin	said,	stepping	aside	and	gesturing	for	the	Colonel	to	enter.	“You	two	come	in	but	wait	by	the	door,”	Conrad	ordered	his	two	bodyguards	as	he	stepped	into	the	tavern.	“Yes,	sir.”	“And	if	you	see	anyone	snooping,	detain	them	for	interrogation
later.”	“As	you	command.”	“It	is	good	to	see	you	again	sir,”	the	portly	Basitin	said	brightly,	leading	Conrad	towards	the	back	room.	“Still	with	the	Second	I	take	it?”	“Indeed.	And	how	are	you	fairing,	Corporal	Tray.”	The	Basitin	paused	and	bent	down,	rapping	his	knuckles	against	his	wooden	left	leg.	“Hurts	when	it	rains,	and	it	rains	too	much	in	this
bloody	city.	My	daughter	wants	me	to	move	to	the	mainland	with	her	but	I	don’t	think	I	will	ever	leave	Basikal.”	“Glad	to	hear	it.	You	seem	to	be	eating	well	at	least.”	“Don’t	remind	me,”	Tray	grumbled.	“Keeping	this	place	up	keeps	me	busy,	but	it’s	not	good	exercise.”	“We	all	serve	in	our	own	way.”	Conrad	put	a	hand	on	Tray’s	shoulder,	“At	least	you
still	remember	your	duty	to	your	people	and	your	homeland.”	“Aye	sir.”	Tray	paused	for	a	moment,	“Sir…	I	was	sorry	to	hear	about	Renner.	He	was	a	good	lad.”	“He	was,”	Conrad	nodded	stiffly.	Tray	shook	his	head.	“We	should	have	attacked	the	Empire	the	moment	that	damned	Templar	set	foot	on	our	land.	You	were	right,	if	we’d	taken	the	initiative
and	attacked	their	fleet	at	Calmberth…	Well	we	could’ve	taken	Morlin	Hall	by	now,	and	strung	up	every	last	Templar	like	they	are	so	fond	of	doing	to	Keidran.”	“It	was	the	King’s	decision	to	make,”	Conrad	replied,	his	voice	dripping	with	disdain.	“Yeah	well,	just	so	you	know	Colonel,	there	are	lots	of	us	who	still	remember	what	it	means	to	be	a	true
Basitin.”	“And	know	that	there	are	many	in	the	military	that	remember	and	honour	sacrifices	like	yours,	my	old	friend.”	Stepping	up	to	a	mounted	deer’s	head	on	the	wall,	Tray	pressed	a	small	release	hidden	within	the	deer’s	fur.	“No	need	to	worry	about	a	thing	sir,”	Tray	said,	nodding	at	Conrad	as	a	shelf	swung	out	from	the	wall,	revealing	a	narrow
passage	leading	down.	“I	haven’t	even	told	the	wife	about	this	little	space.”	“Good	man.”	“The	others	have	already	arrived,	by	the	way.”	“I	figured	as	much.”	Conrad	turned	and	clapped	Tray	on	the	shoulder,	“Again,	thank	you	my	friend.”	“Take	all	the	time	you	need	sir,”	Tray	said	as	Conrad	started	down	the	stairs.	“And	there	will	be	an	ale	waiting	for
you	up	here	when	your	business	is	done.”	Conrad	descended	into	the	musty	basement	of	the	Tavern,	careful	not	to	allow	his	cloak	to	brush	against	the	dirt	walls	of	the	passage.	Moments	later	he	arrived	in	a	lantern	lit	cellar	filled	with	large	oaken	barrels	and	shelves	bearing	hundreds	of	dusty	old	bottles.	A	rusty	still	sat	in	pieces	in	one	corner,	the
twisted	tubing	casting	a	spider	web	of	shadows	up	the	wall.	A	solid	wood	table	sat	in	the	center	of	the	room.	Upon	the	table	lay	Shani,	her	hands	folded	behind	her	head	and	legs	hanging	over	the	table's	edge.	Jabarian	stood	in	the	shadows	of	the	far	wall,	his	arms	crossed	as	he	leaned	against	a	stack	of	barrels.	“You	came	early,”	Conrad	observed,
pulling	his	cloak	off	and	hanging	it	up	on	a	hook	against	the	wall.	“Just	wanted	to	get	a	lay	of	the	land,”	Shani	replied,	twirling	a	small	knife	around	her	fingers.	“A	bit	surprising	for	you,	this	sudden	change	of	venue.	You’ll	forgive	us	for	being	cautious.”	“Meeting	at	the	fortress	is	no	longer	an	option,	and	neither	is	meeting	at	my	home.”	Conrad’s	eyes
narrowed,	“General	Silver	has	been	sticking	his	nose	into	the	movements	of	my	troops.”	Jabarian’s	ears	twitched,	“Is	he	suspicious?”	“Even	if	he	is,	there’s	nothing	he	can	do.	The	Second	Legion	is	mine,	they	listen	to	me.	By	the	time	we	make	our	move,	I	won’t	just	have	their	loyalty,	I	will	have	the	rank	and	authority	necessary	to	challenge	General
Silver	directly.”	“So	your	promotion	came	through,”	Shani	smiled.	“Thank	you	daddy	Chariot.”	“I	have	also	begun	making	certain	that	any	troops	or	commanders	that	might	cause	a	problem	have	been	deployed	to	the	front,”	Conrad	continued,	ignoring	Shani’s	barb.	“By	the	time	they	know	what	is	happening,	even	if	they	decide	to	try	and	stand	against
us,	there	will	be	nothing	they	can	do.”	“My,	you	are	efficient,”	Shani	crooned.	“Of	course,	that	does	bring	up	one	particularly	pressing	issue.”	Conrad’s	eyes	narrowed,	“You	have	yet	to	fulfill	your	end	of	the	bargain.”	Shani	cocked	her	head,	“Hmmmm?”	“The	Western	whore,	why	have	you	not	dealt	with	the	problem?”	“I’ve	made	contact	with	him,	but
your	son	seems	quite	devoted	to	Marien,”	Shani	replied,	sitting	up	and	smiling	seductively	at	Conrad.	“It	would	be	easier	if	you	hadn’t	raised	him	to	be	such	a	good	boy.”	“Or	perhaps	you	are	not	as	irresistible	as	you	think.”	“Well	you	say	that,	but	you	should	see	his	face	when	he	sees	me	walking	down	to	the	dock	to	say	hello.”	“And	yet	you	have
failed.”	Conrad	growled,	his	ears	flattening	against	the	side	of	his	head.	Giving	no	outward	sign	of	the	anger	swelling	in	her	chest,	Shani	spun	a	knife	around	her	fingers.	“What’s	the	matter,	not	looking	forward	to	being	a	grandpa?”	“And	how	exactly	did	that	happen?”	Conrad	demanded,	turning	to	Jabarian.	“You	assured	me	that	she	would	never	bear
my	son	any	children.”	“I	am	uncertain	what	happened,”	Jabarian	admitted.	“But	preparations	are	underway	to	deal	with	the	problem.”	With	a	scoff	of	disgust,	Conrad	crossed	his	arms	over	his	chest	and	glared	at	Jabarian	and	Shani,	“Two	years	of	planning,	the	Chariot	family,	Sliver	the	‘master	assassin’,	and	his	‘talented	protege’.	Yet,	when	you	have
one	simple	task,	still	you	bungle	it.	If	you	want	my	cooperation,	and	the	cooperation	of	my	troops,	you	are	going	to	need	to	impress	me	far	more	than	you	have	managed	thus	far.”	Shani	stood	up	from	the	table,	her	tail	thrashing	back	and	forth.	As	Shani	walked	towards	Conrad,	Jabarian	could	see	murder	in	her	every	movement,	from	the	way	she
placed	her	feet,	to	the	way	she	tested	each	muscle	in	her	fingers.	He	considered	speaking	up,	but	decided	against	it.	If	Shani	had	already	decided	to	kill	Conrad,	then	there	was	literally	nothing	and	no	one	in	all	of	Mekkan	that	could	stop	it	now.	Shani	raised	a	hand,	and	Jabarian	was	certain	she	would	cut	Conrad’s	throat,	but	instead	she	brushed	off
the	shoulders	of	his	uniform.	“I	understand	you	know,”	she	said	softly,	every	syllable	enunciated.	“Your	frustration	I	mean.	You’ve	spent	your	little	life	scabbling	for	importance,	wondering	why	we	get	all	the	tastiest	cuts,	while	you	are	left	to	chew	on	the	gristle.”	Conrad	stiffened	as	Shani	drew	closer,	her	nose	almost	touching	Conrad’s	as	she	set
about	straightening	the	collar	of	his	uniform.	“Jealousy	is	etched	on	every	single	inch	of	your	body.	You’ve	probably	spoken	long	into	the	night,	to	anyone	who	will	still	listen,	about	how	corrupt	the	great	families	are,	all	the	while	subtly	trying	to	imply	how	much	more	worthy	you	are.	It	must	be	hard	for	you,	knowing	that	the	only	way	you	will	get	the
revenge	you	crave,	and	the	generalship	you	need,	is	by	using	your	own	son	to	bind	our	families	together.”	Conrad’s	hands	clenched	into	fists	as	a	sympathetic	smile	crossed	Shani’s	face,	“It	must	burn	you	up	inside.”	Conrad	opened	his	mouth	to	speak,	to	let	loose	a	searing	rebuke,	but	Shani	placed	a	finger	over	his	lips.	“But,	you	still	need	us.	And	if
you	ever	find	yourself	in	doubt	of	that,	remember	this:	if	Jabarian	or	I	die	in	this	basement,	if	a	drop	of	our	blood	is	spilled,	if	I	decide	that	I	don’t	like	your	tone,	then	you,	your	wife,	your	son,	your	brother,	his	wife,	his	daughter,	every	single	person	you	consider	a	friend,	will	turn	up	in	the	harbour,	skinned.	A	horrible	tragedy	which,	after	but	a	single
word	from	myself	or	my	brother,	the	authorites	will	determine	was	an	extremely	odd	suicide.	Whereas,	if	you	die	in	this	basement,	you	will	get	a	perfectly	nice	funeral,	a	lovely	little	statue,	and	a	few	nice	words	spoken	over	your	body	by	people	who	are	struggling	to	remember	exactly	who	you	were.	”	“Don’t	you	threaten	me!”	Conrad	snarled,	slapping
Shani’s	hand	aside	as	she	reached	up	to	stroke	his	face.	“If	you	want	me	and	my	troops	to	support	your	brother	when	he	moves	to	claim	the	throne,	then	you	will	fulfill	your	end	of	the	bargain!”	“And	we	will.”	“Perhaps	we	should	simply	get	it	over	with	and	kill	the	Western	woman	outright,”	Jabarian	grumbled.	Shani	shook	her	head,	“No,	I	think	not.”
“And	why	not?”	Conrad	demanded.	“Because	your	son’s	union	with	me	must	be	of	his	own	choosing.”	Shani	hopped	back	up	onto	the	table.	“Which,	of	course,	means	that	his	decision	to	abandon	his	dear,	sweet	Marien	must	also	be	his	own,	made	freely	and	without	suspicion.	Besides,	we	already	tried	the	direct	approach	once,	and	we	all	know	how
that	ended.”	“That	was	your	fault!”	Conrad	snapped,	his	patience	nearly	at	its	limit.	“This	is	not	a	complex	problem!	One	archer,	with	one	well	placed	arrow,	and	the	problem	is	solved!”	“And	I	suppose	your	son	will	simply	believe	that	the	arrow	fell	from	the	sky?”	Shani	scoffed	as	she	leaned	back	on	the	table	again.	“If	she	dies,	your	son	will	spend	the
rest	of	his	life	trying	to	figure	out	who	killed	her.	Tell	me,	just	how	high	do	you	think	that	you,	the	stern	father	who	always	hated	his	Western	bride,	would	be	on	Sieg’s	list	of	suspects.”	“Then	what?	What	do	you	intend	to	do?”	“Everything	can	be	broken,	if	only	you	know	the	right	pressure	points	to	hit.”	Shani	raised	a	hand	over	her	head	and	examined
her	fingers.	“I	have	a	plan	and	it	is	already	in	motion,	that’s	all	you	need	to	know.”	Conrad	was	about	to	speak	again,	when	the	door	at	the	top	of	the	stairs	opened.	“Colonel,	we	have	trouble!”	Tray	called	down	the	stairs,	his	voice	strained.	“What	kind	of	trouble?”	“We	caught	someone	sneaking	about	the	back!	You	better	come	quick!”	“Well,	it	seems
that’s	our	cue,”	Shani	said,	sitting	up	and	hopping	off	the	table.	“Wonderful	meeting	Colonel,	we	really	must	do	it	again.	In	the	meantime,	Jabarian	and	I	will	take	care	of	the	Western	problem,	you	just	focus	on	getting	your	soldiers	all	nicely	arranged.”End	of	Part	10===Part	11By	the	time	Conrad	reached	the	top	of	the	stairs	leading	out	of	the	tavern
basement,	Shani	and	Jabarian	had	vanished.	Tray	stood	at	the	top	of	the	stairs,	clutching	at	a	deep	cut	on	his	right	arm.	“What	happened?”	Conrad	demanded,	throwing	his	cloak	over	his	shoulders.	“One	of	your	guards	thought	he	saw	something,”	Tray	replied,	the	pain	from	his	wound	straining	his	voice.	“He	went	to	the	back,	then	we	heard	a	scuffle.
By	the	time	me	and	your	other	boy	got	back	there,	they	were	in	a	fight.	Me	and	your	other	lad	stepped	in,	managed	to	pin	the	bastard	down.	But	he	was	strong.”	“Where	is	he	now?”	“This	way	sir.”	Conrad	followed	Tray	to	the	back	of	the	tavern	to	a	large	stockroom.	Great	slabs	of	beef	and	long	strings	of	dried	fish	hung	from	the	ceiling,	along	with
heavy	bunches	of	dried	tobacco	and	other	herbs.	The	normally	carefully	stacked	shelves	were	in	complete	disarray,	with	dozens	of	bottles	smashed	to	pieces	on	the	ground.	Shards	of	glass	and	other	debris	floated	across	a	small	sea	of	spilled	ale,	wine,	and	blood.	One	of	Conrad’s	guards	sat	slumped	against	a	barrel	and	clutching	at	his	belly	as	he
gasped	for	air.	The	rasping	gurgle	that	accompanied	each	breath	told	Conrad	that	the	boy	was	well	beyond	hope.	The	second	guard	was	kneeling	next	to	the	first,	blood	dripping	from	a	wound	above	his	right	eye.	“What	the	hell	happened	here?	Report!”	Conrad	demanded,	carefully	avoiding	stepping	on	any	of	the	glass.	“I	came	back	to	check	things
out	after	I	heard	something	moving,”	the	second	guard	reported,	climbing	to	his	feet.	“I	was	looking	around	when	that	bastard	jumped	me.”	Conrad	followed	the	Guardsman’s	pointing	finger	to	a	crumpled	figure	lying	at	the	base	of	a	fallen	stack	of	crates.	A	large	cleaver	was	buried	in	the	intruder's	skull.	“I	said	to	keep	anyone	you	caught	alive!”
Conrad	snarled,	grabbing	hold	of	the	front	of	his	bodyguards	armour.	“He	didn’t	put	him	down,”	Tray	interjected.	“I	did.”	As	Conrad	turned	to	him,	Tray	bowed	his	head.	“I’m	sorry	sir.	He	had	your	lads	pinned,	I	heard	the	lad	over	there-”	he	pointed	to	the	mortally	wounded	guard,	“-I	heard	him	scream.	I	panicked.”	Releasing	his	grip	on	the	guards
armour,	Conrad	jerked	his	head	towards	the	fallen	soldier.	“Go	and	see	if	you	can	figure	out	who	he	is.”	“Sir!”	As	the	second	guard	stepped	away,	Conrad	knelt	down	in	front	of	the	wounded	guard.	“I’m...	sorry	Colonel,”	the	young	soldier	gasped.	“He…	I	didn’t	see…”	“It’s	alright,”	Conrad	said,	placing	his	hand	on	the	guard’s	shoulder.	“You	fought
bravely.”	“Th-thank	you	sir.”	The	guard	took	a	deep,	shuddering	breath.	“I…	I	know	I’m	not	going	to…	make	it.”	“No,”	Conrad	replied	softly.	“I’m	afraid	not.	I’m	sorry	son.”	“Sir,	it…	it	would	be	my	honour	if…	you…	if	you	would...”	“Of	course.”	Conrad	smiled	proudly	as	he	touched	the	side	of	the	guard’s	face.	“The	honour	is	mine.”	Conrad	leaned
forward	and	pulled	the	soldier	into	an	embrace.	“You	did	well,”	he	said	quietly,	while	with	his	free	hand	he	drew	a	knife	from	his	belt.	“Now,	it’s	time	for	you	to	rest.”	In	one	swift	motion	Conrad	drove	the	dagger	into	the	back	of	the	guard’s	neck,	severing	his	spine	in	an	instant.	The	guard	shuddered	once,	a	small	gasp	escaping	his	lips,	before	he
slumped	and	was	still.	Wiping	his	dagger	off	on	the	guard’s	cape	and	climbing	back	to	his	feet,	Conrad	turned	back	to	Tray	and	his	remaining	guard.	“Report.”	“We	found	this,	sir,”	Tray	replied,	handing	the	soldier's	helmet	over	to	Conrad.	“His	name	is	written	inside.”	“Lieutenant	Fawler.	And	this	insignia…	the	third	legion,	fourth	corps.”	Conrad's
eyes	narrowed,	“	He’s	one	of	General	Silver’s.”	“What	do	we	do	sir?”	Tray	asked,	his	voice	wavering.	Corad	turned	to	his	surviving	guard,	“Corporal	Janis,	you	will	take	Corporal	Herd’s	body	down	to	the	basement	and	store	it	in	one	of	the	barrels.	Hide	and	wait	there	for	the	commotion	here	to	calm	down.	Once	the	coast	is	clear,	take	his	body	and	bury
it	in	the	forest.	Make	certain	no	one	follows	you.”	“Yes,	sir.”	“Corporal	Tray,”	Conrad	looked	over	his	shoulder.	“Once	Corporal	Janis	is	hidden,	you	will	go	and	inform	the	local	guards	that	you	caught	what	you	believed	to	be	a	burglar	in	your	stockroom.	The	man	came	in,	did	not	identify	himself,	there	was	a	struggle,	he	fell	and	hit	his	head.	He	was
reaching	for	a	sword	when	you	finished	him	off.”	“B-but	he’s	an	officer!”	Tray	stammered.	“I’ll	be	executed	for	this!”	“Not	if	you	stick	to	the	story.	I	will	intercede	on	your	behalf	as	soon	as	I	can.”	Sensing	the	man’s	fear	and	hesitation,	Conrad	grabbed	the	front	of	Tray’s	tunic	and	forced	him	to	meet	his	gaze.	“You	must	stick	to	the	story,	no	matter
what.	If	you	talk	and	I	am	investigated,	I	will	not	be	able	to	help	you.”	“I…	yes	sir.”	As	he	picked	up	his	fallen	comrade,	the	remaining	bodyguard	turned	to	Conrad,	“What	will	you	do	Colonel?”	“Once	the	guard	arrives	I	will	slip	out	the	back	in	the	confusion.”	“What	about	the	guards	we	ran	into	tonight?	If	they	decide	to	talk…”	“I’ll	take	care	of	it,”
Conrad	said	after	a	moment.	“Now,	let’s	move.”===“What	am	I	going	to	do…”	Hazel	muttered	to	herself.	Spread	out	on	the	table	in	front	of	her	were	several	small	stacks	of	coins.	Despite	emptying	every	one	of	her	hiding	spots,	there	was	still	barely	enough	money	for	the	next	month.	Her	mother	would	be	no	help,	she	hadn’t	spoken	to	Hazel	since
Cander	had	defected.	Picking	up	a	bottle	sitting	beside	her,	Hazel	took	a	long	drink.	As	she	set	the	bottle	back	down,	her	gaze	turned	to	the	pair	of	small	chests	sitting	by	the	door.	“Marien	gets	to	move	in	with	her	sweetheart,”	Hazel	grumbled,	taking	another	swig.	“And	I’m	sitting	here	counting	pennies.	Now	there’s	justice	for	you...”	As	Hazel
grumbled	to	herself,	the	sound	of	a	creaking	floorboard	caught	her	attention.	Hazel	looked	over	her	shoulder.	The	house	was	dark,	the	only	light	a	single	candle	on	the	table.	Rain	pattered	against	the	windows,	the	afternoon	sky	a	gloomy	grey.	“Hello?”	Hazel	called	out,	her	ears	perked	up.	“Is	someone	there?	Palles,	is	that	you?”	No	answer	came,	but
still	Hazel’s	instincts	were	on	full	alert.	A	feeling	of	dread	crept	across	her	as	she	scanned	the	gloom	again,	but	there	was	no	one	there.	Slowly,	Hazel	lowered	one	of	her	hands	to	her	lap,	her	fingers	brushing	against	the	knife	hidden	under	the	edge	of	the	table.	Suddenly	there	was	a	noise	in	the	kitchen.	As	Hazel	leapt	to	her	feet	she	felt	something
wrap	around	her	neck	from	behind.	Before	she	could	react,	the	rope	was	pulled	tight,	cutting	off	her	breath.	Hazel	frantically	kicked	her	legs,	but	to	no	avail.	She	tried	to	grab	the	hidden	knife,	but	her	assailant	dragged	her	out	of	her	chair	before	she	could	get	a	hold	of	it.	She	tried	to	cry	out,	but	only	a	strangled	gurgle	came	out.	Desperately	Hazel
clawed	at	her	neck	as	little	white	starbursts	filled	her	vision.	Her	mind	raced	in	panic,	her	heart	beating	rapidly,	but	she	was	unable	to	fight	back.	Soon,	darkness	began	to	creep	into	the	corners	of	her	vision	and	her	struggles	became	little	more	than	weak	thrashing.	Her	thoughts	began	to	drift	in	strange	directions	as	her	chest	rose	and	fell	in	vain.
Moments	before	she	lost	consciousness,	the	rope	around	her	neck	loosened.	Coughing	raggedly,	Hazel	frantically	gulped	down	breath	after	breath	of	air.	As	she	gasped,	a	familiar	voice	spoke	softly	into	her	ear,	“Good	evening	miss,	I	trust	I	didn't	interrupt	anything.”	“What	the	hell	are-”	Hazel’s	voice	was	cut	off	as	Jabarian	tightened	the	rope	again.
“No	no,”	Jabarian	scolded	as	Hazel	clawed	at	her	neck.	“I’ll	ask	the	questions.	Understand?”	Hazel	desperately	nodded	and	Jabarian	loosened	the	rope.	“Good	girl.	Now,	take	a	deep	breath.”	Allowing	Hazel	a	moment	to	gasp	for	air,	Jabarian	spoke,	his	voice	soft	and	his	tone	even.	“We	had	an	agreement,	you	and	I,	and	you	have	not	lived	up	to	your
end.”	“I	did…	what	you…	asked…”	Hazel	gasped.	“The	fact	that	your	friend	is	pregnant	would	seem	to	suggest	otherwise.”	“I	did	what	you	said!	But	she	didn’t	drink	the	tea!”	Hazel	croaked,	her	eyes	searching	for	anything	in	range	she	could	use	as	a	weapon.	“What	was	I	supposed	to	do,	force	it	down	her	throat?”	“If	that’s	what	it	took,	yes.	If	you	take
money	to	do	a	job,	you	do	that	job.”	Jabarian	rolled	his	eyes	as	Hazel	started	shifting	to	try	to	reach	a	fallen	bottle.	“Oh	please.”	Hazel	tried	to	lunge	for	the	bottle	as	Jabarian	tightened	the	rope	again.	Her	fingers	just	barely	brushed	against	the	glass,	before	Jabarian	hauled	her	backwards.	In	panicked	desperation	Hazel	tried	to	tear	through	the	rope
with	her	claws,	but	that	got	her	nowhere.	Her	lungs	burned	and	her	legs	kicked	wildly.	“You	know,	you’ve	caused	me	a	fair	bit	of	trouble,”	Jabarian	said	as	Hazel	struggled.	“And	for	something	so	simple.”	After	a	few	moments	Hazel’s	movements	grew	weak.	Though	he	was	tempted	to	continue,	Jabarian	loosened	his	grip.	Hazel	was	exhausted,	barely
able	to	keep	her	eyes	open	as	she	gasped	for	air.	Content	that	Hazel	had	no	fight	left	in	her,	Jabarian	reached	into	his	robes	and	withdrew	a	small	paper	packet.	“When	your	friend	returns	you	will	give	her	these,”	he	ordered,	dropping	the	packet	in	Hazel’s	lap.	“H-how.”	Brew	them	in	tea,	put	them	in	a	stew,	so	long	as	she	eats	them	it	won’t	matter.”
“What…	what	are	th-they?”	“They	will	solve	the	problem	that	should	have	never	arisen	in	the	first	place.”	“I-	I	can’t!”	Jabarian	started	to	tighten	the	rope	again,	but	Hazel	cried	out.	“No,	please!	Stop!”	Tears	streamed	down	Hazel’s	cheeks	as	she	whimpered.	“Please,	I	beg	you…	no	more.”	“Then	you	will	do	as	you	are	told.”	“But…	it	was	one	thing	t-to
keep	her	from	h-having	a	child….	but	this…”	“-is	what	you	agreed	to,”	Jabarian	snarled	into	Hazel’s	ear.	“You	were	paid	to	do	a	simple	task,	you	did	not	do	that	task,	so	now	you	will	clean	up	your	mess!	You	knew	exactly	what	you	were	doing	when	you	agreed	to	this	arrangement!”	“I-”	“Say	it,”	Jabarian	snarled,	threatening	to	tighten	the	rope	again.
“Say	it	now,	or	you	will	die,	right	here,	right	now.”	“A-alright,”	Hazel	whimpered,	“I’ll	do	it.”	Releasing	the	rope	from	around	Hazel’s	neck,	Jabarian	climbed	to	his	feet.	“Good.”	As	he	turned	to	leave,	Jabarian	looked	over	his	shoulder,	“Oh,	and	one	more	thing.	If	I	have	to	come	back	here	again,	believe	me,	young	one,	I	will	not	be	so	gentle.”	As
Jabarain	left,	Hazel	curled	up	into	a	ball	on	the	floor,	sobbing	uncontrollably.===“So,	what	do	you	think	sir?”	Sieg	shook	his	head	slightly	to	wake	himself	up.	“Wh-what?”	“About	the	peg-leg	case!”	the	guardsman	exclaimed.	“Come	on,	Lieutenant,	you	must	have	an	opinion.”	Sieg	sighed	heavily.	For	almost	two	weeks,	the	story	of	the	one	legged
tavern	owner	who	somehow	managed	to	kill	a	Lieutenant	in	his	stockroom	had	gripped	Basikal	city.	The	populace	found	themselves	in	one	of	two	camps,	those	that	believed	the	man	was	right	to	defend	his	tavern,	even	if	he	was	perhaps	too	zealous.	For	those	on	the	other	side	the	soldier	had	every	right	to	inspect	where	he	desired,	and	the	tavern
owner	was	little	better	than	a	common	murderer.	The	case	had	been	a	welcome	distraction,	at	least	at	first,	something	new	for	the	guards	to	talk	about	as	they	stood	watch	in	the	gloom	and	the	rain.	But	after	two	weeks,	Sieg	wasn’t	sure	how	many	more	times	he	could	stand	going	over	the	same	facts	and	opinions,	again	and	again.	“I…	I	don’t	know,”
he	said	at	last.	“It’s	a	shame	the	Lieutenant	died,	but	if	I	caught	someone	creeping	around	my	house,	I’d	probably	fight	first	and	ask	questions	later.”	“Yeah,	but	what	I	want	to	know	is	how	he	did	it!”	the	other	guard,	a	young	man	with	long	blonde	hair	drawn	into	a	ponytail,	whispered.	“I	mean…	how	does	a	one	legged	tavern	owner	overpower	a
Lieutenant!”	Again	Sieg	sighed,	“Listen,	Private	Garra.”	“It’s…	Garda,	sir.”	“Right,”	Sieg	nodded.	“Sorry,	Private	Garda,	just	because	someone	is	strong,	doesn’t	mean	they	can’t	be	taken	by	surprise.	Look	what	happened	to	our	Capital.	This	is	why	we	always	have	to	be	alert	and	watching.”	“Yeah	but-”	“Watching,	instead	of	talking.”	Private	Garda
paused	for	a	moment	before	turning	back	to	the	ocean	and	straightening	his	back.	“Yes	Lieutenant,	sorry	Lieutenant.”	“Good,	carry	on.”	Stifling	a	yawn,	Sieg	started	back	along	the	dock	towards	the	shore.	The	sun	was	just	starting	its	rise	into	the	sky,	little	more	than	a	pale	yellow	ball	just	barely	visible	through	the	thick	morning	fog.	Thick	clouds
hung	low	in	the	sky,	thin	grey	streaks	of	rain	reaching	to	the	ground.	“I	guess	that’s	one	advantage	of	this	job,”	Sieg	thought	to	himself.	“I’ve	probably	seen	more	sunrises	and	sunsets	than	most	people.”	As	he	reached	the	shore,	Sieg’s	ears	perked	up	at	the	sight	of	another	Basitin	officer	walking	towards	him.	The	officer	saluted	as	she	drew	near.
“Lieutenant	Kolvest,	I’m	here	to	relieve	you.”	“Thank	you	Lieutenant	Basker.”	Sieg	nodded,	a	relieved	smile	on	his	face.	“Anything	to	report?”	“Nothing,	all	clear.	Just	another-.”	Despite	his	best	efforts,	Sieg	was	unable	to	stop	himself	from	yawning.	“Apologies,”	he	mumbled.	“Did	you	pull	another	double	shift?”	“Triple.”	Lieutenant	Basker	shook	her
head.	“You	can’t	keep	doing	that.	At	this	rate	you’re	gonna	fall	asleep	on	duty.	They	flog	you	for	that	you	know.”	“I	know,”	Sieg	replied,	nodding	his	head	as	he	blinked	bearily,	“But…	baby	coming.	I	need	the	money,	especially	because	I	want	to	take	as	few	shifts	as	possible	once	she’s	born.”	“Just	wait	till	she	is	born,”	Lieutenant	Basker	scoffed.
“Between	the	wailing	and	the	mess	they	make,	you’ll	be	begging	for	extra	shifts.”	Before	Sieg	could	argue,	Lieutenant	Basker	clapped	him	on	the	shoulder.	“Now,	go	home	and	get	some	sleep	before	you	end	up	keeling	over.”	“Yes,	ma’am.”	Crowds	of	fishermen	and	other	dock	workers	were	just	beginning	to	arrive	as	Sieg	made	his	way	towards	the
dock	gate.	The	rainy	season	meant	that	many	of	the	larger	boats	couldn’t	go	out,	but	those	with	small	boats	could	still	fish	in	the	protected	bay.	Dozens	of	males	and	females,	their	arms	full	of	crab	traps,	fishing	poles,	bait,	and	other	goods,	flooded	towards	the	pier	and	the	parts	of	the	dock	open	to	civilians.	Fishmongers	also	began	setting	up	their
stalls,	their	carts	laden	with	a	huge	array	of	wares,	from	thumb	sized	clams	to	tuna	fillets	so	large	Sieg	imagined	he	could	use	them	as	a	blanket.	The	rest	of	the	crushing	throng	were	shipwrights	and	construction	workers,	employed	by	the	shipyard	that	took	up	the	entire	southern	half	of	the	docks.	Three	large	vessels	sat	in	various	stages	of
completion	at	the	far	end	of	the	yard,	while	the	closer	berths	were	filled	by	ships	that	required	refit	or	repair.	Sieg	couldn’t	help	but	stare	at	some	of	the	workers	as	they	passed,	marvelling	at	their	impressive	muscles.	But	despite	the	impressive	physiques	their	professions	afforded	then,	the	workers	all	nodded	respectfully	and	stepped	aside	for	Sieg.
Being	a	soldier	and	an	officer	did	indeed	have	its	perks.	Finally,	Sieg	reached	the	heavy	wooden	gate	that	led	out	of	the	docks.	“Lieutenant	Basker	has	relieved	me,	so	I’m	heading	home,”	he	called	out	to	one	of	the	guards	standing	just	inside	the	gate.	“Yes,	sir,”	the	guard	called	back.	“Sleep	well	Lieutenant.”	As	he	passed	through	the	gate	into	the	rest
of	the	city,	Sieg	heard	a	familiar	voice	call	out	to	him	from	behind.	“Sieg!”	Sieg	turned	and	nodded	his	head	with	a	smile,	“Naomi!	What	a	pleasant	surprise.”	Naomi	blushed	slightly	as	she	smiled	back.	“Here,”	she	said,	extending	a	paper	wrapped	package	to	Sieg,	“I	thought	you	might	be	hungry.”	In	truth,	he	was	ravenous.	Without	a	word	Sieg	tore
the	paper	aside	and	bit	deeply	into	the	crispy	fillet	of	fish.	“I	can't	believe	you	make	this	yourself,”	Sieg	mumbled	through	a	mouth	full	of	fish.	“You	should	open	a	place	or	something,	this	is	amazing.”	“Thank	heavens	for	Jabarian,”	Shani	thought	to	herself	as	Sieg	wolfed	down	the	meal	in	just	a	few	bites.	“I	don’t	even	know	how	to	cook	an	egg.	I	really
should	get	Jabarian	to	teach	me	someday.”	A	genuine	smile	crossed	Shani’s	face	as	Seig	finished	wolfing	down	the	meal.“Aw	well,	here’s	hoping	what	they	say	about	men’s	hearts	and	stomachs	is	true.”	Swallowing	the	last	morsel,	Seig	sighed	in	satisfaction.	“Thank	you,	that	was…	perfect.”	Naomi	blushed	again,	shly	brushing	a	strand	of	hair	away
from	her	face	and	batting	her	eyelashes.	“You’re	welcome..”	“Uh…”	Sieg	blushed	a	little	as	well,	“So…	I’m	heading	home,	but	I’d	love	some	company.	If	you	aren’t	too	busy	of	course.”	“I’m	never	too	busy	to	keep	you	company.”	Naomi	smiled,	hooking	her	arm	around	Sieg’s.	“So,	how	are	you	settling	in	these	days?”	Sieg	asked	as	he	and	Naomi	began
making	their	way	down	the	street.	“Very	well,”	Noami	replied	brightly.	“I	found	a	place	to	live,	and	I	found	some	work.”	“That’s	great!	Where	are	you	working?”	“I’ve	been	doing	some	odd	jobs	for	the	Chariot	family.”	Sieg	paused,	“Oh…”	Naomi	tilted	her	head.	“Is	there	something	wrong?”	“No,	just…	I	have	a	bit	of	history	with	the	Chariots.”	“Oh?
Good	or	bad?”	“Let’s	just	say	it’s	been…	mixed,”	Sieg	admitted	after	a	moment.	“But	they’ve	been	good	to	you?”	“So	far,”	Noami	nodded.	Well	that’s	good	at	least.”	For	a	moment	a	thought	flitted	unbidden	across	Sieg’s	mind.	“What	is	it?”	Noami	asked.	“Well	I…”	Sieg	looked	down	at	Naomi’s	big	bright	eyes.	“I	can’t	put	her	in	danger	by	asking	her	to
spy	on	Lyon,”	Sieg	thought.	But	as	he	tried	to	put	the	idea	out	of	his	mind,	Sieg	kept	coming	back	to	the	ember	of	frustration	that	still	smouldered	in	his	chest.	For	weeks	Marien	had	avoided	telling	Sieg	what	it	was	that	was	bothering	her.	He	had	tried	to	put	his	questions	aside,	tried	to	forget,	tried	to	reason	with	his	doubts.	“She’s	a	captain,”	he	told
himself	again	and	again.	“Of	course	she	has	things	she	can’t	tell	me.”	“She’ll	tell	me	when	she	is	ready.”	“If	it	was	truly	important,	she	would	tell	me.”	But	those	platitudes	were	beginning	to	ring	more	and	more	hollow	with	each	repetition.	The	only	thing	that	Seig	was	certain	of	was	that	Lyon	had	something	to	do	with	whatever	Marien	was	keeping
from	him.	“It’s	fine,”	he	said	after	a	moment.	“Don’t	worry	about	it.”	Shani	had	to	fight	the	urge	to	smile	as	she	nodded.	“Trust	is	such	a	foolish	illusion,”	she	thought	to	herself	as	she	shifted	closer	to	Sieg,	resting	her	head	on	his	shoulder	as	they	walked.	“No	one	really	trusts	anyone	else.	The	only	thing	that	you	can	trust	is	your	ability	to	make
someone	else	pay	for	betraying	you.	Without	the	power	to	hurt	those	that	hurt	you,	you’re	just	a	leaf	in	a	typhoon.”	For	a	moment	Shani	felt	a	tiny	flicker	of	regret	flit	across	her	mind.	“I’m	sorry	that	you’re	going	to	learn	the	lesson	the	hard	way,	the	same	way	I	did.	Still,	it	is	a	valuable	lesson,	and	it	is	better	you	learn	it	now,	when	you	stand	to	gain
something	from	your	education.”	“So,	how	is	Marien?”	Noami	asked	as	Sieg	turned	onto	the	street	his	apartment	was	situated	on.	“She’s	well,	though	she	already	says	she’s	sick	of	being	pregnant.”	Sieg	smiled	to	himself,	“She’s	really	looking	forward	to	meeting	our	child;	you	should	hear	her	speaking	to	her	stomach	sometimes.”	“That’s	so	sweet.”
“We’ve	been	preparing	our	place.”	Naomi	squeezed	Sieg’s	arm	and	smiled	up	at	him.	“I’m	glad.	You’re	going	to	be	such	a	wonderful	father.”	“Well	I	hope	so.	I’m	not	so	sure,	but	Marien	seems	to	think	so	as	well.”	“She’s	right.	So,	have	you	picked	out	any	names	yet?”	Sieg	cleared	his	throat.	“Well…	there	was	one	that	we’ve	talked	about.”	Noami
bounced	up	and	down	in	excitement.	“Oh!	You	have	to	tell	me!”	Sieg	blushed	a	deep	red.	“Well…	actually…	I	actually	really	like	the	name	‘Naomi’.”	Shani’s	heart	skipped	a	beat	and	her	eyes	widened.	For	a	moment	she	was	genuinely	unable	to	process	the	words	Sieg	had	spoken.	All	of	her	plans,	predictions	and	analysis	flying	out	of	her	head.	For	a
moment,	the	cold,	calculating	part	of	her	mind	completely	stalled.	All	she	could	manage	was	a	slightly	choked,	“I…”	“Only	if	it	is	alright	with	you	of	course!”	Sieg	said	quickly,	sensing	Noami’s	sudden	discomfort.	“A-and	you	are	more	than	welcome	to	say	no!”	“I…”	Shani	shook	her	head,	forcing	herself	back	into	her	persona.	“I…	I	don’t	know	what	to
say.”	“I	also	thought…	Maybe	you	should	meet	Marien.”	“Focus!”	Shani	commanded	herself	inwardly.	Making	certain	to	keep	the	string	of	filthy	curses	that	flashed	through	her	mind	to	herself,	Shani	plastered	a	small	frown	on	her	face.	“Do	you	think	that	is	such	a	good	idea?”	Naomi	asked.	“What	if	she’s	jealous?”	Sieg	titled	his	head.	“Jealous	of
what?	You’re	a	friend,	a	good	friend.	Marien	doesn’t	have	many	friends	of	her	own,	and	I	think	you	and	her	have	a	lot	in	common.”	“Is	he	really	this	clueless?	Could	this	be	a	trap?	Am	I	being	played?	No,	his	eyes,	his	posture,	he’s	not	lying!	This	is	genuine!	How	is	this	genuine?	Are	you	kidding	me?”	Shani’s	mind	screamed.	“How	do	I…	dammit	all!
Salvage!	I	have	to	salvage	this!”	“That	sounds	wonderful,”	Naomi	replied,	not	a	trace	of	the	turmoil	running	through	her	mind	visible	on	her	face.	“Great!”	Sieg	grinned	as	he	and	Naomi	arrived	at	the	tavern	above	which	he	lived.	“I’ll	talk	to	Marien	about	having	you	for	dinner	perhaps.	I	uh…”	Sieg	scratched	the	back	of	his	head	and	grinned
sheepishly,	“Truth	be	told,	I’m	not	much	of	a	cook.	Is	there	any	way	you	could	bring	some	of	your	fish?”	Quickly	regaining	her	internal	calm,	Shani	nodded.	“Of	course,	I’d	be	happy	to.”	“Thank	you,	and	thank	you	for	the	company.”	Sieg	bowed	his	head	as	he	stepped	away	from	Noami.	“Now,	if	you	will	excuse	me,	I	am	exhausted.	I’ll	see	you	soon.”
“Sleep	well	Sieg,”	Naomi	replied	with	a	smile	and	a	little	wave.	As	Sieg	stepped	into	the	tavern,	Shani	turned	round	and	started	walking	back	towards	the	dock.	For	a	moment,	she	felt	a	genuine	pang	of	regret,	the	slightest	flicker	of	doubt.	“No!”	She	snarled	inwardly,	her	face	twisting	into	a	scowl	as	she	forcibly	banished	her	hesitations.	“You’ve	come
this	far.	People	like	him…	they	need	an	education,	they	need	to	be	taught	what	the	world	is	really	like,	or	it	will	kill	them.”	“Besides,	I	can	have	it	all,”	she	thought	to	herself,	still	scowling	and	shoving	her	hands	into	her	pockets,	her	tail	thrashing	back	and	forth.	“There’s	no	point	in	settling	for	second	prize	when	all	it	will	take	to	win	and	take
everything	is	a	tiny	little	push.”	===By	the	time	Sieg	reached	his	door,	he	could	barely	keep	his	eyes	open.	The	energy	he	had	gotten	from	breakfast,	and	from	speaking	to	Noami,	had	faded	quickly.	His	hands	shook	and	it	took	a	great	deal	of	concentration	to	insert	his	key	into	the	door.	Finally	unlocking	his	door,	Sieg	stepped	into	the	apartment.	“I’m
home.”	He	looked	around,	but	there	was	no	sign	of	Marien.	The	apartment	was	dark,	the	fireplace	cold.	As	he	stepped	inside,	Sieg	noticed	a	piece	of	parchment	on	the	table.	Dropping	himself	into	a	chair,	he	picked	up	the	note.	“Had	to	leave	before	you	got	home,	had	a	meeting	with	Lyon.	Going	to	pick	up	the	last	of	my	things	from	my	old	place	today.
Will	try	to	be	home	before	tonight.	I	love	you.	Marien.”	With	a	frustrated	sigh,	Sieg	dropped	the	note	back	on	the	table.	“Lyon…”	he	grumbled,	folding	his	arms	onto	the	table	and	resting	his	head	on	his	elbow.	“That	Chariot	bastard…	he	sees	more	of	Marien	than	I	do.”	Within	moments	Sieg	was	fast	asleep.===	“How	about	this	ridge	here?”	Lyon
asked,	gesturing	at	a	map	laid	out	on	the	massive	table	in	front	of	him.	Lyon	and	Marien	stood	around	a	massive	stone	table	in	the	main	war	room	of	the	Chariot	manner.	According	to	legend,	the	table	at	which	they	stood	was	carved	from	the	very	same	stone	upon	which	Lyon’s	ancestor,	Tahl	Chariot,	planned	her	final	defense	against	an	invading
army	of	a	tiger	warlord.	Dozens	of	maps	detailing	every	corner	of	Mekkan	covered	the	walls,	rolled	up	and	stored	on	shelves.	An	entire	wall	was	taken	up	by	shelves	covered	in	carved	miniatures,	from	human	archers,	to	wolf	rangers,	to	Basitin	siege	weapons.	Modular	sections	of	castle	walls	carved	from	real	stone,	allowing	for	a	strategy	to	be
accurate	down	to	the	last	detail,	took	up	a	whole	shelf	to	themselves.	There	were	even	carved	figures	of	the	most	important	leaders	of	the	world,	from	King	Adelaide	standing	with	her	massive	sword	drawn	and	held	high,	to	the	Grand	Templar,	Trace	Legacy,	a	tiny	glowing	Mana	chip	embedded	in	his	outstretched	palm.	The	map	Lyon	and	Marien	were
pouring	over	was	a	lay	out	of	a	small	section	of	the	Northern	Coastline	of	Basidian,	and	area	labelled,	‘Razor	Dock	Bay’.	Marien	frowned	and	crossed	her	arms	as	she	examined	the	ridge	line	that	Lyon	had	indicated.	Half	a	dozen	model	catapults	sat	atop	the	ridge,	while	in	the	bay	below	there	was	a	small	collection	of	Western	ships.	“We	lure	their	fleet
into	the	bay,”	Lyon	explained.	“We’ll	set	up	some	juicy	bait,	perhaps	a	pair	of	supply	ships.	We	keep	our	catapults	hidden	until	they	are	in	the	bay,	then	close	off	their	escape.”	Lyon	pushed	a	half	dozen	Eastern	ships	across	the	narrow	entrance	of	the	bay.	“Fire	pots	would	probably	be	most	effective,”	Marien	pondered	aloud.	“We	wouldn’t	need	to
score	more	than	a	few	hits.”	“I	doubt	the	Westerners	will	put	up	much	of	a	fight	once	they	realize	they	are	trapped.”	With	a	flick	of	his	finger,	Lyon	tipped	over	one	of	the	Western	models.	“With	any	luck,	they	will	surrender	and	we	can	take	their	ships	and	their	crews	without	much	bloodshed.”	“There	is	one	thing	that	concerns	me,”	Marien
interjected,	crossing	her	arms.	“What	if	they	decide	to	land	their	ships	instead	and	attack	our	siege	positions?	It	may	be	uphill,	but	my	company	alone	may	not	be	enough	to	stop	them.”	“Well	I	was	hoping	for	this	to	be	a	surprise,	but…”	Lyon	snapped	his	fingers,	“Jabarian!”	The	door	to	the	war	room	creaked	open	and	another	old	servant	shuffled	in,	a
velvet	cloth	draped	across	an	oddly	shaped	object	in	his	arms.	“Where	is	Jabarian?”	Lyon	demanded.	“Apologies	my	lord,	the	majordomo	said	he	had	business	to	attend	to	in	town.	He	left	me	in	his	stead.”	“Fine	fine,	never	mind.	Just	bring	it	here.”	“Yes,	my	lord	Chariot,”	the	servant	mumbled,	coming	up	to	stand	beside	Lyon.	“Behold.”	Lyon	grabbed
the	velvet	and	pulled	it	aside,	revealing	that	the	servant	was	holding	a	crossbow	in	his	grip.	Marien’s	eyes	widened,	“Holy…	how	did	you	get	this?”	“I	had	it	made,”	Lyon	explained,	taking	the	crossbow	from	the	servant	and	holding	it	proudly.	“The	design	has	taken	inspiration,	well...	copied,	from	a	design	used	by	the	Human	Empire’s	elite	guard.	A	gift
from	a	friend	of	mine	in	the	Empire	who	owed	me	a	few	favours.	Here.”	Marien	took	the	weapon	and	tested	it	in	her	hands.	It	was	lighter	than	she	imagined,	yet	sturdy.	“The	grip	is	a	little	off,”	Marien	observed,	raising	the	crossbow	to	her	eye.	“It	is	a	test	model,	a	proof	of	concept.”	Lyon	shrugged,	“There	are	bound	to	be	issues	to	work	out.”	“It	is
certainly	an	impressive	weapon,”	Marien	admitted,	handing	the	crossbow	back	to	Lyon.	“But	I’m	not	sure	one	crossbow	will	make	much	of	a	difference.”	“Very	true.”	Lyon	handed	the	crossbow	back	to	the	servant	and	dismissed	him	with	a	wave.	“Which	is	why	I	took	the	liberty	of	commissioning	a	further	eighty	of	them.”	Marien’s	mouth	dropped
open.	“Eighty!	That	must	have	cost	a	small	fortune!”	“Not	so	small	it	turns	out.	But	with	these,	we’ll	be	more	than	able	to	defend	the	siege	weapons.”	Lyon	drew	his	hand	across	the	map.	“Two	lines,	one	firing,	one	reloading,	and	these	could	cut	down	an	entire	Western	company	before	they	get	close.	This	weapon	will	be	a	game-changer	in	the	war,
and	your	company	will	be	the	first	outfitted	with	them	on	a	large	scale.”	Marien	shook	her	head.	“Lord	Chariot…	I	genuinely	don’t	know	what	to	say.”	“Say?	I	don’t	expect	you	to	say	anything,	just	make	certain	that	your	troops	fight	their	best	when	the	time	comes.”	A	cocky	smile	crept	its	way	across	Lyon’s	face.	“Besides,	if	we	succeed	in	our	mission,
the	reward	for	capturing	a	sizable	portion	of	the	Western	Fleet	and	its	commander	should	be	more	than	ample	to	recoup	the	cost,	as	well	as	provide	you	with	a	tidy	share.	You	and	the	guardsman	will	be	able	to	live	rather	well.”	“I	suppose	we	will,”	Mariensaid,	nodding.	“Speaking	of	the	guardsman,	how	did	he	react	to	your	news?”	“I…”	Marien	sighed
and	looked	down	at	the	table,	“I	haven't	told	him	yet.”	Lyon	raised	an	eyebrow.	“Don’t	you	trust	him?”	“What?	Of	course	I	do!	It’s	just…”	Marien	reached	down	and	gently	touched	her	stomach,	her	ears	drooping.	“We’re	finally	able	to	be	together	like	a	family.	Ever	since	we	got	married,	Sieg	has	talked	about	how	much	he	wanted	to	be	a	father.	And
no,	after	so	long,	it’s	finally	happening.	I	can’t…	I	don’t	want	to	ruin	this	for	him.”	“No.”	“No?”	Marien	looked	up	at	Lyon.	“What	do	you	mean?”	Lyon	shook	his	head.	“You	must	tell	him.	The	guardsman	loves	you	very	much,	and	I	have	the	scars	to	prove	it.	He	deserves	to	know	the	truth.”	Marien	blinked	in	shock,	“Are	you…	are	you	sticking	up	for
Sieg?”	Lyon	stepped	over	to	Marien	and	drew	himself	up	in	front	of	her.	“The	guardsman…	Sieg,	and	I...	Goodness	knows	we	have	our	differences.	However,	he	is,	in	his	own	way,	a	noble	Basitin.	He	has	earned	your	faith,	has	he	not?”	“Yes,	he	has,”	Marien	said	after	a	moment,	her	shoulders	slumping	as	she	stared	down	at	her	feet.	“Hey…”	Lyon
reached	out	and	guided	Marien’s	chin	upwards	to	meet	his	gaze.	“It’s	hard,	this	life	you’ve	chosen.	My	mother	and	father…	they	were	warriors	as	well,	but	in	the	end	they	kept	so	much	from	each	other,	their	love	turned	into	distrust,	then	anger,	and	finally	into	hatred.	You	cannot	allow	the	same	thing	to	happen	to	you.”	Before	Marien	could	speak,
there	was	a	knock	on	the	door	and	a	servant	stepped	inside.	“Lord	Chariot,	there	is-”	The	servant	froze,	staring	wide	eyed	at	Lyon	standing	over	Marien,	his	hand	on	her	chin	and	their	faces	close.	“I…	I’m	sorry!”	the	servants	stuttered.	“What	is	it?”	Lyon	demanded,	releasing	Marien	and	striding	over	to	the	door.	“There	is	a	message	sir,	from	your
father,”	the	servant	nervously	extended	an	envelope	towards	Lyon.	Lyon	took	the	letter	and	quickly	placed	it	in	his	tunic.	“Fine.	Now	leave.”	“Y-yes,	my	lord!”	Shutting	the	door,	Lyon	turned	back	to	Marien.	He	was	surprised	to	see	her	blushing	with	embarrassment,	her	ears	drooped	even	further	and	her	tail	curled	between	her	legs.	“What’s	wrong?”
Lyon	asked,	setting	the	package	on	a	small	table	near	the	door.	“I	just…”	Marien	shook	her	head	vigorously,	“I’m	sorry,	I’m	just	feeling	guilty	about	spending	so	much	time	here,	and	then	to	be	caught	in	such	an	embarrassing	position…”	“The	servants	know	better	than	to	say	a	word	about	anything	that	goes	on	in	this	house,”	Lyon	replied,	putting	his
hands	on	her	shoulders.	“And	you	have	nothing	to	feel	guilty	about.	I’ve	acted	honourably	and	so	have	you.”	“Yes…	you’re	right.”	Marien	turned	back	to	the	table,	“Shall	we	continue?”	“No,	I	think	that’s	enough	for	one	day,”	Lyon	replied,	rolling	the	map	up	and	placing	it	in	a	secured	metal	cylinder.	“Go	and	spend	some	time	with	the	guardsman.	We
won’t	be	deploying	for	months	either	way,	so	we’ll	continue	this	the	day	after	tomorrow.”	With	a	heavy	sigh,	Marien	bowed	her	head	and	smiled.	“Thank	you,	Lord	Chariot.”	“I	think	it’s	about	time	you	started	calling	me	Lyon.”	“Very	well,	thank	you,	Lyon.”	As	Marien	started	towards	the	door,	a	sudden	shifting	in	her	stomach	made	her	freeze.	It	wasn’t
pain,	but	she	did	feel	a	sudden	jolt.	She	stumbled,	catching	herself	on	the	small	table	by	the	door.	“Are	you	alright?”	Lyon	asked,	hurrying	forwards	and	gripping	Marien’s	arm	to	help	steady	her.	Marien	nodded	quickly.	“Yes,	I	think…	I	think	I	just	felt…	a	kick,	I	think	she	kicked.”	Lyon’s	eyes	widened,	“Really?”	“I	think	so.”	Lyon	paused	for	a	moment.
