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 After the court session had been dissolved, Corco and Sumaci had a long discussion in private. In the end, they realized that they had to adjust their plans, by a lot. With the local warriors riled up against all foreigners, and the next moves of their enemies still unknown, they were in a much more passive position than they had first thought. In the end, they had to come up with a plan that either put the locals on their side, or with one that wouldn't have to rely on Rasacopa's warriors. 

On a morning a few days after his arrival in Rasacopa, Corco traveled through the palace with his guards by his side, deeper into the Green Court's main complex. He followed Sumaci's directions and soon reached the heart of the palace. Hidden in a corner people rarely visited, even beyond the Grand Hall where they had held yesterday's meeting, he found an old wooden building. Despite its low height and dilapidated state, it still exuded the grandeur only long and treasured history could create. Once, this place may have been an important part of Rasacopa's palace complex. Now however, it was virtually abandoned. Only a single, sleepy guard at the entrance proved that the people of Rasacopa were still aware of its existence. 

“Hello, good man,” Corco said as he came closer, “Are you in charge of this place?” 

Only when Corco had already finished his sentence did the guard look up from his daze, using his spear like a crutch to prop up his body. Clearly, this warrior wasn't part of Rasacopa's elite and had been pushed here either as a punishment or for an easy job.   

Even so, he still showed some suspicion towards the stranger who had come to his place of work. Slowly, his eyes focused as he stared at Corco's unfamiliar face. Only when the king rearranged his belt with the Hulpatec family's seal hung on it did the tired guard's spine straighten a bit. Corco was glad that Sumaci had provided him with the royal seal. It would make things a lot easier. 

“Eh, aahh...” Now that he knew of Corco's important status, the guard stuttered as he tried to remember the arrival's earlier question. After a few awkward seconds, he finally found his footing in the conversation.   

“Not the entire library, lord. Just the door, lord,” he said. 

“In that case, would you please lead me to the man in charge? There are some things I need to study here, and a guiding hand would be appreciated.” 

“Of course, lord. Please follow me, lord.” 

After a bow, the warrior opened the door without any key or lock and led Corco into the dark interior. While the Verdant Folk were Yaku, and thus adherents of Pacha just like the Medalans, they followed a slightly different strand of the faith. Considering their surroundings, it was obvious that they put less focus on the star worship of the religion and were more preoccupied with water instead.   

As a result, almost all houses of the Verdant Folk had some kind of water feature attached to them, many of them inside closed rooms. Only this royal library was a big exception in this regard. Instead of water, it sported a murky, dry air that was meant to protect the ancient tomes of generations past from rot. 

Fascinated by the ancient building, Corco followed the bored guard through the halls of the library. They soon marched past rows upon rows of shelves, filled with rice paper, wooden scrolls and rare metal engravings. In the end, they arrived at a clearing in the forest of books. From a distance, they could already see the warm, yellow glow in the darkness of the library.   

The light came from a single oil lamp atop a large desk in the center of the open space. However, the lamp took up little room on the desk. since most of the space was occupied by a massive piece of cloth, engraved with old Yaku marking, withered by time. An old man with long strands of gray hair down his back was hunched over the cloth, his squinted eyes only centimeters away from the surface. 

“Master Liwru,” the guard called out from a distance. “There's a guest.” 

The old man looked over, but from his murky gaze it was obvious that he didn't really see them. Even so, he marched towards the new arrivals.   

“Greetings, guest,” he said with a voice that was smoother than Corco had expected. The old man stopped right in front them. In fact, he came far closer than Corco was comfortable with. In order to see who had come to visit the library, the old man leaned in and squinted hard, only centimeters from Corco's face. When the king leaned back in discomfort to avoid the old man's milky, unfocused eyes, the librarian finally relented and stepped back. 

“Please excuse my rudeness, guest. But over the years, the wisdom of the ancients has robbed me of my eyesight. Maybe they believe me not worthy.” The old man bowed in Corco's vague direction. “I am Liwru, head librarian of Rasacopa's royal library. I believe we have not met before, for unlike my eyes, my memory still serves me well.” 

“No we haven't met,” Corco admitted. “I'm a guest of your green princess. Me and my men have come here to assist your people in the defense of your island. I suspect you can show us around?” 

Suspicious, the king stared at the librarian whose eyes drifted around the room without focus. He wasn't sure the old man was in any state to lead them anywhere. 

“Indeed I can, young man. As you are a guest of the princess, and here to help us in need, this old man will assist with whatever wisdom the ancestors have left behind in these halls. What can this old man serve with? Maybe ancient battle plans and strategies? Or maybe some works on diplomacy?” 

“Neither, thank you. I'm looking for an accurate map of the region. I'd like anything that's detailed and describes the waterways around Rasacopa well.” 

Again, the old man stepped closer and stared hard. Though this time, he focused on the seal on Corco's belt, rather than on the king himself. Before, the old man had probably just assumed Corco's high status from the way the guard had treated him. Now however, he tried to verify his guest's identity for himself. Of course, Corco understood the old man's thoughts very well. Maps were considered top secret for any kingdom, so he couldn't just trust his instincts. Instead, he would have to trust his failing eyes. 

In the process of the identification, the guard looked uncomfortable with the rude behavior towards this important guest. As if he wanted to say something, he opened and closed his mouth, but stayed quiet in the end. Maybe he didn't want to embarrass the old man. Thus, it was up to Corco to help out a bit. He took the seal off his belt and handed it to the head librarian. 

“There you go,” he said.   

The librarian took the seal and began to inspect it in detail. Meanwhile, Corco decided to give the old man some extra incentive for his help. After all, there was always a chance the man wouldn't fully trust his unknown guest even with the royal seal. As a result, he may hold back on some maps and only show him inferior versions. However, the accuracy of the maps would be an important part of Corco and Sumaci's plans, so Corco chose to make things more enticing. 

“You know, I can help fix your myopia,” he said out of the blue. 

“Honorable guest tends to joke,” the old man replied as he returned the seal. Now that he had identified the royal seal, his way of address had changed. 

“It's not a joke,” Corco insisted. “So long as you can properly help me out here, I'll get you some decent glasses made. That way, you can see again like when you were young. You'll be able to enjoy the sights of the world again, wouldn't that be great?” 

While Corco was speaking, the librarian had extinguished the lamp on the table, leaving them in almost complete darkness. 

“The maps are this way. Please follow, honorable guest.” He turned towards the guard. “Ah, you can return to the entrance, young man.” 

With this, the librarian made his way down a corridor deeper into the library. Since the old man had ignored Corco's offer, he probably didn't believe him. Nothing I can do about that, the king thought. So he just shrugged and followed along, past the history of this country. After he had followed for a while, the shuffling of the old man's rough sandals on the ground was all Corco could hear. 

“So,” the awkward king tried to fill the silence, “why does this place seem so deserted? It looks like you've got an impressive collection here. How come no one's using it?” 

The old man stopped in front of a shelf that reached the ceiling and began to take out scrolls made from sturdy animal hide. 

“Recent generations of kings have been more interested in practical action than in the study of knowledge. Then again, that is how the people here have always been.” The old man sighed and continued to pull out more maps and stacking them on a large table in another clearing. After, he also ignited another lamp on the table to fill the space with dim light.   

“Not even the maps are of interest to them anymore,” the old man continued. “These days, the kings are judged by how well they know the islands and the currents by memory. For the warriors, all that matters is practical experience. How many days, how many years they have spent aboard a ship. Yet down here, all the knowledge that their forefathers have suffered so much hardship to collect goes to waste. A right shame it is.” 

“Sounds like it.” Since Corco knew little of the island's history, he wasn't in a position to judge the locals. So he just gave a non-committal answer, something the old man didn't miss.   

“Please ignore my rambling, honorable guest. This old man talks too much sometimes. All that loneliness, you must understand.” Maybe he thought that Corco's answer had stemmed from disinterest, rather than respect. “Now then, what is it honorable guest wants to find, or what course does guest wish to plot? Is there anything specific this old man can help locate?” 

“Maybe. I'm looking for a small island, or group of islands. They should be somewhere in the vicinity of the Green Island. We can also consider all other places controlled by Rasacopa. Preferably, these islands I'm looking for should be along the major waterways to Rasacopa itself, or to the shores of the Green Island in general.” 

“Hmmm... There might be several candidates.” The old man began to rummage through the maps and spread out one that gave a good view of the Green Island and the surrounding waters.   

In fact, Corco was quite impressed by the quality of the map itself. It turned out that it was much more detailed than the work of his ancestors in Medala. Though this was no wonder, since the Verdant Folk practically lived at sea. It was no surprise they would be better navigators, and put a higher value on precise maps. 

“Here for example,” the librarian said and pointed towards an island group in the east of the Green Island. “This formation here seems quite fitting in terms of its position. Most travelers from three of the Colored Islands have to cross through there if they want to reach Rasacopa. As do guests from northern Medala, in fact. However, the islands here are closer to rocks in the water than to actual islands, very small. Is there any specific purpose honorable guest has in mind for them? Maybe that could help narrow down the search.” 

“Sure thing,” Corco replied. “The green princess plans to set up an outer defensive perimeter around the island. As you may or may not have heard, we've had allies stuck in the harbor, and they can't come ashore for political reasons. Since they can't help out here, and since building defenses in Rasacopa has proven difficult as well, we may as well use our allies outside the island. I'll take them with me and set up a defensive perimeter around the Green Island, build some towers, place some cannons... station some ships in strategic places maybe. Once we're done, it'll be both an early warning system as well as a defensive measure against enemy invasions.” 

“What an outstanding plan, and noble undertaking. As expected of princess, she carries the wisdom of her forbears.” The old man's face lighted up, even in the dim shine of the lamp. “In this case, there are several islands this old man could recommend. Please observe here.” 

The librarian leaned over the maps again and began to explain the surroundings of the Green Island as if he had perfect eyesight, while Corco listened with great intent. Thus, bit by bit, their next direction became clear. 
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 In a bright and open room within the Green Court, Tayali sat and stared out of the large, open window, onto the distant sea. He really wasn't made for the land. Instead, he would much rather be out there on the green waves, and live a life of freedom and adventure. 

However, someone had to do the dirty work. If the old king had gotten his wishes, their old ways of raiding along the Verduic Sea's coastlines would have slowly faded away like salt in the rain. Now the old king was no more, and the throne was vacant. Although the princess had staked her claim, Tayali wasn't worried about one little girl. Without the backing from her Medalan husband, she wouldn't even be considered a challenge for the captain, not with his support among the warriors. 

Over the past few days, he had felt Sumaci's lack of strength more and more. Every day, the princess' council would meet in the Grand Hall of the Green Court, and every day they would have fruitless discussions. The princess or her husband would make some outrageous suggestion that ran contrary to the customs and traditions of their people, and the warriors in the room would collectively shut it down. 

In turn, the warriors would suggest more proper methods to combat their enemies, and the princess would prove a coward once again. Like this, they would still be in the middle of their talks by the time the colored kings stormed the Green Court. This stalemate couldn't last much longer. Eventually, even the most loyal of warriors would lose their patience with their headstrong princess and elect themselves a more capable leader. 

Soon, Tayali would spearhead all the brave warriors of Rasacopa like he had always dreamed, and he would bravely lead them in their raids across the waves,. The other kings thought they were easy prey, but he would show them the true bravery of the green warriors. Eternally, they would rule the green waves. All those who dared settle along the Verduic Sea would once again tremble in fear at the mere mention of their names.   

But all of those plans had to be left for the future. For now, Tayali was still stuck on land, having to deal with the moody little girl and her arrogant husband's endless contempt. 

“Captain, a letter just came in.” 

One of Tayali's crew brought him back from his thoughts. When he looked up, he saw the seasoned warrior fiddle with his eye patch. The man motioned down, and Tayali realized that the the sealed letter the warrior had brought was already on his desk. 

“Who sent it?” Tayali asked as he broke the seal and unfolded the paper. 

“It came from the library. He said it was urgent.” the warrior replied vaguely, but Tayali still knew who had sent it. 

So he just mumbled in understanding and began to read. Soon, his eyes grew large. Just to make sure he hadn't misunderstood, he read the entire letter again, though it was only a few short sentences. Finally, he put the paper back down. 

“Our dear guest, King Corcopaca, intends to travel,” Tayali said. 

“Will the foreigners finally leave the harbor and go back home? Good. They shouldn't be here in the first place.” 

“No, it's even better. He wants to take a few of his oversized ships and travel to the Mullu Atoll. According to him, he plans to scout the surrounding area for good defensive positions.” 

“It's not a bad plan,” the warrior mused, as he completely missed the point. Tayali was glad to enlighten him. 

“But also dangerous.” He sneered. “Just imagine: what would happen if his plans were to be discovered by our enemies. And what if they were to lay an ambush somewhere on his path? What a tragedy that would be.” 

He expected the usual flattery he always received from his men, but none was forthcoming this time. Instead, the one-eyed warrior looked troubled. 

“Captain... we don't really want to do this, do we?” the warrior said in a hesitant tone. “Those people are annoying, but they're allies after all.” 

However, Tayali remained undeterred by the man's lack of spirit. 

“Prepare to send a message to our overseas friends,” he said. “They should make good use of this chance and remove the thorn in their side, and in ours.” 

Although the warrior showed some struggle on his face, he still saluted. Just like he had learned at sea, the orders of the captain would not be violated. 

“Yes captain,” he said. This time, it was Tayali's turn to struggle. He had just developed an idea, one that may be worse than anything he had done so far. However, like a poison, the plan expanded as he rolled it back and forth in his mind, until he could think of nothing else. Eventually, his face firmed up again. This wasn't the time to think about morals or loyalty. He would preserve their way of life, and return the raiders back to greatness.   

“And since her guardian will be leaving on a longer trip, we can't let anything happen to the princess in the meantime,” he finally said. “Make sure you arrange the right guards to protect Princess Sumaci for the next few days. They should be people we can trust, and people who won't ask too many questions.” 

“Captain, you don't want to... I don't think this is a good idea.” 

Again, the warrior refuted Tayali. This time, the captain was angry. 

“What did I just say about questions!?” Tayali shouted. Maybe he was just trying to silence his own reservations. “Have you been on land for too long, and forgot the rules of the sea? The captain's orders are absolute! This is a chance that won't come again once we miss it. If we ever want to raid the seas again, we need to make use of this moment!” 

“But-” 

“Do you want to become a farmer or a merchant then!? Go ahead, tell me about your new batch of crops.”   

This time, the warrior had nothing to say. 

“Now go and do as you were told, or I'll have you keelhauled,” Tayali added. 

“Yes, captain.” 

As soon as the warrior had understood his place, the captain turned back towards the open window, towards the green waves of the ocean. As the steps of the one-eyed warrior slowly turned quiet behind him, his thoughts returned to his past glory, and to the future glory of the Green Island. 

Soon, I'll be back on the waves. You never should have left to explore the sea, foreigner. The world out there is ours, not yours. 

--- 

Several days after he had visited the royal library, Corco stood in Rasacopa's harbor and watched as Atau and his sailors got most of their ships ready for the journey. It would have been an imposing moment, had it not been for the ominous atmosphere around their departure. Corco looked back over the harbor, towards the many local warriors who stood guard around the Medalan ships. Supposedly, they were there to guarantee the safety of their guests, but in truth, their only purpose over the past few days had been to make sure that no one would leave the ships and come ashore.   

Even worse, they had also done their best to delay their departure for as long as possible. Just getting supplies had been a pain, with the locals feigning shortages or obscure, cultural reasons for their refusal to sell the most basic necessities. One store owner claimed that he wouldn't sell anything in the days around the full moon and claimed religious reasons. Somehow, he seemed to forget that the Medalans were also Yaku and also Pacha adherents, but Corco hadn't bothered to pierce his lie. 

Just as they had gotten their supplies together, the local warriors had claimed that enemy galleys had come close to their shores, and that they wouldn't allow their guests to leave and endanger themselves. Thus, several fruitless days had passed, in which their hosts had done everything in their power to waste their time.   

The meetings in the Grand Hall hadn't been any better. Over the past few days, he had felt Sumaci's lack of influence in her own home more and more. Every day, his wife's council would meet in the Grand Hall of the Green Court, and every day they would have pointless discussions. Sumaci or Corco would make some reasonable suggestion to defend the country, and the warriors in the room would collectively shut it down with bogus excuses. 

In turn, the warriors would suggest ludicrous plans like rituals to appease the Divines or suicidal attacks on the other islands, and Sumaci or Corco would silence them with well-placed sarcasm. If this continued, they would still be in the middle of their talks by the time the other colored kings stormed the Green Court. This stalemate couldn't last much longer. Eventually, they would have to win over the local warriors, or circumvent them, if they wanted to achieve anything here. 

Maybe, once this mission is a success, they will be more cooperative, he thought with a look back at the rows of warriors along the harbor. 

Just as he thought about his impending missions, Corco saw movement within the ranks of the Rasacopa warriors. Soon, the rows parted and revealed the old advisor Phuyu. Accompanied by a warrior with an eye patch, he searched around the Medalan ships, before he spotted Corco and came towards him. 

“King Corcopaca, this servant has been searching for you all day,” he said. 

“Ah, have you now?” Corco replied in a casual tone. “What's up?” 

“Does king already intend to leave on his expedition?” The old advisor's tone seemed careful, as if he was trying to probe Corco. However, there was nothing to hide in this regard. 

“I'd hardly call it 'already'. We've been stuck here for way too long, so I'm glad that we can finally get going. Though you sound like that would be a problem?” 

Corco winked at the advisor, who looked around awkwardly to find an excuse. 

“Maybe... maybe it would be better to not act in undue haste?” he tried again to be vague, but Corco was having none of it. 

“Right. And why not?” the king asked. “We've been trying to leave for several days, to no avail. Why stop us again?” 

“Because... this brave warrior here has overheard a few problematic rumors.” The advisor motioned for the one-eyed warrior, before he took a deep breath. It seemed like he had made some kind of decision, and from then on he continued in a firmer tone. “There may be people within the court who want to do harm to King Corcopaca, and they may have heard of King's mission, and of the destination of his journey.” 

“This brave warrior overheard it, huh?” 

Corco stared at the man with the eye patch, who seemed uncomfortable under his gaze. However, the king didn't really care one way or the other. 

“Well, whatever.” He shrugged. “No matter what you say, I'll just keep doing my thing. With the enemies I have, I'm in imminent danger no matter where I go. Do you know how many assassination attempts my brothers try on me every year?” 

“No, how many?” the old man asked dumbly. “Please enlighten this old man.” 

“...it's a rhetorical question. The answer is 'no idea. But many.'” 

“I see. Even so, the danger this time is far more immediate. Why take on unnecessary risks? King may consider postponing his trip until secrecy and safety can be guaranteed.” 

“No way.” Corco shook his head. “We've already waited long enough. If we wait any longer, wouldn't that just give our enemies more time to prepare their ambushes? Better get going now and catch them off guard. Plus, it's not like I'm especially safe here, what with all those secret traitors spreading rumors.” 

“Laqhis, we're ready to set sail.” From up above the Homeward's deck, Atau shouted down to interrupt the conversation. Now that the ship was ready, all that was left to do was for the king to come aboard, and then they would be off on their journey. However, the sticky advisor still wouldn't let go. This time, he actually held on to Corco's sleeves so he wouldn't go up the gangway. 

“At the very least, King should consider bringing additional raidships from Rasacopa's fleet. This servant could suggest several reliable and loyal captains. As far as this servant can see, King only plans to bring ten vessels along. Is that number really sufficient?” 

“It's just a little scouting mission anyways. The rest of the fleet, as well as the army aboard, has to stick around and make sure you don't do anything stupid around my wife or her mother. And you said yourself that there's traitors, so I certainly won't bring along any people I don't know or trust. You really shouldn't worry about me. Our ships are faster than any others in this ocean. Even if we're ambushed, we can always get away.” 

“I see... however, I still need to insist-” 

“Are you done yet? You're not some kind of stalker, are you?” Corco laughed, though everyone else just looked at him with that blank stare he had gotten so used to over the years. “Tell you what, if you're that worried about me, how about you just come along?” 

“Excuse me?” 

This time, it was Corco who dragged the advisor up the plank and onto the ship. Although the old man showed some token resistance, he didn't have the strength of the warrior king who had felled the mighty hero Pachacutec. 

“No, I insist,” Corco said with a smirk. “Even if we're not taking any Rasacopa galleys with us, wouldn't it be great to have some local observers along? That was the plan anyways. I wanted to find someone casually, or maybe have Sumaci recommend one for me, but you'll do just fine. You're well respected. So I'm sure the locals are gonna believe you once you report what you've seen.” 

Rather than fight back against Corco's pull or reply to his cryptic speech, the advisor leaned over to the one-eyed warrior who had kept up with them, though he had a distressed look on his face. Although Advisor Phuyu whispered his orders, Corco could still understand him very clearly. 

“Stay here. If Tayali doesn't want to lose control of the warriors and the court, tell him to abort his plan. I'm on board the Medalan ships.” 

As Corco stepped up to the deck, a sneer spread on his face. Of course he wouldn't be so silly to fall for Tayali's amateur ploys. This time, he planned to decide the struggle in the Green Court with a single move. 
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 Today, the waves of the Verduic Sea were rough. To protect himself from their influence, Phuyu had hidden below deck. Otherwise, he would have been singled out for his sea sickness again, like he always was at sea. It was a great point of shame for him, who was one of the Verdant Folk.   

According to their own myths, they were all children of the sea, formed from of water and foam. If those old stories were true, he must have been an orphan. After a while of silent suffering below deck, he realized that the swaying of the ship had stopped, so he stretched his back and made his way up towards the light. This time, he was the one to sway, though somehow, he managed to brave his way above deck. 

Outside, he was once again embarrassed to see the land-dwelling Medalans stand there hale and hearty. Even their king seemed to be in good condition as he leaned on the railing along the ship's starboard railing, a creepy grin on his face. 

“King, where are we?” advisor Phuyu asked. 

The king showed no surprise as he turned towards him. He looked thoughtful for a moment before he replied. 

“Uhm... on your maps, this should be the so-called Tiwrun Cliffs. I think we have a different name for them though. By the way, how are you feeling?” 

Though they were a bit off course, they were still roughly on their way to the Mullu Atoll. Maybe the Medalan navigators had made some minor mistake, which wouldn't be a big surprise to Phuyu. 

“I'm not sure what King means,” he pretended. “This old man feels fine.” 

“Weren't you throwing up earlier? I'll have someone get you a ginger tea or something. That stuff's good for nausea, or so I'm told.” 

“You have this old man's gratitude, King.” 

Ginger tea was a recipe the Verdant Folk also used to combat sea sickness, but he hadn't expected the foreign king to offer it. Maybe this king wasn't as rude or strange as everyone in Rasacopa said. Then again, Phuyu thought back to the king's eerie smile from earlier and paused. At the very least, he would be careful when he drank the ginger tea, just in case. 

While they were waiting for the servant with the tea to come, there was an awkward silence, at least for Phuyu. The king didn't seem to care, and once again stared at his own fleet in the distance through a copper tube. Since the king seemed to be easier to converse with than usual, the advisor tried to persuade him once again to change his course. 

“King, right now we are still half a day away from the atoll. Even if King will not turn back, King needs to be careful. Otherwise, horrible things may happen. Though this old man tried his best to prevent the worst, the future is impossible to tell.” 

“Say, buddy, do you think I'm an idiot?” 

In response, the king removed the tube from his eye and turned towards Phuyu, an annoyed look on his face. 

“Of course not,” the advisor replied. 

“Then what makes you think I didn't understand you the first ten times you tried to give me a cryptic warning about the horrible danger? Seriously, you were better company below deck. At least you didn't bother me then.” 

Phuyu was confused. All this time, he had tried to prevent the worst for the king. Unlike Tayali, the experienced advisor was far less optimistic about their chances in a war against the other islands. Although he was worried about the foreign king's influence on their internal politics, he preferred to keep their allies around and defeat the outside threat together. However, the foreign king simply wouldn't believe him.   

In the end, the problem was that Phuyu's warnings had been far too vague, and thus looked too much like the stalling tactics Tayali's warriors had used in Rasacopa's harbor over the past days. However, the advisor also couldn't be any more concrete with his warnings. No matter his shortcomings, Tayali was still a warrior of Rasacopa, and the leader of their fleet.   

Despite Tayali's ambitious plans, he wouldn't sell the captain out to a foreigner. Considering the possible revenge of Tayali should Phuyu get involved too much, he was even less inclined. Thus, he struggled for an answer that would convince the king, but wouldn't offend the captain. 

“But... in that case...” 

Before he could gather his thoughts, the king interrupted him as he so often did. 

“Of course I know that something's not right, and that someone's plotting against us. That's sort of the point of this little journey. I have no idea why you're being so vague about this, but you can stop trying so hard. We have a handle on things. Just look at what we're doing over there.” 

The king pointed beyond the ship's railing, towards the place he had previously observed. When Phuyu followed the king's motion, he realized that the numbers of their fleet had increased since he had gone below deck. In fact, now there were a further three brigantines that had met up with them and were currently anchored in the shadow of the cliffs, surrounded by the rest of the Medalan fleet. 

“Reinforcements?” he asked, though he was sure to be correct. It seemed the king wanted to surprise their enemies in turn. With their reinforcements, they surely planned to crush the ambush through superior numbers. However, only three extra ships wouldn't be nearly enough. And sure enough, the king denied the simple plan that Phuyu had been imagining. 

“Not quite,” King Corco replied. “Here, take a better look, and check it out for yourself.”   

The king held the thin copper tube from before towards him, but Phuyu didn't really understand. 

“It's a spyglass,” the king added and shoved it into the advisor's hand. “Makes distant stuff look bigger. Just point the wide end at what you wanna see and look through the narrow end.” 

Once he had learned how to operate the device, Phuyu was astonished to see the distant ships as if they were right before him. With this kind of magic, he could see better than even the great outlooks of Rasacopa's fleet. Fascinated, he observed the men on the ships the Medalans called 'brigantines' and noticed a few odd things right away.   

Diligent in their work, they hastened back and forth, though their purpose was a mystery to Phuyu. As he observed them in more detail, Phuyu realized that they were transporting heavy bags below deck. Others seemed to be doing something to the ship's hull, working it with hammer and chisel. Though rather than repair it, they were shaving off strands of wood, before they painted over the exposed area.   

In fact, the ships themselves seemed quite strange now that Phuyu got a closer look. Since he wasn't an expert on ships, he wasn't too sure on the details, but they seemed... poorly fashioned, as if they were made from cheap wood, hastily nailed together by lesser quality shipwrights. 

“What are they doing?” Since he couldn't make heads or tails of the strange actions on the other ship, Phuyu decided to simply ask. 

“They're putting some fault lines into the hull, mostly. Only above the waterline though, for obvious reasons. They're also putting some nitroglycerin bottles next to all the sawdust and fine ground flour those ships have loaded already. Right behind the hull, we wanted to put all the old, rusted metal from Saniya. You know, the stuff that's not useful anymore. But we didn't have enough, what with our foundry being so good. So we replaced most of the metal with slate, obsidian... basically anything that's dense and will explode into nice, sharp pieces. Oh, they're also reinforcing the ship's deck as well as the stern. To direct the blast, you know? Those parts are already made from solid wood, just like the hull below the waterline, but some extra insurance won't hurt I think. Really, we only gave our shipyard a few days to get these done, so there's still plenty of work left to make them look convincing.” 

“This old man is dull, and fails to understand.” 

“That's fine. It's more of a surprise that way. For now, just think of these three brigantines as decoys. You didn't think we'd really run head first into an ambush, did you?” 

“To be precise, it is still uncertain whether there will be an ambush at all.” 

Phuyu thought back to the last order he had given before he had been dragged along on this journey. If Tayali had any sense, he would convince the other kings to abort their attack. Though he wasn't sure just how much sway the captain had with the colored kings. 

“That so?” King Corco seemed disinterested. “Well, if there is one, at least we'll finally prove that there's some competent traitors in Rasacopa. To be honest, I really hope there are. Or all that work would have gone to waste. No fireworks. Wouldn't that be a shame?” 

Some time later, the sailors were done with their enigmatic work, and had transformed the decoys into more convincing copies of the vessels around them. At least from a distance, others would be fooled by them. After, the three brigantines were manned with skeleton crews, leaving only the most fewest men necessary aboard to operate the vessels. With all the work done, the reinforced fleet continued on its journey. 

During their subsequent travel, their formation was a bit strange, though not surprising. Like they probably were intended, the three decoy ships were traveling a long distance ahead of the main fleet. Only the extent of the gap surprised Phuyu. At this distance, he couldn't even see the brigantines anymore.   

At first he had been confused as to why this king had been so confident in defeating the impending ambush. After all, a simple trick like a decoy could be seen through and turned around in favor of their enemies, and quite easily at that. The other kings had more raidships available, and the captains of the other colored islands would know the Verduic Sea far better than the king's own captains, who were strangers in these waters. 

However, when Phuyu looked at the equipment used aboard King Corco's flagship, he understood that the king's words had been more than mere empty talk. While he wasn't particularly fond of seafaring, even he would pick up a thing or two over the years. However, although he had grown up among sailors, he had never seen most of the strange tools these people were using. His biggest impression was still with the telescope. With this device, they would be able to keep an eye on their decoys from a distance, and spot their enemies long before they would be spotted themselves. Even if someone had laid an ambush, they would still hold the initiative.   

Like this, evading the ambush would truly not be a problem, assuming they were careful enough. However, it seemed like simple survival wasn't enough for the foreign king. Considering the extensive preparations the decoys had gone through, Phuyu was sure that they planned to initiate the war in the Verduic Sea with a large victory.   

As a result, the three decoy ships sailed into the Mullu Atoll by themselves, while the rest of the fleet split up in three parts. Four ships lowered their anchors and were left behind. The remaining fleet split in two and began to circle around the atoll in a wide berth on either side, either to scout for enemies or to get into position for an ambush of their own. 

The atoll itself was a long, curved line of islands and rocks, forming a half-moon shape that almost closed into a circle. Although the gaps between the islands looked large, the water here was shallow, and underwater sandbanks and tricky currents made navigation much more difficult. Once inside, getting out of the Atoll wouldn't be that simple. It was the perfect place for an ambush, for either side. 

With a telescope he had been handed, Phuyu stood besides the king and observed the decoy ships travel into the atoll for a while. His tension rose, expecting something to happen at any moment. After a while, decoys anchored close to one of the few islands in the center of the atoll. After they had come to a stop, they lowered a small boat into the water. One of the people in the boat wore splendid, purple robes, and the bronze crown of the Medalan kings.   

Surely this was another decoy, since the real King Corco stood next to him with a tense look on his face. Only when he looked again did he realize that the king wasn't wearing his usual crown and wore a green headband instead. Had he given up his crown just to make the fake more convincing?   

No matter what Phuyu thought of such disregard for tradition, he didn't have much time to consider. Foreign sails suddenly appeared behind the islands of the atoll, just as the little boat was halfway to the shore. By the time they were spotted, the enemy ships were a mere fifty ships-lengths or so away. 

With a dry throat, Phuyu observed as the sailors atop the decoy ships scrambled to prepare their defenses, while the boat with the fake king struggled to return back to his fleet. Before the enemy ships could even get close, Phuyu's attention was robbed by a low rumble of thunder. His eyes went to the sky, but he could spot no dark clouds. Only when he focused on the enemy fleet again in confusion, he realized that the dark clouds had not formed in the sky, but in front of the enemy cannons instead. Thus, the first shot of the Verduic War was fired. 
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 As the Verduic war began in earnest, Phuyu looked on in shock. In the distance, the cannon fire still continued, but apart from him, no one on the Medalan flagship seemed concerned. 

“Laqhis, we have confirmation of their numbers.” 

Right after the start of the battle, the captain of their ship came towards advisor Phuyu and the king to give a report. 

“Go ahead,” the king replied, though his eyes were still trained on the distant battle. 

“Right. So, at the moment, there's five galleons that have moved into the atoll. They're flying Cahlian flags, and the numbers add up, so it's probably the same small fleet we've seen scouting around Rasacopa before.”   

“The ones who tried to attack us when we first came here?” The king asked, and the captain nodded in response. 

“This time, they've also brought another ten Verdant raidships with them.” 

“Only fifteen ships in total?” a confused Phuyu asked. After all, the king's fleet had left Rasacopa's harbor with ten ships. While their enemies had an advantage in numbers, the verdant raidships were usually smaller than the giant vessels from the east. Although the Verdant Folk were masters of naval combat, their fifteen ships were, at best, comparable to the king's fleet of ten. 

“It's even worse,” the captain explained. “Those verdant galleys are much smaller in size than the cahlian galleons, let alone ours. Even worse, they don't usually hold cannons, and are propelled mostly through rudders, rather than sails. Even if I'm being generous, those ten galleys probably equal two or three of our brigantines at most.” 

While Phuyu was still shocked by the captain's poor estimate of the verdant raidships, the king had already drawn his conclusions. 

“They're probably bait then,” he said. 

“That's what I thought,” the captain agreed. “They should have some more ships hidden around, either somewhere hidden behind these islands, or farther away, where we can't see them. But they'll still be close enough to see some signals from their advanced group. Either way, I expect they'll move in once we're hooked. With the few ships they brought now, they're probably trying to give us hope. Attack our three ships with just enough that they can't hope to fight back, but so few that our original ten would still beat them, or at least could guarantee a retreat. Then, once they've lured all of us into the atoll, they close off the waterways with their reinforcements and wipe us out all at once.” 

“Well, that's not gonna end well for them.” 

Again, the king raised his telescope to observe the battle. In response, Phuyu did the same. In the distance, the false king had reached his ship despite the cannon fire and climbed aboard. At the same time, the decoy ships had raised their sails and lifted their anchors.   

Meanwhile, the large, Oriental ships that the captain had called 'galleons' had begun to circle the decoys in a wide berth and continued to bombard them with occasional cannon fire from their bows and sterns, though their accuracy seemed low. Water splashed all around the decoys, but so far he hadn't seen any solid hits. Even so, they had begun to fire back, with similar intensity and similar results. 

As the big galleons and brigantines were trading blows, the verdant raidships had begun to close in. In their naval battles, the Verdant Folk weren't too fond of cannons and rarely used them. For one, the cannons that they could use before were the ones they would buy or plunder from the Chutwa Empire, but those weapons were far less reliable than their Arcavian copies.   

Not only were they inaccurate when used at great distance, they were also at risk of exploding and setting the ship on fire with every single blast. Even more, ships that were sunk by cannons couldn't be captured, nor could the valuable goods loaded within be looted once the ship was at the bottom of the ocean.   

As a result, the Verdant Folk still preferred the old methods: To close in under the cover of arrow fire and spear throws,  sometimes in an effort to ram the enemy vessel, before they would board them and wipe out their crews.   

It was a tactic they had perfected over many generations of raiding, and one that had made them the overlords of the Verduic Sea and the terror of the countries around them. Thus, the raidships did what they did best, and began to circle around the decoys to attack them from the sides and from behind. 

However, the medalan brigantines ignored the dangerous raidships, despite their fierce reputation, and focused their fire on the Oriental vessels in the distance. In fact, as soon as the verdant ships had moved out of the way, they even adjusted their sails and rushed at the Orientals at full mast. 

The move caught everyone by surprise, including the observing advisor Phuyu. In haste, the Verdant Folk tried to turn and cut off the Medalan decoys' path, but their earlier momentum continued to carry them forward, despite the strength of their oarsmen. Thus, suddenly, the Medalans charged at the Orientals at breakneck speeds, and the Verdant Folk could only try their hardest to catch up. 

Unlike the Verdant Folk, the Orientals seemed unfazed by the sudden move. They still continued to sail at a steady pace and fire their cannon. They only slightly adjusted their course, which would cause them to brush past the incoming ships at close distance. Maybe, Phuyu thought, that was how these cannon ships fought: Circling each other while firing their cannons, maybe attempting to maneuver behind the other side's stern to fire at their rudders. Surely, a moving target would be harder to hit. Even more, if they swerved to the side too much, their back may be exposed by another sudden move from the decoys. 

However, once again, their next actions surprised Phuyu. Again, the decoys adjusted their own course, rushing straight for the oriental ships once more. It seemed like the Orientals were just as surprised as the advisor was. For a moment, there was no response at all to the move, as they simply held course. All they could do was watch, as the inertia of the three decoys shoved them towards the broadsides of three oriental galleons.   

One singular verdant raidship, its crew no doubt elites amongst the verdant warriors, managed to latch on to one of the decoys, its hooks clawing into the railing, its ropes hauling the ship in like a fisherman's giant catch. But the brigantine with its massive body did not stop, and the verdant ship was simply dragged along. In the end, both the decoy and the raidship crashed into the side of the oriental galleon. Seconds later, the other two decoys followed, and did the same to two more oriental ships. After three bone-chilling sounds of crunching and and banging, the seven ships turned into a tangled mess of wood and cloth. 