“Forgive	me	if	this	is	forward,	but…	may	I…	feel?”	Marien	was	taken	aback	by	Lyon’s	request,	but	after	a	moment	nodded.	“If	you	wish,	of	course.”	Slowly,	almost	hesitantly,	Lyon	extended	his	hand	and	placed	it	on	Marien’s	stomach.	For	a	few	moments	there	was	nothing,	and	then,	suddenly,	he	felt	movement	beneath	his	hand,	first	one	bump	and
then	another.	“That’s	amazing!”	Lyon	breathed.	“Simply	stunning.	What	an	incredible	feeling	it	must	be...”	Lyon	felt	a	third	bump	and	chuckled.	“Strong	legs	already.	He’ll	be	a	fighter,	that’s	for	certain.”	Lyon	looked	up,	genuine	wonder	in	his	eyes.	“Thank	you	Marien.”	Blushing	slightly,	Marien	bowed	her	head.	“You	are	welcome,	Lyon.”	Lyon
climbed	back	to	his	feet	and	rang	a	bell	beside	the	door.	“Well,	I	will	clean	up	here,	one	of	the	servants	will	escort	you	to	the	door.	I’ve	arranged	to	have	a	carriage	waiting	to	take	you	home.”	“Thank	you.”	Marine	bowed	her	head	again	as	the	door	opened	and	a	servant	arrived.	“I	will	see	you	in	two	days	time.”	“Indeed.”	As	Marien	departed,	Lyon



looked	down	at	his	hand.	He	had	just	felt	life,	precious	and	new,	real,	genuine	innocence.	“Oh	Amber…”	he	whispered,	tears	forming	at	the	corners	of	his	eyes.	“How	I	wish	I	could	have	had	that	experience	with	you…”	===“I	can’t	do	this!	I	can’t	do	this!”	Hazel	paced	back	and	forth,	her	mind	ringing	with	panic.	In	front	of	her,	a	small	pot	of	Marien’s
favourite	fish	stew	bubbled	away	on	the	stove.	Hazel	had	spent	the	last	of	her	coins	on	Marien’s	favourite	type	of	fish	and	the	ingredients	for	stew.	On	the	counter	beside	the	stove	sat	the	package	from	Jabarian,	empty	except	for	a	few	leafy	crumbs.	The	rest	of	the	ugly	yellow	herbs	were	already	in	the	soup.	“No…	I	can’t	do	this!	I	won’t!”	Hazel
snarled,	grabbing	hold	of	a	kitchen	knife.“That	bastard	thinks	he	can	scare	me,	I’m	a	Basitin	soldier!	If	I	ever	see	him	again,	I’ll	gut	him!”	But	as	she	spoke,	the	terror	of	the	morning	came	flooding	back.	Her	mind	spun,	her	heart	beat	frantically	and	her	legs	threatened	to	give	out	beneath	her.	Dropping	the	knife	back	on	the	counter,	Hazel	reached	up
and	touched	her	neck.	“What	if	I	go	to	the	authorities?”	her	mind	raced.	“I’ll	go	to	the	guard!	I’ll	tell	them…	tell	them…”	Hazel	dropped	to	the	floor,	her	head	in	her	hands.	“That	I’ve	been	poisoning	my	friend	for	years…	If	Marien	doesn’t	kill	me,	they’ll	banish	me	for	sure!	Or	worse!”	“Why?!”	she	shouted	out	loud,	as	much	in	frustration	as	in	terror.
“Why	did	I	agree	to	this!	Stupid!	Stupid...”	The	empty	house	offered	no	useful	answers.	“I	had	no	choice,”	she	moaned,	squeezing	her	eyes	shut.	“It	was	never	supposed	to	go	this	far…	And	I	had	to	live,	didn’t	I?	Don’t	I	have	a	right	to	live	as	well?	I	lost	Cander,	I	lost	my	rank…	I	lost	everything...”	Slowly	her	eyes	opened,	and	as	she	stared	up	at	the
ceiling,	Hazel’s	face	twisted	into	a	snarl.	“It’s	all	Marien’s	fault!”	She	growled	through	clenched	teeth.	“Her	with	her	perfect	Sieg,	and	her	perfect	company,	and	her	perfect	life!	I	had	everything	I	wanted,	and	then	it	all	got	taken	away!	And	then	she	gets	everything	she	wants!	She’s	not	even	Eastern!	It	should	be	mine!”	Even	as	she	spoke	them,	Hazel
knew	the	words	were	hollow.	Hazel’s	anger	vanished	as	her	ears	caught	the	sound	of	a	carriage	rolling	up.	In	a	panicked	frenzy,	Hazel	leapt	to	her	feet	and	tossed	a	pair	of	bowls	onto	the	table.	She	was	just	digging	out	spoons	when	the	sound	of	the	door	handle	rang	out,	and	Marien	stepped	into	the	apartment.	“Hey	Haze,”	Marien	called	out	brightly.
“Just	here	for	the	last	of	my	things.”	She	paused	and	sniffed	the	air.	“Wow…	it	smells	amazing	in	here!”	“Y-yeah!”	Setting	the	spoons	down	on	the	table,	Hazel	strode	up	and	pulled	Marien	into	a	hug.	Marien	blinked	in	surprise	at	the	sudden	display	of	affection.	“Uh…	it’s	nice	to	see	you.”	“You	too,	you	too.”	Hazel	pulled	away,	smiling.	“Hazel…	are	you
alright?”	“Y-yeah!	Why?”	“Well…	you’re	crying.”	Hazel	paused	for	a	moment	and	reached	up	to	her	face.	There	were	indeed	tears	in	her	eyes.	“I	uh…	well	I	had	a	bit	to	drink,”	Hazel	said	after	a	moment.	“And	you	know,	I	get	kinda	weepy	sometimes.”	Marien	tilted	her	head.	Hazel	was	acting	extremely	odd,	almost	frantic.	“Are	you	sure	you’re	okay
Hazel?”	“Yeah!	I’m	fine!	I	just…”	Hazel	leapt	forward	and	hugged	Marien	again.	“I’m	going	to	miss	you	so	much!”	“Haze,	I’m	going	to	be	literally	ten	minutes	away.	You	can	see	me	whenever	you	want.”	“I	know!	But	it’s	not	going	to	be	the	same.	And…”	Hazel	fought	to	swallow	as	her	throat	turned	bone	dry,	“I	thought...	maybe	you	could	stay	for
dinner.	One	last	time?”	Marien	paused,	“Well…	I	really	should	go	and	see	Sieg…”	“No!”	Hazel’s	tone	startled	Marien.	“I	mean…	I	went	to	the	trouble	of	making	your	favourite	stew.”	Hazel	reached	out	and	grabbed	Marien’s	hands,	“Come	on,	just	for	a	little	while.	Please?”	Again	Marien	raised	an	eyebrow,	her	instincts	on	full	alert.	Hazel’s	eyes	were
wide,	her	movements	were	jerky	and	manic.	Seeing	Hazel	out	of	sorts	had	become	commonplace	over	the	last	year,	but	Marien	had	never	seen	her	like	this	before.	“I…”	After	a	moment	Marien	sighed	and	smiled	at	Hazel.	“Alright,	for	a	little	while.”	“Great!	Just	sit	down,	I’ll	be	right	there.”	Hazel	hurried	back	into	the	kitchen.	As	she	stirred	the	stew,
she	caught	sight	of	one	of	the	fragments	of	yellow	leaf.	For	a	moment	Hazel	thought	she	would	pass	out.	“I	can’t	do	this…	I	can’t	do	this.”	Again	Hazel	reached	up	and	gently	touched	her	neck,	feeling	the	bruise	hidden	by	her	tunic.	“Hazel…	are	you	sure	you	are	alright?”	Marien	called	out.	“Yes!	Yes,	I’m	fine!”	“Can	I	help?”	“I…”	Hazel	trembled
terribly.	Gritting	her	teeth,	she	forced	herself	to	pick	up	the	pot.	“It’s	all	fine,”	Hazel	said,	stepping	back	into	the	dining	area,	placing	the	pot	in	the	center	of	the	table.	She	had	to	fight	from	keeping	her	hands	from	shaking	as	she	ladelled	the	stew	into	the	bowl.	As	Hazel	slid	the	bowl	across	the	table,	Marien	reached	out	and	grabbed	her	hand.	“Hey.”
Hazel	looked	up	sharply,	her	heart	threatening	to	leap	out	of	her	chest.	“I’m	dead!”	Marien	smiled	and	squeezed	her	hand.	“I	know	it's	been	hard,	but	you’re	going	to	be	alright.	I	promise,	everything	will	work	out.”	“I…”	Hazel	turned	away,	unable	to	meet	Marien’s	gaze.	“I’m	sorry…”	she	whimpered,	tears	rolling	down	her	cheeks	again.	“I’m	sorry…
I’ve	been	such	a	bad	friend.”	“It’s	okay.”	Marien	squeezed	her	hand	again.	“We	all	have	our	problems,	the	challenge	is	facing	them.	And	if	there	is	ever	anything	you	need,	please,	just	talk	to	me.”	“I…”	Hazel	swallowed	hard	and	met	Marien’s	gaze.	“Marien…	there’s	something	I	have	to	tell	you…”End	of	Part	11===Part	12“I…	think	I’m	going	to	leave
the	island.”	Marien	blinked	in	surprise.	“What?	“Y-yeah.”	Hazel	said	after	a	moment,	staring	down	at	her	hands.	“I	think	I’m	going	to	leave	Basikal.”	“Why?	Where	would	you	go?”	“I…	don’t	know.	I	was	thinking	of	maybe	going	south,	maybe	I’ll	try	to	join	up	with	a	trading	company	or	something.”	As	she	spoke,	all	Hazel	wanted	was	to	shrivel	up	and
vanish	into	the	crack	in	the	floor.	“I	know	it's	been	hard	for	you	here.”	Marien	said	softly,	gently	squeezing	Hazel’s	hand	across	the	table.	“I	wish	there	was	more	I	could	do.”	For	a	moment,	Hazel’s	mind	was	made	up.	She	looked	up	at	Marien,	fresh	fight	in	her	eyes.	“I’m	going	to	tell	her.	I	don’t	care,	I’m	not	doing	this!”	But	as	she	drew	in	her	breath
to	tell	Marien	everything,	the	feeling	of	Jabarian’s	rope	around	her	neck	came	flooding	back.	Terror	overwhelmed	her	like	a	crashing	wave	as	she	remembered	what	it	felt	like	to	come	so	close	to	death,	to	not	be	able	to	breathe,	to	fight	helplessly.	The	words	simply	would	not	come.	“Hazel?”	“You’ve	done	more	than	enough,”	Hazel	finally	replied,
fighting	back	tears.	“Well	be	sure	to	send	me	a	letter	when	you	get	where	you’re	going.	I’ll	miss	you.”	Marien	smiled	as	she	picked	up	her	spoon.	“Not	to	mention	your	cooking.”	“Yeah…”	Hazel	looked	down	at	the	table.	“I’ll	miss	it	too.”===Between	the	curfews	and	the	danger	of	traveling	in	the	dark,	it	was	odd	for	a	messenger	to	arrive	at	night,	even
one	belonging	to	the	royal	courier	corps.	Yet	the	sun	had	been	down	for	nearly	an	hour	as	Lyon	stood	at	his	front	door,	a	royal	messenger	standing	before	him	with	a	paper	wrapped	package.	The	northern	wind	that	whistled	through	the	hills	was	freezing,	with	sleet	pouring	from	the	sky	above.	The	messenger	bowed	his	head,	trying	his	best	not	to
shiver	as	slush	fell	from	his	ears.	“I’m	sorry	to	disturb	you	this	late	at	night	sir,	but	I	was	ordered	to	get	this	here	as	quickly	as	I	could.”	“It’s	fine.”	Lyon	replied,	taking	the	package	from	the	messenger.	“But	you	couldn’t	simply	leave	this	with	one	of	the	servants?”	“My	instructions	were	clear,	this	was	to	be	delivered	directly	to	the	Chariot	family
hands.	Apologies	sir,	but	those	were	my	orders.”	“From	whom?”	“Couldn’t	say	sir,	they	would	not	tell	me.”	“Fine,	fine.	You	may	consider	your	task	completed.”	Lyon	dug	into	one	of	his	pockets	and	tossed	a	pair	of	gold	coins	to	the	messenger.	“For	your	diligence.	Go	get	yourself	a	warm	bed	and	a	meal.”	“Thank	you	sir!”	Closing	the	door	behind	him,
Lyon	paused.	“Two	gold	pieces?	I	really	am	going	soft…”	With	a	shrug,	Lyon	carried	the	package	under	his	arm	into	his	study.	Lyon’s	study	had	once	been	the	favoured	room	of	his	family’s	founder,	Tahl	Chariot.	The	room	was	out	of	place	with	the	rest	of	the	Chariot	manor,	appearing	more	like	a	lodge	than	the	home	of	a	noble	family.	The	stone	walls
were	covered	with	thick	logs,	animal	skins	hung	from	the	rafters,	and	a	great	stone	fireplace	took	up	one	entire	wall.	An	ancient	chair,	crafted	from	simple	wood	and	animal	skins,	sat	before	the	fire.	The	chair	had	been	largely	untouched	for	centuries,	but	painstakingly	cleaned	and	maintained.	The	chair	had	once	been	Tahl’s,	and	it	was	where	she	had
died,	after	living	to	the	seemingly	impossible	age	of	eighty	nine.	Legend	had	it	that	her	last	words	were	the	name	of	the	tiger	warlord	she	had	so	famously	vanquished,	a	warning	to	her	foe	that	even	in	death	she	would	pursue	him.	Lyon	had	sat	in	the	chair	only	once,	when	he	was	six	years	old.	When	his	father	had	caught	him,	he	had	whipped	Lyon’s
bottom	so	hard	that	he	hadn't	been	able	to	sit	for	more	than	a	week.	Lyon	loved	the	study,	even	when	he	was	a	boy	he	had	been	drawn	to	it.	He	found	the	old	swords	and	armour	on	the	walls	helped	to	focus	him,	to	remind	him	of	his	duty,	as	well	as	fill	him	with	a	feeling	of	real	power.	“Those	were	the	days,”	he	would	often	ruminate,	sitting	before	the
fire	with	a	glass	of	stiff	wine,	Jabarian	standing	just	behind	him.	“Those	were	the	days	when	power	flowed	from	the	strength	of	your	arm	and	the	keenness	of	your	blade,	not	your	ability	to	make	a	pen	dance.”	Taking	a	seat	in	his	chair,	Lyon	flipped	the	package	over	in	his	hands.	There	was	a	seal	stamped	at	the	top	right	corner,	a	shield	sitting	atop	a
crossed	hammer	and	quill.	Lyon	raised	an	eyebrow.	“What	does	the	Tribunal	for	Justice	and	Canon	want?”	Tearing	on	the	paper,	Lyon	was	surprised	to	see	that	the	contents	of	the	package	was	a	stack	of	parchment	bound	in	string.	Much	of	the	parchment	looked	very	old,	some	of	it	even	flaking	apart.	A	handwritten	note	sat	atop	the	stack:
“CONFIDENTIAL!	To	Shani	Chariot,	Care	of	the	Tribunal	for	Justice	and	Canon,	Historical	Records	Division.”	“Hmmm,”	Lyon	shrugged,	setting	the	box	aside.	But	just	as	he	was	preparing	to	replace	the	wrapping,	a	single	word	atop	one	of	the	pieces	of	paper	caught	his	eye:	“Breakwell”.	Immediately	Lyon	brought	the	box	back	onto	his	lap.
“Breakwell?	Amber’s	family?	What	is	Shani	doing	with	this?”	As	he	took	hold	of	the	string	binding	the	papers,	for	a	moment	Lyon	hesitated.	Opening	mail	not	intended	for	someone	else,	especially	mail	from	the	Tribunal	of	Justice	and	Canon,	was	a	serious	crime,	not	to	mention	a	violation	of	his	sister's	trust.	But	he	couldn't	put	it	down,	the	Breakwell
name	seemed	to	stare	at	him,	boring	into	his	skull.	Finally,	Lyon	undid	the	knot	and	began	flipping	through	the	documents.	Many	of	the	pieces	of	parchment	were	smudged	or	damaged,	but	Lyon	was	able	to	decipher	most	of	their	contents.	And	the	more	he	read,	the	more	his	eyes	widened.===“S-Sieg!”	Slowly	Sieg	opened	his	eyes,	his	brain	was
foggy,	the	cobwebs	of	dreams	still	clinging	to	him.	His	bedroom	was	dark,	lit	only	by	the	glow	of	the	street	lamps	outside.	As	he	awoke	he	could	feel	a	body	moving	beside	him,	Marien	must	have	finally	gotten	home	and	managed	to	get	into	bed	without	waking	him.	As	Sieg	woke,	his	senses	began	to	alert	him	that	something	was	wrong.	There	was
something	warm	and	wet	on	the	mattress	and	the	sheets	around	his	waist.	He	could	hear	Marien’s	breathing,	but	it	was	gasping	and	ragged.	The	air	was	thick	with	a	foul	smell,	and	the	scent	of	blood.	Again	Marien’s	voice	called	out,	ragged	and	weak.	“Sieg…	”	As	Sieg	sat	up,	his	eyes	widened,	there	was	a	large,	dark	spot	on	the	bed	around	Marien
waist.	Marien	was	lying	on	her	side,	convulsing	and	shivering	as	if	she	was	freezing,	her	pillow	covered	with	vomit	and	blood.	Panic	flooded	Sieg	as	he	grabbed	Marien’s	shoulder.	“Marien!”	His	eyes	widened	with	terror	as	he	turned	Marien	towards	him.	Her	face	was	contorted	into	a	mask	of	agony,	tears	streaming	down	her	cheeks	and	blood	running
from	her	nose.	“Sieg…”	she	managed	to	croak,	“Help	me…	please…	help	me…”	In	a	rush	of	blind	panic	and	terror,	Sieg	leapt	out	of	bed	and	threw	the	covers	aside.	Marien’s	pajamas	were	covered	in	blood.	Her	tail	thrashed	about	in	agony,	her	legs	pedaling	as	if	she	was	trying	to	run	as	she	clutched	at	her	stomach.	Sieg	grabbed	a	sheet	as	quickly	as
he	could	and	bundled	Marien	up.	“It’ll	be	okay,”	he	whispered	again	and	again,	“Just	hold	on,	it’ll	be	okay.”	With	all	of	his	strength,	Sieg	pulled	Marien	into	his	arms.	She	cried	out	in	pain	as	Seig	lifted	her,	but	was	unable	to	resist.	Everything	was	a	blur	as	Sieg	rushed	to	the	door,	kicking	it	open	as	hard	as	he	could.	As	Sieg	made	his	way	down	the
stairs	as	quickly	as	he	could,	being	careful	not	to	trip	on	the	stairs	or	the	sheet.	He	was	about	half	way	down	when	an	old	Basitin	man	carrying	a	lamp	appeared	at	the	bottom	of	the	stairs.	Paul	Warret	was	the	owner	of	the	Broken	Sword	Tavern,	above	which	Sieg	lived.	He	was	a	crusty	old	veteran	who	loved	nothing	more	than	a	stiff	drink	and	a	long
story.	Paul	had	had	his	doubts	about	renting	to	such	a	young	man,	especially	when	Sieg	had	mentioned	his	wife.	But	Paul’s	own	wife	was	a	soft	touch,	and	had	convinced	him	it	might	be	nice	to	have	a	younger	couple.	But	now	here	he	was,	awakened	from	his	slumber	by	shouting	and	bumping	around	upstairs.	“Do	you	know	what	time	it	is?”	Paul
demanded.	“What	are	you	two	doi-”	Paul	froze	as	he	raised	the	lantern.	Sieg	looked	like	something	out	of	a	nightmare,	covered	in	blood	and	vomit,	carrying	his	gasping	wife	in	his	arms.	The	colour	immediately	drained	out	of	his	face.	“What	in	the	hell?!”	“I	need	help!”	Sieg	cried,	desperately	clutching	Marien.	“Please!	We	need	a	doctor!”	As	Sieg
reached	the	bottom	of	the	stairs,	Paul’s	wife	emerged	from	the	back	room,	“Paul?	What’s-”	She	too	froze	at	the	horrific	sight	that	greeted	her.	“Kalli,	go	and	ring	the	alert	bell!	Now!”	Paul	yelled	as	he	stepped	forward	to	help	Sieg.	With	a	single	sweep	of	his	arm,	Paul	sent	a	pair	of	plates	and	a	candle	holder	flying	as	he	cleared	off	a	nearby	table.
“Alright	boy,	set	her	here!	Help	will	be	coming	soon.	You	stay	with	her,	I’ll	go	get	someone!”	As	the	sound	of	the	alert	bell	rang	out,	shattering	the	silence	of	the	night,	Sieg	grabbed	one	of	Marien’s	hands.	“It’s	okay!”	he	said,	his	hand	shaking	as	he	stroked	the	side	of	her	face.	“It’ll	be	okay.”	“I’m	so	sorry…”	Marien	groaned,	“Sieg…	I’m	so	sorry.”	“It’s
okay,	it’ll	be	okay.”	“S-Sieg,	if...	if	I’m	dying…”	“You’re	not	dying!”	“I	just...	want	you	to	know-”	As	she	spoke,	Marien	suddenly	cried	out	in	agony	and	convulsed	on	the	table,	large	flecks	of	blood	and	bile	staining	the	table	as	she	coughed	raggedly.	“You’re	not	dying!”	Sieg	whimpered,	holding	Marien	as	tightly	as	she	could,	“You’re	not	dying,	please…
please	don’t	die…”===Sieg	sat	on	the	front	step	of	the	Tavern,	staring	numbly	down	at	the	cobblestones.	The	first	glimpses	of	light	were	just	beginning	to	show	in	the	east,	the	velvety	blackness	of	night	fading	away.	It	had	only	taken	a	few	moments	for	the	doctor	that	served	on	duty	at	the	docks	to	arrive,	but	those	minutes	had	been	the	longest	of
Sieg’s	life.	As	soon	as	she	arrived,	the	doctor	had	pushed	Sieg	out.	“You’ll	only	get	in	my	way,”	he	had	said	as	Sieg	was	forced	out	the	door.	“I	will	do	all	I	can,	I	promise.”	Since	then,	Sieg	had	sat	on	the	front	stoop,	staring	at	the	ground.	For	a	while	a	curious	crowd	had	surrounded	the	tavern,	attracted	by	the	commotion,	but	the	town	guards	had
quickly	dispersed	them	and	sent	them	home.	Occasionally	Sieg	had	heard	noises	from	inside,	cries	of	pain,	cries	of	his	name,	but	every	time	he	had	tried	to	look	through	the	windows,	his	vision	had	been	blocked.	After	about	an	hour	everything	had	gone	quiet.	More	doctors	had	eventually	arrived,	including	doctor	Kallen	Hail.	She	too	had	promised	to
do	everything	she	could	before	rushing	inside.	Sieg	looked	up	as	the	door	opened,	but	returned	to	staring	at	the	ground	as	Paul	stepped	outside.	With	a	soft	groan	of	old	muscles	and	bones,	Paul	sat	down	next	to	Sieg.	“Here,”	he	said,	extending	a	bottle	to	Sieg.	“Drink	up.”	“What	is	it?”	Sieg’s	voice	was	low	and	numb.	“Rum.	It’ll	help.”	“I	don’t	drink.”
“Shame.”	Paul	popped	off	the	cork	and	took	a	drink.	“This	is	the	good	stuff.”	He	leaned	back	against	the	door.	“I’ll	tell	ya,	Canine	Kiedran	aren’t	good	for	a	whole	lot,	excitable,	randy,	yappy	buggers	all	of	them,	but	I’ll	tell	ya	boy,	they	know	how	to	make	a	good	rum.	Had	a	run	in	with	a	Canine	ship	back	in	my	younger	days,	developed	a	taste	for	the
stuff	after	splitting	a	bottle	with	the	captain.”	Noting	Sieg’s	silence,	Paul	nodded,	“Yeah…	not	such	a	good	time	for	a	story,	is	it?”	“No…	it’s	not	that.”	Sieg	looked	up	at	Paul.	“Is	she	okay?”	Paul	sighed	heavily	and	put	a	hand	on	Sieg’s	shoulder,	“I	don’t	know	lad,	The	doctors	moved	her	into	one	of	the	beds	in	the	back.	They’re	still	with	her	now.”	“Is
she…	is	she	alive?”	“I	don’t	know,	boy.	But	they	are	still	back	there,	so	that’s	a	good	sign.”	“I	can’t	believe	this	is	happening.”	“I	know.”	Paul	was	quiet	for	a	few	moments	before	looking	back	at	Sieg,	“If	you’d	rather	be	alone…”	“No,”	Sieg	replied,	shaking	his	head,	“No…	I	don’t	want	to	be	alone.”	“Good,”	Paul	replied,	putting	an	arm	around	Sieg.	“It’ll
be	alright,	you’ll	see.”	For	a	long	time,	Sieg	and	Paul	sat	on	the	front	stoop,	Sieg	staring	at	the	ground	while	Paul	told	him	stories.	The	first	rays	of	the	sun	were	just	starting	to	peak	over	the	eastern	hills	when	the	Tavern	door	finally	opened	and	a	voice	called	out.	“Mr.	Kolvest.”	Immediately	Sieg	jumped	to	his	feet	and	spun	around.	“How	is	she?
Kallen	stood	before	him,	her	blindfold	untied	and	draped	over	her	shoulder.	Blood	and	vomit	stained	her	overcoat	and	gloves,	while	sweat	dripped	off	of	her	fur.	The	look	of	sadness	in	pain	in	her	eyes	felt	like	a	punch	to	the	gut.	“Mr.	Kolvest…	I’m	so	sorry”	Before	Kallen	could	say	anything	else,	Sieg	leapt	past	her.	He	tore	through	the	tavern,	tripping
over	several	chairs	as	he	went	but	refusing	to	slow	down.	As	Sieg	reached	the	back	rooms	of	the	Tavern,	both	Paul’s	wife	Kalli	and	another	doctor	tried	to	stop.	With	a	ferocious	snarl	Sieg	forced	his	way	past	them	into	the	room	where	they	were	treating	Marien.	Marien	lay	on	the	bed,	curled	up	into	a	ball	and	sobbing.	She	was	still	covered	in	blood,
her	fur	matted	and	filthy.	She	clutched	something	small	in	her	hands,	holding	it	close	to	her	chest.	As	Sieg	reached	the	doorway,	Marien	let	out	a	horrible	mix	of	a	howl	and	a	wail.	The	sound	was	uline	anything	Seig	had	ever	heard,	and	it	made	every	strand	of	his	fur	stand	on	end.	“Marien…”	Sieg	managed	to	croak.	As	he	started	to	step	forwards,	a
hand	gripped	his	shoulder.	“She	fought	as	hard	as	she	could.”	Kallen	said	softly,	her	own	eyes	wet	with	tears.	“She	tried	so	hard…	but	there	was	nothing	we	could	do.”	“Wh-what	happened?”	Sieg	managed,	the	ground	swaying	terribly	beneath	his	feet,	his	vision	swinging	back	and	forth.	Kallen	sighed	heavily.	“I…	don’t	know.	For	whatever	reason…	it
seems	that	her	body	turned	on	the	child	inside	her.	There	was	nothing	she	could	have	done.”	“W-what	about	the	baby?”	“It…	it	was	just	too	early…	I’m	sorry,	Mr.	Kolvest…”	Kallen	looked	away.	“I’m	so	sorry…”	“You	mean….	she’s…”	“She	won’t	let	us	get	close	to	her,”	the	second	doctor	spoke	up.	“We	still	need	to	know	if	there	is	any	more	bleeding.
Perhaps	you	could…”	Pulling	away	from	Kallen,	Seig	stumbled	over	to	the	side	of	the	bed	and	dropped	to	his	knees.	His	hand	shook	as	he	reached	out.	“M-Marien…”	As	Sieg’s	hand	drew	close,	Marien’s	head	flashed	up	and	she	sank	her	teeth	into	Sieg’s	hand.	With	a	yelp	of	pain	and	fear,	Seig	pulled	his	hand	away.	“Don’t	you	touch	her!”	Marien
snarled,	a	flame	of	rage	and	hatred	in	her	eyes	that	froze	Sieg’s	blood.	“Don’t	you	dare	touch	her!	I	won’t	let	you!”	“Marien…”	“She’s	alive!”	Marien	screamed,	her	sharp	teeth	flashing	red.	“I	can	feel	it!	She’s	alive!”	The	second	doctor	stepped	forwards.	‘Mrs.	Kolvest	I’m	sorry	but-”	The	doctor	paused	and	took	a	step	backwards	as	Marien’s	glare
shifted	to	him.	Just	as	suddenly	as	it	had	come,	Marien’s	rage	was	replaced	by	grief.	Her	lips	trembled,	her	shoulders	shook	as	she	stared	down	at	the	tiny	body	in	her	hands.	“Please…”	she	whimpered,	“Please...	just	breathe…	please…”	Sieg	pulled	Marien	into	his	arms	as	she	wept	again,	her	whole	body	shaking	with	desperate	anguish.	“It’ll	be	okay.”
Sieg	whispered,	“It’ll	be	okay.”	“I’m	sorry.”	Marien	wailed	into	his	shoulder,	“I’m	so	sorry…”	“It’s	not	your	fault.”	Sieg	moaned,	holding	Marien	as	close	as	he	could,	his	own	shoulders	shaking	and	tears	flowing	down	his	cheeks.	“It’s	not	your	fault…”===Neither	Seig	or	Marien	really	heard	the	words	of	the	elder	as	he	spoke	before	a	small	assembly	in
the	city	graveyard.	They	didn’t	really	feel	the	rain	or	the	wind,	the	sharp	bite	of	cold	salt	in	the	air.	They	didn’t	even	really	hear	the	various	condolences	and	offers	of	assistance.	The	cemetery	was	located	on	the	outskirts	of	the	city,	on	the	side	of	a	gently	sloping	hill	that	overlooked	the	sea.	A	small	stone	wall	and	a	line	of	planted	trees	surrounded	the
space.	Monuments	of	various	sizes	filled	the	cemetery,	from	tiny	stone	plaques	to	larger	than	life	statues	of	military	figures.	Sieg	and	Marien	saw	none	of	it.	The	only	thing	that	they	really	saw	was	the	small	wooden	casket,	with	the	carved	figure	of	the	Basitin	warrior	sitting	on	top	of	it.	As	the	casket	was	lowered	into	the	ground,	both	Marien	and	Sieg
felt	as	if	a	part	of	them	went	with	it.	And	as	the	small	pile	of	earth	filled	the	hole,	neither	Sieg	nor	Marien	could	feel	anything	other	than	a	dull	ache.	“And	so,	the	body	of	one	of	our	own	is	returned	to	this	land	we	hold	so	dear,”	The	elder	intoned,	his	head	bowed	and	his	arms	spread	wide.	“Her	flesh,	her	bones,	her	very	spirit,	returns	to	Basidian,	to	be
a	part	of	all	of	us	once	more.	Long	live	Basidian,	long	live	the	King.”	“Long	live	the	King,”	the	rest	of	the	assembled	crowd	muttered,	all	except	Sieg	and	Marien.	As	the	crowd	began	to	disperse	and	head	back	towards	the	city,	Marien	stepped	forwards	and	stared	down	at	the	tiny	stone	plaque.	Slowly	she	knelt	down	and	placed	her	hands	on	the
ground,	her	tears	mixing	with	the	rain.	“Goodbye	little	Naomi,”	she	whispered,	clenching	a	handful	of	dirt	into	her	hands.	“I’m	so	sorry…”	As	Sieg	stepped	forward,	Marien	climbed	back	to	her	feet.	Sieg	reached	out	to	take	her	hand,	but	Marien	pulled	her	hand	away.	“Marien?”	“Sieg…	I	think….	I	think	I	need	some	time.”	“Marien…”	“Please…”
Marien	looked	over	her	shoulder,	tears	running	down	her	cheeks,	“Sieg,	please…	I	need	to	be	alone.”	Sieg’s	ears	flattened	against	his	head,	“But	you	aren’t	alone.”	“I	know	Sieg.	But	I…	I	don’t	want	to	fight	you	on	this.”	Without	another	word,	Marien	turned	and	walked	away,	leaving	Sieg	standing	alone	in	the	rain.===At	the	edge	of	the	graveyard,
underneath	a	large	apple	tree,	stood	a	lone	cloaked	figure.	Beneath	her	hood,	Shani	watched	as	Sieg	slowly	turned	and	walked	away.	Despite	herself,	Shani	felt	a	slight	stinging	at	the	corner	of	her	eyes.	The	sound	of	familiar	footsteps	shook	her	out	of	her	own	thoughts.	“Seems	your	plan	worked,”	Shani	muttered	as	a	second	cloaked	figure	drew	up
beside	her.	“Indeed,”	Jabarian	replied.	“The	herbs	were	quite	effective.	Who	would	have	ever	thought	your	great	grandfather's	obsession	with	rare	plants	would	ever	be	anything	other	than	a	nuisance.”	“And	the	one	you	gave	them	to?”	Jabarian	frowned	slightly,	“I	have	been	unable	to	find	her,	apparently	she’s	made	a	run	for	it.	I	have	put	out	some
feelers	however,	and	offered	a	reward	to	the	right	people.	It	won’t	be	long	before	they	find	her	floating	in	the	harbour.”	“Fine.”	“Now,	so	long	as	Conrad	plays	his	part	and	you	play	yours,	with	that	little	bit	of	refuse	swept	away	we	are	clear	to	proceed.”	As	he	spoke,	Jabarian	noticed	Shani	stiffening,	even	through	her	cloak.	“Is	something	wrong	my
lady?”	“Jabarian…	I	understand	that	we	have	a	plan	to	see	to…	But	don’t	ever	say	something	like	that	again.”	Jabarian	was	genuinely	taken	aback.	“What	did	you	just	say?”	“It	wasn’t	refuse,	it	was	a	child.	Its	sacrifice	may	have	been	necessary,	but	it	is	still	a	loss.”	Jabarian	paused,	Shani’s	voice	was	different	from	before,	softer,	less	certain.	“You	know
what	they	were	going	to	name	her?	Naomi.”	“And?	What	of	it?”	“What	of	it?	It’s	my	name.	They	were	going	to	give	her...	my	name.”	In	a	flurry	of	movement,	Jabarian	swung	Shani	around,	seized	her	by	the	front	of	her	cloak	and	slammed	her	against	the	trunk	of	the	tree.	In	a	flash	of	silver	he	drew	a	knife	from	a	hidden	pocket	in	his	sleeve	and	pressed
it	against	Shani’s	throat.	Shani	didn’t	even	react,	and	instead	just	stared	at	Jabarian,	her	face	cold	and	expressionless.	“What	is	wrong	with	you?!”	Jabarain	hissed.	“Naomi	doesn’t	exist!	You	understand?	Her	precious	little	smile,	those	big	eyes	of	hers,	her	wonderful	cooked	fish,	it’s	not	real!	You	are	Shani	Chariot,	of	the	Chariot	family!”	“I	am	aware.”
Shani	replied,	her	tone	as	cold	as	ice	as	she	glared	back	at	Jabarian.	“Are	you?”	“Of	course	I	am!”	“Then	wake	up!”	Jabarain	snarled.	“We	are	on	the	verge	of	achieving	everything	you	have	spent	the	last	five	years	working	towards,	that	I	have	spent	the	last	twenty	years	working	towards!	I	have	followed	every	order,	obeyed	every	instruction,	so	don’t
tell	me	you	are	getting	cold	feet!”	Shani	opened	her	mouth	to	argue,	but	couldn’t	find	the	words.	“You	will	not	falter	now!”	Jabarian	hissed,	“I	will	not	allow	it!”	“You	won’t	allow	it?”	Shani	scoffed.	“And	who	are	you	exactly?	Jabarian	Zakres,	the	ghost	of	‘Sliver’,	the	failed	assassin.	You’re	just	a	tired	old	man	with	a	fake	name	who	shuffles	around	my
house	and	grumbles	under	his	breath	because	he	is	oh	so	above	it	all.	The	only	way	your	position	could	be	any	more	pathetic	is	if	you	literally	got	down	on	all	fours	and	allowed	Lyon	to	put	his	feet	up	on	your	back!”	“You	want	to	play	that	game?”	Jabarain	growled	through	clenched	teeth.	“Fine!	You	are	an	arrogant,	damaged	little	girl	who	never	would
have	survived	childhood	if	it	wasn’t	for	me!	I	am	also	the	one	who	made	you!	And	I	could	unmake	you	right	here,	right	now.”	“It	would	be	the	last	thing	you	ever	did.”	As	Shani	spoke,	Jabarian	felt	a	slight	pressure	in	his	groin.	Shani	had	a	knife	of	her	own,	and	it’s	point	was	directly	above	one	of	his	arteries.	A	single	thrust,	and	Jabarian	would	bleed
out	in	minutes.	Jabarian	looked	back	up	at	Shani.	“Is	this	what	you	are	reduced	to?	You	kill	me	if	I	kill	you?	That’s	not	the	mindset	of	a	predator!”	“I	am	not	a	predator!”	“Oh	but	you	are!	You	see	something	you	want,	you	circle	it,	tear	it	to	pieces,	and	then	you	devour	it.	And	yet	here	you	are,	getting	sentimental	over	an	insignificant	speck?	Are	you
really	that	weak?”	“Careful	Jabarian,”	Shani	snarled,	tightening	her	grip	on	her	knife.	Jabarian’s	eyes	narrowed,	“This	is	so	much	bigger	than	your	girlish	crush	on	the	clueless	soldier	boy!	And	if	it	is	your	conscience	that	is	bothering	you,	then	may	I	suggest	you	soothe	it	with	the	knowledge	that,	at	the	cost	of	one	tiny	little	life,	you	and	your	brother
are	going	to	save	our	entire	race!”	Before	Shain	could	reply,	Jabarain	forced	her	to	look	into	his	eyes.	“Remember	the	Sindal’Whey!”	Shani	froze	as	the	name	entered	her	ears.	For	a	moment	images	flashed	through	her	mind,	a	ship	broken	on	the	rocks,	a	beach	stained	red,	blood	on	rusted	chains,	shouting,	crying,	burning...	The	vision	lasted	only	a
moment,	but	it	left	Shani	shaking	and	gasping.	Jabarian	sighed	a	tiny	sigh	of	relief	to	himself	as	he	saw	the	change	come	over	Shani,	the	flicker	of	hatred	in	her	eyes,	the	hardening	of	her	body.	“You	have	seen	what	the	humans	will	do	to	us,	what	the	Templar	will	do	to	us	if	they	are	given	the	chance!”	Jabarian	said,	his	voice	far	softer	as	he	lowered	his
knife	and	released	Shani.	“We	cannot	stop	now,	not	when	we	are	so	close.	For	a	moment	Shani	was	silent,	but	then	her	shoulders	began	to	shake.	After	a	moment	she	began	to	laugh.	She	had	to	raise	an	arm	to	her	mouth	to	keep	her	laughter	from	echoing	across	the	graveyard.	“Oh	Jabarian.”	Shani	lowered	her	hand	and	smiled.	“Are	you	honestly
trying	to	pretend	you	are	doing	this	out	of	the	goodness	of	your	heart,	rather	than	your	own	desire	for	revenge?”	“I	would	never	seek	to	mislead	you	that	way,	my	lady.”	Jabarian	replied,	slipping	effortlessly	back	into	the	persona	he	had	spent	so	many	years	carefully	crafting.	Shani	sighed,	“Good	old	Jabi,	what	would	I	do	without	you.”	“Die,	my	lady,
almost	certainly.”	“In	your	dreams,	you	old	grouch.”	Shani	ran	her	fingers	through	her	hair.	“Still,	you’re	right,	as	usual,	there	really	is	no	path	but	forward.”	“I	am	glad	you	have	come	to	see	reason,	my	lady.”	“Besides,	once	he’s	mine,	I’ll	give	him	all	the	children	he	wants.”===The	Broken	Sword	Tavern	was	as	busy	as	ever	as	Sieg	entered	and	made
his	way	towards	the	stairs.	Sailors,	fishermen,	and	soldiers,	all	talking	and	laughing,	a	few	even	singing,	but	Sieg	paid	no	attention	to	any	of	it.	Behind	the	bar,	Paul	and	his	wife	Kalli	watched	as	Sieg	climbed	up	the	stairs	without	a	word	or	glance.	“Poor	boy,”	Kalli	said	with	a	heavy	sigh.	“Do	you	think	we	should	talk	to	him?”	Paul	shook	his	head,	“No,
let	him	be.	He’ll	come	down	when	he’s	ready.”	“I	wonder	where	his	wife	is.”	“I	don’t	know…”	Paul	put	an	arm	around	his	wife.	“It’s	a	hard	thing,	what	they	just	went	through.”	“Think	they’ll	come	through.”	“I	hope	so.”	Paul	turned	back	to	polishing	glasses.	“The	worst	thing	you	can	do	is	let	tragedy	beget	tragedy.”===As	he	reached	his	door,	Sieg
was	so	disconnected	from	reality	that	he	didn’t	even	notice	that	his	door	was	already	unlocked.	As	he	opened	his	door	and	stepped	into	his	apartment,	a	figure	seated	at	his	table	slowly	got	to	his	feet.	“Hello	son.”	Sieg	blinked	in	surprise,	“F-father?”	Conrad	nodded	slowly.	“It’s	been…	a	long	time.”	“Not	long	enough,”	Sieg	growled.	“Get	out,	and	don’t
come	back.”	“Son…	I	just	came	to	talk.”	“I’m	not	your	son!”	Sieg	barked,	his	hand	drifting	to	the	sword	on	his	belt.	“You	made	that	very	clear	last	time	we	talked.	And	I	thought	I	made	it	clear	that	the	next	time	I	found	you	in	my	house,	I’d	treat	you	like	any	other	intruder.”	“Your	mother	misses	you	as	well.”	“I	don’t	care.”	“Sieg	please,	let’s-”	Conrad
paused	as	Sieg	drew	his	sword.	“I	said,	get	out.”	For	a	moment,	Conrad	stared	at	his	son,	neither	one	moving	a	muscle.	Eventually,	Conrad	slowly	lowered	himself	back	into	his	chair.	“No.”	“I’m	warning	you!”	“Will	you	strike	down	your	own	father?”	Conrad	demanded.	“I	am	unarmed,	I	came	only	to	talk.”	“I	don’t	want	to	talk	to	you!”	“Then	kill	me	if
you	must.”	Sieg	hesitated,	his	sword	wavering	in	his	grip.	Finally,	with	an	exhausted	sigh	he	lowered	his	weapon.	“Fine,”	he	mumbled,	dropping	into	the	chair	across	from	his	father.	“Say	what	you	came	to	say,	then	get	out.”	“I	came	to	apologize.”	The	words	hit	Sieg	like	a	blow	across	the	head.	Never	in	his	life	had	he	ever	heard	his	father	apologize
for	anything.	“The	last	time	we	spoke,	I	was	disrespectful	to	you,”	Conrad	continued.	“I	was	also	disrespectful	to	your	career,	and	to	your	wife.	I	had	my	reasons,	of	course,	but	still…	I	did	not	show	you	the	respect	that	I	would	demand	in	my	own	home,	and	I	apologize.”	“Why	are	you	saying	this?”	Sieg	demanded.	“You’ve	never	talked	like	this	to
anyone.”	“Because,	my	son,	I	have	come	to	realize	that	I	was	wrong.”	“You’ve	never	admitted	you	were	wrong,	not	once!”	“Well…	things	are	changing.”	Conrad	sighed	heavily.	“The	path	you	set	for	yourself,	while	not	the	path	I	would	have	chosen,	was	yours	alone	to	choose.	And	you	have	done	so	with	honour.	You’ve	clawed	your	way	up,	and	I	am
proud	of	you	for	that.	You’ve	even	made	Lieutenant.”	“I…	well…	thank	you,	father.”	“Which	brings	me	to	an	important	topic,	your	potential.”	Conrad	held	up	a	hand	to	stop	Sieg	from	interrupting.	“You	have	shown	what	you	are	capable	of,	my	son.	But	my	role	as	a	parent,	and	a	soldier,	remains,	to	see	you	reach	your	full	potential.”	Sieg’s	eyes
narrowed,	“I	get	it	now...	I	know	why	you	are	here.	You’re	going	to	use	what	just	happened	to	convince	me	to	leave	Marien.	That’s	it,	isn’t	it?	My	daughter	dies	and	your	first	thought	is	how	to	use	it	to	your	advantage!”	“The	death	of	my	granddaughter	is	a	tragedy.”	Conrad	shot	back,	unable	to	keep	the	anger	from	his	voice.	“But	it	should	be	clear	to
you	now	that	Marien	will	never	be	able	to	bear	you	children.”	Standing	up	from	his	chair,	Sieg	leaned	across	the	table,	his	teeth	bared.	“I	don’t	care!	We’ll	adopt,	Basitin,	Keidran,	a	damn	human,	I	don’t	care!	We’ll	do	whatever	we	have	to,	but	we	are	going	to	be	a	family.”	“And	what	if	she	is	killed	in	battle	against	the	Western	forces?	What	then?”
Sieg	took	a	step	back.	“Battle?	What	battle?”	Conrad	raised	an	eyebrow,	“Hasn’t	she	told	you?	The	thirteenth	company	has	been	making	preparations	to	deploy	to	the	mainland	by	this	time	next	year.”	“W-what?”	“They	will	be	operating	in	concert	with	Lyon	Chariot	and	the	Goliath	fleet.	The	intention	was	for	her	to	give	birth,	raise	the	child	until	she
was	no	longer	needed,	and	ship	out	to	join	her	company.	I	was	under	the	impression	that	you	knew	this.”	“She…	she	didn’t…”	“It	will	be	a	rather	long	deployment,	I	understand,	at	least	a	year.	They’ve	been	planning	it	for	months,	and	final	approval	of	the	operation	is	all	but	certain.”	“No…	Sieg	shook	his	head,	“That’s	a	lie.”	“I	would	not	lie	to	you,	my
son.	And	besides,	even	if	I	was	lying,	surely	it	would	not	be	a	difficult	thing	to	confirm.”	“Even	if	it	is	true,	I	won’t	leave	Marien.	Not	now,	not	ever.”	“And	I	accept	that.”	“Yeah,	I	bet	you	do.”	Sieg	scoffed.	Conrad	sighed	and	climbed	to	his	feet.	“I	understand	you	are	angry	and	you	are	hurting,	so	I	will	take	my	leave.	Just	know	that,	regardless	of	what	I
said,	you	are	still	my	son.	Your	mother	and	I	care	for	you	very	much	and	we	want	you	to	be	happy.”	Sieg	wanted	to	be	angry,	to	scream	and	rage,	but	he	simply	didn’t	have	the	strength.	With	a	final	sigh,	he	nodded,	“Thank	you…	father.”	Conrad	placed	a	hand	on	Sieg’s	shoulder	as	he	walked	by.	“You	will	be	alright	my	son.	This	too	shall	pass,	as	all
things	do.”	As	the	door	closed	behind	Conrad,	Sieg	stood	alone	in	his	apartment.	He	wasn't	sure	how	long	he	was	standing	for,	or	when	he	started	to	move.	His	feet	seemed	to	step	of	their	own	accord,	and	before	long	he	found	himself	in	the	bedroom	that	was	to	have	been	his	daughter’s.	He	stared	down	at	the	cradle,	at	the	little	woolen	blanket	that
he	and	Marien	had	bought	together	a	week	ago,	at	the	tiny	pillow	with	the	extremely	lopsided	flower	that	Marien	had	attempted	to	cross	stitch	into	the	fabric.	As	he	stared	he	began	to	breathe	faster	and	faster	as	his	body	tensed	with	fury	and	rage.	He	couldn’t	think,	he	couldn’t	breathe!	Finally,	with	a	cry,	Sieg	drew	his	sword	and	raised	it	over	his
head.	“SHE	LIED	TO	ME!”	But	just	as	he	was	about	to	bring	his	sword	down,	Sieg	paused.	Slowly	he	lowered	his	sword,	setting	it	fall	from	his	fingers	and	he	fell	to	his	knees.	“She	lied	to	me…”===Conrad	was	just	climbing	into	a	carriage	parked	outside	the	Broken	Sword	Tavern,	when	a	voice	called	out	behind	him.	“You	have	my	sympathies,	Colonel
Kolvest.”	Conrad	paused	and	looked	over	his	shoulder.	Kent	was	approaching	the	carriage	with	a	pair	of	bodyguards	flanking	him.	Kent	was	dressed	in	full	armour,	an	odd	sight	for	the	infamously	laid	back	Lieutenant	General.	Conrad’s	own	bodyguards	gripped	their	spears	in	both	hands	as	Kent	drew	closer.	“General.”	Conrad	nodded	respectfully.	“I
didn’t	expect	to	see	you	here,	and	in	full	regalia	no	less.”	Kent	stopped	a	few	paces	from	Conrad	and	bowed	his	head,	“It’s	a	terrible	thing,	losing	a	child.	As	a	new	grandfather	myself,	I	can	only	imagine	your	pain.”	“Much	appreciated	General.”	Conrad	bowed	his	head	again.	“A	tragedy	to	be	sure.”	“Especially	since	this	should	be	such	a	happy	time	for
you.	I	understand	that	you	have	been	promoted	to	Lieutenant	General.”	“So	it	would	seem.”	“Well,	my	congratulations.	You	have	certainly	climbed	the	ranks,	perhaps	someday	we	could	test	swords	against	one	another?”	“Perhaps	indeed.	But,	forgive	me,	General,	I	find	myself	wondering,	what	are	you	doing	here?”	“Yes,	well,	I	came	to	pay	my
respects	to	your	son.”	Conrad’s	eye	twitched	almost	imperceptibly,	“Really?	How	kind	of	you.	I	wasn’t	aware	that	you	made	a	habit	of	offering	condolences	in	person.”	“Usually	I	don’t,	but	your	son	and	I	have	spoken	on	several	occasions	and	I	find	myself	rather	fond	of	him.”	“Oh	really.	And	just	how	‘fond’	is	that,	General?”	Kent	raised	an	eyebrow,	he
had	not	expected	Conrad	to	be	quite	so	brazen.	“It	seems	strange	that	you	would	bring	your	guards	with	you	on	such	a	task.”	Conrad	added,	nodding	at	the	two	Basitins	standing	on	either	side	of	Kent.	“Apparently	the	streets	of	Basikal	aren’t	as	secure	as	they	once	were.”	Kent	replied,	eyeing	Conrad	carefully.	“There	have	been	a	number	of	strange
deaths	recently,	including	one	of	my	own	Lieutenants.”	“I	am	aware.	A	terrible	tragedy.”	“Indeed.	And	especially	strange	considering	his	last	assignment	was	to	keep	an	eye	on	you.”	“Then	he	was	doing	a	poor	job	of	it.”	Conrad	shrugged,	“If	I	recall	he	was	killed	in	a	Tavern.	I	was	in	my	office	that	night.”	“And	yet	from	what	I	hear,	you’ve	been
working	to	have	the	tavern	owner	released.”	“I	know	the	man,	he	served	with	me.”	Conrad	straightened	his	shoulders.	“I	know	the	character	of	the	man,	and	I	know	that	he	would	not	have	committed	such	a	crime	unless	he	were	provoked.	“Is	that	so?	Well	I	guess	we’ll	have	to	see.	I	myself	just	put	in	a	petition	to	have	him	banished.”	The	rush	of	fury
that	ran	through	Conrad	very	nearly	made	him	lose	control.	His	fists	clenched	and	unclenched	as	he	forced	his	temper	back	under	control.	“Putting	that	aside	for	the	moment.”	Conrad	replied,	his	voice	barely	above	a	snarl,	“What	right	do	you	have	to	spy	on	me?”	Kent	crossed	his	arms	over	his	chest.	“Did	you	forget	who	is	in	charge	of	Basikal’s
security?	I	have	every	right.	Besides,	it’s	not	as	if	you	have	anything	to	hide…	yes?”	“Your	inference	offends	me.”	Conrad’s	hand	moved	to	rest	on	his	sword.	“And	then	of	course	there	are	the	two	guards	who	were	on	duty	that	night.”	Kent	continued,	ignoring	Conrad’s	threat,	though	his	guards	did	not,	placing	their	own	hands	on	their	weapons.
Conrad	paused,	“What	do	you	mean?”	“Two	guards,	patrolling	in	the	same	area	where	Lieutenant	Fawler	was	killed.	They	both	seem	to	be	missing.	According	to	the	wife	of	one,	she	claims	that	her	husband	mentioned	meeting	someone	that	night,	someone	important,	but	he	wouldn’t	tell	her	who.	Next	day,	he’s	gone,	as	is	his	partner,	not	a	trace.”	“I
just	had	them	reassigned!	It	must	have	been	those	damned	Chariot	assassins!”	Conrad	growled	inwardly.	Gathering	up	his	composure,	Conrad	straightened	his	back	and	drew	himself	up	in	front	of	Kent.	“It	would	seem	the	city	watch	is	not	doing	its	job.”	Kent’s	eyes	narrowed	as	he	leaned	forward	and	spoke	quietly	into	Conrad’s	ear.	“Let	us	drop	the
games.	I	don’t	know	what	you	and	the	Chariots	are	up	to,	or	why	you’ve	decided	to	play	games	with	the	second	legion.	But	I	promise	you	this,	Conrad,	the	moment	you	step	one	toe	over	the	line,	I	will	rain	hell	upon	you	like	you	can’t	even	imagine.”	Conrad	met	Kent’s	glare	with	his	own,	“I	have	no	idea	what	you	are	talking	about,	General.”	“If	that	is
the	game	you	are	determined	to	play,	then	so	be	it.”	Conrad	stepped	back	and	bowed,	“If	you	will	excuse	me,	General,	I	have	business	to	attend	to.”	“You’re	not	a	bad	man.”	Kent	said	as	Conrad	stepped	into	the	carriage	and	settled	in.	“But	you	are	not	a	politician.	The	Chariots,	on	the	other	hand,	are	politicians,	good	ones	too.	You	would	do	well	to
remember	that.”	Conrad	nodded	respectfully	one	last	time.	“Your	advice	is	most	appreciated,	General	Silver.	Farewell.”	As	the	carriage	rolled	away	one	of	Kent’s	bodyguards	leaned	close.	“Should	we	have	him	followed,	General?”	Kent	shook	his	head.	“No,	I	merely	intended	to	rattle	his	cage	a	little.”	“And	his	son?”	With	a	sigh,	Kent	looked	up	at	the
darkened	windows	of	Sieg’s	apartment.	“He’s	just	another	victim,	caught	up	in	this	storm.”===“Take	this,	three	times	a	day,	and	rub	this	ointment	on	your	chest	whenever	you	are	having	a	hard	time	catching	your	breath.	And	do	try	to	stay	out	of	the	cold.	Your	cough	should	clear	up	in	a	week	or	so.”	As	her	patient	left,	Dr.	Sara	Silver	removed	her
blindfold.	With	a	loud	yawn	she	stretched	and	rubbed	her	eyes.	It	was	late,	the	last	light	of	days	quickly	fading	as	cold	rain	pattered	against	the	windows.	The	rainy	season	meant	that	there	were	fewer	casualties	from	battle	or	training	accidents,	which	Sara	found	quite	to	relief.	But	the	cold	and	wet	brought	its	own	problems.	Although	Basitins	only
rarely	got	sick,	it	had	been	a	long	day	of	seeing	patients	with	horrible	coughs	and	fevers	brought	on	by	the	awful	weather.	As	usual,	the	greatest	concern	remained	the	Basitin's	stubbornness	and	desire	to	appear	tough,	only	seeking	out	help	when	it	was	most	needed.	By	the	time	they	came	to	see	her,	many	of	her	patients	were	quite	ill	indeed.	But,
after	a	long	day,	at	last	it	was	time	to	go	home.	Making	her	way	back	towards	the	staff	area,	Sara	paused	as	she	noted	light	coming	from	the	potion	lab.	Pushing	open	the	door,	Sara	blinked	in	surprise,	“Kallen?	What	are	you	doing	here?”	Kallen	sat	at	one	of	the	tables,	a	scrap	of	cloth	laid	out	in	front	of	her,	as	well	as	an	array	of	plants	and	potion
components.	More	than	a	dozen	books	were	scattered	about	the	table,	all	opened	and	stacked	haphazardly.	Kallen	looked	up	sharply	as	Sara	entered.	“I’m	sorry	Dr.	Silver,	did	you	need	something?”	“No,	no.	I	am	just	surprised	anyone	else	is	still	here.”	Sara	tilted	her	head,	“What	are	you	doing?”	“Well…	You	remember	the	girl	I	was	treating,	the
western	one?”	“Yes…	the	one	who	lost	her	child.”	Kallen	nodded,	“Right.	Well…	when	I	examined	her,	I	noticed	something	odd.”	She	pushed	the	scrap	of	fabric	towards	Sara,	“Smell	this.”	Sara	leaned	over	and	sniffed	the	cloth.	The	fabric	was	heavy	with	the	scent	of	blood	and	bile.	The	bile	smelled	of	fish,	potatoes,	and	other	vegetables.	“But…”	Sara
frowned	and	sniffed	again,	“What…	what	is	that?”	“You	smell	it	too	then.”	Sara	nodded,	“It	smells	like…	it	smells	a	little	like	camphor	but…	but	it’s	different.”	“I	took	this	from	the	sheet	she	was	wrapped	in.”	Kallen	explained.	“It	just	seems	so	strange…	I’ve	heard	of	pregnancies	ending	like	that,	but	never	so	violently.”	“I	see.”	“Dr.	Cinna	ruled	out
poison,	after	all	we’re	all	but	immune	to	poison.	He	reasoned	it	might	have	something	to	do	with	her	Western	physiology,	but	that	I	don’t	see	how	that’s	possible,	they	are	just	as	Basitin	as	we	are.	I	thought	that	maybe	it	was	just	bad	luck,	but	then,	I	found	this.”	Kallen	slid	a	small	glass	plate	over	towards	Sara.	On	it	was	a	small	pile	of	mashed	and
chewed	up	yellow	leaves.	Sara	sniffed	them	and	immediately	pulled	back,	her	nose	stinging.	“What	is	it?”	Sara	asked,	shaking	her	head	to	clear	the	scent	from	her	nose.	“Well	that’s	just	it…”	Kallen	gestured	at	the	various	books	and	plants	on	the	table,	“I’ve	searched	everything	I	can	find,	nothing	matches.	Nothing,	from	any	record,	matches	this
plant.	I	don’t	think…”	Kallen	paused	for	a	moment.	“I	don’t	think	it’s	from	Basidian.”	“Why	do	you	say	that?”	“Nothing	on	Basidian	would	have	had	this	kind	of	effect,	not	even	nachtweed.	But	if	it	was	a	plant	she	had	never	been	exposed	to,	a	toxin	we	aren’t	immune	to…”	Sara	blinked	in	surprise.	“You’re	saying	she	was	poisoned	with	a	foreign	plant?”
Kallen	leaned	back	and	rubbed	her	eyes,	“I	know	it	sounds	crazy.	But	there	was	just	something	about	the	way	this	all	happened	that	doesn’t	make	any	sense	to	me.	I	mean,	I	hear	that	among	humans	an	incident	like	this	isn’t	all	that	uncommon,	and	its	not	unheard	of	for	our	people,	but	this	is	the	first	one	I’ve	ever	seen!	And	neither	Drs	Connor	or
Acer	can	remember	ever	seeing	one	either,	and	Acer	has	been	a	doctor	for	forty	years.”	“Kallen…	if	you	want	to	pursue	this,	I	will	do	what	I	can	to	help	you.”	Sarah	smiled	sadly,	her	voice	soft.	“But	you	have	to	remember,	we	all	lose	patients.”	“I	know,”	Kallen	nodded.	“Listen,	why	don’t	you	go	home	and	get	some	rest.	It’s	been	a	long	day.”	Kallen
nodded,	“Thanks,	I’ll	do	that.	Just	let	me	clean	up	here.”	“Well	don’t	stay	here	too	late.	You	have	a	little	one	of	your	own	to	look	after.”	As	Sara	left,	Kallen	leaned	back	in	her	chair,	staring	at	the	pile	of	mashed	up	leaves.	“Something	is	very	wrong.”End	of	Part	12	===Part	13By	all	accounts,	Adras	Kale	wasn’t	a	particularly	good	Basitin.	He	was
scrawny	and	short,	nearly	a	head	shorter	than	his	comrades,	and	his	hearing	wasn’t	particularly	sharp	either.	He	was	also	a	terrible	soldier,	his	footwork	was	poor	and	his	accuracy	with	a	bow	was	so	woeful	that	he	had	never	once	actually	managed	to	hit	a	target	at	the	standard	distance.	The	extent	of	his	fighting	ability	was	that	he	could	just	about
figure	out	which	end	of	the	spear	was	the	sharp	end.	“You	bring	dishonour	to	your	unit!”	His	superiors	would	shout	as	he	yawned	and	shuffled	from	foot	to	foot.	“You’re	a	miserable	excuse	for	a	Basitin	Warrior!”	Adras	could	not	possibly	care	less	about	any	of	that.	All	he	wanted	to	do	was	get	his	military	service	out	of	the	way,	inherit	his	father’s	boat,
and	spend	the	rest	of	his	life	on	the	water,	fishing,	napping,	and	heading	to	the	bar.	Fortunately	for	him,	Adras	had	a	pair	of	friends,	Ian	and	Seska,	who	seemed	to	be	quite	fond	of	him	for	some	reason.	They	treated	him	like	a	little	brother,	even	though	he	was	a	year	older	than	both	of	them.	Unlike	Adras	they	were	good	with	their	weapons,	and	they
would	often	help	get	Adras	out	of	some	little	scrape	or	another.	Best	of	all,	they	enjoyed	his	jokes.	If	there	was	one	thing	Adras	was	good	at,	it	was	jokes.	He	had	one	joke	in	particular	about	the	Grand	Templar	that	had	earned	him	many	laughs	and	free	drinks	at	bars	over	the	years.	Some	of	his	jokes	were	in	bad	taste,	but	those	were	the	ones	that
made	people	laugh.	He’d	also	never	considered	himself	a	particularly	nasty	person,	he	never	intended	to	actually	hurt	anyone.	So	when	he	had	told	his	friends	a	joke	about	the	difference	between	western	infants	and	eastern	infants,	a	joke	which	for	the	life	of	him	he	could	not	now	remember,	he	didn’t	mean	to	be	hurtful.	Unfortunately	he	had	made
the	joke	just	loud	enough	for	the	Captain	of	the	Thirteenth	Company,	Captain	Kolvest,	to	hear.	He	also	did	not	know	what	possessed	him	to	accept	her	challenge	to	a	duel	after	she	had	struck	him	and	knocked	him	into	the	dirt.	Perhaps	his	temper	got	the	better	of	him.	Now,	Adras	and	his	two	friends	stood	in	the	center	of	a	circle	of	other	Basitins,	with
a	furious	Captain	Kolvest	standing	in	front	of	them.	The	Captain’s	sword	was	drawn	and	there	was	murder	in	her	eyes.	On	Adras’s	left,	his	oldest	friend,	Seska,	looked	over	her	shoulder.	“Adras,	you	stay	behind	us.	You’ll	only	get	in	the	way.”	“R-right!”	“I	hear	she’s	good,”	Ian	said,	gripping	his	sword	tighter.	“But	she’s	crazy	to	fight	us	all	at	the	same
time.”	“Overconfidence	will	do	that	to	you.”	Seska	replied,	tossing	her	spear	from	one	hand	to	the	other,	her	tail	thrashing	back	and	forth	in	excitement.	“Guess	we’ll	see	what	the	‘western	captain’	has	really	got.”	From	the	perimeter	of	the	ring,	another	Basitin	stepped	forward,	a	cloth	held	in	his	hand.	“One	final	time,”	the	soldier	called	out,	“Can	not
your	differences	be	reconciled?”	“No,”	Marien	snarled,	raising	her	sword	a	little	higher..	“You	heard	her,”	Seska	called	out,	twirling	her	spear	and	aiming	the	point	at	Marien.	“Guys,	are	you	sure	about	this?”	Adras	asked,	the	look	in	Marien’s	eyes	sending	shivers	up	his	spine.	“Don’t	worry	about	it.”	Ian	replied.	“We’ll	teach	this	Westerner	to	have	a
sense	of	humour.”	“But	you	owe	us	for	this,	so	you’re	buying	the	drinks	tonight,”	Seska	added.	“Deal.”	Adras	gulped.	Despite	his	friend's	confidence,	he	had	a	very	bad	feeling.	The	soldier	nodded.	“Very	well.”	he	raised	his	arm	high,	“When	this	cloth	touches	the	ground,	you	may	begin.”===Sieg	shivered	as	he	made	his	way	towards	Dauntless
Fortress.	The	rainy	season	should	have	been	showing	signs	of	fading,	but	it	was	still	as	cold	and	windy	as	it	had	been	for	months.	In	the	city	the	weather	wasn’t	so	bad,	but	on	the	hill	leading	to	the	fortress,	the	wind	was	much	stronger,	and	seemed	to	whirl	about,	making	it	extremely	difficult	to	stay	dry.	It	had	been	three	days	since	the	funeral,	and
Sieg	hadn’t	heard	one	word	from	Marien.	He	had	tried	to	be	understanding,	he	had	tried	to	be	patient,	he	knew	she	was	hurting.	But	no	matter	how	hard	he	tried,	the	ember	of	frustration	that	had	been	smouldering	inside	of	him	refused	to	go	out.	“She	lied	to	me.”	The	words	echoed	in	his	head	again	and	again.	“She	lied	to	me.”	“Did	she	just	not	trust
me?”	Sieg	wondered.	“Did	she	think	I	would	try	to	stop	her?	I	mean,	of	course	I	would	have	tried	to	stop	her	but…”	Sieg	shook	his	head,	“Dammit!	We	were	finally	going	to	be	a	family!	Three	years!	And	after	that,	if	we	had	another,	we	could	spend	another	three	years	together!”	“And	then	there	is	that	scum	sucking,	preening,	arrogant,	twat	of	a
bastard	Lyon!”	With	a	sigh,	Sieg	tried	to	quiet	the	anger	building	inside	of	him.	“It’s	fine…	it’s	fine....”	he	muttered	out	loud.	“I’ll	talk	with	Marien,	we’ll	get	all	of	this	figured	out.”	Approaching	the	fortress,	Sieg	noted	a	large	group	of	soldiers	standing	just	outside	the	main	gate.	As	he	drew	closer	he	could	hear	the	sound	of	blades	clashing,	and	then	a
scream	of	pain.	Immediately	he	could	tell	that	this	was	no	training	exercise.	Whether	it	was	instinct	that	told	Sieg	that	it	was	Marien	who	was	fighting,	or	just	a	guess,	even	Sieg	didn’t	know.	Regardless,	he	immediately	broke	into	a	run,	struggling	not	to	slip	and	fall	in	the	slippery	mud.	As	soon	as	he	reached	the	ring	he	started	pushing	his	way
through	the	crowd.	The	soldiers	were	densely	packed,	and	Sieg	was	forced	to	use	his	arms,	his	legs,	even	his	claws,	as	he	tried	to	push	his	way	to	the	front.	As	he	fought	towards	the	front	of	the	crowd,	Sieg	caught	the	odd	glimpse	of	the	ring.	Marien	was	there,	she	was	fighting	more	than	one	opponent	and	her	sword	stained	red.	On	Marien’s	face	was
a	look	that	Sieg	hadn’t	seen	in	years,	a	mask	of	blind	hatred.	“Goddammit,	move!”	Sieg	yelled,	forcing	his	way	through	the	crowd.	“Marien!	Marien	stop!”===For	Marien,	the	ring,	the	duel,	none	of	it	even	registered.	All	she	could	see	was	her	targets,	they	were	the	only	things	that	mattered.	In	front	of	her,	two	of	her	opponents	were	already	down,
both	suffering	from	a	multitude	of	wounds	and	groaning	in	agony.	tThe	male	with	the	sword	was	missing	half	of	his	left	ear	and	judging	by	the	damage	she	had	done,	he	would	almost	certainly	lose	his	left	leg.	The	female	with	the	spear	had	been	a	much	better	fighter,	and	in	fact	she	still	clung	to	the	shattered	remnants	of	her	spear.	But	even	she	had
been	no	match	for	Marien,	and	would	go	through	the	rest	of	her	very	short	life	with	only	one	eye.	Marien’s	final	opponent,	the	one	who	had	told	the	joke	that	had	started	this	whole	thing,	was	on	the	ground,	his	sword	held	desperately	in	front	of	him	as	he	scrambled	backwards.	She’d	delivered	a	few	small	cuts	to	him	already,	not	enough	to	seriously
wound	him,	just	enough	to	scare	him.	“What’s	the	matter?”	She	snarled,	her	vision	tinged	red	as	she	stepped	forward.	“Don’t	have	anything	else	funny	to	say?”	“Please	Captain,	it	was	a	joke!”	Adras	pleaded.	“I	didn’t	even	know	you	were	listening!”	“You	call	that	a	joke?”	Turning	to	one	of	Adras’s	friends,	Marien	stepped	forward	Seska	coughed	and
sputtered	as	Marien	put	a	foot	on	her	head	and	pushed	her	face	into	the	mud.	Still	glaring	directly	at	Adras,	Marien	raised	her	sword,	aiming	the	point	at	Seska’s	neck.	“How’s	this,	you	make	me	laugh,	or	I’ll	cut	your	friend’s	throat.”	“Please,	I	give	up!”	Adras	whimpered.	“I	surrender!	You	win,	please	don’t	hurt	them!”	Marien	raised	an	eyebrow,	“Is
that	it?	I	suppose	that	sounds	like	a	joke,	but	it’s	not	funny	at	all.”	The	soldiers	surrounding	Marien	and	Adras	shifted	uncomfortably,	muttering	amongst	one	another.	They	had	of	course	seen	their	commander	fight	her	fair	share	of	contests,	more	than	a	few	of	them	to	the	death,	but	they	had	never	seen	her	act	with	cruelty	before.	But	none	of	them
had	any	desire	to	get	between	the	Captain	and	her	prey,	and	so	they	stayed	where	she	had	ordered	them.	In	desperation,	Adras	tossed	his	sword	aside	and	raised	his	hands.	“Y-you	can	have	me,	just	leave	them	alone!	Please,	I	give	up!”	“That’s	not	how	this	works.”	Marien	raised	her	arm,	her	sword	flashing	even	in	the	grey	half	light.	“You	better	think
of	something	funny,	cause	now	you	only	have	one	friend	left.”	Finally,	Sieg	was	able	to	push	his	way	to	the	edge	of	the	circle.	“MARIEN!!!”	Marien	didn’t	hear	Sieg’s	cry.	All	she	could	hear	was	the	sound	of	blood	rushing	in	her	ears	accompanied	by	a	high	pitched	ringing.	Just	as	Marien	was	about	to	drive	her	sword	into	her	opponent's	neck,	Sieg
broke	free	of	the	crowd.	With	all	of	his	strength	he	lunged	at	Marien,	slamming	into	her	at	full	speed.	Marien	was	knocked	off	her	feet,	crashing	painfully	into	the	ground,	sending	a	spray	of	mud	in	all	directions.	With	an	infuriated	snarl,	Marien	scrambled	back	to	her	feet,	holding	her	sword	out	in	front	of	her.	She	froze	when	she	saw	Sieg,	his	own
sword	drawn,	standing	between	her	and	Adras.	For	a	moment	the	rage	flickered,	“S-Sieg?”	“Marien,	stop	this!	Just	stop!”	“What	are	you	doing	here?”	Marien	shouted,	anger	quickly	replacing	her	confusion.	“What	am	I	doing?	What	are	you	doing?!”	“This	is	none	of	your	concern!”	Marien	swung	her	sword,	a	mixture	of	blood	and	mud	flying	off	the
blade.	“Now	get	out	of	my	way!”	“No!”	“Sieg,	I’m	warning	you-”	“This	won’t	bring	Naomi	back!”	Sieg’s	words	froze	Marien	in	place.	“You,	get	your	friends	and	go.”	Sieg	growled	over	his	shoulder	at	Adras.	“And	do	yourself	a	favour	and	don’t	ever	let	me	see	your	face	again!”	“Get	out	of	my	way	Sieg!”	Marien	strode	forward,	bloody	purpose	etched	on
her	face.	“They’re	mine.”	“I	won’t	let	you!”	Sieg	raised	his	sword	into	a	defensive	posture.	“You	want	to	kill	them,	you’ll	have	to	kill	me.”	“Oh	no	I	won’t.”	Marien	tossed	her	sword	away.	Before	Sieg	could	react,	Marien	lunged	at	him.	In	one	quick	motion	she	batted	Sieg’s	sword	away	with	the	palm	of	her	hand	and	slammed	her	shoulder	into	Sieg’s
stomach.	As	Sieg	stumbled	backwards,	Marien	grabbed	hold	of	his	wrist.	With	a	powerful	twist,	she	sent	Sieg	tumbling	into	the	mud,	and	sent	his	sword	flying.	Sieg	coughed	and	sputtered,	the	wind	knocked	completely	out	of	him.	As	Marien	started	towards	Adras	again,	a	lance	of	bright	white	pain	flashed	from	her	rump	up	her	back	as	Sieg	had
grabbed	hold	of	her	tail	and	pulled	hard.	With	a	cry	Marien	lost	her	balance	and	tumbled	backwards	into	a	deep	puddle.	Sieg,	still	gasping	to	get	his	breath	back,	rolled	on	top	of	Marien,	pinning	her	shoulders.	“I	won’t	let	you	do	this!”	he	gasped,	a	rain	of	muddy	water	falling	from	his	fur.	“Get	off!”	Marien	yelled.	She	managed	to	bunch	one	of	her	legs
under	Sieg’s	stomach	and	kicked	with	all	her	might.	Sieg	flipped	over	Marien’s	head	and	landed	hard	on	his	back	with	a	painful	“Oomph!”.	But	even	as	he	hit	the	ground	he	still	held	onto	the	front	of	her	tunic.	“You	don’t	know	what	they	said.”	Marien	yelled,	trying	to	pry	Sieg’s	fingers	off	her	tunic.	“They’re	dead!	You	hear	me!	I’m	going	to	kill	them!”
Finally	freeing	herself	from	Sieg’s	grip,	Marien	got	back	to	her	feet.	Before	she	could	take	a	step	Sieg	rolled	over	and	wrapped	his	arms	around	her	ankles,	sending	her	sprawling	once	more	into	the	mud.	By	this	time,	Adras	had	managed	to	drag	Ian	out	of	the	ring,	and	was	working	on	helping	Seska.	Before	Marien	could	get	to	her	feet,	Adras
managed	to	get	Seska	to	her	feet	and	they	had	staggered	into	the	crowd.	With	a	howl	of	frustration,	Marien	spun	round	and	tackled	Sieg,	pinning	him	in	the	mud.	“Damn	it	Sieg!	Stop	interfering!”	“No!”	Sieg	grabbed	a	handful	of	mud	and	threw	it	into	Marien’s	face.	As	she	reared	back,	rubbing	at	her	eyes,	Sieg	leapt	on	top	of	her.	She	tried	to	brace
herself	but	the	ground	was	too	slippery	and	she	fell	flat	onto	her	back	again	with	Sieg	on	top	of	her.	“This	is	not	you,”	Sieg	shouted,	shaking	Marien’s	shoulders	as	she	desperately	swiped	at	him	with	one	hand	and	tried	to	rub	the	mud	out	of	her	eyes	with	the	other.	“Since	when	do	you	torture	your	opponents?	You’re	not	bloodthirsty!”	“You	have	no
right	to	interfere!”	Marien	tried	to	bite	Sieg’s	hand,	but	ended	up	catching	his	sleeve	instead.	The	seems	ripped	and	she	ended	up	pulling	his	whole	sleeve	off.	“I	have	every	right!	I’m	your	husband!	not	that-”	Sieg’s	words	were	muffled	and	strained	as	Marien	put	a	hand	under	his	chin	and	tried	to	shove	him	away.	“-not	that	it	seems	to	matter	to	you!”
“That’s	not	true!”	“You	lie	to	me	about	your	deployment,	you	spend	all	your	time	with	Lyon	Chariot,	and	you’re	making	plans	to	abandon	me	and	Naomi	the	second	you	can!”	With	all	of	her	strength,	Marien	hauled	Sieg	off	her	and	rolled	on	top	of	him.	By	now	they	were	both	completely	covered	in	mud	and	freezing,	steam	rising	off	them	as	they
fought,	arms	and	legs	thrashing	wildly.	“Were	you	ever	going	to	tell	me?”	Sieg	demanded,	grabbing	hold	of	Marien’s	wrists	as	muddy	water	splashed	across	his	face.	“Or-”	Sieg	spit	out	a	mouthful	of	filthy	water.	“Or,	were	you	just	going	to	sneak	off	and	just	leave	another	note	on	the	table!”	“Shut	up!”	As	Marien	struggled	to	free	her	hands,	Sieg	was
able	to	hook	his	leg	around	one	of	Marien’s.	Twisting	with	all	his	might,	Sieg	managed	to	once	more	get	Marien	on	her	back.	“You	were	going	to	abandon	me!”	He	yelled,	just	barely	dodging	a	swipe	at	his	eyes	from	Marien’s	claws.	“You	were	going	to	abandon	both	of	us!	Is	that	it?	You	don’t	want	a	family,	you	just	want	to	fight?”	“NO!”	Marien
shrieked,	her	voice	cracking.	With	all	of	her	strength,	Marien	reared	up	and	drove	her	forehead	into	Sieg’s	nose.	A	sound	like	a	tree	branch	breaking	rang	out	and	Sieg	fell	off	Marien,	clutching	at	his	nose,	blood	running	between	his	fingers.	With	an	enraged	howl	Marien	leapt	on	top	of	Sieg.	“I’m	a	soldier!”	she	screamed,	drawing	back	a	fist.	“I	don’t
know	how	to	be	anything	else!	It’s	all	I	have	left!”	“That’s	not	true.”	Sieg	groaned,	gritting	his	teeth.	“And	you	know	it!”	“You	don’t	know!”	With	all	her	strength	Marien	struck	Sieg.	Sieg's	head	rang	with	pain	and	dizziness	as	he	desperately	lashed	out	at	Marien	with	his	left	hand.	Marien	dodged	the	blow	and	responded	with	one	of	her	own,	sending
her	fist	crashing	into	Sieg’s	jaw	again.	Sieg’s	mouth	tasted	of	blood,	but	he	still	managed	to	speak.	“So	you’re	just…	going	to	run	away?”	“Don’t	you	understand?!”	Seizing	hold	of	Sieg’s	collar,	Marien	pulled	his	face	up	to	hers.	“	If	I	win,	just	once,	people	might	not	look	at	me	like	I'm	the	enemy!	They	might	not	look	at	you	like	you	are	a	freak	for
choosing	me!	Just	one	time!”	With	a	gasping	breath,	Sieg	reached	up	and	grabbed	the	string	of	the	pendant	around	Marien’s	neck.	“I…	have	never…	looked	at	you	like…	you’re	the	enemy.	And	I…	have	never	cared…	what	they	think...”	Marien’s	head	spun,	she	couldn’t	breathe,	she	couldn’t	think.	Her	heartbeat	rang	loud	in	her	ears,	her	mind	was	a
cacophony	of	pain,	panic	and	terror.	“It’s	not	fair!”	She	panted,	unable	to	catch	her	breath,	her	chest	burning	and	her	head	spinning.	“It’s	not…	it’s	not	fair!	It’s	not	fair!”	With	an	agonized	wail	she	let	go	of	Sieg’s	tunic	and	pushed	him	away.	The	strings	of	her	pendant	broke,	sending	the	painted	flower	tumbling	into	the	mud.	As	she	drew	back	her	fist
to	strike	Sieg	again,	all	at	once,	the	soldiers	that	had	gathered	around	rushed	forward.	Many	pairs	of	hands	grabbed	hold	of	Sieg	and	Marien,	hauling	them	to	their	feet	and	pulling	them	apart.	"Let	go!	Marien	yelled,	fighting	against	the	hands	holding	her	back.	"Let	me	go!	Let…	let	me…"	Marien	slowed,	her	struggling	trailing	off	as	she	caught	sight
of	Sieg,	his	left	eye	swollen	shut,	blood	trickling	from	his	mouth,	nose,	and	ears	“Feel	better	now?”	Sieg	gasped,	glaring	up	at	Marien	with	his	one	open	eye..	“You	don’t	know!”	Marien	shouted,	her	anger	replaced	by	sorrow.	“Everything	you’ve	ever	lost	you’ve	given	up	willingly!	Not	me!	Everything	I’ve	ever	had	was	taken	from	me!	My	mother!	My
father!	Dauntless!	My	friends!	My	daughter!”	Marien’s	voice	cracked	as	she	started	to	sob.	“And	I	know…	I	know	it’s	going	to	happen	to	you	too.”	Still	gasping	for	breath,	Sieg	shook	himself	free	of	the	soldiers	holding	him.	“So	that’s	it,	is	it?”	Sieg	took	a	staggering	step	forward,	one	hand	clutching	at	his	aching	chest.	“You	can’t	lose	it…	if	you	throw
it	away.”	“I…”	Marien	couldn’t	find	the	words	to	speak	as	Sieg	stumbled	towards	her.	Sieg	paused	for	a	moment,	bending	down	to	retrieve	something	in	the	mud.	Straightening,	he	continued	towards	Marien	until	he	staggered	to	a	stop	in	front	of	her.	“You	say…	I’ve	given	up	everything…	willingly.”	Sieg’s	voice	was	strained	with	pain	as	he	stared	into
Marien’s	eyes.	“You’re	wrong…	because	everything	I’ve	given	up….	I	gave	up	for	you…	Which	means...	I	didn’t	have	a	choice	either...”	Before	Marien	could	speak,	Sieg	pressed	the	hand	clutching	whatever	he	had	retrieved	from	the	mud	against	her	chest.	Marien	looked	down,	it	was	her	flower	pendant,	but	the	black	pearl	from	the	center	was	missing.
“Get	your	head	straight.”	Sieg	murmured,	limping	past	Marien	back	towards	the	city.	“I’ll	be	waiting.”	“Sieg…	I...	I	didn’t	mean…”	As	the	soldiers	parted	to	allow	him	to	pass,	Sieg	undid	his	sword	belt	and	dropped	it	into	the	mud.	“You...	can	keep	the	sword.	I’d	hate...	to	break	up	the	set.”	Marien’s	hands	slowly	clenched	into	fists,	tears	streaming
down	her	cheeks	as	Sieg	limped	down	the	long	winding	road	towards	Basikal	City,	a	small	trail	of	blood	following	him.	Marien	wanted	to	follow	him,	every	part	of	her	screamed	at	her	to	run	to	him,	but	something	deeper	stopped	her.	Whether	it	was	humiliation,	fear,	or	a	combination	of	the	two,	even	she	didn’t	know.	With	a	shuddering	breath	she
stepped	forwards	and	retrieved	Sieg’s	sword	from	the	mud.	As	she	did,	one	of	her	lieutenants	stepped	up	to	her,	holding	Sieg’s	sword	belt	and	scabbard.	“Thank	you	Volfen.”	“Aye	Captain.”	“Volfen…”	Marien	looked	up.	“What…	what	should	I	do?”	“Can’t	say	ma’am…	I	follow	your	orders.”	Marien	looked	around	at	her	troops,	but	not	one	of	them
would	meet	her	gaze.	Never	before	in	her	entire	life	had	she	felt	so	utterly	alone.	“Alright,	we	have	work	to	do.”	She	called	out,	“I	want…	I	want	training	drills	on	the…	on	the	catapults.	Now!”	Slowly	her	troops	dispersed,	leaving	Marien	standing	alone	in	the	cold	and	mud.===“I	gotta	say	Doctor,	I’m	really	not	sure	about	this.”	“I	understand	ma’am.	I
promise,	I	won’t	touch	anything.”	“Well	alright,	just	make	sure	you	keep	this	between	us.	Goodness	knows	what	my	other	tenants	would	say	if	they	thought	I	let	people	just	snoop	around	their	homes.”	With	a	low	groan,	the	front	door	of	Marien’s	old	house	swung	open	and	Kallen	stepped	inside,	followed	by	a	portly	old	basitin	woman	with	a	large	ring
of	keys	in	her	hand.	“It’s	bad	enough	to	lose	Marien,	she	always	paid	her	rent	on	time,”	The	woman	grumbled,	closing	the	door	behind	her	as	she	followed	Kallen	into	the	house.	“But	Hazel,	oh	she	was	a	nightmare.	Always	late	with	the	rent,	left	bottles	everywhere,	and	jumpy	too.”	Kallen’s	nose	crinkled	slightly,	“What	is	that	smell?”	“Rotten	fish	stew.
Hazel	just	left	it	sitting	on	the	table.	Didn’t	leave	a	note	or	nothing.	Nasty	surprise	when	I	came	to	get	her	rent.”	The	landlord	shook	her	head.	“Gonna	take	me	forever	to	get	rid	of	that	damned	smell.	Disgraceful,	young	people	these	days.”	“I	see.”	Kallen	made	her	way	towards	the	kitchen,	sniffing	the	air.	“So	what	is	it	you	are	looking	for	again?”	The
landlady	asked,	watching	Kallen	with	a	raised	eyebrow.	“Some	kinda	plant	you	said?”	“Yes.”	“It’s	not	that	fox	weed	I	keep	hearing	about	is	it?	I	don’t	want	any	trouble,	I	just	rent	this	place.”	Kallen	shook	her	head	as	she	poked	around	the	kitchen,	sniffing	at	the	stove.	“No,	it	would	be	yellow,	with	long	leaves	I	think.”	“And	what	is	it?	Some	kinda
spice?	“I’m	really	not	sure.”	“Well	some	trade	ships	from	the	continent	came	in	last	week,	maybe	they	could	help.	As	for	spices,”	the	landlady	gestured	at	a	small	wooden	rack	nailed	to	the	wall.	“That’s	all	they	had.”	“Huh…	may	I?”	“Doesn’t	bother	me.”	Carefully	Kallen	picked	her	way	across	the	spice	rack.	“Pepper…	salt…	mint…	cloves...”	She
paused	as	she	noted	a	folded	paper	packet.	Pulling	the	packet	down	she	unwrapped	the	paper.	Within	the	package	was	a	collection	of	dried	yellow	leaves,	roughly	as	long	as	Kallen’s	finger,	attached	to	a	long	narrow	stalk.	Most	of	the	leaves	were	broken	and	smashed,	but	a	few	were	in	mostly	one	piece.”	Kallen’s	eyes	widened.	“This	is	it!”	“What	was
that?”	The	landlady	stepped	forwards,	pulling	a	pipe	out	of	her	pocket.	“I	found	it.”	Kallen	looked	over.	“I	think	this	is	what	I	am	looking	for!”	“What	is	it?”	Kallen	shook	her	head	as	she	turned	the	leaf	over	and	over	in	her	hand.	The	leaves	were	marked	with	a	complex	pattern	of	brown	splotches	between	long	red	veins.	“I	have	no	idea.”	Bringing	the
leaves	up	to	her	nose,	Kallen	sniffed,	but	there	was	no	hint	of	the	smell	from	before.	“May	I	borrow	a	match?”	Kallen	asked,	looking	back	at	the	landlady	as	she	sparked	up	her	pipe.	“I	suppose.”	Taking	the	offered	match,	Kallen	struck	it	with	her	fingers	and	held	one	of	the	dried	leaves	over	the	flame.	Immediately	tendrils	of	acrid	blue	smoke	curled	up
from	the	leaves	and	the	air	filled	with	the	toxic	scent	of	camphor.	“Bless	the	King!”	The	landlady	coughed,	waving	her	hand	in	front	of	her	nose.	“That	is	foul!”	“Yeah…”	Kallen	quickly	folded	the	paper	package	back	up	and	stuck	it	in	her	pocket.	“Hey,	what	are	you-”	“Thank	you	for	your	help!”	Kallen	called	over	her	shoulder	as	she	ran	for	the	door.
“I-”	the	landlady	raised	a	hand,	but	Kallen	was	already	gone.	With	a	heavy	sigh	she	took	a	long	drag	on	her	pipe.	“Doctors.”	she	mumbled,	“Never	needed	them	in	my	day.”===“So	that’s	when	I	tell	my	helmsman	‘drop	the	anchor	of	the	port	side,	and	give’er	all	she’s	got!’	Anchor	goes	down,	catches	on	the	reef,	we	club-haul	like	you	wouldn’t	believe,
damn	near	everything	that	wasn’t	tied	down	went	flying	overboard.	We	miss	the	rocks	by	an	arms	length!	The	pirates…	not	so	much!”	Paul	roared,	slapping	the	bar	with	his	hand.	The	assembled	crowd	variously	cheered	and	laughed	as	Paul	mimed	a	ship	sinking	with	his	hand.	“Half	the	blighters	survived	and	swam	to	shore,”	Paul	added,	taking	a	swig
of	ale.	“And	we	damn	near	tore	the	port	side	of	the	Sellia	off,	but	you	should	have	seen	the	looks	on	their	faces.	Course	the	villagers	were	real	happy	to	see	us	after	that,	‘specially	the	fox	girls.”	Again	the	crowd	laughed,	some	of	them	whistling.	“Hammocks,	good	food,	friendly	company,	still	don’t	know	why	I	didn’t	stay	there.	Oh	that’s	right!”	Paul
raised	his	glass,	“Here’s	to	fox	women,	sunny	and	soft,	but	they	can’t	brew	a	half	decent	ale!”	The	crowd	variously	laughed	and	cheered	before	returning	to	their	own	business.	As	the	crowd	began	to	disperse,	Paul	heard	the	sound	of	the	front	door.	He	looked	up	to	welcome	the	newcomer,	but	instead	his	mouth	fell	open	and	his	eyes	widened.	“What
in	the	hell?”	Sieg	limped	into	the	tavern,	drenched	and	shivering.	His	left	eye	was	swollen	shut	and	his	face	stained	with	blood.	The	rain	had	washed	much	of	the	mud	off	his	clothes,	but	he	was	still	filthy.	The	left	sleeve	of	his	tunic	had	been	torn	off,	and	he	was	covered	in	scrapes	and	bruises.	“What	happened	to	you?”	Paul	demanded	as	Sieg
approached	the	bar	and	dropped	onto	a	stool.	Sieg	looked	up.	“Mr.	Warret…	that	night,	when	Marien…	when	everything	happened,	you	offered	me	a	drink.”	“Huh?”	Paul	shook	himself	from	his	reminiscing,	“Yeah,	yeah	that’s	right.”	“Is	that	offer	still	good?”	“Sure	kid.”	Paul	reached	down	and	brought	the	bottle	of	rum	up	onto	the	counter.	He	bent
down	to	get	some	glasses,	and	as	he	straightened	he	was	surprised	to	see	Sieg,	bottle	in	hand,	his	head	tilted	back,	taking	great	gulps.	“Whoa	whoa!”	Paul	pulled	the	bottle	from	Sieg’s	hand.	“Calm	down	there!	I	thought	you	said	you	didn’t	drink!”	“I	don’t.”	Sieg	grimaced,	as	he	leaned	forward.	“But	you’re	the	one	who	said	it	would	help.”	“Well	yeah…
but…”	“Then	pour	me	a	drink.”	Sieg	laid	his	head	on	the	bar,	adding	“please,”	a	few	moments	later.	With	a	shrug,	Paul	poured	Sieg	a	small	glass	of	rum.	“One	question	boy,	what	does	the	other	fellow	look	like?”	“I	had	a...	fight	with	Marien.”	“Aye.	Looks	like	you	lost.”	“Yeah.”	Sieg	rested	his	elbow	on	the	bar.	“Yeah…	I	lost.”	“Still	not	talking	to	ya
then.”	“No…	not	really.”	“Well	don’t	worry	about	it	boy,	these	things	tend	to	work	themselves	out.	When	my	wife	and	I	were	young,	oh	you	should	have	heard	the	arguments	we’d	have.”	Paul	stroked	his	chin	and	laughed.	“One	day,	oh	we	were	having	a	good	one.	IN	the	end	she	threw	a	whole	bucket	of	crabs	at	me.	I’ll	tell	ya	what,	I	learned	to	see
things	her	way	when	I	ended	up	with	a	couple	dozen	crabs	and	their	pinchers	down	my	britches.	And	you	know	what,	she	was	right,	the	sigh	does	look	better	blue	than	green.”	As	Paul	chuckled,	Sieg	drank	the	entire	glass	of	rum	in	one	gulp.	“Easy	boy	easy!”	Paul	patted	Sieg	on	the	shoulder	as	he	coughed.	“Doesn’t	seem	to	be	helping.”	Sieg
muttered,	his	words	already	slightly	slurred.	Paul	sighed	heavily.	“Look	boy,	alcohol	will	help	with	pain	the	same	way	a	sword	will	keep	you	safe.	It	only	works	if	you	use	it	properly.	It’s	a	tricksy	mistress,	and	not	to	be	treated	lightly.	Didn’t	your	father	teach	you	that?”	Immediately	a	change	came	over	Sieg.	his	eyes	narrowed,	his	lip	curled	back	to
reveal	his	teeth	and	his	ears	flattened	against	his	head.	“My	father…	My	father	taught	me	a	whole	lot	of	things.	When	I	was	little,	he	read	me	all	kinds	of	stories,	until	the	day	he	told	me	‘you	want	to	hear	stories,	read	them	yourself’.	He	taught	me	how	to	fight,	and	as	a	bonus	how	to	stitch	up	a	wound.	He	taught	me	how	to	swim,	and	as	a	bonus	how	to
get	water	out	of	your	throat	when	you’re	choking.	He	taught	me	how	to	spear	a	fish,	and	as	a	bonus	how	to	get	a	spear	out	of	my	foot.”	“I	think	I’m	getting	the	point	boy.”	Sieg’s	hands	clenched	into	fists,	his	claws	carving	narrow	grooves	into	the	surface	of	the	bar.	“But	most	of	all	he	taught	me	just	how	stupid,	how-”	Suddenly	Sieg	reached	over	and
grabbed	an	half	empty	tankard	on	the	bar.	With	a	furious	growl	Sieg	threw	the	glass	as	hard	as	he	could,	“-how	ignorant	each	and	every	one	of	you	are!”	The	tankard	flew	across	the	tavern	and	smashed	against	the	far	wall.	The	rest	of	the	Tavern	fell	silent	as	Sieg	got	up	from	his	stool,	swaying	slightly	on	his	feet.	“That’s	right!”	he	snarled,	his	teeth
bared.	“Stupid	and	Ignorant,	each	and	every	one	of	you!”	Paul	tried	to	grab	hold	of	Sieg’s	shoulder,	“Hey,	calm	down!”	Sieg	stepped	forwards,	out	of	Paul’s	reach,	his	hate-filled	gaze	flicking	from	patron	to	parton.	“You	think	you’re	so	patriotic,	treating	my	wife	like	she’s	the	enemy	because	she	looks	western?!”	He	bellowed	at	the	top	of	his	lungs,
“Does	it	make	you	feel	strong?	You’re	all	just	cowards!”	“Pfft,	westerners.”	one	particularily	drunk	soldier	grumbled	into	his	glass.	“Buncha	worthless	savages.”	With	an	infuriated	snarl,	Sieg	grabbed	hold	of	the	man’s	chair	and	yanked	it	out	from	under	him.	As	the	soldier	crashed	to	the	floor,	drenching	himself	in	his	own	ale,	Sieg	raised	the	chair
over	his	head.	Before	Sieg	could	strike	the	soldier	with	the	chair,	Paul,	who	had	managed	to	get	out	from	behind	his	bar,	rushed	forward	and	pulled	it	from	Sieg’s	grasp.	“Calm	down	boy!”	Paul	ordered,	wrapping	his	arms	around	Sieg	and	lifting	him	off	the	ground.	“She’s	going	to	go	and	fight	your	war	for	you!	You	should	be	out	there,	fighting	if	it
matters	to	you	so	much!”	Sieg	screamed,	his	arms	trapped	against	his	sides	but	his	legs	kicking	as	Paul	dragged	him	towards	the	stairs.	“I	hope	you	choke!	You	hear	me!	Choke	you	bastards!”	“Now	that’s	enough!”	Paul	threw	Sieg	to	the	floor	as	he	reached	the	base	of	the	stairs.	As	Sieg	sat	up,	Paul	towered	over	him,	arms	folded	across	his	chest.
“You’ve	had	a	hard	time	of	it,	I	get	it!	You’re	angry,	by	the	King	I	understand	that,	but	get	a	grip!”	“I	hate	you,	all	of	you!”	Sieg	snarled,	looking	past	Paul	at	the	crowd	of	Basitins	still	staring	at	him.	“I	hate	you,	you	bunch	of	cowards!”	“Enough!”	Paul	bellowed,	harnessing	a	voice	trained	to	yell	orders	over	the	roar	of	a	storm.	Sieg	paused	and	Paul
raised	a	hand,	pointing	up	the	stairs.	“You,	up	there,	now!	You	can	come	back	down	when	you	decide	to	act	like	a	civilized	being	again!	Cool	off	and	clean	yourself	up!”	Sieg	wanted	to	argue,	but	he	lacked	the	strength.	With	a	final	hateful	glance	at	the	staring	crowd	he	limped	his	way	upstairs.	Paul	turned,	all	eyes	in	the	tavern	focussed	on	him.	“S’all
right.”	he	called	out,	“Boy	just	doesn’t	know	how	to	handle	his	rum.”	Soon	the	conversation	started	back	up	and	the	soldiers	turned	back	to	their	drinks.	With	a	grumbling	sigh,	Paul	made	his	way	back	behind	his	bar.	As	he	set	about	wiping	up	the	spilled	beer	on	the	bar,	Paul	noted	the	Basitin	that	Sieg	had	pulled	off	of	his	chair	staggering	towards	the
stairs,	his	hand	on	his	sword.	“Oi,	Paris,	better	keep	that	blade	in	its	place.	You	take	one	step	up	those	stairs	I’ll	cave	your	head	in	m’self,	you	hear	me?”	Paul	called	out.	The	drunken	soldier	turned	to	glare	at	Paul	before	returning	to	his	table,	muttering	under	his	breath.	As	Paul	let	out	another	sigh	he	felt	a	hand	on	his	shoulder.	“Are	you	alright?”	his
wife,	Kalli,	asked	quietly.	“The	boy’s	hurting	and	hurting	bad.	I’ll	talk	with	him	later,	once	he’s	had	a	chance	to	cool	off.	He’ll	sleep	well,	but	he’s	probably	gonna	need	some	hot	cocoa	as	well,	lad’s	never	drank	before	and	just	gulped	down	half	a	bottle	of	the	creature”	“I’ll	see	that	there	is	some	warmed	for	him.”	Kalli	smiled,	patting	Paul	on	the	cheek.
“You’re	a	good	man.”	“Someone’s	gotta	look	out	for	him.”	Paul	muttered.===	Despite	the	foul	weather,	the	Basikal	docks	were	just	as	busy	as	usual,	hundreds	of	Basitins	moving	back	and	forth	between	the	half	dozen	trading	ships	that	had	arrived	just	a	few	nights	before.	Many	were	huddled	around	flaming	braziers,	the	smell	of	cooking	meat	and
fish	filling	the	salty	air.	Turning	up	the	collar	of	her	cloak	to	the	cold	wind	blowing	off	of	Kaiser’s	Bay,	Kallen	made	her	way	along	one	of	the	many	walkways	that	spanned	the	Basikal	docks.	Her	destination	was	a	ship	docked	on	the	far	eastern	side	of	the	harbour,	the	Jade’s	Echo.	Unlike	the	fishing	boats	that	had	been	docked	for	months,	the	trade
ships	had	been	built	to	withstand	the	dangerous	seas	of	the	rainy	season.	Kallen	had	already	visited	two	of	the	ships	that	had	arrived	recently.	One	had	been	carrying	coal,	a	hard	to	come	by	commodity	on	Basikal,	while	the	other	had	been	transporting	sheep	from	the	continent.	Neither	the	captains	nor	their	crew	had	any	idea	what	the	mysterious



plant	was.	Even	the	few	Keidran	on	the	crews	had	no	idea.	A	fourth	trade	ship	had	been	docked,	but	had	left	the	day	before,	which	meant	that	the	Jade	Echo	was	Kallens	last	hope.	Approaching	the	ship,	Kallen	called	out,	“Excuse	me!”	A	massive	wolf	Keidran	appeared	at	the	railing.	He	was	dark,	almost	black,	with	light	brown	streaks	and	a	big	white
splotch	on	his	muzzle.	With	a	twinkle	in	his	big	brown	eyes	he	leaned	over	the	side	of	the	ship	and	called	back.	“G’day	little	lady.	What	ken	I	do	ya	fer?”	“I	have	a	question	about	some	goods	you	might	be	carrying.	May	I	come	onboard?”	“You	port	authority?”	Kallen	shook	her	head,	“No,	I’m	a	doctor.”	She	reached	into	her	pocket	and	withdrew	the
paper	packet.	“I	just	want	to	identify	a	plant.”	The	wolf	stepped	aside	as	a	Basitin	wearing	a	peaked	cap	arrived	at	the	rail.	“You	want	help	with	a	plant?”	He	called	out.	“Why	would	we	know	anything	about	it?”	“It’s	not	from	Basikal,	or	any	other	part	of	Basidian.	Since	you’ve	been	to	the	continent,	and	you	have	Keidran	on	your	crew,	I	thought	one	of
them	might	know	about	it.”	Noting	the	captain’s	hesitation	she	added,	“Please,	it	was	used	to	poison	a	patient	of	mine,	and	I	need	to	know	where	it	came	from.”	For	a	moment	both	the	wolf	and	the	captain	stepped	away	from	the	rail.	Kallen	couldn’t	hear	what	they	were	saying,	but	after	a	few	moments	the	captain	returned.	“Permission	to	come
aboard.”	He	called	out.	“”Kaiba	will	help	you	up	the	gangplank.”	“Thank	you	Captain.”	Kallen	approached	the	gangplank	as	the	massive	wolf	from	before	walked	down.	Kallen	blushed	as	she	saw	that	the	wolf	was	nothing	but	a	loin	cloth	and	cloth	wraps	around	his	ankles.	“G’day	miss.”	The	wolf	said	with	a	wide	toothy	grin.	“Name’s	Kaiba,	first	mate
of	the	Jade	Echo.	And	you	are	nothing	if	not	the	prettiest	little	Basitin	I	ever	did	see.”	“I…”	Kallen	blushed	again,	“I…	thank	you.”	“Now,”	Kaiba	extended	a	hand.	“If	you	will.	Watch	your	footing,	it’s	more	slippery	than	you	might	imagine.”	“I	think	I’ll	be	fine.”	Kallen	replied.	Before	Kallen	had	taken	more	than	five	steps	up	the	gangplank,	suddenly	she
felt	the	plank	shift	and	her	feet	slid	right	out	from	under	her.	Kallen	tried	to	dig	in	her	claws,	but	it	was	too	late,	and	she	tumbled	off	the	side.	Just	before	she	hit	the	water,	Kallen	felt	a	strong	hand	seize	the	back	of	her	tunic	and	haul	her	back	up.	“You	aren’t	used	to	being	on	the	docks,	are	ya	doc.”	Kaiba	observed	with	a	chuckle,	holding	Kallen	aloft
as	if	she	were	a	toy.	“No,	not	really.”	Kallen	admitted.	“Can	I…	would	you	mind?”	“Oh,	fer	sure.	Hold	on.”	Kallen	cried	out	as	instead	of	setting	her	down,	Kaiba	instead	heaved	her	over	his	shoulder	and	carried	her	the	rest	of	the	way	up	the	gangplank	like	a	sack	of	grain.	Kallens	face	turned	bright	red	as	the	rest	of	the	crew	laughed.	“Here	ya	go	lil
miss.”	Kaiba	said,	setting	her	down	on	the	deck.	“Th-thank	you.”	Kallen	said,	brushing	herself	off.	“Alright,	back	to	work	all	of	you.”	The	captain	called	out	as	he	stepped	forwards.	“Mr.	Kaiba,	would	you	please	stop	ogling	the	doctor	and	see	to	your	station.”	“Aye	aye!”	Kaiba	looked	back	at	Kallen	and	winked,	“Sorry	sweet	thing,	duty	calls.	But	come
pay	me	a	visit.	I’d	love	to	show	you	around	our	fair	ship.”	“I’m	Captain	Duncan	Halec,	commander	of	the	Jade	Echo,	pleasure	to	meet	you.”	The	captain	said	as	kaiba	and	the	others	went	back	to	their	duties.	“	“Kallen	Hail,	a	pleasure	to	meet	you	Captain.”	“Apologies	for	my	first	mate	miss.	Wolves	are	excellent	workers,	but	tend	to	lack	some	of	the
more	subtle	social	graces.”	He	shrugged.	“He	means	well	and	is	truly	harmless,	I	assure	you.”	“Was	he…”	Kallen	blushed	again,	“Was	he	being	serious?”	“Of	course.	Kaiba	has	taken	quite	a	fancy	to	Basitin	women	since	he	joined	my	crew.	He’s	actually	proven	himself	rather	capable	in	that	area	I	might	add.	I’m	sure	he’d	be	most	pleased	to	spend
some	time	with	you,	if	you’re	willing	of	course.”	“Well	I-”	Kallen	shook	her	head,	“No,	no	of	course	not.	I	was	merely	curious.”	With	a	light	chuckle,	Captain	Halec	gestured	towards	the	stern.	“Come,	we’ll	talk	in	my	quarters.	Let’s	see	if	we	can	identify	this	plant	of	yours.”	The	Captain's	quarters	were	small,	yet	surprisingly	well	appointed	and
comfortable.	A	small	stove	sat	off	to	one	side,	a	steaming	kettle	set	upon	it.	The	walls	were	covered	with	shelves	bearing	odd	knick	knacks	and	rolled	up	maps.	A	human	skull	with	a	candle	atop	it	sat	on	the	Captain’s	desk.	Hung	against	the	back	window	as	a	large	flag	bearing	the	letters	“MMTG”	stamped	across	a	gold	coin.	Captain	Halec	took
Kallen’s	cloak	and	hung	it	on	the	wall	before	walking	around	to	the	other	side	of	his	desk	and	sitting	down.	“Please,”	he	gestured	to	a	chair	sitting	in	front	of	his	desk.	As	Kallen	sat	she	found	herself	unable	to	take	her	eyes	off	of	the	human	skull,	it’s	empty	eye	sockets	seeming	to	stare	at	her.	“Don’t	mind	Beany,	he’s	a	gift	from	Kaiba,”	The	Captain
explained,	pulling	a	pipe	from	his	pocket.	“He	claims	it’s	the	skull	of	a	Templar,	though	I	suspect	it’s	just	some	poor	peasant	bugger	killed	in	the	war.	Still,	ol’	Beany	is	something	of	a	mascot,	and	gives	me	the	impression	that	I’m	not	to	be	trifled	with,	so	he	does	his	job.”	“I	see.”	“Now,	this	plant	of	yours.”	“Yes,	of	course.”	Kallen	reached	into	her	cloak
and	withdrew	the	paper	package.	Carefully	unfolding	it	she	set	the	package	on	the	Captain’s	desk.	“Hmmmm.”	The	Captain	leaned	close	and	examined	the	leaves.	“Where	did	you	come	across	these,	young	lady?”	“They	were	used,	I	think,	to	try	and	poison	a	patient	of	mine.”	“‘Try’,	so	the	victim	is	alive?”	“Yes.	but…	her	child	died.”	The	Captain	picked
up	one	of	the	leaves	and	leaned	back	in	his	chair,	spinning	it	around	in	his	fingers.	“What	you	have	here	is	a	very	dangerous	thing	indeed.”	He	said	after	a	moment.	Kallen	leaned	forwards,	“So	you	know	what	it	is?”	“I	do	indeed.”	“Well?	What	is	it?”	“Comes	from	the	forest	wolf	lands,	extremely	rare	and	hard	to	get.	The	wolves	call	it	“Nosgoth	Fang”.