Soon, screams joined in with the infernal noise. Warriors from both sides ran around the deck in confusion and tried to organize some sort of response. While the warriors of the Verdant Folk tried to climb up the high railing of the decoy brigantine, the men aboard hacked and sawed away at the ropes that connected the two.  

On one of the oriental ships, Phuyu saw a man stumble over the railing and into the waves below. Around them, the other verdant raidships had already turned and were on their way to reinforce their allies. All of a sudden, the battle had turned into a mess, and the Medalans were at its center. 

“King, would it not be time to save the men?” With trepidation, Phuyu watched as the decoy ships were getting surrounded, the handful of men aboard in dire straits. He couldn't simply continue to stand by and watch his allies lose their lives for nothing, so the advisor decided to remind the king of his responsibilities. 

“No, it's still too early. Let them entangle properly.” Although he said so, the king's eyes never left the distant battle, his brows furrowed and his jaw clenched. 

At least he does not enjoy the death of his men, Phuyu thought. Even so, his worry wouldn't subside, not least because a defeat could endanger his own life as well. Though for now, all he could do was continue to observe. Yet before he could even put up his telescope again, another voice from the back interrupted him. 

“Laqhis, it's time,” the captain of their ship reminded the king, who nodded in response. 

“Signal the other ships, and have them close in,” Corcopaca said. “Make sure you seal off the exits, and let them hurry. I want to be in firing range by the time our people have to evacuate their ships. From now on, you have full authority over the fleet's operation, until the end of the mission.” 

“Understood, King Corco.” 

Their interaction confused Phuyu. Wouldn't the king be in charge of leading the fleet? Since he was present for the battle, how could he just hand over his authority like this? To Phuyu's surprise, their sloppy captain gave a proper reply for once, and a proper salute, but didn't question the decision at all. Full of sudden energy, he turned and began to bark orders at his men, who replied without cease. Not long after, their ship began to move into the atoll. 

By the time they had closed in on the battle, the scenes in the center of the atoll had already become desperate. Stuck into the flanks of the Orientals, the medalan ships had fired their cannons into the enemy galleons from point blank range again and again. In preparation for this scenario, the cannons of the Medalans seemed concentrated at their bow, ready to destroy the enemies they had pierced before.   

After they had rammed the enemy ship, they were in the perfect position to fill the enemy hulls with more holes. However, their opponents could do no such thing. Since most of naval combat with cannon boats was about mobility, the Orientals seemed to have stationed their cannons at their own sterns and bows. However, three of their ships had all been hit in their flanks, which meant that they had no cannons in position to fire back. They would have to transport their own arms from the front and back to the sides before they could reply the attack. But by that time, the Medalans would have plenty more chances for unreplied fire. For the Orientals, it was a disaster. 

Compared to the fruitless actions of the foreigners, the Verdant warriors were, predictably, more capable. To turn the tide of battle in their favor, the remaining ships had deftly turned and rowed towards the three decoy ships without fear. Not long after, most of the raidships had sucked onto the brigantines like a giant sea beast, and Verdant Folk had begun to clamber up the side of the hulls.   

Without any more room to latch on, a few of them continued to circle and look for openings to join the battle, though their help seemed unnecessary. With their advantage in numbers and their bravery, the verdant raiders overcame the brigantine's high railings and soon reached the main decks. Chaotic melee broke out all over the three decoy ships, man against man in a violent clash.   

In response, the two remaining oriental ships who had escape the ramming attack became as useless as their allies and stopped firing as well. After all, with the mess the central battlefield had become, they were just as likely to kill their own as they were to kill the enemy. 

Action from the Orientals was unnecessary either way, considering the strength of the Verdant Folk and their numerical advantage. Soon, Phuyu noticed that the fights of all three ships began to concentrate around the stern sides of the decoys, where the remaining defenders had pulled together to form one last combative circle.   

Just as the advisor thought the remaining men would be wiped out and their decoy would be for naught, he heard a whistle from behind him. Someone had fired a weapon into the air, and so a red glow like the evening sun rose into the sky with a trail of smoke, clearly visible for everyone in the atoll to see. 

When Phuyu's fascinated eyes returned to the battle, the defenders had already begun to flee the ship. All at once, they abandoned their posts and jumped into the waters below. Yet only now was the main part of Medala's fleet in any position to fire on their enemies.   

Just when he thought that the first part of the battle was over and that the true fight was about to begin, another surprise ended everything, within a moment. A bright flash turned the world inside the telescope to light, and soon a bang to shatter Phuyu's ears followed. A giant convulsion, like an earthquake, shook their ship and swept him off his feet. 

Confused and scared, the advisor clambered back to his feet and searched the battlefield again, or whatever was left of it. Moments before, the battle had been fought on a complicated mesh of enemy and friendly vessels, entangled in a chaos of rope and wood.  

Now, the scene had turned into a fireball, obscene in its size and ominous in its nature. The distant wind carried the screams of pain from the battle over to them and made Phuyu's blood run cold. His whole body shuddered, his mind blank. Just as he thought that the battle would begin in earnest, it had ended in a bang. Weak in his knees, the old man sank back down, hiding below the railing. May the foreigners call him weak, but at least in this position, he would no longer have to witness the carnage. 
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 Heavy weighs the crown. Only now that he wore one was Ivo aware that this phrase was more than hot air from the privileged and powerful. 

Back in Saniya, Ivo had felt that the life of a king was surely grand. Yet when he lived it himself, it didn't seem all too fun. When Admiral Atau had asked for volunteers to imitate King Corcopaca in their most recent mission, his fellow sailors had been hesitant.   

On the one hand, the Medalans on board wouldn't dare impersonate someone from a higher class, even less so someone they respected as much as they did their king. On the other hand, most of the Arcavians in the fleet didn't have that problem, but were still unwilling. They weren't very attached to Saniya, and neither were they to their king and former guild leader. While most of them liked Corco well enough, few would want to risk their lives for some wild ploy. 

And that was what this plan came down to: A risky venture. It was an attempt to draw an attack on the king, to lure out the enemy and deal them a decisive blow. Of course, that would come with plenty of danger to the man who would play king, since all enemy arms would aim at him first. However, Ivo had still been the first to raise his hand, and had thus gotten the job.   

As Atau's former first mate,  Ivo was much closer to Saniya's center of power when compared to most of his fellow sailors. Through the admiral, he also knew the king better than most. As a result, he hadn't become emotional over the man's personality, but he knew that Corco would reward him handsomely for his service. Emotional and principled as he was, he wasn't a man who would leave such a risk unrewarded, if only to ease his troubled mind.   

And unlike some of his fellow sailors aboard the Homeward, Ivo was planning to start a family in Saniya soon. Wouldn't it be much better to start his new life with some additional wealth? Not to mention, being the center of the mission would come with a hero status back in the city. Maybe he would no longer have to endure endure any bad looks from some of Saniya's older locals. Thus, he had been the first to volunteer, though after only a few hours in the position, he realized how harsh reality was.   

After their enemies had appeared, the battle had opened hard and quick, almost with no warning. Just in time, he managed to get his rickety boat back to their brigantine and climbed aboard while surrounded by impacts from the enemy cannons. Water splashed his fancy robes and wet him to his core, but he had no time to change. 

Right after, combat had moved from maneuver to bombardment to melee within mere minutes. By now, they were being boxed in by their enemies on all sides. All he could see were enemies, and all he could hear were the screams of battle. With no other options left, Ivo called on his own saber and shield to defend himself. His purple robe had long been torn and tattered, though at least he hadn't lost the priceless bronze crown yet.   

Since the melee had started, their enemies had been in an overwhelming position. Though at least they had moved slowly, pressing them back step by step. With their advantage in numbers, the attackers had no reason to rush and lose men without need. Even more decisive was the desperate resistance of the Medalans.   

Usually, getting captured by an enemy wouldn't be the end of the world. All it took was some ransom and the warrior would be back home. However, this time the Medalan warriors fought to the last, through pain and blood, until they would draw no more breath. For they knew what would happen soon, and that there would be no hostages aboard this ship after battle. Thus, they still somehow held on, even when outnumbered like this. 

Just as he looked around to get an estimate of their position, the corner of his eye caught a glint and fast movement. His left shot up, to block the enemy's move just in time. Sparks flew as sword clashed with shield and slid down. Through the exhaustion, Ivo fought the swaying ground and pulled back his leg so the enemy sword wouldn't deflect into his thigh.   

As he did, his back pressed against the brigantine's railing. They were out of room for retreat, but he had no time to think. With his step back, he planned a slice from the right to end his foe. Though before Ivo could make his move, the brave enemy warrior who had shoved his way through their lines was swarmed by the defenders and turned into a pin cushion. 

An empty look spread on the Verdant warrior's face as he sank to the ground, but Ivo had no time for him either. At first, there had been twenty of them on this ship, but now there were only fifteen left. With worry, he stared towards the south, where the rest of their fleet was sure to hide. Even now, in desperate need of relief, they still hadn't received the signal. Had something happened to the main fleet? Had more enemies appeared and entangled them in battle as well? Worried, his eyes cast down, into the green waters below the railing behind.   

By now, they had retreated to the very end of the ship's stern. The last step back they could still take was the big one, off the ship and into the water. But for now, even this luxury was too much. They still had to hold on for a while longer, until they saw the signal or could hold no more.   

Again, an attacker tried to break through with a forced charge, but their line of defense only buckled, before the men summoned their courage gained from a journey around the entire world. In unison, they shifted their positions to gain footing on the uneven ground and pushed back their foes one final time. 

Then, finally, when he turned around yet again, he saw the signal he had been so desperate for. The blood on the planks was turned even more red by the glow of the distant signal flare. However, for Ivo, it felt like salvation. 

“Ready for retreat!” he shouted.   

While his men contracted their formation even further, Ivo felt for the cork vest under his clothes. He hoped that his men also wore theirs, but he would have no time to make sure. As a last goodbye to the greedy pirates in front of him, he pulled out a short bamboo tube covered in paper from within his body, a convenient flare that Saniya's masters had just developed. When he pulled the cord at the end, the friction lit a spark and ignited in blazing glory from within the newly burst hole.   

During their preparations earlier that day, they had placed a hatch that would lead down into the bowels of the ship right at the stern. Here, so they had planned, they would end up after their prolonged retreat. For now, their plan had been a success, despite their losses. Yet the worst was still to come. 

“Retreat!” he shouted in a hoarse voice, and his men used their last strength to shove their enemies away from them one final time. Once the precious little space had been won, they turned, to the man, and jumped into the waters below without hesitation. At the same time, Ivo threw the flare down the hatch and ran with them. 

He didn't have time to check the flare's trajectory. He wasn't sure where the fire had landed, or if it would be enough to ignite their payload. However, with the other ships doing the same, they had three chances to get things right. One would be enough to end it all. He just hoped they wouldn't be unlucky enough to have three misfires at once. With that thought, he felt the pull of the earth re-exert its dominance as he landed in the water. 

Despite his best efforts, his landing was uncoordinated, and rough. The hard impact drove the air out of his lungs, and before long he was completely submerged. His lungs empty and his mind confused, his body tried to breathe back in, a deadly decision under water. However, just in time his vest did its job and dragged his head back into the air. Although unplanned, a few deep breaths saved his life this time.   

Only then did he look around, to check that his crew were in a similar position to his own. Up above, their attackers stared at them with a range of emotions. They looked confused, annoyed or gloating, but none of them made any attempts to follow them. 

Yet Ivo didn't feel safe. Instead, he became nervous. After all this time, nothing had happened. Had their plan failed? Had all three ships really failed to fire? How could they be this un- 

Halfway through his thought, chaos overloaded his senses. The wave of noise and heat washed over him and robbed his breath once more. Pressed beneath the water, he struggled to get back up, into the precious air. In the end, he needed the help of his cork vest again. When he finally reemerged, the world had changed. 

The green sea had turned red, the water replaced by flames. Whatever wasn't on fire was a slurry of wood and bloodied bodies. All around him, he could still hear pieces of wood or cloth fall into the water, launched high into the air by the explosion that had ignited all three decoy ships, as well as the vessels around them.   

Aside from the impact of wood on water, the sound of wails, screams and the crackling of fire covered everything else, even the natural waves of the sea. The ships at the center of the battle had been shredded into chunks of wood, the larger ones still burning. Of course, the largest by far was the rest of their decoy ship's hull.   

The bottom of the ship below the water line, as well as the stern itself, had been built with solid wood and reinforced right before the battle, in preparation for their suicidal maneuver. Even so, the damage had been devastating. Ivo had come up just in time to see the leftovers of the broken keel sink beneath the sea. The enemy ships had fared slightly better, but had still been hit hard.   

At least three of the verdant galleys looked like they were sinking already, and at least one of the cahlian galleons was completely shredded and taking on water fast. From here, he could barely make out the situation around the other two decoy ships, but he assumed it would be the same. However, he had no time to think about distant places like a dozen meters away. He was too preoccupied with his immediate surroundings. 

In between the pieces from the ships, dead bodies were floating, killed by the shock wave or by flying debris. Despite their best preparations, he could spot several of his men among the lost souls. Yet now he didn't even have the time to mourn their losses, at least not just yet. The water was quickly draining his strength and warmth, and the burning air hurt his lungs every time he breathed in. First off, he needed to guarantee his own survival. 

Thus, Ivo began to swim. The exact direction didn't matter, only away from the flames. On his way, he found one of his comrades floating in the water face up, unconscious and bleeding from his head. Whether the man was still alive or not didn't matter. Ivo clung on to him either way, and dragged him along.   

Later, he found more and more of his men, some dead and some alive, though he barely registered a thing. The entire world seemed to appear through a fine fog, everything just a bit dimmed and out of focus. Some fifty meters from their ship's leftovers, Ivo and the other survivors congregated and stared back at the catastrophe they had unleashed. While the last of the large fires was put out by the water and the screams began to ebb, they watched on in numb apathy. 

As if to extend the suffering, the sounds of the disaster were replaced by cannon fire. Behind their little congregation, four medalan ships had entered the atoll and were now close enough to fire upon the remaining ships of their enemies. Despite his shock from the thunderous noise, Ivo breathed a sigh of relief. Never before had he been this glad to hear the sound of cannons.   

Now their enemies would be too busy worrying about the new threat and wouldn't have time to take aim at the sitting ducks drifting in the water. As the remaining verdant galleys tried to untangle themselves from the burning mess and attempted to turn chaos into an organized retreat, Ivo realized that they had gone through hell and survived. Now all they had to do was wait until their friends would come and pick them up, to return them back from the brink of death. 
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 One by one, Ivo watched his men climb up the rope ladder onto the Homeward's maindeck. Even the unconscious man he had carried with him since had been pulled up in a rope harness. At last, as the final rescuee left in the water, Ivo climbed up himself. His legs gave in from exhaustion and dropped his knees onto the hard wooden boards. Without a care for anything else, he threw off his soaked robes his bulky cork vest. Finally, he could breathe again. 

But once he had calmed down and looked back up, he felt awkward. Right before him stood both Admiral Atau and King Corco, the admiral with a bemused expression on his face. In a haste, Ivo stood up and somehow tried to fix his appearance, but with the mess he was in, he didn't even know where to start. 

“King Corco, this...” Reflexively, he tried to talk like the Medalans would to a figure of authority, but paused mid-sentence. He knew that the king didn't like overly formulaic speeches, so he was at a loss for how to continue. All he could do was stand there awkwardly again. To his luck, he was saved by his admiral. 

“Well done, Captain Ivo,” Atau said, emphasizing his name. “You've accomplished your mission better than anyone could have expected. That's what I'd expect from my understudy. You've learned all that bravado from me, I'm sure. Once we're back in Saniya, you're due a huge reward and some well-earned time off. Isn't that right, King Corco?” 

Rather than reply to the admiral, the king looked at Ivo with furrowed brows. 

“How are you feeling, Captain Ivo?” he asked. “Are you hurt anywhere?” 

Confused, Ivo was reminded of his own state. He was exhausted, and breathing still felt a bit hard, but he had been lucky and avoided major injuries. However, the king's question reminded him of the other men who had fought with him. Only now did he remember the sailor he had fished out of the water on his way back. 

“Wait, where's Alyn?” he asked in a panic. “How is he?” 

“Dead,” Atau replied, his frivolous tone gone. “He's been dead for a while already, probably died in the blast or right after. So there wasn't anything you could have done.” 

“I see.” Ivo's mood sank, and so did the mood of everyone him them. 

“I need to apologize for what I've done here,” the king said in a deep voice and lowered his head. “I never should have put you or the others in danger like this. Even if we're outnumbered, even if it was a good strategic decision, my plans aren't something you should have to suffer for.” 

Panicked at the king's frank words and humble appearance, Ivo stepped back and raised his hands in defense. 

“Please, don't apologize, King Corco,” he said. “All of us are sailors by choice, driven by adventure. All of us have volunteered for the mission, because of greed or desire for glory. We're all makers of our own fate.” 

“Well said.” Atau added. “And it's not like your work has been in vain. Just look at your handicraft out there.” 

Together with his words, Atau handed Ivo a telescope. He wouldn't need one to see the wreckage they had caused, since the survivor group hadn't strayed far away from it. However, the battle had moved on since then.   

Of the three cahlian ships they had rammed in their initial attack, one had almost entirely disappeared by now. Only the topmast and part of the bow were still visible, though even they were slowly sinking, and would disappear soon. The other two galleons had somehow managed to stay afloat for now, but they didn't look in great shape either. Both had their flanks showered by the debris from the explosions, which had left behind long gashes and craters, like pockmarks covering a leper.   

Around the two ships, four of Saniya's brigantines were crossing the waters to prevent their escape. At the same time, they continuously fired more and more iron balls onto their targets. The volume of iron being shelled by real Saniya galleons was outrageous compared to the previous battle.   

On average, even a medalan brigantine would have at least twenty cannons aboard, far more than the half a dozen or so the cahlian ships housed. Predictably, one of them had hoisted the black flag by now, the sign of surrender in Arcavian waters. Thus, fire now concentrated even more on the one remaining ship, which would surely give up soon after. 

As far as the antiquated verdant paddle boats were concerned, seven of them had been directly attached to the hulls of the decoys when they had exploded them, and now only three of them were left. It wasn't surprising that they had been hit harder than the galleons, since these galleys were smaller in the first place, with thinner hulls. The three surviving vessels, one with heavy damage to its starboard flank, had slipped through the Saniya ships and had regrouped with the rest of their fleet.   

Though of course, 'fleet' was a strong word for the leftovers. Apart from the verdant galleys, the only parts of the fleet that were left were the two cahlian galleons that hadn't been rammed. As for the Verdant Folk, the surviving raidships would be led by the less courageous or less competent captains among them.   

There was a reason their ships hadn't been close enough to the blast when it happened. The last ones to rush towards the decoys, the ones that were most careful and worst at rowing, were left out of the battle, and now left over. These three coward ships were added to the three surviving galleys and two leftover galleons. 

Thus, all that remained of the enemy fleet were eight ships in total, some of them heavily damaged, mostly led by incompetent captains. For now, these remnants were easy for their remaining five ships to engage. All they had to do was hold up the enemy ships long enough for the rest of the fleet to catch up and either sink them or force their surrender.   

While Ivo had been watching, this very plan had unfolded without a hitch. Finally, the second of the damaged cahlian ships also raised its flag in surrender. After some semaphore signaling, two of Saniya's fleet stayed behind, while the rest began to catch up with the remaining eight enemies in the distance.   

The Homeward that Ivo was aboard also moved in the direction, under command of the admiral. If he didn't count the decoys, their entire fleet consisted of four galleons and six brigantines, and they hadn't lost a single one yet. Their enemies had six small galleys, plus two galleons with only a handful of cannons. This would be easy. 

Their enemies had come to the same conclusions. All this time, the galleons and brigantines had engaged each other, while the verdant raidships had hovered behind the cahlian galleons for cover. Yet as soon as more Saniya ships threatened to join the fight, they rushed ahead from behind the cahlian galleons.   

Through the onslaught of the cannons, they charged towards a group of two brigantines that were somewhat isolated from the other three. In a coordinated move, the cahlian ships followed right behind them. Their plan seemed to take on the two isolated Medalan vessels first, and then take them out before the end of the battle. This was probably as much damage as they could get done after the disastrous start to the battle. At least they wouldn't taste a total defeat like this. 

Right away, Saniya's captains initiated defensive maneuvers. The ships leaned into the waves as they tried to evade the ramming attacks. Although their hulls were thick and they wouldn't sink from a single hit, there was no need to fight to the death, not when they could pick their enemies off from a distance without any losses. However, Ivo smelled something fishy in the desperate maneuver, and Atau thought the same. 

“Shit!” the admiral shouted. “Signal the two brigantines! Engage, don't evade!” 

However, his words were too late. By the time the semaphore was ready to send the message, half the enemy plan had already succeeded. Rather than crash into the medalan ships, their enemies swerved starboard and avoided the brigantines entirely. Instead, their remaining eight ships charged past them, out of the encirclement and towards one of the atoll's exits. Saniya's own ships, still evading and thus out of position, had their back turned towards them and couldn't even properly fire to punish their boldness. 

“All captains pursue!” Atau shouted in response. “Damnit, we're not letting them get away with a cheap trick like that!” 

However, not everything would go the admiral's way today, despite his tough words. At first, things still went well. Even before the new order was transmitted, the two brigantines that had been fooled turned their broadsides towards the enemy and once again began to fire on them. While their momentum had carried them away, they were still in range for a few attempts, and they had plenty of cannons, and plenty of practice with them.   

One of the verdant raidships had already been damaged heavily in the explosion and was taking on water as a result, its hull leaning portside in the water. The heavy ship trailed behind the formation as a result, and took the brunt of the damage. Once again, wood splintered and people screamed. This time, from such close range, the broadside dealt a decisive blow. 

Under several volleys, the galley's entire stern and rudder were torn apart, as were half the rudders on the starboard side. After another barrage, the ship all but stopped its momentum, slowly sinking into the ocean as the warriors aboard fled their coffin. Now there were only another seven ships left for their enemies to rely on. Even worse, all of them had taken some degree of damage in the previous fight with the brigantines, while Saniya's ships were still in fine condition, all of them built for speed in deep waters. Eager to end the battle early and avoid more surprises, the rest of the Medalan fleet caught up as well, and began to take aim at the distant cahlian and verdant ships. 

In time, they would catch up back into firing range. That, in turn, would be the end of the enemy resistance. However, just when it seemed like the battle was about to be decided, the most advanced of their galleons simply stopped dead out of nowhere. At the same time, the other ships behind slowed down or circled around the galleon, confused at the new development. 

“What happened!?” Admiral Atau shouted at his first mate. 

“Admiral, the Arao is sending out the emergency signal,” the first mate, with his telescope pointed at the bow of the stranded Arao, translated the semaphore signals in real time. “They say that they ran onto a sandbank they couldn't see in the shallow water. They can't move back or forth.” 

“Damnit!” For a moment, the admiral had nothing to add beyond a single curse. With a gloomy expression, he stared at the enemy ships, as they slowly put more distance between the two sides. 

“Should we leave a ship behind to rescue the Arao and continue the chase?” the first mate suggested. 

“No,” the admiral said in a deep tone. “This fight is over. Cease pursuit.” 

“Aye aye, admiral.” the first mate saluted and transmitted the captain's orders. However, not everyone was happy with the decision. 

“But they are right there. Why not go after them?” the king asked. 

“Even with those maps you brought, we really don't know the local area as well as them. With our speed and all, there's no way those ships would get away from us on the open sea. But here in this atoll and the surrounding area, the terrain is complex and the water is shallow. Here, the verdant galleys have the advantage, at least when it comes to running away. Their keels don't have the same depth as ours, and they're more maneuverable in tight spaces. Plus, they have decades of experience in the area. We've already run onto a sandbank, next could be a reef. We can't risk losing any more ships, even less so since we don't know if the Cahlians have any more reinforcement hidden somewhere close by. We've turned the tide of the ambush once, and they can do the same. At this point, I think it's best to count our money and give up.” 

“In that case it's fine. We've done enough damage for a day. Let's collect whatever's left over of the cahlian and verdant ships, free our own, and get back to Rasacopa.” 

With that, the first battle of the Verduic War came to an end. While they had let seven of their enemies get away, it would still be considered a massive win for them. The war was far from over, but their bold actions had caused big losses to their foes and won them some previous time. After today, their enemies would be much more cautious in their attacks, lest they run into another ambush attack like today. For now, Saniya and Rasacopa would be safe, and they even won a few cahlian galleons as a bonus. Their war effort was off to a roaring start. 
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 While the war had already begun on the Mullu Atoll, the mood in the Green Court was still one of tense anticipation. However, not even that could be felt in the fresh breeze that blew through the palace gardens. In the summer garden in particular, the wind softly swayed the poplar trees and the Daylilies, creating a picture of harmony. Thus, time whiled away, without thoughts and without worries. 

However, Sumaci's own thoughts were far away, worried about the war, and about her husband. 

“Queen Sumaci, do you want some tea?” 

The question from Pukia, one of Sumaci's maids, woke her up from her daze. She blinked to regain her senses, leaned back on the bench she had been sitting on, and stretched herself. 

“No, I think I will go back inside,” Sumaci replied as she stood up. “I'm not in the mood to appreciate nature.” 

“Very well. Since King Corco is working so hard, Queen cannot fall behind,” her other maid said. Before Sumaci could object, Pukia had already done so for her. 

“What do you mean, Llamka? Queen Sumaci has been working so hard all day. Why not let her play a bit so she can relax?” 

“Pukia, you just say so because you want to avoid the work yourself.” 

“Only work all day is not good for the body. We need relaxation too so we don't turn into fossils.” 

“That is quite enough of your attitude,” a stern Llamka insisted. “When we get back, you will read through all the letters of complaint we have received from the court officials these days, and you will write proper replies for every one of them.” 

“No, please spare me!” 

While Llamka turned away from Pukia, the other circled her as she begged for mercy with exaggerated movements. Those two had been with Sumaci for a good few days now. Over that time, they had become much looser in regards to their attitudes, following the lead of their master and her husband. 

At first, the two had seemed like the typical Medalan maidservants. They were quiet and respectful, never giving advice or voicing opinions. However, under Sumaci's lead and with her encouragement, they had quickly grown into their more advanced roles as supporters and advisors. And they were no longer shy to show their true personalities, for better or worse. 

Pukia was a bit childish, always eager to play or take breaks. On the other hand, the older Llamka was a serious woman who seemed full of ambition, quick to spur everyone around her to work just as hard as she did. They were a funny duo, and their presence had made Sumaci's days in the palace much more bearable, especially since Corco had left. 

Apart from her regular visits to her mother – and her visits to the family mausoleum to visit her father and brother – she had wasted most of her time in the courts, wrangling tiny concessions out of uncooperative warriors and officials. So far, her actions had been nothing less than frustrating, with slow progress and roadblocks all along the way. Thus, she enjoyed the familiar bickering from her maids whenever she had a short moment of downtime. While they were busy with each other, she would just smile and quietly judge them for their silliness. 

However, the distraction didn't last long. As soon as they left the garden, something felt off to Sumaci. Though she couldn't pinpoint the source of her unease right away, Llamka did so for her. 

“Where are the guards?” she asked in confusion. While she seemed worried, Pukia looked around with an expression of carefree curiosity. Now Sumaci realized it too: The entrance to the courtyard's inner garden was devoid of people. Two warriors had stood guard here when they had arrived, the ones who were supposed to protect their princess. Now however, they were nowhere to be seen. A bad feeling crept up Sumaci's stomach. 

“We should go,” she decided. The faster they left this place the better. 

“Where to, Queen?” Llamka asked. “Your quarters?” 

“No, let's go to mother's yard.” 

Whoever was targeting her, they would expect her to return to her own courtyard first, and possibly had a few people stationed on the way. She would have a better chance if she went to her mother's place, a less obvious destination. As someone who was well-established in the city and had her own loyalists, her mother had better security anyways. 

However, all her considerations were for naught. They walked through the hallway that connected the inner summer garden to the rest of the palace, but at the entrance, they saw two robed figures stand at the ready, waiting for their appearance. As soon as they saw the princess and her maids, they came towards them, their hands hidden in their sleeves and to their sides.   

Sumaci had seen warrior training in Saniya before. She knew that when they walked like this, they were carrying concealed weapons inside their sleeves. With a determined look on her face, she stepped back, and grabbed for the pistol she had hidden inside her clothes. She had never been a victim, and today she wouldn't be an easy target either. 

“Who are you! Show your faces!” Llamka shouted towards the robed men, but the newcomers came towards them without any reply. 

“Make room for Princess Sumaci to go past! You are scaring the princess!” Pukia tried, her voice trembling to prove that she was the most scared of all. 

Of course, the men didn't react to the requests of the servants. Now that they were closer, their black masks were clearly visible. They wore masks in the shape of panthers, the family animal of the blue island's King Raoman, and their purpose was clear. They had come for Sumaci, and they wouldn't be stopped by mere words. 

As they walked forward at a brisk pace, the maids slowly stepped back and to the side, out of their way. At the same time, Sumaci lowered her stance, and looked around for a safe way out of this place. However, this was a long and thin corridor, with small, decorative windows covered by a narrow rhombus pattern lattice. For now, there was no way out. After the men had simply shoved Llamka out of the way, they closed in on Pukia as well. 

“Stop!” the young woman shouted when one of them was already halfway past her. “Stop or I will scream!” 

Her small hand grasped for the man's shoulder. He turned around to look at her, and for the first time since his appearance, he raised his hand. The glint of metal rushed out of the man's left sleeve and shot towards the little maid. 

Big mistake, Sumaci thought. 

With Pukia's hand still on the assassin's shoulder, she controlled his arm to stay high, while the short girl slipped below the deadly weapon with a smart step. At the same time, a bang of gunpowder sounded in the hall. Hit in the stomach, the attacker stumbled backwards, half from the force of the impact and half from the shock. Though his face couldn't be seen, he seemed confused as he stared at the smoking gun in Pukia's hand without response. 

With a face of stone, the little maid cocked the other hammer on the weapon and fired the second loaded barrel, this time into the man's chest. At the same time, the second attacker turned towards the noise, just as confused as his companion. However, before he could even register what was happening, Llamka had come up behind him, carrying the same weapon as Pukia, and fired it into the other's right leg. 

With a howl of pain, the man went down as well. Now that her first weapon was empty, Pukia pulled out a second pistol and marched towards the one surviving assassin with determined steps, though her face was pale. 

“Don't kill them!” Llamka called out to the little maid as she pulled her back. “We need to know who sent them, and why!” 

“I understand. Excuse me.” As if she had woken up, Pukia stared at Llamka for a second before she managed a reply. With trembling hands, she returned the second pistol to her robes, while the older maid watched the injured attacker so he wouldn't escape. 

Although the attackers had been overwhelmed by the sudden attack from the maids, Sumaci wasn't surprised. Of course, her husband wouldn't simply leave her without any guards in such a dangerous place. As part of their plan, they had managed to smuggle these two into the palace disguised as maids. Even though all foreign warriors had been denied entry, women simply weren't considered a threat by the locals. 

In this regard, the new gunpowder weapons had changed much. With modern firearms, even physically weak women would be able to fight male warriors on a more even footing. Not only had Sumaci's two maids received professional training, these two had also been equipped with some of the most modern firearms in the world. Double-trigger, short-barreled pistols, easy to hide and deadly at close range. With two shots in one gun, they were especially useful in tight quarters with many enemies around.   

The closed flash pan guaranteed that the gun could be carried around anywhere while loaded, while the new security lever prevented accidental discharges. They were perfect weapons for personal guards, and their existence had allowed Lady Tamaya to train an entirely new breed of secret troops for Saniya. The result of the effort were people like Llamka and Pukia.   

With guards like this and the element of surprise on their side, they had been able to lure their enemies out of their holes unharmed. In fact, Sumaci hadn't just decided to visit the gardens on a whim. They had been walking around in public on purpose over the past few days. While Corco would risk his life at sea, trying to win a decisive battle against their foreign enemies, Sumaci was determined to do the same against their internal ones.   

Although her husband had been against her plan to turn herself into bait, he wasn't here right now, and the results justified her decision. Now that the guards had done their work, it was time for the queen to do hers. Her maids were still trying to question the identity and purpose of the attackers, though the one survivor remained tight-lipped. Yet as far as Sumaci was concerned, there was no reason to question him at all. 

“We already know why they are here,” she said as she walked up to the attackers. 

“Careful, Queen! He is still dangerous,” Llamka stressed. 

“Don't worry. They're not here to kill me. Just look.” 

Sumaci pointed at the tools the two had dropped in the earlier struggle. While one of them had held a dagger, the other had come with ropes and bands of cloth. Their purpose was clear. 

“They were trying to kidnap the queen?” Llamka guessed. 

“Seems like it.” Sumaci nodded. “Had they come for an assassination, their actions would have been much different. Why come up to us from the front when they could just wait around a dark corner instead and surprise us? Had they come for the kill, their approach would have been too amateur.” 

“But who would try to kidnap the princess? Wouldn't the colored kings want you dead instead?” Pukia asked. Curious, she pulled the panther mask off the man who was still alive. Although his face was pale and sweaty from pain, Sumaci still recognized him. 

“I know him,” she said, to the shock of her maids. She, however, wasn't surprised one bit. “Though not by name, I have seen him before. He is one of Rasacopa's warriors, but not a member of the court.” 

“Then what was their plan after the kidnapping? Were they bribed by the other kings? Or traitors from the start.” 

“I don't think so. We haven't been on the island for long after all, and planning a move like this from the outside would take a long time, so I'm not sure the kings could have done this even if they wanted. The colored kings have no reason to target me anyways, do they? With me here, there's more parties fighting for power, and internal confusion only suits our enemies. Their masks are there to make us think that they were sent by the blue king, but I don't believe it for a second. It seems more likely that they were sent by someone on the island.” 

In fact, Sumaci already knew who ordered the attack, but there was no advantage in saying it out loud, not quite yet. There were only so many people with motives to kidnap her, masks or not. All in all, the plan seemed poorly conceived, and the conclusions drawn were obvious. Though possibly, the masks were there to fool the local warriors, and not her. However, she didn't have time to consider these details. For now, there were more important things to do. 

“We need to leave here first,” Llamka voiced Sumaci's thoughts once again. “Who knows how many more of these people have been prepared nearby. The noise from the fight might attract them soon.” 

“Let's go,” Sumaci agreed. 

“But what about them?” Pukia asked and pointed to the two attackers. “Won't we take them along for questioning?” 

“Can you carry them without slowing us down?” Llamka asked back. “Time is of the essence. Let's move.” 

“Leaving them may not be the worst idea,” Sumaci said, a shallow smile on her lips. If the assassins were to disappear in the middle of the palace, just what would happen then? 

With that thought, Sumaci followed her two maids towards safety. 
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These chapters sorta ended up too long for just two chapters, but I don't know how to break them into three... so I'll just post them as a package. Enjoy.
---
 Once again, the members of the Green Court had come together in the Grand Hall to bicker and argue over who was in charge of their island's defense, and over how best to achieve it. Yet the mood in the room had changed much since the last meeting, and the balance of power had shifted. Amused at the insecure looks from the local warriors, Corco passed the time by trying to guess their petty thoughts. However, for one of them, he didn't have to guess. 

“Who let these outsiders into the Grand Hall again? How dare they enter the court after they were already barred from entry before!? What are they doing in here!?” 

As soon as he entered the room, Tayali was all fire and brimstone. His finger pointed straight at Corco in accusation, and he also swept across the twenty warriors the king had brought into the hall with him. 

“They're guards,” Corco replied in a dry tone. “What, do you expect me to come here by myself, without any protection?” 

“How many guards can a single man need!?” Tayali shrieked back. 

“Twenty, apparently,” Corco's shrug and indifferent answer seemed to bring Tayali's blood to a boil, just like the king had intended.   

“Why would allies need so much protection!?” 

“Look, this place isn't very safe, from everything I've heard,” Corco said. “Assassinations and such are happening right under your nose, so I thought it would be prudent to bring some extra protection. The people behind me also happen to be the first heroes of your Verduic War, so they deserve a commendation from your ruler. I've brought them here so they can receive one in a bit.” 

Tayali scoffed. 

“The warriors of Rasacopa need no help. And claiming heroic actions is easy when no one is around to see it. Who knows what tall tales you will tell the court later, but we are not fools and will not believe your lies.” 

This time, Corco didn't have to step forward himself to defend against the madman's conspiracies. 

“Captain Tayali, I can vouch for these men and their achievements,” Advisor Phuyu chimed in. “They certainly deserve our respect and gratitude for everything they have done.” 

Although the king felt a bit let down that he wouldn't get a chance to dismantle and embarrass Tayali this time, for now he simply leaned back and watched the locals tear each other apart. 

“So you're the reason these people were let in, Phuyu. No wonder. Who else but someone of your status could have convinced our men at the port.” Wide-eyed, Tayali set his sights on the old advisor, his face red, with bulging blue veins on his forehead. “And how much did your loyalty cost!?” 