They	use	it	as	a	spiritual	cleaner,	it…	purges	the	body	of	any	unwanted	contamination.	Generally,	it’s	only	used	by	high	priests	and	the	like,	and	taking	it	is	usually	a	death	sentence.”	the	Captain	raised	his	eyes,	“Isn’t	that	right?”	“It	is	indeed	cap’m.”	Kallen	nearly	jumped	out	of	her	chair.	Kaiba	was	standing	directly	behind	her,	yet	she	hadn’t	even
heard	him	enter.	Hairs	on	the	back	of	Kallen’s	neck	started	to	stand	up	as	she	felt	the	tone	in	the	room	shift.	Suddenly	she	was	very	aware	that	she	hadn’t	brought	a	weapon	with	her.	“See,	fer	Keidran,	prison	don’t	work	s’well	as	it	does	fer	humans	or	Basitins,”	Kaiba	explained.	“For	a	human,	a	few	years	in	prison	sentence,	tis	a	dawdle.	Fer	us
though,	what	with	living	only	twenty	five	years	or	so,	that’s	a	lot	of	our	life	gone	t’	waste.	But	you	can’t	jus’	not	punish	someone	right?”	“Uh…	right.”	“So,	if	a	wolf	commits	a	crime	‘igh	enough	to	warrant	imprisonment,	even	death,	the	elders’ll	use	this	lil	herb	to…	purge	the	evil	from	the	offender.”	“So…	it	is	a	poison.”	Kaiba	shrugged,	“Little	bit	yes,
little	bit	no.	Yeh	spend	two	or	three	days,	coughing	up,	puking	out,	or	otherwise	evacuatin,	everything	what’s	in	your	body,	short	your	blood	and	organs	if	yer	lucky.	After	it’s	done,	ain’t	no	wolf	that	survives	crazy	enough	to	step	one	toe	over	the	line	again.”	Kallen	blinked	in	surprise,	“That	sounds	awful!	Barbaric!”	As	she	spoke,	she	put	a	hand	to	her
mouth,	“Oh,	i’m	sorry,	I	shouldn’t	have	said	that…”	“If	it	didn’t	work,	it	wouldn’t	be	much	of	a	deterrent,	now	would	it.”	Kaiba	replied.	“I	suppose	the	effect	would	be	somewhat	less	on	Basitins	because	of	our	immunity	to	most	poisons.”	Kallen	crossed	her	arms.	“Still,	I’ve	never	heard	of	this.”	“Well,	that’s	probably	because	it	is	extremely	rare.”
Captain	Halec	stood	up	from	his	chair	and	looked	out	over	the	ocean.	“Cultivating	even	a	single	plant	can	take	decades,	and	requires	careful	attention.	The	amount	you	have	there	is…	well	it	is	substantial.”	“So	this	wasn’t	an	accident.”	“No.	It	was	not.”	Kallen	paused.	“Captain…	how	do	you	know	about	this,	if	I	may?”	“That,	I	am	afraid,	is	a	question	I
will	have	to	leave	to	another	to	answer.”	the	captain	nodded	over	Kallen’s	shoulder,	“Mr.	Kaiba.”	“Sorry	lass.”	Before	Kallen	could	move,	Kaiba	leaned	forward	and	pressed	a	cloth	that	smelled	strongly	of	chemicals	under	Kallen’s	nose.	Kallen	tried	to	cry	out,	but	Kaiba	clamped	a	hand	over	her	mouth.	“It's	okay,	it’s	okay,	just	go	to	sleep.”	Kaiba	said,
holding	Kallen	firmly	as	she	struggled.	“Don’t	be	afraid,	it’ll	all	be	alright.”	Kallen	recognized	the	scent,	lunamilk	extract,	the	same	thing	she	used	to	sedate	her	patients.	Within	moments	Kallen	felt	herself	slipping	away.	She	slumped	in	her	chair,	fighting	to	keep	her	eyes	open	as	Kaiba	released	her.	Kaiba’s	voice	seemed	so	distant	as	he	spoke.	“What
should	we	do	cap’m?”	“Contact	Alwyn,	tell	her	we	caught	a	snooper.”	“Right.	An’	then?”	“Put	her	in	a	barrel	and	take	her	to	the	hearth.	Alwyn	said	she	wanted	to	take	care	of	any	security	problems	herself.”	“Right.”	There	were	more	words	that	followed,	buut	Kallen	didn’t	hear	them.	Within	moments	she	drifted	off	into	a	deep,	dark	sleep.End	of	Part
13	===Part	14“Who’s	got	the	bee,	who’s	got	the	big	bumbley	bee!	Bzz	bzzz	bzzzzz!”	Doctor	Sara	Silver	smiled	as	the	infant	in	front	of	her	giggled	and	reached	out	to	grab	the	stuffed	bumble	bee	over	his	head.	The	lights	of	the	healing	guild	were	turned	low	as	the	gloomy	half	light	of	day	turned	into	the	rich	blue-grey	darkness	of	evening.	It	had	been
a	long	day,	and	most	of	the	other	doctors	had	already	gone	home.	As	Sara	made	a	comical	buzzing	noise,	the	baby	began	to	lose	interest.	His	face	twisted	into	a	scowl	and	he	began	to	push	and	tug	against	his	quilt,	grunting	and	moaning	softly.	“Oh	I’m	sorry	sweetie.”	Sara	crooned,	gently	pulling	the	baby	from	his	basket	and	cradling	him	in	her	arms,
“You	must	be	getting	hungry.	Is	that	it,	hmmm?	Is	the	little	man	getting	hungry?	The	baby	offered	no	useful	explanation	and	instead	set	about	sucking	on	his	own	tail.	“Don’t	worry.”	Sara	said,	tickling	the	infant’s	ears,	“I	am	sure	mommy	will	be	back	soon.”	As	Sara	walked	around	the	office,	trying	to	quiet	the	fussing	infant,	she	heard	footsteps
outside	of	her	door.	“Kallen?	Is	that	you?”	Moments	later	another	doctor,	an	older	Basitin	with	short	white	hair	and	a	long	beard,	poked	his	head	into	the	staff	room.	“Dr.	Silver?	What	are	you	still	doing	here?”	Dr	Felix	stepped	inside	the	staff	room,	raising	an	eyebrow.	Catching	sight	of	the	infant	his	eyes	brightened.	“And	who	is	your	new	friend?”
Sara	sighed	and	shifted	the	infant	from	one	shoulder	to	another.	“This	is	Nicholai,	Kallen...	I	mean	Dr.	Hail’s	son.	She	asked	me	to	look	after	him	while	she	ran	down	a	hunch	on	the	Kolvest	incident.”	Dr.	Felix	nodded,	“Oh	yes.	She	was	looking	for	information	about	a	plant	I	believe?	There	was	something	I’ve	been	meaning	to	tell	her	about	that.”	“Well
she	was	supposed	to	be	back	this	afternoon,	but	no	one	has	seen	hide	nor	hair	of	her.”	“I	see.”	Sara	cleared	her	throat,	“Dr.	Felix…	I	really	feel	like	I	should	go	and	try	and	find	her.	Could	you	possibly...”	“Hmmm?”	“Well,	forgive	me	for	asking	Doctor,	but	is	there	any	way	you	could	you	possibly	watch	the	baby	while	I	go	look	for	her?”	“Of	course!”
Without	even	a	moment’s	hesitation	Dr.	Felix	stepped	forwards	and	swept	baby	Nicholai	into	his	arms	with	a	grin.	“Hello	little	buddy!”	Sara	was	stunned.	Dr.	Felix	had	a	reputation	for	being	stoic	at	best,	a	straight	laced	and	old-fashioned	sort	who	rarely	cracked	more	than	a	half	smile.	Yet	within	moments	of	taking	Nicholai	into	his	arms,	Dr.	Felix
was	making	whooshing	noises	with	his	mouth	and	bouncing	the	child	up	and	down,	eliciting	a	chorus	of	happy	giggles.	“I	didn’t	know	you	liked	children.”	Sara	commented.	“My	daughter	had	her	first	just	two	years	ago.”	Dr.	Felix	replied,	smiling	wider	than	Sara	had	ever	seen	him	smile	before.	“My	wife	and	I	took	some	time	last	summer	to	visit	them
on	the	mainland.	I	must	admit…	I	found	being	a	grandfather	much	more	enjoyable	than	I	had	first	suspected.	It	would	seem	I	have	a	knack	with	young	ones.”	“Well,	thank	you	sir,	I	appreciate	it.”	“As	for	Doctor	Hail,	perhaps	we	should	consider	alerting	the	town	guard?”	Dr.	Felix	asked,	playfully	poking	Nicholai’s	nose.	“I’m	sure	Dr.	Hail	just	got
caught	up	in	her	work.”	Sara	pulled	her	cloak	off	the	wall	and	threw	it	over	her	shoulders.	“I’ll	see	if	I	can	find	her	first.”	“As	long	as	you	are	certain.	Just	be	sure	to	mind	the	curfew.”	“Yes,	of	course.	I’ll	be	back	as	soon	as	I	can.”	“I’ll	take	the	little	one	to	my	place,	see	if	I	can	rustle	up	something	for	him	to	eat.”	Dr.	Felix	rubbed	his	nose	against
Nicholas’s.	“Would	you	like	that?	Huh?	Would	you	like	that	little	Nicky?”	“Alright…	you	have	my	thanks.”	As	she	walked	out	of	the	staff	office,	Sara’s	face	shifted	into	a	frown.	“Kallen	would	never	forget	about	Nicholai…	Where…	where	would	she	go,	and	where	could	she	be?”=====Alwyn	stood	with	her	arms	crossed,	a	pair	of	guards	flanking	her	on
either	side,	as	Captain	Halec	and	Kaiba	were	led	into	one	of	the	Hearth’s	many	antechambers.	Both	were	blindfolded,	being	guided	by	Hearth	guardians.	Kaiba	carried	a	large	wooden	barrel	on	his	shoulder,	which	he	set	down	gently	as	they	came	to	a	stop	in	front	of	Alwyn.	As	blindfolds	were	removed,	Alwyn	nodded	her	head.	“Welcome	friends,	to
the	Hearth.”	“You	make	a	habit	of	blindfolding	your	friends	do	ya?”	Captain	Halec	demanded,	rubbing	his	eyes.	As	his	vision	adjusted,	Halec’s	eyes	widened	at	the	sight	of	Alwyn,	“Holy	jumping!”	“Is	there	a	problem,	Captain?”	He	coughed	to	clear	his	throat,	“Well…	I’d	heard	the	rumours	but	I,	uh,	I	never	thought	they	were	all	true.”	Alwyn	raised	an
eyebrow,	“Oh?”	“Well…”	Halec	cleared	his	throat,	trying	not	to	stare	at	Alwyn’s	chest.	“It’s	just,	I	had	heard	that…”	He	shifted	from	foot	to	foot.	“You	know,	I	had	heard	you	didn’t	wear…	and	that	you	were	so...	But	hadn’t	ever	believed	that	you	were…”	“So	beautiful!”	Kaiba	breathed,	his	tail	rapidly	wagging	and	his	eyes	wide	with	excitement.	“My
lady,	I	have	sailed	to	almost	e’rey	corner	of	this	world,	and	you	might	jus’	might	be	the	most	gorgeous	thing	I	have	ever	seen!”	Alwyn	put	her	hands	on	her	hips	and	walked	forward.	“So,	you’re	the	wolf	I’ve	been	warned	about.	I’m	told	you	left	behind	a	few	broken	hearts	in	Hearth	Calidus	on	the	continent.”	“Well	can	you	blame	me?”	Kaiba	stepped
forward	and	took	one	of	Alwyn’s	hands.	He	smiled	at	Alwyn	as	he	planted	a	gentlemanly	kiss	on	her	fingers.	“I’ve	found	very	little	in	this	world	that	can	match	the	bewitching	beauty	of	yer	people.”	Despite	herself,	Alwyn	chuckled.	“Not	bad	Keidran,	I	can	see	where	your	reputation	comes	from.”	“Please,	call	me	Kaiba.”	“Well,	as	much	as	I	would	love
to	continue	this	very	flattering	romancing	of	yours…”	Alwyn	turned	to	Halec.	“I	want	to	hear	your	report.”	Halec	nodded	quickly,	“Yes,	of	course.	We	received	word	from	Argent	a	few	weeks	back	that	something	was	going	on,	odd	troop	movements	and	such.	Argent	was	worried	it	might	be	the	precursor	to	some	sort	of	attack	on	the	Hearth.”	“Yes,	I
know	that	already.”	“Well,	this	afternoon,	while	we	were	making	preparations	for	our	departure	in	two	days,	this	woman	asked	to	come	aboard.	Says	she	needs	help	identifying	a	plant.”	“A	plant?”	“Nosgoth	fang.”	Kaiba	spoke	up.	“Nasty	stuff,	very	rare	too.”	“And	you,	Lady	Alwyn,	are	the	only	one	we	know	of	who	might	have	such	a	rare	plant	in	your
possession.”	Alwyn	paused	for	a	moment.	“So…	let	me	get	this	straight…	You	kidnapped	a	woman…	because	she	came	aboard	your	ship…	asking	about	a	plant.”	“Well	yes!	We’ve	delivered	you	hundreds	of	plants,	from	all	over	the	world!	I’ve	seen	your	storeroom,	you	have	thousands	of	such	specimens!”	“And	have	I	ever	requested	this	‘Nosgoth	Fang’
from	you?”	“Not	that	I	know	of,	no,	but-”	“And	what	happens	when	she	wakes?	What	happens	when	someone	comes	looking	for	her?”	“We	thought	of	that.”	Kaiba	replied	brightly,	tapping	on	the	barrel.	“You-”	Alwyns	eyes	widened.	“Are	you	saying	she’s	in	the	barrel?	What	in	all	twelve	hells	is	she	doing	in	the	barrel?”	“We	thought	it	better	to	bring
her	here	than	leave	her	on	my	ship.”	“And	why,	in	the	name	of	all	that	is	holy,	would	you	think	that?”	Alwyn	demanded.	Halec’s	face	twisted	into	a	scowl.	“Now	look	here,	we	got	word	from	Argent,	same	as	you,	that	someone	might	try	and	infiltrate	the	Hearth.	And	you	yourself,	lady	Alwyn,	said	that	you	wanted	to	deal	with	any	security	threats
personally!”	“Plus,	who	would	question	a	sailor	walking	about	with	a	barrel	on	his	shoulder?”	Kaiba	added.	“Unconscious	basitin	woman	on	your	shoulder,	many	questions.	Barrel,	not	so	many	questions.”	“I-”	Alwyn	hesitated	before	sighing	heavily,	pinching	her	nose,	“That’s	a	fair	point.	Fine,	we’ll	take	care	of	it	from	here.	I’ll	make	sure	that	the	Jade
Echo	and	her	crew	are	rewarded	for	your	vigilance.	Now,	could	you	please	get	our	guest	out	of	the	barrel?”	“Right	away.”	Halec	snapped	his	fingers.	“Mr	Kaiba,	if	you	will.”	As	he	popped	the	top	off	the	barrel	and	lifted	the	unconscious	Kallen	into	his	arms,	Kaiba	turned	to	Alwyn.	“So…	what	uh…	what	are	you	gonna	do	with	her	anyways?”	“I’m	going
to	find	out	what	she	knows.”	“Yeah	but…	after	that.”	“She’ll	be	dealt	with.”	Kaiba’s	ears	twitched.	“Dealt	with?”	“Kaiba!”	Halev	hissed.	Alwyn’s	eyes	narrowed.	“I	am	responsible	for	the	lives	of	everyone	in	this	Hearth,	and	for	your	lives	as	well.	Even	if	she	hadn’t	been	brought	down	here,	now	she	knows	about	the	Jade	Echo.	I	will	do	what	I	must	to
protect	my	people,	even	if	it	means	certain	sacrifices	have	to	be	made.”	“Wait…”	Kaiba’s	ears	drooped.	“You	don’t	mean…	yer	not	gonna	kill	her,	are	yeh?”	“I	assure	you,	once	she	has	answered	my	questions,	her	death	will	be	painless.”	“Hold	on,	no	no	no.”	Kaiba	shook	his	head	and	held	Kallen	close	to	his	chest.	“No	way!	She	was	just	askin	about	a
plant!	She	was	tryin	to	‘elp	someone!”	Halec	rounded	on	his	first	mate.	“Mr.	Kaiba,	that	is	enough!”	“You	drugged	her	and	brought	her	here,	what	exactly	did	you	think	was	going	to	happen?”	Alwyn	demanded.	What	if,	what	if	we	took	‘er	back	t’	the	ship	an	jus’	dropped	her	off	somewhere?	Fox	Coast,	or	something?”	“We	cannot	risk	it.”	“Then	jus	keep
‘er	‘ere!”	Alwyn	raised	an	eyebrow,	“We	are	a	community,	we	are	not	in	the	habit	of	taking	prisoners	and	holding	them	forever.”	“What	about-”	“Mr.	Kaiba!”	Halec	roared,	his	voice	echoing	through	the	cavern,	startling	everyone.	“You	will	set	that	woman	down,	right	now!	That	is	an	order!”	“But…”	Kaiba	looked	down	at	Kallen.	“But	she’s	not…	she
was	trying	t’	help	someone.	This	ain’t	right!”	“Mr.	Kaiba!”	As	Captain	Halec	spoke,	Alwyns	guards	also	raised	their	spears.	“I…”	With	a	heavy	sigh,	Kaiba	set	Kallen	gently	down	on	the	ground.	“I’m	really	sorry	lass,	I	didn't	mean	fer	this	t’	happen...”	“Thank	you.”	Alwyn	turned	to	Captain	Halec.	“Now,	with	all	due	respect	Captain,	I	think	it	is	time	for
you	and	your	first	mate	to	leave.”	“I	agree.”	Alwyn’s	guards	stepped	forward	and	set	about	blindfolding	both	Kaiba	and	Halec.	As	the	guards	wrapped	the	cloth	around	his	eyes,	Kaiba	extended	one	of	the	claws	on	his	left	hand	and	drove	it	into	his	palm.	The	only	outwards	sign	of	his	pain	was	a	slight	twitch	of	his	muzzle.	Satisfied	that	they	were
blinded,	the	guards	took	up	positions	behind	Halec	and	Kaiba.	“Alright,	let’s	go.”	As	the	guard	gently	pushed	him,	Kaiba	let	his	hands	drop	to	his	sides.	As	he	walked,	small	droplets	of	blood	dripped	from	his	palm	onto	the	stones.===The	light	of	day	was	fading	fast	as	Sara	stepped	up	to	the	front	door	of	a	house	in	the	female	quarter.	Raising	her	fist
she	banged	on	the	door	three	times.	Moments	later	a	call	came	from	inside	the	house.	“By	the	king,	do	you	have	any	idea	what	time	it	is?”	The	door	flew	open	and	a	portly	Basitin	woman	stepped	out	onto	the	front	porch.	“What	do	you	want?”	she	demanded,	puffing	away	on	her	pipe.	“Good	evening	miss.”	Sara	bowed	her	head,	“I	understand	that	you
own	the	house	rented	by	Marien	Kolvest.”	“Oh	for	f-	You	aren’t	another	bloody	doctor	are	you?”	“I	am	actually,	I	am	looking	for	a	colleague	of	mine.	She	said	she	was	going	to	investigate	Kolvest’s	house	and-”	“Yes	yes!”	the	woman	interrupted,	waving	a	hand.	“She	came	in,	babbling	on	about	some	plant,	took	something	off	the	spice	shelf,	then	ran	out
without	so	much	as	a	‘thank	you’.”	“What	did	she	take?”	“How	the	hell	should	I	know!”	the	woman	took	an	extra	long	puff	and	blew	the	smoke	into	Sara’s	face,	“Now,	it	is	late,	I	am	tired,	and	I	have	had	enough	to	do	with	doctors	for	a	good	long	while.	Good	day	madam.”	Sara	flinched	as	the	door	slammed	in	her	face.	“If	she	found	what	she	was
looking	for…	where	would	she	go?”	Sara	pondered	as	she	made	her	way	back	to	the	road.	“She	said	she	checked	all	of	the	apothecaries	in	the	city.”	Sara	froze,	and	looked	quickly	down	at	the	dock.	“Wait…	could	she!”	Her	eyes	widened,	“Oh	no!”	===The	first	thing	that	Kallen	noticed	when	she	awoke	was	the	echoing	sound	of	water	dripping.	She
tried	to	move,	but	found	that	her	hands	and	legs	were	bound.	Kallen	could	also	feel	that	someone	had	put	a	blindfold	on	her,	as	well	as	a	gag	in	her	mouth.	As	she	tested	her	bonds,	Kallen’s	mind	raced.	“Who	are	these	people?	Templar	slavers?	Western	kidnappers?	Pirates?	I	don't	think	I’m	on	the	ship	anymore,	where	am	I?	How	long	have	I	been
out?”	Judging	by	how	dry	her	mouth	felt,	and	the	strength	of	the	lunamilk,	Kallen	guessed	she’d	been	out	for	at	least	five	or	six	hours.	The	sound	of	footsteps	sent	a	current	of	fear	running	up	Kallen’s	back.	The	footsteps	approached,	stopped,	and	were	replaced	by	the	sound	of	someone	lowering	themselves	onto	the	stone	in	front	of	her.	There	were
other	shuffling	sounds	that	she	couldn’t	identify,	though	she	did	hear	the	sound	of	metal	being	set	upon	stone.	After	a	moment	a	female	voice	spoke	in	a	soft,	yet	firm	tone.	“Listen	to	me	very	carefully.	I	would	like	to	remove	your	blindfold	and	your	gag,	but	first	I	need	you	to	understand	a	few	things.	First,	you	are	underground,	so	no	one	will	hear	you
even	if	you	yell.	Second,	I	am	a	soldier,	I	have	killed	before	and	will	again.	I	have	been	trained	to	cause	a	great	deal	of	pain	if	I	have	to.	But	if	you	cooperate	I	have	no	particular	desire	to	hurt	you.	Nod	if	you	understand.”	Kallen	nodded,	trying	to	keep	herself	from	trembling	in	terror.	Moments	later	she	felt	a	pair	of	hands	untie	her	blindfold	and	then
her	gag.	Blinking	quickly	to	try	and	adjust	her	eyes,	Kallen	froze	at	the	sigh	of	Alwyn	sitting	cross	legged	in	front	of	her.	The	cave	was	lit	by	a	pair	of	candles	set	into	the	stone	on	either	of	the	entrance.	A	small	stack	of	parchment	and	a	quill	sat	on	Alwyn’s	left,	while	at	her	right	side	was	a	long,	curved	knife.	“Wh-where	am	I?”	Kallen	asked,	her	voice
hoarse	from	fear	and	thirst.	“Here.”	Alwyn	reached	behind	her	and	produced	a	small	glass	bottle	filled	with	water.	She	put	the	bottle	to	Kallen’s	lips	and	gently	tipped	it	up.	The	water	was	clean	and	ice	cold	and	Kallen	drank	quickly.	Alwyn	set	the	empty	bottle	aside.	“I	have	some	questions	for	you.	If	you	answer	them	truthfully,	you	will	remain	safe.	If
you	refuse	to	answer,	or	if	you	lie…”	Alwyn’s	hand	drifted	down	to	the	knife,	the	metal	ringing	as	she	slowly	dragged	one	of	her	claws	along	the	edge.	“I	understand.”	Kallen	gulped.	“Good.	What	is	your	name?”	“K-Kallen	Hail.”	“What	is	your	profession,	Kallen	Hail.”	“I’m	a	doctor	at	the	Healing	Guild.”	“And	why	were	you	looking	for	information	on	a
plant	called	‘Nosgoth	Fang’?”	“It….	It	was	used	to	poison	one	of	my	patients.”	“Who?”	Kallen	shook	her	head,	“I-	I’m	sorry,	I	can’t	reveal	that.”	Alwyn	reached	down	and	picked	up	the	knife	sitting	beside	her.	Kallen	shrank	back,	“Please…	I	can’t	betray	my	patient.”	“Answer	the	question.”	“I	can’t!”	Alwyn’s	face	hardened	as	she	gripped	the	knife
tighter.	“Then	you	have	chosen	pain.”	“Dammit	I	can’t!”	Kallen	shouted,	her	voice	echoing	around	the	cave.	Terrified	tears	rolled	down	her	cheeks.	“I	don’t	know	what	is	going	on!	I	don’t	know	who	you	are!	I	don’t	know	where	I	am!	I…	I	don’t	know	what	you	want…”	“Calm	down,	I	just	want	you	to	answer	my	question.”	“Marien	Kolvest!”	Kallen
yelled,	the	words	torn	from	her	chest.	“The	plant	was	used	to	poison	Marien	Kolvest!”	Alwyn	paused.	“Kolvest?	The	little	soldier?”	“Y-you	know	her?”	“I	know	of	her.	Why	would	someone	want	to	poison	her?”	“I	don’t	know!”	Kallen	shook	her	head	and	started	sobbing.	“I	don’t	know!	I	don’t	know!	I	don’t	know!	Please…	I	have	a	son!	He’s	only	a	few
months	old,	he	needs	me!”	Alwyn	slowly	replaced	the	knife	at	her	side	and	leaned	forwards.	Gently	she	brushed	the	tears	away	from	Kallen’s	eyes.	“Then	for	his	sake,	answer	my	questions	and	tell	me	what	you	know.”===“Mr.	Kaiba	I	will	hear	no	more	about	this!”	“Sir,	it’s	not	right	and	you	know	it!	This	ain’t	what	I	signed	up	fer.”	Captain	Halec
scowled	as	he	leaned	back	in	his	chair.	Kaiba	stood	before	him,	a	pair	of	swords	strapped	to	his	waist,	a	quiver	of	javelins	on	his	back,	and	a	long	spear	in	his	hand.	After	a	moment,	Captain	Halec	leaned	forwards	again.	“We	are	not	launching	a	rescue	operation	into	the	Hearth	to	retrieve	the	girl	simply	because	you	have	a	crush!”	“T’ain’t	a	crush	sir.
And	even	if	it	were,	this’d	still	be	wrong.	The	girl	was	trying	t’	help	someone!	She	shouldn’t	die	for	that.”	“That	is	not	our	call!”	“With	respect	Captain,	I	am	making	it	my	call.”	“You	have	no	right!	And	even	if	you	did,	do	you	really	want	to	fight	the	head	priestess?	By	the	spirits	Kaiba,	she’s	damn	near	as	big	as	King	Adelaide!”	As	he	spoke,	Captain
Halec	cursed	himself	inwardly.	“Why?	Why	did	I	allow	Keidran	on	my	crew?	One	word	to	a	basitin	first	mate	and	this	conversation	would	have	been	over!	Wolves...	the	bastards	are	insane	to	a	man!”	“Very	well.”	Kaiba	straightened	and	saluted,	“With	respect	then	cap’m,	I	resign	as	your	first	officer.	Anything	I	do	after	this	is	my	business	and	mine
alone.”	Halec	surged	out	of	his	chair.	“You	dare-”	As	Halec	stood,	Kaiba’s	hand	flashed	down	to	his	sword.	Halec	paused.	Wolves	were	not	the	most	elegant	fighters,	but	their	size	and	speed	made	them	quite	dangerous.	Though	Halec	was	certain	that	between	him	and	the	rest	of	his	crew	he	could	easily	overpower	Kaiba,	such	a	contest	would	have
casualties.	Recognizing	that	passion	would	not	win	out,	Halec	slowly	lowered	himself	back	into	his	chair.	“Kaiba…	you	are	not	just	my	first	mate,	you	are	my	friend.	I	need	you,	this	ship	and	its	crew	needs	you.	I	am	asking	you	to	not	throw	that	away,	please.”	Kaiba	lowered	his	hand	from	his	sword.	“When	yeh	took	me	in	five	years	ago	cap’m,	you
looked	damn	near	the	same	as	you	do	now.	I,	on	the	other	hand,	‘ave	grown	from	a	lad	into	an	adult.”	“What…	what	bearing	does	that	have.”	“You	may	have	the	luxury	of	decades	of	life	and	drink	to	rationalize	and	forgive	yourself	for	sins.	I	do	not.	You	saved	me,	sir,	from	a	life	of	pain	and	slavery.	And	since	I	have	never	been	able	to	return	that	favour
properly,	I	shall	instead	pass	it	on.”	Halec	sighed,	“Mr.	Kaiba,	do	not	mistake	my	refusal	to	run	off	on	some…	insane	rescue	mission,	as	an	act	of	callousness	or	cowardice.	It	simply	isn’t	our	place.”	“I’ve	followed	you	from	one	corner	of	the	world	to	another	sir,	I’ve	seen	some	truly	horrible	things,	but	I've	never	been	a	party	to	them.	If’n	yeh	won’t	join
me,	that’s	fine,	all	I	ask	is	that	you	not	try	and	stop	me.”	Before	Halec	could	speak	again,	there	was	a	knock	on	his	cabin	door.	“What	is	it?”	“Pardon	me	Captain.”	A	deckhand	opened	the	door	a	crack	and	stuck	his	head	in,	“Sir,	there	is	another	female	on	the	dock	asking	to	come	aboard.	She	says	she	is	looking	for	her	friend.”	Immediately	Halec’s	eyes
widened.	“Shit!”	“Well,	looks	like	I’ll	have	some	company	tryin	to	find	the	little	miss,”	Kaiba	said,	smiling	and	crossing	his	arms.	“You	idiot,	if	the	town	guard	finds	out	about	us	and	the	Hearth,	there	is	no	chance	of	us	getting	out	of	here	alive!”	Immediately	Kaiba’s	eyes	widened.	“Oh...”	“Tell	her	to	come	on	board	and	bring	her	to	me,”	Halec	ordered,
turning	to	the	deck	hand.	“And	get	a	message	to	Argent,	tell	him	we	have	problems	and	may	need	to	get	out	of	here	in	a	hurry.”	“Yes	captain!”	His	heart	beating	loudly	in	his	chest,	Halec	turned	to	Kaiba.	“Look,	just…	we’ll	incapacitate	her	and	keep	her	on	the	ship	for	now,	alright?”	“No	killing?”	“No	killing.”	“And	no	handing	over	to	the	priestess	for
killing?”	“I…	for	fu…	Fine!	No	handing	over	to	Alwyn	either!	Just…	just	do	your	bloody	job	you	great	moronic	fleabag!”	“You’re	lucky	I	like	you	Captain.”	Kaiba	smiled	as	he	stepped	back	against	the	wall,	blending	into	the	shadows.	“Yeah,	real	lucky.”	Halec	muttered.	A	few	minutes	later,	there	was	another	knock	on	the	door.	Standing	and
straightening	his	hat	and	jacket,	Halec	called	out,	“Come!”	The	door	opened	and	Sara	stepped	inside.	She	bowed	her	head,	“Captain	Halec.”	“A	pleasure	to	make	your	acquaintance,	Miss?”	“Doctor.	Doctor	Sara	Silver.”	All	of	the	colour	drained	out	of	Halec’s	face	in	an	instant.	“S-Silver?	Are	you	related	to	General	Silver?”	“He	is	my	husband.”	Halec
nearly	fainted.	“I	see...	well,	how	can	we	help	you	Ma’am?”	“I’m	looking	for	a	friend	of	mine,	another	Doctor,	who	came	aboard	your	vessel	looking	for	information	about	a	plant.”	“I…	I	have	no	memory	of	this	person.”	Sara’s	eyes	narrowed,	“Really?	That’s	odd,	because	when	I	spoke	to	your	crewman,	he	said	that	a	female	Basitin	did	come	onboard.”
Taking	a	moment	to	compose	himself,	Halec	nodded,	“Oh	yes,	of	course.	My	apologies,	it’s	been	a	rather	busy	day.	Unfortunately	we	were	unable	to	help	her	and	she	departed	some	time	ago.”	“Any	idea	as	to	where	she	went.”	“She…	mentioned	something	about	the	library	I	believe.”	As	Halec	spoke,	Kaiba	slowly	detached	from	the	shadows	and	crept
towards	Sara.	“So	you	are	saying	she	went	to	the	library?”	Sara	asked,	raising	an	eyebrow.	“That’s	what	she	said.	Perhaps	that’s	where	you	should	start	your	search.”	“Indeed.	But	then…	Why	is	there	a	wolf	sneaking	up	behind	me?”	Before	Either	Halec	or	Kaiba	could	react,	Sara	leapt	up	from	her	chair	and	delivered	a	powerful	kick	directly	to	Kaiba’s
groin.	As	the	wolf	fell	to	the	ground	in	agony,	Sara	grabbed	hold	of	one	of	the	swords	at	his	belt	and	a	javelin	from	the	quiver	on	his	back.	Aiming	the	point	of	the	sword	at	Kaiba,	Sara	swung	the	spear	and	placed	the	point	directly	under	Halec’s	chin.	“Keep	your	hands	at	your	side!”	Sara	barked.	“Move	one	single	muscle	and	you	will	find	out	just	how
much	faster	a	trained	soldier	is	than	a	sailor	who’s	been	at	sea	too	long.	And	you,”	she	nudged	Kaiba	with	her	foot,	“Stay	down.”	“No	problem.”	Kaiba	groaned.	Sara	turned	back	to	Halec.	“So,	am	I	to	assume	that	this	means	that	my	friend	did	not,	in	fact,	go	to	the	library?”	“Lady,	you’ve	made	a	big	mistake,”	Halec	snarled.	“Kill	either	of	us	and	every
man	and	woman	on	this	ship	will	cut	you	to	ribbons.”	Sara’s	eyes	narrowed,	“An	empty	threat,	Captain,	we	both	know	that.	Now,	I	know	who	it	is	you	are	working	for.	I	want	to	know	what	you	did	with	Kallen,	then	I	want	you	to	take	me	to	them.”	“H-how	do	you-”	Halec	paused	as	Sara	gently	pushed	the	point	into	his	neck.	“She	came	aboard,	asking
about	a	plant	that	only	our	employers	would	know	about.	We…	took	her	to	them.”	“Alive?”	“She	was	when	we	left	her.”	“Meaning?”	“The	big	Basitin	said	she	was	gonna	kill	her.”	Kaiba	groaned,	his	voice	a	slightly	higher	pitch	than	before.	“I	was	gonna	go	and	save	her…	right	before	you	sent	the	twins	right	up	into	my	throat…”	“Take	me	to	them!
Now!”	“W-we	have	to	send	word	first!”	Halec	sputtered,	“I	don’t	know	where	they	are!”	“I	do.”	Both	Halec	and	Sara	looked	down	at	Kaiba	in	surprise.	“How	the	hell	do	YOU	know?”	Halec	demanded,	flinching	as	the	sudden	movement	drove	the	sharp	tip	of	the	spear	into	his	flesh.	Shakily,	Kaiba	raised	his	left	hand.	“Poked	a	hole	in	m’self,	gave	me	a
trail	to	follow,”	he	said,	pointing	at	a	small	bloodied	bandage	wrapped	around	his	palm.	“Good.”	Sara	lowered	her	spear.	“Then	let’s	go.	Now.”	“You’re	as	daft	as	him!”	Halec	cried	as	Sara	lowered	her	spear	and	bent	down	to	help	Kaiba	to	his	feet.	“You	want	us	to	go	out	there,	onto	the	dock,	after	curfew,	to	go	and	fight	our	own	allies?”	“Of	course
not.”	Sara	replied.	“I,	General	Silver’s	wife,	will	be	out	seeing	to	private	business	on	behalf	of	the	general,	along	with	my	two	bodyguards.”	“This	is	why	I	love	Basitin	women,”	Kaiba	said	with	a	pained	smile.	“Not	a	moment	of	pause	to	a	damn	thing	you	do.”===Sieg	sighed	heavily	as	he	stared	out	over	the	waters	of	Kaiser	bay	as	the	dull	orange	glow
in	the	west	faded	away.	The	rain	had	started	again,	the	sound	of	the	drops	splattering	on	his	helmet	echoing	in	his	ears.	A	dark	circle	surrounded	his	still	swollen	left	eye.	His	jaw	still	ached,	and	he	was	fairly	certain	one	of	his	molars	had	been	knocked	loose.	Worse,	his	head	still	pounded	from	the	rum,	and	his	mouth	felt	fuzzy	and	burned	from
gulping	down	the	hot	cocoa	that	Paul	had	offered	him	as	a	cure.	“Rum	is	a	very	cruel	mistress.”	Paul	had	said,	clapping	Sieg	on	the	back	when	he	had	stumbled	down	the	stairs	and	offered	an	apology.	Paul	had	also	taken	him	out	back	and	thrown	a	large	bucket	of	ice	cold	water	over	him	to	wash	the	last	of	the	dirt	and	mud	from	his	fur.	All	in	all,	it	had
not	been	a	good	day.	Sieg	was	so	lost	in	his	own	thoughts	that	he	barely	heard	a	voice	to	his	left,	“What	happened	to	you	sir?”	“Huh?”	Sieg	turned,	“Oh,	Private	Garra,	I’m	sorry.”	The	young	private	frowned.	“With	respect,	again	sir,	it’s	Garda.”	“Right,	of	course,	my	apologies.”	Sieg	shook	his	head.	“Forgive	me	Private,	I’m	a	bit	distracted.”	“Looks	like
someone	tried	knocking	your	block	off	sir.”	“Troubles	with	my	wife.”	Garda	blinked	in	surprise.	“Oh!	My	apologies	sir,	I	didn’t	mean	to	pry.”	Sieg	shook	his	head.	“Think	nothing	of	it.	She’s	a	Captain,	so,	I	guess	I	should	have	known	better.”	Garda	took	up	his	post	beside	Sieg.	“My	mother	always	told	me	that	if	my	girl	ever	hit	me,	she’d	cut	her	to
pieces	and	use	her	as	bait.”	Despite	himself	Sieg	chuckled,	“Yeah…”	“You	gonna	get	her	back	sir?”	Sieg	sighed	heavily.	“I	can’t.	She’s	lost	just	about	everything	already…	I	just	don’t	want	her	to	hurt	anymore.”	“Yes	sir.”	“You	don’t	really	get	it,	do	you?”	Garda	shook	his	head.	“No	sir,	not	sure	I	do.”	“Neither	do	I.”	For	a	long	time,	Sieg	and	Garda
stood	together,	staring	out	over	the	bay.	The	rain	came	and	went,	sometimes	light,	sometimes	heavy.	Eventually	Sieg	set	about	doing	his	rounds,	moving	from	dock	to	dock,	checking	on	the	guard	posts.	As	he	drew	near	the	front	gate,	another	guard	and	a	stranger	dressed	in	a	dark	cloak	approached.	The	guard	saluted.	“Sir,	there	is	someone	here	to
see	you.	I	told	her	it	was	past	curfew,	but	she	insisted	on	speaking	with	you.”	As	the	guard	spoke,	the	stranger	lowered	the	hood	of	her	cloak	“Naomi?”	“Good	evening	Sieg,”	she	bowed.	The	guard	turned	back	to	Sieg.	“Would	you	like	to	deal	with	this	yourself	sir?”	“Y-yes,	thank	you.”	As	the	guard	stepped	away,	Sieg	turned	to	Naomi.	“What	are	you
doing	here?	It’s	dangerous	at	night!”	Naomi	blushed	a	little.	“Well	I…	I	saw	that	you	were	hurt	when	you	were	walking	here.	I	tried	to	stop	you	but…	you	didn’t	seem	to	hear	me.”	“Oh…”	Sieg	paused	for	a	moment,	“It's	nothing,	really.	I	just	had	a	fight	with	Marien?”	Shani	smiled	internally.	“Bingo.”	“That’s	terrible!”	Naomi	said,	reaching	up	and
examining	Sieg’s	face.	“She	must	have	really	hurt	you,	you	look	terrible.”	“Thanks.”	Sieg	snorted.	“Oh,	you	know	what	I	meant.”	After	a	few	moments,	Naomi	spoke	up	again.	“So,	what	were	you	fighting	about?”	“Marien	is…	she’s	making	plans	to	go	and	join	the	war.	She’ll	be	leaving	for	a	long	time.”	“But…	I	thought	she	was	pregnant.”	“She…	she
was.”	Sieg's	ears	drooped	as	he	stared	at	his	feet,	“She…	we	lost	the	baby.”	Naomi’s	hands	flew	up	to	her	mouth,	“Oh	Sieg....	Oh	no…”	“Yeah.	It’s	been…”	Sieg	sighed	heavily.	“You	know	I’m	not	sure	I’d	wish	this	week	on	anyone,	not	even	on	that	bastard	Lyon.”	“I’m	so	sorry.”	Noami	reached	out	and	grabbed	Sieg’s	arm.	“That	is	terrible,	I’m	sorry
Seig.	And	she…	left	you	because	of	it?”	“What?”	Sieg	shook	his	head,	“No	she…	she	didn’t	leave	me.”	“But	she	hit	you,	and	she	must	have	hit	you	hard.”	Noami	reached	up	and	gently	touched	Sieg’s	cheek.	“It	looks	like	it	hurt.”	Sieg	blushed	a	little,	“Uh…	well	yeah,	a	little.”	For	a	moment	Noami	and	Sieg’s	eyes	met.	Despite	himself,	Seig	felt	a	genuine
spark.	His	heart	began	to	beat	faster,	his	breathing	quickened,	and	her	felt	heat	rising	up	his	back	and	into	his	face.	Noting	Sieg’s	response,	Shani	smiled	to	herself.	“Good,	but	not	quite	yet.	Just	a	little	bit	more,	then	I	have	him.”	Naomi’s	breath	was	hot	in	the	night	air,	“Sieg…	I	have	to	tell	you…”	Sieg	felt	his	throat	go	dry.	He	didn’t	know	what	to	do,
or	what	to	think.	He	knew	he	should	push	her	away.	He	thought	of	Marien,	of	the	cave,	their	child’s	bedroom,	their	first	night.	But	no	words	would	come,	his	thoughts	were	jumbled	and	confused.	Slowly	the	two	drifted	closer.	How	Shani	wished	she	could	lick	her	lips	as	she	felt	the	thrill	of	victory.	“The	pheromones	are	working.	Now,	final	touches.”
All	of	a	sudden	Noami’s	face	turned	red	as	she	looked	away,	shyly	brushing	a	few	strands	of	hair	away	from	her	face.	“I…	I	brought	something	for	you.”	Reaching	into	her	tunic,	Naomi	pulled	out	a	paper	wrapped	package.	“Your	favourite.”	“I…	I	shouldn’t	really	eat	on	duty.”	“Come	on,	it’s	much	better	fresh.”	“Thank	you.”	Sieg	took	the	package	and
opened	it,	the	delicious	smell	of	fried	fish	filling	his	nose.	The	smell	was	so	tantalizing	that	for	a	moment	he	even	forgot	about	his	hangover.	Sieg	smiled	as	he	tok	a	bite.	“It’s	great,	as	usual.”	“Thank	you.	I	tried	cooking	it	a	little	different	this	time.”	“What	did	you	do	differently?”	Sieg	asked	as	he	took	another	bite.	“Well	I	used	more	flour	in	the
breading,	tried	to	make	it	flakier.”	Naomi	smiled,	“I	guess	it	worked,	you’re	wearing	a	fair	bit	of	it.”	Hurriedly	Sieg	wiped	off	his	mouth,	“Oh,	sorry.”	“Here,	let	me.”	Noami	reached	up	and	touched	Sieg’s	cheeks.	Again	their	eyes	met.	For	a	long	moment	the	two	stared	at	one	another.	Out	of	the	corner	of	her	eyes,	Shani	caught	a	flicker	of	movement	on
the	dock,	a	familiar	figure	moving	towards	them,	the	one	she	had	been	waiting	for	for	hours.	“Finally,	the	guest	of	honour.”	As	she	leaned	forwards,	Shani	smiled	to	herself.	“I	win.”===As	Marien	approached	the	main	gate	of	the	dock,	the	guards	standing	on	duty	saluted.	“Good	evening	Captain!	How	may	we	assist	you.”	Marien	cleared	her	throat,
“I…	I	would	like	to	see	Lieutenant	Kolvest.	Is	he	on	duty?”	“Yes	ma’am,	I	can	take	you	to	him.”	Marien	held	up	a	hand,	“No	need,	I’ll	find	him.”	“Yes	ma’am.”	As	Marien	entered	the	dock	she	nervously	brushed	herself	off.	“What	am	I	going	to	say	to	him.”	she	wondered.	She	rubbed	the	knuckles	on	her	right	hand,	they	still	hurt	from	hitting	Sieg’s	jaw.
“I	can’t	believe	I	hit	him.”	she	growled	to	herself,	shaking	her	head.	“I	can’t	believe	I	was	such	an-”	In	an	instant,	Marien’s	world	went	black	and	white	and	all	sound	fell	away.	Ahead	of	her	was	a	dock	that	stretched	out	into	the	bay.	Not	thirty	paces	away,	standing	beneath	the	awning	of	a	small	shack,	was	Seig	and	another	woman.	The	woman	had
her	arms	wrapped	around	Sieg’s	neck	and	she	was	kissing	him	deeply.	A	hundred	possibilities	flashed	before	Marien’s	eyes.	She	could	scream,	run,	attack,	swear,	so	many	thoughts	flitted	across	her	mind	in	the	time	it	took	her	to	blink.	Without	a	sound,	Marien	turned	on	her	heel	and	walked	away.	“Did	you	find	him	Captain?”	one	of	the	guards	at	the
gate	asked	as	Marien	stepped	through.	For	a	moment	Marien	paused.	“Yes…	yes	I	did.”	Reaching	down,	Marien	unclipped	Sieg’s	sword	belt	from	around	her	waist.	“Tell	him	someone	came	to	give	him	back	his	sword.”	Marien	ordered,	tossing	the	belt	to	the	guard.	“Y-yes	ma’am.	Anything	else.”	“No.”	Marien	replied	simply.	“There’s	nothing	else	to
say.”	As	she	walked	back	into	the	night,	Marien	brought	up	the	hood	of	her	cloak.	The	tears	that	fell	mixed	with	the	rain	and	were	swept	away.===When	Naomi	kissed	him,	for	a	moment	Sieg	was	frozen	in	place.	It	felt	good,	Naomi	was	warm	and	gentle,	she	even	smelled	nice.	For	a	few	seconds,	Sieg	simply	didn’t	know	how	to	react,	and	instinctively
wrapped	his	arms	around	Naomi.	But	the	surprise	faded,	and	sudden	awareness	of	what	was	happening	crashed	over	him.	With	a	panicked	gasp,	Sieg	pushed	Naomi	away.	“Naomi!	What	are	you	doing?!”	he	sputtered,	stepping	back.	“I…	I	don’t	know	what	came	over	me!	Naomis	gasped.	“Naomi	you…	you	kissed	me!	Why?”	“It	felt	right,	like	it	was	the
right	thing	to	do.”	Naomi	tilted	her	head	slightly,	“Didn’t	it…	didn’t	it	feel	right?”	“No!	I	mean,	it	was	nice	but…	Naomi,	no!”	“Why	not?”	Sieg’s	heart	felt	like	it	was	going	to	burst	his	ribs	and	his	head	spun.	“We’re	friends!	I…	I	don’t	think	about	you	that	way!”	For	a	moment	Shani	almost	dropped	the	mask.	“What	the	hell?	Is	he	serious?	Switch	tactics,
sympathetic	approach.”	“I	just…”	Naomi	stopped	and	turned	away,	her	shoulders	shaking,	“I’m	sorry,	I	didn’t	mean	to...”	Dropping	his	spear	to	the	dock,	Sieg	stepped	forward	and	grabbed	Naomi’s	shoulders.	“No!	Hey,	it’s	okay!	I…	I	wasn’t.”	Sieg	struggled	to	find	the	right	words.	“Look…	Naomi,	I	care	about	you,	I	do.	And…	I’m	not	saying	I	don’t	like
you.”	“Then	what’s	wrong?”	“I	love	Marien.	She’s	my	wife,	and	we’re	going	to	be	a	family.	I	can’t	betray	her	like	this.”	“I	thought	you	said	she	was	going	to	war.	That	she	was	going	to	leave	you	alone.”	Naomi	shook	Sieg’s	hands	from	her	shoulders	and	stepped	back,	wrapping	her	arms	around	herself.	“What	kind	of	family	is	that?”	As	she	backed	away,
Shani	frantically	examined	Sieg’s	face.	“What	the	hell	is	going	on?	My	words,	my	actions,	the	pheromones,	he	should	be	crawling	all	over	me!	Dragging	me	back	to	his	place?	But	there’s…	nothing!	No	lust,	no….	no	hesitation,	no	temptation,	not	even	anger!	What	is	happening?”	Sieg	paused,	“Well	yeah,	but	not	forever.	She’ll	be	back.”	“But	what
about	your	baby?”	Sieg	blinked	in	surprise,	“Naomi…	I	can’t	just	abandon	Marien.	She’s	hurt,	she	needs	me	and	I	need	her.”	“But…	she	hit	you.”	Noami	reached	up	and	touched	Sieg’s	face	again,	“She	beat	you!	She	hurt	you!	How	can	you	ignore	that.”	“I	can’t.”	Sieg	gripped	Naomi’s	hand	and	pulled	it	away	from	his	face.	Shani	crossed	her	arms,	“But
you’re	still	going	to	let	her	get	away	with	it.”	“I	can’t	explain	it.”	Sieg	replied	with	a	shrug.	“She	was	hurting,	she	was	in	pain	and	I…	I	put	myself	in	the	way.	I’m	not	afraid	of	her,	she	wasn’t	trying	to	hurt	me,	not	really.”	“There	is	no	excuse.”	Shani	growled,	her	hands	clenched	into	fists.	“There	is	never	an	excuse!”	As	she	spoke,	Shani	felt	a	surge	of
panic	and	rage	fill	her	chest.	Unwanted	images	flashed	through	her	mind,	her	mother	striking	her	with	hands	and	feet,	the	words	of	hate	that	she	had	been	pelted	with	day	after	day.	In	her	core	she	felt	pain	long	forgotten,	the	feeling	of	cracked	ribs	and	bleeding	gums,	of	bruises	and	welts.	“We	had	a	fight.”	Sieg	shrugged.	“All	couples	fight,	this	one
just…	got	out	of	hand.	We’ll	talk	about	it,	we’ll	fix	it.”	“And	what	if	she	tries	to	kill	you	during	one	of	these	‘out	of	hand	times’?	Who	will	protect	you	then?”	“Kill	me?	Naomi,	Marien	is	in	pain,	but	she’s	not	going	to	kill	me…”	“It’s	not	fair!”	Shani	yelled,	turning	around	and	facing	Sieg	with	tears	in	her	eyes.	“You’re	the	first	person	I’ve	ever	met	who
treats	me	with	honour	and	respect,	the	first	person	who	actually	seems	to	care	about	me.”	As	she	spoke,	Shani	suddenly	found	that	she	was	no	longer	following	the	script	she	had	prepared.	She	was	speaking	words	as	they	happened.	And	for	the	first	time	in	her	life,	she	felt	like	she	couldn’t	stop.	And	as	she	spoke,	Shani	found	she	no	longer	cared.