“Silence!” The head of ceremony entered the room and shouted his command, and everyone obeyed without question.   

Just as things were about to get good, Corco thought, though that may have been the very reason for the ceremony master's early arrival. Since the guy in charge was there, the court session was about to begin and the battle between the forces of Rasacopa was, unfortunately, postponed. 

“Princess Sumaci has arrived,” the head of ceremony announced once everyone was calm and in position.   

After his words, Sumaci entered the room and took a seat on the throne, as usual. Normally, the members of the court would have to bow during the entrance of their ruler, but Sumaci wasn't queen yet. She was only  put in charge of the country affairs on a temporary basis, so no one felt the need to show deference. Surely, most of these people thought that her reign wouldn't last much longer. Corco found that idea adorable. 

Once the princess had sat down, the head of ceremony announced, “the court is in session,” and sat back down in his corner off to the side. Before anyone else, even the princess regent, could say anything, Tayali stepped forward and started trouble again. 

“Princess, the warriors of Rasacopa are forced to lodge a complaint about the existence of foreigners in the court,” he shouted and pointed at Corco again. “They have no right to be here, and their numbers are a threat! Are they trying to pressure the court into submission by force? They have not even announced their arrival, and simply entered, thus making it impossible to prepare proper letter of complaint in advance. What sort of mess are they turning the court into?” 

“The only one who is making a mess is you, Captain Tayali. Do you believe it's proper to speak up first, before your princess regent?” Sumaci looked down on the heated warrior, her ice-cold expression cooling him within seconds. 

“The foreigners-” he tried again weakly, but was interrupted by Sumaci this time. 

“-are an issue we can deal with in due time. Now, do I have the captain's permission to open the session first, or would you rather we trade places?” 

“I have been blinded by my concern for the safety of princess, and have thus lost my head in worry,” Tayali said and stepped back.   

At last he had realized the mood in the room. Even his own people were looking at him in shock after he had blatantly ignored the rules of the court and attacked the princess before she had even said a word. For now, even Tayali had understood that more aggression would be the wrong move. Though despite his excuse, he made no attempt at a proper apology. Corco was looking forward to more poorly conceived outbursts from his favorite captain. 

“Right,” Sumaci brushed off his excuse. “Since we are on the subject of safety, we should deal with the most pressing matter first. Four days have passed since our last court session, and I'm sure everyone knows why. On the afternoon after the previous session, an attempt on my life was staged, as surely everyone here is well aware. Since then, the sessions have halted, out of safety concerns. Captain Oru, have those concerns been alleviated?” 

She looked to the left, where most of Tayali's followers gathered. Oru was captain of the tiger guard and had been loyal to her father before, but seemed closer to Tayali than to anyone else since her return. Corco remembered him as the rude warrior who had insulted him during their reception. In response to Sumaci's question, the man stepped forward, bowed and gave his excuse. 

“Of course. The mistakes lay with the guards who were tasked with Princess' protection that day. An unfortunate chain of coincidences have allowed such a slip-up. The issue has been handled, and it will not happen again.” “I bet it won't. What are the results of the investigation?” Sumaci sounded less than convinced, and Corco couldn't blame her. Not that he would blame his wife over something like this anyways. 

“The investigation...” The warrior hesitated and looked around the room. He probably thought that his glance at Tayali was sneaky, but Corco saw everything clearly, and he was sure Sumaci had done the same. “The investigation might take some more time. Only a few days won't be enough to thoroughly follow up on all available clues. Even since we are being as thorough as possible to avoid any more mistakes. It is an important issue after all, and should be handled with the greatest care.” 

“You've already had three days,” Sumaci argued. “Are you telling me that you have nothing to show me after three days of work?” 

“Of course we do! But until everything is ready-” 

“And how long will that take, exactly? You don't think it might be more important to inform me early, to guarantee my safety, and the safety of everyone in this room?” 

Again, the guard captain looked around, though this time he was interrupted before he could find any help from within the crowd. 

“For now, just tell us everything you know,” Sumaci said. Together with her tone, her eyes turned sharp. “Sum up your findings. Surely I am entitled to learn about my own assassination, or is that not knowledge I should have?” 

“Of course not, Princess. I mean, of course Princess. I mean... this servant will explain his findings so far, Princess.” 

For a few awkward seconds, the warrior struggled with his words, to the bafflement of the spectators in the room. Still, he couldn't just say nothing, so he took a deep breath to find a semblance of composure and replied at last. 

“First, it is necessary to mentions that Princess Sumaci's guards cannot be held accountable for their actions. They have been questioned and investigated, and there are no hints that they were involved in the attack in any way. They were forced to leave their post before the attack happened, because an emergency in the neighboring yard needed their attention.” 

“And what emergency was that important?”  Sumaci asked, as a smile grew on her face. Corco really didn't like her attitude, it felt a bit creepy. Though the guard captain seemed to not realize. 

“A fire broke out in the old yard nearby. All possible hands were needed to contain the flames, so Princess' guards had to leave their post and help carry water,” he explained. 

“So that means the old yard's safety was more important than mine?” Sumaci surmised. From his wide-open eyes, it seemed like the guard captain understood the implications of his words only now when it was too late. 

“Of course not.” He shook his head for emphasis, but Corco would have none of it. His wife had almost been killed in their shitty plots. He wouldn't just let them get away with it like this. 

“Then if Sumaci's so important, why did they not stay and let the fucking yard burn down?” Corco asked from the side. The guard captain turned his head to find Corco's displeased face and the twenty warriors behind him. As soon as he made eye contact, he turned back around in a hurry. Maybe he thought that Sumaci would be easier to talk to, but it seemed like her people didn't know their princess very well. 

“Princess, that is, after all, the home of your ancestors, a result of their work and dedication over generations,” advisor Phuyu helped out. “It should be treated with respect and needs to be protected.” 

“I'm a result of my ancestors as well.” Sumaci insisted. “What a nonsense excuse for those guards to use. They were not tasked to put out fires. They had one mission, to protect me. They failed in their mission. If nothing else, didn't they have at least three seconds to inform me before they ran off? I mean, if you're protecting someone, you really should inform them of a nearby fire, right? At best, they were negligent and reckless, and failed in their duties. At worst, they worked with the assassins. Claiming that they have no fault is ludicrous. They'll have to stand for their crimes, and anyone who shelters them will be suspect as well.” 

“Princess, is that not a bit-” the guard captain tried, but Sumaci interrupted him again. 

“Stop. No more hiding behind fake morals or traditions. You think I will just sit here and let you do as you please, organizing plots and preventing investigations to protect your people? What, should I stay calm after someone tried to kill me, because anything else would be 'unseemly'? Weren't you about to say something like that? Rather than me calming down, isn't everyone else in here awfully calm, considering their princess was almost killed? How strange.” 

As soon as she addressed the room, all the silent officials began to clamber for recognition. 

“Princess, everyone has been so worried.” 

“Yes, everyone was. Something needs to be done!” 

“Indeed, those guards were incompetent, and should be pulled off their posts.” 

“Guard captain, what have you been doing!” 

“I said all this time that the guard's work is insufficient!” 

“There needs to be an investigation!” 

If everyone was so bothered, why didn't you speak out earlier? 

However, Corco didn't voice his thought, not now that any more words would risk their success. With this, Sumaci had the political capital to clean up the tiger guards, so she decided to take the win and move on. 

“Right. We will first listen to the rest of the investigation.” Sumaci turned to the guard captain again. “So what happened to the assassins after?” 

“Unfortunately, we don't know their identities,” the captain insisted, though his face was sweaty already. “Despite our best attempts, both assassins were crafty and managed to escape our pursuit. So Princess' claim that they were local warriors cannot be verified.” 

“So this time you're telling me that the guards who were meant to protect me just stole away from their post without informing me, for a flimsy reason. And then, just in that small time frame, two assassins happened to be nearby, inside the palace, undiscovered, and attacked me. Then, after they were taken care of by my real guards, a dead man and a man without a leg managed to run away from all of the warriors in the palace and the city, and you could neither catch nor identify them as they did so. And you think my claim that they were warriors from Rasacopa is false as well? Is that the official result of your investigation?” 

Sumaci's words once again unveiled the hypocrisy within the guards and caused murmurs among the crowd of officials. Even they would be uncomfortable with such an obvious display of disobedience. Yet despite everything, the guard captain still insisted on his words. 

“The investigation has yet to be concluded...” he tried again, but this time even he expected Sumaci's prompt interruption. Corco suspected that he himself didn't know how to end that sentence. 

“Don't bother,” the princess said. “The investigation is done. Even with decades of time, the results will not improve. Instead, I will ask you how you intend to protect my security from now on.” 

“Of course, the number of guards needs to increase. This servant has already put together a list of loyal men who will protect princess with their lives. Please chose from among them, Princess.” 

From within his sleeves, the warrior pulled out a scroll and stepped up to hand it to Sumaci. However, she made no attempt to reach for the list. 

“Are they as loyal and trustworthy as the ones who left me to die four days ago?” she asked instead, a sharp expression on her face. 

“That was an accident. From now on-” 

“No matter how many men you send me, they are useless if they all disappear at the most crucial moments. And if they let assassins in and out of the palace as they please, even the injured and dead ones, they are dangerous.” 

Corco tried hard to stifle a laugh. With Sumaci's interpretation, the guards would either be considered traitors or incompetent, even by a neutral observer. In neither case were they fit to protect her, so something needed to change. 

“Then who is to protect the princess?” the warrior asked the crucial question. Finally, Sumaci smiled as she presented her response. 

“How about the brave warriors from Saniya? They were the ones who protected me during the attack, and are the only reason the assassins failed their mission. They saved me once, so they are far more trustworthy and able than any of the men you've prepared for me.” 

“Impossible!” At last, Tayali could no longer quietly stand by. He ignored etiquette once again and stepped next to the guard captain. “Those maids should have never been let inside the palace in the first place. Not with those dangerous weapons. Maybe they even carry their weapons in here, threatening everyone in this room! Who knows what those foreigners had planned by smuggling those hand cannons into the Green Court like this!” 

“What makes you think I didn't know that they were armed?” Sumaci asked back. “Are you implying that my personal maids lied and cheated their way inside the palace, with the nefarious goal to serve and protect me? Who would believe such a nonsense story? In truth, the only one who didn't know about their real identity was you, Tayali. Which may just be the reason the assassination failed. What do you think?” 

At least for a few seconds, Tayali had nothing to say. With his constant rashness, it was obvious he wasn't built for political intrigue. It had been high time he tripped himself, and now was finally the chance to take advantage of it. 

“Now then,” Sumaci continued. “Since the local warriors have proven problematic and their leaders seem unwilling to mend their ways, I have no choice but to employ guards from Saniya from today on. This is the only way to guarantee my safety in these critical times. But in order to prevent more accidents, I will need more than two people guarding me. Thus, I hereby enter a motion that will allow our Medalan allies to enter the island, on a permanent basis, so we may make use of their generous support.” 

With his teeth and fists clenched, Tayali still tried to swing the mood of the room, although even he would realize that chances were slim now. 

“No matter what I am accused of, no matter how little princess trusts a loyal servant of her father over many years, the Medalans are still foreigners, and cannot be trusted. Even if you dislike the warriors of Rasacopa, they are still ours, while these strange people may develop all kinds of hidden plans after they enter the courts.” 

“Who says they cannot be trusted?” at last, advisor Phuyu stepped forward to speak up again.   

All the way from the battle back to Rasacopa, Corco had worked the advisor with a combination of threats and benefits to make sure he would support Sumaci's eventual motion in court. The old man had a lot of sway among the warriors, and he had also seen the strength and determination of Saniya's army in battle.   

Now he would better understand the consequences of offending them. However, ever since Sumaci's entrance, the old man had stayed annoyingly quiet. Corco had already begun to lose his patience and was ready to speak up himself, when the old man finally discovered his mouth. 

“Advisor Phuyu, what do you mean?” a perplexed Tayali asked, his face that of a child who discovered Santa wasn't real. Maybe he would feel betrayed by all his allies right now, one more reason for Corco to suppress a laugh. 

“This servant has already compiled a letter to describe just what deeds the foreigners from Medala have done in Rasacopa's name over the past days.”   

The old man said and pulled out the letter he had written on their way back.   

“The actions of the Medalans were courageous and selfless, fighting for the safety of the Green Island even when they were shunned by its people. On their own, they have defeated a large enemy fleet, despite their inferior numbers, thus proving their mettle at sea. Even more, they did so by sacrificing many of their own men. Even three of their own ships remain on the ocean floor. If they still cannot be trusted after all their achievements, then who can? Do we really wish to stay all on our own against our myriad of enemies? Do we need to offend every last people along the Verduic Sea until the stubborn captain is satisfied?” 

Again, a murmur rose in the room. This time, not even Tayali had anything left to say. The pendulum had now completely swung in their favor, and the mood of the room was settled. Now there was no more obstacles left for Corco to lead his troops into Rasacopa, and the path was clear for Sumaci to finally, properly, take power. After a stuttering start, Sumaci's reign was secured. 

----------------- 

Once Sumaci had forced her will onto the local warriors, little more was accomplished during the rest of the court session. For the moment, the warriors around Tayali would have to regroup and consider their next steps, since they were now threatened and could no longer act however they wanted in Rasacopa. Even the neutral warriors had to adjust to the new realities of the court, so no one allowed any more motions in the Grand Hall and ran down the clock until the court would reconvene the following day.   

Meanwhile, Corco and Sumaci were happy to play along, because they finally had a solid basis to make plans on. Right after the session was adjourned, the couple came together in another meeting. For the first time since their arrival, they could work out a proper development strategy for the Green Island, and Corco was eager to make good use of the chance. 

With a sigh, Sumaci took off her heavy outer robe and threw it on the floor. Seemingly exhausted, she plopped into a seat and stared at the ceiling.   

“Those are some deeply unpleasant subordinates you have in this place,” Corco commented as he closed the door. For now, the maids and warriors would stay outside to give the couple some space.   

“At least we finally achieved something this time. I was starting to think the room was cursed.” 

As Sumaci was talking, Corco walked over to her private stash of alcohol. This was a cozy little salon inside Sumaci's private courtyard, so over the past few days, she had added many things to make her stay more comfortable. One was the arrangement of deep, upholstered chairs that let people sink into them, another was the small bar she had installed to mimic the one in Corco's castle. Without servants, the king had to mix something himself, but he was more comfortable doing it himself anyways. 

“You want anything?” he asked as he checked on the ice in her stash. 

“Heavens, please! I need to get that bastard's face out of my head.” 

As Corco began to cut and squeeze some peaches, he thought back to earlier. Of course he knew what face Sumaci was talking about, and right away, Captain Tayali's unaesthetic maw came to his mind, with the eyes too close together, and always a scowl or a mean grin on his lips. 

“Why don't we just take him out and be done with that asshole? He tried to kill you, you know?” Corco asked as if he was talking about the weather. He didn't even turn around and simply continued with his work.   

In fact, they had fallen into a heated debate about Sumaci's lack of safety measures right after his return. He felt like there was no reason for her to risk her life like that. If her enemies had sent only a few men more, or some more competent ones, Sumaci may have died or been kidnapped. For Corco, her plan was unnecessary in its boldness. Their 'discussion' had lasted for a full hour, with on and off shouting matches, both sides insistent on their opinions.   

Only the impending court session had interrupted them, just in time for both to calm down and consider the other side's perspective. As far as Corco was concerned, the issue was done and dusted, and there was no reason to start another fight over it. He had made his stance clear already, so any more arguments about her safety would be pointless. At the same time, everything had turned out fine in the end, so Sumaci had been vindicated in her decision. Thus, there was no reason to open old wounds any more. 

Indeed, Sumaci seemed no more agitated by these old issues than he was, and simply acted as if nothing had happened before. 

“We can't kill him,” she replied, though she sounded frustrated. “We don't have any concrete evidence that Tayali did anything wrong. Even after all that, we still don't.” 

“Who cares? We could search for evidence, I'm sure sooner or later, something will turn up that implicates him. Or we could just fabricate something. Happens all the time. And we can just shut up those who cry foul with money. Or would you rather have another debate on morals?” 

“My darling husband, you still underestimate just what kind of influence Tayali has in this place. To the local warriors, he's a hero, and their true leader, now that my father's dead. No one close to him will sell him out, and the attempts will only make more trouble and harm our reputation. Not worth it.” 

“Fuck it then. I'll just take him down myself, reason or not. I'll pretend that I've felt slighted or threatened by him. Maybe I've lost my mind. Who cares? The locals hate me anyways, so why shouldn't I just take that sin on me and give you some political breathing room?” 

Sumaci sighed in response. 

“I don't want you to sacrifice anything for me, or take on any sins. And again, not to belabor the point, but we can't touch him. Not for now. Even if only you were involved in something like that, I will always be suspected if Tayali dies. I stand to gain too much from his death. So all the warriors could turn against us if he dies. There could even be a civil war.” 

“That bad, huh?” 

Corco came over and handed Sumaci's drink to her. In the end, his creation had turned into some fruity and sugary concoction. It packed a punch although it didn't taste like it. Since it was sort of a free form drink without a recipe, he took the chance to name it the 'tired princess'. 

“Thank you.” 

Rather than take a sip, she put the drink on a table in front of her for now. After all, there was still a lot to discuss.  In the meantime, Corco took a seat himself. 

“Yes, it's that bad,” Sumaci continued their conversation. “Maybe even worse. For now, I think our best way of handling Tayali is to make him irrelevant. Give him some high-sounding office with no real power, force him into some edge of the palace where others don't see him to lower his profile. And let other warriors distinguish themselves in the war. By the time we've secured the island, he'll no longer matter, since his entire strength is based on nothing but his reputation.” 

“Or we could organize some embarrassment for him, fabricate some scandals or something,” Corco mused. When it came to Tayali, he preferred to get rid of him sooner rather than later. The earlier that guy was out of the picture, the earlier Sumaci would be safe. 

“We could,” the girl in question replied, while she stretched forward to reach for her glass, “but either way, his influence won't wane until his position as the island's greatest captain is replaced by some other warrior from Rasacopa. And that can only happen during the war. So no chance of speeding things up.” 

“So then our first priority is to guarantee that we survive past the war, and everything else solves itself,” Corco mused. 

“That's what I thought. Any bright ideas, teacher?” Sumaci covered her crafty smile with her glass, but made no real attempt to hide it. Either way, Corco didn't care that she was egging him on to ramble about plans and theories again. He'd much rather talk about city development than about political ploys anyways. 

“Tons!” he called out in excitement.   

For a second, he tried to order his thoughts, before he began.   

“So first off, we'll need to defend the region around the island, and make sure we're not entirely boxed in here. So long as we can retain contact with Saniya and mobility at sea, I think we'll do fine. So that's the most immediate concern. With the waterways open, we can keep up supply lines and spot enemy attacks coming from a distance, which means that invading with a land army will be tough for them. At that point, it mostly becomes a battle at sea. In general, it looks like naval combat will be the most important in the war, so we should try to win that one first.” 

Corco took a sip before he continued. The drink was a bit too fruity for his tastes, but he knew that it was a flavor Sumaci liked, so he decided to live with it. 

“First, let's assess the fleets of our enemies,” he continued. “We're up against the other colored kings, who have around twice your number of ships at their disposal. But that number comes from your people, who have pride coming out of their ears, so let's just say their real strength is thrice yours. Then, we're also up against Cahlia and Borna, though the total number of their ships is still unknown. Finally, they're also supported by at least one of the northern kingdoms, who could send additional ships as reinforcements if they're needed.” 

“That's a lot of enemies.” 

“It's not quite that bad. For now, we've limited the ships the Arcavians can send past our south coast and into the Verduic Sea. From now on, their numbers will never increase, only reduce. The northern kingdoms are traditionally crap with naval combat as well. They don't have great fleets, and even worse admirals.” 

Corco thought back to the captain he had met in the war against Pacha, and it made him laugh. Back then, the blockade of the Narrow Sea had been a universal failure, and the man in charge of it had come to Corco's command tent to beg for peace. 

“Finally, that leaves the colored kings,” Corco said. “They're about double or triple your strength, all of them combined. But they only field old-timey galleys with limited sailing capability, and no cannons. Instead, they still use oars and old-fashioned boarding combat. In an open sea battle, they're screwed against our modern galleons, no matter how many there are. All we need is enough experience for our new sailors and good knowledge of the local area so we won't get cornered or ambushed. So long as we can prevent a direct engagement in complex terrain, the colored kings will barely matter in the war, same as my brothers.” 

“You think we'll be fine in the open because of the telescopes?” Sumaci guessed. 

Corco nodded and continued. 

“If we want to avoid combat, our chances are best on the open sea. Our ships are fast and with our tools, we're better at scouting and navigation than them. So it'll be easy to run against stronger enemies, and if their ships are weaker, we can engage and win a decisive battle. Helps that the verdant raidships are practically useless against us so long as it's out in the open without any cover. So we wanna come up with several non-obvious routes that stray far away from from enemy islands. It'd be helpful if they could lead somewhat close past some of our own islands. Depending on surplus manpower and feasibility, we could put up outposts on those, to defend the route. In an emergency, our ships could also find shelter and defend their there, until reinforcements show up.” 

“That works,” Sumaci said. “We need to get some people on that right away. I'll see if I can find a captain who can help us out and hasn't totally been bought by Tayali. There has to be at least one, right?” 

Sumaci took another sip and thought for a bit, before she continued her husband's thoughts. 

“So if it's just experience in the Verduic Sea we need, that can be made up by local captains. Would also help us prop up some new local heroes to replace Tayali. But only if they listen and don't work for him. We might need some time to sift through the numbers and pick a couple good candidates. And even if we've reduced the threat of the verdant raidships, the Arcavians still have more ships than us. We'll need more time to build reinforcements in Saniya so we can make up for our deficit, even if their numbers no longer grow. So, ultimately, what the war comes down to is: 'Can we stall long enough until we have an insurmountable advantage'?” 

“That's the idea.” Corco nodded. “When it comes to stalling, we already laid the groundwork with our first battle, which went well beyond belief, really. For the long-term, we had a solution ready before. And now that we've silenced Tayali, we can finally implement some of it. Install some defensive infrastructure along the Green Island's shore and on smaller islands around, beacon towers and cannons and such. Plus, we'd better add some cannons and rifles to your local army, and train some people in them. Just in case land combat happens anyways. I can send those over, together with the cement we'll need for the towers and fortifications. Plus a couple more soldiers too. With our setup back home, we really don't need all that many to defend Qarasi Castle anyways.” 

“And how do we transport all those men and materials?” Sumaci asked. “We don't have naval superiority, wasn't that the whole problem?”   

“Looks like we'll have to urge the maps again,” Corco said. “In the end, it comes back to our first problem: We would have to guarantee a steady transport channel between the two sides, despite our lack of ships. So we'll need a safe route through the Verdant Isles. But I'd rather we didn't work with that old librarian or his sleepy guard in the future. Our previous plans were leaked some way, and it certainly wasn't me.” 

“I'll send out some orders later. It's time the old man retired anyways.” 

After their most immediate problems had been resolved, both sat in their comfy chairs and sipped their drinks for a moment. While they sat, Corco brooded over the corruption within their ranks, the most difficult problem to be resolved. In the end, it was Sumaci who broke the silence first. 

“There's one major issue we still need to address,” she said. “The cannons and rifles, the cement and soldiers, those things are expensive. How will Rasacopa pay for all of that? Even if I'd be crowned queen in the future, the Green Island and Saniya are still separate kingdoms, and we shouldn't muddle their relations.” 

Corco laughed in response. 

“Don't worry, I wasn't gonna hand that stuff over for free.” 

“Why thank you, merchant king,” Sumaci replied in a sour tone, though her expression was playful. 

“Well, for now, your treasury should still have some money saved up from all that business I did with your father before. And you can just pay us in raw materials in the short term. I'll pay you a premium on coal and iron ore, as well as the books in your library which would be worth a ton to me. Plus, there's all that guano on the bat islands that started this mess for us. That's gonna last you a while.” 

“Those are only short-term solutions though,” Sumaci sighed and put the glass to her lips again, only to realize that her drink had vanished. “We can't keep selling the treasures of our land to Saniya. This way, we won't have anything left sooner or later, and be confined to poverty.” 

“True. But for that, I have a long-term development plan as well.” 

Sumaci ignored Corco's raised finger and teacher's attitude and stood up instead. Although her steps were a bit unsteady, she walked up to the bar with no problems. 

“This might take a while,” she said without turning around. “Want another drink?” 

“Sure, let me help you.” 

Corco stood up as well, and followed his wife to try for another new concoction. In this manner, the couple spent the night together, discussing their future. 
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 The kings of Rasacopa had always loved to consider their Green Island a unified kingdom, and themselves the absolute rulers of all of its lands. However, only a short walk beyond the city limits would dispel that illusion. Out here, one horizon into the inner island from Rasacopa's western borders, started what the commoners called the 'Green Underworld', the impenetrable jungle of the Green Island.   

Inside, the lay of the land was barely explored. Almost no one would dare venture too deep into the land controlled by predators like panthers and gorillas. Though they were nothing compared to even more insidious threats like the deadly mosquitoes that sucked people dry, or the most mysterious jungle fever that befell anyone who dared to stay among the trees for too long. 

As a result, the jungle was still ruled by its own laws and inhabitants, and didn't listen to the ideas of any mortal king. At the same time, it had also become a place for many young warriors among the Verdant Folk to prove their worth among their peers, owed to the jungle's inherent danger. Often, warriors would organize solo hunting trips that had come to be known as 'solace journeys'.   

The goal was to survive the many threats inside, fell one of the jungle's giant beasts, and return victorious and unharmed through nature's challenges. Of course, the jungle was no playground, and most warriors of the Verdant Folk were judged more by their seafaring abilities than by their raw strength, so such challenges were rare. They were only limited to the foolhardy, and to those who needed to prove something, either to themselves or to others. 

Thus, Captain Tayali had arrived on the edge of the jungle, together with his entourage, to prove to his followers that he was still worthy of loyalty. 

“Captain, is this truly necessary?” one of his followers asked with a fretful look towards the depths of the forest. “Maybe some raids at sea would be more suitable to remind the others of your strength.” 

However, Tayali wouldn't have any of it. 

“The princess and her foreigner husband are trying everything to ruin my reputation right now,” he grumbled. “All this time, they have made nothing but trouble for me. And now, some of those idiots are starting to believe them, as if I've ever acted in any way but honorable.” 

“That's right! We all know that Captain is a true warrior!” his man reinforced. 

“But the normal people no longer see it that way,” Tayali said. “The princess has taken control of the court now, and many proper warriors have been infected as well. Now, she has free reign to weaken the power of Rasacopa's warriors and take away our traditions and customs, all in the name of 'defense'. If we want to throw out the foreigners and return to our old way of life, I need to replace her and take charge of the court. But for that, I need to prove that I am still one among the warriors, and one of their greatest, and I can't wait for the war to happen to do so. By then, it will be too late, so all that remains as proof is the Green Underworld. What counts a bit of danger in the face of our heritage? I will prove to everyone that I am still worthy to lead, far more worthy than a little girl.” 

“I understand now, captain.” At last, his subordinate had realized how dire the situation was. Thus, he held Tayali's tools towards the captain and simply said, “Good luck.” 

With that, Tayali took his saber, shield, and spears, as well as his net from the warrior and left, into the depths of the jungle. This wasn't the first time he had come here, but it still fostered a depressing atmosphere in the captain's heart, as if humans were not meant for this place.   

In fact, many among the warriors had whispered among them that the old king had invited disaster when he had forced workers into the jungles to clear out more space for farms. Powerful divine beings were said to live inside the jungle, yet the king ignored the old tales, all in the name of his greed. Some beings were not easy to offend, and the king had reaped his just rewards in the end.   

Luckily, Tayali wasn't as headstrong as the dead king and was willing to listen to the words of the ancestors. While he also entered inside, he only did so after extensive ritual and blessings from a priest.  Even so, he was nervous. At least he wouldn't go too deep into the forest.   

Instead, he simply walked a short distance in a straight line, along an old forest trail. Even though this was a path sometimes used by those in the know to enter the forest, everything was still overgrown by the endlessly expanding forest. Sweat dripped down his body and ran down his back as he hacked away at the thick brushwork, making slow but steady progress. He hadn't been out of view of his men for very long when he reached a small clearing. This was a place most people didn't know existed, an oasis of light among the eternal shadows of the jungle. However, Tayali knew this clearing well, for it was where he had done struck a number of political deals over the past season or two. As was usually the case when he came here, the person he was dealing with was waiting for him already. “You are late, warrior.” advisor Phuyu said, same as usual. Rather than play the game of power they always played, Tayali looked around the empty clearing in annoyance. 

“Where are the tigers you promised me?” he asked. “You said you would have a few good ones prepared for me by the time I came here.” 

Tayali walked towards Phuyu without ill intention, but only realized that something was wrong when the advisor took a step back and raised his hand in defense. 

“Captain, I would prefer if you put your knife aside. Such shiny steel is not something this old man is accustomed to. Someone could get hurt.” 

Confused, Tayali halted and looked down, only to realize that he still had his saber held up high and pointed straight at Phuyu's face. 

With a sneer at the advisor's weakness, he put the saber back into its sheath, before he returned an insincere “apologies”. Since there was no news on the tigers yet, he wouldn't press the old man any more. Maybe Phuyu's warriors were out in the jungle right now to hunt a good specimen for him, so Tayali didn't mind the delay. In the first place, the tigers weren't the main reason he had come here, and it seemed like Phuyu had realized the same. 

“So what do you wish to discuss this time, captain? I was of the impression that there would be no further meetings.” 

The old man gave him one of his stinky looks, but Tayali didn't care. Phuyu's anger had the same threat as the anger of a kitten. What could the timid old man possibly do to a warrior like him? 

“Yesterday, all warriors around the princess quarters were replaced by foreigners. That is a good third of the whole palace complex. She did so right after the court session, clearly prepared for a long time. This morning, even the old librarian was forced to retire by her hand. When I say that she will be all our end, do you believe me now? The princess is starting to take over with her army of foreign mercenaries. Who knows how long we still have until we are considered unnecessary as well. At this rate, it will be only a few days more and not a single one of us will be left in the palace. For now, you've shied away from any conflict because of your timid heart. And for some reason, you lost your mind and played straight into their hands at the last session. But you can't claim to stay neutral anymore. You've already taken sides for the outsiders, and the moods of the warriors have begun to turn in favor of the princess. That will be bad for both of us, it will end both of our roles in the court. But I can still turn it around, all I need is your help.” 

“And how would this timid-hearted man change the opinions of so many warriors?” 

In response to Phuyu's weak claim, Tayali could only sneer. The old man was always very low-key, but that didn't mean he didn't have any power. Aside from Tayali himself, the old advisor had more influence over the warriors than anyone, especially in the palace, where many of those in power were his direct students.   

“All you need to do is rescind your words,” Tayali explained. “Without you as a witness, the heroic claims of the foreigners would be seen by any sane man as the ridiculous lies that they are. Defeating fifteen ships with ten, without any losses, exploding their own ships while they were still on it. Who would believe such nonsense if it had not come from your mouth? Just claim that you were forced. The princess and her husband... maybe smuggled someone into the palace, like they did with the maids. And now, those hidden assassins threaten your family's lives if you don't comply and pretend their fake story was real. That is all it takes to regain the rudder and steer the island into the right direction. Now you need to make a choice. You are either on our side, or on theirs. And remember when you choose: Your ancestors are watching.” 

“You see, this is the very reason why I have already chosen the way I did.” 

As he spoke, advisor Phuyu stepped back again. A confused Tayali checked his equipment like before, but couldn't find anything threatening this time. When he looked back up, the old man was already ten steps away, almost to the treeline. 

“What are you doing?” Tayali asked, a bad hunch in his heart. He began to close the distance, but two warriors came out of the jungle behind Phuyu, large shields in their hands to protect their master. 

“What are you trying to do!” the captain shouted and drew his own saber again, this time with ill intent. He was confused, but he wouldn't be scared. His own shield raised, he was ready to take on his enemies. 

Only two, I can take them. 

Yet before he could act, a sudden thump in his back broke his balance and made him stagger a step forward. Confused, he looked at the advisor who had started to talk again. 

“You see, this is what I mean. Why would you ever come here without any protection, when we were, at best, allies of convenience? This lack of political instinct has made you look so much like a fool, and has caused so much trouble for all of us. Your moves in court have been clumsy, one and all. Every time you open your big mouth, you get shown up by the foreign king and the little princess. It makes us all look bad, and it has eroded confidence among the warriors. What makes you think that you of all people are the man to turn the tide? Do you have another one of your poorly conceived plans on offer?” 

While Phuyu spoke, Tayali barely registered the words. By now, the pain had started to set in. He reached for his back, and felt at the piece of wood that stuck out of his body. When he brought his hand back to his eyes, it was smeared with his blood, and his saber had long fallen to the ground.   

He knew he was done for, and he should have known before. Phuyu was a coward, so he wouldn't face him without many layers of protection. How had he never considered this? Now that he was in their trap, Tayali knew that there would be no escape. However, he wouldn't just give in like this. 

“This is your only chance, our only chance,” he tried to reason again. Now that his legs were about to give in, he couldn't win any other way. “You think you can save your head by presenting mine on a platter? After I disappear, you will be the only one with any influence among the warriors, which makes you the biggest threat to our new rulers. Once the princess has settled her foreigner friends in, you will be next.” 

His words had just finished when another two thumps hit his back and made him fall face first into the mud. 

“Are those your final words, warrior?” he heard from above. “I thank you for the advice, but there is no need to worry about my future. See, you would not understand all the intricacies, but I believe I have found a way to preserve not only my life, but also my position. And your head is just what I need to achieve my goals. I truly need to thank you, captain. Your sacrifice will allow me to retain my role in court, and secure my family's future. We are all very grateful to you.” 

As he spoke, Phuyu's voice seemed to become quieter and quieter. Tayali tried to lift his head to spit at the traitor, but he couldn't muster the strength to do even that anymore.   

Truly, no one should enter the jungle. One day, the curse will take us all.   

Those were Tayali's final thoughts, before he died in the dirt. 
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 Spread out across the table were all the treasures of the Green Island's woods and waters. All kinds of nuts and fruits as well as unusual meats sat within bowls of exotic wood. Next to them sat dried kelp, pickled lotus and lightly seasoned fish of all colors and sizes.   

The entire ensemble was collected atop a draped canvas, knitted into complex patterns that reminded Corco of home. While there were many regional differences between the Verdant Folk and the Medalans, it was in these details that one could see that they were of a common origin, both Yaku. 

However, what interested Corco the most today was the steaming cup of coffee in front of him. While he ate a few bites of fruit from time to time, he took big gulps of the bitter drink to wake up both his mind and his body. Just as he was waking up, Sumaci entered the room together with her maids. Although she was well-dressed like a proper queen should, her face was all squished and grumpy, clearly still half asleep. 

“Good morning,” Corco said, and poured some coffee for her. 

With a “yeah,” she plopped onto her seat opposite him and took the coffee with sloppy, mechanical movements. As soon as the drink touched her lips, her face scrunched up. “I really can't stand this stuff.” 

“But at least it'll wake you up,” Corco said with a smile. He knew what sort of long-term effect coffee had on most people. In time, his wife may struggle without coffee in the morning. While she was still struggling with it, Corco threw another piece of melon in his mouth. 

“This sort of biodiversity is really something you should make better use of,” Corco said. His meal already done, he stood up to get ready for the day. 

“Huh?” She stared up at him with an empty look. 

“I mean, all those meats and fruits... those should make for good exports, right? Either store them with ice or dry them, then export them as exotic flavors, those rich people in Medala and Chutwa would pay a fortune for some of those,” Corco explained. “And the wood should be studied too. There's probably some really valuable, rare stuff among these.” 

“I just woke up,” Sumaci groaned while rubbing her eyes. “Do we really have to talk about your plans already?” 

“Aah, don't worry. We still have time for that later. For now, I'll go work out for a bit.” 

“Wait, you're done already? I just sat down.”   

“Well, I just stood up.” 

“I thought you were getting up to stretch or something.” 

As soon as the servants around them heard that Corco was done with his food, they began to clean up his bowl and utensils. 

“I can't eat too much in the morning, not before I'm done with my cultivation.” 

He looked at the windowpane that was being pelted by rain. Here, he could just barely make out the weather through the paper windows, compared to the precious glass he had installed in Rapra Castle. 

Sumaci followed his eyes and asked. “Is this a good weather for running?” 

“You can't always get what you want. I don't mind a drizzle. Once I'm back, we can still talk about kingdom development, and other fun things.” 

“Be careful in the cold weather. Don't get sick.” Rather than reply to his nonsense, Sumaci stood up and fastened his robes. “And remember we have a court session later today.” 

“Yeah, I'll keep an eye on the time. See you later, little student.” 

While they were talking, Corco had put on his shoes and hairband already. After a kiss goodbye, he was ready to start his morning run. However, he hadn't even reached the door when he was surprised by a knock. The couple stared at each other for a second, before they nodded towards one of the servants. Once, the maid had slid open the door, one of their guards entered the room. 

“Excuse the intrusion,” the man said and bowed. 

“Yeah yeah, you're excused. What's up?” 

“Some strange news has just reached us, King Corco,” the man said. “Although we still know little, I thought it was necessary to share it right away, since the implications may be heavy.” 

“What's so important that it can't wait until after breakfast?” 

The guard looked at the table covered in food and his face paled. 

“I really need to apologize again.” He lowered his head even deeper. 

“Don't,” Sumaci said this time in a tired tone. “Please just tell us what's happening.” 

“Captain Tayali has disappeared,” he answered finally. 

“Is that even news? I thought he was going to the jungle in some weird reality TV challenge?” As usual, Corco's joke was ignored by those blessed with ignorance of modern television. 

“Yes, and the captain has yet to return,” the guard replied. 

“It hasn't been that long though, has it?” 

“No, it's already been two days, now that he's mentioning it.” Sumaci's face was tense, which surprised Corco. 

“So?” he asked. “Spending two or three days in the forest isn't that big a deal, right? Wasn't this guy supposed to be an accomplished warrior? Maybe he's just increasing tension for his great return or something.” 

“Clearly, you've never been in the forests here, dear teacher.” Sumaci said with a troubled smile. “It's a different world in there, much more dangerous than the mild, explored forests of Medala. Even a great warrior would struggle to survive the jungle for long, even more so by himself. A single day is often enough to kill even those who are experienced with the dangers inside. Also, his goal would have been to catch some rare game so he can show off his abilities as a warrior.” 

“Well, that's pointless,” Corco interjected. He really didn't understand Tayali. From a politician's perspective, his every move seemed ridiculous. Maybe that was the result of a pure warrior gaining too much power too quickly, he thought as he remembered similar moves from his own uncle. 

“It is,” Sumaci agreed. “but hunting a single animal wouldn't take that long. Maybe if he were hunting deer and the like, but he's trying to show his strength, so he'd be going after predators. Those wouldn't run from him, and putting out some bloody meat would be enough to attract them. By now, he should have long come back, whether or not he succeeded.” 

“So... what? What's the explanation here? Am I missing something obvious?” Corco asked Sumaci, but she had no answer for him. Thus, he turned to the guard instead, who had been interrupted before. 

“This was the very reason I had to bring this message right away. there have been rumors among the local warriors, and they seem too loud to ignore.” 

“So just say it then. What's with the holdup?” Corco asked. 

Again, the warrior hesitated, before he took a deep breath and finally spoke up. 

“There are rumors that Captain Tayali is dead. And that he was assassinated by... King Corco and Queen Sumaci.” 

“What!?” the queen in question looked shocked, just as shocked as the king.   

“No, wait. Halt. Stop,” Corco rambled. “That's weird. I'm almost certain I didn't kill him, even though it totally sounds like something I would do. I would know if I killed the guy. You know, the feeling of glee when you've made the world a better place? I didn't have that. Maybe there's an evil clone afoot somewhere?” 

“Who's spreading these rumors?” Sumaci asked, far more focused than her husband. 

“We don't know for now, Queen Sumaci. I apologize.” The warrior lowered his head yet again. “I only received the news from the other guards who were out in the city and overheard the rumors. Should we ask around to find out who has spread those rumors?” 

“Please do.” After some hesitation, Corco agreed with the guard's plan, even though he felt that it wouldn't yield any results. They were foreigners here after all, and didn't have an established intelligence network. However, they couldn't do nothing, so this was still a barely better alternative.   

As soon as the warrior had left to start his fruitless investigation, Sumaci turned to Corco with a conflicted expression. 

“What a shitty start to the day,” Corco commented. 

“And you're sure this wasn't you?” Sumaci asked him, her face still struggling. 

“Please. You think I wouldn't admit it if it was me? Me taking on the blame was my entire, poorly thought out plan,” Corco said. “But as things are, people are gonna believe it was me whether it's true or not, so what would be the point of hiding? Plus, if I had killed him, I would be able to control the narrative and we wouldn't be surprised like this.” 

“Someone is trying to frame us,” Sumnaci concluded. “But who?” 

While the two were still thinking about possible suspects, another knock on the door interrupted them again. 

“What is it this time?” Corco shouted. 

Again, the guard entered. 

“Queen Sumaci, there's a guest for you outside. Advisor Phuyu has come, and he says that he has important information regarding the rumors.” 

King and queen looked at each other again, this time with surprise. 

“Let him in,” Sumaci said, before the two sat down on their breakfast table to await their guest. 

“I think we've found our first suspect,” Sumaci said. 

“I think you're right,” Corco added with a grave expression. Somehow, he felt that things wouldn't be that easy this time. 

-- 

After the old advisor had announced his arrival, he was told to wait for a short while. In the meantime, Corco and Sumaci got themselves ready to greet him in one of their salons, while they prepared possible questions to trap the old man and force his confession. 

As usual, Corco and Sumaci thought they were being smart by targeting advisor Phuyu as their first suspect for spreading the rumors. However, when the man arrived, they were shown up with his first sentence. 

“Princess Sumaci, this servant wishes to report great success, for the threat of Captain Tayali has been removed from Rasacopa.” 

As he stared at the harmless old man who stood in front of them with a deferential attitude and a bent a back, Corco was shocked. Why would this guy just admit to the assassination like this? Now all of their carefully crafted questions were out of the window. It took him a while to gather his thoughts, but even when he did he felt like he was already one step behind the old man. 

“So you're behind the disappearance, are you? Now please do tell why you would do something like that.” 

“This servant does not understand,” the old man said with a mask of confusion. “Of course Captain Tayali needed to be removed because he presented a real threat and danger to the people of Rasacopa, and to Princess Sumaci's rule. From the interactions between them throughout the court sessions, this servant assumed that Princess wanted the threat removed as well, so this servant took it upon himself to do the necessary work. There is no need for thanks, for this servant has done so for the good of the island, and to the boon of Princess and her husband. All this old servant wishes is for the two to focus their minds to save this old servant's home.” 

“And that's the story you're sticking with, is it?” Corco stared Phuyu down, but couldn't find even a trace of emotion in the old man's dark eyes. Meanwhile, Sumaci tried her luck with a different approach. 

“Someone's been spreading rumors. The local warriors claim that we were the ones who ordered Captain Tayali's death. Did you hear anything about that, advisor Phuyu?” 

“Such slander towards princess is terrible, and unforgivable.” This time, the advisor faked outrage as he stomped up and down the room. After a few empty gestures to show his frustration, he turned back to the couple. “Please excuse this servant, Princess. This old man lost his reason out of rage. However, this issue should be easy enough to resolve This servant has great clout among the warriors and will do everything to right their false views of Princess and her husband. Surely they will understand so long as this servant explains the misunderstanding to them. By then, all that is left to do is find those responsible for the rumors, and bring them to justice.” 

Finally, with the old man's words, Corco understood the old man's bizarre behavior, and he gained a clue of his plans. Even then, he earned no joy from discovering the advisor's plans, since it seemed like Phuyu made no attempts to hide them. 

“Is that how this is gonna work?” he asked, stunned at the advisor's brazenness. “This is your plan?” 

“This servant does not understand,” Phuyu lied. From his crafty smile, it seemed obvious that the old man had been guiding the conversation the entire time. For Corco, the best way to break someone's control over a conversation was honesty, so he tried the same once again. 

“Okay, you can cut the bullshit now.” Corco sighed out of annoyance, because he felt like they had been played. “You kill Tayali, then, mysteriously, bad rumors start to spread about us. Should they go unchecked, those rumors would make ruling impossible for Maci, or at least very difficult. And then, you show up right at our doorstep to save us, just in time before the problem grows out of control. Isn't that too much of a coincidence? You don't think we wouldn't notice that you're the only one who benefits here, did you?” 

Although the old man's face and posture didn't change, somehow it felt like his entire atmosphere was different from one moment to the next. It felt like he exuded the pressure of a man who was used to leading others, a certain charisma that came with full confidence. 

“Indeed, this old man made the right choice when he decided to work for Queen Sumaci and her husband.” The change in Sumaci's title didn't escape Corco's ears. “You are far more competent rulers than the rude captain, and far calmer in your actions. Tayali would have already cut off my head by this point.” 

“And what makes you think I won't do the same?” Corco asked with narrowed eyes. “Back home I'm known for being quite the choleric, you know?” 

“King Corco seems rational enough to me. At least King will not make emotional decisions that would only harm him. After all, this servant's support will be necessary to rule Rasacopa in the foreseeable future.” 

“But why do this?” Sumaci asked between gnashed teeth. “You're already an important member of the court. You've served my father for decades, and were valued then. Your experience and influence only make you more valuable now. You would have been a key member of the court either way, so why offend us like that? Even if we wanted to get rid of Tayali, doing it like this will only make us consider you an enemy. Don't think either of us will have a good opinion of you after today. Do you think that you can hold on to power for long if your lords dislike you?” 

“Princess, this servant's family has served as advisors within the Green Court for many generations, long before your father came to power. Over all that time, we have learned many important things about power. More than anything, we have learned how to retain it even without the strength of warriors or the power of kings. The key to power is to make oneself irreplaceable. If a ruler cannot complete his work without an advisor, they would not dare replace him, no matter how much they dislike him.” 

“And you think that's what you've done?” Corco sneered. After Phuyu had calmed down the locals, he would become surplus to requirements right away. He wouldn't let someone like that stay near Sumaci anyways, and he was sure his wife saw it the same. However, the advisor smiled. 

“Of course it is,” he said. “King Corco seems to underestimate just how popular Captain Tayali was amongst the warriors, and how much the island folk distrust outsiders. While Tayali's death was necessary to muster the island's defense, his disappearance will cause significant unrest. For now, only I have the reach to calm them down and accept the rule of Queen Sumaci. Were they to find the body of the captain, with all those arrows still stuck in his back, they would all draw the same conclusions. And if they all believed their king and queen had ordered the assassination of one of their own, a civil war would be the least that could be expected.” 

At last the old man had bared his teeth and revealed his entire plan. However, the threat didn't impress Corco the least. 

“Then bring on the body,” his icy voice rang through the room. “Good luck trying to fool everyone with me around. We'll reveal you for the fraud you are, and then you'll die, just like that.” 

“King Corco, you should understand that I was around when Prince Wacoca told his father about your many exploits. Your feats are the stuff of legends, and they had remained in my mind like the stars in the sky.” The old man said, still unfazed by the constant threats. “I am well aware of King Corco's impressive methods. I myself, as well as my men, made sure to never handle the captain's corpse with uncovered hands, so no finger prints will ever be found. In other regards as well, we have done our best to avoid leaving behind any traces of our actions. After today, no one on my side will ever speak the truth of the matter, even in torture. That much, I have guaranteed. However, should anything happen to me, like an unfortunate accident or sudden disappearance like the one that befell Tayali, I can guarantee that someone would find the captain's shallow grave very soon thereafter.” 

“And you think this gives you a stable position?” an enraged Sumaci asked. Corco could feel her seething besides him. “People forget, and as time goes by they will care about Tayali less and less. We'll also replace more and more of your people with ours, and your position in the court will only get weaker as the years pile up. In a few years' time, no one will care anymore about the things we have or haven't done to gain power. By then, Tayali's reputation will be eroded, and ours will reach the sky, and your threat will have lost all power. This won't keep you safe for your entire life.” 

“I am already old,” the advisor replied. “My 'entire life' will only be a few years longer either way. For this short while, this insurance will be plenty. So please do not hesitate to make good use of this servant during this time, as there are still many things he can provide you with. This old man does not require special treatment, nor any coin for his silence. All this servant wishes for is a continued seat within the court, so that he may serve to the best of his abilities.” 

Uncaring of the angry expressions from Corco and Sumaci, Phuyu raised his bent back. 

“This old man will excuse himself for now. There is much work to be done should the warriors be calmed down as soon as possible, and there will be another court session this afternoon that needs to be prepared. No need to show me to the door, I will find it myself. Please, continue to make good use of me in the future.” 

With that, the old fox turned and left the room. 
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 Once again, the mood in the Grand Hall had changed a lot since the previous session. Before, an entire half of the room had been reserved for Tayali and his allies, all huddled together and ready to bombard Sumaci with nonsense complaints every time she tried to push for any changes. Now however, everyone was spread across in the room, with the warriors standing alone like droplets on a windowpane.   

Before, they had been strong together, but now they had lost their leader, and thus were equally lost. Even the second nail, the old guard captain Oru, had disappeared from the room. For once, everyone would follow Sumaci's lead. She looked to the side, where advisor Phuyu stood, the architect of this current room of disunity. Although the unprecedented weakness of the local warriors had come from a source she didn't like, it was time to make good use of this rare gift. 

Thus, during the first part of the court session, Sumaci had already laid out the plans for defense that she and Corco had put together during their long evenings. Without a hitch, she managed to delegate the work and split it up between her various warriors. 

“Now then,” the princess concluded, “Once we manage to finish all preparations, our immediate defense should be guaranteed. Are there any objections to these plans?” 

The question sounded like a challenge, and her look seemed like one as well, but none of the warriors dared to confront their new leader at this point. With Tayali's sudden disappearance and Corco's overwhelming victory over the other colored kings, the princess and her people had earned the fear of the locals, even if they hadn't won their respect. For now, fear would be good enough to work with. 

“Very good,” Sumaci continued. “But the war will be long, and tough. We can't always stay negative and just defend against our enemies' attacks. If we can't ever hit them where it hurts, they will pause to recover and then just come at us again and again, not to mention the impact this would have on our own morale. This way, we will lose sooner or later. Rather than just hide behind walls, we need to show the people of Rasacopa that we have some spirit, that we are fighting a war on even footing, rather than a desperate struggle for survival. So for now, we'll need to build up a proper spy network on the other Colored Islands, and scout for weaknesses that we can exploit. At the moment, we can't fight them in a frontal assault, but that doesn't mean we can't pierce their armor with precise strikes and bleed them to death.” 

For the first time today, a positive mood roused in the room. The combative words were to the tastes of the locals, visibly raising their spirits and brightening their faces. 

“Very good,” advisor Phuyu said, a satisfied smile on his face as if his child had just finished his harsh training plan for the first time. “In fact, there are already spies placed on each of the main islands. They were put there by the late King Taoco, in anticipation of this very war. Though for now, they are laid low, hidden among the locals and impossible to detect. They can be reactivated at any time, so long as we can smuggle someone onto those islands to deliver their new orders.” 

“Good. I want a full list of the warriors and their positions as soon as possible.” 

“Yes, however... their identities need to be protected, so-” 

“If even we don't know who they are, they are really good spies, but also useless. Or are you saying I shouldn't know about my own men?” 

Although Sumaci didn't want to get into another fight, this was unacceptable. Why hadn't she been informed of the existence of these spies sooner? Clearly, Phuyu was holding back many more cards to guarantee his position. However, at least for now, the old man didn't insist any further. 

“This servant will obey,” he simply said.   

“Contact them as soon as you can guarantee secrecy. Order them to collect any information they can on the other islands. But they should prioritize their own safety first. I don't need them to sneak into the courts and palaces. Just let them keep an eye on all the movements in the harbor, ships coming and going, the number of warriors moving around the piers and such.”   

Sumaci thought for a moment before she continued. 

“Also, let them write reports on the general mood and atmosphere in the city. How do the locals feel about their chances, what goods are being traded at strange prices, how many foreigners are walking around... They should focus on the gambling houses, taverns and bordellos around the harbor as well. In case some of the local warriors go there to drink and show off, it's the perfect place to get some easy information. Just let them keep their ears open and have them compile as much information as they can, and then bring it back here for analysis.” 

“Very well.” The advisor said. After Sumaci's earlier outburst, he seemed to hesitate, but still spoke up in the end. “However, regular reports may prove risky. The more contact the spies have with us, the higher the chance that they will be discovered.” 

“I already have a solution for that, so there's no need for you to consider things,” Sumaci said in a cold tone. “The people of Saniya have developed certain tools that are perfect for secret communication over long distances. Soon, they will bring several of these tools here, eager to sell them, which will give us a crucial advantage on the intelligence front.” 

Sumaci thought of the strange 'radio' that Corco had showed off to her before. The tool was almost mystical in nature, being capable of things only the Divines in the stories could do, and the explanation for its use had made her sigh in admiration over the ingenuity of humans.   

On top of being unknown to anyone outside of Corco's inner circle for the moment, the radio was indeed perfect for covert operations. All they needed was a hiding spot for the bulky apparatus. It would give them a crucial advantage over their enemies, whose speed of information would be limited by the speed of their ships. However, advisor Phuyu seemed to have reservations. 

“More tools from Saniya?” he asked with caution, while he looked around the room. Once again, she could feel the anti-foreign sentiment stir within her court. However, Sumaci would have none of it. 

“What, you want to complain about untrustworthy foreigners again?” she continued to challenge the advisor. The old man raised his hands in played panic. More and more, she felt like she was the bully, suppressing the brave warriors of Rasacopa by force, while the poor old man only wanted the best for the island. However, this was the role she had been forced into, so she would have to play it for a while. 

“No, this servant would never dare offend the island's allies in such a manner. However, such a crucial tool, would it not be expensive? Together with the building materials for the defensive towers, the cannons and the powder... how will Rasacopa pay for all of these things? Would we not have to sell the entire island to the Medalans this way?” 

“Don't exaggerate. Not even your own people will believe nonsense like that.” Sumaci snorted in derision, which elicited a crooked smile from the advisor. “The issue of payment is a problem, but it's not so big that it'll break our backs. I'm well aware of our financial situation, so I've worked out some solutions already.” 

“First off, we can use the raw materials of the island to pay for the first shipment of goods. The isles are rich in treasures, so there's plenty to pick from. However, that's not a long-term solution. If one day we run out of earth to dig and trees to fell, we need new income to replace those sources. For that purpose, I plan to install a number of manufactories in Rasacopa. We will copy the model that has made Saniya the richest country in the Verduic Sea within only a few short years.” 

“Manufactories, princess?” the advisor asked in confusion. Even now, she didn't know if he was playing a role or not, but she didn't mind explaining the basics to the court. 

“Manufactories are large workshops. Within them, a massive, organized workforce transforms raw materials into finished products with great efficiency. This gets more value out of the same number and quality of workers than smaller workshops could. Usually, the raw materials are cheap, while the finished articles will be worth much more. We buy cheap resources from other countries, sell the expensive products to the outside, and reap the rewards. In this way, the amount of wealth in the country will continue to increase. With our unique position in the center of the Verduic Sea, as well as an endless stream of materials and goods entering and leaving the island, we can become a central hub for trade in the region, equal to the greatest cities in the world.” 

“Princess, your grand plans are admirable, as expected of a Hulpatec,” the advisor flattered. “However... what sort of product is Rasacopa supposed to create and sell, exactly?” 

“I needs to be something that doesn't require a lot of skill to produce, or something a lot of our people already know how to create,” Sumaci said. “And it should also be something that has a high demand, both here and in other countries around us. Something everyone needs or wants, right now and in the future.” 

“What would this thing be? Rice?” The old man asked like it was a riddle, which only further annoyed Sumaci. To her, it felt like he was playing dumb on purpose, which only made him even harder to read, and even harder to use in the future. 

“Everyone makes rice,” she said. “I'm talking about clothing, about cloth.” 

“Cloth? Indeed, the Yaku are masters of weaving, but why would others buy ours over their own?Everyone else in the entire world produces cloth as well after all.” 

“That's right, they do. But are they as good as us? The Yaku have a long and proud tradition of producing intricate weavings, from robes to carpets and tapestry. No one else compares to us in that regard. The many masters of cloth work have generations of experience, and will be able to make good use of it, to the benefit of the people. As for the other Yaku, we will exceed them in several crucial areas. First, we will employ the manufactory system, as well as modern machines, to create the same quality cloth at far cheaper prices. And second, we will produce our raw materials ourselves, which will further reduce costs. In the future, I want to see cotton fields all across the islands, as far as the eye can see. They will be the source of our prosperity and power for generations to come.” 

“What a grand plan, as expected of Princess.” Despite his flattery, Sumaci could sense this time that Phuyu still wasn't convinced. Though for once she didn't mind. Through tangible results, she could slowly convince him over time, just like the other warriors. For now, she would simply answer their questions one by one, to prove the viability of the project, and to show her own competence in the face of the old advisor. 

“However,” Phuyu began. 

Here come the excuses. 

“However, Princess, this old man fears that the goals may be a bit too ambitious. Moreso now, in a time of crisis. In the first place, where would we find the space to plant enough cotton to service the Green Island as well as all the kingdoms around us with cloth? As of now, most of our cotton and wool are imported from outside.” 

“That's simple. Just get rid of the jungle.”   

“Princess. Is that a good idea? The jungle is dangerous and unwieldy... not to mention the curses of the Divines within.” 

At last, she got a genuine reaction out of her advisor, as well as the people in the hall. Sumaci laughed at their cowardly responses. 

“Let me worry about the Divines,” she brushed off his concerns. “As for the dangers of the jungle... why do you think my husband hasn't shown up here today? As early as this morning, Corco has left the city and returned to home on a mission. When the medalan ships return from Saniya, they will bring with them a secret weapon, to gain dominion over the jungle once and for all.” 




2










Chapter 313 - A New Age
Chapter 313 - A New Age
Jul 31, 2020


 Out in the distance, the high walls of Rapra Castle stretched over the horizon and greeted the return of its fleet. As soon as he saw the familiar roof of the beacon room that capped the castle, Corco's stern face finally eased. All the tension and pressure pressure left his body and mind as if they had never existed. Finally, he was back home. 

Despite his worries, the way back from Rasacopa had been smooth for the Homeward and the remaining ships. Ever since their first, suicidal battle with the colored kings, the arcavian ships around the Green Island had retreated much farther away.   

Just like Corco's side had hoped, the enemy coalition of Arcavians and Yaku had become more cautious, not least because they didn't want to be surprised by another desperate attack like that. Unlike last time they had moved out, the king didn't want to invite another ambush. Thus, Corco and his men left the harbor unannounced, before noon while everyone important in the palace got ready for a key court session, the first after rumors of Tayali's death had spread.   

No matter how many spies may be in Rasacopa, the sudden departure didn't leave them enough time to inform their masters. Thus, they had managed to make their way into the open waters without a hitch.   

From there, the rest of the way had been smooth sailing, since they had taken a longer route, expressly to avoid any shallows or cliffs that could hide enemy ships. Out in the open, the Verdant Folk were no threat to them, and the Arcavians didn't have enough ships close by to threaten them. 

After all, Saniya's fleet had left with most of their ships, a full fourteen vessels, armed to the teeth with cannons. They had only left behind the two damaged cahlian galleons they had captured in the previous battle, and only because they couldn't be considered seaworthy with their shot hulls. For their return to Rasacopa, Corco planned to bring some of his craftsmen to repair the ships, and to modify them to add modern conveniences like a ship's wheel and a gundeck.   

After a while, Corco's eyes left the distant castle and returned to the main deck, where Atau's men were doing their work with routine ease. Despite their fleet having a similar composition than during their first journey a few days earlier, the ship didn't feel cramped this time.   

After all, Corco had left behind Paec and his army in Rasacopa. They hadn't played a big role in the previous battle, but the goal had always been to station them on the Green Island as a deterrent for Sumaci's enemies, as well as a first line of defense during an invasion.   

He didn't want to leave his wife all to her own devices, not with the selfish local warriors around her. With Paec's men under her command, she would be able to begin the cleanup of the palace and the local troops, while Corco prepared additional support back home. At the same time, he would have to catch up on his regular work in the castle. Though of course, all of this was easier said than done, and he couldn't get Sumaci's precarious position out of his head, even more so when he remembered the shameless and clever advisor Phuyu who had played them before. 

While a mix of plans and worries swirled around in his head, the ship entered into the city limits through the Mayura delta. Eventually, they steered into the military harbor tucked away inside a small inlet on Chukru island, a position protected from both spies and the elements. In fact, the image of the military harbor was a bit unusual within the cityscape. 

Most of Saniya no longer had functional walls. Of course the castle was an exception, but even when it came to Corco's own seat of power, Rapra was more protected by guards along the major bridges across the river than it was by its walls.   

Every day, many locals would enter the castle on business. Even the previously impressive outer city wall had long lost its purpose, as the city had swelled in size and grown far beyond its old limits. Only here, in the military harbor, did walls still play an important role.   

Two layers protected one of the most important and most secretive places in the entire kingdom from prying eyes and eager hands. The first layer of walls enclosed the military harbor, where Saniya's fleet had just arrived. After they had docked along the many piers, Corco came ashore with steady steps.   

By now, even he had gotten used to life at sea. Without much fanfare, he was greeted by Fadelio and a handful of officials. He wasn't big on these grand greetings anyways, so he was happy that no one had wasted time and money on a useless parade or somesuch. 

“Welcome back,” Fadelio said while his eyes searched the space behind Corco for something. “Where'd you leave our wise queen?” 

“Maci's stayed behind. Things didn't go smoothly, so there's still lots to do over there. For now, you can assume that we're in open war again, not fun. This time it's the colored kings, both Arcavian kingdoms and... undetermined. Probably one of my fellow kings, or both. I might have to soon leave again as well. I don't want to leave Maci to fend for herself for too long, not with those greedy subordinates she has around her in that place. Once I get some work done here, I'll go back right away.” 

“I'm sure she's eagerly awaiting you already, thinking of nothing else.” Fadelio showed a dry smile. 

“I might be a narcissist, but not that much, am I?” 

He expected an answer from his subordinate, but somehow only received a strange look. 

Fine, guess I steered him right into that one. 

Rather than wait for a reply that would never come, he tried to change the topic. 

“It looks like Maci's not the only one waiting for someone,” he said with a smile, and looked towards Tamaya who was waiting some ways behind her brother. When the king turned around, he saw that Atau was only just leaving the ship, but his face was already pale. 

“Laqhis, I think it's best if I stay on board for now, just in case we need to move out all of a sudden,” he said, but Fadelio didn't look amused. 

“What do you mean by that, you useless bastard? In know what you did, you can't hide. In the streets, the word has already spread of what you've done to Tama, and that you proposed. Why would I not hear a single word of that beforehand? Are you just playing with my sister? Are you trying to ruin her?” 

Bemused, Corco realized that Tamaya seemed to be spreading rumors again, this time to put pressure on Atau. However, the experienced playboy did his best to deflect. 

“What do you know, you ice block!?” Atau shouted. “Don't get involved in things you don't understand.” 

“Stop,” Corco held up his hands and stepped between them. As funny as this was, he didn't want to see his friends get into a fist fight over a misunderstanding.   

“Let them handle it themselves,” Corco said to Fadelio. “There's no reason for us to get involved when they haven't even cleared things up between them. They're both responsible adults, they can handle it. And you,” he turned to Atau. “Don't be a bitch and go talk to her. Seriously, even if it all was a mistake, the least you could do is talk it out, right? You're not getting back on any ships until this is cleared up, do you understand?” 

“Fine. Let's get this over with.” After a defeated sigh, Atau trudged towards Tamaya, who had stood there the whole time, grinning from ear to ear. 

“They grow up so fast.” Corco laughed, before he turned to Fadelio again. “Now, let's get to work.” 

At first, Fadelio still stared at the awkward Atau standing in front of his sister, but soon his face firmed up and he returned to his usual, workaholic self. 

“Back to the palace?” he asked. 

“No, since we're already at the military harbor, we may as well get some work done here. Let's visit the military shipyard.” 

Together, Corco and Fadelio walked over to the second set of walls within the military harbor. Hidden behind a wall inside a wall, Saniya's military shipyard was even more secretive than the harbor. Here, all of Saniya's new ships were being designed and built.   

In total, there were eight drydocks and dozens of smaller work stations, all of which were occupied up by various projects at the moment. Ever since the appearance of arcavian galleons in the Verduic Sea, the shipyard had received additional funds and was now at full capacity around the clock. 

“So how far along are we with our next batch of ships?” Corco asked as they walked past the various docks and watched the workers bend planks and plane wood. 

This batch of galleons under construction right now would be the first proper battleships designed and built in Saniya itself. Their current fleet only consisted of their old ships from Arcavia, as well as the civilian vessels they had built here.   

All this time, they had spent untold time and effort to get their shipwrights and apprentices to this point, where they could mass-produce modern battleships. However, Fadelio's stiff face told Corco that he would still have to wait a bit longer for his freshly minted galleons. 

“You know that we've had to spend some time to rework the brigantines of the traders and fishermen so we could use them in combat. And then you took some of the half-finished ships and requisitioned them for your suicide plan. All that has pushed back the timetable for our first group of galleons. The first four will take considerably longer to finish up now. Master Aloysius says it'll be at least another four months until they are ready. But if we have an early and harsh winter, the entire work could be delayed until early next year.” 

“Time is what we have the least of right now,” Corco commented with a frown. “We need to get some more ships into the Verduic Sea, and soon. On this trip, we managed a small win against the Arcavians, somehow. With that we've won some time, since they'll be more careful for now. But sooner or later, when their greed wins out, they'll get bold again. At that point, they'll realize that they actually outnumber us, by a lot. So by then, we'll need enough ships to match them, or we'll be in real trouble.” 

“I don't know what to tell you,” Fadelio replied. “According to the experts, that's how long the ships will take, and I don't think we can speed up the timetable any more.” 

“Then how about transforming some more civilian brigantines? How's that looking?”   

Months earlier, they had offered ownership of new ships to civilians if they allowed their ships to become part of the war effort, including the sailors being part of the crew. Even after the first ten ships had joined their cause, the offer still stood. However, from Fadelio's cramped expression, it didn't seem like there were too many takers these days. 

“Not so good,” he said. “After the first ten crews, no one else has been eager to join us.” 

“Getting their entire ships paid off is not enough for them?” 

“No. Rather, many of the merchants lack the funds. Even if they don't have to buy the ship, organizing an expedition is expensive, and many are not willing to spend that much. While they could buy and work ships as a group like the fishing villages are doing, they're reluctant, since most don't know each other well enough.”   

For a moment, Fadelio seemed to weigh his words before he continued. 

“This is only my opinion, but I think a lot of them also don't believe our word on this. As lords, we could just change our minds after the war. At least from their perspective, that is entirely believable, and something a Medalan noble would absolutely do. For others, they think that they already own the ship. If they don't want to pay us, they can just move to a different country and never come back. That goes especially for many of the merchants. Even worse, if their ship fights in a war, there's a chance it'll sink, so they're even less eager to risk their lives for dubious gains. For most of them, there's little reason to fight our war for us.” 

“Well fuck. Have they never heard of blind patriotism?” 

“They're merchants.” 

“Damn merchants should just do as they're told,” the merchant king complained. 

“You can't force them to give up their own ships, can you?” Fadelio asked with worry. “I don't think forced levy is a good idea, that'll only drive more of them away. And it sets a dangerous precedent.” 

“No worries. We're not Arcavians, and I'm not a dictator... I mean, technically I'm a dictator, but I'm not that kind of dictator. No, if we want to make them fight for us, we need to offer them either guarantees, or fewer constraints.”   

“If they don't believe our offer, they won't believe the guarantees either.” 

“Option B then. Since they don't want to fight for me, I'll allow them to fight for themselves.” 

“And how would that work?” 

“I'll write them a little letter, let's call it a commission of war. That commission will allow them to privately fight on our behalf. That means they get to play pirate in the Verduic Sea, without being considered outlaws here in Saniya. So long as they only attack the ships of our enemies, they get to come back here as upstanding citizens. They even get to keep the loot they rob, minus a percentage we keep for their protection. Though this way, they can also pay off the loans for their ships themselves, without our help. If they do a good enough job, they can even get rich off it, just what the merchants would want.” 

“Wouldn't that become a problem after the war?” Fadelio asked. “At that point, we'll have many armed, independent forces sailing up and down our western coast, with no enemies to point them to, and no way to control them.” 

“We'll deal with those problems when, and if, we get there. By then, we'll hopefully have started to mass-produce ships and have complete naval dominance in the Verduic Sea.” 

However, controlling the privateers was an issue for a later time. At least for now, it seemed like the great age of pirates was upon the Verdant Isles. 
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 Once their inspection at the military shipyard was done, Corco and Fadelio split up. While the advisor went back to the castle to pen down the new privateering laws they had just come up with, the king was still avoiding his home, and with it all the piled up work. Instead, he walked a short distance on the same island, to Chukru Island's medical research center.   

Before, this place had simply been called a clinic, a place where Corco's team of Chutwa doctors were collected to fulfill their contracts. However, the clinic had been expanded several times as the doctors inside became more and more professional, until the building had deserved the title of 'research center'. 

Several years ago, the place had been largely empty, with only a few rooms for the Chutwa doctors to examine patients, as well as two storage rooms: one for the various herbs and plants the doctors would use in their recipes, and another to write and store the reports they had to hand in to the castle offices at regular intervals. 

However, with the development of the microscope and some pointers from Croco in the right direction, the doctors had begun to split up into specializations, which was also reflected in their more varied work spaces.   

There were rooms dedicated to treating common diseases like the flu or gout, which Corco dubbed the common practitioner rooms. There, doctors would invite patients from among the commoners of the city who would be part of their experimental, sometimes ridiculous treatment methods.   

After several of these experiments had gone awry, the doctors there had received a dressing down from Corco. Since then, they had to make sure that the patients were fully informed of the potential dangers of their methods.   

Even more, they would have to be careful about their approach and not try anything too bold without consent from the castle's offices, lest they ruin the reputation of the entire medical society. There would still be cases of heavy side effects from time to time, though at least now the patients would receive compensation for their troubles, so there were a lot fewer misgivings among the population about the doctors.   

Besides the common practitioner rooms, there were also spaces dedicated to healing wounds and fixing bones, or anything related to surgery in general. One of the doctors had even enlisted the help of some Medalan cloth makers, to try out new stitching methods to better close wounds and reduce scaring. 

Though today, neither of these areas were Corco's goal. No, his goal was an area where the doctors would stare through microscopes all day to identify new microorganisms, grow them in petri dishes, and identify as well as classify them. This was also an area which worked closely with Ronnie's chemical lab, which would send over new, exotic materials from time to time, to test on live samples of all imaginable kinds.   

Though still primitive in many ways, it was a proper biology lab. At the same time, this biology lab was also dedicated to the development of new medicines, as well as devising and refining production methods for them. So far, they were often attempts to derive purer forms of old healing plants the Chutwa doctors were already familiar with. This was the place where penicillin had first been invented, and it was here Corco would find another medicine of similar importance today. 

Although the king's goal was clear, the biology lab sat at the end of the compound, well protected from anyone who would want to steal their secretive findings or equipment. To reach it, he would have to cross the eeriest place in the research center. Somehow, Corco felt the light around him dim, and a cold and damp air drilled through the surrounding doors and into the hall.   

Goosebumps developed all over Corco's body as he imagined the horrors that would happen behind the walls around him. In the distance, he could see the end of this section, and the door that would lead to the biology lab. However, with every step, the lab seemed to retreat back, never letting him get closer. 

After a tense eternity, Corco had finally reached the last eerie door and was about to step past. Yet a sudden noise made him jump as the door to his right burst open and revealed a towering figure, who stormed out of the room and stepped right in the king's path before it stopped abruptly and stared down at the visitor. 

The monster's mask hid his entire face, except for his eyes, lying deep in their sockets as if to retreat from the light. His barrel-thick arm held a sinister cleaver, shimmering silver in the light, its edge covered in the ruby-red sheen of blood. Drop by drop, the blood trickled down the silvery instrument and stained the monster's originally gray apron even more red. 

“King Corco. What are you doing here?” the nightmare figure asked in a light and friendly tone. Annoyed at both the sudden appearance and his own cowardice, the king stepped back. 

“Butcher, what the hell are you doing out here!” Corco shouted in anger.   

The monster was in fact someone he knew. The Butcher had been among the Chutwa doctors who had followed Corco from Hueatlan back to Saniya, and he was the one who had strayed the farthest away from the Chutwa traditions. Over the years, the man had developed some strange habits and interests, and had earned a fitting nickname in the process. 

“King Corco, this physician would prefer if you used his name instead,” the large man said. “The moniker of butcher is wholly unsuited to a great master such as I.” 

I think we should install some mirrors in this place, Corco thought as he stared at the blood-stained nightmare fuel. There were so many things to complain about that the king wasn't even sure where to start, so he just started anywhere. 

“Either way, have you not seen all the blood on you?” he said. “The fuck are you doing out here, contaminating everything and everyone with who knows what diseases!?” 

“But... King Corco, I just finished an autopsy, and the results are fascinating! They need to be written down, and shared!” 

“...is that so?” Corco tried to give a noncommittal answer and move on before he got entangled, but the butcher didn't care. 

“Yes, I have finally found a concrete connection between the state of the liver and a body's health.” 