“You’re	actually	nice,	a	genuine	person	with	genuine	feelings!”	Shani	cried,	shaking	her	head.	“You	don’t	want	to	use	me,	you	don’t	want	something	from	me,	to	turn	me	into	something.	You	just...	you	don’t	want	me	at	all!”	Sieg	shook	Naomi’s	shoulders.	“I	want	you	to	be	my	friend!	I	want	you	to	greet	me	at	the	gate	from	time	to	time,	to	bring	me	fish.
You	make	me	happy!	I	like	spending	time	with	you!	But	I	love	Marien.”	“So	you	are	the	same.”	Shani	snarled,	“The	same	as	everyone	else!	You	want	me	to	make	you	happy,	to	do	things	for	you,	but	you	don’t	want	to	give	anything	in	return.”	“I’m	sorry,	I	didn’t	know	you	felt	this	way.”	“Well	I	do!”	Shani	turned	and	looked	up	at	Basikal	city,	the	light
stretching	up	the	hill	above	the	dock.	“It’s	so	frustrating,	to	see	everyone	else	going	through	life	like	it	is	so	simple.	I	just	want	to	stop.	I	just	want	a	normal	life!”	“Normal?”	Sieg	tilted	his	head,	“Naomi,	what	are	you	talking	about?	What	you’re	saying…	it	doesn’t	make	any	sense.	What’s	really	going	on	here?”	“What	am	I	doing!”	Shani	screamed
inwardly.	“I	have	him!	Get	a	grip!”	“I	meant…”	Naomi	shook	her	head,	“It	doesn’t	matter,	none	of	it	matters.”	All	of	a	sudden	Sieg	stepped	forward	and	pulled	Shani	into	a	hug,	holding	her	tight.	Instinctively	Shani’s	hand	went	for	her	knife	but	she	paused	when	Sieg	started	stroking	the	back	of	her	head.	“I’m	sorry,”	Sieg	said	quietly.	“I	didn’t	know	I
was	making	you	feel	that	way.	I	suppose	I	know	what	it’s	like	to	be	on	the	receiving	end	now.”	“The...receiving	end?”	Sieg	let	Shani	go,	but	held	her	hands.	“I	fell	in	love	with	Marien	the	first	moment	I	saw	her.	My	family	and	I	were	walking	to	Fort	Dauntless	to	start	our	training.	I	heard	a	noise	behind	me,	and	there	she	was,	this	dark	furred	girl	with	a
flower	necklace	and	beautiful	eyes.	I	know	it	sounds	silly	but…	at	that	moment,	I	decided	I	was	going	to	love	her	forever.”	Shani	shivered	slightly,	“I…	I	didn’t	say	I	loved	you.”	Sieg	shook	his	head,	“That’s	not	what	I	meant.	I	spent	years	following	Marien,	pursuing	her,	trying	to	get	her	to	see	me,	to	like	me	back.	Maybe	that’s	how	you	felt?	I	just…
didn’t	see	it”	Shani	was	quiet	for	a	moment.	Her	plan	lay	in	tatters	at	her	feet.	She	had	no	more	plans,	no	more	contingencies.	She	had	plotted	so	many	iterations	of	this	encounter,	all	of	them	useless.	But	her	mind	quickly	clicked	back	into	focus.	“Improvise,	adapt.	Target	weak	point.”	“But…	wouldn’t	it	be	better	to	have	your	family	here?”	“Well	yes,
of	course.”	“You’re	a	noble	person,	you	deserve	to	have	the	family	you	want,	the	life	that	you	want.	And	Marien…	I’m	sorry	Seig,	but	Marien	can’t	give	it	to	you.”	Sieg	bristled	at	Naomi’s	words.	“What	do	you	mean?”	“Marien	is	a	soldier.	She’s	going	to	war.	And	even	if	she	comes	back,	she’ll	still	want	to	go	again.”	Naomi	shook	her	head.	“Sieg…	even
if	you	love	Marien…	she	needs	the	war,	more	than	she	needs	you.”	Naomi’s	words	hit	Seig	like	a	crashing	wave.	“Got	him!”	Naomi	shook	her	head,	“I’m	not…	I’m	not	saying	Marien	is	a	bad	person.	You	chose	her,	you	obviously	love	her…	but	isn’t	she	choosing	the	war	over	you?	What	if…	what	if	letting	her	go	is	best	for	both	of	you?”	“The	war…”
“Sieg	don’t	you	understand?	You	aren’t	betraying	her,	she’s	already	betrayed	you!	She’s	decided	to	fight,	rather	than	accept	what	you	are	trying	to	give	her!”	But	Naomi’s	words	fell	on	deaf	ears.	Seig’s	mind	raced.	“The	war…	that’s	the	reason	for	all	of	it!	Marien	doesn’t	want	to	run,	she	wants	to	be	accepted	for	who	she	is!	And	the	war…	the	war	is
the	reason	why	she	can’t.”	Without	thinking,	Sieg’s	hand	went	to	his	left	breast	pocket,	to	the	small	silver	coin	he	had	kept	there	for	so	many	months.	Shani	noticed	the	movement	and	paused.	“Sieg?”	“Huh?”	Sieg	shook	his	head.	“Listen,	Naomi…	we	should	talk	more	later,	but	right	now	there	is	something	I	have	to	do.”	Before	Noami	could	speak,
Sieg	took	off	running.	Several	guards	turned	and	watched	in	surprise	as	Sieg	sprinted	past	them.	He	leapt	up	the	stairs	three	at	a	time,	leading	from	the	docks	to	the	shore.	He	leapt	over	barrels	and	crates,	dodging	from	side	to	side	and	he	dashed	like	a	madman	towards	the	gate.	“If	Commander	Bachres	asks	where	I	am,	tell	her	I	have	something	I
have	to	see	to!”	Sieg	yelled	as	he	sprinted	past	the	guards	at	the	gate.	One	of	the	guards	called	out,	“Sir!	Wait!”	But	Sieg	was	already	gone.	As	she	watched	Sieg	vanish	into	the	night,	Shani	could	do	nothing	but	stare	and	blink.	“Wh-what	the	hell	just	happened?”End	of	Part	14===Part	15“Sir?”	“mmMmmMmmmm”	“Sir,	I’m	sorry	to	disturb	you.”	“V-
Valen?	Is	that	you	Valen?”	“No	sir,	it’s	Bruik.	Sir,	are	you	awake.”	With	an	irritated	sigh,	Kent’s	eyes	slid	open.	“Yes,	I	suppose	I	am	now.	What	time	is	it?”	“It	is	a	little	past	midnight	sir.”	Kent’s	personal	bodyguard	bowed	his	head.	“Please	forgive	me	for	disturbing	you,	but	there	is	a	very	insistent	young	man	who	says	that	he	wishes	to	speak	with
you.”	Kent	rubbed	his	eyes	and	yawned	loudly.	“Who	is	it?”	“He	says	his	name	is	Sieg	Kolvest	sir.”	Immediately	Kent’s	eyes	widened	and	his	ears	perked	up.	“Oh…	now	that	is	interesting.”	“He	also	said	you	gave	him	this.”	As	Kent	sat	up,	his	bodyguard	extended	a	hand.	In	his	plam	sat	the	silver	coin	stamped	with	the	face	of	General	Alaric.	“Where	is
he	now?”	Kent	asked,	standing	and	picking	up	a	bright	red	robe	hanging	beside	his	bed.	“In	your	study	General.”	“Well	then,”	Kent	smiled	as	he	whirled	the	robe	around	his	shoulders	and	tied	it	around	his	waist.	“Let’s	go	and	see	what	he	wants.”===“So	you	had	no	knowledge	of	the	Nosgoth	Fang	before	you	boarded	the	Jade	Echo.”	Blearily	Kallen
shook	her	head.	“No…”	“And	you	had	no	idea	that	the	Jade	Echo	was	affiliated	with	us.”	“I	don’t	even	know	who	you	are.”	“Answer	the	question.”	“No…	I	just	boarded	the	ship	looking	for	information	about	the	plant.”	“And	what	do	you	know	of	General	Kent	Silver?	And	the	troop	movements	around	Basikal?”	“I’m	a	doctor…	I	don’t	know	anything
about	troop	movements…	And	I’ve	only	met	Kent	through	his	wife	Sara.	I	work	with	her.”	“And	Argent?”	“I	have	no	idea	who	that	is.”	Alwyn	sighed	and	leaned	back.	“I	believe	you.”	Kallen	let	out	a	relieved	sigh.	“Thank	you…”	“Of	course,	that	still	leaves	us	with	what	is	to	be	done	with	you.”	“I	don’t	know	who	you	are,”	Kallen	replied,	leaning	back
against	the	wall	of	the	cave.	“I	don’t	know	where	I	am.	Just…	let	me	go,	or	drop	me	off	somewhere.	I	promise,	I	won’t	say	anything	to	anyone...”	Alwyn	shook	her	head	slowly.	“I’m	sorry,	I	can’t	do	that.”	Despite	her	desperate	fatigue,	Kallen	felt	another	pulse	of	fear	run	up	her	back.	“Wh-what?”	“You	know	about	the	Jade	Echo.	And	even	if	you	don’t
know	where	you	are,	the	last	thing	we	want	is	the	guards	to	be	looking	for	us.”	“So…	what	are	you.”	Alwyn	leaned	forward	and	gently	touched	Kallen’s	shoulder.	“I’m	very	sorry,	but	we	can’t	let	you	go,	and	we	can’t	keep	you	here.”	“Kallens’	eyes	widened,	“Wait,	y-you’re	going	to	kill	me?”	“I’m	sorry.”	Immediately	Kallen	sat	back	up,	her	eyes	wide
with	terror,	“No!	Please!	My	son,	he	has	no	father,	I’m	all	he	has!”	“And	he	will	be	cared	for,	I	swear	it.”	“I	won’t	tell	anyone	anything!	I	swear!	On	my	life,	on	my	son’s	life,	on	whatever	you	want,	I	swear	it!”	Alwyn	lowered	her	gaze.	“I	am	sorry,	but	there	are	hundreds	of	lives	that	would	ride	on	your	silence,	silence	that	I	will	not	be	able	to	guarantee.
I	promise	you,	it	will	be	painless.”	Kallen	shook	her	head.	“Please…”	“You	are	a	doctor,	you	know	that	sometimes	you	have	to	preserve	the	lives	you	can	save	at	the	cost	of	the	ones	you	can’t.”	Despite	her	tears,	Kallen’s	face	hardened.	“Don’t	you	dare	compare	what	I	do	to	murdering	me	you	monster!”	“Listen	to	me	I-”	Alwyn	paused	as	Kallen	leaned
forward	and	spit	in	her	face.	Calmly	wiping	off	her	nose	and	forehead,	Alwyn	looked	back	up	at	Kallen.	“Listen	to	me.	I	don’t	expect	you	to	understand.	However,	I	have	a	gift	I	wish	to	give	you.”	“To	hell	with	you	and	your	gift!”	Kallen	snarled.	She	strained	against	the	ropes	around	her	arms	and	legs,	but	they	would	not	budge.	Alwyn	reached	down
and	tapped	the	paper	she	had	brought.	“Your	son	will	grow	up,	safe,	that	I	can	promise	you.	I	am	offering	you	a	chance	to	leave	him	a	message.”	As	Alwyn	tapped	the	paper,	Kallen	lunged	forward	and	tried	to	sink	her	teeth	into	Alwyns	hand.	Alwyn	moved	her	hand	aside	and	instead	caught	Kallen’s	head,	pinning	her	to	the	cave	of	the	floor.	“If	you	can
calm	your	fear	for	just	a	moment,	you	will	see	that	I	am	offering	you	something	valuable,”	Alwyn	said	quietly	as	she	leaned	in	close	to	Kallen’s	face.	“I	am	offering	you	the	chance	to	guide	your	son,	even	though	you	will	be	gone.”	“Just	let	me	go!”	Kallen	wailed,	her	voice	filled	with	both	sorrow	and	rage.	“I	wish	I	could,	I	really	do,	but	I	can’t”	As	Alwyn
spoke,	she	heard	sprinting	footsteps	approaching	the	cave.	Climbing	to	her	feet	she	looked	down	at	Kallen,	“Think	on	the	words	you	wish	to	leave	him.	He	will	receive	them,	I	promise	you.”	As	Alwyn	stepped	out	of	the	cave,	she	was	met	by	a	panting	Hearth	Guard.	“What	is	it?”	“We	have	a	problem!”	the	guard	gasped.	“Intruders,	in	the	Hearth!”	“You
stay	here	and	guard	the	doctor,	make	certain	that	she	doesn’t	escape.	If	she	gets	loose,	kill	her.”	“Y-yes	Priestess.”	As	she	made	her	way	back	towards	the	Hearth’s	main	chamber,	Alwyn	reached	to	her	back	and	drew	the	broken	greatsword	from	its	sheath.	“Let	no	threat	stand,”	She	growled	to	herself.===“Alright	everyone,	stay	calm!”	Kaiba	called
out.	“We’re	not	‘ere	t’	hurt	anyone!”	“I	told	you	this	was	a	terrible	idea!”	Halec	growled,	brandishing	his	cutlass	at	a	pair	of	Hearth	guards.	“Thank	you	so	so	much	for	getting	us	into	this,	Doctor!”	Sara	didn’t	respond.	She	stood	with	her	back	to	Halec	and	Kaiba,	a	short	spear	in	her	grasp.	With	Kaiba’s	nose	and	the	trail	he	had	left,	finding	the
entrance	to	the	Hearth	hadn't	been	difficult,	nor	had	it	taken	much	to	disable	the	guards	who	had	been	protecting	the	entrance.	Now,	in	the	Hearth’s	main	chamber,	her	and	her	companions	were	surrounded	and	outnumbered.	A	dozen	armed	Basitins	wearing	armour	and	carrying	a	variety	of	weapons,	had	formed	a	ring	around	them.	Two	of	the
guards	were	slowly	picking	themselves	up	off	the	ground,	groaning	in	pain	from	a	pair	of	vicious	punches	from	Kaiba.	“What	are	we	waiting	for	exactly?”	Halec	demanded.	“The	same	thing	they	are,”	Sara	replied,	meeting	the	nervous	gaze	of	one	of	the	guards	and	shaking	her	head	while	brandishing	her	spear.	“Their	leader.”	“Oh,	the	big	one!”
Kaiba’s	eyes	brightened	and	his	tail	started	to	wag.	“Looking	forward	to	seeing	her	again.”	Halec’s	mouth	fell	open,	“Are	you	kidding?	She’ll	tear	us	into	pieces!”	“She	can	lay	into	me	any	day	she	wants.”	“Would	you	shut	your	mouth	you	insane	canine?!”	“Both	of	you,	be	quiet,”	Sara	barked.	“I	have	a	plan.”	“I	would	certainly	hope	so,”	A	commanding
voice	called	out.	The	ring	of	Hearth	Guards	parted	as	Alwyn	strode	forward,	her	sword	in	hand.	Coming	to	a	stop	just	out	of	the	range	of	Sara’s	spear,	Alwyn	put	a	hand	on	her	hip.	“I	certainly	hope	the	rest	of	your	plan	is	better	than	this	part.”	Before	Sara	could	speak,	Halec	turned	and	grabbed	hold	of	her,	putting	his	sword	against	her	throat.
“Forgive	us,	high	priestess,”	he	shouted.	“She	came	to	our	ship	searching	for	the	other	female!	She	blackmailed	us	into	coming	here	and-”	“Oh	shut	up!”	Sara	growled.	Seizing	hold	of	Halec’s	wrist	she	held	the	blade	at	bay	as	she	reared	back	and	drove	the	back	of	her	head	into	Halec’s	nose.	As	Halec	cried	out,	Sara	twisted	the	blade	away,	rolled
under	Halec’s	arm,	and	drove	her	knee	as	hard	as	she	could	into	his	groin.	Halec	crumpled	to	the	ground	in	a	groaning,	bleeding	heap.	“You	are	entirely	too	fond	of	that	move,”	Kaiba	observed,	wincing	as	he	looked	down	at	Halec.	“Now,”	Sara	tossed	the	sword	and	spear	aside	and	stepped	forwards	towards	Alwyn.	“I	want	to	have	a	word	with	you.”
“Do	you	indeed.”	Sara’s	eyes	narrowed.	“The	sun	may	be	down,	but	the	spirits	hear	our	shadows.”	Immediately	Alwyn’s	eyes	widened.	After	a	moment	she	turned	to	her	guards.	“I	will	speak	with	this	one	alone.	In	the	meantime,	please	watch	the	Captain	and	his	wolf	friend.”	“Yes	priestess!”	“And	you,”	Alwyn	turned	to	Kaiba.	“Put	down	your	weapons
and	you	won’t	be	harmed.”	“Didn’t	come	‘ere	t’	fight,	came	‘ere	to	get	the	woman	I	brought.	Bring	her	t’	me,	an’	no	one	has	to	get	hurt.”	Halec	groaned	and	Kaiba	looked	down	at	him,	“Well…	no	one	else.”	“Kaiba,	please,	let	me	handle	this,”	Sara	said,	looking	over	her	shoulder.	“Just	put	your	weapons	down.	Everything	is	under	control.”	“But-”	“Trust
me.”	Slowly,	Kaiba	nodded	and	lowered	his	swords.	“Alright	lass…	I’ll	trust	ya.”	As	the	guards	stepped	forward,	Kaiba	raised	his	sword	once	more	and	aimed	the	point	at	them.	“Jus’	remember,	someone	so	much	as	looks	at	me	liken	they	wanna	stick	me,	I’ll	carve	‘em	up	like	a	turkey.”	“You	heard	him,”	Alwyn	called	out.	“This	is	a	sacred	place.	Keep
your	weapons	down.”	Turning	back	to	Sara,	Alwyn	nodded	her	head,	“Follow	me,	and	let’s	talk.”===Sieg	nervously	tapped	on	his	knees	as	he	sat	and	waited	in	General	Silver’s	study.	The	adrenaline	had	faded,	and	now	he	honestly	felt	a	little	silly	for	rushing	out	of	the	docks.	He	was	also	more	than	a	little	nervous	for	disturbing	the	General	at	such	a
late	hour.	The	study	was	very	different	from	what	Sieg	had	expected.	He’d	thought	there	would	be	hunting	trophies,	weapons	and	armour,	and	paintings	of	the	General’s	ancestors	on	the	wall,	much	like	his	own	father’s	study.	Instead,	hundreds	upon	hundreds	of	books	lined	the	walls,	some	of	them	Basitin,	but	many	of	them	human.	Several	large
volumes	were	decorated	with	delicate	gold	filigree,	and	a	few	had	tiny	chips	of	glowing	Mana	stone	embedded	in	the	spine.	There	were	even	Kiedran	books,	rough	edged	paper	bound	in	leather.	From	where	he	was	sitting	Sieg	couldn’t	make	out	many	of	the	titles,	but	what	he	could	read	suggested	that	Kent’s	library	covered	an	extensive	array	of
topics.	There	were	also	a	number	of	frames	containing	collections	of	exotic	insects.	One	large	frame	contained	hundreds	of	butterflies,	their	wings	splashed	with	every	single	colour	Sieg	had	ever	seen,	and	even	a	few	he	hadn’t.	The	rest	of	the	walls	were	covered	in	paintings	of	every	style.	There	were	landscapes	that	looked	so	real	that	Sieg	felt	as	if
he	could	climb	right	inside	of	them	and	walk	about.	Others	were	more	abstract;	random	splashes	of	colour	that	seemed	to	dance	even	in	stillness.	Sieg	found	his	eyes	drawn	to	one	in	particular,	a	painting	of	a	stunningly	beautiful	light	grey	feline	Keidran	with	dark	spots	and	beautiful	green	eyes.	Sieg	found	the	sly	yet	friendly	smile	on	her	gentle	face
enchanting.	Sieg’s	staring	was	interrupted	when	the	door	to	the	study	opened	and	Kent	stepped	inside.	Sieg	leapt	to	his	feet	and	bowed.	“General	Silver.”	“Mr.	Kolvest,	a	pleasure	to	see	you	again.”	Kent	gestured	towards	a	pair	of	high	backed	chairs	sitting	in	front	of	the	fireplace.	“Please,	join	me.”	With	a	quick	nod,	Sieg	approached	the	fireplace	and
dropped	into	the	chair.	He	was	surprised	at	how	comfortable	it	was,	his	body	sinking	easily	into	the	soft	velvet.	“Would	you	care	for	a	drink?”	Kent	asked	as	he	set	about	fiddling	with	a	small	collection	of	bottles	on	a	narrow	table	sitting	against	the	wall.	“No,	thank	you	sir.”	“Do	you	mind	if	I?”	“Of	course	not	sir.”	After	a	few	moments,	Kent	turned
around,	a	pair	of	glasses	in	his	hand.	As	he	sat,	he	handed	the	second	glass	to	Sieg.	“Forgive	me,	but	seeing	how	nervous	you	are	I	thought	that	perhaps	you	were	simply	being	polite.”	Sieg	sniffed	the	glass,	a	deep	fruity	scent	filling	his	nose.	“The	Tiger	Clans	call	it	‘tree	spirits’	or	‘jungle	wine’,”	Kent	explained	as	Sieg	took	an	exploratory	sip.	“They
hollow	out	the	core	of	a	tree	with	fire,	fill	the	trunk	with	various	fruits	and	let	them	ferment.	The	sap	sweetens	the	brew,	and	before	you	know	it,	you	have	a	rather	delicious	beverage.	I	find	it	helps	calm	the	nerves.	That,	and	it	helps	smooth	over	a	hangover.”	“H-hangover	sir.”	“I’ve	been	around	alcohol	long	enough	to	know	when	someone	is	suffering
,”	Kent	smiled.	“I…	thank	you	sir.”	“Now,”	Kent	took	a	gulp	of	his	own	drink	before	setting	the	glass	aside	and	locking	his	gaze	with	Sieg.	“What	is	it	that	you	want	to	talk	about?”	“You	told	me	before	that…	if	I	had	any	doubts	about	our	people…	I	should	come	and	see	you.”	“I	did	indeed.”	“I…”	Sieg	paused	for	a	moment,	not	sure	of	the	words	he
wanted	to	say.	“Come	on	lad,	spit	it	out.	You’ve	come	this	far.”	Still	Sieg	couldn’t	speak.	“I’m	sorry…”	he	mumbled,	looking	down	at	his	feet,	his	ears	drooping,	“It’s…	it’s	foolish.”	“Maybe,	but	foolish	things	can	be	very	important.”	Again,	Sieg	tried	to	speak,	but	the	words	seemed	to	stick	to	his	tongue.	Downing	his	drink,	Kent	climbed	up	from	his	chair
and	started	walking	around	his	study,	his	hands	folded	behind	his	back.	“I	saw	you	examining	my	artwork.	Do	you	like	it?”	“Yes	sir,	it’s…	it’s	beautiful.”	“Which	is	your	favourite?”	“I..”	Sieg	looked	back	at	the	picture	of	the	Keidran,	“That	one.	There’s	something	about	it,	something…	special.”	“Ah	yes,	I	like	it	as	well.	It	was	painted	with	love,	a	great
deal	of	it.	Strange,	considering	the	artist	was	a	human,	and	his	subject	a	slave.”	“Yes	sir.”	“I	love	art.”	Kent	sighed,	gazing	from	one	painting	to	the	next,	“It	captures	a	moment,	freezes	it	in	time,	like	an	insect	in	amber.	But	what	I	love	most	is	that	you	can	tell	so	much	about	that	moment	from	the	little	details,	the	ones	you	are	meant	to	miss.”	Kent
paused	at	one	painting,	a	scene	of	three	human	farmers	struggling	to	bring	in	a	meagre	harvest.	“This	one,	for	example.	There	was	a	famine,	some	eighty	years	ago,	which	struck	the	western	provinces	of	the	human	empire.	Thousands	upon	thousands	died	of	illness	and	starvation,	rebellions	cropped	up,	even	the	slaves	revolted.	The	Empire,	of	course,
has	maintained	that	it	was	a	minor	incident.”	Kent’s	eyes	darted	over	the	painting.	“The	artist	captured	that	moment	very	well.	The	resilience	of	the	humans,	the	optimism	in	the	face	of	periol.	But	if	you	look	closely,	you	can	see	more.”	Gesturing	for	Sieg	to	join	him,	Kent	nodded	at	the	canvas.	“What	do	you	see?”	Sieg’s	eyes	swept	the	painting.	“I	see
three	farmers,	humans.	They’re	so	thin…”	Sieg	looked	to	Kent	who	nodded	with	encouragement.	“The	trees	are	bare,	and	the	wheat	they	are	harvesting	looks	very	poor.	But	they	still	seem…	hopeful?”	“Look	beyond	that	lad,	deeper.”	“What	am	I	looking	for.”	“Anything,	the	slightest	little	detail.”	“I	see…”	Sieg	frowned	as	he	leaned	closer.	“There	are…
hairs,	in	the	paint.”	“Which	probably	indicates	an	older	brush	was	used,	one	which	the	artist	should	have	thrown	away.	What	else.”	“There	are	places	where	there	is	no	paint.	The	clouds,	the	ground,	the	woman’s	dress.	Anywhere	where	he	didn’t	need	paint	there	is	none.	The	paint	is	also	very	thin.”	Kent	nodded,	“Very	good.	And	what	does	that	say	to
you?”	“He	was…	short	on	paint?”	Sieg	looked	over	at	Kent,	“And	if	he	was	short	on	paint…	would	that	mean	that	he	artist	was	suffering	too.”	“Well	done	lad,”	Kent	smiled.	“This	was	painted	by	a	man	named	Gillian	Vaughn,	an	ancestor	of	the	man	who	painted	the	portrait	of	the	Keidran	you	were	looking	at	when	I	arrived.”	Kent	folded	his	hands
behind	his	back	again	and	walked	over	to	another	painting.	“The	Vaughns	have	been	rich	slave	traders	for	generations.	For	the	famine	to	have	touched	even	their	family	tells	you	just	how	bad	it	must	have	been,	and	speaks	volumes	about	the	Empire	and	it’s	desire	to	hide	the	truth.”	“It	says	more	than	they	wanted	it	to	say.”	“Indeed.	With	that	in	mind,
take	a	look	at	this	one.”	Again	Sieg	joined	Kent	in	front	of	another	painting.	The	canvas	was	large,	the	paint	bright	and	new.	The	scene	was	of	the	fall	of	the	great	mana	tower	in	the	Capital.	The	king,	joined	by	her	warriors,	fought	against	the	terrifying	figure	of	the	Grand	Templar,	lightning	crackling	around	his	hands.	General	Alabaster,	his	arms
spread	like	a	saint,	and	his	robes	billowing	out	behind	him,	stood	before	the	tower,	heroically	shielding	it	with	his	body.	Sieg	found	his	eyes	drawn	to	the	base	of	the	tower,	to	the	bodies	of	several	Basitins	already	slain.	It	felt	as	if	a	blade	had	been	driven	into	his	back	as	he	realised	that	one	of	those	bodies	was	meant	to	represent	his	own	brother.	“I
imagine	that	this	is	a	hard	scene	for	you	to	see.”	Kent	said,	putting	a	hand	on	Sieg’s	shoulder.	“But	it	is	important.”	Hard	as	it	was,	Sieg	forced	himself	to	stare	at	the	painting.	He	tried	to	detach	himself,	to	see	past	the	image,	to	see	past	the	few	splashes	of	colour	that	were	meant	to	represent	his	brother,	the	splotches	of	red	meant	to	be	his	blood.
“They	are	protecting	the	tower.”	Sieg	said	after	a	moment.	“Alabaster,	the	king,	the	guards…	They	are	protecting	the	Mana	tower.”	“Indeed.”	Kent	gestured	at	the	work,	“And	look	at	how	it	is	rendered,	such	care	and	precision,	every	detail	perfect.”	“But	our	fortress	isn’t!”	Sieg	interrupted,	leaning	closer.	“It’s	all	blocky,	the	walls	have	almost	no
detail.	“Look	at	the	windows,	they’re	mere	single	strokes	of	colour.	He	even	got	the	eye	colour	of	the	King	wrong.”	“The	tower…	that’s	what	was	most	important.	Not	the	king,	not	the	battle,	but	the	tower.”	Sieg	looked	back	up	at	Kent,	“But	why?”	“You	tell	me.”	“Power,”	Sieg	said	after	a	moment.	“It	was	going	to	give	us	power.”	“Immense	power,	the
power	to	harness	mana.”	Kent	nodded,	smiling	approvingly	down	at	Sieg.	“With	that	kind	of	strength	in	our	arsenal,	not	a	single	nation	in	this	world	could	have	stopped	us.	With	our	military	equipped	with	magic,	we	would	have	torn	through	the	human	empire	like	a	brush	fire.”	Kent	turned	away	and	moved	to	return	to	his	chair.	“No	small	wonder
then	that	the	artist	considered	the	loss	of	the	tower	to	be	such	a	blow.”	Tearing	his	gaze	away	from	the	painting,	Sieg	rejoined	Kent.	“Now,	of	course,	power	on	its	own	is	meaningless.”	Kent	said,	tossing	another	log	onto	the	failing	blaze	in	the	hearth.	“A	blacksmith	can	forge	a	magnificent	sword,	but	if	he	can’t	wield	it,	it’s	nothing.”	“Power…	helps
you	change	things.”	Kent	leaned	back	and	folded	his	fingers	in	front	of	his	chin.	“And	yet,	if	you	were	to	ask	so	many	of	our	people	whether	things	should	change,	so	many	would	say	no.	Things	are	static,	perfect	the	way	they	are,	etched	in	stone	and	hardened	by	law.	So,	why	the	tower?”	“Because…	people	do	want	it	to	change,	but	they	don’t	say	it,”
Sieg	frowned	slightly.	“Or	they	can’t	say	it.	But	the	tower,	the	painting,	it	proves	that,	under	the	surface,	we	want	change.”	“Like	tides	under	the	ice,”	Kent	nodded.	“The	ice	can	hold	on	for	a	time,	but	eventually	the	forces	underneath	will	crack	it,	and	break	it	apart.	And	you,	Mr.	Kolvest,	are	a	very	big	crack.”===Sara	followed	closely	behind	Alwyn
as	she	made	her	way	out	of	the	central	Hearth	chamber	and	into	the	catacombs	of	smaller	caves	beyond.	Eventually	they	came	to	a	thick	red	curtain	that	covered	the	entrance	of	a	smaller	cave.	“In,”	Alwyn	ordered,	pulling	the	curtain	aside	and	gesturing	for	Sara	to	enter.	With	a	small	nod,	Sara	stepped	past	the	curtain	and	into	the	cave	beyond.
Alwyn’s	private	quarters	were	decorated	with	long	trails	of	fabric	hanging	from	the	ceiling.	Hundreds	of	different	kinds	of	plants	hung	in	bundles	from	the	walls,	and	against	the	far	wall	was	a	mixing	table	covered	in	chemistry	implements.	Alwyns’	bed	was	a	single	large	cushion,	and	beside	it	was	a	small	wooden	crib.	As	Sara	turned	back	around	to
face	Alwyn,	she	found	herself	face	to	face	with	Alwyn’s	sword.	“How	do	you	know	that	code?”	Alwyn	demanded.	“No	games,	no	lies,	speak	quickly.”	Sarah	crossed	her	arms	and	raised	an	eyebrow.	“I’m	sure	you’ve	guessed	it	already.	This	place	was	once	my	home.”	Alwyn	paused	as	Sara	started	walking	around	her	room,	touching	several	of	the	plant
bundles	hanging	from	the	ceiling.	“It’s	been	a	long	time.	I	left	this	place	when	I	was	fifteen	years	old,	long	before	you	came	here.”	“You	left?	Or	were	you	forced	out?”	“I	didn’t	want	to	spend	my	life	living	in	caves.	I	wanted	to	bring	the	knowledge	we	had	protected	for	so	long	to	the	surface,	I	wanted	to	help.”	“How	have	you	remained	hidden?”	Alwyn
asked,	replacing	her	sword	in	its	sheath.	“None	of	us	have	ever	successfully	reintegrated.”	“You	think	anyone	questions	the	wife	of	a	General?”	Sara	shrugged.	“Though	I	suppose	Kent	was	still	a	lieutenant	colonel	when	I	met	him.	Still,	his	authority	was	enough	to	silence	any	probing	questions	about	my	lack	of	paperwork.”	“Sara	Silver…”	“My	Hearth
name	is	Neucel,	Neucel,	out	of	Mira,	by	Adrian.”	Sara	examined	a	bundle	of	dried	flowers,	gently	stroking	the	petals.	“But	Sara	works	just	fine	for	me.”	“Does	your	husband	know	of	us?”	“If	he	does,	he’s	never	said	anything	about	it.	But	he’s	no	fool,	I	suspect	he	has	some	idea	and	is	simply	uninterested	in	you.”	“And	why	are	you	here?”	“I	am	here	for
my	friend,	Kallen.”	Alwyn	shook	her	head,	“I’m	sorry	sister,	but	that’s	not	possible.	My	decision	has	already	been	made.”	Sara’s	eyes	narrowed.	“If	you’ve	hurt	Kallen,	I	will	make	you	regret	it.”	“You’ve	been	living	on	the	surface	too	long,	sister,”	Alwyn	replied,	crossing	her	arms.	“You’re	talking	like	them,	violent	and	arrogant.”	“Have	you	hurt	her?”
“She	is	unharmed.”	“Then	I	will	take	her.”	“I	can’t	let	you	do	that.”	“I’m	not	giving	you	a	choice.”	Sara	growled,	her	tail	lashing	back	and	forth	as	her	ears	flattened	against	her	head.	“I’m	giving	you	an	order.”	Alwyn	raised	an	eyebrow,	“Oh?	And	by	what	right	do	you	order	me	to	do	anything?”	“If	you	wish	to	keep	receiving	intelligence	from	the
surface,	you	will	do	as	I	command.”	“I	thought	so,”	Alwyn	nodded.	“You’re	Argent,	aren’t	you?”	“I’ve	been	supplying	you	with	information	straight	from	my	husband’s	desk.”	Sara	replied,	picking	up	and	examining	a	small	knife	on	Alwyn’s	table.	“And	if	you	want	that	to	continue,	you	will	give	me	Kallen.	If	you	don’t,	Argent	will	vanish.”	“So	be	it.”
Alywn	shrugged	as	Sara	looked	back	at	her	with	surprise.	“We	survived	for	a	thousand	years	without	your	information,	we	will	survive	a	thousand	more.”	“Is	taking	the	life	of	this	woman	so	important	to	you	that	you	would	sacrifice	your	greatest	source	of	intelligence?”	Sara	scoffed	dismissively	as	she	gently	touched	a	small	bundle	of	twigs	on	the
wall.	“Now	who	is	arrogant?”	“And	is	your	commitment	to	saving	her	worth	putting	the	lives	of	your	brothers	and	sisters,	of	our	history	and	way	of	life,	in	mortal	peril?”	Alwyn	stepped	into	her	room	and	leaned	against	a	wall.	“I	understand	your	anger,	and	I	certainly	understand	your	loyalty	to	your	friend.	We	stand	at	crossed	purposes,	but	there	is	no
need	for	you	to	talk	as	if	we	are	enemies.	But	you	must	understand	that	I	will	do	what	I	must	to	protect	our	community.”	“It	is	my	fault	that	she	is	here,	and	I	MUST	correct	that.”	Sara	said	at	last,	her	tone	absent	much	of	the	anger	it	had	held	mere	moments	ago.	“If	I	hadn’t	left	her	to	investigate	alone…	if	I	had	just	thought	about	where	her	inquiries
might	lead…”	With	a	heavy	sigh,	Alwyn	stepped	forwards,	“Sister,	please	understand	what	I	must	weigh	here.	The	Hearth	protects	thousands	of	years	of	history	and	knowledge,	we	are	the	last	remaining	traces	of	what	our	people	are	truly	capable	of	being,	a	single	strand	that,	once	severed,	will	be	gone	forever.	We	don’t	just	act	to	protect	ourselves,
but	to	protect	all	that	we	retain	of	our	civilization\.	We	serve	a	critical	function	for	all	Basitins	on	all	points	of	the	compass.”	“Don’t	patronize	me.”	Sara	replied	sharply.	“I	know	what	is	at	stake.	I	grew	up	here,	remember?”	“And	yet	you	would	let	your	own	guilt	put	it	all	in	danger.”	“I	can	convince	Kallen	not	to	speak	of	this.”	“But	for	how	long?	What
happens	when	you	are	gone?	Or	if	her	tongue	is	loosened	by	drink?	Or	if	she	is	interrogated?”	“We	banish	her	then.”	Sara	said	at	last,	turning	back	to	Alwyn.	“I	can	arrange	for	her	child	to	be	retrieved,	then	she	and	him	can	be	transported	to	the	mainland,	to	Hearth	Sunical.	I	plant	some	evidence	and	the	authorities	will	think	she	simply	defected	to
the	West.”	“And	then	what?	Hold	her	at	Sunical	forever?”	“It’s	better	than	death.”	“Is	it?	Would	you	choose	such	a	life	for	yourself	and	your	child?”	“You	are	being	ignorant	and	obtuse!”	Sara	snapped	as	her	hands	clenched	into	fists.	“And	you	are	being	sentimental	and	foolish!”	For	a	long	moment	the	cave	was	filled	only	with	a	heavy	silence,	the	air
crackling	like	the	sky	just	before	a	lightning	strike.	Finally,	Sara	rounded	on	Alwyn,	a	fire	burning	in	her	gaze	that	made	even	Alwyn	take	a	step	back.	“Understand	this,	Priestess,	I	will	not	allow	you	to	kill	her.”	“Then	you	force	my	hand,”	Alwyn	replied,	reaching	for	her	sword.	She	stopped	when	Sara	raised	a	hand.	“I	want	to	speak	with	her.	At	least
allow	me	to	hear	what	she	has	to	say.	Please,	Priestess,	have	faith	in	me	and	allow	me	try	and	convince	her.”	“If	you	try	and	escape,	I	will	have	no	choice	but	to	stop	you,”	Alwyn	replied	after	a	moment,	lowering	her	hand.	“I	beg	you	sister,	please	don’t	make	me	go	to	war	with	you	on	this.”	“You	needn’t	fear.”	Sara	pushed	her	way	past	Alwyn	and
through	the	curtain.	“There	will	be	no	war.”	===For	a	long	time,	Sieg	and	Kent	stared	into	the	fire	crackling	in	the	hearth,	watching	as	the	logs	slowly	disintegrated	into	glowing	coals.	The	only	sounds	were	those	of	the	fire,	the	pattering	of	rain	on	the	windows,	and	the	soft	ticking	of	a	mechanical	clock	set	upon	the	mantlepiece.	“You’re	saying…	we
can’t	keep	this	up?”	Sieg	said	at	last,	turning	to	Kent.	“That	our	society	is	broken.”	Kent	met	Sieg’s	gaze.	“Would	you	be	here	if	that	wasn’t	the	case?”	“No…	I	guess	not.”	“Then	I	ask	again:	what	do	you	want?”	“I	want…”	Sieg	swallowed	hard,	“I	want…	I	want	the	war	to	end.”	“Oh?”	“I	want…	I	want	Marien	to	be	able	to	live	in	peace.	I	want	to	stop
hearing	the	recruits	I	guard	the	dock	with	talk	about	how	much	they	look	forward	to	fighting.	Every	time	they	talk	like	that…	I	see	them	dead,	cut	open	on	some	battlefield!”	Sieg	leapt	up	from	his	chair,	Anger	billowing	up	inside	of	him.	“I	want	to	stop	worrying	about	Marien	every	moment	that	she	is	gone.	I	want	to	stop	hearing	about	her	having	to
fight	duels,	and	I	certainly	don’t	want	her	to	go	to	battle!	She	wants	to	go	off	and	fight	because	people	look	at	her	like	she’s	the	enemy!	Why?	Why	is	she	the	enemy?	Simply	because	she	looks	different!”	Sieg	threw	up	his	hands,	“All	wolves	look	the	same,	all	tigers	look	the	same,	all	humans	look	the	same,	and	I	bet	to	them	WE	all	look	the	same!	So
why,	why	the	hell	are	we	fighting?!	Why	are	we	wasting	lives	and	time	and….	everything,	on	this	stupid,	evil	war?!”	Sieg	felt	dizzy,	he	felt	like	he	couldn’t	catch	his	breath.	“I	hate	it!”	he	yelled,	“I	hate	it!	I	hate	it	all!	I	hate	this	place!	I	hate	this	city,	this	goddam	island,	this	whole	goddamn	country!	I	hate	the	war!	I	hate	Lyon!	I	hate….	I	hate….”	“Go
on.”	Kent	said,	resting	his	chin	on	his	elbow.	“You	really	seemed	to	be	getting	somewhere	there.”	“It	doesn’t	matter.”	Sieg	sighed	heavily,	dropping	back	into	his	chair,	his	head	in	his	hands,	“Nothing	will	change.”	“Why	do	you	say	that?”	“I	don’t	have	the	power	to	change	anything.	My	father,	hell	even	Marien,	is	right,	I	just	stand	on	a	dock	watching
for	troublesome	seagulls.	I	try	to	convince	myself	that	I	have	pride	in	what	I	do…	but	really,	I	just	can’t	stand	the	idea	of	fighting.”	Sieg’s	ears	drooped	as	he	looked	down	at	his	lap,	“I’m	just	a	coward.”	“And	yet	you	are	here,	at	two	in	the	morning,	meeting	with	me.”	Sieg	looked	up,	his	eyes	exhausted	and	stinging,	“That’s	not	bravery.”	“Isn’t	it?”



Getting	up	from	his	chair,	Kent	knelt	down	in	front	of	Sieg.	“It	took	courage	to	say	what	you	just	said.	I	salute	you,	Mr.	Kolvest,	I	truly	do.”	Sieg	blushed	and	looked	away.	“I	haven’t	done	anything.”	“You	love	Marien,	despite	all	the	problems	that	it	has	caused	for	you.	That	has	taken	more	courage	than	most	of	the	warriors	I	know	possess.”	When	Sieg
couldn’t	seem	to	find	anything	to	say,	Kent	got	back	to	his	feet.	“You	know	it	occurs	to	me,	I	asked	you	about	your	favourite	painting,	but	I	didn’t	tell	you	mine.”	Sieg	tilted	his	head	as	Kent	gestured	at	a	painting	over	the	fireplace.	The	picture	was	that	of	a	Basitin,	handsome	and	tall,	standing	against	a	Basitin	flag.	He	had	a	sword	in	his	hand,	its	point
aimed	forward	as	if	aimed	at	the	future,	a	confident	smile	on	his	face.	‘This,	this	is	my	favourite.”	Kent	said,	a	wistful	smile	on	his	face	as	he	stared	up	at	the	canvas.	“This	is	my	husband,	Valen.”	Sieg	blinked	in	surprise,	“Husband?”	Kent	looked	over	his	shoulder,	“Yes,	and	I	was	his.	We	were	together	for	nearly	seven	years,	and	we	served	together	in
the	fourth	legion.”	“But…	aren’t	you…married?”	“Oh	yes,	and	I	love	my	Sara	dearly.”	Kent	looked	back	at	the	painting,	“But	Valen	was	the	great	love	of	my	life.	We	met	in	school,	grew	up	together,	and	fell	in	love.	We	saved	one	another's	lives	many	times,	fought	back	to	back,	huddled	together	for	warmth…	we	meant	everything	to	one	another.”	Sieg
wasn’t	sure	what	to	think.	He	had	heard	of	such	relationships.	Though	they	weren’t	exactly	illegal,	they	were	very	rarely	spoken	of	and	very	much	discouraged.	Romance,	after	all,	was	a	means	to	an	end:	helping	the	Basitin	Empire	expand,	replenishing	losses,	and	growing	in	strength.	“When	I	was	struck	by	a	spear	during	the	Red	Summer	and	fell
from	the	fortress	wall,	Valen	was	the	first	one	at	my	side,”	Kent	continued,	reaching	up	to	touch	the	painting’s	frame.	“And	when	the	fort	was	surrounded	and	our	supplies	began	to	run	dry,	Valen	gave	me	some	of	his	food	and	water	to	keep	me	alive.”	“What…	happened	to	him?”	Sieg	asked.	“When	the	fourth	legion	surrendered,	I	was	sent	home	along
with	the	other	wounded.	Valen	was	forced	to	stay	behind	with	the	rest	of	the	fourth	legion.	He	was	assigned	to	a	prisoner	unit	that	was	rebuilding	a	shipyard	we’d	destroyed	during	our	occupation	of	the	Western	lands.”	A	single	tear	ran	down	Kent’s	face	and	dropped	to	the	ground.	“He	fell	from	a	scaffold.	I’m	told	they	tried	very	hard	to	save	him
but….	”	“I’m	sorry.”	Sieg	looked	down	at	his	feet,	“I	suppose	what	I	said	must	seem	so	foolish…”	“Or	treacherous,”	Sieg	thought	to	himself.	“I	was	asked,	many	many	times,	whether	I	wanted	revenge.”	Kent	replied,	turning	back	to	Sieg.	“And	I	wanted	to	say	yes,	I	wanted	to	feel	what	they	felt,	this	thirst	for	retribution,	this	burning	need	to	hate.	But	I
just	kept	coming	back	to	something	Valen	said.”	Kent	dropped	back	into	his	chair,	still	staring	up	at	the	painting.	“We	had	just	finished	a	minor	skirmish,	about	a	dozen	Westerners	were	running	from	us.	We	were	shooting	at	them,	and	I	noticed	that	Valen	just	kept	missing	again	and	again.	Valen	never	missed.	I’d	seen	him	hit	a	bird	in	flight	while	he
was	running	with	the	sun	in	his	eyes.”	“I	can	barely	hit	a	still	target.”	Sieg	thought	to	himself,	covering	up	his	surprise	by	taking	a	sip	of	wine.	“I	asked	him	why	he	was	deliberately	missing	the	Westerners.”	Kent	continued,	“He	told	me:	‘because	I	would	want	them	to	miss	me’.	Valen	taught	me	that	our	‘enemies’,	they	want	the	same	things	we	want.
Why	should	I	hate	the	Westerners?	Because	they	were	victorious?	We	sought	the	same	victory.	When	we	occupied	their	villages	they	cried	the	same	things	at	us	that	our	people	shouted	at	them	when	our	borders	were	breached.	All	of	this	‘ignorant	savage’	and	‘immoral	barbarians’	is	nonsense.”	Frustration	etched	in	his	face,	Kent	climbed	back	to	his
feet	and	strode	over	to	his	drinks	table.	“But	to	speak	of	such	things	is	‘treachery’	or	‘disloyalty’.	We’ve	created	a	society	where	the	law	is	supposed	to	protect	us,	but	it	is	as	much	a	prison	keeping	us	in	as	it	is	a	shield	keeping	our	enemies	out,”	Kent	downed	his	first	glass	and	poured	himself	another.	“But	the	worst	part	is,	despite	being	as	cruel	as	it
is	inflexible,	our	precious	shell	is	far	weaker	than	we	believe.”	Sieg	nodded,	Kent’s	words	starting	to	make	sense	to	him.	“The	way	people	talk	about	Marien…	it	doesn’t	make	them	look	strong.	It	makes	them	look	weak.	Laws	are	necessary,	but	we	have	squeezed	and	squeezed	and	squeezed,	the	life	and	vibrancy	out	of	our	people.”	“Exactly.	Which	is
something	that	our	predecessor	understood	very	well.”	“Predecessor,	sir?”	Kent	tossed	another	log	on	the	fire	as	he	returned	to	his	chair.	“Tell	me,	Sieg,	what	do	you	know	of	General	Nicholai	Alleric?”===Making	certain	to	keep	one	eye	on	the	guard	standing	outside	of	her	cave,	Kallen	tried	to	twist	her	wrists	so	that	she	could	use	her	claws	against
the	ropes	holding	her.	The	bindings	bit	into	her	wrists,	and	though	she	could	touch	the	rope,	she	couldn’t	get	any	purchase	to	scratch	at	them.	“Dammit	dammit	dammit!”	She	growled	to	herself,	careful	not	to	make	any	actual	noise.	She’d	tried	breaking	the	bottle	that	Alwyn	had	brought	her	water	in,	but	the	guard	had	heard	and	taken	the	glass	from
her.	She’d	tried	rubbing	the	ropes	against	the	stone,	but	that	hadn’t	helped	at	all.	As	Kallen	desperately	tried	to	think	of	something	else,	she	heard	footsteps	approaching	the	cave.	“I	know,	if	I	can	get	my	teeth	into	her	neck,	I	can	hold	her	hostage.”	Kallen’s	mind	raced.	Quickly	she	slumped	to	try	and	appear	as	if	she	had	fallen	asleep.	“Don’t	worry
Nicholai,	mommy	is	coming!”	She	heard	muffled	voices	outside	of	the	cave,	and	then	heard	someone	enter.	Kallen	cracked	open	her	eye	as	little	as	she	could	to	get	a	look.	She	saw	feet,	but	unlike	the	woman	from	before,	the	newcomers'	ankles	were	wrapped.	“Kallen,	are	you	alright?”	Kallen’s	eyes	flew	open,	“Sara!”	“It’s	me.”	Sara	said	softly,
kneeling	down	in	front	of	Kallen.	“W-what	are	you	doing	here?”	“I	know	these	people,”	Sara	replied,	brushing	Kallen’s	hair	out	of	her	eyes.	“It’s	a	long	story.	Are	you	alright,	did	they	hurt	you?”	“Not	yet.	But	Sara,	they	said	they	were	going	to	kill	me!”	“I	know,	but	it’s	okay,	I’m	not	going	to	let	them	do	that.”	Sara	put	her	hands	on	Kallen’s	shoulders.
“I’m	going	to	get	you	out	of	here,	alright.	You	just	have	to	trust	me.”	“They-they	wanted	me	to	write	a	note	for	Nicholas.”	Sara	paused,	“And	did	you?”	“Wh-	no!	Something	happened	and	she	left.”	“That	was	me	coming	to	get	you.	Don’t	worry,	it's	all	alright	now.”	Sara	reached	into	her	tunic	and	withdrew	a	small	knife,	“Just	hold	still,	I’ll	get	these
ropes	off.”	“Thank	you	Sara.”	Kallen	breathed,	relief	flooding	through	her	as	Sara	set	about	cutting	the	ropes	from	her	wrists.	“I	was	so	scared,	I	was-	ow!”	“Sorry!	Knife	slipped.	Are	you	alright?”	“I’m	fine.”	“There.”	Sara	tossed	aside	the	ropes	around	Kallen’s	arms	and	set	to	work	cutting	the	ones	around	her	ankles.	“How	do	we	get	out	of	here?”