Although he objected to the use of the term 'body', the king would rather not deal with the matter at all. 

“Right. Could you-” Before Corco could finish the sentence, he was interrupted. 

“Yes, that is right! Just one more body, and all mysteries of the liver can surely be unraveled. Though it best be a drinker, those engorged livers are more fun to examine.” 

Fun? Corco thought, but again he decided to ignore the troubling signs. 

“You can't just 'get' a body,” he said instead. “There's limits, you know? Both in terms of supplies, and in terms of morality.” 

In Saniya, anatomy would be studied and taught through the use of real corpses, an almost unthinkable idea so far. Though due to religious reasons, the number of corpses they could work with was still severely limited. The doctors in this place mostly used the bodies of spies and other criminals with death penalties, since they wouldn't receive a proper burial anyways. Thus, people like butcher were always asking for more, much to Corco's dismay. 

“Then what am I to do without another body?” 

“Maybe washing your clothes wouldn't hurt,” the king mumbled in response to the heartbroken butcher. 

“Please excuse this physician's poor ears,” the butcher said in a polite tone that didn't match his appearance and made him only seem more eerie. In the face of the man's bloody cleaver, the king would rather not insult him to his face. 

“Or how about you go outside for once?” he said instead. “Read a book. Go to the theater. Do something else with your time. Corpses aren't great company, you know.” 

“Hmmm... but... this work really needs to be finished,” a troubled butcher said, though Corco remained firm in his manner. 

“Well, the rules are there for a reason. If you want another body to experiment on, you'll have to be patient and wait until there is one.” 

With a troubled look, the large man searched the hallway for answers for a few seconds, before he turned to his king again. 

“But... the contracts for the physicians are about to run out. What if the work is not finished by the time we return to Chutwa?” 

“In that case, it seems like you'd have to stay a while longer” Corco replied with a crafty smirk. “This place isn't bad, is it?” 

“It is not.” The butcher thought for a second, before his face eased. He pulled down his mask to reveal a frank smile. “This physician needs to thank King Corco. At last, there is some clear direction again, and the haste in his heart has been eased.” 

“Sure, any time.” 

Their conversation done, the butcher continued on towards the offices, to write down the results of his previous work, while Corco did his best to get some distance between himself and his creepy subordinate.   

Although he might regret letting a potential serial killer stay in his country, he was relieved to hear the bucher's last words, though he wasn't surprised. Unlike the Arcavian craftsmen or the wolf mercenaries, most of the Chutwa doctors were expected to stay in Medala once their contracts ran their course. After all, in this place they had learned much about medicine, and there was still much more left to learn.   

When it came to the accumulation of knowledge, there was no better place in the world than here, or at least none that Corco was aware of. So far, only two of the doctors were guaranteed to return home after the end of their contract, eager to use their new skills to gain wealth and status back home. All the others would at least consider an extension.   

Together with their many Yaku apprentices coming of age, maybe they would soon have so many doctors that building hospitals would start to make sense. Some may also leave the king's direct employ and open up their own clinics in the city, another leap forward on their way to a modern society. 

At least as far as modern societies went, the next room Corco entered felt more advanced than almost anything within the city. Petri dishes, microscopes, heat-insulated cooling cabinets filled with ice, as well as various glass tubes and containers to move and isolate anything from solids to gases. They even had some hand-cranked, primitive centrifuges.   

In between all those modern tools, a man who looked entirely out of place rushed back and forth. Still in the yellow robe of the Chutwa doctors, he displayed an energy that made it hard for the numerous young Yaku in the room to keep up with him. 

“Good afternoon, Doctor Itzali.” As soon as Corco greeted the doctor, he stopped and bowed, showing a bright smile on his face. 

“King Corco, you have returned from your journey!” 

“Yeah. For once, we're both back in Saniya.” 

After completing his mission in Arguna, the doctor had returned to Saniya several months earlier. Although his mission would have been a more surefire success had he stayed until the mercury poisoning of the Grand Ancestor finally took hold, it would have been too dangerous for the doctor. As soon as symptoms became too heavy, Grand Ancestor Viribus' personal physician would have been the first suspect, and the doctors were usually also the first on the chopping block if something went wrong, even if they weren't secret assassins. 

Thus, when Viribus had shown his first symptoms, the doctor had taken the chance to flee the Moonlight Zigurrat. Since he had managed to cure the ancestor's past infection, he had gained great reputation and had been trusted to leave in hopes of another cure. Thus, he had left behind the last of his penicillin laced with mercury, and left the city in search of the 'spring of life', to bring back more magical cures and guarantee a full healing of his patient.   

Luckily, some cognitive decline and weakness would be expected of a man in his 130s, so no one suspected poisoning up to that point. Even so, Itzali had to leave behind his apprentice Naoka, both as a hostage and to keep administering the deadly shots to Viribus.   

Though the ghost warrior would have a bigger chance to escape the castle when the going got rough, Corco was still worried. Hopefully, they would manage to create enough chaos in the city on time to let the loyal warrior escape.   

Either way, Itzali had already returned home without any trouble and thus met up with Corco again around two seasons earlier. Although they hadn't met in a few years, the comprehensive changes in the doctor's character had still surprised him. Back when they had first met in Hueatlan, Itzali had owned a small roadside stall near the market, selling his services to the highest bidder. He hadn't seemed too concerned with the well-being of others, and was only eager to make some money for himself, whether or not his cures would be effective. 

However, after his return, Itzali had looked like a changed man. All of a sudden, he had thrown himself into the research of new medicines like a madman. And unlike his fellow Chutwa doctors, he had actually begun to train his apprentices in earnest, even taking on more than the three that were required by contract. While Corco wasn't sure why the doctor had gone through such a change, he had no reason to complain. An enthusiastic medical researcher would be of great benefit to the kingdom. Or rather, it had already produced a great benefit a while ago. 

“King Corco, are you here for a routine inspection?” Itzli asked. 

“No, this time I've come for a specific reason.” He looked around. “So... in what corner do you do the artemisinin research?” 

“Oh, I have long waited to hear those words,” Itzali beamed. “This way please.” 
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 “In fact, the workers here were able to extract the artemisinin almost as soon as this physician returned from Arguna,” Itzali explained while they walked over to a corner of the room that seemed especially busy. This place was filled with crates of a long, green stalk, which Corco assumed to be the artemisin grass they extracted the artemisinin from.   

This was one of the many classic remedies of the Chutwa doctors that dealt with malaria. Luckily, Corco had remembered that the artemisin grass indeed contained a compound that would treat malaria, among other things, so he had asked his doctors to focus their research in that direction. 

Besides the boxes of grass were several tools that would help extract the artemisin, as well as a long row of labeled test tubes, filled with fluids of various color. At this moment, a young man was busy walking from one tube to the next, measuring their weight and viscosity and writing them down on a clip board. However, unlike the other young people in the room who all wore yellow like their master, this one wore a thicker, dark robe. 

“You're not from this place, are you?” Corco asked with interest. When his concentration broke, the young man turned around in surprise. 

“King Corco!” the flustered youngster said. “You... What is king doing here?” 

Corco ignored the question and instead said, “I remember you. You're one of Ronnie's apprentices, aren't you? Chuku, was it?” 

“Yes, King Corco. Master Hieronymus assigned me here to help, since the work with the new medicine needs someone with good knowledge of chemistry.” 

“That's it, is it? Why does that not sound like Ronnie at all, just handing over helpers like that?” 

The apprentice blushed. “Master also said that this way he would no longer have to deal with my constant questions.” 

“And there it is. Don't take it to heart, young man. You're not doing it right unless you're asking enough questions to annoy your teacher. Just consider this a good opportunity to learn by yourself.” 

“Yes, Apprentice Chuku's help has been much appreciated, and greatly helpful,” Itzali added from the side. “With King Corco's instructions and the previous work of my colleagues, it was not too difficult to find the right trick and extract the artemisinin.” 

“I'm aware. I read the report,” Corco said, while he inspected the apparatus out of interest.   

A shame we're not making quinine, no tonic water for me, he thought, but returned to a more serious topic. 

“So how's the compound work been going since then?” he asked the apprentice who was responsible for the experimental setup. 

“King Corco, we have tried many different compounds that transform the artemisinin to improve efficacy and make sure all malaria parasites are eradicated. So far, a compound formed with concentrated spirit of amber seems to be the most promising. Master has named the new substance 'Artesunate'.” 

“That's fantastic. I assume you've refined the production method by now?” he asked. When he had first received the report that the biology lab had managed to isolate the artemisinin, he had first ordered the development of a more economical production method right away. After all, the Verdant Isles were large, and so they would need to treat a lot of malaria patients. 

“Yes we have,” Chuku replied. “By now our production is at least ten times faster than it was before, and we also make better use of the materials and do not waste as much of the grass as we used to. I believe the method is refined enough for mass production, though we may need some more advanced setups if we want to produce Artesunate and other, similar compounds on a larger scale.” 

While Ronnie's young apprentice told Corco exactly what he wanted to hear, Itzali wasn't so forthcoming. 

“However, this physician still needs to emphasize that the artemisinin has been ready for several seasons, and could have helped many survive the jungle fever,” the doctor stressed again. “Even more so now, when we are coming to the end of the rainy season in the north. Over the summer, there were reports of a bad jungle fever outbreak in the northern kingdom. During the worst period, an entire city had to be closed down for tens of days. All in all, it seems like well over a hundred died from the illness.”   

“You understand that the people in the northern kingdom are our enemies, right?” Corco asked. Although the king wouldn't be indifferent to the plight of Yaku people, this was a view that was shared by most people in the south, even more so after years of conflict with the northern kingdoms. So he decided to play devil's advocate to see the doctor's reaction. 

“This physician understands the political realities. However, the commoners in the northern kingdom are not at fault for the wars their masters have started. Every day we do not release the cure, more innocent will die from jungle fever, no matter who they are.” Corco's brow raised when he heard the doctor's explanation. It seemed like Itzali really had changed.   

“And some merchants have also brought the illness to Saniya, which caused a lot of trouble to the physicians. Why not have this marvel of chemistry help them out?” Chuku added with pride in his voice. “The artemisinin really should be released. It is ready and tested, so there is no reason to hold back any longer.” 

“I thought I already sent an explanation when it comes to that, together with my first order,” Corco answered Itzali first. “We can't just start giving out medicine on a hunch. Most of the methods you Chutwa doctors use have been tried and tested for generations. But artemisinin to cure malaria is still a completely new treatment, at least in its pure form. That's why I ordered clinical trials of this stuff when you first isolated it. It's too dangerous to just release as is.”   

This time he turned towards the apprentice and said, “And that goes doubly for all the new compounds you are working on. We simply didn't know any of the possible side-effects, not even if the new medicine works at all. Worse, we still have no idea about the long-term effects, so we should be careful with every new medicine we develop, and put it through some rigorous testing before it's released for use on the general public.” 

Of course, this wasn't the only reason Corco held back on the artemisinin. After all, he knew the medicine from his other life, and was well aware that it was effective.   

However, in his original plans, he would have held back the medicine and slowly negotiated with the Verdant Isles for its release. This way, he could have pretended that the production was more difficult than it really was. It would have allowed him to get more concessions from them for the product, and it would have also improved the southern kingdom's status among the people of the Isles. For obvious reasons, his plans had changed, so they would have to start mass-production ahead of schedule. 

“This physician understands the need for caution,” Itzali said, “and the systematic tests have been very helpful in our understanding of both the jungle fever and the new medication. However, many lives could have been changed had the medicine been released sooner. Conversely, the long-term effects of the medicine are still unknown, even now. What has changed that the medicine needs to be released right this moment?” 

“Well, there's a sudden need of the stuff on the Verdant Isles,” Corco replied vaguely. With Itzali's recent selfless streak, he wouldn't understand the political details either way.   

“And many of our soldiers are there right now, fighting an important war. Unlike the locals, we come from a colder climate, and we're much more susceptible to malaria... I think. I'm actually not sure that's true, but it's better to be safe than sorry. I don't want our people to die from things we could have prevented, and it'll take a while to get production rolling and stock up on supplies. Once we're forced to fight a war in the jungle, we'll have a much bigger outbreak than the small-scale flareup in the north, not to mention the fact that we might lose the war without it. Plus, we're due a large-scale field test anyways, so this is a good chance to get that done too.” 

“In that case, this physician will strive to increase production within the laboratory.” 

Although he said so, Itzali didn't look too confident. Of course a doctor wouldn't be the best man for mass-production, so Corco had his own plans. 

“Just making them in the lab is probably not enough, even with your increased efficiency,” he said. “Just the soldiers alone will be ten thousand people, maybe more. Not to mention the general population of the Green Island. Instead, we'll move production out of your lab. I'll have my people set up a manufactory for artemisinin and Artesunate production somewhere outside. You're better off researching new stuff anyways. Worrying about bottlenecks and such is a waste of your talent. As for your payment-” 

“No payment is necessary,” Itzali interrupted Corco. “This physician only hopes that more people can be healed.” 

“No, that's not gonna work,” the king said. “At least I want to show the people of this city that striving for progress and coming up with improvements to everyone's lives has advantages. If you don't want the money, you can always donate it to the state after you've receive it.” 

“That's right master Itzali. More money would never hurt, would it?” Chuku helped out. 

“Very well. Then how exactly would this payment work, since the medicine will not be produced or sold from this laboratory?” 

“Well, we've put together the plans for the patent office a while ago... though I'm not quite sure how far along we are with the progress yet, what with me being away and all. Still, in principle, you will be credited with the invention of the artemisinin, so long as you write down your method and put it in with the government. Exactly who did what work should be cleared up between you and anyone else who's worked on the project. In this case, it might be appropriate to apply for the patent together with Chuku here.” 

As Corco pointed out the apprentice, the young man's face lit up as his eyes filled with dollar signs, metaphorically speaking. 

“Thank you, King Corco! I am deeply grateful!” 

Rather than reply, the king continued, “Once you apply for the patent, there will be a review process, to check the validity and relevance of the invention, and once that's done, the invention is yours. Normally, that means that no one can use or recreate your patent for the next fifteen years, unless you sell the rights to others. However, the artemisinin is a bit special. Together with ordinary patents, we're also introducing something called 'key patents', which artemisinin falls into. The idea is that some inventions are too important for the wealth of the people and the progress of the country to be hoarded by a single greedy businessman.” 

“A reasonable fear,” Itzalo said, though Chuku looked a bit unhappy. 

“As a result, we've decided to force inventors of key patents to license their inventions early,” Corco said. “You could license out the rights to your patent in case of a normal invention as well, but with an important product like artemisinin, you'll have to license to several parties, should there be interest. Though obviously, the rates need to be reasonable for both sides and depend on the industry. In case no licenser can be found, you can't be forced to follow the rules and give up your patent for nothing. However, in that case, the government will always step in to buy one of the licenses, again, at reasonable rates. Of course, we'll use this tool sparingly, since I don't want to intervene into the market too much. Still, something like artemisinin is too important to be hidden away and monopolized for decades. Cheaper anti-malaria drugs will save countless lives, so more competition in the market is always better.” 

“However, who outside of this laboratory, and maybe Master Hieronymus, who would be able to produce something of such high technical content? Who else has this much knowledge of chemistry and medicine?” Chuku asked. 

“Should we go ask the merchants of the city for assistance?” From his unpleasant look, it seemed obvious that Itzali didn't like the merchants very much. Maybe he had made some bad experiences with them on his travels. To his luck, there was no need to bother with any merchants besides Corco. 

“That's not necessary,” the merchant king said. “If you don't mind, I can use your invention as a pilot project, help you market the thing and create sales networks. As for production, we'll set up some manufactories ourselves, as in, the kingdom will do it for you. We'll license at reasonable rates of course. What do you think about a ten percent stake in the profits of the production?” 

“This physician would not mind to give it away for free, so long as more of the medicine can be produced.” 

“That's nice to hear,” Corco said, though he would still make sure that Itzali received his compensation. He wanted others to see the benefits of being inventive and working with the government. Plus, he wouldn't want to seem too greedy and ruin his reputation over some minor profits. “In that case, I won't bother you much longer. You should get ready to put together your papers for the patent, while I get back to the castle and start work on the production side of things.” 

“This physician will not hold king up any longer. Surely, king has much work to do.” 

“True. For one, I need to figure out where to put another damn manufactory. We're really victims of our own success.” 

With the troubled thought of the city's overcrowded islands, the king left the lab. 
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 Just as the last sunlight left the king's study in Rapra Castle, a single oil lamp was ignited to extend the day for a while longer.   

After successive visits to the shipyard and the medical research center, Corco had finally managed to get home to his castle by the time the sun went down. But even now he still couldn't rest. After several weeks away from his desk, there was much left to do. This late in the day, Fadelio would have already gone to bed, so he would have to do all the work himself. Though he didn't mind, since he wasn't in the mood for dry desk work anyways. Without his assistant, he was free to do whatever work he felt like.

After he had sat down on his chair, he looked over the mountain of paperwork piled atop his desk, reaching almost to his shoulders. On top of the stack sat a note, which read 'to be acknowledged and stamped -F'. These were all the accumulated papers that needed to be approved by Corco after his weeks away from duty. With a determined expression, he took a heart and shoved the entire stack to the side, scattering some of it on the floor in the process. For now, he would much rather work on something more interesting, just to cap off the day in a positive way. There was still plenty of time for monotonous work tomorrow.

Once he had cleared the space, Corco pulled three separate pieces of cloth from the shelf behind his seat and spread the first on his table. In the bright light of the oil lamp appeared a map that depicted the entire city of Saniya to its current extent, spreading over the three islands of the Mayura delta, as well as along the western shore of the river.   

Besides it, Corco unfurled another map. The geography was identical, depicting the Mayura delta and its surrounding region. However, the city built around the delta was entirely different on this map. Stretching both river banks, as well as the surrounding lands a dozen kilometers in all directions, it was a metropolis like no one had ever seen in this world. This was Corco's plan for the future, his plan for his ideal city.

In his plan, not much had changed on the three major islands of Saniya. However, both sides of the river were almost unrecognizable. Both the east and west sides no longer had any walls, and the old quarters that used to make up the city before he had arrived were entirely gone. Instead, the area was evenly cut up into large block sections by wide roads. Many bridges also lead across the Mayura to connect the two halves of the city's road networks into one cohesive whole. In the future, Corco planned to have only official vehicles drive on those central roads: police, firefighters, ambulances, public transportation and such. Like blood through arteries, they would service the people of the city with no obstructions.   

Saniya already didn't allow large pack animals on its streets. In the future, the same would go for private cars, which would only be used outside of the city limits, for example on the three major highways that branched off from the network of roads on the map. For Corco's city, the lack of cars would open up a whole world of possibilities. The lack of parking space and lower amount of roads allowed for all kinds of constructions while retaining a reasonable density.   

While the city's overall look seemed rigid with its square grid, the inner portions of the blocks between the large roads were quite big in size. Within these large blocks, Corco would get the chance to zone however he liked.   

One block may be a shopping area, one may be an industrial zone, but for most, he planned to turn them into smaller, independent neighborhoods, complete with residences, shops, doctors and whatever else the people would need in their daily lives. In many regards, these small neighborhoods would be more locally ruled, with many smaller matters taken over by local governors.

This way, they would preserve the sense of community Corco felt and treasured from Saniya's quarters at the moment, while at the same time creating more structured and efficient governance.   

On top of that, the city would not lose its open and natural feel which came with the Yaku's preference for open courtyards and gardens. Rather than stuff the city with giant building after building owned by a handful of magnates, the people of each neighborhood would be able to design the space they would want to live in themselves. The autonomy of the neighborhoods and their size left plenty of room for greenery, cul-de-sacs and whatever else may strike their fancy.   

Even better, the entire city had been built future-proof, at least for the next few centuries, and construction would leave plenty of space to expand the infrastructure without much fuss. When the workers had built the sewers for example, they had already reserved enough room for the various amenities the people of the city would be able to enjoy eventually, from water and electricity, to tram tracks or subway tunnels, all the way to phone and internet lines.   

For now, the near-future goal in this regard was to install a water treatment plant, while adding municipal water supply first in the castle and some important manufactories. Then, the water would be expanded to some public spaces like public springs, before laying pipes underground throughout the entire city and into every new and refurbished house, until they would eventually cover every household in Saniya.   

However, after Atau's return from his long journey, Corco had new ideas, which he had yet to implement due to the whole war business keeping him occupied. While his cousin had brought many noteworthy things back home with him, from the camels to the coffee, the one import that Corco was most concerned with was one that most others without his knowledge would have overlook.   

On an island halfway across the world, near the distant continent of Sadraiy, the people knew of a tree that could produce a thick, milky sap if tapped in the right season. In its dried form, the locals there chewed on the sap, both as a common habit, and to stave off hunger and thirst during long work days or hunts out in the wilderness. This tree's product seemed like a useful tool for an army on the march, but appeared otherwise unremarkable.

However, the local people were entirely unaware that they had a real treasure on their hands. Thus, they hadn't been protective of these plants called rubber trees and Atau had been able to buy several specimen without trouble and took them home with him. With the addition of a bit of sulfur, the gum from the tree would turn into rubber, and become one of the most useful and versatile substances known to man.

With the new material, some of the plans Corco had shelved in case they ever became possible were now on the table. Thus, he began to modify the road network on his ideal city map to accommodate his new ideas, adding overpasses and additional lanes to the grid roads.   

Once the work was done, he stared at the new map in satisfaction, before he unfurled a third map. This one was a copy of the city in its current state, but printed on cheaper material. There were many copies of this version, and they were used to sketch out possible development projects. This real version of the city was far less impressive than the future one, but it had a big advantage: This version had plenty of space left to work with. Thus, he first made some room on the three islands for the new manufactories.

They would need new weaving tools to export to Rasacopa, since Sumaci's people would get into the clothing industry very soon.   

Of course, they would have to produce the artemisinin as well. These types of industry would soon constitute the core of the economy for these two countries, especially the cloth making industry. As a consequence, they needed to be secretive about their production methods.   

The space on the three islands was limited, which was a constant thorn in Corco's side. Thus, it took him a long time to shuffle things around and make the space he needed for all the new production, while also having to shift other important sites off the islands. All in all, there was lots for him to do.   

With great enthusiasm, the king played around with his map, deleting buildings for older manufactories or various offices and homes, only to plop them down somewhere else in the city. For the first time since his arrival here, Corco really felt like he was playing a city building game.

Once he had finished the reallocation of manufactory space, Corco glanced over the map in idle thought and just let his thoughts wander for a while. Often, these idle periods would let him remember something relevant to his plans that was hidden deep in the corners of his mind, and so it did this time.   

He thought back to Fadelio's comments earlier in the day, about the reluctance of the merchants to buy ships as a group. If he wanted to make cooperative ownership easier, especially between relative strangers, then there was a need to standardize the process. Thus, he singled out one large piece of open land near the harbor and penned it with the term 'stock market'.   

Stocks weren't quite a new concept in this world. He had already used a stock system with fellow merchant DeVaerter back in Arcavia. Technically, the new fishing ships worked on a stock system as well, since the ships were collectively bought by a village, so everyone in it would own an equal piece of the ship. However, once the process was formalized and officially backed by the country, with a fancy building and all, buying and selling stocks would become a whole lot more convenient.

This way, the people should also have an easy time accepting this idea, especially those rich merchants. Though there were plenty of problems with a stock market, he had long considered plans to address these issues before they would arise. Though only now had the city developed far enough to turn his plans into reality. With this new addition to the city, the number of privately owned ships would increase, and thus the number of reinforcements they could expect in the Verduic Sea.

Finally, Corco let out a satisfied sigh as he stared over his new map one last time. Now the three maps were next to each other, all of them distinct: One showed the present city, one the distant future, and the final one the immediate future, with detailed plans for zoning and construction over the next year or so. Rather than feel pride in his work, the architect of this wonder leaned back and rubbed his exhausted eyes as he stared up to the ceiling.   

Only after a while did he turn around to his shelf again. Even though the time had already passed midnight, he still wasn't done with his day. After all, now that he was back in Saniya, he would have to teach his classes in school again.

So, he picked out the books he needed to prepare for tomorrow's classes. As his eyes ran past all the books on the shelf, he soon realized that most of them contained old content he had already covered in his classes. In the end, his hands landed on a pair of books at the very end of the shelf.

Last one, he thought as melancholy overwhelmed him, and opened the first of the two, Stochastic Mathematics. However, even here, he had to go through almost half the pages before he found new content he hadn't taught yet.   

If he included the five years in Arcavia, Corco had been teaching his oldest students for almost ten years by now, and most of them already had a solid basis of language and math before they began to study under him. At this point, there was little more he could teach them.   

On most subjects, his own knowledge was very shallow after all. There were still many more advanced topics he was vaguely aware of, but he wouldn't be able to talk about something fancy like the theory of relativity with any kind of authority, or even accuracy. Even on the simpler topics he would consider high school level, he realized over time that there were more and more holes in his curriculum, and there were more and more student questions he couldn't answer during class.   

Rather than spread misinformation, or make his students incompetent generalists like himself, he would have to let them do their own work in the near future, discover the world and its hidden laws of their own volition. He had already given them the tools to do so over the course of their education, putting emphasis on scientific methodology in everything he taught. Now he just had to give them the time and space to follow where their inspiration would lead them.

Guess it's time for this one as well.

In the end, he put the book to the side again and pulled the development map back over. This time, he looked for a large area slightly outside the city, with plenty of room and open space, enough for both the body and the mind to wander. Now that the students were about to exceed their master in many regards, it was finally time to open up their first university.   

To Corco, this had special significance. It would be the end of his role as a teacher, and would open up a new chapter in their country's history. In the future, this space would be the new center of their kingdom's education, and the world's center of progress and enlightenment. His exhaustion blown away, he continued to work deep into the night.
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---------


 Meanwhile, as Corco spent the night with maps and plans, others were having their own kind of fun, in their own ways. 

Atau's own pulsing headache woke his tired mind. With a groan, he tried to raise his body, but his eyes were pressed closed from pain and his arms felt weak. After a second of struggle, he sank back down into his bed and stretched out his limbs. 

Wait, this isn't my bed. 

Confused, Atau looked around the room that seemed vaguely familiar, before he finally remembered the previous night, and his time with Tama. Exhausted in both body and spirit, he sank back into the sheets and mumbled, “Dammit, not again.” 

---- 

While Atau was struggling with a relapse, Corco was busy with his country. Now that they would be involved in a war once again, he spent the next few days planning the adjusted development of his kingdom. On top of that, he would also have to consider the Green Island's development from now on.   At the same time, he also trudged through the slog of papers and stamps and somehow came out alive on the other side. 

After these days of hard work, he was ready to move back to Rasacopa. Although work in Saniya was far from finished, they needed to deliver their first batch of anti-malaria medicine, together with a new batch of weapons, soldiers, gunpowder, and cement. However, before he could go, there was one last issue he needed to resolve.   

Over the following months, he may struggle to keep in contact with the local lords, since he preferred to spend his time in Rasacopa, where he would be more needed, and where he would be able to be with Sumaci. While Fadelio may be around to hold the banquets for him, a banquet hosted by a warrior simply wasn't the same as a banquet held by a king. After all, the banquets were a key to his political strategy, and the lords needed to be kept quiet. At least once a month, Corco held a feast in his castle. Dur ing those feasts, his cooks, musicians and other talents would show off their abilities with their newest creations, wowing the guests with their sophistication and ability. This had inspired the other nobles in the city, who would launch a banquet or some other social occasion of their own every day.   

Although he wasn't always present for all of them, Corco did his best to make time and show up every once in a while, often unannounced. During these banquets, Corco did most of his negotiations these days, signing massive trade deals with his fellow lords. After all, the pie of Saniya was massive, and everyone in the south wanted to have a piece of it.   

For all these reasons, the southern lords needed to be part of the banquets, or they would miss out on the extremely lucrative cooperation. If they weren't at the banquets, they would never enjoy the benefits of Saniya's economic strength, and they would be considered uncultured hicks by their fellow lords.   

This mixture of benefits and cultural pressure forced even the reluctant lords to make Saniya their permanent homes. However, if they were here all throughout the year, they couldn't be back home on their own estates. Slowly, over time, their influence over their own region would be reduced, which would give Corco greater power to rule them from central Saniya. In this way, bit by bit, he would eventually create an absolutist monarchy and thus make the lords superfluous, before anyone would notice. 

This plan required his presence, but until the end of the war, he would be away for most of the time. Thus, he had organized a surprise banquet for them the day before he left, in addition to the regular monthly banquets in the castle. Although it wouldn't make up for his absence, at least it showed his dedication towards Saniya's newly formed high society. 

As was the case for most of Saniya's festivities these days, today's banquet was different from the old and stuffy meetings of years past. Rather than a row of benches in a dark hall, where everyone could get drunk together, Corco had arranged the banquet in one of the castle's gardens. There were still copious spirits, but today, all of them had been laced with tea, creating a lighter and more aromatic drink.   

At the same time, the people didn't just sit in a spot, but stood or paraded around the large installation, which created a more open feel and prevented the lords from drinking too much. Around every corner, Corco had placed a musician or two, to play simple, soothing melodies on the newest instruments the city's flute makers, luthiers, and other masters had come up with. Overall, the atmosphere of the banquet screamed sophistication and style. 

Since it would be his last banquet for a while, Corco had pulled out all the stops this time. His cooks had been busy all day as well, and had prepared a opulent feast enough to make anyone's mouth water. It would be both a symbol of Saniya's prosperity, as well as a sign of his sincerity towards his guests. Though this time, there was one guest in particular that Corco aimed to make a good impression on.   

In a secluded part of the garden, Corco found the tall Arcavian stand by himself and stare into the darkening evening sky. 

“Long time no see,” the king said as he walked towards the guest. In response, Dedrick turned around. Although he didn't look surprised to meet the king, his entire body seemed a bit stiff. 

“Yeah, it's been a while,” he replied. He was as succinct in his words as always, but today he seemed far more taciturn than his usual, boisterous self. 

“So why haven't you been around these days? It's been months since you last showed up here,” Corco asked, while he handed one of the two drinks he had been carrying to the mercenary captain. 

“You stationed me at Qarasi Castle, remember?” Dedrick said as be grabbed the drink. “No time to come back when I have to protect the border.” 

“The border isn't at Qarasi Castle anymore,” Corco argued. “These days, the border is in Tacicir north of the Narrows, and defending that place is the local lord's responsibility. Plus, it's not you who got stationed in the castle. It's the wolf mercenaries. We're not in a war right now, so there's no reason to stick to that place all the time. Surely you can take some time off to visit the greatest city on earth, right?” 

“Sure I can. I'm here now, ain't I?” Dedrick grinned, finally back to his usual self. 

“I guess that's true. So what do you think of our little city?” 

“It's a good place. I've been walking around the last few days, ever since I came back here. It's not the largest city I've been to, but I don't think I've seen a better place to live than this, not even back home.” 

Corco didn't miss the mention of Dedrick's 'home'. Even after all these years, he still considered himself an outsider in Medala. It didn't bode well for the offer the king had prepared, but he still had to try. 

“That's right. We're the greatest place on earth, and we're only getting greater every day. In the future, the wealth and knowledge of the earth will accumulate here in Saniya, and the entire world will envy us for it. Arts and culture will develop farther than anywhere, and we'll be the center of industrial military technology development as well. Whatever you want to have, whatever you want to be, you can become it here, at least if you have enough talent and drive.” 

“That's some mighty thick steam you're blowing there, boss.” Dedrick laughed, before he turned quiet for a second, seemingly lost in thought.   

In the end, he said, “But you're probably not that far off. I don't know much about much, but I know that this place looks busy like a beehive. That's why I'm convincing my guys to stay here once their contracts run out. They're better off here rather than in Arcavia, and with the coin they'll get from you at the end of the contract, they can start whatever life they feel like. Back home, they have no foundation, and most of them will only be robbed of their new wealth by crafty and greedy people.” 

Dedrick's explanation gave Corco some hope, so he asked the most important question, the one he had been avoiding for years now. 

“So what about you? Be it as a general or as some kind of administrator, there's always a place in my court for you if you stay here. You know that. We're about to move into a crucial phase of development, and I could use some reliable people.” 

Dedrick sighed and lost his flippant attitude at once. 

“You know I can't do that, boss. There's things I need to do back home. I can't stay, even if I want to.” 

“Yeah I know,” Corco replied in resignation. “Your family heritage. Your territory.”   

Although Dedrick loved to style himself as an uncultured mercenary, in truth, he was born nobility. He was one of Arcavia's many knights, though his family had their fief taken from them when he was still very young. Back then, there had been no chance for Dedrick to defend his family property, so he could only flee his home and seek his fortune elsewhere. In the end, his strength acquired through cultivation as well as his knowledge of tactics and knack for leadership had allowed him to excel with his mercenary group.   

Through Corco's employment, Dedrick had made a lot of money, and he stood to earn much more once his contract was up. By then, he would be rich enough to expand his troops and retake his family home.   

And now that Medala was the focus of both Cahlia and Borna's foreign policy, his status in the southern kingdom would also give him certain privilege back home, at least enough to defend his claim against slander. After all, the local kings would value a man who had spent years in a land that had loaded the arcavian ships with so much wealth in recent years. 

Although Corco was aware of all these facts, he had still hoped that Dedrick would forget his old grievances, leave behind his old life and simply start a new one in Medala. Here, everything would be easier for him, he wouldn't need to struggle and fight at every step. Instead, he could focus on personal fulfillment, whatever that meant to him.   

Back home, life would be hard, and there was a good chance he would die in his attempt to reclaim his birth right, all because he felt like he owed it to his dead family's glory. However, Corco also understood Dedrick's plight, since his own story before his return to Medala was remarkably similar. Just like Dedrick, Corco had been robbed of his birthright, and forced away across the ocean, into a lower class. Although the mercenary seemed too polite to say something, the king's words had already been hypocritical and carried little weight. Thus, he made no more attempts to persuade his friend. 

Instead, he pulled a pistol from within his robes. This was one of the single shooter wheel locks created by Egidius, one he had carried ever since he had left Arcavia. Back during the Succession War, the same model weapon had saved his life. Although these old guns had been replaced by better, more advanced weapons by now, they still carried special value to him and his early group of friends. When they had left for Medala, all of them had received one of these identical pistols from Corco, except for Dedrick, who had always insisted that he was just a sword for hire. 

“You're not gonna refuse me again, are you?” he asked and held the weapon's stock out to the mercenary. “Because it looks like this is the last chance for you to take it. You'll probably need it when you get home, and I was just keeping this one for you anyways. If you don't want it, I may as well throw it out.” 

“In that case, I'll make good use of it.” 

With a heavy expression, Dedrick took the pistol. 

“Let's hope you don't need to,” Corco said with a wry smile. “Good luck back home.” 

“Yeah, thanks.” 

Thus, Dedrick trudged away, walking past an oncoming Atau. Although the admiral held up his hand in greeting, Dedrick didn't even notice him, since he was staring at the weapon his hands the entire time.   

“What's up with that guy?” Atau asked and pointed back at the receding knight. 

“Forget about it,” Corco sighed. “He'll tell you if he feels like it, or if you get him sufficiently drunk.” 

“I'd rather not.” Atau pulled a face like he had bitten a lemon.“Drinking sounds dangerous right now, not making that mistake again.” 

Although his words were vague, Corco knew what he was referring to. Finally, something managed to make him smile today. 

“Is that so?” he asked and looked around behind Atau. “So where's your girlfriend?” 

“...Tamaya isn't my girlfriend,” the admiral insisted in a weak tone. 

“Right, and yet you knew exactly who I was talking about.” 

“Look, Laqhis.” Atau pressed the bridge of his nose between his fingers. “Can we just leave this matter behind us? I'm really not in the mood for any more relationship talk, with anyone. I'd rather get some work done, and you know the Arcavians aren't gonna wait on us. I'm ready to set sail and leave harbor whenever you are.” 

Ever since Atau's return, Corco had kept tabs on him and Tama. Even if he didn't want to, Fadelio made sure that the king was kept informed. Apparently, Atau had spent most of his time in Saniya with Tama. Though most of it was against his will, he had still spent the night in her manor twice. From the looks of things, their relationship was certainly on a good path. Still, it looked like Atau needed some more time to think things through, something Corco was more than willing to grant him. 

“No worries, we'll be back at sea tomorrow,” he said with a heavy heart. From now on, there would be little more time for city building. Now, they would have to fight again, both with cannons and with nature. 

--- 

In the distance, an impressive fleet of strange vessels left Saniya's harbor. Although there was no official announcement about the king's departure, the rumors had long spread, so everyone in the city more or less knew the truth. Thus, a large crowd had come together that morning to watch the spectacle and wish their navy good luck. 

Among the masses stood several figures who had particular interest in this development, beyond mere feelings of patriotism. Although they were not aware of each other's existence, they were of one mind. So soon after his return, the king left once again on a foreign adventure. They wondered if it would affect the local politics. But to their luck, the figures didn't have to think too much. All they had to do was inform their superiors. 