“I’ve	spoken	to	the	leader.	She	knows	who	I	am.	She	says	that	if	you	swear	that	you	won’t	tell	anyone	about	them	or	this	place,	they	will	let	you	go.”	“Thank	you	Sara.”	Kallen	sighed,	rubbing	her	wrists.	“Just	relax,	all	this	will	be	over	soon.”	“How	did-”	Kallen	yawned,	a	sudden	wave	of	fatigue	washing	over	her.	“Sorry,	how	did	you	know…	know	where
to…	where	to	find	me.”	“The	wolf,	the	one	you	met	on	the	boat,	he	came	to	rescue	you.”	Kallen	blinked,	her	eyelids	feeling	suddenly	very	heavy,	“Kaiba…	did	that…”	“He	did.”	Sara	looked	up	at	Kallen	and	smiled,	“You	know,	he’s	rather	fond	of	you.”	“He	is	nice…	for	a...Kiedran…”	Sara	finished	cutting	the	ropes	off	of	Kallen’s	ankles	and	tossed	them
away.	As	she	did,	Kallen	slumped	forwards,	unable	to	hold	herself	up.	Sara	leaned	over	and	pulled	Kallen	against	her	body.	“I’m	so	tired…”	Kallen	mumbled	as	Sara	held	her,	gently	rocking	her	back	and	forth.	“Shhhh,	it’s	been	a	long	day.”	Sara	said	softly,	stroking	Kallen’s	hair,	“Just	go	to	sleep,	and	when	you	wake	up	you’ll	be	in	your	own	bed	with
Nicky.”	“I	will…”	“I	promise.	Just	close	your	eyes	and	rest.”	“Thank…	you…	for	coming…	for	me.”	“It’s	alright.	Just	sleep.”	Kallen	yawned	again,	nestling	her	head	against	Sara’s	chest.	“Nicky…”	“Goodnight	Kallen.”	Sara	said	softly,	kissing	her	friend	between	the	ears	as	she	slumped	in	Sara’s	arms.	“I’m	so	so	sorry…”	Sara	held	Kallen	for	a	long	time,
sitting	with	her	and	stroking	her	hair.	Finally,	Kallens	breathing	stopped	and	she	was	still.	With	tears	running	down	her	cheeks,	Sara	shifted	and	gently	lay	Kallen	down	on	the	floor,	folding	her	hands	over	her	chest.	“It	was	the	right	thing	to	do.”	Alwyn	said	from	the	entrance,	her	head	bowed.	“The	Hearth	must	be	protected.”	“She	was	trying	to	help
someone,	and	I	killed	her	for	it,”	Sara	looked	over	her	shoulder,	cold	rage	and	pain	flickering	in	her	gaze.	“But	I	could	never	let	her	die	alone	and	afraid.”	“Her	son	will	be	cared	for,	I	swear	it.”	“No.”	Sara	climbed	to	her	feet.	“Do	not	dare	go	anywhere	near	that	child!	He	is	my	responsibility,	I	will	take	care	of	him.”	“Sister…	we	all	share-”	“Save	it,”
Sara	snapped.	“There’s	been	enough	collateral	damage	for	one	day.	His	mother	died	to	protect	your	secret,	and	I’ll	be	damned	if	you	put	him	in	any	more	danger.”	As	Sara	pushed	past	her,	Alwyn	spoke	up.	“When	I	saw	what	you	were	doing	with	the	plants	in	my	quarters…	I	thought	that	perhaps	your	knife	was	for	me.”	Sara	paused	mid	step.	“You’re
still	the	high	Priestess.	I	may	have	left	my	home	behind…	but	not	its	traditions.	But	I	could	not	allow	you	to	be	the	one	to	do	it.”	“What	of	her	body?”	“Dispose	of	it	in	the	usual	way.”	Sara	looked	over	her	shoulder.	“Just	another	robbery	gone	wrong...”	“You	are	certain.”	“It’s	the	only	way	to	protect	the	Hearth.”	“And	what	of	your	companions?	Sara
turned	away,	“They	are	your	problem,	you	deal	with	them.”	“Hey!”	Alwyn	reached	out	and	seized	Sara’s	shoulder.	“Sister,	you	made	a	horrible	choice	today,	but	you	cannot	allow	this	to	harden	your	heart.”	“I	just	killed	a	friend	who	I	trained,	who	trusted	me,	and	made	her	son	an	orphan.”	Sara	replied,	trying	hard	to	keep	the	sorrow	out	of	her	voice.
“Believe	me,	Alwyn,	my	heart	is	already	plenty	hard.”	“If	you	ever	need	to	come	back	to	us,	we	will	be	here.”	Alwyn	called	out	as	Sara	walked	away.	“I	don’t	belong	here	anymore,”	Sara	muttered	to	herself.	“By	the	spirits…	who	knows	where	I	belong	now…”===By	the	time	Shani	arrived	back	at	the	Chariot	manor,	the	servants	had	long	ago	retired	to
their	own	residences	on	the	grounds.	All	of	the	manor	windows	were	all	dark,	save	for	the	exterior	lanterns.	Shani	was	in	a	foul	mood	as	she	opened	the	door	and	stepped	into	the	front	hall.	“What	a	colossal	failure.”	She	growled	to	herself	as	she	tossed	her	cloak	aside	and	shook	her	soaking	wet	fur.	“I	don’t	understand	at	all.	I	did	everything	right!	We
should	be	back	at	his	place	right	now,	all	cuddled	up	and	warm.	So	why	the	hell	am	I	here,	soaking	wet	and	freezing!”	Shani’s	tail	lashed	back	and	forth	as	she	stalked	down	the	hall,	her	fingers	and	ears	aching	from	the	cold.	“Maybe	Jabarian	was	right,	engineer	an	accident	for	the	Westerner	and	take	Kolvest	that	way.”	Shani	growled	as	she
carelessly	tossed	her	coat	aside.	“Of	course	the	daft	bastard	would	probably	spend	the	next	hundred	or	so	years	moping!”	As	she	climbed	the	stairs	towards	the	second	level,	the	stairway	lit	only	by	a	pair	of	candles,	Shani	ran	her	hand	through	her	hair.	“Dammit,	how	did	this	happen?”	As	she	reached	the	top	of	the	stairs,	Shani	took	a	minutes	to	take
a	deep	breath.	Only	then	did	she	notice	the	rumbling	in	her	stomach.	For	a	moment	she	considered	waking	Jabarian	to	cook	her	something,	but	decided	against	it.	“Of	course	I’m	going	to	have	to	tell	Jabarian	about	this.	That’s	going	to	be	a	ton	of	fun.	And	if	that	twat	Conrad	makes	one	comment	I’ll	turn	him	inside	out	with	my	bare	hands!”	“Relax,”
she	muttered	out	loud	as	she	strode	down	the	darkened	hallway	towards	her	room.	“Everything	can	still	be	salvaged.	The	Western	woman	still	saw	me	kissing	Sieg,	I	am	certain	of	that,	so	this	may	still	all	work	out	for	the	best.”	The	words	felt	hollow,	even	to	her	own	ears.	As	she	walked,	Shani	continued	to	peel	off	her	clothing,	leaving	a	trail	behind
her	as	she	walked.	By	the	time	she	reached	her	bedroom,	she	was	wearing	nothing	but	a	loose	tank	top	and	underwear.	She’d	always	found	an	illicit	thrill	in	walking	about	the	house	naked,	and	at	least	it	helped	take	her	mind	off	her	failure.	“First	thing	is	first.”	Shani	said,	pushing	open	her	door,	“A	nice,	hot	bath-”	The	moment	she	stepped	into	her
room,	terror	flashed	through	Shani	as	the	blade	of	a	sword	streaking	down	towards	her	filled	her	vision.End	of	Part	15===Sieg	and	Marien	-	Part	16“There’s	my	sweet	little	kitten.	Mommy	loves	you.”	“Shani!	Shani,	you	shouldn’t	be	playing	with	the	boys.”	“Don’t	worry	sweety,	everything	will	be	alright,	it’s	just…	things	are	hard	right	now.	Your
father	and	I…	Well,	don’t	you	worry	about	it,	kitten.”	“What	do	you	mean	we	have	to	return	to	Basikal?	Why	are	you	doing	this	to	us?	What	about	Lyon?	I	can’t	lose	my	boy!”	“Your	father	sent	us	back	because	he	doesn’t	trust	us,	because	he	thinks	we’ll	get	in	his	way.	He’s	a	fool!”	“Why…	why	couldn’t	you	be	more	like	your	brother?	Your	father	sends
us	home,	saddles	me	with…	with	you!”	“Look	at	you,	short	and	weak,	no	one	of	any	note	will	give	you	a	second	glance!”	“I	can’t	believe	I	ever	gave	birth	to	you!	You’re	a	failure	as	a	Basitin!	No	wonder	your	father	banished	us!	You	make	me	sick	to	even	look	at!”	“You’re	as	dim	witted	as	you	are	repulsive,	get	out	of	my	sight!	I	wish	you’d	never	been
born!”	As	the	voice	of	her	mother	echoed	in	her	mind,	Shani	was	frozen.	Time	slowed	and	the	world	grew	cold	as	the	blade	descended	towards	her	A	hair’s	breadth	above	Shani’s	forehead,	the	razor	sharp	edge	froze.	“Good	evening,	sister.”	“Lyon?”	Shani’s	gaze	flicked	from	the	sword	hovering	over	her	head	to	her	brother.	Her	voice	trembled	slightly
as	she	spoke.	“What	the	hell	are	you	doing?”	Lyon	stood	just	inside	the	doorway	to	Shani’s	room	in	his	full	royal	guard	armour.	Though	he	showed	no	outward	anger,	Shani	could	read	cold	rage	in	his	stance,	the	stiffness	of	his	muscles,	the	tightness	of	his	grip	upon	his	sword.	“You	should	be	careful	Shani,	it	can	be	dangerous	out	in	the	city	at	night.”
Lyon	spoke	in	a	voice	that	made	the	hairs	on	Shani’s	back	stand	up.	“Have	you	been	drinking	or	have	you	simply	lost	your	mind?!”	Shani	barked,	trying	her	best	to	hide	her	fear.	“Answer	me!”	“Drinking…	possibly.	Lost	my	mind?	No,	no	I	am	quite	sane,”	Lyon	replied.	As	he	spoke	he	raised	a	sheaf	of	papers	held	in	his	left	hand.	“Some	mail	came	for
you,	from	the	Tribunal	of	Justice	and	Canon.”	Shani’s	eyes	widened	and	her	tail	started	to	twitch.	“Oh	shit…”	Taking	a	deep	breath,	Shani	raised	her	hands,	“Alright,	Lyon,	I	need	you	to	listen	to	me.	Okay,	just	calm	down	and	listen!”	“You	must	give	the	royal	courier	service	credit,”	Lyon	said,	ignoring	Shani’s	entreaties	as	he	shifted	his	blade	so	that
the	point	was	under	Shani’s	chin,	just	touching	her	throat.	“They	failed	to	deliver	to	you	while	you	were	on	the	mainland,	and	so	they	followed	you	all	the	way	to	Basikal.	That’s	dedication	you	have	to	admire.	Though	I	suppose	by	the	time	they	arrived,	it	didn’t	really	matter,	did	it?”	“Lyon-””	“Shut	up!”	Lyon	jerked	his	head	towards	the	interior	of
Shani’s	room.	“In,	and	sit	down.	Keep	your	hands	where	I	can	see	them.	”	Slowly,	Shani	stepped	inside	of	her	room.	With	the	point	of	his	sword,	Lyon	guided	Shani	towards	her	bed.	The	rest	of	her	room	was	adorned	with	soft	furniture.	A	trio	of	deep	saucer	chairs,	perfect	for	curling	up	and	sleeping,	sat	against	one	wall.	Thick	tapestries	hung	from	the
walls,	and	the	ceiling	was	decorated	with	multicoloured	lengths	of	colourful	cloth.	There	were,	of	course,	dozens	of	blades	hidden	everywhere,	but	none	were	within	easy	reach.	“Sit,”	Lyon	ordered.	Slowly	Shani	sat	on	the	edge	of	her	bed,	keeping	her	gaze	locked	with	Lyon’s.	“Now,	I	want	you	to	tell	me	why.	Why	did	you	do	this?	Why	go	so	far	to	kill
Amber?”	Shani	raised	an	eyebrow,	“Amber?	You	think	this	was	about	Amber?”	“You	were	digging	into	her	family	history!	Why?”	“I	needed	a	favour	done,	and	I	needed	to	be	sure	Amber	would	cooperate.”	Lyon’s	voice	trembled	slightly	as	he	spoke.	“So	you’re	the	reason	she	attacked	Marien	Kolvest!	Why?”	“Because	it	needed	to	be	someone	who
Kolvest	wouldn’t	suspect,	and	someone	who	could	get	away	with	it	even	if	they	were	caught,”	Shani	scoffed.	“Plus,	I	figured	even	she	wouldn’t	manage	to	screw	up	something	so	simple.”	With	an	angry	snarl,	Lyon	leaned	forwards	and	struck	Shani	with	the	back	of	his	hand.	“The	only	reason	you	are	still	alive	is	because	you	are	my	sister,”	Lyon
growled,	replacing	the	tip	of	his	sword	at	Shani’s	throat.	“Amber	was	sweet	and	kind	and	she	was	MINE!	I	loved	her!	Her	death	has	tortured	me	for	months!	Now	I	want	to	know,	why	did	you	do	this?”	“Striking	your	own	sister,”	Shani	sneered,	spitting	out	a	small	mouthful	of	blood	onto	the	floor.	“Not	very	honourable	of	you.”	“Do	not	talk	to	me	about
honour!	I	want	an	answer,	now!”	“Or	what,	you’ll	cut	my	throat?	Come	on	Lyon,	I	know	better	than-”	Shani	paused	as	Lyon	pressed	the	tip	of	his	blade	harder	against	her	neck,	the	tip	digging	into	her	flesh	just	enough	to	draw	a	thin	line	of	blood.	Lyon’s	ears	flattened	against	his	head	and	his	eyes	narrowed.	“You	know…	right	now,	I	honestly	don’t
know	what	I’m	going	to	do.	So	unless	you	want	to	take	the	chance,	you	will	answer	me.”	“You	want	an	answer?	Fine.”	Shani	glared	up	at	Lyon.	“Amber	was	never	a	fit	consort	for	you.”	“Are	you	referring	to	the	fruits	of	your	little	research	project?”	Lyon	demanded.	“You	think	it	matters	to	me	that	Amber’s	great	grandfather	was	Western?	Do	you	think
I	am	so	petty?”	“Her	great	grandfather	wasn’t	just	Western,	he	was	a	spy	for	the	Western	Alliance!”	Shani	snapped	back.	“If	you	had	stayed	married	to	her	and	the	generals	or	the	other	families	ever	found	out,	when	the	Breakwell	family	fell	in	disgrace	they	would	have	dragged	us	down	with	them!	We	would	lose	everything,	and	we	would	never
accomplish	what	we’ve	started!”	“Started?	What	are	you	talking	about?	What	have	you	started?”	“The	plan	to	get	you	on	the	throne	you	idiot!”	The	words	stunned	Lyon,	and	just	for	a	brief	moment	his	focus	was	broken.	Seizing	the	opportunity,	Shani	threw	herself	backwards,	out	of	Lyon’s	reach.	She	rolled	across	her	bed	and	crashed	to	the	floor	on
the	other	side.	Seizing	hold	of	one	of	the	large	pillows	on	her	bed,	Shani	threw	it	at	Lyon.	Instinctively	Leon	swung	his	sword,	cleaving	the	pillow	in	half	in	midair.	A	storm	of	down	feathers	erupted	from	within	the	pillow,	blinding	him.	Shani	made	a	break	for	the	door,	seizing	one	of	the	knives	hidden	on	the	leg	of	one	of	her	chairs	as	she	passed.
Running	fast	and	low,	Shani	shoved	Lyon	aside	and	drove	the	small	blade	into	his	thigh.	Lyon	let	out	a	roar	of	pain	and	swung	his	sword,	the	blade	slicing	a	tuft	of	fur	off	the	end	of	Shani’s	tail	as	she	stumbled	past	him.	Tearing	out	of	her	room,	Shani	nearly	tripped	over	the	carpet	in	the	hall	and	slammed	against	the	opposite	wall.	She	scrambled	back
to	her	feet,	and	sprinted	down	the	hall	as	fast	as	she	could.	She	could	hear	her	brother’s	footsteps,	but	his	armour	was	slowing	him.	Running	as	fast	as	she	could,	Shani	reached	the	staircase	and	vaulted	over	the	railing.	She	rolled	as	she	hit	the	ground,	the	impact	with	the	marble	floor	sending	a	shock	of	pain	up	her	legs.	Scrambling	back	to	her	feet,
Shani	sprinted	to	one	of	the	many	weapon	displays	that	hung	on	the	wall	of	the	main	entrance	hall.	Seizing	hold	of	the	first	sword	she	came	to,	a	simple	yet	elegant	one-handed	sabre,	Shani	pulled	free	from	its	sheath	and	spun	around.	Lyon	stood	at	the	top	of	the	stairs,	his	royal	guard	armour	glinting	in	the	candlelight.	A	look	of	terrible	anger	was
etched	upon	his	face,	and	his	hate	filled	eyes	seemed	to	gleam	in	the	dark.	As	he	started	to	descend	the	staircase,	one	deliberate	step	at	a	time,	he	spoke.	“I’m	going	to	make	you	pay	for	what	you	did	to	Amber.”	Shani	raised	her	sword,	aiming	the	point	at	Lyon.	“I	don’t	want	to	fight	you	brother.”	“I’m	not	going	to	give	you	a	choice.”	“Lyon,	I’m
warning	you.	I	don’t	want	to	hurt	you!”	“You	killed	my	Amber.	You’ve	damaged	my	honour,	my	reputation	and	you’ve	insulted	the	family	name.”	Lyon’s	grip	on	his	sword	tightened.	“What	more	harm	could	you	possibly	do!”	As	he	reached	the	bottom	of	the	stairs,	Lyon	broke	into	a	sprint	and	lunged	at	Shani,	sword	raised	high.	Shani	dodged	the	first
blow,	stepping	to	the	side	as	Lyon’s	blade	slammed	into	the	wall,	sparks	flying	in	all	directions.	“Lyon,	stop!”	she	cried,	ducking	another	wild	swing	from	Lyon.	“You're	my	brother!”	“You	set	her	up!”	Lyon	bellowed,	lunging	forward	and	thrusting	at	Shani.	With	a	furious	cry,	Shani	deflected	the	blade	with	her	own.	The	entrance	hall	ran	with	the	sound
of	metal	grinding	against	metal	as	Shani	twisted	her	wrist	and	sent	her	blade	sliding	up	Lyon’s.	Lyon	winced	as	Shani’s	sword	cut	across	his	cheek	just	below	his	eye.	He	pressed	his	attack,	using	his	larger	blade	to	swat	away	a	thrust,	and	swinging	down	at	his	sister	with	all	the	force	he	could	muster.	Shani	rolled	out	of	the	way,	just	barely	evading
Lyon’s	blow.	The	hallway	rang	with	the	sound	of	steel	striking	marble.	“Even	if	she’d	survived,	you	would	have	killed	her,	wouldn’t	you?!”	Lyon	snarled,	gripping	his	sword	with	both	hands.	Shani	tried	to	quiet	the	rage	building	inside	of	her,	the	fear.	Her	eyes	darted	across	Lyon’s	form,	picking	out	targets.	“Royal	guard	plate,	customized	design;	Weak
points:	eyes,	throat,	arm	pit,	wrists,	knees.	Target	groin	or	liver,	damage	major	arteries	and-”	“NO!”	Shani	screamed	internally,	forcing	the	thoughts	aside.	“Lyon,	you	need	to	listen	to	me!”	But	Lyon	had	little	interest	in	hearing	what	Shani	had	to	say.	Instead	he	attacked,	using	his	strength	to	overpower	her.	Shani	was	able	to	dodge	or	deflect	most	of
his	blows,	but	when	it	came	to	raw	strength,	she	was	no	match	for	him.	Lyon	managed	to	force	Shani’s	sword	against	the	floor,	before	twisting	his	blade	and	bringing	it	back	up	at	Shani’s	midsection.	The	tip	of	Lyon’s	sword	raked	across	the	left	side	of	Shani’s	stomach.	The	cut	wasn’t	deep,	but	it	was	painful.	Shani	yelped	loudly	and	stumbled	back,
clutching	at	the	wound.	With	another	furious	yell,	Lyon	charged	at	Shani.	Steel	rang	against	steel	as	Shani	parried	strike	after	strike,	twisting	her	body	to	avoid	Lyon’s	punishing	blows.	Their	swords	met,	grinding	against	one	another.	With	a	burst	of	strength,	Lyon	pushed	Shani’s	blade	away	and	delivered	a	kick	to	her	stomach.	Shani	fell	to	one	knee,
gasping	in	agony,	bile	dripping	from	her	mouth.	“What	did	you	mean,	when	you	said	you	wanted	to	get	me	on	the	throne?”	Lyon	demanded,	aiming	the	point	of	his	sword	at	Shani.	Shani	took	the	opportunity	to	try	and	catch	her	breath.	“We	need	you...	on	the	throne!	All...	of	Basidian...	needs	you	on	the	throne!”	“I	should	have	known,”	Lyon’s	eyes
narrowed.	“Father	has	infected	you	with	his	insanity	regarding	the	war	with	the	Westerners.	I	spent	years	listening	to	him	pontificate	about	the	need	for	a	large-scale	invasion.	Is	this	all	his	doing	then?”	“The	Westerners?”	Shani	scoffed,	spitting	the	last	of	the	bile	from	her	mouth.	“As	if	that	pissing	contest	even	matters.	The	war	with	the	west	is	a
show,	a	tragic	comedy	played	by	worthless	men	on	a	rotten	old	stage!	Our	conflict	with	them	is	utterly	meaningless	compared	to	the	real	danger!”	“What	danger?	What	the	hell	are	you	on	about?”	“The	Human	Empire!”	Rage	swiftly	overcame	pain	as	Shani	climbed	back	to	her	feet.	She	had	tried	being	calm,	she	had	tried	being	deliberate,	but	her
patience	was	at	its	end.	Fire	boiled	up	from	inside,	a	reservoir	of	hatred	and	rage	that	she	worked	so	hard	to	keep	contained.	“Do	you	know	what	the	humans,	what	the	Templar,	would	do	to	our	people	if	they	had	half	a	chance?”	she	demanded.	“We	are	vermin	to	them!	We’re	of	less	value	than	even	Keidran.	Every	chance	they	get	they	haul	our	people
back	to	be	experimented	on,	tortured,	and	enslaved.	The	ones	they	can’t	enslave,	they	butcher	like	animals.”	Shani’s	whole	body	tingled	as	she	released	her	mental	controls	and	allowed	her	anger	to	race	through	her	veins	like	a	drug.	She	began	to	pace	back	and	forth	like	a	caged	animal.	Her	fur	rippled	and	her	razor	sharp	teeth	glinted	in	the
darkness.	“I’ve	seen	it.	I	was	there.”	“What	are	you	talking	about?”	Lyon	demanded.	He	had	never	seen	his	sister	act	in	such	a	way	before.	The	giggling,	carefree	girl	who	playfully	teased	him	with	her	indecent	jokes	and	behaviour	was	gone,	replaced	by	a	creature	that	Lyon	didn’t	even	recognize.	“I	saw	what	the	humans	are	capable	of,	what	they	will
do,”	Shani	snarled,	her	voice	low	and	dripping	with	poisonous	rage.	“My	first	deployment,	my	ship	was	sent	out	to	find	a	colony	supply	ship,	the	Sindal’Whey.	The	Templar	attacked	them	and	forced	them	to	run	aground.	When	the	passengers	and	crew	tried	to	fight	back,	the	Templar	slaughtered	them.”	Red	mist	filled	Shani’s	vision,	her	heart	raced
and	the	sound	of	blood	rushing	in	her	ears	was	deafening	as	her	mind	whirled	with	images	she	had	tried	so	hard	to	forget.	Her	nose	burned	and	her	eyes	watered	at	the	memory	of	the	awful	smell	of	burned	fur	and	flesh.	Her	stomach	twisted	and	her	skin	crawled	as	her	mind	echoed	with	the	sound	of	flies.	“They	slaughtered	them.	Do	you	hear	me,
you	stupid	bastard?	Slaughtered	them.	They	burned	them	alive	with	magic,	they	cut	them	down	without	any	hesitation	and	then	hung	them	from	the	masts.	Men,	women,	children,	babies!”	Now	Shani	was	shouting,	her	voice	filling	the	entrance	hall.	“Babies	Lyon!	They	killed	them	all!	The	bodies	were	so…	so	destroyed,	we	couldn’t	even	bury	them
properly!”	“So	that’s	why	you	want	me	on	the	throne?”	Lyon	demanded.	“To	declare	war	on	the	Empire?”	“To	smash	the	Empire!	And	to	grind	every	last	Templar	into	dust!”	Without	warning,	Shani	lunged	forward,	slamming	her	sword	against	Lyon’s.	Lyon	was	forced	to	take	a	step	back,	his	sister	was	stronger	than	he	had	imagined.	“Adelaide	is	a	fool
and	a	coward!”	Shani	snarled	as	she	pushed	against	Lyon.	“She	watches	while	the	Humans	plot	to	destroy	us.	The	Templar	poisoned	her,	murdered	her	generals,	and	attacked	her	directly,	and	still	she	does	nothing!”	Shani	swung	her	sword,	forcing	Lyon	back,	sparks	flying	from	their	blades	as	they	clashed.	“The	Mana	tower	was	meant	to	lobotomize
us,	to	make	us	easy	targets	for	conquest	and	enslavement!	The	Templar	have	already	declared	war	on	us!	And	still	we	refuse	to	act!”	With	a	cry	of	effort,	Lyon	shoved	Shani	away.	Taking	up	a	defensive	stance,	Lyon	stared	at	his	sister	and	shook	his	head,	“Shani…	you’ve	gone	insane!”	In	an	instant,	the	visible	anger	vanished	from	Shani’s	face.	She
stood	perfectly	still,	staring	down	at	her	sword.	Lyon	felt	a	chill	run	up	his	spine,	he	knew	the	look	of	a	predator	preparing	to	strike.	“Not	insanity	brother,”	Shani	said	after	a	moment’s	pause,	slowly	turning	to	look	at	Lyon.	“Clarity.”===“Tell	me	Sieg...	What	do	you	know	of	General	Nicholai	Alaric?”	“General	Alaric?”	Sieg	paused	for	a	moment	as	he
considered	Kent’s	question.	He	had,	of	course,	heard	of	the	famous,	sometimes	infamous,	Master	General.	“He	was	strong,	brave,	and	an	excellent	warrior,	despite	only	having	one	eye,”	Sieg	said	at	last.	“He	was	also	especially	cunning,	and	is	said	to	have	been	a	tactical	genius.”	“Yes,	that’s	the	polite	answer,”	Kent	nodded.	“What	else?”	With	a
nervous	breath,	Sieg	spoke.	“I	heard	he	was…	very	different.	The	rumour	was	that	he	was	not	a	traditionalist,	and	that	he	tried	to…	circumvent	the	laws,	especially	the	decency	laws.”	“Good	so	far.	What	else?”	“Well…	the	rumour	that	I	was	told	was	that	he…	he…”	Sieg	cleared	his	throat.	“Well…	he	was	like…	like	you,	sir.”	A	sly	smile	crossed	Kent’s
face.	“Oh	I	see.	So	strong,	confident,	devilishly	handsome?”	“No…	Well,	yes,	but-	“He	was	an	excellent	tactician,	with	a	brilliant	record?”	“Again…	yes,	but	no.”	“Well	then,	come	on	lad,	out	with	it.”	“I	meant	that	he…	That	he…	he	preferred…the	company	of	other...”	“Alright	lad,	enough.”	Kent	grinned,	with	a	chuckle.	“I’m	only	teasing	you.”	Kent
leaned	back	in	his	chair,	“Alaric	was	indeed	a	brilliant	general,	some	believe	we	may	never	see	his	like	again.	As	for	his	choice	of	companions...	I	can’t	say	for	certain,	but	I	do	believe	you	are	right.	He	seemed	to	have	a	particular	interest	in	a	childhood	friend	of	his,	Ambassador	Kaiser.”	Kent’s	gaze	drifted	over	to	one	corner	of	the	room,	to	a	statue
hidden	beneath	a	red	cloth.	“Regardless,	his	choice	of	companions	would	be	of	little	interest,	if	it	weren’t	for	the	fact	that	it	brings	me	to	the	point.	Many	believed	that	Alaric	simply	flaunted	the	rules	because	he	could.	It	was	a	display	of	power,	or	even	perhaps	a	method	to	draw	out	potential	rivals,	much	the	same	way	Her	Highness,	King	Adelaide
does.	However,	my	associates	and	I	happen	to	believe	that	it	was	something	far	greater.”	Taking	another	sip	of	his	drink,	Kent	turned	to	Sieg.	“Tell	me,	have	you	ever	heard	of	a	man	by	the	name	of	Elric	Kia’Var?”	Sieg	shook	his	head,	“No,	sir.”	“I	thought	not.	He	was	an	anti-war	radical	who,	after	deserting	the	military,	travelled	west	to	research	the
tribes	of	the	Western	Alliance.	When	he	returned	after	several	years,	he	penned	a	rather	revolutionary	paper,	on	the	advantages	of	Western	culture	and	civilisation.	He	argued	that	Eastern	society	was	so	strangled	by	its	obsession	with	laws	and	rules,	that	it	was	collapsing	in	on	itself.”	Kent	leaned	forward	and	poked	at	the	fading	fire.	Huge	geysers	of
sparks	burst	from	the	fire,	carried	upwards	and	vanishing	into	the	chimney.	“He	was	banished	of	course,	and	took	up	with	the	tiger	tribes.	Apparently	he	even	took	a	Kiedran	wife,	and	somehow	managed	to	father	a	child	by	her.”	“But	that’s-”	“Supposed	to	be	impossible.”	Kent	shrugged,	“Still,	rumours	abound	about	such	things.	Regardless,	he
returned	to	Basidian	after	a	decade	in	exile.	Unfortunately	his	work	became	somewhat	more…	radical.	He	began	calling	for	revolution,	and	what	was	truly	shocking	was	that	there	were	those	that	joined	him.	They	called	themselves	the	‘Children	of	Kia’Var’	”.	Kent	took	another	drink,	“General	Kaiser	and	General	Alabaster	crushed	them,	and	Elric	was
slain,	though	I	suppose	more	accurately,	he	was	executed	by	General	Alabaster.	Every	copy	of	his	writing,	every	record	of	him,	was	destroyed.”	Pushing	himself	to	his	feet,	Kent	straightened	his	robe	and	padded	over	to	one	of	his	bookshelves.	From	one	of	the	shelves	he	withdrew	a	large,	thick	book,	and	returned	to	his	chair	with	it.	As	Kent	opened
the	book,	revealing	a	secret	compartment	inside,	Sieg	couldn’t	help	but	notice	the	title:	‘The	Methods	and	Conventions	of	Eastern	Basitin	Poetry’.	From	the	secret	compartment,	Kent	withdrew	a	small	leatherbound	notebook.	“Well…	almost	every	record	was	destroyed.”	As	he	looked	over	at	Sieg,	Kent	noticed	him	staring	at	the	large	volume.
“Something	wrong?”	“N-no	sir,	it’s	just…	they	had	that	book	at	the	fortress.”	“Hmmm?	Oh	yes	that’s	right!	That’s	where	they	hid	that	romance	novel…	What	was	it	called…”	Kent	snapped	his	fingers,	“‘Warmest	Tide’,	that	was	it.”	“H-how	did	you	know	about	that?’	“Everyone	knows	about	that.	That	book	was	there	even	before	I	trained	at	the	fortress.
Hell,	even	Major	Dauntless	knew	about	it.”	“Oh…”	Setting	the	larger	book	aside,	Kent	handed	the	little	leather	bound	notebook	to	Sieg.	“This	was	found	among	General	Alaric’s	effects	after	he	died.	Turns	out	he	had	managed	to	get	his	hands	on	various	bits	of	Kia’Var’s	writings	and	had	pieced	them	together.	He	then	transcribed	them,	edited	them,
and	created	a	sort	of	roadmap	to	changing	Basitin	society	for	the	better.”	Sieg	opened	the	notebook	and	flipped	through	it.	The	writing	was	small	and	hard	to	read,	but	just	from	glancing	at	it,	Sieg	could	make	out	references	to	almost	every	single	decency	law,	and	methods	to	circumvent	them.	“Alaric	was	a	master	of	Basidian	law,”	Kent	said,
watching	as	Sieg	picked	through	the	notebook.	“He	was	an	artist.	He	could	spin	a	tapestry	of	resistance	from	the	smallest	holes	and	omissions	within	the	laws.	Had	he	lived	longer,	I	suspect	that	Alaric	would	have	tried	to	enact	these	changes	on	his	own,	but	sadly	he	was	lost	during	the	mana	tower	incident.	Kent	held	up	the	coin.	“Myself	and	others
have	decided	to	take	up	his	mantle.	We	are	the	Sons	of	Alaric.”	Sieg	was	genuinely	taken	aback.	An	army	was,	as	a	whole,	a	paranoid	entity	after	all.	The	ranks	were	rife	with	rumours	and	fantastical	tales	of	the	upper	echelons	and	their	dirty	secrets.	But	such	rumours	paled	in	comparison	to	what	Kent	had	just	revealed.	Eventually,	Sieg	once	more
found	his	voice.	“The	Sons	of	Alaric…	H-how	many	of	you	are	there?”	“Enough,”	Kent	replied	simply.	“But	why?”	Sieg	asked,	looking	up	at	Kent.	“If	Alaric	was	such	a	revolutionary,	why	didn’t	he	petition	to	change	the	laws?”	“Because	if	the	ice	beneath	the	people’s	feet	shifts	too	quickly,	it	will	create	chaos,	and	chaos	creates	danger.”	As	he	spoke,
Kent	looked	back	at	the	painting	of	the	mana	tower.	“There	are	many	who	would	dearly	like	to	see	Basidian	fall,	and	will	sacrifice	much	to	see	it	happen.	They	can	see	the	tides	working	away	beneath	the	ice,	and	they	would	like	nothing	more	than	to	exploit	them.	If	we	weaken,	they	will	attack	us.	It	will	take	time,	but	the	change	begins	with	people
like	you.”	“How	can	I	help?”	Sieg	asked,	handing	the	book	back	to	Kent.	“You	are	already	helping.	Were	it	not	for	the	fact	that	you	chose	Marien,	despite	the	difficulties	it	would	cause	you,	we	would	not	be	having	this	conversation.	You	are	already	a	revolutionary	Sieg,	as	is	Marien,	in	her	own	way.”	“But…	how	do	we	end	the	war?”	“It	will	take	time.”
“But	Marien	could	get	hurt!	She	could	die!”	“Do	you	have	faith	in	her?”	“Well…	yes	of	course,	but-”	Kent	reached	out	and	put	a	hand	on	Sieg’s	soudler.	“Marien	is	searching	for	acceptance,	and	she	believes	she	will	find	it	in	battle.	She	thinks	that	victory	will	chase	her	demons	away.	But	she	will	find	that	the	only	true	acceptance	comes	from	within.
Believe	me,	I	know.”	“So	what	should	I	do?”	“Love	her.	Fight	with	her.	Laugh	and	cry	with	her.	Support	her	and	care	for	her.	The	day	will	come	when	she	sees	the	value	of	herself	reflected	in	your	eyes.	If	she	loves	you,	truly	loves	you,	then	your	faith	and	acceptance	of	her	will	strike	a	fire	in	her	own	heart.	Just	as	Valen	did	for	me.”	“And	that’s	all	I
can	do?”	Sieg	demanded.	“If	that’s	the	extent	of	it,	then	why	am	I	even	here?	Seems	like	your	answer	is	to	just	wait.”	Kent	held	up	a	hand,	“Peace,	lad.	I	understand	your	frustration,	but	acting	too	hastily	is	dangerous.	There	will	be	time	for	more	direct	action,	but	for	tonight-”	As	if	to	make	his	point,	Kent	yawned.	“I	think	it’s	time	I	rested	and	you
returned	to	duty.”	“Yes,	sir.”	“Here.”	Placing	the	silver	coin	inside	the	cover	of	the	leather	notebook,	Kent	handed	them	both	to	Sieg.	“Read	the	book.	Don’t	think	of	it	as	a	textbook,	but	more	as	a	guide,	a	philosophy.	Mindless	adherence	to	a	doctrine,	any	doctrine,	will	end	up	dumping	us	right	back	to	our	current	state.”	Despite	its	size,	the	book	felt
very	heavy	in	Sieg’s	hand.	“I	understand,”	Sieg	said	after	a	moment.	“Show	the	coin	to	any	member	of	my	personal	guard	and	we	will	talk	again.”	Sieg	nodded	and	stood	up	from	his	chair	as	Kent	did	the	same.	“Yes,	sir.”	“And	be	careful.	You	have	entered	a	place	of	considerable	danger.”	Sieg	nodded,	“I	understand,	General.”	“Oh,	and	Mr.	Kolvest.”
“Sir.”	“Your	father...	If	he…	approaches	you,	I	would	very	much	like	to	hear	about	it.”	Sieg’s	blood	suddenly	ran	cold.	“Wh-what	do	you	mean?	You	want	me	to	spy	on	him?”	“No,	I	would	never	ask	you	to	spy	on	your	own	father.	However,	I	am	concerned	about	some	of	his	activities	of	late,	and	his	alliance	with	the	Chariot	family.”	“Of	course	he’s
involved	with	them,”	Sieg	growled	to	himself.	“Just	his	type.”	“Just	be	cautious,	and	keep	your	ears	and	eyes	open.”	“I	will,	sir.”	“Good.	Leave	through	the	rear	door	and	Bruik	will	show	you	out.”	“Yes,	General.”	“Good	luck	Mr.	Kolvest,”	Kent	said,	waving	over	his	shoulder	as	he	left	the	study.	“I	imagine	we’ll	see	each	other	again	soon.”===Bleeding
from	well	over	a	dozen	cuts,	Lyon	stumbled	backwards,	trying	his	best	to	keep	his	sword	arm	from	shaking.	“I	don’t	understand.	How…	How	are	you	this	strong?”	Lyon	gasped	as	Shani	walked	towards	him,	small	droplets	of	blood	dripping	from	her	dagger	onto	the	floor.	“I’ve	spent	the	last	five	years	killing	all	of	your	potential	rivals	for	the	throne,”
Shani	replied,	a	vicious	glint	in	her	eyes.	“Most	of	them	were	fairly	simple	to	deal	with,	others	not	so	much.	But	all	of	them	made	for	excellent	practice.”	“You	keep	talking	about	me	taking	the	throne!	I	won’t	do	it!”	“You’re	not	going	to	have	much	choice,	brother.	Once	your	moment	arrives,	you	will	have	two	choices;	take	the	throne	or	watch	Basidian
burn.”	“Adelaide	is	King!”	Lyon	roared.	“Betraying	her	is	betraying	our	entire	nation!	Our	people!”	“That	is	narrow	minded	and	foolish,”	Shani	scoffed.	“A	king’s	job	is	to	protect	his	people,	and	Adelaide	has	failed	to	carry	out	that	charge.”	As	Shani	drew	closer,	Lyon	tried	to	catch	his	breath.	“I	need	to	stall	her.	I	need	time…	just	a	little	time.”	“Let’s
pretend	you	are	right,	just	for	a	moment,”	Lyon	called	out,	lowering	his	sword.	“So	I	challenge	Adelaide,	and	then	what?”	Shani	shook	her	head,	“There	will	be	no	need	to	challenge	her	directly.	Once	our	preparations	are	complete,	Adelaide	will	suddenly	fall	very	ill.	Slowly	she	will	waste	away,	before	she	tragically	succumbs	to	a	mysterious	illness.”
“You	plan	to	poison	her?	But	that’s	impossible!	We’re-”	“Yes	yes,	immune	to	most	poisons.”	Shani	waved	a	hand	dismissively.	“But	we	have	an	immunity	to	poisons	because	of	our	exposure	to	them.	What	do	you	think	will	happen	if	we	introduce	Adelaide	to	a	new	poison?	Or,	more	accurately,	one	so	old	that	our	resistance	has	faded.”	Lyon’s	eyes
widened,	“Great	Grandfathers	collection!”	“Some	powered	scarlet	laceroot	to	weaken	her	liver	and	kidneys,	lunamilk	seed	to	sap	her	strength,	nosgoth	fang	to	make	her	ill,	and	caster	bean	extract	to	finish	the	job.	Tasteless,	odourless,	undetectable,	and	very,	very	deadly.”	As	Shani	spoke,	Lyon	could	hear	footsteps	coming	up	from	the	lower	levels.	He
resisted	the	urge	to	smile,	“Just	a	few	more	seconds.”	“And	how	do	you	know	it	will	work?”	he	demanded.	“We	tested	it	on	a	few	city	guards	who’s	silence	needed	to	be	ensured.	They	succumbed	in	about	an	hour,	though	I	imagine	it	will	take	longer	for	it	to	bring	down	the	monster	Adelaide.”	“Wait,	‘we’?”	“Yes,	sir,”	Jabarain’s	voice	rang	out.	“We.”
Lyon	turned	to	see	Jabarain	and	a	trio	of	the	Chariot	family	guards	emerge	from	the	lower	levels.	In	his	hands	Jabarian	was	carrying	a	crossbow,	aimed	directly	at	Lyon.	Lyon	shook	his	head.	“Jabarian,	you’re	in	on	this?”	“In	on	it?”	Jabraian	chuckled,	“I’m	the	one	who	created	the	plan	you	spoiled	child!	I’ve	been	working	towards	this	for	twenty	years!
Twenty	years	of	shuffling	behind	you,	‘yes	master	chariot,	no	master	chariot,	you’re	oh	so	bloody	honourable	master	chariot’.	Twenty	years	of	watching	as	you	turned	into	the	most	obnoxious	little	twat	I’ve	ever	had	the	misfortune	of	not	being	able	to	kill!”	“Traitors,	both	of	you!”	Turning	to	the	house	guard’s	Lyon	pointed	his	sword	at	Jabarian,
“Guards,	seize	them!”	The	guards	did	not	move.	Lyon	felt	his	heart	sink	in	his	chest.	He	turned	to	Shani,	“What	have	you	done?”	“While	you	were	off	dueling,	drinking,	preening	for	swooning	females,	and	making	preparations	to	go	off	and	play	at	war,	I	was	building	an	army	loyal	to	the	cause,	our	cause,”	Shani	replied,	striding	over	and	standing
beside	Jabarian.	“An	army	loyal	to	me.”	“How	dare	you!	I	am	the	heir	to	our	family!	It	is	my	right,	not	yours!”	“Not	any	more.”	Lyon	looked	around	desperately,	but	not	one	of	the	guards	would	meet	his	eyes.	As	she	regained	her	breath,	Shani	felt	a	pang	of	regret	as	she	noticed	the	small	pool	of	blood	collecting	around	Lyon’s	feet,	the	lines	of
desperation	and	exhaustion	on	his	face.	Taking	a	cautious	step	forwards,	she	extended	a	hand	towards	Lyon.	“Brother,	we	are	not	enemies	here.	You	were	never	supposed	to	find	out	about	any	of	this.”	“So	you	would	have	me	be	nothing	more	than	an	obedient	pawn!”	Shani	shook	her	head,	“Lyon,	no.	I	know	how	much	your	honour	means	to	you.	I
wanted	you	to	keep	it	intact.”	“You	wanted	me	to	keep	my	honour…	but	you	would	have	stripped	me	of	it	without	my	knowledge!	You	would	have	made	me	nothing	but	a	shell!”	“Lyon…	I	truly	don’t	want	to	hurt	you.	Father	abandoned	me,	and	when	he	sent	mother	and	I	back	to	Basikal,	mother	took	her	rage	out	on	me.	You’re	the	only	family	that	I
have	left,	the	only	one	I	care	about.”	Lyon	gripped	his	sword	with	both	hands	and	held	it	before	him.	“And	yet	you	betrayed	me.”	Shani’s	hands	slowly	curled	into	fists.	“Fine,	if	that’s	how	you	want	it,	so	be	it.”	Turning	to	the	guards,	Shani	jerked	her	head	towards	Lyon,	“Relieve	my	brother	of	his	weapons	would	you.”	“As	you	wish,	Lady	Chariot.”	As
the	guards	stepped	forwards,	drawing	their	swords,	Lyon	raised	his	own	blade.	“I	am	the	heir	to	the	Chariot	family,	and	I	command	you	to	stand	down!”	Lyon	barked.	The	lead	guard	looked	back	at	Shani,	“Lady	Chariot?”	“You	have	your	orders.	Do	it.”	“Yes,	ma’am.”	“Come	closer	and	I	will	cut	you	down!”	Lyon	warned.	As	the	guards	approached,	Lyon
lunged	forward	and	engaged.	He	met	the	sword	of	the	first	guard,	while	drawing	a	dagger	from	his	belt.	As	the	second	guard	moved	to	strike	at	Lyon’s	side,	Lyon	lashed	out	with	his	leg.	The	guard’s	leg	buckled	as	Lyon's	foot	struck	his	knee	with	a	loud	snap.	As	the	guard	stumbled,	Lyon	rammed	his	dagger	into	the	guard's	neck.	The	guard	crumpled
to	the	floor	with	a	strangled	gurgle	and	was	still.	The	third	guard	stepped	back,	frightened	by	the	speed	with	which	Lyon	had	dispatched	her	comrade.	The	lead	guard	was	not	so	cautious	and	pressed	forward,	swinging	his	sword	hard,	trying	to	force	Lyon	to	retreat.	Lyon	was	forced	backwards	a	few	steps,	but	was	able	to	deflect	the	guard’s	attacks.
As	he	blocked	a	thrust	at	his	midsection,	Lyon	seized	hold	of	his	cape	and	whirled	it	in	front	of	him,	blinding	the	guard	for	a	moment.	Lyon	stepped	forwards	and	delivered	a	vicious	strike	to	the	guard’s	jaw.	As	the	guard	tried	to	recover	his	balance,	he	stumbled	into	the	small	pool	of	Lyon’s	blood.	The	guard	felt	his	feet	slide	out	from	under	him	and	he
crashed	to	the	floor	on	his	back.	Before	he	could	get	back	up,	Lyon	leapt	forward	and	drove	his	sword	into	the	guard's	throat.	Lyon	turned	towards	the	third	and	final	guard,	raising	his	sword.	Before	he	could	take	a	step,	he	felt	a	powerful	impact	in	his	chest,	followed	by	searing	agony.	Lyon	looked	down	and	stared	in	shock	at	the	crossbow	bolt
sticking	through	his	chestplate.	As	Lyon	looked	back	up,	he	saw	that	it	was	not	Jabarian	that	was	holding	the	crossbow,	but	Shani.	“Sh-Shani…”	Tossing	the	crossbow	aside,	Shani	strode	forward	as	her	brother	stumbled	and	dropped	to	his	knees,	his	sword	falling	from	his	fingers	and	clattering	to	the	floor.	She	knelt	down	in	front	of	Lyon	and	put	a
hand	on	his	shoulder	“I’m	sorry	brother,”	she	said	softly,	stroking	his	cheek.	Lyon’s	breath	came	in	short	gasps,	and	every	time	he	tried	to	breath	it	felt	like	a	hot	poker	being	shoved	into	his	chest.	The	world	swayed	beneath	him,	the	sound	of	rushing	blood	echoing	in	his	ears.	“It’s	alright,	you’ll	be	alright,”	Shani	said	softly,	reaching	down	and	taking
hold	of	the	bolt.	“Leave	it!”	Jabarian	ordered,	striding	forwards.	“Remove	it	and	he	will	bleed	to	death	in	moments.	We’ll	need	to	get	him	a	doctor.”	As	Jabarian	spoke,	a	half	a	dozen	more	guards	arrived	from	the	lower	levels.	“Pick	my	brother	up	and	take	him	downstairs	to	his	room,”	Shani	ordered,	turning	back	to	the	guards.	“And	make	sure-”	Shani
froze,	unable	to	speak.	Slowly	she	looked	down	in	surprise	at	the	dagger	Lyon	had	just	stuck	into	her	side,	just	below	her	ribs.	“You…	are	no…	sister…	of	mine.”	Lyon	managed	to	gasp,	before	collapsing	onto	his	side.	Her	hand	shaking	slightly,	Shani	grabbed	hold	of	the	dagger.	The	blade	had	not	pierced	very	far	into	her	flesh,	but	the	wound	still	sent
bolts	of	white	hot	fire	up	her	side.	Gritting	her	teeth,	Shani	pulled	the	dagger	out	and	tossed	it	aside,	a	small	cry	of	agony	escaping	her	lips.	“Are	you	alright,	lady	Shani?”	one	of	the	guards	asked,	rushing	forwards.	“I’m	fine,”	Shani	growled,	waving	off	the	concerned	guard	as	she	slowly	pulled	herself	to	her	feet.	“Just	take	my	brother	downstairs,	and
make	certain	not	to	jostle	him	too	much.	We	still	need	him.”	“Yes,	my	lady.”	As	the	guards	picked	Lyon	up	and	carried	him	off,	Jabarian	stepped	forwards.	Reaching	down,	Shani	grabbed	hold	of	one	of	the	capes	belonging	to	a	slain	guard.	She	cut	a	long	strip	of	fabric	free	and	wrapped	it	around	her	stomach,	staunching	the	bleeding	from	her	wounds.
“It	would	seem	your	brother	caught	you	off	guard	not	once,	not	twice,	but	three	times.”	Jabarian	observed	as	Shani	tested	her	bandage	and	slowly	walked	towards	him.	“Yes….	it	would	seem	so…”	Much	to	Jabarian’s	surprise,	Shani	started	to	laugh.	The	pain	in	her	side	strained	her	laughter,	but	still	she	could	not	stop.	“What	do	you	find	so	amusing?”
Jabarian	demanded.	“All	of	it,”	Shani	replied	after	a	moment.	“Every	part	of	this	farce.	My	brother,	the	honourable	knight,	stabs	his	own	sister	while	she	is	trying	to	help	him.	Conrad,	the	perfect	Basitin	soldier,	betrays	his	own	king.”	As	she	stepped	forwards,	Shani	reached	out	her	hand	and	stroked	Jabarian’s	cheek,	“And	you	and	I,	we’re	the	biggest
fools	of	all.”	Jabarian	started	to	speak,	but	Shani	put	a	finger	to	his	lips.	“Don’t	deny	it	Jabi.	You	are	acting	for	one	reason	and	one	reason	alone.	This	whole	world	could	be	set	aflame	and	you	would	not	care,	so	long	as	you	are	able	to	wrap	your	fingers	around	Aster	Alabaster’s	throat	before	you	cooked	to	a	crisp.”	“And	what	about	you?”	Jabarian
demanded,	pushing	Shani’s	hand	away.	“Are	you	any	different?”	“Me?”	Shani	chuckled.	“Jabi,	I	am	the	crown	fool!	I’m	trying	to	save	my	people,	all	of	whom	would	spit	on	me	and	hate	me	if	they	knew	even	half	of	the	things	I’m	good	at.	I	try	to	hand	my	brother	a	crown,	and	yet	he	refuses	to	take	it.	I	even	try	to	win	the	heart	of	a	simple	soldier,	and	I
can’t	do	it.”	“Is	that	what	you	find	so	amusing?	Self	pity?”	Jabarian	crossed	his	arms	and	scowled.	“So	are	you	done	feeling	sorry	for	yourself?”	“Sorry	for	myself?”	Shani	tilted	her	head,	a	manic	grin	crossing	her	face.	“Jabarian…	I	feel	amazing.”	Realization	crossed	Jabarian’s	face,	“You’re	in	shock.”	“No,	no	no	no!”	Shani	spread	her	arms,	gesturing
around	the	hall.	“It's	all	so	clear	to	me	now.	My	brother,	the	one	person	in	this	world	I	trusted	more	than	you,	just	stuck	a	knife	in	me!”	Shani	sighed	long	and	hard,	dropping	her	arms	to	her	side	as	she	stared	up	at	the	ceiling,	her	eyes	sliding	closed.	“I’ve	never	felt	more	clear	in	my	entire	life!	Compassion,	surrender,	honour…	They	are	all	just	words.