Thus, the first of the figures stole himself away from the crowd and turned a few dark corners, until he reached a quiet spot in a local tavern. On a small piece of paper, he scribbled a coded message, while looking around to make sure he wasn't observed. Once his work was done, he folded and sealed the paper and left. Through the city's alleys, he reached the secret passing-off point organized by their master.   

There, he handed the message to a runner on stand-by. This message would contain all the relevant information that had been collected these days, and, most importantly, the newest development of the king's departure. Without any word or any complaint, the runner picked up the paper and began his work. In order to avoid suspicion, he maintained walking pace all the way to the edge of the city, and even a bit past the city limits.   

He maintained his speed until he had reached the edge of the livestock market. This place had developed spontaneously, as a result of both the constant stream of animals the city needed, as well as the new laws that denied those very animals entry into Saniya's city limits.   

In this chaotic environment, no one would notice another busy man, since everyone was busy anyways. Farmers would argue with butchers on the price of individual cows or pigs, while ambitious investors would scream about the value of their newest breeds, and all the animals were blaring in their own language to add to the chaos. From here, the runner could speed up without concern. 

Thus, he began his work in earnest, and rushed down the even, wide roads of Chawir. All along the path, he traveled south-east, past the newly developed fields, with the long, even irrigation canals between them.   

He didn't stop until he reached the new town of Harkay, which had grown so quickly that it rivaled the size of some estate capitals by now. Although Harkay was the goal of the runner's journey, the message still had a long way to go. Thus, he passed the letter on to his colleague, who continued the same work, rushing ever south-east.   

Although he soon left the farms of the Pluritac family behind for the surrounding cows, the quality of the roads didn't decline. In fact, many of the lords had begun to buy cement and asphalt from the king for their own building projects, and many had even accepted funds from Saniya to help them with the construction. With a better connection to Saniya, their territories would be able to get a bigger piece of the growing benefits that the harbor city created.   

Thus, all the lords were eager to follow Corcopaca's example, and modeled their own lands after the king's territory. Eventually, this runner reached the end of his powers as well, and once again handed off the important message.   

Eventually, the message began to shake, for all at once, the roads had lost their shine. This territory was one of the few that still worked with the old gravel paths that had been so characteristic of Sachay's landscape in the past. Under such harsh conditions, the third and final runner carried the letter all the way to its goal, on the second day of the letter's journey. 

On the horizon stretched Kapra, the copper city, home of House Ogulno. Compared to Saniya, the mood here was much different, with less energetic people, and a gloomy feel all throughout the streets. However, the city still had a place that looked prosperous, even after the recent decline of the city's copper mines.   

That place was, of course, the seat of House Ogulno's power, as well as their home, the impressive Ogulno Castle, high atop the Copper Hill. Over there, the letter's recipient resided. At the castle's entrance, the third runner runner handed the paper off to a servant who would continue the chain, thus ending the runner's journey. Soon, the letter would reach the end of its travels as well, and would finally fulfill its purpose. 

--- 

At the same time as the letter made its way into Kapra, the recipient of the message entered one of the more secretive rooms inside Ogulno Castle's Starlight Courtyard. This reclusive yard was tucked away in the corner of the castle and off-limits even to most warriors of the Ogulno family. However, it was also connected to the city streets via a secret passage, to let people enter or exit the yard unseen. Here, House Ogulno would hold meetings that were less than noble, and meet with people that they wouldn't want to – or dare to – openly associate with. 

As usual when Lord Ogulno entered this room, his guest was already there. On a small, squeaky chair in the empty room sat a tall, fair-skinned man in the gaudy clothes of the Arvcavians. Although the tea in front of the guest had long ceased to steam, he didn't show any irritation. Like all merchants, Kolbrandt DeVaerter knew how to hide his true feelings behind a fake smile. 

“Lord Ogulno, agreeing on negotiations with us was a wise move,” the merchant said as he stood up to greet his host. “At last I have the chance to meet the great patriarch of the Copper Hill for myself. I have heard many great stories of your prowess, and seeing you now, they seem to be insufficient to describe the person, if anything.” 

Rather than get roped in by cheap compliments, Ogulno frowned. 

“You have annoyed me for years, and you keep bribing my warriors to arrange a meeting for you. Since you are so persistent, I may as well hear what you have to say, foreigner. This way, we will get this matter behind us and we can go our separate ways again.” 

Without taking DeVaerter's outstretched hand, Ogulno sat on the tall, comfortable chair that his men had prepared for him. 

“I am surprised that you would say so, Lord Ogulno,” the merchant said as he sat back down without a word of complaint. “I thought you would appreciate new allies. Even more since you are enemies with King Corcopaca, just like us.” 

“And I thought you were friends with my annoying nephew,” Ogulno countered. 

“It seems like you are well-informed about my past, sire.” 

For once, he saw genuine surprise in the merchant's eyes. It made Ogulno proud of the work he had done these years. If this merchant kept underestimating him, he would suffer dearly. 

“You are a famous merchant from the north of the Borna Kingdom,” Ogulno began to explain. “Back when my annoying nephew was still in exile, the two of you ran ships together, made money together like thieves. So I know who you are, and I know whether or not to trust you.” 

“However, at the moment I am no longer a free merchant and business partner of King Corcopaca. That was many years in the past. Now, I am employed by the Reformed Kingdoms of Cahlia and Borna, to fulfill their wishes and give them what they desire. And King Corcopaca is in the way of both.” 

As he thought about a possible reply, Ogulno's eyes ran across the dark and windowless room. Although DeVaerter's words held some truth, Ogulno wouldn't be so easily swayed. Neither of them had mentioned the exact nature of DeVaerter's offer yet, but it wasn't difficult to guess. In some form or another, the foreigners wanted Ogulno to support their invasion of Medala. 

While he was at odds with most of the southern lords at this time, he still wasn't eager to betray his own and hand his ancestral lands to the foreigners, no matter what they offered him. Even more, should the plans of the foreigners fail, they could simply retreat back to Port Ulta, or back across the sea.   

However, Ogulno's estate would be the first to suffer from the retaliation of the southern kingdom. With such high risks and both low rewards as well as moral considerations, Ogulno wouldn't be roped in so easily. Since he couldn't reject the proposal based on DeVaerter's previous relationship with Corco, he simply picked another flaw. There were plenty to choose from after all. 

“No matter what you say, you are still an outsider,” he said. “Why would a great lord of Sachay such as I work with outsiders against his own people? Just because my king has not favored me for a while? House Ogulno is many centuries old. The next generation may have much better relations with its peers. So why risk it all over nothing?”   

“Nothing?” the merchant asked. “I have not offered anything yet.” 

“Yet any offer of yours cannot be guaranteed, no matter how good it may sound. The Sachay lords are famously suspicious, even towards the other Yaku. Why would one among them trust you?” 

“Well, so far I have not suggested anything that would require trust either.” 

Ogulno snorted in derision. 

“Do you take me for a fool? Your plans are obvious and blatant. You have control of Port Ulta, but can touch nothing else in the south. You want access to the Verduic Sea, but you are cut off by the southern kingdom, which has also been a constant thorn in your side. So what you want is twofold: First, you want to find a stable route through Medala, since your northern routes are troubled by bandits and wars. Second, you want to rid yourself of the southern king – your staunchest opponent in Medala. That is why you are here, is it not? Your masters want to move their soldiers through my lands, to surprise attack the southern kingdom at its heart. However, who guarantees that you will not turn around and kill me once you are done with Saniya? Who guarantees that your soldiers will not plunder my lands on your march? Who guarantees that I will not be attacked once you fail?” 

Rather than reply, DeVaerter looked around the empty room with a frivolous expression. In fact, most of the castle looked much the same these days. Although Ogulno still retained his majesty on the outside, he had been forced to secretly sell many of his family's treasures to retain the size of his army, and to buy some new influence up in Arguna. 

“Lord Ogulno, you live quite frugally here.” 

The merchant's words hit the lord right in his weakest point. His chest contracted and squeezed his heart, until his anger and embarrassment burst forth. 

“How dare you slander me like this, little merchant!? Do you not want to live!?” he shouted. Unperturbed by the threat, the merchant continued. 

“In fact, it is well known in Medalan's upper circles that you have been selling off your valuables. No matter how hard you try to hide it, the truth will always leak somewhere. You have been hit hard by King Corcopaca's attacks, have you not?” 

This time, Ogulno's anger was stuck in his throat. He wanted to refute, but it seemed like the merchant had also prepared well for today, so he remained silent. 

“That is to be expected,” the merchant continued. “Master Fastgrade has always been fantastic at ruining the livelihood of others, so long as he puts his mind to it. Considering the master's abilities, I am sure your real finances look much worse than even the rumors would suggest.” 

DeVaerter paused for effect. 

“Even worse, your own wife and children had to leave for Arguna, and now you are left here all alone. Not only do you hope that they will forge new relations there to end your political isolation, you also fear that you may be attacked by your own people any day now. You fear that you may suffer the same fate as Lord Rupilo of the central kingdom. Is that not correct? However, they will also need a lot of money to continue their operations. Pretending to be rich is costly, even more so in the silver city. In the end, that is the reason you met with me. You are surrounded by enemies, and you are desperate for allies. Yet no one but us will talk to you. So why act out this play and pretend as if you despise working with us? The truth is that we both have what the other needs.” 

Again, Ogulno's eyes drifted off in search of windows that weren't there. Although he wanted to get angry, he really didn't have the energy for it. Not anymore, not after years of political suppression. Bit by bit, Corco had squeezed the life out of him and his estate. 

Although he understood that he only had to bow his head to be forgiven, he wouldn't lower his head in front of his own nephew. That wasn't something his proud heart would allow. In the first place, it had been the little king's fault for being too greedy for power, not his. He was in the right, so why should he give in?   

However, the result was that he was isolated, and his coffers empty. In the end, the merchant was right: Working with the foreigners was his best option. Even so, Ogulno still stubbornly insisted. If nothing else, he could force better conditions and more guarantees out of the merchant. 

“Whatever you say, your plan is not feasible. And my house will not be involved in any suicidal plans. Even if I let your army march through my estate and allow you to fight the king, how many men could you possibly field? I know that most of the central kingdom's armies are still tied up in the north, in their constant standoff against the northern kingdom. You cannot rely on King Pacha's forces, only on your own. But unlike you, I also know the lands of the south. If you want to transport an army through the steep hills of the central lands in the cold weather of Sachay, you have to march across half the twin isles before you reach Kapra. There are no large rivers you can follow, no established paths, no cities to resupply in. All the land is barren there, so you cannot rely on hunting and foraging to feed your men either.” 

He looked up, expecting to see the merchant's flustered expression, but he was disappointed by the sight of another mask. 

Let me see how long you can uphold your charade, he thought, before he continued. 

“Even if you had a large army at your disposal – which you do not – you would have to feed them – which you cannot. At best, you can only transport a small force to Kapra. Do you believe that is enough to defeat the southern kingdom? Are the Orientals all superhuman? Unless they each have the strength of ten warriors, they will stand no chance. Even if I were to combine my own men with yours – if you were to offer enough benefit for me to do so – we would be no match for Saniya's army alone, which has been expanding at a worrying rate. Worse yet, all the other lords follow that brat without question, blinded by money. So most warriors of the south would face us as well. You plan is a fool's errand, and I will have no part in it.” 

With his firm rejection, Ogulno considered the issue over. Although he hadn't heard the merchant's plan yet, to him it seemed frivolous and reckless the more he thought about it. There was no value in participating. However, when he looked at his guest, the merchant still seemed as calm as before. Somehow, the lord felt like he had missed something important, and it drained away his confidence. Just for a bit longer, he would consider hearing the merchant out. 

“You say that the southern lords support their king now. However, are they truly satisfied with their lot?” DeVaerter asked. “Through a combination of benefits and threats, they have all been forced to move their homes to Saniya at heavy costs, leaving their own estates behind to rot. I have heard that the king has sent his own men to oversee the construction projects he helped finance in their lands. Meanwhile, the lords are far away and have no control over their estates. Will the lords truly be happy with the status quo, in which they slowly lose their power and independence? Or would they rather return to the old times, when they controlled forces equal to any king and emperor?” 

As the merchant spoke, Ogulno's eyes widened in understanding. Finally, he realized that the plan of the Orientals wasn't frivolous. Rather, it was well thought out and had a real chance of success. 

“You want a rebellion,” he concluded. 

“Who said that we want to fight a direct war with your locals?” DeVaerter shrugged. “We understand that we have no power here. We are too far from home, and we do not have enough soldiers. However, we do not need to control the southern kingdom to get what we want. What would happen if an outside force appeared out of nowhere and threatened the hinterland of the country, while the king was away on his foreign adventure with his new wife? Would that not open the door to more independent thought among the lords? Would that not give them an excuse to accuse their king of neglecting his duties? Would they not jump at the chance to regain their lost power? All they need is one excuse, and they will follow you into battle, not their king. And in return, all we want is free access to the Verduic Sea. None of your land, none of your power. Just trade relations.” 

The more Ogulno understood the depth of the plan, the more impressed he was. Wasn't this possible? Weren't many lords secretly unhappy with Saniya's power? Although he was isolated, he wasn't completely without any contacts to the other lords. Because of his very status, many lords had confided in him about their grievances. He thought about his nephew Mayu, and his fading influence in the southern kingdom's politics. By now, the once mighty governor title of House Saqartu was almost worthless. Surely, he would relish the chance to regain his family glory. Maybe this plan was worth doing after all. 

“I need more time to think about this,” Ogulno finally relented. 

“That is perfectly fine.” DeVaerter put on a new mask, this time a conspiratorial grin. “We have waited for years. We can wait a few days longer.” 
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Chapter 320 - East Point
Chapter 320 - East Point
Jul 31, 2020


 Through the gaps in the Palanquin's curtain, Llamka observed the nervous crowds of Rasacopa. When they were carried past, all the people in the streets stopped in their tracks and stared at them with paralyzed faces. 

“They look scared,” Pukia next to her remarked in her usual, childish tone, though this time it was tinged with unease. 

“I do not fault them for it,” Llamka replied after a sigh. “Not only were they already made uneasy by the outside threat to the island, they also have to come to terms with the unknown warriors walking their streets now. You would not feel better if your perceived occupation was waved in your face like this.”   

“But we are not here to occupy them. We are allies, and only helping them out.” 

“They do not have so much political foresight. All they see are the unknown soldiers marching in their streets.” 

For their protection, Queen Sumaci had sent a dozen of Saniya's soldiers with them. They surrounded the palanquin and were the ones who attracted all the negative attention. 

“But why do we need all the guards in the first place? The commoners won't do anything to us, will they?” 

Again, Llamka sighed, this time because of her partner's silly question. 

“They are not here to protect us from the commoners,” she explained. “You know the island is unstable at the moment. Even if Queen Sumaci holds the throne for now, the warriors are still unhappy with her. And that advisor Phuyu could change his mind at any moment and plot against us, just like he plotted against the late Captain Tayali.” 

“But that is not the fault of those common people over there, is it?” Once again, Pukia looked outside with furrowed brows. “This really does not sit well with me.” 

“I am never sure if you are silly, or observant.” Llamka gave a troubled smile. “Though in this case, I tend to agree. None of this is the commoners' fault, and their suspicions are a real problem for us. Of course, the warriors in the palace do not welcome us either, but that issue can be solved simply through power, and increased reputation. So long as we are strong enough to do what we want, the Queen will string some wins together, which will bring the warriors on board.”   

Although Pukia was staring out the window with a blank look, Llamka continued in the vain hope that something may enter the girl's head. 

“And in the end, the warriors matter little for the outcome of the war. Even without the local warriors we will be fine, since they are only needed for war. And we have soldiers enough already, warriors and commoners alike. We do not need their steel on our side to control Rasacopa. However, we really cannot govern if everyone, including the commoners, were to oppose us. Constant suppression is too expensive in the end, and we will need to rely on their work if Queen Sumaci wishes to fulfill her goals. The issue of our public reputation is a delicate problem. But for now, there is nothing we can do about it. Still, we should inform Queen Sumaci about the mood in the city once we get back. Surely, the queen will have some good ideas.” 

For a moment, there was silence in the palanquin, while the silly girl stared at Llamka with an empty look on her face. Soon however, her expression brightened, as she seemed to realize something. Just as Llamka was happy that the little maid had understood her education, Pukia proved the exact opposite. 

“But... they are only afraid because the people here don't know us, right? Why don't we just introduce ourselves?” 

With her silly words spoken, Pukia lifted the curtain and jumped out of the moving palanquin. 

“Stop,” Llamka called out to bring back her colleague, but it only made her carriers halt. Annoyed, the maid observed the little girl as she bounded towards the confused and shocked locals. 

At first, she wanted to step out and get the silly girl back, before she could do any more damage to their public image. However, she soon realized that the commoners weren't showing any harsh reactions. At most, they appeared reticent at the sudden arrival, though Pukia's harmless appearance seemed to lower their guards. For now, Llamka just decided to observe. 

While the older maid was still weighing her options, the little girl greeted everyone with her usual bright and energetic manner, before she picked up an orange from a stall on the roadside and began to haggle with the local shopkeeper. From one second to the next, the warrior bodyguard looked like she fit right in with her surroundings. In the end, Llamka realized that there was nothing to worry about. So she leaned out of the palanquin and spoke to the soldiers around her. 

“Keep going. We need to move on unless we want to be surprised by nightfall,” she said. 

The soldier who was tasked with her protection looked at the distant maid with a troubled face.   

“But Lady Llamka, what about Lady Pukia?” 

“Even if she gets into trouble, she can take care of herself,” Llamka waved off his concerns. “Leave two guards to take care of her and make sure she gets back to the Green Court on time. Pick some inconspicuous people, ones who won't make the commoners wary. Who knows, if we let her run free, there might just be some unexpected benefits here. As for us, we still have to fulfill Queen Sumaci's orders, and no time to delay.” 

Thus, the palanquin continued to move towards its goal with one fewer passenger on board. 

--- 

After Llamka and her protection had left the city, they continued south along the shore. An hour of travel past farms on their right and fisheries on their left brought them to a sharp cliff that overlooked endless water on three sides. This was the Amachai Point, the easternmost part of the Green Island.   

It was also where General Paec and his men were stationed, the goal of Llamka's travels. Five meters above the water, where the cliff fell off into nothing, the warriors of Saniya had constructed a temporary stockade from the trees of the surrounding forest, complete with bunkers and towers. 

To show the sufficient level of grandeur that a representative of the queen would require, the warriors slowed down from their previous trot as they neared the palisade walls. Llamka was grateful, since her bumpy ride improved in comfort. At the door, the palanquin was stopped by the Saniya soldiers who asked for proper identification. Luckily, her guards were also from Saniya, so they weren't held up for long before they were let inside. Soon they stopped in an open space in the center of the stockade, which was where Llamka stepped outside onto the floor of compacted earth.   

All around were a number of sheds, built hastily from the same material as the walls. Some of the 'buildings' were even more shabby, large tents made of heavy cloth. This was where the soldiers would eat and sleep while on duty here. The men themselves had been holding a drill on the plaza in the center of the stockade when the palanquin had entered, though they had halted their actions as soon as the identity of the guests had been announced. Now, they stood at attention to greet the queen's envoy. 

“Welcome to the Amachai Point stockade, lady Llamka,” a soldier said and walked towards her, before he saluted. From the cut of his uniform, the maid could see that he was of ensign rank. Clearly, this wasn't the man she was looking for. “I am Ensign Alcer. What brings you here, lady?” 

“Well met, Ensign,” Llamka said. “On request of Queen Sumaci, I have come to inspect your position here. I also need to have a meeting with General Paec. Is the general not around?” 

As she asked, she looked through the crowd, but couldn't find anyone of higher rank than Ensign NAME. 

“Not here, lady. The general is busy on the eastern wall. The scouts there reported activity in the eastern sea shortly before you arrived, lady. So the general could not come to greet you in person.” 

“Very well. In that case, I will trouble you to guide me there, Ensign Alcer.” 

“Please follow me, lady.” Around them, the soldiers still stood at attention, so the ensign added, “you continue your drill,” towards them, before he led Llamka to the eastern wall. 

Although the path was short and her goal could be seen from where she stood, the maid needed to show a sufficient amount of grandeur, since she represented the will of Queen Sumaci. Thus, she accepted the guidance and followed the ensign across the plaza, leaving behind the reinvigorated shouts of the officers and return calls of the soldiers.   

As they walked, Llamka inspected the facilities in the stockade. While the soldiers hadn't had much time so far, everything seemed to be orderly and done with care, as was expected. After all, this stockade was small in size, but it was supremely important to Rasacopa.   

The Green Island was one of the north-westernmost islands among the Verdant Isles, and Rasacopa itself was built inside the Rasa Bay on its eastern side. The Amachai Point was only a small outcropping, but it represented the easternmost point of the entire island, and it overlooked most of the bay. If anyone wanted to attack Rasacopa, they would have to take this spot first or risk being surrounded by enemy fortifications.   

At the same time, anyone traveling between Rasacopa and Saniya – or most of the Verdant Isles for that matter – would also have to move their ships past this spot as well. So long as they held this position, their enemies wouldn't be able to cut off travel to and from Rasacopa, at least not close to the island. Thus, this point had become the most pivotal defensive position on the Green Island, which was the reason Sumaci had sent the Saniya general Paec here to oversee their defensive efforts. 

Originally, Llamka had come here to get a status report on their position and to invite the general to a strategic meeting back in the Green Court. However, she didn't even have to climb up the steeps steps and onto the walkway behind the palisades to achieve her first goal. Cannon fire made her guide, and herself, duck down to hide from shrapnel or splinters. Only after a second of shock did they both realize that the cannon had been theirs, and the shot had come from the stockade itself, rather than from a distant enemy. 

“Lady, step back!” The ensign shouted, despite the lack of danger. “It's dangerous!” 

However, Llamka said, “No, I need to see this,” and shoved her way past. After all, this was the very reason she was here, and a personal account would be more accurate and thus more useful to Queen Sumaci. 

When she reached the top of the stairs, the cannons atop the stockade were still exhaling smoke from their muzzles. The experienced soldiers of Saniya had already brushed them down and were in the reloading process. Right in between the four teams of cannoneers stood the short, sturdy man that Llamka had been looking for, a telescope on his eye. 

“General Paec, are we under attack!?” she shouted over the calls of the men around her. Two guards behind Paec stepped up to defend their general against the unknown arrival, but Paec called them back with his hands. After all, they had met several days ago, during the previous strategic meeting, and were already acquainted. 

“Lady Llamka,” he said in a voice much too calm for a combat situation. “If you are here for an update on our enemy's actions, you have come at the right time.” 

At the same time, he pointed his telescope's thinner end out onto the sea. When Llamka's eyes followed, she saw three ships in the south-east, several kilometers out from their position. To her untrained eye, these ships looked remarkably similar to the proudest vessels of Saniya's fleet, the galleons. However, the flags were all wrong, and they didn't expect King Corco back so soon either. Thus, there was only one conclusion to draw. 

“Arcavians? What are they doing this close to the island? Our fleet scared them off before, did it not?” 

“They're getting bolder again,” Paec explained. “We have had sightings of them ever since we first came here to build the stockade. Since then, they have been hovering around the island, just barely close enough to observe us. But these past three days, they have made several attempts to get into firing range and attack our stockade. Sometimes they come in the day, and sometimes at night, but they draw back every time we open fire. They're trying our limits in terms of concentration, firepower and ammunition. At least, King Corco left some of the ship's cannons for us, and enough powder to be a bit wasteful with. Otherwise, they might have already tried a landing.” 

Shocked, Llamka stared back to the three ships, which had already begun to turn away from Amachai Point. 

“This needs to be reported back to Queen Sumaci as soon as possible,” the maid said. “We may have to prepare for all out war much sooner than we thought.” 

“Let's just hope King Corco can bring back reinforcements when he comes back,” Paec added. “We will need all the men we can get.” 
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Hello. Back.
Hello. Back.
Aug 1, 2020


Yes, it's that time again. Time to catch up on all the things I failed to do before. Honestly, keeping to a set schedule has been pretty tough these months, as is blatantly obvious from my long absences. Things just keep getting in the way, both in and outside of my control. At this point, I'm honestly surprised that anyone is still supporting me on patreon, and for that, I'm deeply grateful. If only for you guys, I'll make an honest effort to post more consistently.


Yesterday, I posted... like 40 chapters? With those, I think I'm all caught up on my promised three chapters a week again... though I think I lost count somewhere, and I may be one chapter off in either direction. I honestly can't tell anymore. For now, I'll continue to write, though I may do so at a slightly reduced rate for a bit.


I'm still working on my second novel, and on the revised version of the first Enlightened Empire book. Splitting my already insufficient attention between three projects at once is a lot, even more since I don't handle pressure very well. So for now, I'll post two chapters of EnEm a week, starting from this week. I'll continue to do so at least until I have the first book done... which I hope to get published some time in August.


anyways, that's all from me for now.


Thank you for indulging my terrible workrate, and enjoy the chapters.


Cheers,


S.H.
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Chapter 321 - Distant Threat
Chapter 321 - Distant Threat
Nov 21, 2020