Even	family,	family	is	nothing,	blood	is	nothing.	“I	thought	my	brother	was	better,	better	than	me,	but	he’s	just	more	of	the	same!”	Shani	declared,	stepping	back	up	to	Jabarian,	her	eyes	wide	with	wild	excitement.	“So	why	should	he	get	the	crown?	I’m	going	to	kill	Adelaide	myself.”	Shani	looked	down	at	her	hand,	stained	red	with	her	own	blood.	“I’m
going	to	poison	her	just	enough	to	weaken	her,	then	I'm	going	to	cut	her	throat.	Then,	my	father’s	throat,	then	the	Arms	General,	then	the	Intelligence	General	and	all	their	little	lieutenants,	one	by	one.	And	once	everyone	in	the	military	who	could	challenge	me	is	dead…	I’m	going	to	eradicate	the	human	species.	I’m	going	to	burn	every	one	of	them,
the	same	as	they	did	to	the	Sindal’Whey.”	“She’s	truly	lost	it,”	Jabarian	thought	to	himself.	“She’s	utterly	manic.	But	perhaps…	perhaps	I	can	work	with	this.”	“And…	What	of	General	Alabaster?”	“Oh	Jabi…”	Shani	leaned	in	and	kissed	Jabarian	on	the	nose.	“I	would	never	take	him	away	from	you.	The	Alabasters	are	all	yours,	each	and	every	one	of
them.”	“And	your	brother?”	“I	have	some	thoughts	on	that.	He	might	still	be	useful,	at	least	in	keeping	father	in	line.”	“We	will	need	to	speak	with	Conrad.	The	plan	will	have	to	change.”	“True,	but-”	Jabarian’s	eyes	widened	as	Shani	grabbed	him	and	pulled	him	into	a	deep,	passionate	kiss.	“We	can	worry	about	that	tomorrow,”	she	whispered	into
Jabarian’s	ear,	her	breath	hot.	“For	now,	I	want	you	to	come	to	my	room.”	“Lady	Chariot,	it’s	late,	and	you	are	injured.	I	don’t	think-”	Jabarian	paused	as	Shani	pulled	him	close	and	stroked	his	chest.	“What’s	the	matter?	You	didn’t	have	a	problem	before,”	Shani	purred,	playing	with	Jabarian’s	beard.	“Plus…	I	think	you	are	under	the	mistaken
impression	that	this	is	a	request.”	“So	this	is	an	order	to…	service	the	Chariot	Family.”	“That’s	right.”	“Well	then….”	The	smallest	hint	of	a	smile	crossed	Jabarian’s	face,	“I	will	do	my	best	not	to	disappoint	you,	Lady	Chariot.”===By	the	time	Kent	crawled	back	into	bed,	the	inky	blackness	of	night	was	beginning	to	show	the	first	hints	of	blue	on	the
very	edges	of	the	eastern	horizon.	After	punching	his	pillows	a	few	times,	Kent	lay	back	and	stared	at	the	ceiling.	“I	wonder	if	I	made	the	right	call	with	Kolvest,”	Kent	wondered.	“With	his	father…	and	the	Chariots...	I	wonder	if	I’ve	put	him	in	more	danger...”	Kent	yawned,	his	eyes	sliding	closed,	“No	path	but	forward.”	Just	as	he	was	about	to	drift	off
to	sleep,	Kent’s	door	opened,	casting	a	rectangle	of	golden	light	across	his	ceiling.	Kent	sat	up,	“Bruik?”	He	was	surprised	to	see	that	it	was	not	his	bodyguard,	but	Sara	standing	in	the	doorway.	“Sara?”	Kent	tilted	his	head,	“Are	you	alright?”	“Kent…	may	I…	may	I	sleep	with	you	tonight?”	“Uh…	sure,	I	don’t	see	why	not.”	Kent	paused.	“You’re	not…
you	know?”	“In	heat?”	Sara	shook	her	head,	“No.	I	just…	I	don’t	want	to	be	alone.”	“Well	then	come	on	in.”	Kent	lifted	his	blanket	and	Sara	crawled	in	beside	him,	resting	her	head	on	his	chest.	“Thank	you,”	she	said	softly.	As	Kent’s	eyes	started	to	drift	closed	again,	all	of	a	sudden	he	felt	moisture	on	his	chest.	“Sara…Are	you	crying?”	“Yes.”	“Are	you
alright?	Are	you	hurt?”	“No,	but	I….	I	did	something	truly	horrible.”	“Do	you	need	to	talk	about	it?”	Kent	asked.	“I…	I	can’t.”	“It’s	okay.	It’ll	all	be	okay.”	Kent	reached	up	and	stroked	Sara’s	ears.	“When	you’re	ready,	I’ll	be	here.”	“Kent…	I	don’t	understand.	Why…	Why	are	you	so	kind	to	me?”	“What	do	you	mean?”	“You…	you	know	I	spy	on	you,	I
know	that	you	know.”	“True.”	“So	why…”	“That	was	a	part	of	the	arrangement	we	made,	wasn’t	it”	“That	doesn’t	answer	my	question.”	“I	suppose…	I	trust	you.”	“But	why?”	“I	love	you.”	Sara	sighed	heavily,	“Kent…	I	know	that’s	impossible.”	“Oh?	Why	do	you	say	that?”	Sara	looked	up	at	Kent,	“I	know	we’ve	had	children	together…	But	you…	you
prefer	males,	don’t	you?”	“So?”	Kent	shifted	to	look	down	at	Sara.	“Sara,	just	because	my...	tail	doesn’t	stand	on	end	when	I	see	you	unclothed	does	not	mean	I	don’t	love	you.	I	love	your	soft	heart,	your	sharp	mind,	your	eyes,	and	how	soft	your	ears	are.	I	love	the	way	you	like	to	watch	raindrops	running	down	the	windows,	the	way	you	forbid	me	from
using	traps	that	would	kill	to	catch	mice	in	our	house.	I	love	the	way	you	scold	me	when	you	need	to	patch	me	up,	and	I	love	the	way	your	face	lights	up	when	you	see	our	children.”	Sara	sniffed	loudly,	tears	streaming	down	her	cheeks.	“But…	but	I…”	“Sara	Silver.”	Kent	reached	down	and	touched	her	cheek.	“You	are	my	best	friend,	the	mother	of	my
children,	and	the	most	beautiful	thing	I	have	ever	seen.	If	I	didn’t	love	you,	I	would	be	a	fool.”	Sara	sniffed,	gently	touching	Kent’s	hand.	“You	know,	you	should	have	gone	through	with	being	a	doctor.	You	have	a	very	good	bedside	manner.”	“Could	never	get	used	to	the	bloody	blindfolds.”	“They	are	a	pain,”	Sara	chuckled.	“Besides,	I	leave	the	saving
of	lives	to	you.”	Kent’s	words	shot	through	Sara’s	heart	like	an	arrow.	Again	her	tears	flowed,	but	she	did	not	allow	herself	to	cry.	“Thank	you,	Kent,”	she	whispered.	“Sleep	well,	treasure	of	mine,”	Kent	said	softly,	still	stroking	Sara’s	ears.	“And	whatever	we	face,	I’ll	face	it	with	you.”End	of	Part	16	===Sieg	and	Marien	-	Part	17As	he	walked	towards
the	fortress,	Sieg	felt	as	if	it	was	the	longest	walk	he	had	ever	taken.	The	sun	was	just	rising	into	the	sky,	the	morning	mist	that	covered	the	docks	and	the	city	beginning	to	lift.	Sieg	was	tired,	in	fact	he	was	exhausted,	but	there	was	something	he	had	to	do.	“I	need	to	talk	to	Marien.	I	need…	to	tell	her	what	happened.”	As	he	walked,	the	road	seemed
to	stretch	forever,	yet	before	Sieg	knew	it,	he	was	standing	before	the	gate.	“Identify	yourself!”	One	of	the	guards	atop	the	wall	called	out.	“Lieutenant	Sieg	Kolvest	of	the	Harbour	Guard.	I’m	here	to	see	Marien	Kolvest.”	“Do	you	have	clearance	to	enter?”	Sieg	raised	an	eyebrow,	“Clearance?	What	kind	of	clearance,	I’m	a	member	of	the	city	garrison!”
“By	order	of	Lieutenant	General	Kolvest,	all	persons	entering	this	fortress	must	have	his	personal	clearance.”	“Off	for	fu-	No,	I	don’t	have	clearance!	Let	me	talk	to	him!	He’s…”	Sieg	sighed	heavily,	“He’s…	my	father…”	“I’m	sorry	sir,	the	lieutenant	general	is	very	busy	and	has	asked	not	to	be	disturbed	by	anyone.”	“Alright	well…	Can	you	tell	Captain
Marien	Kolvest	that	I’m	here?”	“I’m	sorry	sir,	the	Captain	is	also	busy	at	the	moment.”===“Thank	you	for	coming	to	see	me,	Captain.”	Conrad	nodded	as	his	aide	set	a	steaming	cup	of	tea	on	the	low	table	in	front	of	Marien’s	chair.	“I	know	It	is	early,	but	we	have	some	important	matters	to	discuss.”	“It	would	have	been	hard	to	refuse,	General.”
Marien	replied,	her	arms	crossed	across	her	chest	as	she	met	Conrad’s	gaze,	a	scowl	etched	upon	her	own	face.	“Your	reputation	suggests	you	are	not	a	man	to	ignore.	Word	is	that	people	who	feud	with	you…	tend	to	vanish.	Frankly,	I	expected	to	have	vanished	a	long	time	ago,	or	at	least	for	someone	to	try.”	“A	ridiculous	rumour	started	by	my
enemies.	Besides,	you	are	my	daughter	in	law,	you	have	nothing	to	fear	from	me.”	Conrad	stood	from	his	desk	and	approached	the	low	table	between	the	two	chairs.	What	had	once	been	the	office	of	Major	Dauntless	was	now	the	private	quarters	of	Lieutenant	General	Conrad	Kolvest	and	the	headquarters	of	the	Second	Legion.	The	desk	was	the	same,
as	were	the	chairs,	but	the	feeling	of	the	room	had	changed.	Where	there	once	had	been	shelves	holding	trinkets	and	souvenirs	from	students	young	and	old,	now	there	were	large	banners	bearing	the	Basidian	Symbol,	and	the	crest	of	the	Kolvest	Family.	On	the	wall	behind	the	desk,	where	once	Major	Dauntless	had	kept	a	painting	of	her	own	son,
instead	was	the	chestplate	of	a	Royal	Guard’s	armour,	a	gash	torn	through	its	center	which	was	ringed	with	long	dried	blood.	Marien	had	recognized	the	customized	throat	guard	and	the	small	carving	of	a	lily	on	the	left	breast	the	moment	she	had	stepped	inside,	the	armour	had	been	Renner’s.	“Now,”	Conrad	sat	and	picked	up	his	tea.	“Before	we	get
started.	I	would	like	to…	clear	the	air	between	us.”	“Oh?”	“Firstly,	Captain…	I	have	been	observing	your	unit	and	its	training	regime.	I	must	say,	I	am	very	impressed.”	“Thank	you	General.”	“You	are	a	dutiful	soldier	and	a	solid	warrior.	You	have	well	and	truly	surpassed	all	of	my	expectations.	However…	we	do	have	our…	differences.”	“Am	I	to
assume	that	this	is	the	part	where	you	will	yet	again	go	into	the	reasons	you	don’t	feel	I	am	right	for	your	son?”	Marien	set	down	her	tea	and	got	to	her	feet.	“With	respect,	General,	I	have	more	important	things	to	attend	to	than	personal	matters.	So	unless	you	have	finally	worked	up	the	courage	to	order	me	to	leave	Sieg	using	your	authority	as	a
General-”	Marien	paused	as	Conrad	held	up	a	hand,	his	voice	firm	but	not	aggressive.	“Captain,	please,	sit.”	Slowly	Marien	sat	back	down.	“As…	disrespectful,	as	that	statement	was,	I	cannot	say	it	is	entirely	without	just	cause,	so	I	shall	forgive	it.”	“How	magnanimous	of	you.”	Marien	snarled	under	her	breath.	“I	have	made	no	secret	of	my	concerns
in	regards	to	you	and	my	son.	I	thought	you	were	hot-headed,	impulsive,	violent,	and	uncouth.	And	while	those	are	less	than	ideal	attributes	in	a	mate,	they	are	functional	attributes	in	a	soldier,	and	you	have	proven	yourself	a	competent	soldier.”	Conrad	took	a	sip	of	tea	before	continuing.	“My	feelings	regarding	you	and	my	son	have	not	changed,	that
is	true.	However,	I	am	a	soldier	first,	and	as	a	soldier	it	is	my	duty	to	utilize	my	resources,	regardless	of	personal	feelings.”	“Again,	with	respect	sir,	I	am	not	one	of	your	‘resources’.	I	am	under	the	command	of	General	Silver,	not	the	Second	Legion.”	“I	am	afraid	that	is	no	longer	the	case,	Captain.	My	promotion	to	Lieutenant	General	has	given	me	full
command	of	the	Basikal	Garrison	forces,	including	your	squad.”	Immediately	the	bottom	dropped	out	of	Marien’s	stomach.	Conrad	showed	no	outward	emotion,	no	sign	of	gloating	or	victory,	but	Marien	could	feel	a	terrible	dread	gathering	in	her	gut.	“I	understand	you	are	planning	an	expedition	to	the	front	with	Lord	Chariot,	correct?”	“We	were	to
depart	this	time	next	year,	but…”	Marien’s	hand	unconsciously	drifted	to	her	stomach.	“But	things	have	changed.	I	would	like	to	deploy	within	the	month.”	“Unfortunately,	that	will	be	impossible.”	Her	fears	confirmed,	Marien	felt	a	flash	of	anger	run	up	her	spine.	Despite	her	anger,	she	kept	her	voice	steady.	“Sir?”	“Lord	Chariot	will	be	unable	to
oversee	the	operation,	and	the	Goliath	fleet	has	been	reassigned.	I’m	afraid	your	operation	is	cancelled.”	“Cancelled?	General,	we’ve	planned	this	operation	to	the	last	detail	for	months!”	“And	you	did	an	exemplary	job,	but	it	is	over.”	Resisting	the	urge	to	leap	up	and	shout,	Marien	nodded,	“I	see…	I	assume	I	am	being	demoted	then?”	Conrad	raised
an	eyebrow,	“Demoted?	Captain,	I	intend	to	promote	you	to	Lieutenant	Colonel.”	Marien	froze,	“L-lieutenant	Colonel?!”	Delicately	setting	his	tea	cup	down,	Conrad	stood	and	walked	over	to	the	door.	Opening	it	a	crack	he	called	to	his	secretary,	“Secrecy	Protocols	Mr.	Payne,	level	one.”	“Yes,	General.”	As	Conrad	closed	the	door,	he	drew	a	thick
cotton	curtain	across	it.	Dropping	back	into	his	chair,	Conrad	leaned	forwards.	“What	I	am	about	to	tell	you	is	top	secret	and	must	not	leave	this	room,	understood?”	Marien	nodded,	“Of	course	sir.”	“All	operations	against	the	Western	Alliance	are,	from	this	moment	on,	suspended.”	Marien	blinked	in	surprise,	“Suspended?	Is	the	war	ending?”	“For
now	at	least,	yes.”	Even	if	she	were	given	a	hundred	years,	Marien	would	be	unable	to	list	all	of	the	emotions	that	flashed	through	her	mind.	It	was	a	rush,	a	cacophony	of	feeling	that	left	her	utterly	at	a	loss	for	words.	The	war,	the	war	that	had	gone	on	for	thousands	of	years,	the	war	that	had	ruined	so	many	lives,	including	her	own,	was	over.	“There
is,	however,	another	enemy	to	fight”	The	words	sent	a	chill	through	the	room.	“I	want	you	to	take	command	of	the	Entire	Basikal	Garrison,	as	well	as	troops	from	my	second	legion,	as	operation	commander.	You	will	coordinate	with	Commodore	Thomas	Schtafen,	who	will	be	in	command	of	the	Goliath	and	Titan	Fleets	which	will	be	arriving	in	port
within	the	week.	Once	our	troops	are	loaded,	you	will	take	them	out	to	sea,	proceed	to	the	southern	coast	of	the	Human	Empire,	and	attack	the	Imperial	fleet	at	Calmbirth	Harbour.”	Marien	was	in	complete	shock.	“We’re	attacking	the	Human	Empire!”	Again	Conrad	stood	from	his	chair,	folding	his	hands	behind	his	back	as	he	strode	around	the	room,
examining	his	various	models	of	ships	and	weapons.	“The	human	empire	has	been	gathering	forces	for	months	to	attack	Basidian,	and	our	intelligence	tells	us	that	they	intend	to	deploy	the	largest	part	of	their	fleet	from	Calmbirth.	We	will	crush	their	invasion	before	it	starts”	A	million	questions	ran	through	Marien’s	mind,	but	there	was	one	that	rang
the	loudest.	“But	why	would	the	Empire	attack	us?	Their	war	with	the	wolves-”	“Is	a	disaster,	that	is	true.”	Conrad	interrupted.	“However,	several	months	ago,	one	of	our	military	ships	was	damaged	in	a	storm	and	ended	up	being	forced	to	anchor	off	the	wolf	coast	for	repairs.	The	wolves	leaked	information	to	the	templar	that	the	ship	was,	in	fact,	a
diplomatic	envoy.	They	‘revealed’	that	a	treaty	had	been	signed	between	Basidian	and	the	Wolf	nations,	and	that	we	would	launch	an	attack	on	their	Empire’s	south	coast	in	order	to	divide	their	forces.”	“The	wolves	would	like	nothing	more	than	to	divide	the	Empire’s	forces.”	Marien	frowned,	tapping	her	fingers	on	the	table.	“With	the	Empire	fighting
on	two	fronts,	both	their	army	and	the	Templar	would	be	spread	very	very	thin.”	Conrad	nodded.	“Indeed.	The	Empire	bought	the	wolves'	leaked	information	and	has	begun	preparing	to	invade	us.	Considering	the	Templar’s	attack	on	our	Capital	during	the	Mana	Tower	incident,	war	was	only	a	matter	of	time.”	Marien’s	face	hardened,	“Yes…	I	agree.”
“Their	intention	will	likely	be	to	attack	and	seize	our	capital	and	take	the	king	hostage	if	they	can.	The	empire	will	then	dictate	terms,	demand	that	we	allow	a	permanent	garrison	in	our	territory.	And	once	they	are	here…”	“It	will	only	be	a	matter	of	time	before	the	Templar	do	to	us	what	they	have	done	to	the	Keidran.”	“Exactly.	Your	orders	are	to
attack	Calmbirth,	sink	the	Imperial	fleet,	occupy	the	fortress,	and	then	destroy	the	harbour	and	the	city	in	its	entirety.	All	Templar	you	encounter	are	to	be	killed	on	sight,	no	surrender	is	to	be	accepted.	Other	groups	will	be	attacking	similar	targets	along	the	coast,	but	Calmbirth	is	the	key.”	“Will	just	two	fleets	be	enough?”	Marien	asked.	“Calmbirth
is	the	largest	harbour	in	the	Empire,	maybe	even	the	entire	world,	and	most	of	the	Imperial	fleet	is	stationed	there.”	Conrad	paused	and	stared	at	his	fallen	son’s	chest	plate	as	he	spoke.	“The	Empire	is	unaware	that	we	have	intercepted	their	plans,	and	they	are	not	expecting	a	preemptive	attack.	If	we	take	the	time	to	gather	more	ships,	the	chances
that	they	will	find	out	are	dramatically	increased.”	Conrad	looked	over	his	shoulder	at	Marien,	“Of	course,	if	you	don’t	think	you	are	up	to	the	challenge,	I	can	find	another	commander.”	“That	is	a	very	old	trick,	General.	I’m	almost	insulted,”	Marien	crossed	her	arms	again,	a	half	smile	playing	at	the	corners	of	her	mouth.	“That	having	been	said,	if	we
can	set	the	Imperial	ships	on	fire	while	they	are	still	at	anchor,	and	land	our	troops	quickly,	the	element	of	surprise	should	be	enough	for	us	to	punch	through	their	defenses.”	“Good.	You	have	nine	days.	You	may	inform	your	command	staff	of	the	operation,	but	your	troops	are	to	remain	in	the	dark	for	now.	Tell	them	that	they	will	be	following	the
operation	plan	you	have	already	crafted	until	they	are	at	sea	to	ensure	we	maintain	the	element	of	surprise.”	“Nine	days…”	Marien	frowned,	gently	biting	her	finger	in	thought.	“I	think	that	can	be	done.	I	assume	the	ships	will	be	fully	provisioned	for	an	occupation	and	siege	when	they	arrive?”	“Of	course.”	“And	when	will	we	be	able	to	expect
reinforcements?”	“Just	as	soon	as	the	rest	of	the	army	is	finished	mobilizing.”	Marine’s	eyes	narrowed.	“How	long	will	that	take?”	“That	information	is	irrelevant	to	you	and	your	mission.	You	will	have	reinforcements	as	soon	as	they	can	be	provided.”	For	a	few	moments	Marien	simply	stared	at	Conrad,	trying	to	get	a	read	on	him,	to	ascertain	his
intentions.	There	was	something,	something	he	was	not	telling	her.	“But	that’s	not	surprising,	considering	the	nature	of	the	mission.”	Finally,	she	slowly	nodded	her	head,	“Very	well.	I	will	make	certain	my	troops	are	ready	to	move.”	“Good.”	Conrad	nodded,	“Very	good	Captain,	I	expect	great	things	from	you.”===Standing	before	the	healing	guild’s
main	entrance,	Sara	felt	as	if	she	were	drowning.	She	simply	couldn’t	get	the	sound	of	Kallen’s	final	breaths	out	of	her	mind,	the	feeling	of	her	going	limp	in	her	arms.	Of	course	Sara	had	been	with	patients	before	when	they	died,	she’d	even	helped	speed	the	deaths	of	some	of	her	more	desperately	wounded	patients,	that	was	part	of	the	job.	But
Kallen’s	death	was	different,	and	Sara	felt	a	terrible	weight	crushing	down	on	her	Finally	screwing	up	her	courage,	Sara	pushed	open	the	door.	There	was	a	large	crowd	gathered	in	the	front	entrance	of	the	healing	guild.	Two	dozen	doctors	and	nurses	milled	about,	talking	amongst	themselves	in	hushed	tones.	“What’s	going	on?”	Sara	asked	one	of
the	doctors.	“The	matron	said	she	needed	to	have	a	word	with	us.	Not	sure	what	about,	but	it	sounded	serious.”	Sara	nodded,	“Right.”	A	few	minutes	later,	an	elderly	Basitin	female	arrived	in	the	front	entrance	hall.	The	Healing	Guild	Matron,	Lady	Alice	Ferhail,	was	an	ancient	woman,	with	long	white	hair	that,	despite	being	done	up	in	a	braid,	went
all	the	way	down	to	her	ankles.	Her	arms	and	face	were	covered	in	scars	from	a	long	life	of	military	service,	but	her	eyes	were	soft	and	gentle	from	an	even	longer	career	in	healing.	Stepping	up	onto	a	small	wooden	crate,	the	matron	called	out	over	the	crowd.	“Everyone	please,	come	to	attention.”	The	buzz	of	conversation	quickly	faded	away	as	all
eyes	focussed	on	the	matron.	“I	have	called	you	here	because…	I	have	some	very	sad	news.	I	was	informed	this	morning	that	our	colleague,	Dr.	Kallen	Hail,	has	been	found	dead	in	the	east	quarter	of	the	city.”	A	flurry	of	shocked	gasps	and	whispers	shot	through	the	crowd.	“The	information	that	the	city	guard	was	willing	to	share	was	limited,”	the
Matron	continued.	“But	it	would	appear	that	she	was	the	victim	of	a	robbery.	The	city	guard	has	promised	us	that	they	will	find	the	culprit,	and	bring	them	to	justice.”	“Justice…”	Sarah	shuddered	at	the	word.	“What	a	hollow	promise.”	“While	all	of	you	know	that	loss	is	a	part	of	our	job,	it	hits	harder	when	it	is	one	of	our	own.	However,	the	people	of
this	city	are	depending	on	us,	as	ever,	to	remain	strong”	The	Matron	paused	for	a	moment.	“There	is,	of	course,	the	matter	of	Kallen’s	son.	As	the	boys	father	is	dead,	he	is	now	an	orphan.	The	bureau	of	civilian	affairs	has	given	me	authorisation	to-”	“I	will	take	him.”	Sara	blurted	out.	Immediately	the	crowd	turned	to	her.	“I	will	take	him.”	Sara
repeated,	stepping	forwards,	“Kallen	was	my	friend,	and	I	have	cared	for	Nicholai	many	times.	I	will	take	him,	and	make	certain	that	he	is	safe.”	The	matron	paused	for	a	moment,	before	nodding	slowly.	“Very	well.	I	shall	speak	with	you	more	on	this	matter.	In	the	meantime,	please	go	to	work.	I	expect	all	of	you	to	honour	Kallen	by	doing	your	best
and	forging	ahead	with	renewed	vigour.	Dismissed.”	Slowly	the	crowd	dispersed,	the	doctors	variously	talking	amongst	themselves,	some	sniffling.	As	Sara	headed	towards	the	doors	that	lead	to	the	healing	rooms,	the	Matron	called	out	to	her.	“Dr.	Silver,	a	word.”	Sara	turned	and	bowed	her	head	as	the	matron	approached.	“Ma’am.”	“Dr.	Silver…	I
understand	that	you	were	out	looking	for	Dr	Hail	last	night,	correct?”	“Yes,	I	was.	I…	didn’t	find	her.”	“I	see.	Doctor	Silver,	I	understand	that	you	may	be	feeling	a	degree	of	guilt	over	this	situation,	and	I	know	you	were	a	friend	of	Dr.	Hail’s.”	Sara	started	to	speak	but	the	Matron	interrupted	her.	“I	shall	come	straight	to	the	point,	Doctor,	you	are	not
as	young	as	you	used	to	be,	and	caring	for	an	infant	is	a	long	and	difficult	commitment.	I	understand	that	you	and	Kent	have	tried,	unsuccessfully,	to	have	another	child	for	several	years	now.	Perhaps	you	should	consider	that	your	mothering	days	may	have	passed.”	“I	appreciate	your	concern.”	Sara	replied,	careful	not	to	show	any	of	the	anger	that
was	bubbling	in	her	chest	at	the	matron’s	words.	“However,	I	am	quite	certain	that	I	can	care	for	this	child.”	For	a	long	moment	the	Matron	stared	at	Sara.	Sara	felt	as	if	she	were	being	picked	apart,	layer	by	layer,	by	those	ancient	eyes.	She	had	to	stop	herself	from	blurting	out	the	whole	truth	as	she	held	the	Matron’s	gaze.	“Very	well.”	the	matron
said	at	last,	nodding	her	head.	“I	suppose	that	such	a	child	could	not	hope	for	much	better	than	to	be	taken	in	by	a	General’s	family.”	Sara	nodded,	“I	would	tend	to	agree.”	“I	shall	speak	with	the	office	of	civilian	affairs	on	this	matter.	In	the	meantime,	please	return	to	work.”	“As	you	wish.”	With	a	final	bow	to	the	matron,	Sara	made	her	way	towards
the	healing	rooms.	Her	whole	body	was	numb,	and	her	mind	felt	as	if	someone	had	struck	her	over	the	head.	The	world	felt	unreal	and	detached.	But	more	than	that,	she	felt	as	if	there	was	something	she	was	forgetting,	something	pulling	at	the	corners	of	her	mind	As	she	moved	through	the	halls,	Sara	paused	at	the	entrance	to	the	potion	lab.	Slowly
pushing	open	the	door	she	saw	two	younger	nurses	working	to	clear	away	the	books	and	references	that	Kallen	had	been	working	on.	“Poor	Dr.	Hail,”	one	of	the	nurses	commented,	picking	up	an	armful	of	books	and	returning	them	to	their	shelves.	“Killed	in	a	robbery,	what	a	waste.”	“It’s	too	bad	she	didn’t	clean	up	before	she	left.”	the	other	nurse
commented,	picking	up	and	sniffing	at	the	small	plate	of	mashed	up	leaves	Kallen	had	been	investigating	the	night	before.	His	nose	crinkled	in	disgust	at	the	camphor	smell.	“Goodness	knows	what	this	stuff	she	was	working	on	is	but	it	smells	awful.”	“Typical	doctors,	leaving	us	to	clean	up	their	mess.”	“That’s	enough!”	Both	Nurses	jumped	as	Sara
surged	into	the	room.	“Both	of	you,	get	out,	now!”	Without	a	word	both	nurses	dropped	whatever	they	were	holding	and	sprinted	form	the	room.	Sara’s	body	shuddered	as	she	tried	to	take	some	breaths	to	calm	herself.	“Get	a	hold	of	yourself.”	she	growled	inwardly,	running	her	hand	through	her	hair.	“Keep	it	together…”	With	a	heavy	sigh,	Sara	set
about	finishing	the	job	of	cleaning	up,	replacing	the	books	on	the	shelves.	But	as	she	started	to	sweep	away	the	samples	that	Kallen	had	taken,	Sara	paused.	A	thought	ruched	through	her	mind	that	had	been	forgotten	amongst	the	chaos	of	the	last	few	days.	“If	Alwyn	didn’t	have	the	Nosgoth’s	Fang…	who	did?”===“Nine	days?	That’s	impossible!”
Marien	turned	to	her	second	in	command	as	they	made	their	way	across	the	fortress	courtyard.	“It	had	better	not	be,	that’s	how	long	the	General	has	given	us.	He	wants	us	ready	to	load	the	moment	the	ships	arrive	in	the	harbour.”	Lieutenant	Gaheras	Volfen	frowned,	his	mind	already	trying	to	work	out	the	details	of	the	colossal	task	his	commander
had	laid	before	him.	Gaheras	was	short	for	a	Basitin	male,	and	very	stocky.	Marien	had	selected	him	to	be	her	second	after	multiple	other	commands	had	passed	him	up	for	promotion,	believing	his	size	would	interfere	with	his	ability	to	command,	despite	his	proficiency	with	both	weapons	and	logistics.	At	first	the	other	squads	had	jeered	at	Volfe	and
the	Thirteenth.	“A	westerner	and	a	dwarf,	what	a	disgrace.”	had	been	the	most	common	refrain.	However,	under	Marien’s	command	and	despite	the	doubt	of	some	of	the	others	soldiers	and	commanders	alike,	the	Thirteenth	had	earned	a	reputation	for	being	cohesive,	deliberate,	and	fearsome	in	combat.	“I	do	have	a	question.”	Volfen	spoke	up.	“I
mean	no	disrespect,	why	do	you	think	General	Kolvest	is	assigning	you	to	lead	the	task	force?	A	two	rank	promotion	is	extremely	rare,	and	it	is	no	secret	that	you	and	the	General…	don’t	quite	see	eye	to	eye.”	“Two	reasons,”	Marien	replied,	folding	her	hands	behind	her	back.	“The	first	is	that	he	expects	us	to	die.”	Volfen	blinked	in	surprise,	“What	do
you	mean?”	“Two	fleets	and	a	few	thousand	troops	attacking	the	largest	harbour	in	the	world,	it’s	a	suicide	mission.	He	probably	hopes	we’ll	soften	the	Human’s	defenses	and	destroy	some	of	their	fleet	in	order	to	keep	them	off	balance,	before	he	sails	in	and	takes	the	city	for	real.”	“He	told	you	this?”	“He	didn’t	need	to,”	Marien	scoffed.	“For	all	his
fearsome	reputation,	he’s	not	a	particularly	hard	man	to	read.	Basikal’s	entire	garrison	is	roughly	nine	thousand.	I	don’t	know	how	many	troops	from	the	Second	Legion	the	General	will	send	with	us,	but	I	doubt	it	will	be	more	than	a	few	thousand.”	Marien	nodded	at	a	pair	of	saluting	corporals	as	she	walked	past.	“If	we	leave	behind	a	large	enough
garrison	to	protect	our	own	port	and	the	city,	and	assuming	the	support	from	the	second	legion	is	what	I	expect	it	to	be,	we	will	be	attacking	Calmbirth	with	eighteen	ships	and	around	five	to	six	thousand	soldiers,	eight	thousand	tops.	Even	with	the	element	of	surprise,	the	chances	of	our	survival	without	constant	support	and	resupply	are	low.”	“A
convenient	situation	for	him.”	Marien	thought	to	herself.	“Why	bother	killing	me	if	he	can	get	the	humans	to	do	it?”	“I	see...	And	the	second	reason?”	“Because	he	knew	I	wouldn’t	be	able	to	resist	taking	him	up	on	it.	It	is	too	good	of	an	opportunity	for	our	Squad	to	pass	up,	a	chance	to	really	show	what	we	can	do.”	“So	you	do	have	a	plan	then?”	Volfe
asked,	trying	his	best	not	to	sound	too	relieved.	“Working	on	one.”	Marien	eyes	narrowed	and	the	fur	on	her	back	rippled,	“I’ll	be	damned	if	I	throw	your	lives	away	on	a	suicide	attack.	We	will	annihilate	Calmbirth,	kill	every	Templar	there,	and	then	sit	back	and	enjoy	the	stunned	look	on	that	colossal	buffoon’s	face	when	he	and	his	reinforcements
arrive	to	try	and	steal	our	glory.”	“So...	you	do	think	we	can	win?”	“Of	course	we	can	win.	The	Humans	don’t	know	we	are	coming,	so	we	get	to	decide	the	rules	of	the	game.	We	just	have	to	be	clever.”	As	Marien	and	Volfen	made	their	way	towards	a	large	group	of	soldiers	waiting	near	the	southern	wall	of	the	fortress,	a	young	recruit	with	a
messenger’s	patch	on	his	arm	approached	at	a	run.	“Captain	Kolvest!	Captain	Kolvest!”	Marien	turned,	“Yes	Private,	what	is	it?”	The	young	messenger	saluted	as	she	skidded	to	a	stop.	Marien	couldn’t	help	but	smile	at	the	private’s	youthful	enthusiasm	and	excitement	at	addressing	an	officer.	She	knew	how	it	felt,	after	all	the	job	had	once	been	hers.
“Captain,	there	is	an	officer	at	the	gate	who	wishes	to	speak	with	you.	He	was	not	permitted	entry	to	the	fortress,	but	said	he	would	wait	outside	for	you.	He	says	his	name	is	Sieg	Kolvest.”	Immediately,	Marien	stiffened.	Her	fingers	twitched	and	her	tail	erratically	swung	back	and	forth	as	her	mind	raced..	After	a	few	moments,	Marien	nodded	at	the
messenger,	“Thank	you.	Dismissed.”	“Ma’am!”	“Lieutenant	Volfe,	get	the	Squad	organized	for	landing	and	disembarkation	drills.	I’ll	be	back	in	a	few	minutes.”	Volfen	saluted,	“Yes	ma’am.”	As	Marien	turned	and	marched	away,	Volfen	sighed.	“Well…	this	day	just	keeps	getting	better	and	better…”===“There,	that	should	do	it.	The	bone	should	heal
quickly,	just	make	sure	not	use	this	wrist	for	any	strenuous	activity	for	at	least	a	week.”	“I	may	not	have	much	choice,	doctor.”	Dr.	Felix	sighed	and	rolled	his	eyes	beneath	his	blindfold.	“Well	if	you	do	injure	it	again,	feel	free	not	to	bother	me	with	it.”	As	his	patient	got	up	and	left	with	a	grunt	of	thanks,	Dr.	Felix	removed	his	blindfold.	As	he	set	about



cleaning	his	hands,	there	was	a	knock	on	the	door.	“Doctor	Felix?”	“Ah,	Doctor	Silver.”	Dr.	Felix	looked	up	as	Sara	entered.	“I	was	planning	on	speaking	with	you.	I	wanted	to	say	how	sorry	I	was	for	this	situation.	I	know	you	and	Doctor	Hail	were	close.”	“Thank	you.	It	is…	such	a	tragedy.”	“A	shame	you	were	unable	to	find	her,	she	might	still	be
alive.”	Whether	the	words	were	meant	as	a	barb,	or	was	simply	Dr.	Felix’s	rather	infamous	penchant	fro	speaking	his	mind,	Sara	didn’t	care.	Swallowing	a	rather	nasty	retort,	Sara	nodded,	“Yes…	I	must	admit,	I	am	rather…	distressed	by	my	failure	to	save	her.”	“Well	it’s	hardly	your	fault,	she	was	out	after	curfew	after	all.	Besides,	the	fates	are
usually	unkind,	especially	in	our	line	of	work.”	“Yes	well…	I	did	have	a	question	for	you,	Doctor	Felix,	do	you	have	a	moment.”	“A	moment,	yes,	but	no	more.”	Pushing	back	her	irritation,	Sara	pressed	on.	“When	I	talked	to	you,	about	the	plant	Doctor	Hail	was	searching	for,	you	mentioned	you	had	something	to	tell	her.	May	I	ask	what	it	was.”	Dr.	Felix
picked	up	a	towel	and	began	drying	his	hands.	“Oh,	yes.	When	I	was	at	the	Chariot	family	Manor	some	months	ago	I	noticed	that	they	had	a	rather	extensive	collection	of	rare	and	foreign	plants.”	“What	were	you	doing	at	the	Chariot	manor?”	Sara	asked,	rasiing	an	eyebrow.	“If	you	must	know,	I	was	called	upon	to	treat	the	injuries	suffered	by	the	wife
of	Lyon	Chariot.	Either	way,	I	thought	perhaps	that	Doctor	Hail	should	ask	if	she	could	inspect	their	collection.”	Sara	raised	an	eyebrow,	“You	don’t	think…	the	Chariots	poisoned	Marien	Kolvest.”	“Of	course	not,	don’t	be	absurd.”	Dr.	Felix	scoffed.”Why	on	Mekkan	would	they	bother?	But	a	seed	gets	stuck	to	a	coat,	drops	on	the	ground,	suddenly	you
have	a	new	plant.	Goodness	knows	how	it	ended	up	in	the	Kolvest	woman,	but	you	know	how	westerners	are,	with	all	the	‘oonga	boonga’	tribal	nonsense.	Perhaps	the	Kolvest	woman	thought	it	was	some	kind	of	‘sacred	herb’.”	“Well,	thank	you	Doctor	Felix,	I	will	follow	up.”	“As	you	desire,	though	it	seems	a	waste	of	time	to	me.”	As	she	turned	to	leave,
Sara	looked	over	her	shoulder,	“Oh,	and	one	last	thing	Doctor	Felix.”	“Yes,	what	now?”	“Perhaps	you	should	return	to	the	mainland	and	spend	some	more	time	with	your	grandchildren.	When	you	don’t	have	an	infant	in	your	arms	you	are	an	insufferable	ass.”	Without	another	word,	Sara	left	the	room,	slamming	the	door	behind	her.===As	he	sat
against	the	wall	of	Dauntless	Fortress,	Sieg	had	a	hard	time	keeping	his	eyes	open.	For	the	first	time	in	weeks	the	sun	was	out,	and	its	glow	was	warm	and	soothing.	It	had	been	a	long	night,	and	his	body	was	screaming	at	him	that	he	needed	rest.	But	there	was	no	way	he	was	going	to	sleep,	not	until	he	saw	Marien.	Sieg’s	ears	perked	up	at	the	sound
of	a	locking	bolt	sliding	open.	A	small	door	in	the	main	gate	opened	and	Marien	stepped	out.	“Marien!”	Sieg	leapt	to	his	feet,	careful	not	to	slide	on	the	still	wet	ground.	“What	do	you	want?”	Marien	demanded,	crossing	her	arms.	“I	have	things	to	do.”	“I…	Marien,	there	is	a	lot	I	need	to	tell	you.”	“Well	then	be	selective,	I	don’t	have	time.”	Sieg	was
taken	aback	by	the	anger	in	Marien’s	voice.	“I	thought…	I	thought	that	maybe	we	should	talk.”	“Yes,	we	probably	should,	but	I	am	busy	right	now.”	“The	guards	at	the	dock…	They	said	you	brought	my	sword	back.”	Sieg	reached	down	to	tap	the	blade	at	his	hip.	“I	wanted	to	thank	you.”	“It’s	your	sword,	I	certainly	don’t	need	it.	In	fact,”	Marien
reached	down	to	her	belt	and	unclipped	her	own	sword.	“Like	you	said,	shame	to	break	up	the	set.”	Carelessly	she	threw	the	blade	at	Sieg’s	feet.	“Now,	if	that’s	everything,	I	need	to	get	back	to	my	squad.”	Sieg’s	ears	fell	and	his	tail	drooped,	“Marien…	what’s	wrong?	Why	won’t	you	talk	to	me?”	Marien	paused	and	Seig	stepped	forwards.	“Please,	talk
to	me!”	“I	don’t	want	to	talk	to	you.”	Marien	growled	back,	glaring	at	Sieg.	“I	don’t	even	want	to	see	you!”	“But…	why?”	“I	don’t	know.”	Marien	snarled,	“What	could	possibly	be	bothering	me,	Sieg?	What	could	I	possibly	have	seen	that	would	make	me	angry	with	you?”	Realization	flashed	through	Sieg	like	a	lightning	bolt,	followed	by	an	intense	rush
of	cold	dread.	“You	saw	me	and	Naomi,	didn’t	you?”	“I	didn’t	stick	around	for	the	whole	performance,	but	I	got	the	gist	of	it.”	“It	wasn’t	supposed	to	happen.”	“You’re	damned	right	about	that	at	least!”	Marien	turned	and	spit	on	the	ground	in	disgust.	“You	know	what,	why	am	I	surprised?	If	there’s	one	thing	I’ve	learned	it’s	that	you	can’t	trust
anyone!	I’m	the	fool	who	believed	that	YOU	would	be	the	one	exception!”	“Marien,	I	came	here	to	tell	you	about	it!”	Sieg	yelled,	his	ears	pressed	flat	against	his	head.	“I	came	to	talk	to	you,	to…	to	figure	things	out!”	“Listen	Seig…	I	get	it.	I	totally	get	it.	I	mean,	boy,	she	is	beautiful!	Even	if	your	wife	wasn’t	some	violent	western	freak	who	can’t	bear
you	children,	you’d	have	to	be	stupid	not	to	take	advantage	of	an	offer	like	that!	Though	heaven	knows	what	sick,	twisted	joke	you	thought	you	were	pulling,	naming	our	daughter	after	your…	your	side	girl!”	“That’s	not	true!”	Sieg	protested.	“I	didn’t	kiss	her,	Naomi	kissed	me!”	“Oh	what,	and	you	couldn’t	stop	her?”	“I	was	surprised!”	“Yeah	well	so
was	I!”	“Marien,	I	am	not	in	a	relationship	with	her!	I	would	never	do	that	to	you!”	Sieg	paused	to	catch	his	breath	for	a	moment.	“Naomi	comes	to	see	me	some	days,	she	brings	me	fish,	we	talk	and	that’s	it.	We’re	just	friends!	She's	lonely,	and	she	just…”	Sieg	grumbled	in	frustration	as	he	ran	his	hands	through	his	hair,	trying	to	think	of	the	right
words.	“She’s…	she’s	hurt	or	something,	she	kept	saying	things	that	didn’t	make	sense.	She	might	be	in…	in	trouble	or…	I	don’t	know!”	“So	you	were	just	being	a	hero,	were	you?	Rescuing	the	girl	who	needs	help?”	Marien	hissed,	baring	her	teeth.	“It	seems	your	taste	is	consistent	at	least.”	“Just	stop	it,	alright!	Stop	it!	I	love	you	and	you	know	it!”
“You	want	to	talk	about	what	I	know?	Well	here’s	what	I	know!”	Marien	stalked	forward,	her	hands	clenched	into	fists.	“I	know	that	I	saw	you	kissing	another	woman,	a	woman	you	were	going	to	name	our	CHILD	after!	I	also	know	that	earlier	that	day	you	interrupted	a	duel,	you	raised	a	sword	at	me,	and	I…I…”	All	at	once	the	anger	drained	from
Marien’s	face	as	she	spoke,	“I	hit	you..	I	hit	you	so…	so	hard	and…”	Marien	had	to	struggle	to	keep	herself	from	choking	up.	“I	hurt	you…	I	broke	my	promises	to	you	and	I	lied	to	you…	For	weeks	and	weeks	I	lied	to	you.	I	also…I...	I	killed	our	daughter.”	Sieg	shook	his	head,	“Marien	that	is	insane!	You	didn’t	kill	our	daughter!	And	all	those	other
things,	I	don’t	care	about	any	of	that.	We	fought,	so	what?	I’m	not	afraid	of	you.	You	lied,	so	what?”	You	did	it	to	try	to	protect	me.”	“I	did	it	to	protect	me!”	Marien	shot	back,	“I	did	it	because	I	didn’t	want	to	see	the	look	in	your	eyes	when	I	told	you	we	would	be	separated	again!”	Marien’s	shoulders	shook	and	her	voice	cracked,	her	eyes	filling	with
tears.	“I	drove	you	away!	You	tried	to	give	me	so	much,	you	tried	to	give	me	a	home	and	a	family,	and	I…	I	pushed	it	away.	I	wanted	to	be	alone…	and	I…	I	finally	got	my	wish.”	“That’s	the	worst	part…”	Marien	turned	away	from	Sieg.	“How?	How	can	I	be	mad	at	you?	Everything	that	has	happened	has	been	because	of	me.	I	destroyed	your	life…	you
career...	I	took	you	from	your	family,	I	made	things	so	hard	for	you....”	“That	doesn’t	matter	to	me!”	But	it	matters	to	me!”	Marien	cried	out.	“Sieg…	you	were	right!	Everything	you’ve	ever	given	up	was	because	of	me,	and	I	was	so	selfish	that	I	accepted	that!	I…	took	everything	from	you	because	I	didn’t	want	to	be	alone...	But	you…	you	deserve
someone	who	can	make	you	happy.”	“Marien	stop!”	Marien	paused	as	Seig	walked	up	behind	her	and	wrapped	his	arms	around	her.	“You	make	me	happy.	Everything	I've	given	up…	it	means	nothing	compared	to	you.”	“Sieg	that’s	not-”	Sieg	spun	Marien	around	to	face	him,	staring	directly	into	her	eyes.	“Look	at	me!	“NO!”	With	all	of	her	strength,
Marien	shoved	Seig	backwards.	Sieg	stumbled	and	fell,	landing	hard	on	his	back.	Marien	breath	caught	in	her	throat,	she	hadn’t	meant	to	push	Sieg	so	hard.	She	started	to	step	forward	to	help	him,	but	then	she	froze.	Slowly	she	lowered	her	hand.	“Sieg…	it’s	over,	alright,	over.	I	can’t	keep	doing	this	to	you,	or	to	myself.”	“Marien,	no!”	Sieg	groaned
as	he	picked	himself	out	of	the	dirt.	Marien’s	hands	clenched	into	fists	so	tight	that	her	claws	dug	into	her	palms	as	she	turned	away.	“I’m	done.	I’m	sick	and	tired	of	fighting	and	I	am	done.	The	truth	is...	I	want	to	be	alone.”	As	she	reached	the	door	leading	back	into	the	fortress,	Marien	looked	back	at	Sieg.	“Please,	don’t	make	this	harder	than	it	has
to	be.	Thank	you	for	all	you	tried	to	give	me.	The	best	thing….	The	best	thing	you	can	do	for	me	now	is	to	go	and	live	your	life.”	“NO!”	Sieg	dashed	forwards,	but	just	as	he	reached	the	door,	Marien	swung	it	closed.	Sieg	pounded	on	the	door	as	the	bolt	slid	home.	“Marien!	Marien	please!	Open	the	door!	Marien!”	Sieg’s	voice	cracked	and	he	slid	to	his
knees.	“Marien,	please…	please	don’t	do	this.”	he	sobbed,	tears	running	down	his	cheeks,	“I’m	begging	you…	please	don’t	do	this...”	On	the	other	side	of	the	door,	Marien	could	hear	Sieg’s	pleas.	Every	fibre	of	her	being	screamed	at	her	to	open	the	door,	but	she	forced	herself	to	walk	away	instead.	“The	person	you	loved	isn’t	here	anymore.”	Marien
whimpered	softly,	each	step	she	took	away	from	the	gate	like	a	knife	to	her	heart.	As	she	looked	at	her	squad,	Marien’s	ears	flattened	against	her	head,	“And	soon…	she	won’t	be	here	at	all.”===“I’m	sorry	madam…	you	say	you	want	to...	what	again?”	Sara	sighed	heavily.	She	knew	full	well	the	servant	had	heard	her	the	first	time.	“I	said,	I	would	like
to	come	in	and	inspect	your	collection	of	rare	plants.”	Sara	stood	on	the	front	porch	of	the	Chariot	Manor,	dripping	wet	and	cold.	The	early	morning	sun	had	been	replaced	by	a	bitterly	cold	storm,	blowing	rain	and	chunks	of	sleet	across	the	island.	Even	though	it	had	been	a	relatively	short	walk	from	the	manor	laneway	to	the	front,	the	pouring	ran
had	soaked	right	through	her	cloak.	“You	wish	to	see…	our	plants.”	The	servant	asked,	peering	incredulously	through	the	cracked	door	“Yes.	I	believe	one	of	them	may	have…	escaped,	and	caused	an	accidental	poisoning.	I	would	like	to	confirm	this.”	Immediately	the	Chariot	family	servant	wrinkled	his	nose	and	scowled.	“Ma’am,	such	an	accusation	is
as	preposterous	as	it	is	insulting!	Now	leave,	or	I	shall	have	the	guards	remove	you.”	Her	patience	at	its	limit,	Sara	leaned	close,	“Do	you	know	who	I	am?	“Should	I?”	“I	am	Sara	Silver,	wife	of	General	Kent	Silver.”	Allowing	a	moment	for	her	words	to	sink	in,	Sara	continued.	“Now	I	want	to	see	those	plants,	and	if	you	don’t	let	me	in	willingly,	I	am
sure	other	arrangements	could	be	made.	“I…”	the	Servant	paused	for	a	moment,	before	sighing	in	defeat.	“Very	well.	But	I	must	insist	that	you	take	no	more	time	than	is	needed.”	“Of	course.”	Sara	replied,	stepping	through	the	door	as	the	servant	pulled	it	open	and	allowed	her	inside.	The	servant	didn’t	even	bother	to	take	Sara's	coat	as	she	was
hustled	down	the	hallway	towards	the	Chariot’s	main	parlour.	The	room	was	only	dimly	lit,	with	a	fire	blazing	in	the	hearth	and	a	half	dozen	candles	struggling	against	the	stormy	gloom.	The	whole	space	echoed	with	the	sounds	of	heavy	rain	pattering	against	the	huge	window	overlooking	Keiser’s	Bay.	“Where	are	the	masters	of	the	house?”	Sara
asked,	looking	around.	“Master	Lyon	and	Lady	Shani	are	both	occupied	with	far	more	important	matters.	I	see	no	reason	to	bother	them	with	this…	uncouth	request.”	Ignoring	the	servants'	obvious	irritation	and	impudence,	Sara	continued	to	look	around	the	parlour.	Her	nose	wrinkled	in	disgust	as	she	noted	the	tiger	pelt	hanging	beside	the	lifesize
portrait	of	Tahl	Chariot.	“Barbarians,”	she	muttered	under	her	breath.	“Here	you	are	madam.”	The	servant	gestured	at	the	collection	of	plants	sitting	against	the	window.	“Do	you	see	what	you	are	looking	for?”	“Give	me	a	moment.”	As	Sara	drew	closer	to	the	shelves	she	was	relieved	to	see	that	many	of	the	plants	bore	small	copper	tags	with	their
names	etched	upon	them.	Carefully	she	made	her	way	down	the	rows	and	rows	of	pots,	carefully	checking	each	one.	“I	really	must	insist	that	you	hurry	this	along!”	The	servant	called	out	as	Sara	moved	methodically	along.	“You	could	help	me,	you	know.”	Sara	called	back,	her	voice	echoing	across	the	room.	“I’m	looking	for	something	called
‘Nosgoth’s	Fang’.”	“I’m	afraid	I	do	not	know	ma’am.	Majordomo	Jabarian	is	the	one	who	cares	for	this	collection.	It	is	his	personal	duty,	and	he	alone	tends	to	it.”	“I	see.”	As	Sara	neared	the	end	of	the	shelves,	suddenly	she	froze.	“This	is	it!”	She	leaned	forward.	The	plant	was	a	half	dozen	stalks	sticking	out	of	a	jagged	bulb.	The	leaves	were	long,	thin,
and	coloured	a	sickly	yellow.	Judging	from	the	neat	trimming	marks,	one	of	the	stalks	had	been	harvested	recently,	its	stump	sealed	with	a	small	dab	of	wax.	Around	the	base	of	one	of	the	stalks	was	a	copper	tag	bearing	the	words:	“Collected:	09_08_351	Human	Designation:	Nosgoth’s	Fang.	Keidran	Designation:	Tah’atya	Caasadni.”	Reaching	into	her
tunic,	Sara	withdrew	a	small	knife.	As	she	touched	the	blade’s	smooth	handle	her	throat	went	dry	and	her	hands	shook,	it	was	the	same	knife	she	had	used	to	deliver	the	toxin	that	killed	Kallen.	Forcing	herself	to	be	calm,	Sara	reached	up	to	cut	one	of	the	leaves.	“Admiring	the	collection?”	Startled,	Sara	spun	round,	her	knife	dropping	to	the	floor.