By now, Corco was well-acquainted with the sea route between Saniya and Rasacopa. Although he had traveled back and forth several times over the past few years, the scenery hadn't changed much in between trips. Still, he enjoyed standing above deck more than spending his time in the cabins down below. Maybe he was still traumatized from last time, when Sumaci's ship sank with him still in his cabin and he almost drowned. Or maybe he simply enjoyed the salty breeze on his face.
Either way, the Verdant Isles weren't the worst place to look at more than once. Unlike the open sea, which offered just the same sort of view in every direction, the Isles were far more diverse. In fact, there was not a single point in the entire sea where one couldn't see some kind of island or cliff stretch out from the distant waves.
These islands came in all shapes and sizes as well, some overgrown with dense jungle vegetation, while others were simple rocks in the water or had an almost savanna-like feel to them. Most likely, some complex interplay of tectonic, sedimentary and volcanic activity had formed the islands and created this amazing level of diversity. At the sight of the infinite treasures of nature before him, his inquisitive heart stirred. Purely from the perspective of botany and zoology, this was certainly a place worth studying. Corco was reminded of the stories he had heard of the Galapagos Islands, with an inconceivable density of species, and new discoveries wherever one looked.
Thus excited by his thoughts of adventure, the king stood atop his ship and stared out into the sea again. At the moment, his sight was taken by a small rock formation, with tons of seaweed growing all over it. In fact, the Verdant Sea was incredibly rich in algae of all kinds, which was the reason for its color, and its name. Ever since Corco's court had encouraged more fishing in his territory, the local fishermen had also been incentiviced to farm for seaweed, beyond their normal operations.
Since then, the city's people had started to incorporate kelp into their regular diet, driven by the innovative offerings during Corco's own banquets. Even better, Ronnie's chemistry lab had begun to extract potassium and iodine from the seaweed to create a better, more efficient fertilizer.
While the country was producing enough fertilizer for its own use at the moment, Saniya had long been exporting its fertilizer all over Medala, and even into some of the Verdant Isles. On top of that, the lab was also working on the extraction of specialty food items like agar and monosodium glutamate, though those projects were predictably low on the priority list and thus hadn't yielded any results yet.
While many of those plans were still in their infancy, they still showed the untapped potential the agricultural richness of the Verdant Isles possessed. Now that Sumaci could control at least part of this region, Corco looked forward to making good use of all the resources it had to offer. With the right knowledge, even something as inconspicuous as seaweed could become the pillar of an economy, not to mention the sum-total of the region's biomass.
Just as Corco's mind was racing into his favorite part, endless speculation about his kingdom's future, he was interrupted by a shout from below.
“Message from the bow scout!”
Because they were in a war now, their fleet was traveling in a complex formation this time, with smaller, more mobile ships protecting the main fleet on all sides. They would scout around the area with their superior speed and maneuverability, and would inform the main fleet as soon as they found something unusual on their path. This time, it seemed like the scout straight ahead of them had spotted a problem. Thus, Corco came below the ship's deck to listen in.
By now, their ships no longer had to rely solely on semaphore signals to transmit their messages. It had been several years since they had built their first radio, and since then, they had managed to put together a few more. Despite their high cost and complex production, the radios were too important, so Corco decided to bear the unusual expenses in this case. The best part of their radio was that it ran on batteries, so it would work as well at sea as it did on land, at least during calm weather.
Over the years, they had also done their best to waterproof the machines with wax and resin. Thus, all four scouting ships around them, as well as their flagship in the center of their formation, were equipped with a dedicated radio room.
Most of the space inside was taken up by the large machine, as well as a dedicated communications officer who would send messages and decode the received replies onto a piece of paper. When Corco entered the room, he just saw the officer finish decoding the message in its entirety. When he heard the contents, he was confused, so he decided to forge ahead with the main fleet and catch up with the scout.
This news was too ridiculous, so he had to see the truth for himself before he could make any decision. Their goal was Yua, one of the smaller islands along the route between Saniya and Rasacopa. On the spectrum of island diversity within the Verduic Sea, this one sat firmly in the volcanic rock camp, and fittingly, it was almost entirely barren and flat as a coin. Before they had come anywhere near the island, they could already see everything happening on land all at once.
Thus, as soon as they arrived, they noticed all the activity on the island's southern shore.
“What are they doing?” Atau asked.
Through his telescope, Corco could see at least several dozen people transporting logs of wood along the beach and putting them together in neat piles. On the southern part of the island, they had already starting construction.
“Well, they're building something.” Corco gave the most unhelpful reply possible, before he decided to speculate the worst case. “Looks like a wall, I think.”
“But that's too large, right?”
Although most of the wall hadn't been built yet, the foundations had already been excavated in large parts. As far as Corco could tell from this distance, the building activities spread across the entirety of the island's southern and eastern shores, for a combined length of at least fifteen kilometers. On top of that, the start of the wall looked tall and sturdy. Clearly, this wasn't planned as some minor, temporary fortification. If the workers on land were their enemies, this would spell endless trouble.
“Are they ours?” Corco asked without much hope.
“No dice,” Atau replied. “Our scouts have found their ships anchored on the other side of the island. According to their flags and the make of their ships, they're from the other Colored Islands. They're trying to cut us off from Rasacopa.”
Although he didn't like it, Corco had to agree with his cousin's grim assessment. This island was halfway between Rasacopa and Saniya, and their route led straight past it. If a sudden enemy fortress popped up here, their supply lines would be in trouble right away.
“And there's no way around this place?” he asked.
“If they cover the entire coastline like this, we'll enter cannon range somewhere on our way past them.” Atau denied. “The currents here are bad too, and this is the slowest part of our route. Gives them plenty of time to bomb us. We can take a different route and go around, but that's looking bad too. I haven't looked at all the maps in detail, but most likely, we'd either have to sail right past the main islands of the other Colored Kings, or we're doubling our travel time. In the first case, our enemies would  have an easy time dealing with us. In the second, we'd have a huge strategic disadvantage. Neither of them is a good idea.”
“So that means more war.” As he understood that they had to take the island before their enemies could build an entire castle on it, Corco lowered the telescope and sighed. No matter how much he looked, the picture wouldn't get any better anyways.
“Seems like it,” Atau said. “This time, it looks like it'll be us attacking a fortification for once.”
So far, Saniya's armies had avoided attacks on fortified areas, since Corco was keenly aware how costly such attacks often were. He didn't want to risk the lives of his people, but it looked like this time he had little choice. His optimistic mood from before long gone, Corco stared at the evening sun in the distance.
__________________________
In front of Sumaci, various stacks of paper were laid out in a pattern that only she understood, almost swallowing her entire table. After several weeks of work, her private quarters had begun to look a lot like Corco's study back in Saniya, always overflowing with work in progress. However, she didn't have any eyes for her duties at the moment.
All the papers on the table only pointed out her problems, but none of them offered any solutions. With a blank look, she stared out the window, into the evening sun sinking behind the horizon. Who knew that governance could be so difficult? When Corco did it, it always looked so simple, and he would always find a strange solution to even the most difficult problems. Maybe, she thought, clearing her mind of clutter would bring her inspiration. Yet despite her wishes, the sun would not give her any answers either. So she continued to stare, in search of solutions.
“Lady, I have returned.”
The sudden voice woke Sumaci up. In a fluster, she sat up straight and stared ahead. Only now did she notice that her maid Llamka had come in and stood in front of her desk.
“Why didn't you knock?” Sumaci asked in a annoyed tone, but the maid replaced her usual stern face with a troubled smile.
“I did, lady. You ordered me to enter, so I did.”
Since she was in her dream state before, Sumaci didn't remember any of it, but she didn't deny that she may have mumbled a standard reply out of reflex.
“How long have you been standing there?” she asked.
“Not long,” the maid replied. Though Sumaci guessed that quite some time may have elapsed, Llamka showed no signs of impatience. Since the maid was too polite to admit anything, Sumaci let the matter go and instead focused on the important matters.
“What about the warriors? What do they think about my offer?”
“As ordered, I have gone to all captains of the island, in order to gain support for our plans to restructure the military. However, most of them are still very reluctant to accept your offer. We may be able to win over a few of the lesser captains on the fringes of the fleet. The ones without power and influence may hope to make career by aligning with you early, but the stronger captains will not play along. Not even when I increased the offered benefits.”
“They're trying to hold us hostage,” Sumaci surmised in an annoyed tone. “They want to show me their strength, so I have to negotiate with them on an even level... and then they'll force me to take back the reforms so they can keep their status as the leaders of their own little armies. Don't these idiots understand how bad our position is? According to General Paec's reports, our enemies are well-organized and aggressive. Once all warriors on the island are dead, who do these great captains intend to rule?”
“Yet they know all that and still insist on their own benefits.” Llamka added. “At this point, there is little we can do about it, is there?”
“You say that, but I don't feel it's all that hopeless,” Sumaci tried to sound cheerful. “Our plan was to reform the army more along the lines of Saniya's system, without the powerful role that the individual captains had before, instead adding a unified chain of command that ends with the ruler of Rasacopa at the very top. That way, we're more efficient, and can better integrate with Corco's troops. But for that, we can't indulge those narcissists who want to see themselves as independent forces inside the kingdom, with heir own small armies and personal ships. If they don't want to compromise and accept a reduction in direct power in return for other benefits, I may as well not use them at all.”
Sumaci looked at Llamka and asked a question that seemed disconnected to her previous speech.
“How is the mood among the commoners in the city?”
As usual, the maid showed little emotion at the sudden change in direction. She simply ordered her thoughts for a second before she replied.
“Their views are still very mixed. We have done our best to spread some positive rumors to muddy the waters, but there are still too many who want to see us fail, and they are spreading their own stories. Some commoners oppose a female leader at the head of the island and prefer the captains who have more experience in combat. Some are glad that at last, some sort of order has been restored... But most of them are just worried and scared. The presence of foreign soldiers in the streets does not help much. We have made an effort to let the soldiers go out and buy from the locals while in civilian clothing. The money spent has helped somewhat, and Pukia has done a good job getting many commoners on her side. But there is still a very long way to go if we want to control the hearts of the people.”
“Looks like we will have to push up some plans.” Sumaci started to search around in her pile of papers. “I wanted to wait until Corco is back with his shipment so we can make proper preparations together. He's good at organizing parties. But now it looks like we should get ready early.”
After a frustrating and fruitless search, Sumaci looked up to the stoic maid.
“Help me find my plans for the coronation so we can start preparations.”
“Queen Sumaci, do you plan to finally take the throne?”
At last, there was joy on the maid's face.
“It's time we gave the people of Rasacopa something to cheer about. They are due some good news, and we will need their help very soon.”
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A sharp cry woke the drinker from his shallow, bumpy sleep. As usual, the first thing he noticed in the morning was a buzzing and ringing in his ears. With a groan, he tried to rise, but only managed to push his cheeks away with his forehead, his eyes still pressed together.
These days, the mornings were even worse than usual. Maybe it was the dour mood in the city, or maybe simple habit, but he had been drinking a lot more lately. The drab loneliness of his home certainly didn't help matters.
To shake away the noise and pain, the drinker shook his head, but only rubbed his skin red on the hard straw of his bed. Finally, the chafing became uncomfortable enough to force him awake.
Although his feet were wobbly when he stood up from his cheap wooden bed, he was experienced with hangovers. He always had some water ready right next to his bed, put there every time before he went to the tavern. For a moment, he stared at the reflection of his squished face with the red forehead, before he took the entire ice-cold bowl of water and dumped it over his head.
If the shock didn't wake it up, his own scream surely did. Finally, the drinker managed to properly open his eyes. However, something was weird. Even though he was awake now, the noise in his head hadn't disappeared yet. Usually, that was the first thing to go when he woke up with a hangover, but this time, the sounds stuck around like a bad smell.
A constant, low buzz framed bright rings and deep thumping sounds. It took the drinker another three seconds until he realized that the sound didn't come from inside his own head. Instead, it was the noise out on the street that had woken him up. Annoyed, the hungover drinker rushed through his depressing room and over to his closed windows, before he slammed the blinds open.
The light robbed his sight, but the noise hit him like a wave. After he had retreated back into his house for a few seconds, he finally saw what was happening outside, and he was shocked by the view. Over night, the city had completely transformed.
Ever since the death of King Taoco, the streets of Rasacopa had been almost empty, and most people were afraid. Things had only gotten worse ever since Tayali – the bravest warrior of Rasacopa – had disappeared and foreign troops had begun to patrol the streets.
Now however, the sun shone on a crowd so large that the road below them had disappeared. The people were marching towards the city center, with a common purpose, though the drinker did not know what that purpose was. Many of them carried musical instruments and played them as they pleased, while the rest of the crowd talked and laughed, creating the kind of lively atmosphere the city seemed to have long forgotten.
All along the road, shrewd businessmen had set up stalls to make good use of the people's loose mood. Judging from the many passers-by carrying food, it seemed like they would make a mint today. Cloth streamers in the royal color of emerald green were hung up all along the road, and led the people ever deeper into the city and towards their goal, whatever it may be. Over night, the city was back to its former glory. It was as if the king had never died.
What is going on?
A confused drinker leaned out of his window and looked around, until he found a familiar face who could answer his many questions.
“Hey, Stickboy! What's going on here!?” he called towards his neighbor, who stared out the open window just the same as him.
His neighbor's name wasn't really Stickboy, of course, but some years back, the young man used to make some money by carrying firewood for the people in the neighborhood. Ever since then, he was stuck with the nickname. Although he would sometimes get annoyed by the name, he didn't react this time. The drinker shouted again, louder to break through the constant noise around them. It took him several tries to overpower the crowd and gain the brat's attention.
“Good morning, neighbor,” the brat shouted back, just barely audible. It seemed like he hadn't even heard the question, so the drinker tried once more, so annoyed that he was almost screaming by this point.
“What's going on here!?” he asked while he pointed at the crowds below them. Stickboy stared back with a blank look, seemingly confused at the question, before he shouted back.
“Today's Queen Sumaci's coronation day, neighbor! You didn't know!?”
In his head, the drinker somehow tried to make sense of the words. He mentioned 'coronation', so this was about a king somehow. But 'queen'? When did they get a queen? Princess Sumaci was only the king's little girl, and on top of that she was a foreign hostage until recently. Wait, one moment. Was Sumaci about to ascend the throne? When had that happened? As he thought about the shocking news some more, the haze in his head cleared some more.
Maybe he had heard about this in the tavern at some point. His memory was still clouded by fog, but maybe someone had mentioned something about a celebration. No wonder everyone outside was so excited! After today, the island would finally have a stable ruler again.
And after the disappearance of Captain Tayali, Princess Sumaci really was the best choice left to take the throne. Still, the drinker wouldn't just believe the sticky brat's words like that, and if there was a celebration, there may be drinks as well. Thus, he stormed out of his house and into the crowd, to investigate of course.
As soon as he joined the masses, he was taken along by the stream. He wanted to look around first, but didn't get a choice in the matter. Although he didn't really mind being taken in by the crowd like this, he felt entirely out of place here. The grumpy, hungover drinker seemed like a fish out of water in between all the happy, energetic people. Just as he thought about forcing his way back home so he wouldn't feel awkward anymore, he heard a voice next to him.
“Hey friend, why so moody?”
When he looked over, the drinker saw a group of youngsters who were walking left of him, all of them with food and drink in their hands. The closest among them them had turned to watch him with interest, maybe because the drinker looked so out of place in this atmosphere. Much to his surprise, the young man held out a cup for the drinker to take.
“Here, we should all enjoy the festival together,” he said. “When was the last time we had fun, right?”
Still confused, the drinker took the cup before he even registered the strange offer. He stared at the drink in his hand with suspicion and recognized it as Rasacopa's Unaqha Wine, his usual drink. Still, he didn't feel relieved by the familiar sight. People wouldn't just hand over their drinks like this, would they? In the end, there was always a price to pay. So he searched his pockets for some spare coin to pay up with, before he could be surprised by other costs.
“How much is it?” he asked as he tried to organize his copper with one hand. However, the answer shocked him as much as the surroundings had earlier. After the young had returned a dull stare at first, his face transformed into a frank smile.
“It's free,” he said and hit the drinker's shoulder in a friendly manner. “You didn't know, grumpy senior? Everything is free today.”
The drinker looked to the side of the street, at all the stalls that had set up shop and eagerly distributed their goods among the people. Did all of these people have too much money?
“They're all being paid by the palace today,” the youngster guessed his thoughts and explained. “They say that Queen Sumaci wanted everyone in her kingdom to be well-fed and happy during her coronation, so everything today is paid for in advance by the Green Court.”
“How generous,” the drinker mumbled and chugged down the wine in his hand. Soon, the familiar nectar spread its warmth all throughout his body and drove away the last of his cobwebs. At last, his mind had begun to clear, and things started to make sense again. Now he had almost forgotten why he had been so suspicious of this atmosphere before, so he decided to let go. Finally, he could enjoy himself just like all the others in the city did.
For the rest of the day, the drinker forgot his worries and celebrated with everyone else. With his ample experience, he vowed to teach those brats a lesson or two in alcoholic stamina. After they had reached the large plaza in front of  the Green Court, the atmosphere became even looser, as more and more groups with instruments joined in spontaneously. The people celebrated all day, until the shadows of the buildings began to cover them and the first fires were ignited on the edges of the plaza.
“Everyone be quiet!”
The last, red rays of the sun could still be seen reflected in the clouds above, when the generous youngster from before called out next to the drinker. Under the repeated shouts of several perceptive people, the crowd's murmur soon quieted down, until everyone could hear the music coming from within the Green Court itself. Powerful drums hinted at the strength and majesty of Rasacopa's ruling family and heralded the arrival of their new leader. Not long after, a voice was transported across the plaza, impossibly loud.
“All bow, to Green Island's new lord, Queen Sumaci Hulpatec I.”
In response, the commoners lost their previous fervor right away. Even drunk, the people wouldn't dare be unruly at this time. They had all been taught their proper place by their parents and grandparents, so all went on their knees and lowered their heads without complaint. Just as the drinker was wondering what the point of the Queen's entrance was when all he could see were his dirty pants, the loud voice shouted out again.
“All may rise, to venerate their lord.”
When the drinker followed the voice's orders, his eyes were immediately attracted by the balustrade high up on the walls that separated the Green Court from the plaza. Although the sun had just left the city streets, it still insisted to reach the city's highest places with its last rays. As if to celebrate her arrival, the celestial body illuminated their new leader in a golden glow.
High up above the crowd stood their new queen, tall and straight, with a drum in one hand and a golden saber in the other, wearing the ceremonial garb of the green kings and queens, an emerald green robe stitched with complex symbols that none of the commoners could understand. Silently next to her, as if to disappear into the shadows, stood a young man with somewhat chubby features and a confident expression.
As soon as they appeared, the masses couldn't help themselves any longer. No matter how rude or wrong it was, they began to gossip all around the drinker.
“The queen is so beautiful.”
“Finally Rascaopa will be safe again.”
“Who's the one next to her?”
“Idiot! That's her husband, the Medalan King Corcopaca.”
“I heard that his kingdom is the richest in the world.”
“I heard he brought countless weapons for free, to support his wife in our island's defense.”
All around them, the people spread the vague rumors they had heard from who knew where. In fact, the drinker had heard many of them himself during his long evenings in the tavern. Back then, the rumors had been all over the place, good and bad equally mixed. While the most prominent spreader of good rumors had been the little palace maid called Puklla, other gossip had been spread by all kinds of people for all kinds of reasons. In the end, the intensity and contradiction of the rumors had made many believe in chaos within the court and had only further increased the city's uncertain mood.
Now however, after a day of free drinking and under the influence of the queen's immortal shine, only the good rumors were left in people's minds, all bad words blown away by liquor and prestige. The Queen hadn't said a single word yet, but had already won the hearts of the masses. All it had taken was a fortune on free food and booze, as well as a perfect entrance.
Seems like our queen was eager to win over the people of the city, the drinker thought as he looked around the crowd of hopeful and enamored faces. And it seems like it worked.
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After a meeting with the newly crowned queen of the Green Island, the captains of the Green Fleet came together in a Rasacopa mansion. Ostensibly, they were here to drink and be merry, but everyone knew what they had really come for: to talk about Queen Sumaci's offer and coordinate their response. United, the captains would wield more strength, so their actions were obvious. However, not everyone of them considered these actions natural.
As he looked around the room of experienced men with full beards and long hair, the young Captain  Aqta felt out of place even more than usual. As the youngest of Rasacopa's captains, and the one with the weakest backing, he felt like a fraud. Compared to these men who had experienced so many fights and had the full loyalty of their men, he was just a kid who had inherited the role from his father, purely because his father's men could not agree on a more suitable successor.
At least for now he was still in charge of one of Rasacopa's raidships, but he knew that this state wouldn't last too long. He remembered what one of his confidantes had told him in private, and how he still hadn't made his decision on his future. His lack of determination on this issue only added to his confusion.
As he looked around the group of people who were still having fun in their own world, he tried to breech the topic they had all come here for. Maybe if they were to finally talk about the issue at hand, he would be able to leave this atmosphere behind sooner.
“So, what does everyone th-”
“What a ridiculous offer!”
Just as the timid Captain Aqta was about to speak up, one of his supposed equals slammed his cup on the table. The young captain glanced over at him, unsure whether or not he had interrupted him on purpose. However, neither the great captains nor any of the others in the room seemed to even notice Aqta. Instead, they were busy agreeing with the loudmouth.
“Yes. 'Positions in the court'? What a joke. Who doesn't know that all the best positions have already been taken up by outsiders. And with war upon us and the palace in turmoil, the position of captain is much better than some empty role in the court.”
“So long as we have our men, we will have power in the court. Maybe that girl wants to take away our power with these empty promises,” another captain agreed.
“Is that little girl even in charge? Can she keep any of her promises? Her husband always hangs around her whenever we talk, and stares at us like a snake. Maybe she is just his puppet.”
“That's right. That foreign king is the one who's really in charge, so of course he'd put his own people in important positions. Look, he's already made one of his men a general, and he brought his own fleet over to replace us. What can we get if we give in to the girl's demands? The head librarian position?”
All the other captains sneered at the sarcastic suggestion. Not only did they know that the position of head librarian was a dead end for advancement, they also remembered how the previous head librarian had been treated by their new queen. However, Aqta felt very differently from the other captains. To him, the queen's offers today had seemed quite sincere. Not to mention, the others failed to consider the entirety of the deal.
“...they also offered us money. A lot,” he tried to add in a timid tone. However, the true captains of Rasacopa were not satisfied, neither with the offer nor with his reminder.
“Who needs their silver? We are raiders. What we need, we take ourselves,” one of the big captains scoffed in Aqta's direction. At least this time, they had acknowledged his existence, though the stares still made the young captain shrink back.
“That's tight. Which one among us does not have tons of silver stored in an island or hideout somewhere? Who needs her money?”
“If it were not for the arbitrary rules of the courts, why would we have to hide our wealth in the first place? Since we can't buy any land, or even our own house or ship, what would we even use all that silver for? No matter how much she offers, it wouldn't be more than a paperweight, even if her offer wasn't a laughably low amount.”
The young captain looked around in confusion, but saw all other captains nod in agreement. Were they all secretly rich? They were warriors of House Hulpatec. Should they not return the benefits from their raids to their rightful master, as the laws demanded? However, he wasn't so silly to ask these questions out loud. It seemed like all the great captains had their own ideas, and he wasn't eager to have a falling-out with his peers. Still, it focused his own mind on his own future plans.
“After all, what sort of power does the little girl offer us? Only some empty titles, and some coin. What do titles and money mean in the face of real power? The power that is in your hand, the men who are under us. That is what matters. And no cheap tricks can take this strength from us.”
Once again, Aqta recalled the offer he had received in private. In here, he would always only be a bystander, no matter how much he wanted to belong to this group. Although he had learned most of his father's navigation skills, his less competent subordinates were fighting for the captain's role among each other, and they had seniority on their sides.
Sooner or later, one of them would win, and push Aqta off his unstable captain's position again. At that point, he would fall into the abyss. Exiled on land, becoming a small-time warrior in Rasacopa would be his most generous end. Most likely, he would simply end up in the green waves on one of their journeys. He had to plan for the future now, when he still had some cards left to play.
“So what do we do now?” one of the captains asked in the end.
“We just wait the little girl out. What else do we need to do? She may be queen now, but she can't well fight a war against the other colored kings without us. Let her husband exhaust all his troops as he tries to fight the Verdant Folk at sea. Then we'll see how tough she is.”
As the captains of Rasacopa came to a consensus on their united strategies, one among them quietly drew his own conclusions, and made his own determination.
---
While the warrior captains were indignant about the crown's unreasonable policies, the people they had left behind in the Green Court's Grand Salon were indignant about their stubborn refusal. As one of the court's official reception rooms, the salon was luxurious, and large enough to comfortably house all the captains of Rasacopa. At the moment however, it seemed a bit empty.
After the captains had stormed out with stony faces, only six people were left in the room. Aside from Sumaci and her maids, there were also Corco, his general Paec, as well as the advisor Phuyu. Although Corco had every reason to distrust the old man, they couldn't exclude him, at least for now. He was still blackmailing them, so there was nothing they could do. But that didn't mean Corco would be happy about it.
As he stared down the unwelcome addition with a harsh look, the old man looked more and more nervous. In the end, he turned to Sumaci to return the silent room back to life.
“Queen Sumaci, what do you-”
“What a ridiculous excuse!”
Although Corco knew that Sumaci was just trying to intimidate Phuyu with her sudden outburst, it still made him jump.
“Well, yeah,” the king said as he played with his tea cup to cover up his blunder. “But we knew what was coming, right? None of us expected those captains to just give up their powers like this.”
“Sorry, I'm just venting.” Sumaci sighed. “What else do these people want? We have given them status and money, but they're not satisfied. If that's not enough, do they want to start a civil war, or risk the fall of the island? What are they holding out for? What else could we possibly offer them?”
“For now, there is nothing else,” Phuyu said. He seemed unaffected by Sumaci's earlier intimidation as he slowly organized his thoughts. “After all, every raidship is a powerful force in its own right, and their captains are the absolute masters of that power. They will tentatively work with Queen Sumaci, and listen to your deployment, but they will not cooperate any further. In fact, they may even ignore your orders, or go directly against them, should they find it convenient. Limiting the power of the captains is an old problem that has plagued the colored kings for generations, one that even your father failed to solve.”
Instinctively, Sumaci looked over to Corco. Maybe she thought her teacher would have all the answers.  Though at least this time, she wouldn't be wrong. Although he hadn't said anything all throughout their meeting with the captains, the king had drawn his own conclusions and developed his own plans.
“Since we tried and failed with conventional methods, we're only left with unconventional ones,” he began. “It's a shame that we can't convince the captains, since getting control from the top is usually easier and faster. So long as we can win over the people with influence, everything else opens up as well. But if we can get control from the bottom up instead, it'll be stabler anyways. And once we have support from everyone else on the island, there's little these great captains can do to stop us.”
“You want to arm the commoners like in Saniya,” Sumaci guessed, though she looked unhappy about it. “I really didn't want to do that. At most, I wanted to use it as a threat to make the captains give in. Unlike Saniya, Rasacopa still has an active warrior caste. They are an important asset, and long-standing and valuable members of this island. I wouldn't want to sacrifice them, even if they were easy to remove.”
“I understand that. But we don't need to thoroughly offend them either. There's a way to win over the normal people without offending most warriors. At first, we only need to start training the commoners in the gunpowder weapons that most of the local warriors despise. The highborn don't want to touch those, but we've brought them over already, and someone has to use them. So the local warriors can't complain if someone else takes their job in this regard. This way, we show goodwill to the commoners, and we show the captains that we aren't entirely reliant on them. At the same time, most warriors won't feel infringed upon, since they would still field the core of the army, especially when it comes to naval combat.”
Sumaci thought for a moment before she replied in a careful tone.
“If it's handled well, it's a good idea I think.”
“However, while this plan may force the captains into action, it will still draw the ire of the warriors, no matter how well it is handled. With all due respect, King Corcopaca, it is a risky strategy.”  Phuyu said what most others in the room were no doubt thinking. To Corco however, it was just an invitation to explain more of his plots.
“No worries, this is just the stick portion of my plan.” He grinned. “Now here comes the carrot part: The warriors don't need money and status, so let's give them something else to pacify them, something more fundamental. I wanted to introduce this in the southern kingdom as well, pretty soon-ish, but we may as well do a first trial run here.”
To heighten the tension, Corco paused as he looked around. Once he realized that everyone was about to lose their patience with him, he revealed his strategy.
“I think, we should give the local warriors the right to own property and run their own businesses.”
“Ridiculous!” Phuyu jumped up. “This eats at the very fabric of the Yaku's caste system!”
“Well, considering the reactions of the captains, the old system isn't working too well. So long as we can achieve our goals, I don't mind replacing it with something better.” Sumaci replied in a dry tone. “On top of that, this is a concrete benefit that would move most warriors. Many of them are eager for their own sources of income, so they would welcome the move. Even if the captains won't agree with our plans, they will still lose their power once the members of their crews begin to earn money independently.”
“That's right.” Corco agreed with his own plan. Laid out by Sumaci, it sounded even better than it had in his head. “Long-term, the two moves- commoners as soldiers and warriors as businessmen - will blur the lines between the castes as well. That's good for us, since it weakens cohesion within the groups and disperses local power. At least by then, no single caste can blackmail us anymore like the captains have done today.”
Although Phuyu looked like he wanted to say something again, Sumaci interrupted him.
“Right. I agree. Since our course has been decided, we should start implementation straight away. First, let's organize some volunteers from among the commoners who want to become soldiers. Hold their drills in the city square, make it a big, public exercise, so the captains can't ignore our moves. Once they come to complain, we can talk about an exchange of benefits and present them with our new offer.”
“Very well,” one of Sumaci's maids said. Llamka, Corco thought her name was. “However, Queen Sumaci, the fortification on Yua Island still remains a problem that needs to be solved, and we cannot wait for the captains to change their minds or for the commoners to be trained.”
Again, the queen turned to her husband.
“Can your men handle it?”
“I'll do my best.” Corco shrugged. “I've already informed Paec and Atau and given my own orders. First, we're reorganizing the troops. The new soldiers we brought this time will be integrated with the ones we had already stationed near Rasacopa. Once the integration is done, we'll leave behind some people to guard the coastline, and then organize a storm on the island. We'll surprise them with our fast response, and take their little fortress before they can even build it.”
“Good. Since Yua Island is in difficult terrain, I'm sure Atau will need a local guide for the operation. I promised you the support of a captain before, and there's been some progress. You're getting one before you set off. It shouldn't take more than a few days.”
“How did you get any of these people to play along?” Corco looked at his wife in shock.
“Don't worry. They might have looked united earlier, but they're not half as equal as they seem at a glance.”
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At sea, the most important factor that decides victory is information. To some extent, this may also be true on land, but Atau wasn't an expert in that regard. At the very least, an army was less restricted in the direction it could move. Even if it were caught out, retreat was often possible for a land army, or so the captain thought.
In comparison, much of naval warfare was about positioning oneself windward from one's enemy, which many captains considered an unbreakable position, regardless of the strength of their fleet. Thus, whoever knew more about their enemy's position, and about the surrounding terrain could retreat or advance as they desired, and thus control the waves.
Which was the reason for Atau's current unease. From his flagship's quarterdeck, he observed the waters around him, but any information necessary for navigation eluded him. Visibility was pitifully low through the hazy mist. Only a few craggy rock formations jutted out of the distant white wall from time to time.
What a mess.
As usual, he was annoyed by the complexity of the weather and terrain around the Verdant Isles. How could such a thick mist even form on the open sea? And how could anyone navigate through it? The sharp cliffs also looked like they were just aching for a chance to slice apart his ship's hull. As someone who had sailed the world, he could say with confidence that this place was the most chaotic assortment of landmasses on the planet.
Not even the Northern Spice Islands of Sadraiy or the Cape of the Beast in the north of Amsalew were anywhere near this confusing, or treacherous. At least this time, Atau didn't have to navigate this mess himself. They had brought an expert to guide them, or they would be screwed in this thick soup.
Again, his eyes turned towards the robed man who was leaning over the ship's railing and intently stared at the water below, like an old priest reading the future in the waves. All this time, Atau had held back any criticism of the guest performer, since they were reliant of his expertise. Yet now that they were in such a precarious position and the robed man looked so much like a cheater, the admiral could no longer sit still.
“And you're sure you know what you're doing, Captain Aqta?”
The robed man clambered back up from halfway down the railing and looked back, revealing his young face. According to Corco, this was one of the youngest captains in Rasacopa's fleet. His youth and weakness were the only reasons they had managed to win him over, and they were also the reasons for Atau's distrust.
“Are you doubting my abilities, Admiral Atau?” the local asked. His smug expression of superiority really didn't sit well with Atau, though he knew better than to provoke a conflict right now.
“Nah, I'd never,” he replied in a sarcastic tone, before he shared his previous assessment. “But how could anyone see anything in this soup? This place is a mess.”
“The wind talks to a true captain. Just a look at the movements of the water alone will speak of the hidden cliffs and reefs that it has traveled around. A good captain can even traverse the waves of his home blinded. Why would this bit of navigation be considered difficult?”
Yeah, yeah. You're a big deal, Atau thought. Really, he felt like the other guy was just talking big, and that he looked less and less reliable.
“Either way, the heavens are helping us,” the robed captain continued before Atau could complain more. At the same time, he looked up at the murky sky. “During this time of year, the weather here is always misty in the morning, but today the fog is especially thick, ideal for a secret approach like this.”
“So long as we don't crash.”
This time, it seemed like Atau's lack of trust had angered the captain. He frowned for a few seconds, before he replied, “Rather than questioning my expertise, are you sure the information from your men is correct? I would prefer if we wouldn't run into any surprise enemy raidships on our path.”
Now it was Atau's turn to get annoyed. How would this backwards little captain know anything about their superior methods or their amazing scouting technology?
“Of course our intel is correct,” he insisted. “What do you take me for? Our scouts have already determined that their ships patrol around the island in constant intervals. Every morning around sunrise, they all come together to transport the supplies for the people on the island. They have built a landing dock on the south-eastern side of the island. So long as you can help us approach the island's north-west, we should be able to get close without being spotted. By the time they find us, we'll already be in position.”
“As you have mentioned before,” Captain Aqta said. “But if your men know the sea as well as you seem to, I doubt their judgment can be trusted.”
“Now listen here you little-”
Atau rushed at the loudmouth captain, but was greeted by an outstretched palm and harsh words.
“Quiet! We are about to approach Yua. Any sound could warn our enemies and give away our plans early.”
Although he felt like throwing the traitor captain with the smug look overboard, Atau held back and returned to his previous position on the ship's quarterdeck. At least there, he wouldn't have to deal with the unpleasant local.
Once he had returned to his spot besides the ship's wheel, Atau motioned towards his first mate, who raised the flag that signaled all soldiers and sailors aboard to be silent. This was an order the men were used to by now. Some time ago, Saniya's spies had solved the mystery of how the ships of Borna and Cahlia could keep up with their own, despite their inferior navigation technology.
After years of being led around the nose by Atau's ships, the Arcavians had begun to employ knights with cultivation techniques specialized in hearing and smell on their ships. So long as the wind stood favorably, they would be able to pinpoint their position across a long distance. The only way to get close to them was to approach from upwind, which was a dangerous maneuver. Unless, of course, the entire ship was as quiet as it was right now.
While Atau was checking the deck to make sure all his men obeyed the command, his first mate signaled to the aft of their formation. Behind them, the other ships in the fleet were following along in a line, attached together by rope so they would be able to trace the flagship's precise path through the misty water and dangerous cliffs.
The ships were just close enough that a message could be transmitted from one to the other, so Atau could at least make out the aftern ship's bow in the fog. Beyond their own bow however, he could still only see white. Despite the local captain's insistence, Yua Island was nowhere in sight.
As he stood there in tense anticipation, Atau waited for anything to happen, either a crash into a cliff or the arrival at their goal. His fogged up clothes clung to his body uncomfortably. Even the mist itself seemed to creep into his skin and pulled his muscles together. Just as he believed that the fog would never end, finally, they broke through a bank of white, and their view cleared.
Some five kilometers in front of them, Atau could see Yua Island, with the wooden walls of their enemies built across the land in the distance. As soon as the land appeared, the admiral troubled his telescope again. Anchored in the south beyond the walls, he spotted the enemy fleet made up of arcavian galleons and verdant raidships.
Since they were quite close already, their enemies spotted them at the same time as well. However, Atau wasn't worried. At this point, they were far too close already. There was nothing their enemies could do anymore.
“Full mast!” the admiral ordered promptly. Their local guide, as annoying as he was, had not only steered them through the treacherous waters in thick fog, he had also maneuvered them into headwind. Their sails unfurled and billowed, as their ships rushed towards the close-by beach.
During their approach, Atau observed their enemies further, but they had barely managed to unfurl their own sails and begun to move by the time the Homeward was already in position. A short distance away from the coast, the flagship lowered its sails again on Atau's command and coasted closer on its momentum. Meanwhile, the other ships behind them did the same.
The enemy ships just began to round the island and move towards them when the Homeward dropped its anchor. Now in position, it was a guide for the other ships behind them to do the same. One by one, they closed in, one behind the other, and dropped anchor, to create a wall of ships, a swimming fortress. The enemy ships tried to approach, but Atau only sneered. By now their response was far too late.
As soon as the first Verdant raidship came into firing range, the entire anchored fleet unloaded a frightful broadside that raked across the length of the ship's deck. After only one round of poorly aimed target shots, the verdant ship looked heavily damaged and immediately turned to retreat.
It received another three broadsides, before it managed to escape out of firing range, now equipped with heavy scars across its portside hull, and with a slight lean in its movements. Meanwhile, the other enemy ships behind them had learned the lesson and stayed far away.
With their stable position and superior firepower, Atau's ships were able to repel all incoming enemies, no matter how many ships they brought. And the wind direction guaranteed that the more powerful bornish sailing ships would be lumbering in their approach, and thus even easier targets. If they were really dumb enough to attack them from the front, he wouldn't mind giving them another harsh lesson.
Meanwhile, the complex terrain around them meant that their enemies couldn't just try to circumvent their strongest point and attack them from their weak flanks. Either side of their formation ended in land, with Yua island on one end and a sandbank on the other. Thus dug in, Atau's fleet wouldn't be able to pursue and sink any enemy ships, but they had secured this one position, which was all they needed. Now it was up to the army to establish a beachhead.
From behind the main fleet, dozens of small-scale ships moved in. All of them were boats of Rasacopa, privately owned by the Hulpatec royal family. They were otherwise used to transport materials between the islands of the kingdom, but this time, they would transport Saniya's troops instead. At a steady pace, they moved past the row of galleons and brigantines, ever closer towards the north-western beach of Yua Island.
By now, their enemies seemed to have realized what they were trying to do. The ships tried to get close again to fire their own cannons – an attempt to interrupt the landing – but they were easily repelled once again, to no one's surprise. At the same time, troops from the wall construction in the island's south organized their formation and turned north, to intercept the attackers before they could establish a position on the beach.
However, the landing was planned well in advance, so the fleet was prepared to deal with the defenders. The front three galleons in the defensive line were the largest in the fleet for a reason. They had loaded extra cannons and installed them on the ships' bows. Thus, as soon as the enemy warriors began to close in on land, they were greeted by another barrage of iron.
The ships further back fired simple cannonballs, scary but unlikely to hit too much. However, the Homeward in front had loaded shot ammunition, which would tear even the armored defenders to pieces with a hail of thousands of tiny iron pieces.
The sudden attack caused panic in the formation of the defenders, and thus delayed their advance. This delay was enough to allow the first boats a landing on the shore. Without interference, they unloaded their troops. Soon, several hundred warriors had made their way onto the sand and began to form clean lines.
However, their enemies were experienced warriors and wouldn't give up, not even now. Stubborn, under intense cannon fire, they charged forward, trying to prevent the worst. However, they had underestimated the discipline of Saniya's troops, who managed to form orderly lines long before the enemy warriors reached them. The first few volleys of the rifles softened the enemy lines before they could gain momentum for a proper charge.
What followed was a short melee, before the enemy commanders finally saw the writing on the wall and ordered retreat. At this point, there was no more resistance to their landing. An hour later, four thousand troops from Saniya had been unloaded onto the island. As soon as all of them were accounted for, they began to establish a small fort of their own, from which they would launch their attacks on the southern wall in the future. By noon, their own position was established, and the war for the island was about to truly begin.
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Several days had passed between the first time they had spotted the wall on Yua Island and the landing on the beach. During that time, their enemies hadn't been idle and continued their building project. If anything, they had even sped up their construction, considering how much had changed in such a short amount of time. By now, the short length of wall had expanded along most of the southern coast.
At the same time, the wall had grown in height, from a mere two meters to at least seven at its highest point. From a distance, half a dozen towers with cannons could be spotted, dotted along its length in even intervals.
While the wall was intended to defend from seaborne attacks and was open from the land, their enemies hadn't wasted the time Saniya's army had taken to set up its own camp. Throughout the day, they had moved logs they hadn't used for construction yet and created makeshift barriers in front of the stairways up their walls, while they had entirely removed the additional ladders up to the walkways. On top of that, they had also turned the cannons in their turrets inland, towards the direction of Saniya's army.
At the same time, the enemy ships had also prepared for combat. While they couldn't get close to Atau's defensive position, they could at least control the southern coast and cover their new fortifications from naval attacks while the cannons were otherwise occupied. Thus, the defenders could fully concentrate on the land attack and nothing else. In the end, Saniya's camp in the north was done and the men well-rested, so the defenders ran out of time to prepare further.
As evening drew closer, with around two hours of daylight left, Saniya's army lined up for a preliminary attack, to test the strength of the defenders. Since the defenders were mostly made up of traditional warrior forces from the Verdant Isles, they expected to overpower them with constant fire from a distance as they closed in.
Despite their defensive advantage, the enemies would still have to cower in the face of constant volleys. If the defense proved weak enough, Saniya's army could take the wall before nightfall. Otherwise, they would easily be able to retreat back under the cover of their muskets.
Thus, their drums began to sound without hesitation, which caused the lineup to advance in an orderly fashion, to the rhythm of the music. In General Paec's plans, the slow-moving infantry line in front would draw some of the sparse cannon fire from the enemy towers, while their own cannons would be pushed up in behind to respond in kind.
With their overwhelming number of artillery pieces and their advanced training in loading and aiming the weapons, they should have an easy time suppressing the last bit of resistance from the defenders. By then, they were free to do whatever they wanted, either move up for a melee or stay far away and pelt them from a distance until they surrendered. It would only be a matter of time until they took the island. At least that was the plan.
Reality, however, was an entirely different beast. While their army was still marching, with the soldiers focused only on the music that led them, the first cannons began to fire from atop the wall. That much, they had expected. What they hadn't expected was the range and fierceness of the enemy attack, with far more cannons than they had spotted before.
Most of the towers had more than one cannon hidden inside them, and there were even further cannons half-buried in he ground in front of the wall, possibly transported over from the enemy ships throughout the day. At the same time, the enemy cannons seemed to be of much larger caliber than they had expected, covering a large area within their range.
Still, the effect on the attackers was minimal at first. What the fire had in fierceness, it lacked in accuracy. One by one, the cannonballs came down and punched shallow holes into the earth, but their spread was so large that barely anyone was even hit by flying dirt, let alone by the dangerous projectiles themselves.
So Saniya's experienced troops pushed through the fear and continued to step forward. Not even the music skipped a beat. However, their real shock came some hundred meters from the wall, when they first heard the familiar bang of the muskets.
From behind the makeshift barricades, countless weapons were poking out and unleashed a hail of bullets that pelted the front line of the marching army. As soon as the fire sounded, the ordered formation began to lose its shape. Some soldiers would hesitate and halt their steps, some would duck to find cover behind the front line, others would speed up to span the distance. Luckily, at least Saniya's officers had enough training to keep the army together.
Since a blind charge looked like poison for the morale now, the officers ordered the line to halt and return fire. After years of targeted development and with the help of modern machinery, Saniya had the greatest rifles on the planet, unmatched by their opponents in range, accuracy and rate of fire. However, their effect was very poor. The great weapons didn't do them any good when their shots only hit the cover of their enemies, and their small calibers were hardly enough to chip away at the thick logs.
At least they could use staggered fire to suppress the attacks on their own ranks, and after they began their return fire, the fierceness of the enemy attack was reduced right away. However, not everyone was affected by the cover fire.
High up on the walls and too far back for Saniya's muskets to reach, the cannons of the enemies finally showed their true potential. Out in the open and now stationary in a packed formation, Saniya's army made for easy target practice, as the cannonballs of the enemy became more and more accurate.
After only a few volleys, the first cannonball hit right in front of the front line, and jumped up again, carried by its momentum. In panic, the soldiers tried to dodge, but the men to their sides left them no room to get away. The cannon ball simply smashed through the first four rows of soldiers before it veered off course and exited out the back of the formation, covered in blood.
At this point, their options were slim. A melee would be risky considering their lack of cover and lack of knowledge about the enemy's exact strength. Meanwhile, their own cannons were nowhere near ready to shoot back and would be subject to the same kind of indiscriminate fire once they entered into range.
Thus, with no better options left, the officers ordered a retreat. Their attack was only supposed to gauge the strength of the defenders anyways, and now they knew what to expect.  Under the cover fire of their own rifles, Saniya's troops quickly retreated back out of the war zone before their morale could collapse.
As Atau watched their retreat from the ship, he realized that the war would last much longer than they had anticipated.
“Send a message back to Saniya, tell them what happened here today,” he said to his first mate. “Seems like we'll need some reinforcements.”
__________________________
Inside Rapra Castle, Fadelio walked through the corridors with a worried expression, a piece of paper clutched in his hands. A peculiar sight greeted him on his path, though one that everyone in the castle had become familiar with over the past few days.
On the large balcony that led all along the upper castle's front sat a lonely figure and stared out into the city. In his hand, he held a mug, presumably filled with alcohol of some kind, as had always been the case these days. Now however, there was also a pistol in his lap, one that Fadelio was familiar with. As he recognized the weapon, the attendant slowed down, fearful of what the man might do. When the lonely man heard the slowing footsteps, he turned his head and looked at the approaching Fadelio.
“Oh hey, mountain troll,” Dedrick said. “What's up? You look like someone stole your sister.”
Despite his jokey tone, and his obvious provocation, Dedrick looked lethargic compared to his usual self, with dark rings under his eyes. Concerned, Fadelio stopped to talk to the mercenary. Although he had just received important news, it wasn't anything that could be solved with urgency, so he could spare some time to deal with one of Saniya's oldest servants.
“Not that it's any of my business, but what are you doing in this place all the time? You've been sitting in this spot for days.”
Although Fadelio didn't mention the pistol, his eyes never left the weapon. For a moment, Dedrick looked caught, before he returned to his previous lack of expression.
“Watching the city,” he replied and turned back to the cityscape below them. He searched around for a while, before his finger pointed in the vague direction of the southern district. “See that house back there? When I started watching a few days ago, that was just a piece of raw earth. Now a whole family can live in it.”
Although Fadelio didn't see what house he was talking about, he wasn't surprised. Over the years, Saniya's workers had built many great things and had become extremely efficient. It filled the city's servant with pride, but Dedrick just sighed and sipped at his drink.
“Those guys down there sure are something, huh?” he continued.“The city is growing like mushrooms after rain.”
“You don't seem too happy about it.”
Rather than reply, Dedrick stared at Fadelio up and down, before his eyes fell onto the message he still held in his hand.
“You didn't answer my question earlier, by the way,” he said. “What's the bad news?”
Fadelio only frowned, so Dedrick waved his hand and added, “If you can't tell me, you don't need to. No worries, I don't offend easily.”
Since it was classified information, Fadelio was unsure what to do for a moment. However, he soon made up his mind. At least for now, Dedrick was still Saniya's highest ranking general. Maybe it wouldn't be a bad idea to get the opinion of an expert on this issue.
“Take a look,” he thus said and held out the paper.
Dedrick took the offered message and read with raised brows.
“They can't take the island? Not even with Paec in charge? But I taught that kid so well,” he said in the end.
“Resistance is stronger than we thought. It looks like they already had part of their fortifications done when we launched our attack, and our soldiers had to charge without any cover. It might turn into a protracted battle now, so we need to provide reinforcements and supplies,” Fadelio summed up the contents, before he added, “But I don't even know where to take any more reinforcements from, considering how many soldiers we have already sent. I'm not sure how many more men we would need to take the island. To be honest, I don't know if more soldiers would even make a difference in this case.”
Although the mercenary looked like he was about to say something, he stopped himself with a bitter smile.
“That's not something you should be saying to an outsider, is it?”
“Well, you're still hired as this country's general. Your work includes military consultation.” Fadelio looked at Dedrick's uneasy face before he continued in a less formal tone. “Also, Laqhis trusts you. That's enough.”
“That's right, isn't it?”
Again, the mercenary looked out into the city, which seemed to change so much every day. He picked up the pistol in his hand and held it up to his eyes. With a focused expression, he twisted the weapon back and forth, as if he was weighing his options. In the end, his eyes fell on the distant buildings again.
“You can leave this to me,” he finally said.
“Yes. That's why I'm asking for your advice,” a bemused Fadelio replied.
“No, you don't get it. I'm taking command of the entire battle. Let Paec defend Rasacopa or whatever, I'll take the island. I'm Saniya's most decorated general after all, and that little Paec looks like he still can't do it without me.”
“You want to go yourself?” Fadelio realized. “But what can you actually do there? You've read the message, I don't think a single general would make a difference.”
“A good commander will always make a difference, in a siege more than anywhere,” Dedrick replied. By now, his usual, cocky expression had returned.
“And how many of your men do you need? We still need to retain enough soldiers to defend our borders.”
While Fadelio spoke, Dedrick still stared out into the city, a grin slowly forming on his face.
“Don't worry. I think I already have an idea how to break your deadlock, and I won't need too many men for it either. But first, I should pay a visit to your sister. We might need her men's help this time.”
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Several days after he had made his decision on Rapra Castle's balcony, Dedrick arrived near Yua Island together with a new batch of ships. Because of the complex terrain and low visibility around the island's north, a large fleet couldn’t move through the area safely, which was why their enemies had focused on securing the southern coast first. Though because of the bad terrain, it was also easy for Dedrick's ships to move into range of Atau's swimming fortress before they could be intercepted by their enemies.
As soon as they had moored at the temporary dock Saniya's soldiers had built, the general went ashore. While the men he had brought were starting to load the materials off the ship, he was led to the center of the camp by guards, where he met with General Paec in his command tent.
During normal times, Paec's personal appearance mirrored his attitude. Proper and precise, he took very good care of his outward appearance. At the same time though, he was somewhat boring in private, and always too serious, which was reflected in his ordinary clothing and stiff posture. Now however, he had taken this ordinary streak to a whole new level.
Rather than his general's outfit, he wore a simple soldier's uniform. Even stranger, his hair was a bit messy, and his clothes were ruffled and dusty. Only his posture was still as straight and proper as always. The 'command tent' was strangely tiny as well. Although it still contained all the tools and maps Dedrick would expect, the tent itself was crammed, with barely any room to stand, almost like a simple soldier's tent. At least it would protect them from the drizzle outside.
“What happened to you?” Unlike he had with Fadelio, this time Dedrick sounded genuinely worried. After all, Paec was his understudy, a real talent he had cultivated himself. As his best pupil here in Saniya, the mercenary captain didn't want to see the young general suffer.
“It's a disguise, of course,” Paec replied in a matter-of-factly tone, as if right from the start, it had been the only possible explanation for his sloppy look. “I invite you to do the same, master. Unless you want to be shot down out of the blue, it's best to hide in the crowd.”
“Is the other side using snipers to kill off officers?” Dedrick asked in shock. Now that their weapons had reached a certain level of quality, this was a tactic that he himself had planned to use in the near future. With long-range, high precision rifles, they could target enemy commanders across the battlefield and cause chaos in the enemy ranks during battle. However, Dedrick didn't even get a chance to try out his plans before their enemies had stolen his idea.
“It's our own fault, really. We started it,” Paec corrected Dedrick's thoughts. “Since we failed to break through their defenses in the first few days after our landing, I devised the plan based on your own ideas, master. By targeting their commanders, we thought we could either weaken their cohesion or, in the best case, force them to retreat off the island in order to protect their nobles.”
“Didn't work so well?” Dedrick guessed even though he didn’t need to.
“That would be correct. The first day, everything still went as planned. We managed to confirm kills on two officers, and we injured another five. But then the next day, they started to fire back. I thought our guns were the best in the world, but it seems we were wrong. Their weapons seem to be in no way inferior to ours, both in terms of range and in terms of accuracy. At this point, we are still trying to find out where they got all those high quality rifles from.”
“Well, our guns are the best in the world, that's probably still true,” Dedrick said. “But it depends on how you measure quality we're talking about. Our biggest advantage lies with the average flintlock rifle built for the average soldier. That's where our main focus is: Making the mass-produced guns for our average soldiers better, since that has the best overall effect on a war’s outcome. They're probably not using average rifles to snipe you though.”
“Of course not. They wouldn't hit a thing,” Paec said with disdain in his voice, possibly thinking about the crude matchlock guns the Arcavians were still running around with. Indeed, they were only vaguely accurate even within ten meters or so. Any hit beyond that would be pure luck. However, Dedrick had a good idea where the better weapons came from.
“If I had to guess, they're shooting you with the private hunting rifles of the nobles in their team. Their Arcavian commanders probably brought some from home, because they wanted to have a nice time shooting wildlife on the exotic islands of the Occident or whatever. Probably looking for some unique prey they can shoot, so they can show off to their fat friends back home. I've seen some great hunting rifles back in Arcavia, so that wouldn't surprise me. In the first place, our technology comes from Arcavia anyways, so the level of their weapons isn't quite as bad as you think. Especially if we're talking about the high end. It's not that their guns are bad, just that their good guns are too precious to leave with a normal soldier. But cornered, they won't mind using their precious guns for a special purpose like this one.”
“Well, now it's too late for regrets,” Paec said with a bitter smile. “All our officers are plainclothed now. We even had to move our command tent to an ordinary soldiers' tent hidden in the middle of the camp, because the original one kept being pelted by lead.”
Reminded of the imminent danger, the experienced Dedrick lowered his head on instinct, before he caught himself. Annoyed, he looked around to find that the tent didn't have any holes in its sides. It seemed like their camouflage had been successful so far.
“Well, fuck,” Dedrick summarized their situation with all his eloquence. “But if we’re doing the same thing, at least both sides are suffering, huh?”
“They're probably suffering more than us, actually. It's hard to confirm kills in operations like that, but from their reactions, it seems like they don't want to continue this game. Two days ago, we agreed on a ceasefire during the night, because there used to be constant incidents after sundown every day. No one could get proper rest anymore. At least now we can sleep in peace, somewhat.”
“Wouldn't trust something like that. What if they see our defenses slipping and just change their minds?” As always, Dedrick was dismissive of promises and paper. He himself had nothing but bad experiences with contracts... apart from his deal with Corco of course, which had been the best contract he had ever signed. Though of course, when he had signed that deal he had fully intended to insist on his proper pay through the force of his men.
“That's why we're still in soldier's uniform, master,” Paec replied. It seemed that this general’s master was a smart man who had taught him well. “We've also set up extensive guards during the night, as has the other side. Still, our people are working hard to identify the rest of their officers, both their appearances and their tents, to take them all down at once in a surprise attack. Although chances are a bit slim, since the operation would require a lot of coordination and some healthy dose of luck, that's our best chance for a quick victory at this point.”
“Wait, you don't have any other plans? You have more firepower than their side, right? Isn't that what all the fancy flintlocks are for? How come you can't even storm some half-finished wall from its back side?”
Despite Dedrick's scathing tone, Paec remained calm and replied in his usual matter-of-fact tone.
“The defender's advantage is too big. The cannons they've put on their wall are our biggest problem, but that's not even half of it. Follow me master, I'll be easier if I show you what I mean.”
Since the camp had been built quite compact, they didn't have to walk for long before they reached the palisades at its edge. Here, Dedrick saw several cannons placed in a row behind the wall, with wooden flaps in front of their muzzles that protected the cannons from suppression whenever they didn't fire.
Paec walked past one of the cannons, before he opened the flap in the wall and motioned Dedrick to look through. After landing on the island, the mercenary captain finally saw the full extent of the battlefield he had decided to take charge of. It didn't look encouraging.
Far off in the distance, he could see the entrenched position of his enemies. Although the wall was built to protect against attacks from sea, their enemies had been busy extending the inland defenses, adding temporary barriers and even a second, lower wall to protect the center from charges. It really looked a lot more solid than he had assumed at first, with no obvious weaknesses he could discover from here.
However, the fortifications were far from the biggest problem. What really soured Dedrick's mood was the space in between the two camps.
At this point, the captain could only imagine how the entire battlefield may have looked like a few days ago. He imagined a simple, flat plains. With absolutely no cover, it must have been an absolute nightmare to cross while under ftre from the defensive position on the other side. Now however, it had become even worse. The entire field was covered in craters, the earth had been thrown up by constant cannon and musket fire, and the marching armies hadn't helped either.
Even worse, after being softened up from combat, the ground had started to accept all the water the Verdant Isles had to offer. Constant rain had turned the earth into mud. At this point, the soldiers wouldn't just have to cross an open field without cover to get within firing range of the enemy wall. Rather, they would have to wade through a swamp filled with deep craters, while under constant fire that only made the path more difficult every time they tried.
“This is a nightmare,” Dedrick commented and looked over at Paec with a shocked expression, before he caught himself. After all, he was the teacher here, and should have something more constructive to contribute. “How about digging trenches to reach their wall? I know it'll be tough to keep some structure in the mud, but you can reinforce with wood, and it'll work just fine. Get close enough and you can storm the wall or collapse it, whatever you want.”
“We tried that, master,” Paec said. “But things are more difficult than they seem. To be fair, you cannot see the whole picture even from here. The earth looks like a swamp, but in truth it's only a thin ground layer. Once we dug away at the earth, we found a solid rock foundation right underneath. Not quite impossible to dig through, but not an option when our enemies are eyeing us at all times. We can't dig through rock while being shelled by cannon fire.”
“So how deep is the ground? A shallow trench is better than no trench at all.”
“No luck there either. Seems like most of the earth is maybe knee-deep. That's just deep enough to be a nuisance during our advance, but not nearly deep enough for a trench. We still have scouts checking the battlefield at nights, in hopes that we can find a deeper path through the mud, but I'm not optimistic about the trench strategy anyways, even if we can find a path through the battlefield.”
“Why not?” At first Dedrick was confused, but when he saw Paec's grim expression, realization struck. “Don't tell me it still gets worse. How can it be worse than this?”
“It's the weather, master.” Paec looked up, around the wooden overhang that protected the cannons from moisture. Immediately, his face was covered with drops of water. Since they had left the tent, the rain had gotten worse. “In this place, it rains almost every day, and when it doesn't rain, it’s foggy. We can't advance in rain. Our powder will get wet, while the other side can use their defenses to shield their cannons and rifles. And even without the guns, they have more warriors than us. We can’t win a pure melee.”
Dedrick followed Paec's look and stared at the dark clouds overhead
“Even more of a defender's advantage. Did these people just get stupidly lucky in picking the perfect battlefield, or do they have a genius commanding them?”
“Either way won't make a difference,” Paec replied, showing rare signs of human emotion as he sighed in frustration. “As things are, we can't stay out in the open field for long even after we dig trenches, because it'll just end up raining before we can grind them down, and then we'll have to retreat anyways. We have better weapons, but they look useless on this battlefield. Our only choice at that point is a charge, but they have more proper warriors with cultivation. We can't win a prolonged melee without fire support, so we can only cower in defense here. For now, our plan is to build small bunkers from wood and carry them forward to establish an advanced position. But anything that we can carry will be too flimsy to withstand the cannon fire for long. I don't think highly of the plan.”
“Then why approve it?”
“We have to do something.” Paec shrugged. “So long as they control the southern part of the island, our forces are bound here. We can't just leave the island alone either, it's too important strategically. But what happens if they start to attack on other islands, like the Green Kingdom's main island? That's the problem. So long as we are stuck here, they hold the initiative. In fact, Admiral Atau has suggested a risky maneuver to attack their fleet with our and then pincer the wall with attacks from both sides. But if he loses, we have even less initiative. For now, I've managed to convince King Corco that the plan is too dangerous, but who knows how long everyone's patience will last. At this point, I'm really at a loss on how to continue.”
“In that case, you can simply leave things to me. General Paec, you're hereby relieved of your duties.”
Finally, Dedrick handed Paec the written orders that Corco had sent back to Saniya on Dedrick's urging. Presented with his dismissal, the young general looked lost. Maybe this was the first time he had failed at something since he had begun his career. It would be a good learning experience for him.
“Don't worry, kid. You're not in trouble,” Dedrick tried to calm him. “Rather than waste your time here, you're tasked with defending Rasacopa again. You're right, they could attack elsewhere at any moment, so we'll need our best people defending the most important places. And even more, we need to resolve this battlefield quickly. Since I pitched a decent plan to the boss, I'll take over here. I'll show you how your old master handles shit like this. At this point, my people should have already finished unloading the boats. Don't worry, this won’t take long.”
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Darkness gripped Yua. Five days after General Dedrick's arrival on the island, it had finally stopped raining. However, the clouds still remained and cut off all contact between the people on the earth and the stars in the sky. Without light from above, it was hard to see even one’s own hand, let alone one's surroundings. However, that wasn't a problem for everyone. In fact, some people thrived in darkness.
Simo looked around, in search of his companions. They had all received the same orders and were all on the same path, but they didn't march in formation. Instead, they had spread out in a wide area. They were no soldiers after all, they were ghosts, and ghosts were used to working alone.
Under the cover of night, the ducked figures hid underneath blackened tarps as they sneaked their way across the battlefield, flanking the central part of the island and making their way to the eastern edge of the defenders' wall. The ghost warriors had come from Saniya together with General Dedrick, and he was also the one to give them their orders for the night.
Step by step, Simo edged closer to his goal, his body bent so it wouldn't show against the background of the horizon. Most people couldn't see in this kind of darkness anyways, but he wouldn't doubt that their enemies had people like themselves, warriors who were experts in night combat. Thus, they had every reason to be careful.
Once they came within five hundred meters of the wall, they had to slow down even more. Although the enemy camp was at the foot of the wall's center, and this place was thus easier to sneak up on, the edges of the wall were still defended.
From this distance, Simo could easily see the light of the enemy's lanterns dotting the wall, as well as the flames of torches carried by the guards. Unlike Saniya's camp, this place wasn't entirely dark at night. Up until the arrival of the ghosts, the defenders had to fear few night attacks, since most of Saniya's regular soldiers weren't warriors. They didn't have any heightened senses, so sneaking up on the defenders was less of an option during the night. However, things had changed with their arrival.
For now, their enemies still didn't know about the presence of the ghosts, so they would have an easier time getting close. At the same time however, the enemy's carelessness also meant that there were fires everywhere, which slowed down their approach. After all, they hadn't come here for a simple assassination. For this operation, they only had a single shot.
Thus, as soon as Simo came close enough to see the moving lights, he stopped and bowed down into the mud, the tarp draped over his head. His shoes were covered with cloth to take away the sound of his steps, but that cloth had long been soaked in the muddy ground, and its cold had begun to infiltrate his boots as well. However, he didn't move a muscle. Still like a statue, he watched the distant lights and began to count the seconds, to possibly identify some kind of pattern in the patrols, or maybe just to calm his beating heart.
One
Two
Three
…
By the time Simo reached 407 in his head, the moving lights had finally gone away far enough that he felt safe to continue. Now that darkness was restored before them, the ghosts began to move again. Although they were closing in on the wall, only occasional patrols would reach near here, giving them enough space to move undetected. All of Saniya's attacks had been concentrated on the central wall so far, so this place had become an afterthought for the defenders.
Thus, although constant breaks interrupted their advance, they inched ever closer to the wall. Hours later, by the time the moon would have stood high in the cloudy sky, they had finally reached their goal. For the first time in these hours, Simo looked to his left and right, to find his fellow ghosts and communicate with his eyes.
All of them nodded, one by one, and readied themselves for their final move. They waited for the lights to move away one final time, only then did they ignite their tinderboxes. The small fire shone bright in the night, and no doubt attracted the eyes of the distant guards, but they wouldn't need longer than a few seconds. Already, the little flame had ignited the wick which stuck out of the sealed bottle in Simo's hand, and set it aflame.
A few, decisive steps brought the ghost close to the wall, before he threw the bottle onto the palisades. The sound of shattering glass broke through the night, followed by shouts from the defender's camp to the west. As the bottle burst, it released its contents all over the wall, a refined side-product of the foundry that had been christened 'petrol' by their king.
Before the mixture could drip down the wall, the burning cloth set it ablaze in the blink of an eye. To Simo’s left and right, other warriors had done the same, with similar results. Soon, an entire section of the wall was bright ablaze, despite being soaked in rain all these days. The shouts of the incoming guards let them retreat back into the night, but it didn't matter. Whatever the defenders did from here, the general's plan had already been a success. The ghosts had completed another mission.
__________________________
While the mission of the ghosts had been finished already, the mission of others was just about to start. In front of the Saniya camp's walls, Dedrick was waiting, hidden by darkness. Behind him stood the troops he needed for the second part of his plan: Hundreds of construction workers from Saniya, armed with sacks, metal poles, and large wooden structures.
With trepidation, he watched the edges of the walls, hoping to see the flames he had ordered. Although he couldn't see the sky, he knew that time was advanced already. For the second part of his plan, they would need all the nighttime they could get. Although the moon was covered by clouds, at least he wouldn't have to guess the exact time. Once again, his eyes wandered down to the bulky piece of magic in his hand.
This was a clock, designed by Egidius. At the size of a small buckler, it was small enough to be portable, and supposedly could run for a full day without being wound up. Although the insides of the mechanical device were too complex for Dedrick to understand, the clock face was still easy enough to read. Even in the dark he could make out that it was almost midnight. Yet still, he had seen none of the fires he had ordered.
In fact, the operation of the ghosts was the most precarious part of his plan. Were it to fail, today's operation would be a failure before it could begin. At that point, he would have to come up with some other kind of distraction to try again some other day. But by then, their enemies would be more alert, and there would be a larger chance that they would notice the existence of the construction workers in their camp and guessed their plans.
However, just as he wanted to look down on his clock again, Dedrick's worries went up in flames. Fires started along the wall of the defenders, on both of its outer edges. It was the signal for Dedrick and his army of workers to charge.
On the general's signal, they marched through the mud, until they reached around halfway between the two camps. All the way, the workers didn't talk, and no one lit any fires either. Their progress was slow, but they didn't have to walk for long. After they had reached the position they had scouted out in the days before, the workers began with their duties.
First, they took long steel rods, sharpened to a point, and drove them into the earth with even spacing, creating an oval ring inside the mud. At first the ground made way easily, but the harder rock underneath was a different matter.
The determined workers used cloth-covered hammers to force the stakes into the hard ground, and soon had created a basic foundation on which to build further. On both sides around the stakes, they placed over two meters high wooden structures. The walls were build from two rows of wood planks, with a large space of almost a full meter in between them. In their current state, they were too thin to defend even from muskets, let alone cannon fire.
Even so, the walls were still unreasonably heavy. In fact, all the work they did tonight wouldn't be possible with ordinary people, especially at night, when a normal person wouldn't be able to see anything.
Luckily, Saniya was extraordinary in many regards. While many of the soldiers in Saniya's armies were commoners, who were incapable of this kind of work, many of the city's construction workers were in fact former warriors who had been sentenced to hard labor several years back. Thus, they had the strength, as well as the ability, to fulfill Dedrick's plan. And as an added bonus, no one would suspect that their current actions would be possible, since no one outside of Saniya would believe that noble warriors would stoop down and do menial tasks like building a fortress in the mud.
Just as they had practiced behind their camp's walls over the past few days, the warriors soon finished the placement of the thin walls, fastening them around the metal spikes and sealing off all gaps between them. At this point, they had already been at work for almost an hour, but only now did their work really begin.
Behind them, other workers had already been mixing the concrete for a while, so all they had to do was fill in the empty space between the wooden walls. With the wood underneath, the concrete was insulated from the wet ground, while the walls held its shape. Over the next hour or so, the workers traveled back and forth between their old camp and the newly rising fortress, bringing more and more cement with them. Over time, they had enough to fill in the entire structure.
Meanwhile, the fires were still raging on the edges of the enemy walls, harsh enough to distract them from the quiet operations in the center. Once again, Dedrick had to praise his own genius. Surely, their enemies could never even imagine that they would be able to build a fortress in a single night.
By the time the walls would be dried, they would have staggered walls as high as a man and almost a meter thick, filled with slits to fire through and with solid bunkers interspersed between them. The bunkers were closed on three sides, as well as on top, and would withstand any kind of cannon fire. While the cement dried in its mould, the workers put on the finishing touches.
Some were moving cannons, powder and other supplies into the new fortress, while others built wooden overhangs atop the walls and installed water-proof tarps above the supplies, to protect the weapons from the rain that was sure to come any minute now. Others put up a wooden command towersin the center of the new fortress.
All throughout the night, they continued to work undisturbed, while shouts from the east and west reminded them of their distracted enemies. Finally, as the clock's arm reached five in the morning, the work was done, and the workers retreated back into the original camp, to rest and await the end of the war on Yua Island.
While the workers were done with their mission, Dedrick still had to stay awake, to organize the next stage of his plan. Just as the workers went to sleep, the soldiers came awake one hour before sunrise, just as planned. Almost all the troops in Saniya's camp got ready for combat, forming lines just outside their camp. Only a few soldiers would be left behind to defend the original defensive position on the island’s north coast.
After weeks of battle, the cannons had also been modified with larger, wider wheels, to better push through the mud on the ground. By the time everyone was in position, Dedrick pulled out his watch again. If the weather observations in Atau’s captain’s journal was correct, dawn would break above the island within ten minutes.
This was the darkest hour of the day. To him, it was the brightest. Finally, everything was prepared, and it was time for Dedrick to reap the rewards of his hard work. He looked around and found many of his old mercenaries interspersed with the locals, leading the charge as commanders, ready to support him in one final battle. With pride, Dedrick looked upon last night's handiwork for a few seconds, before he finally gave the command that would decide the war.
“All units advance!”