Shani	stood	at	the	south	entrance	of	the	parlour,	dressed	in	a	long	navy	blue	coat	adorned	with	gold	trim.	A	long	crimson	cape	hung	from	her	shoulders,	emblazing	with	the	Chariot	family	crest.	“I	am	Shani	Chariot,	welcome	to	my	home,	Mrs…”	Shani	tilted	her	head	slightly,	“I’m	sorry	I	don’t	believe	we’ve	been	introduced.”	“Sara	Silver,	a	pleasure,
Lady	Chariot.”	“The	pleasure	is	mine	I’m	sure.	It’s	a	rare	honour	to	have	the	wife	of	a	General	in	our	humble	home.”	The	servant	bowed	as	Shani	stepped	forwards.	“Please	forgive	me,	Lady	Chariot,	I	didn’t	see	the	need	to	disturb	you.”	“No	matter.	Get	out.”	“Yes	ma’am.”	“Nosgoth’s	fang,	a	fascinating	plant.	”	Shani	commented	as	the	servant	hastily
made	his	exit.	“Jabarian	has	often	said	that	it	is	one	of	his	most	temperamental	specimens.”	“I	see.”	As	Sara	met	Shani’s	eye	she	felt	a	chill	run	up	her	spine.	“This	one	is	dangerous.”	Sara’s	eyes	narrowed	slightly	as	her	ears	twitched.	“No…	more	than	that…	she’s	a	predator.	And	I	am	most	definitely	the	prey...”	“But	as	fascinating	as	it	is,	it’s	also
rather	nasty.”	Shani	continued,	stopping	several	steps	away	from	Sara.	“So	I	wonder…	what’s	your	interest	in	it?”	“Medicinal.”	Sara	replied.	“My	research	suggests	that	it	may	be	useful	in	curing	stomach	cramps.”	“Really?	My	goodness,	how	very	fascinating.”	“I	see...”	With	a	sigh,	Sara	crossed	her	arms,	her	ears	flattening	against	her	head	and	her
muscles	tensing.	“So,	what’s	the	plan	here?”	Shani	couldn’t	help	but	grin.	“Plan?	What	plan?”	“I	have	no	interest	in	playing	games	with	you.	So	whatever	it	is	you	are	going	to	do...”	Sara	bent	her	knees	and	raised	her	fists.	“Let’s	just	get	on	with	it.”	Shani	reached	up	and	unclipped	her	cape,	letting	it	fall	to	the	ground.	Her	eyes	never	left	Sara’s	as	she
set	about	undoing	the	buttons	of	her	coat.	“It	didn’t	take	you	long	to	realise	you	weren’t	going	to	lie	your	way	out	of	this.”	“I	suppose	it	was	about	as	convincing	as	your	charming	noble	lady	act.”	“You	know,	there	is	no	need	for	this	to	be	painful.”	Shani	dropped	her	coat	to	the	floor	and	kicked	it	away.	“If	you	cooperate,	this	won’t	hurt	at	all.”	“I’ve
been	saying	those	words	to	patients	for	the	last	twenty	years.”	Sara	growled,	“And	I	know	when	they	are	a	lie.”	Shani	shrugged.	“Very	well.”	===Jabarian	and	half	a	dozen	Chariot	family	guards	sprinted	down	the	front	entrance	hall	towards	the	Parlour	as	fast	as	they	could.	The	servants	had	alerted	them	to	a	commotion,	and	though	the	noise	had
ended	as	swiftly	as	it	began,	Jabarian	was	filled	with	a	creeping	dread.	As	they	drew	near,	the	doors	swung	open	and	Shani	emerged,	dragging	a	limp	Sara	behind	her	by	her	hair.	Shani’s	left	eye	was	swollen	and	a	trickle	of	blood	ran	down	the	side	of	her	smiling	mouth.	“What	the	hell	happened?”	Jabarian	demanded.	“A	present	fell	right	into	our
laps.”	Shani	dropped	Sara	to	the	floor	and	put	her	foot	on	her	back	like	a	triumphant	hunter.	“It	appears	that	the	fates	are	very	much	with	us.”	“That’s	the	wife	of	General	Silver!”	Jabarain	gasped.	“Shani…	what	have	you	done?”	“I’ve	just	ensured	that	our	plan	will	go	ahead	without	any	further	hiccups	or	delays.”	Shani’s	smile	widened.	“Contact
General	Kolvest,	tell	him	that	we	need	to	meet.	It’s	time	we	informed	him	of	a	few	slight…	amendments	to	our	deal.”End	of	Part	17	===Sieg	and	Marien	-	Part	18As	the	last	light	of	the	sun	faded	away,	and	the	cold	fog	of	night	began	to	appear	over	the	water	as	Basikal	City	once	more	fell	to	slumber.	Ghostly	tendrils	of	mist	drifted	through	the	empty
streets	coiling	around	the	lampposts,	filling	the	alleyways	with	an	impenetrable	gloom.	A	soft,	misty	rain	began	to	fall	as,	one	by	one,	the	lights	of	the	city	were	extinguished.	But	out	in	the	bay,	amongst	the	swirling	shroud	of	mist,	came	the	first	flickers	of	pale	yellow	light,	winking	in	the	thick	darkness.	The	sound	of	a	bell	being	run	cut	through	the
silence,	echoing	across	the	water.	As	the	harbour	guard	set	about	lighting	the	braziers	around	the	docks,	out	of	the	rain	swept	gloom,	the	first	ships	of	the	Goliath	Fleet	entered	Basikal	Harbor.	Lieutenant	General	Conrad	Kolvest,	dressed	in	a	thick	oil-skin	cloak,	watched	as	the	ships’	sails	were	furled,	and	their	anchors	dropped.	He	folded	his	hands
behind	his	back	as	a	dozen	longboats	were	lowered	from	the	ships	and	began	rowing	towards	shore.	The	boats	were	filled	with	soldiers	in	dark	grey	tunics,	with	shining	steel	armour	and	long	red	cloaks	bearing	the	sigil	of	the	Chariot	family.	As	Conrad	stood,	another	Basitin	approached	from	behind.	“Commodore	Schaften.”	Conrad	nodded	his	head
slightly	as	the	young	man	stopped	beside	him.	Talon	Schaften	was	young	for	such	a	high	ranking	officer,	barely	out	of	his	twenties	and	already	a	commander	of	some	note.	His	steely	grey	eyes	were	narrow,	but	famously	sharp,	able	to	spot	things	on	the	horizon	that	even	those	with	telescopes	had	missed.	His	thick	fur,	icy	blue	eyes	and	snow	white
hair	betrayed	his	northern	lineage.	His	ostentatious	officers	coat	hung	from	his	shoulders	with	casual	ease.	“Lieutenant	General	Kolvest.”	Talon	nodded	respectfully,	“A	fine	night	sir.”	“It	is	indeed.	Though	my	forecaster	has	informed	me	that	there	will	be	a	storm	soon.”	“I’ll	make	certain	the	fleet	is	locked	down	and	secure."	Talon	closed	his	eyes	and
raised	his	nose,	breathing	deep.	“Yes	indeed...	you	can	smell	the	mountain	air,	the	smell	of	the	jungle...	It’s	come	a	long	way.	”	Watching	as	the	largest	ship	in	the	fleet,	the	Goliath,	dropped	its	anchor,	Conrad	turned	to	Talon.	“Are	you	certain	you	are	ready	for	this?”	Talon	was	the	grandson	of	the	legendary	“Hawk	of	Basikal”,	the	most	successful
naval	commander	of	the	last	one	hundred	years.	When	his	grandfather	had	been	a	mere	seventeen	years	old	he	had	taken	command	of	his	stricken	ship	after	the	deaths	of	all	other	commanding	officers,	and	directed	a	daring	raid	against	the	Templar	ship	that	was	attacking	them.	The	technology	stolen	from	the	human	vessel	had	advanced	Basidian
naval	prowess	by	decades,	and	earned	Talon’s	grandfather	the	position	of	Admiral.	Talon	had	grown	up	hearing	stories	about	his	grandfather,	and	now	he	was	eager	to	forge	a	legend	of	his	own.	“Yes,	sir,”	Talon	replied,	resting	his	hand	on	the	hilt	of	his	sabre.	“I	am	ready.”	“Good.	The	Captain	of	Goliath	has	been	told	to	expect	your	arrival.”	Conrad
withdrew	a	leather	wrapped	scroll	from	his	cloak	and	handed	it	to	Talon.	“Your	orders.”	“I	will	not	let	you	down,	General.”	Talon	announced	as	he	folded	the	orders	into	a	pocket	inside	his	coat.	Watching	as	the	first	of	the	longboats	dock	and	began	offloading	soldiers,	Talon	crossed	his	arms	and	grinned.	“By	the	time	the	humans	know	we	are	coming,
their	fleet	will	be	at	the	bottom	of	the	harbour.”	“I	hope	so,	Commodore,	for	all	our	sakes.	I	have	informed	the	commander	of	our	landing	forces	of	the	plan.”	“Ah	yes,	the	Western	Captain.	I	look	forward	to	seeing	her	in	action.”	“Just	remember,	she	is	expendable.	Your	primary	objective	is	to	destroy	the	Imperial	fleet.	Once	that’s	done,	we	can	burn
Calmbirth	from	the	water.”	“Indeed.”	Talon	looked	over	his	shoulder	at	the	sound	of	footsteps	approaching.	“Ah,	it	would	appear	that	our	benefactors	have	arrived.”	Conrad	nodded	with	a	scowl,	‘Yes…	so	it	would	seem.”	“With	your	permission	General,	I	am	going	to	get	settled	on	the	Goliath	and	review	the	fleet.”	Talon	turned	and	bowed,	“I	look
forward	to	presenting	you	with	the	token	of	our	victory	once	you	arrive.”	“And	I	look	forward	to	hearing	of	your	success.	Good	luck	and	good	hunting,	Commodore.”	“Thank	you	General.	Long	live	the	King.”	With	a	final	salute,	Talon	turned	on	his	heel	and	marched	off.	Conrad	took	a	deep	breath	as	Shani	and	Jabarian	approached	him.	When	he	turned
around,	Conrad	was	surprised	to	see	that	Jabarian	was	no	longer	wearing	his	majordomo's	uniform.	Instead	he	wore	a	black,	form	fitting	tunic,	with	thick	leather	bracers	and	armour	plates	on	his	shoulders,	knees	and	elbows.	What	surprised	Conrad	even	more	were	the	muscles	that	the	tunic	displayed.	Of	course,	Conrad	had	made	it	his	business	to
learn	as	much	about	his	hosts	as	possible,	and	so	knew	that	Jabarian	had	once	been	an	assassin,	the	infamous	‘Sliver’.	But	in	his	new	uniform,	Jabarian	no	longer	showed	any	signs	of	degeneration	from	his	advanced	age.	His	shuffling	walk	had	been	replaced	by	a	proud,	energetic	stride,	and	his	normally	downcast	and	sullen	eyes	shone	with	renewed
energy.	“Good	evening	General,”	Shani	called	out	as	she	and	Jabarian	drew	close.	“Lovely	weather.”	“Indeed.	I	assume	there	is	a	reason	you	have	decided	to	come	all	the	way	down	to	the	docks?”	“I	had	heard	that	the	Goliath	fleet	would	be	arriving,	and	I	wanted	to	see	it	for	myself.”	Shani	nodded	out	over	the	bay.	“How	many	of	our	soldiers	were	you
able	to	retrieve?”	“Five	hundred	and	seventy,”	Conrad	replied.	“The	rest	are	aboard	the	ships	of	the	Titan	fleet,	and	will	be	here	within	the	week.”	“Superb.	And	the	attack?”	“My	allies	within	the	intelligence	corps	have	already	begun	spreading	the	rumours	about	the	Imperial	fleet	amongst	the	commanders.”	Conrad’s	eyes	narrowed,	“Of	course,	my
primary	concern	still	remains.”	“Yes,	the	Westerner.”	Shani	waved	a	hand,	“Don’t	worry	about	it,	I	have	that	covered.”	“And	how,	exactly,	do	you	have	the	‘covered’.”	“That’s	my	little	secret.	Speaking	of…”	Shani	turned,	“Jabi,	would	you	please	get	our	men	ready	to	move.	We’re	already	in	town,	might	as	well	pay	a	visit	to	our	messengers.”	“As	you
wish,	Lady	Chariot.”	As	a	group	of	Chariot	soldiers	marched	past,	Conrad’s	gaze	turned	into	a	scowl.	“Just	what	are	you	planning?”	“Don't	worry,	we’ll	be	very	quiet.	Now,	while	Jabi	gets	the	boys	ready,	I	think	we	should	have	a	more	private	meeting.	There	are	far	more	delicate	things	we	need	to	discuss.”	“I	don’t	have	time	to	waste.”	Shani’s	tone
darkened,	“Neither	do	I,	General.	But	believe	me	when	I	say,	this	is	not	something	to	discuss	in	the	open.”	“Very	well	then.	Follow	me.”	Conrad	turned	and	strode	away,	Shani	walking	casually	behind	him.===As	more	Chariot	soldiers	disembarked,	Private	Garda	couldn’t	help	but	stare	as	they	marched	past.	Their	pristine	uniforms	and	shiny	new
armour	made	Garda	feel	self	conscious	about	his	own	slightly	rusted,	hand-me-down	armour.	But	there	was	something	about	them	that	he	couldn’t	quite	put	his	finger	on	that	made	him	nervous.	Every	once	in	a	while	one	of	them	would	turn	and	meet	Garda’s	gaze,	and	he	couldn't	help	but	feel	like	he	was	being	sized	up.	Garda	shifted,	scratching	his
leg	and	trying	to	stifle	a	yawn.	He’d	spent	far	too	much	time	at	the	tavern	when	he	should	have	been	sleeping,	and	though	he	had	managed	to	amass	a	tidy	little	profit	from	playing	cards,	the	night	ahead	already	seemed	interminably	long.	“Private,	stand	up	straight	and	be	steady!”	The	sharp	voice	of	lieutenant	Basker	made	Garda	jump	and	almost
drop	his	spear.	Clamouring	to	catch	his	weapon,	Garda	straightened	as	quickly	as	he	could,	“Yes,	ma’am!”	As	Basker	turned	away,	Garda	called	out,	“Uh,	lieutenant?”	Basker	turned,	obvious	irritation	etched	on	her	face,	“Yes,	private?”	“Shouldn’t	Lieutenant	Kolvest	be	on	duty	tonight?”	“You	would	think	so,	wouldn’t	you?”	Basker	growled,	“But	since
Lieutenant	Kolvest	failed	to	check	in	and	relieve	me,	it	would	seem	I	am	stuck	here.	Now,	carry	on,	and	do	your	job.”	“Yes,	ma’am!”	As	Basker	moved	on	down	the	dock,	Garda	looked	over	his	shoulder	at	the	city.	“The	lieutenant	is	never	late…	I	wonder	where	he	is…”===“So	then	she	says,	*hic*,	‘the	best	thing	you	can	do	is	find	someone	who	makes
you	*hic*,	happy’.”	“Oof,	that	is	a	stinger	that	is,”	Paul	muttered,	pouring	himself	another	half	glass	of	ale.	The	Broken	Sword	Tavern	was	empty	of	everyone	but	Sieg	and	Paul.	The	two	sat	together	at	a	table	covered	with	a	collection	of	empty	bottles	and	glasses	and	lit	by	a	lone	candle.	“You	gotta	remember	though	boy,	she	just	lost	her	babe,”	Paul
commented	as	Seig	set	about	downing	another	glass	of	ale.	“So	did	I,”	Sieg	grumbled.	“But	you	don’t	see	me	*hic*	destroying	years	of…	of…	whatever	it	was	we	*hic*	had.”	“Marriage?”	“Marriage,”	Sieg	shook	his	head,	his	ears	flopping	back	and	forth.	“We	were	more	married	before	we	got	married	and	less	married	after	we	got	married.”	He	took
another	drink.	“Fuckin’	laws…	I	hate	them...”	“Hey!	Careful	of	that	tongue	or	I’ll	take	you	out	back	and	wash	out	yer	mouth	young’un.”	“I’m	serious	*hic*.	Not	that	it	matters…	Marien’s	gone	and	blown	it	all	up.”	“Yer	not	giving	up	though,	are	you?”	“Of	course	not!”	Sieg	grumbled,	staring	down	at	his	glass.	“I’m	supposed	to	make	her	*hic*	feel	better
with	the	faith	I	have	in	her.	But	she	doesn’t	wanna	see	it.”	“Women	are	hard	to	convince,	boy.	They	are	thinky	creatures.”	“Overthinky.	Marien	*hic*	thinks	she	killed	our	daugther,	which	is	just	so	stupid…”	“Yeh	gotta	know	that	it’d	be	harder	for	her.	She	had	a	child	inside	her,	she	felt	it	growing,	and	then	all	of	a	sudden	it	was	gone.	I	don't	think	we
can	even	imagine	what	that	must	be	like.”	“But	it	was	my	*hic*	daughter	too!”	With	a	heavy	sigh,	Sieg	put	his	head	on	the	table,	not	caring	that	his	ear	was	in	a	small	puddle	of	ale.	“You	know	I	knew	she	was	gonna	be	a	girl.	I	did,	I	really	did.	I	wanted	to..	to	play	with	her	and	*hic*	train	her	how	to	fight	and...	”	“It’ll	be	alright.”	Paul	reached	over	and
patted	Seig	on	the	shoulder.	“You’ll	see,	everything	will	be	alright	in	the	end.”	“Marien’s	gonna	die.”	Paul	was	taken	aback,	“What?”	“She	didn’t	*hic*	have	to	say	it,	but	I	could	see	it.	She	had	the	same	*hic*	look	she	got	when	she	was	about	to	fight	a	duel…	She’s	gonna	die.”	Sieg	sat	up	and	took	another	drink.	“An’	I	tried	to	stop	her.	But	nope,	she’s
just	gonna	go	off,	and	die.”	“You’re	drunk	lad,	you’re	not	thinkin’	straight.	Just	calm	down.”	“Oh	I’m	calm…”	Sieg	muttered,	laying	his	head	down	on	the	table	again.	“I’m	so	so	so	calm…	Calm	as	a	clam...”	Paul	sighed	heavily	as	he	watched	Seig	fall	asleep.	“Good	thing	you’re	a	short,	scrawny	little	thing,”	he	muttered	to	himself,	taking	a	final	swing	of
his	ale.	“Otherwise	I	wouldn’t	be	able	to	carry	yeh	up	the	stairs.”===Sara	gasped	as	she	was	awakened	by	a	splash	of	ice	cold	water	on	her	face.	Her	eyes	flew	open,	but	she	was	blinded	by	the	water	in	her	eyes.	Her	head	felt	heavy	and	her	whole	body	ached.	“Time	to	wake	up,	Mrs.	Silver.”	A	voice	called	out.	Another	torrent	of	ice	cold	water	struck
Sara	just	as	she	was	trying	to	sit	up.	She	shook	her	head	to	clear	her	eyes,	but	the	motion	sent	ringing	echoes	of	pain	through	her	head.	She	tried	to	reach	up	and	rub	her	eyes,	but	found	that	her	hands	were	bound	together,	and	felt	as	if	they	were	made	of	rock.	As	her	vision	cleared,	Sara	could	see	that	she	was	in	a	cell.	Judging	by	the	empty	shelves
and	the	strong	scent	of	wine,	she	was	in	a	converted	cellar.	On	the	other	side	of	a	wall	of	iron	bars	was	a	Basitin	dressed	in	Chariot	House	Guard	armour,	a	pair	of	buckets	at	her	feet,	one	empty	and	the	other	filled	with	muddy	water.	The	guard	sneered	as	Sara	tried	to	pick	herself	up.	“That’s	it,	wakey	wakey,	let’s	go.”	Sara	tried	to	stand,	but	a	heavy
weight	around	her	neck,	ankles	and	wrists	were	weighing	her	down.	“What’s	wrong	Silver,	can’t	get	up?”	Bending	down	the	guard	picked	up	a	full	bucket.	“Maybe	you	need	another	drink	to	really	wake	you	up.”	As	the	guard	drew	back	the	bucket,	another	voice	rang	out.	“That’s	enough!”	The	guard	froze	as	another	Basitin	approached	the	bars.	The
newcomer	was	large	and	well	muscled,	with	powerful	shoulders	and	a	strong	jaw.	His	right	eye	was	a	deep	oaken	brown,	while	his	left	was	a	pale	grey,	a	long	scra	running	from	his	scalp,	across	his	eye,	and	down	to	his	neck.	He	jerked	his	head	at	the	other	guard,	“Get	out.”	The	woman	dropped	the	bucket	and	kicked	it	towards	Sara,	before	turning
and	stalking	out	of	the	cellar.	“My	apologies,	Mrs.	Silver,”	the	guard	said,	bowing	his	head.	“She	was	ordered	to	wake	you,	not	soak	you.	You	have	my	sincere	apologies.	I	will	see	to	it	that	you	receive	dry	clothes	as	soon	as	we	get	where	we	are	going.”	Still	struggling	to	get	to	her	feet,	Sara	looked	down	at	herself.	There	were	thick	bands	of	steel
around	her	neck,	ankles,	and	wrists.	Each	restraint	had	a	circle	of	symbols	etched	into	them	that	glowed	with	magical	light.	“It	will	take	some	time	to	adjust,”	the	guard	said,	observing	Sara’s	struggle	but	doing	nothing	to	assist.	“Take	it	slow.”	“Who	are	you?”	Sara	demanded,	finally	managing	to	pull	herself	to	her	feet.	“My	name	is	Davit	Rogal,
Captain	of	the	Chariot	Family	Guard.”	“Well,	Davit	Rogal,	since	it	would	seem	that	you	are	aware	of	who	I	am,	you	should	know	who	my	husband	is.”	“I	do	indeed,	ma’am.”	“And	you	should	know	what	he	will	do	if	I	am	harmed.”	Davit’s	expression	didn’t	change	at	all.	Instead	he	simply	set	about	unlocking	the	door	to	Sara’s	cell.	“I	have	no	intention	of
harming	you,	Mrs.	Silver,	unless	I	am	ordered	to	by	Lady	Shani	or	Commander	Jabarian.	As	it	stands,	your	services	are	required.”	“Oh?”	Sara	shifted,	taking	a	step	backwards	as	her	cell	door	swung	open.	“I	am	to	escort	you	to	the	lower	levels.	Out	of	respect	for	both	you	and	your	husband,	I	am	offering	you	the	chance	to	follow	me	of	your	own	free
will.”	“And	if	I	should	resist?”	“If	you	wish	to	put	up	a	fight,	you	are	free	to	do	so,	I	would	certainly	understand.	I	will	simply	incapacitate	you	and	then	carry	you.	Truly,	my	lady,	it	is	your	decision.”	It	was	obvious	to	Sara	that,	even	if	she	managed	to	strike	the	guard	captain	and	knock	him	unconscious,	her	restraints	would	make	escape	impossible.
Every	fibre	of	her	being	called	upon	her	to	fight,	but	instead	she	raised	her	chin	as	much	as	she	was	able	with	the	weight	around	her	neck,	and	nodded,	“Very	well,	I	shall	follow.”	“Thank	you	ma’am,	I	appreciate	that.”	Davit	stepped	to	the	side	and	bowed	his	head,	“This	way	please.”===When	the	harbour	guard	night	commander,	Major	Tanner,
heard	knocking	on	the	door	to	his	office,	he	sighed,	rolled	his	eyes,	and	closed	his	book.	At	this	time	of	night	the	only	problems	that	he	ever	had	to	deal	with	were	small	injuries,	floating	logs	that	some	raw	recruit	had	mistaken	for	an	enemy	fleet	entering	the	harbour,	and	sometimes	the	odd	thief	that	had	snuck	in.	Certainly	the	last	thing	he	had
expected	to	see	when	he	opened	the	door	was	a	General.	“G-general	Kolvest,	sir!”	Major	Tanner	stammered,	closing	his	mouth	and	snapping	into	a	salute.	“I	didn’t	expect-”	“I	need	your	office,	Major.”	“Of	course,	General!”	The	major	held	the	door	open	as	Conrad	and	Shani	strode	past	him.	“Right	this	way,	sir,	and	ma’am.”	Closing	the	door	behind
him,	Conrad	turned	to	Shani.	“Alright,	out	with	it.	I	don’t	have	much	time.”	“There	have	been	a	few	changes	to	the	plan.”	“Indeed.	You’ve	obviously	made	no	progress	with	my	son.”	“Details,	hardly	important.”	Conrad	crossed	his	arms,	his	tail	twitching	as	he	glared	at	Shani.	“Hardly	important?	It	was	what	we	agreed	to!”	“It	was.	But	things	have
changed.”	“‘Changed’?	Do	you	take	me	for	a	fool?”	“No,	not	really,	but	that	is	beside	the	point.”	“You	do	know	I	can	call	off	this	invasion	in	an	instant	and	claim	it	was	nothing	more	than	a	training	exercise.”	Conrad	aimed	a	finger	at	Shani.	“Either	you	live	up	to	your	end	of	our	bargain,	or	our	alliance	ends.”	“It’s	far	too	late	for	that	General,”	Shani
said,	shrugging	her	shoulders	and	walking	around	the	major’s	desk	before	dropping	into	his	chair.	“And	as	for	Sieg,	he	is	no	longer	a	necessary	part	of	this	plan.”	“What	do	you	mean?”	Conrad	demanded,	surging	forward	as	Shani	leaned	back	in	her	chair	and	propped	her	feet	up	on	the	desk.	“Well	for	starters,	I’m	going	to	be	King,	not	my	brother.”
Conrad	froze,	“What?”	“You	heard	me	right.	Once	you	start	the	war,	I	am	going	to	kill	Adelaide	myself.	When	that	happens,	the	choice	of	who	to	elevate	to	the	position	of	General	will	be	mine,	after	a	quick	purge	of	course.	And	assuming	you	continue	to	cooperate,	you	will	have	your	choice	of	Generalships.”	Shani	carelessly	picked	up	and	examined
the	book	the	Major	had	been	reading.	“Well,	except	for	the	position	of	Intelligence	General,	Jabi	has	already	laid	claim	to	that	one.”	“That	was	not	the	deal!”	Conrad	roared,	slamming	his	hands	down	on	the	desk.	“I	give	you	a	war	against	the	humans,	and	you	bind	the	Kolvest	and	Chariot	families	together!”	“Yes	yes,	cementing	your	precious	legacy.
To	tell	you	the	truth,	I	was	rather	excited	about	that	proposition,	your	son	is	more	of	a	catch	than	I	expected.	But,	it	turns	out	he	is	also	a	better	man	than	I	expected,	and	certainly	a	better	man	than	you.	Getting	him	to	abandon	his	wife	has	proven	to	be	impossible.”	“I’ve	taken	care	of	that,”	Conrad	said,	a	hint	of	pride	in	his	voice	as	he	raised	his	chin.
“I’ve	put	the	Westerner	in	charge	of	the	attack	on	Calmbirth.”	“That	must	have	been	hard	for	you,	talking	to	her	face	to	face.”	A	small	grin	worked	its	way	across	Shani’s	face.	“It	must	have	been	tempting	to	wrap	your	hands	around	her	throat	and	take	care	of	the	problem	yourself.”	“I	have	more	self	control	than	that.”	“Well	that,	and	she	would	have
killed	you	with	barely	a	thought.”	Shani	licked	her	lips,	“I’ve	seen	her	fight...	She	is	good.”	Conrad’s	claws	carved	furrows	in	the	desk	as	Shani’s	words	kindled	yet	more	rage	in	his	chest.	“And	what	of	your	brother?”	Conrad	demanded.	“Our	agreement	was	that	he	would	be	king,	not	some…	Assassin’s	apprentice!”	“Lyon	is…	laid	up	at	the	moment.”
“Laid	up?!”	“I	shot	him.”	Conrad’s	eyes	nearly	bulged	out	of	his	head.	“You	what?!”	“He	discovered	our	plan,	and	left	me	no	choice.	He’s	certainly	in	no	shape	to	challenge	Adelaide.”	Conrad’s	hand	flashed	down	to	his	sword,	“You’ve	ruined-”	But	the	moment	his	hand	touched	the	hilt	of	his	blade,	suddenly	Shani	was	on	her	feet,	her	own	sword	drawn,
and	the	blade	under	Conrad’s	chin.	“Calm,”	she	said	softly,	looking	Conrad	in	the	eye.	“Take	a	deep	breath	and	calm	yourself,	Lieutenant	General.”	“You’re	insane!”	Conrad	gasped,	trying	his	best	not	to	swallow	as	Shani’s	blade	dug	into	his	throat.	“Ah	ah	ah!	I	said	calm.”	Shani	made	an	exaggerated	gesture	of	breathing	in	and	out.	“Everything	is	still
going	to	be	fine.	You’ll	get	your	chance	to	slaughter	the	Templar.	And	if	a	grandchild	means	so	very	much	to	you,	I	can	always	order	my	guards	to	simply	hold	your	son	down.”	Again	Shani	licked	her	lips	as	she	looked	Conrad	up	and	down.	“Or,	if	you	play	your	cards	right,	perhaps	I	could	give	you	a	son,	assuming	you	aren’t	all	dust	down	there.”	“I-
how	dare	you!”	“It	was	merely	a	thought.”	“You	can’t	be	serious	about	any	of	this!”	Conrad	glared	at	Shani,	“Lyon	was	trained	for	the	throne,	bred	for	the	throne!”	“And	yet	he	refused.	His	role	in	this	has	changed.”	“Then	this	effort	is	over!	I	started	this	to	honour	my	son,	and	the	others	who	fell	against	the	Empire	and	the	Templar!	I	threw	away
everything,	my	loyalty,	my	patriotism,	my	honour,	so	that	we	could	once	again	have	a	King	that	honoured	the	sacrifices	of	our	people!”	“Does	this	diatribe	have	a	point?”	Shani	asked,	raising	an	eyebrow.	“Only	this.”	Conrad’s	eyes	narrowed,	“I	will	not	fight	to	put	an	insane	creature	like	you	in	a	position	of	power!”	“I	think	you	are	forgetting	General,	I
have	you	at	swordpoint.”	“Then	go	ahead	and	kill	me!”	“Hmm?	Oh,	you	thought	I	was	talking	literally.”	With	a	casual	motion	Shani	withdrew	her	sword	from	Conrad’s	neck	and	tossed	it	over	her	shoulder,	the	blade	clattering	to	the	floor.	“W-what	are	you?”	“I	meant	we	own	you.”	Quickly	Shani’s	tone	shifted,	growing	dark	and	threatening	as	she
returned	to	her	chair.	“There	is	no	backing	out	of	this	for	you,	‘General’.	You’ve	thrown	in	your	lot	with	us,	and	if	you	back	out…	we’ll	burn	you.”	“You	may	kill	me,	but-”	“No,	no	you	aren’t	getting	this	at	all.”	Shani	sighed,	pinching	the	bridge	of	her	nose.	“If	you	break	faith	with	the	Chariots,	well	yes,	obviously	we	will	kill	you.	But	then	we	will	move	on
to	your	wife,	then	your	son,	and	then	your	brother	and	his	wife.”	“Your	threats	mean	nothing!”	Conrda	sneered.	“One	word	with	General	Kent,	and	the	Chariot	family	is	finished.”	“General	Kent	can	and	will	do	absolutely	nothing.	Not	while	we	have	his	wife.”	Conrad	froze.	“You	what?”	“She	came	for	a	visit	and	decided	to	stay.	If	General	Silver	makes	a
move	against	us,	he	will	have	to	do	it	at	the	cost	of	his	own.	Also,	last	time	I	checked,	you	now	control	the	Basikal	Garrison.”	“This….	this	is	not-”	“Sara	Silver	is	in	our	possession,	the	Goliath	fleet	has	docked,	our	troops	have	arrived,	and	our	agents	on	the	mainland	are	already	moving.”	Shani	tilted	her	head	slightly,	“Did	you	really	think	that	you	could
back	out	of	this	now?”	“By	the	King…	You	really	are	insane…”	Conrad	stepped	back	from	the	desk.	“Whether	you	are	correct	or	not,	it	changes	nothing.	You	are	in	this	now,	General.”	Shani	stood	from	the	chair,	all	traces	of	humour	and	carelessness	gone	from	her	voice,	replaced	by	an	icy	coldness	that	pierced	Conrad’s	very	soul.	“You	can	either	join
us	in	helping	to	guide	our	nation	towards	a	better,	more	secure	future,	or	you	can	join	us	on	the	gallows.”	Shani	stepped	up	to	Conrad	and	stood	in	front	of	him.	Even	though	she	had	to	look	up	to	meet	his	gaze,	Conrad	felt	as	if	Shani	towered	over	him.	“Retreat,	as	men	like	you	are	so	fond	of	saying,	is	not	an	option.	So	stop	your	whining,	be	a	proper
soldier,	and	get	your	troops	ready	to	move	on	our	command!”	For	the	first	time	in	a	long	time,	Conrad	felt	real	fear	running	up	his	spine.	After	a	moment's	pause	he	nodded,	“Very	well.	But	know	this…	I	will	not	forgive	betrayal	against	either	me,	or	my	own	troops.	Understood.”	“Betrayal?”	Shani	shook	her	head	and	smiled,	“General…	what	we	are
doing	here	is	making	certain	they	will	never	be	betrayed	again.”	Conrad	nodded	stiffly.	Despite	keeping	a	stern	look	plastered	on	his	face,	he	felt	his	heart	plummet.	An	hour	ago,	he	had	been	in	command	of	a	massive	force	and	held	the	fate	of	all	Basidian	in	his	hands.	And	now,	things	were	now	well	and	truly	out	of	his	control.	“Now,”	Shani	stepped
past	Conrad.	“See	to	the	loading	of	the	ships.	I	have	an	errand	to	attend	to.”===	With	a	soft	grunt,	Paul	dropped	Sieg	into	his	bed.	Sieg	mumbled	to	himself	and	groaned	as	Paul	rolled	him	onto	his	stomach	and	pulled	a	blanket	over	him.	“There	ya	go...”	he	muttered,	patting	Sieg	on	the	back.	“Sleep	it	off	boy.”	Wiping	his	brow	off,	Paul	stepped	back
and	sighed.	“You	know	boy…	you	and	your	girl,	you	remind	me	of	a	Keidran	I	once	met,	this	dog	fella	named	Callin.”	Paul	dropped	into	a	chair,	watching	Sieg	as	he	slept.	“Callin	was	the	saddest	little	bugger	I	ever	did	lay	eyes	on.	Sold	into	slavery	as	a	pup,	spent	the	first	twelve	years	of	his	life	on	a	sugar	plantation.	Good	worker,	good	sailor.	But	I’ll
tell	ya,	no	matter	how	far	he	got	from	that	place,	or	the	people	who	put	him	there…	he	could	never	escape	it.	Every	sail	on	the	horizon	was	a	bounty	hunter	come	to	drag	him	back,	every	creak	of	the	deck	some	slaver	come	to	slap	a	collar	on	him.	He	never	went	home	and	he	never	settled	down	neither,	could	never	find	a	woman	he	trusted	not	to	sell
him	out.	He	let	those	years	he	lost	poison	all	the	years	he	had	ahead	of	him.	He	died	a	slave,	despite	being	free	for	almost	a	decade.”	Paul	looked	down	at	his	hands.	“I	suppose	some	hurts…	they	just	can’t	be	healed.”	Leaning	back	in	the	chair,	Paul	stared	up	at	the	ceiling,	“Never	had	children	of	my	own…	goodness	knows	I	wouldn’t	have	been	around
to	care	for	them	even	if	I	had.	Suppose	I’m	trying	to	make	up	for	it,	or	maybe…”	Paul	sighed	heavily,	“Maybe	I’m	just	sorry	that	you	and	your	girl	are	hurting	in	the	same	damn	way	as	that	poor	pup,	and	I	still	don’t	know	how	to	fix	it…”	Paul	paused	as	the	light	from	Sieg’s	window	suddenly	grew	brighter,	and	the	sound	of	marching	filled	the	air.	“What
in	the	hell?”	Paul	got	to	his	feet	and	stumbled	over	to	the	window.	On	the	street	outside	were	soldiers	marching	in	formation	and	carrying	torches,	all	in	dark	grey	uniforms	that	Paul	didn’t	recognize.	“Who	the	blazes	are	they?”	Paul	muttered	to	himself	as	he	watched	the	group	pass.	“And	where	the	hell	are	they	going	this	time	of	night.”===It	took
all	of	Sara’s	concentration	not	to	fall	as	Davit	led	her	down	into	the	lower	levels	of	the	Chariot	Manor.	The	weights	on	her	legs,	wrists	and	neck	threw	off	her	balance	and	made	each	stair	an	exhausting	chore.	It	hadn’t	taken	long	for	the	shivering	cold	she	had	felt	after	being	soaked	in	her	cell	to	be	replaced	with	panting,	sweating	exhaustion.	“Don’t
worry,	we’re	almost	there,”	Davit	said	over	his	shoulder.	“Then	I’ll	make	sure	you	have	some	clean	clothes.”	“Perhaps	you	would	consider	removing	these	weights	instead?”	Sara	asked,	trying	her	best	not	to	allow	any	of	the	strain	she	felt	into	her	voice.	“I	will	see	what	I	can	do.	But	for	now,	I	am	still	willing	to	carry	you	if	you	like.”	“No,	thank	you.”
“Suit	yourself.”	“You	know,	you’re	being	awfully	polite	for	a	dead	man,”	Sara	commented.	“Thank	you	ma’am,	I	am	pleased	to	hear	that.	Ah,	here	we	are.”	Davit	and	Sara	arrived	at	the	bottom	of	the	stairs	and	emerged	into	a	small,	round	entry	hall.	Davit	led	Sara	across	the	small	room,	over	to	a	solid	wooden	door.	“This	way,	ma’am.”	Trying	her	best
not	to	pant	in	exhaustion,	Sara	made	her	way	to	the	door	and	stepped	through.	The	room	that	Sara	entered	was	dimly	lit,	and	smelled	strongly	of	herbs	and	ointments.	Thick	cotton	curtains	blocked	out	the	windows.	In	the	center	of	the	room	was	a	large	bed,	upon	which	lay	Lyon	Chariot.	Lyon’s	eyes	were	closed,	and	he	seemed	to	be	unconscious.	His
breathing	was	shallow,	coming	in	short,	rasping	gasps.	His	face	was	sunken	and	sallow,	and	he	had	clearly	lost	a	great	deal	of	blood.	As	Sara	stepped	into	the	room	she	was	surprised	to	see	a	human	woman	standing	beside	the	bed.	The	human	wore	a	strand	of	glowing	mana	crystals	around	her	neck,	and	her	hands	were	wreathed	in	blue	light,	gentle
tendrils	of	it	streaming	down	from	her	fingers	into	Lyon’s	body.	Closing	the	door	behind	him,	Davit	gestured	at	the	human.	“Doctor	Silver,	allow	me	to	present	our	other	esteemed	guest,	Youlan	Bertolt.”	“Charmed,”	Youlan	said,	not	looking	up	from	her	task,	small	beads	of	sweat	running	down	her	face.	“What’s	happened	to	him?”	Sara	asked,	striding
up	to	the	bed	as	quickly	as	she	was	able.	“He	was	in	a	battle,”	Davit	replied.	“He	lost.	”	“Lacerations	on	his	neck,	abdomen,	forearm	and	legs…”	Sara	muttered	to	herself,	her	fingers	dancing	across	Lyon’s	body	as	if	she	were	blindfolded.	“Deep	puncture	wound	on	the	left	thigh…	blood	loss	suggests	that	the	femoral	artery	wasn’t	hit	but…	maybe	some
of	the	secondary	vessels.	And	then	there	is	this…”	Sara	moved	to	Lyon’s	chest,	where	the	bolt	from	the	crossbow	was	still	embedded.	“The	bolt	has	penetrated	his	ribcage,	likely	punctured	his	left	lung	judging	by	his	breathing.	His	muscles…”	Sara’s	eyes	narrowed,	“Dammit…”	She	turned	back	to	Davit,	“What	kind	of	head	is	on	this	bolt?”
“Needlepoint	bodkin,	I	believe.”	“And	it	went	straight	through	his	armour?”	“He	was	shot	at	point	blank	range.”	Sara	paused	for	a	moment	to	think.	“Well	it’s	a	good	thing	you	didn’t	just	rip	it	out.	Unfortunately,	the	muscles	around	the	impact	have	tensed	so	much	they	may	have	bent	the	head	into	a	fishhook.	If	that’s	the	case,	getting	it	out	is	going	to
be	very	difficult...”	“Your	task	is	to	heal	him	as	best	you	can,”	Davit	said	simply.	“So	long	as	he	lives,	you	live.”	“And	if	he	dies	you	kill	me?”	Davit	shook	his	head.	“My	apologies	ma’am,	that’s	not	what	I	meant.	His	death	would	merely	mean	that	your	usefulness	would	be	as	a	hostage	only.”	“And	you?”	Sara	turned	to	Youlan.	“What	are	you	doing
exactly?”	“I’m	using	mana	to	keep	him	asleep	and	keep	infection	at	bay,”	Youlan	replied,	her	voice	strained.	“But	you	aren’t	trying	to	bind	his	wounds?”	“I…	don’t	know	how.”	“So	you’re	not	a	healer	then?’	“I’ve	read	books.”	“But	you’ve	never	treated	anyone	before?	Let	alone	a	Basitin?”	Youlan	paused,	“I…	Not	as	such,	no.”	“Then	just	keep	doing
what	you	are	doing	and	don’t	try	anything	fancy.”	Sara	turned	back	to	Davit,	“I	suppose	getting	my	tools	from	the	guild	is	out	of	the	question.”	“I’ll	see	what	I	can	do	for	you,	certainly,	but	I’m	certain	you	understand	we	can’t	simply	go	to	the	guild	and	ask	for	them.”	“Fine.	In	the	meantime	get	me	a	bucket	of	clean	water,	boiled	as	hot	as	you	can	make
it.	I	will	need	at	least	three	knives,	preferably	made	of	silver,	and	as	sharp	as	possible.	I’ll	also	need	clean	towels,	bandages,	white	sugar,	at	least	one	pair	of	tongs,	a	needle	and	thread,	and	the	strongest	alcohol	you	can	find.”	Davit	bowed	his	head,	“As	you	wish.	Anything	else?”	“Yes.”	With	effort,	Sara	raised	her	arms.	“Get	these	damn	things	off	of
me.	I	can’t	do	anything,	certainly	not	anything	delicate,	if	I	can't	move	my	damned	arms!”	“She’ll	cut	my	throat	and	yours	if	you	give	her	half	a	chance!”	Youlan	called	out.	Sara	sighed	and	rolled	her	eyes,	“Keep	the	ones	on	my	ankles	if	you	really	must.	Otherwise,	if	you	aren’t	going	to	take	them	off,	the	best	thing	you	could	do	would	be	to	give	me	a
hammer	so	I	can	drive	the	bolt	home	and	finish	him	off	quickly!”	For	a	long	moment	Davit	simply	stared	at	Sara.	Sara	recognized	the	gaze,	after	all	her	own	husband	had	subjected	her	to	it	many	times,	the	look	of	a	soldier	scanning	for	danger.	“I	would	ask	for	your	word,”	Davit	said	at	last.	“That	you	will	not	harm	Youlan,	Master	Lyon,	or	any	one
else.”	Sara	drew	herself	up,	raising	her	chin,	pride	flashing	in	her	eyes.	“I,	Sara	Silver,	swear	on	my	honour,	and	my	husband’s,	that	I	will	do	my	best	to	save	Lyon	Chariot.	I	will	take	no	action	against	you	until	that	is	achieved.”	“Very	well.”	Davit	nodded	respectfully.	“Youlan,	please	release	the	restraints	around	Mrs.	Silver’s	wrists.”	Again	Youlan
looked	up	from	Lyon,	the	light	around	her	hands	fading.	She	looked	first	at	Sara,	then	up	at	Davit.	“Are	you…	certain	about	this?”	“The	word	of	a	Basitin	woman	is	sacred,”	Davit	replied	simply.	“As	is	the	honour	of	her	husband.”	“Fine.”	Stepping	away	from	Lyon’s	side,	Youlan	approached	Sara.	As	Youlan	drew	closer,	Sara	was	able	to	get	a	better	look
at	her.	She	was	young,	no	more	than	twenty	five	years	of	age,	with	dark	skin	and	short	light	brown	hair.	Sara	found	herself	drawn	to	Youlan’s	eyes,	which	were	odd	in	that	one	was	light	brown,	and	the	other	a	pale	blue.	But	what	drew	Sara’s	attention	even	more	was	a	brand	upon	Youlan’s	cheek,	a	cross	with	two	horizontal	lines	held	in	a	circle,	the
mark	of	the	Templar.	“Hold	out	your	hands,”	Youlan	commanded,	her	face	turning	red	as	she	noted	Sara’s	focus	on	her	brand.	Sara	held	out	her	hands	and	Youlan	drew	her	finger	down	the	thick	metal	cuffs.	Moments	later	the	metal	cracked	open	and	the	cuffs	fell	heavily	to	the	floor.	Sara	nodded,	massaging	her	wrists,	“Thank	you.”	“Just	don’t	make
me	regret	it,”	Youlan	growled.	“I	may	not	know	much	about	healing,	but	I	can	defend	myself.”	“I	will	keep	that	in	mind.”	“If	you	two	will	excuse	me.”	Davit	bowed	his	head	again.	“I	will	return	with	your	supplies	as	quickly	as	I	can.”	“Fine.	Now...”	Sara	turned	back	to	Lyon.	“Let’s	see	what	we	can	do	here.”===When	Alwyn	awoke,	she	knew
immediately	something	wasn’t	right,	but	was	uncertain	what	it	was	exactly.	Her	ears	twitched	and	her	tail	swung	back	and	forth	as	she	felt	the	fur	on	the	back	of	her	neck	stand	up.	Every	sense	was	on	full	alert.	The	Hearth	was	quiet,	only	the	sounds	of	light	snoring	and	gentle	breathing	filling	the	air.	Teela	lay	in	her	arms,	sleeping	soundly,	every
outward	breath	ending	with	a	small	whistle	from	her	nose.	As	carefully	as	she	could,	Alwyn	pulled	her	arms	free	and	climbed	to	her	feet,	carefully	tucking	a	quilt	around	Teela	as	she	did	and	planting	a	gentle	kiss	on	her	neck.	Taking	hold	of	her	broken	greatsword,	Alwyn	left	her	nest	and	padded	out	towards	the	center	of	the	hearth	where	a	trio	of
guards	were	standing	and	talking	quietly	amongst	themselves.	“Is	everything	alright?”	Alwyns	asked	as	she	approached.	“Yes,	priestess,	everything	is	quiet,”	one	of	the	guards	replied.	“It’s	just…”	“Just	what?”	The	guards	looked	at	one	another	and	then	back	to	Alwyn.	“The	third	shift	went	to	relieve	the	second	shift	about	half	an	hour	ago,	but	the
second	shift	still	hasn’t	returned.”	Immediately	Alwyn	felt	a	cold	rush	up	her	spine.	“Have	you	sent	anyone	to	check?”	“We	sent	Gaddy	about	ten	minutes	ago	but	he	hasn’t	come	back	either.	We	were	just	discussing	whether	to	wake	you.”	“Get	everyone	up,”	Alwyn	ordered,	drawing	her	sword.	“And	get	the	guards	armed,	now!”	“Priestess?”	“Now!”
Not	ten	seconds	after	Alwyn	gave	her	order,	the	Hearth	erupted	in	chaos.	Dozens	of	unknown	soldiers	in	grey	uniforms	and	scarlet	capes	rushed	into	the	central	chamber	from	several	of	the	main	passageways.	Those	Hearth	members	in	nests	that	were	too	close	to	the	entranceways	were	attacked,	brutally	struck	down	with	the	shafts	of	spears	or	the
pommels	of	swords.	In	a	nest	near	the	back	of	the	hearth,	a	young	male	was	just	reaching	for	a	blade	when	an	invading	soldier	lunged	at	him.	The	male	was	able	to	get	his	hands	on	his	sword	and	desperately	thrust	it	at	the	soldiers’s	chest.	The	blade	bounced	off	the	soldier’s	armour	with	a	loud,	scraping	squeal.	In	response	the	soldier	drove	his	spear
through	the	male’s	chest.	With	a	cry	of	rage	and	grief,	the	male’s	mate	grabbed	hold	of	her	fallen	lover’s	sword	and	lunged	forwards.	She	managed	to	drive	the	point	into	the	soldier's	belly,	just	below	his	armour	plate.	But	before	she	could	get	to	her	feet,	two	more	soldiers	came	up	behind	her	and	thrust	their	spears	into	her	back.	Her	infant	son
yowled	in	terror	as	his	mother	reached	out	an	arm,	before	collapsing	to	the	ground	and	laying	still.	“Protect	the	children!”	Alwyn	ordered,	“Get	them	behind	us!”	Even	as	she	spoke,	Alwyn	could	see	it	was	hopeless.	Most	of	her	people	had	been	taken	completely	by	surprise	and	were	either	captured	or	fleeing	in	terror.	The	guards	were	either	down	on
the	ground	or	desperately	fighting	for	their	lives	as	more	and	more	soldiers	poured	into	the	main	chamber.	“Alwyn!”	Alwyn	spun	at	the	sound	of	Teela’s	shout.	A	soldier	had	seized	hold	of	her,	dragging	her	out	of	the	nest,	an	arm	wrapped	around	her	neck	in	a	chokehold,	while	another	tried	to	grab	her	thrashing	legs	Alwyn	was	a	blur	as	she	lunged,
letting	loose	a	ferocious	cry.	The	soldier	holding	Teela	barely	had	time	to	look	up	before	Alwyn	seized	his	arm	and	wrenched	it	free	from	Teela’s	neck.	Alwyn	hauled	the	soldier	off	the	ground	by	his	arm,	before	dashing	him	against	the	ground,	his	neck	letting	out	a	sickening	crack.	The	second	soldier	swore	as	he	fumbled	for	his	sword	with	one	hand,
and	reached	for	Teela	with	the	other.	In	one	titanic	blow	from	her	greatsword,	Alwyn	cleaved	the	arm	reaching	for	Teela	from	the	man's	body	with	a	roar.	The	soldier	took	half	a	step	back	in	shock	before	Alwyn	brought	her	sword	down	on	his	head.	The	soldier’s	helmet	caved	as	if	it	were	made	of	foil	and	he	crashed	to	the	floor,	lifeless.	Another	pair	of
soldiers	charged	at	Alwyn,	spears	raised.	Alwyn	dodged	to	the	side	as	the	soldiers	both	thrust	their	spears	at	her.	Catching	both	spears	under	her	arm,	Alwyn	shattered	wht	shafts	as	if	they	were	mere	twigs	with	a	powerful	swing	of	her	sword.	She	grabbed	hold	of	the	first	soldier	by	the	throat	before	he	could	even	reach	for	his	sword	and	threw	him
behind	her.	The	soldier	screamed	as	he	sailed	through	the	air	and	crashed	to	the	floor	in	a	broken	heap	a	full	ten	meters	away.	The	second	soldier	managed	to	get	her	sword	halfway	out	of	its	sheath	before	Alwyn	pounced	on	her.	The	bones	in	the	soldier's	arm	shattered	as	Alwyn	tore	her	hand	away	from	her	sword.	“Get	out	of	my	home!”	Alwyn
bellowed,	before	lunging	forward	and	sinking	her	teeth	deep	into	the	soldier’s	throat.	Blood	dripping	from	her	muzzle,	Alwyn	dropped	the	weakly	gurgling	soldier	to	the	floor	and	rounded	on	another	as	he	charged,	sword	held	high.	The	soldier	swung	and	Alwyn	caught	his	blade,	the	edge	biting	deep	into	her	palm.	Ignoring	the	pain,	Alwyn	locked	her
grip	and	pulled	hard,	dragging	the	soldier	towards	her.	As	the	soldier	stumbled	forwards	and	Alwyn	drove	her	great	sword	through	his	chest,	the	weapon	punching	clear	through	his	chest	plate.	With	a	ferocious	bellow,	Awlyn	lifted	the	man	over	her	head,	preparing	to	throw	him	at	a	trio	of	soldiers	that	were	advancing.	“Enough!”	A	voice	behind	her
barked.	“Stand	down,	or	she	dies!”	Alwyn	spun	round	to	see	Jabarian	standing	behind	Teela,	a	razor	thin	wire	wrapped	around	her	neck.	Teela’s	eyes	were	wide	with	terror,	her	fingers	clutching	at	the	wire	that	was	already	digging	into	her	flesh.	Dropping	the	impaled	soldier	to	the	ground,	Alwyn	put	a	foot	on	his	chest	and	wrenched	her	sword	free
from	his	armour.	“Don’t	test	me,”	Jabarian	snarled.	“I’m	faster	than	you	are.”	Blood	still	dripping	from	her	chin,	and	hands,	Alwyn	dropped	her	sword	to	the	ground.	“Kill	her,	and	I	will	rip	you	into	pieces	with	my	bare	hands,”	Alwyn	snarled	through	bloodstained	teeth	as	a	dozen	soldiers	surrounded	her	with	weapons	drawn.	“I	am	certain	you	would
try.”	“Alwyn,	go!”	Teela	pleaded.	“Get	out	of	here!	Run!	You	have	to	survive.”	Any	more	words	were	cut	off	as	Jabarian	tightened	his	grip.	“Shut	up!”	Looking	back	up	at	Alwyn,	he	jerked	his	head	over	to	a	group	of	Hearth	guards	who	were	still	fighting.	“Tell	them	to	stand	down,	now!”	“Call	your	men	off	first!”	Pursing	his	lips	together,	Jabarian	let	out
a	shrill	whistle.	Immediately	the	invading	soldiers	stepped	back	and	away,	keeping	their	weapons	raised	but	ceasing	their	attack.	“Now,”	Jabarian	turned	back	to	Alwyn.	“Tell	them	to	stand	down.”	Alwyn	looked	around	the	Hearth.	Most	of	her	people	were	pinned	to	the	ground,	weapons	aimed	at	their	backs.	The	Hearth	guards	were	either	wounded	or
dead,	and	the	whole	cavern	was	filled	with	the	sounds	of	crying	and	screaming.	A	thick	pall	of	smoke	was	gathering	around	the	roof	as	several	nests	burned	from	knocked	over	candles	and	lamps.	The	few	guards	that	remained	were	all	staring	at	her,	waiting	for	her	orders.	“Enough!”	Alwyn	called	out	at	last.	“Lower	your	weapon.”	At	her	order
Alwyn’s	guards	dropped	their	weapons	and	surrendered.	The	soldiers	rushed	forward	and	seized	the	fallen	weapons	as	the	guards	got	onto	their	knees.	Several	soldiers	stepped	towards	Alwyn,	but	froze	when	her	eyes	flicked	over	to	them	and	her	lips	curled	into	a	snarl.	“What	do	you	want?”	Alwyn	demanded,	glaring	back	at	Jabarian.	“What	do	we
want?”	Shani’s	voice	rang	out	as	she	strode	into	the	central	Hearth	chamber.	“Simple,	High	Priestess,	we’re	here	to	collect	on	a	favour	you	owe	us.”End	of	Part	18
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