4










Chapter 328 - Finding Meaning
Chapter 328 - Finding Meaning
Nov 21, 2020


Although Dedrick had already been an experienced commander when he had met Corco, even he had learned one or two tricks about combat from the layman merchant king. Back in Arcavia, one of the king's most common strategic principles was his insistence on always fighting in the defender's position. Even if he was the aggressor in a conflict, he would maneuver his troops in such a way that his enemies would be forced to move first. This way, he could take full advantage of his technologically advanced weapons and superior position to achieve a perfect victory almost every time.
While Corco wasn't an expert in many areas, he was clever and always had strange ideas and plans that were far beyond a normal person's scope of thinking. The results had also affirmed Corco's strategies. So now, Dedrick was learning from the King of the South, following the same strategy to force his enemies into an attack.
That guy really is a good teacher. Didn't even have to say a word.
With a grin, the general observed the panicked movements atop the opposite wall from his command tower. As soon as dawn had broken, the truth of last night's attacks on the walls was revealed: Within a few hours, the attackers from Saniya had built an entire fortress within firing range of the defensive palisade wall in the south.
Faced with a far greater threat than mere fire, the defenders didn't even take the time to extinguish the last smoldering bits of wall in the east and west. Instead, all troops scrambled to amass back in the center of the wall. Meanwhile, the many cannons om the fortification were brought into position as well, readied to fire and destroy the enemy's advanced position.
However, Dedrick's grin only widened when he saw their panicked and hasty response. Maybe they thought that the fort built overnight was only a temporary shelter made from wood. That way, the cannons would be enough to destroy their defenses, and the following charge would be able to push them back, if only under heavy losses. But if they thought like that, they would be sorely mistaken.
Soon, the first cannon balls crashed into the wooden walls and harmlessly bounced off, much to Dedrick's enjoyment. Only a few of the hits had been flush and left shallow, round dents in the wood. Since the walls had been built at an angle to the towers of the defenders, the other hits were deflected to the side, doing no damage in the process. They had now proven their defensive powers, so it was time to show off their offense.
When the first cannon balls hit their new walls, Saniya's troops were long ready themselves. Immediate return fire came from the cannons now placed inside the bunkers along the new wall. These bunkers housed five cannons each, for a total of forty, more than enough cannons to rival their opponents in number. Even more, their cannoneers were generally better trained than those of their enemies. After all, who but Saniya's army had so much money that they could waste powder on regular firing drills?
While the low bunkers didn't allow the cannons to fire at the enemy artillery up high on their towers, they were in the perfect position to attack the foundation of the palisade wall and repel onrushing attackers. Even better, the strong ceiling of the bunkers, as well as the overhangs along the walls, allowed them to fire through rain and storms, until those pesky defenders were finally driven off the island.
No doubt the other side wanted to do the same, but their efforts would be rewarded with disappointment. After several salvos against the new wall, the cannon balls finally managed to crack the wooden shell around one of the bunkers. However, the cannoneers on the other side must have felt confusion and despair when the hard concrete was revealed underneath the wooden panels, still unblemished from all the attacks.
While Dedrick was still guessing at the feelings of the cannoneers, the warriors among the former defenders had finally begun to form lines at the foot of their wall. Of course the constant cannon fire didn't make it easy.
Scared of the destructive forces of the cannons, many of the warriors scrambled behind their own covers, before some of their commanders barked orders at them. Even then, only a part of the warriors was brave enough to stand and face the enemy fire, and even they stood in a loose, dispersed formation, so they wouldn’t be an easy target for the medalan cannons.
As a result, their formation looked disjointed before they had even begun their attack. Maybe the commanders had realized that things would only get worse from here if they couldn't bolster morale, so another round of shouts made the disordered lines charge at the new defensive position in the center of the island.
As they launched their attack, screams came from within their ranks, to encourage their own and intimidate their enemies. The distance between the camps was short, but the ground was still muddy and uneven, as before. Now, finally, their enemies could feel what sort of hell Saniya's troops had gone through all these days.
Under the fire of cannons and muskets, more and more of them fell victim to war. Unlike Saniya's troops however, they didn't advance in neat formations. Instead, each individual warrior rushed up by himself, irregardless of those around him.
In time, Dedrick noticed more and more disunity within the ranks of their enemies. Soon he realized that in fact, only half the enemy army was charging them. Although the enemy army was made up of a coalition of Verdant Folk and Arcavians, only the locals were attacking. Meanwhile, the arcavian warriors stayed on the wall. Only some of them provided cover fire for the charging warriors from a distance, while most of the others had hidden themselves behind cover.
Maybe the different leaders of the coalition have different ideas on the state of the war, Dedrick guessed. Indeed, if the Arcavians thought that the battle was lost already and that more deaths were unnecessary, then he would have to praise them for their foresight. Though no matter what, the disunity in the enemy ranks, as well as the clear split between locals and Orientals, was good for him, so he wouldn't complain.
As Dedrick watched the disorganized attack slowly make its way towards his defenses, he realized that there was nothing to worry about. At this point, he was already thinking ahead to the time after his great victory. He looked over his own men, all the people he commanded, hiding behind the defenses he had built over night, readying themselves to welcome the enemy storm that would turn out to be a mere drizzle.
Just like Dedrick had helped build those defenses, he had also helped build the city these people called their home. His contributions to the rise of Saniya wasn't small. Still, he was nothing more than a hired hand in the end, and none of what was happening here today had any lasting connection to him. Maybe that was the reason he had felt so uncomfortable ever since he had decided to leave Medala.
No one besides him seemed to be struggling though. At this moment, his old arcavian subordinates were preparing to repel the impending enemy attack together with their local Yaku comrades. After years of cooperation, none of the wolf mercenaries had any problems instructing the locals, or with working together. They had learned their language, and either accepted or successfully ignored the differences in culture.
Of course that didn't mean that everyone had become friends. Some of the wolves were more distant towards the Yaku. They were the ones who would soon follow Dedrick home to Arcavia. But even they were firm in their command at the moment, never showing any of the hesitation and insecurity Dedrick felt. Though the ones who had decided to stay were even better. They had long integrated into Saniya's newly developing society, some with wives or sweethearts, some even with children. In the face of the incoming enemy, they talked and joked with the locals, as they prepared for another heroic victory in the name of their king.
Maybe that was the actual reason Dedrick felt so conflicted: The many of his men who would stay behind and wouldn't support him after his return to Arcavia. Yes, maybe that was what had bothered him all this time.
While Dedrick was still busy with his own thoughts, the verdant warriors made steady progress through the mud. Although the ground and cannon fire made their life hell, eventually, the first attackers crossed the space between the camp. No doubt, they would be eager to engage the musketeers behind the walls in close combat. This way, the constant fire would stop and the way would open for their companions behind them to rush in.
However, as soon as they reached the wall, countless spears and halberds stretched out from above to block their advance. While the musketeers hid behind the concrete walls and poked their weapons out from within the many arrow slits, the pikemen and halberdiers of their army were on the wooden overhang above. The overhang was designed to protect the muskets from rain, but it also doubled as a walkway to hold back attackers from above.
Although the warriors among the verdant folk may have been stronger fighters than Saniya's commoner soldiers, but in the end, they were still just human. They couldn't just push through the countless axe heads and spear tips to scale the wall. Several warriors tried to use their strength to simply jump up and create chaos in the ranks, but once again, the terrain came to Dedrick's support.
In the deep mud, the warriors found no fulcrum to push off from. Although the top of the wall was so close that the tallest among them could grab it with their hands, it felt completely out of reach. Thus, their first charges were quickly pushed back. But retreat was no option either. Far enough away to escape the halberds, they would simply become the target for the muskets again, and from behind, more and more warriors were pushing them forward to join the attack.
As time went on, the bodies piled up at the foot of the wall, and thus created more stable footholds. In these areas, the warriors began to amass, using the bodies of their fallen allies to surpass the obstacle before them. But even now, Dedrick still wasn't worried at all. When the defenders saw the plans of the warriors, they simply threw several bottles from atop the walls into the masses of warriors down below.
As soon as the petrol bombs landed, they exploded into fiery glory. Just now, these areas had seemed weak and were almost overwhelmed by the masses of bodies, but now they had become impassible. And with continuous fuel the many bodies provided, the fire would not go out any time soon.
At the same time, several of the verdant warriors tried to round the battlefield in a wide berth, to attack the wall from behind. However, what hadn't worked for Saniya's troops in their attack of the original palisade wall certainly wouldn't work here.
Although the wall was short in length, nowhere near the incredible size of the wooden wall to its opposite, it still completely enclosed a large area in its center. No matter where the warriors turned, they were greeted by even more lead and steel. In the end, all they managed to do in their attempt was tire themselves out. On their way, they fell one by one.
Only the few lucky ones managed to round the wall, but they found that the defensive position was completely surrounded, with no obvious flaws. There was only a single door in its back, made of solid oak and carried over from the main camp. However, the warriors had brought no siege equipment that would allow them to overcome it.
Even worse, whoever made it this far soon realized that now, they were caught in between the original Saniya camp and the new fort in the center of the island. Boxed in between the two, out in open terrain and stuck in the mud, there was nowhere to hide, and the stragglers were soon gunned down from both sides.
As Dedrick watched the battle progress with remarkable ease, he still felt conflicted. He helped build this, not only this defense, but also the country that had created all these fine soldiers. Was he really just a hired hand? Wasn't that just some nonsense story to make himself feel less guilty for leaving them behind, these brave people who were about to create a place unique in the world, both in power and grace?
All this time, he had held this strange irritation within him, ever since his conversation with Laqhis during the last banquet in Saniya. No, in fact, he had already been irritated long before that. What was it that bothered him like this? Like he had done so many times since the start of the battle, he scanned the battlefield again, in search of areas that needed his help or his instructions.
So far however, all parts of their fortress seemed to hold off the attackers with ease. After he had finished the initial layout of his plan and the fortress had been put in place, there had been little the general had to do. His subordinates could solve all the basic deployment by themselves, without his input.
Then, he finally realized. He understood what had bothered him. It had never been about himself, but about the duty he felt towards Saniya, and its people. All this time, he had been needed there. Of course he wasn't just a hired hand, not after years of service. These hired hands had created many things in the city themselves.
How many of Saniya's current officers had been hand-picked and trained by him? Like the little General Paec, there were many others, though not all of them had the young general's steady nature and calm intelligence. No, he had helped build all this, and now he was about to abandon it all, abandon things he held dear. All this time, he felt irritated because he was about to leave the city that needed his help, just because he had somewhere else to go.
However, as he saw his men form their own defense with the precision of the mechanical clock in his hand, his mind eased. Saniya was getting stronger, bit by bit. Even without his input, Dedrick had no doubt that Paec could have solved this battlefield eventually. Maybe it would have taken more time and effort, but in time, the number of ships they were building in Saniya’s shipyards would be enough overwhelm everything else in the Verduic Sea eventually.
All he had done here was speed things up a bit, reduce the losses by a few heads. The truth was that maybe, this would be the last time in a long while that Saniya would really need his help to achieve victory. He was no longer needed here, but back in Arcavia, there were many things he needed to do, things no one else could do for him.
With his mind finally at ease and his decision made, his usual, cocky smile finally returned to Dedrick. He drew his sword, and stepped down from his lookout in the center of their fortress.
“General, where are you going?” one of his guards asked.
“Just out for some fun. Let's show those idiot sailors what a real warrior looks like, and leave them with some unforgettable memories.”
After his declaration, Dedrick jumped down the ladder to enter the fray one last time, together with his people.
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Once again, Felian Northdale had been forced to take on a thankless task against his will. Ever since Duke Herak had enlisted him as part of his entourage, things hadn't gone right for him even once. That had only worsened after he had been dragged across the ocean into these foreign lands.
First, he had been tasked with the protection of the merchant caravans across Medala, while the duke traveled further south, to deal with his old enemy, the merchant Corco Fastgrade, who had somehow become a king in the meantime.
'Not to worry, this will not take long' Was that how the duke said it?
Even back then, Felian had been suspicious. After all, the duke had already been outfought and out thought by the merchant king in Arcavia, in the duke's own home. What chance did they have here, in a foreign land that was the home of their enemy? As expected, the duke's plan failed in a spectacular fashion, as his allied armies fell to the southern kingdom, despite their superior numbers and the duke's leadership.
Although Felian had been spared from the embarrassment of being part of that debacle, his own mission hadn't been much more successful. While the caravans almost always reached their goals, they were regular victims of robbers.
In fact, the regularity and intensity of their attacks convinced Felian that some of the local lords were cooperating with the robbers and took a cut of the plunder. Of course, all the local lords were playing dumb every time he hinted at their involvement. Instead, the locals would just use their fake outrage at the accusations as an excuse to drive up the tariffs again.
Over the years, they had invented more and more 'special' taxes to bleed dry the caravans. And all that was before they had even reached the Verduic Sea, where an army of pirates was waiting for them to grab whatever was left. The fact that their trips remained profitable despite all of their losses showed just how valuable the route to Chutwa was, and it also gave Herak the false impression that Felian had been doing a good job.
With their discovery of the southern passage, they had caught a break and at least gotten a handle on their route tothe Verduic Sea. With new allies on the Verdant Isles and a powerful fleet ready to support them, Herak gave him a new mission, one that seemed easier to handle.
This time, his task had been to secure their naval superiority in the Verduic Sea and to cut off the Green Kingdom from outside support. After long negotiationswith the locals, The Green Island remained the only kingdom in the sea that wasn't willing to work with them. With everyone else on their side, suppressing them should have been easy enough.
Even so, he never underestimated his enemies, even less sincethe Green Island’sstrongest allywas the merchant king who had been a thorn in Herak’sside so many times. As expected, the first joint battle Felian’s fleet had fought together with their new verdant allies had beena giant failure. Their enemies had proven surprisingly powerful, and their allies surprisingly useless, so he had become even more conservative in his strategy.
In his opinion, his plans on Yua Island had been a real stroke of genius, cutting off the enemy supply lines from an unassailable position. For once, things looked like they would work out. Yet now, as he stared at the bloody mud of the battlefield, everything began to feel eerily familiar. Once again, he felt like he was one step behind, and once again, no one was listening to him when it mattered the most. Just like the mad captain in front of him, who was foaming at the mouth as he screamed in his face.
“What did you say, Oriental!?”
“I said: It's over.” Felian stepped back and to the side to get away from the captain's red face hidden behind his long, unkempt beard.
For one, he wasn't eager on the other man's looks, or his smell. Even more, he wanted to take another glance at the battlefield, to see if there were any other options. However, nothing had improved since his last look. The battlefield was still a mess, and right within firing range, there was still a mysterious fortress that had grown out of the ground over night.
“Nothing's over! You coward, all this time we've run rings around them, and we can do the same again! Just watch my men crush their little fort!”
The captain's voice was as powerful as his words, but Felian only got a headache from it.
“That was before, when we had the initiative,” he tried to reason. “Just look at the mess out there. That's a stone fortress that's shown up out of nowhere and planted itself right in our faces. What are we supposed to do about that? We can't fight our way through the mud under heavy fire. You've seen how that ended for the other side all these days.”
“Well, whose smart idea was it to rough up the soil!?”
In the face of constant screaming, Felian tried to retain his calm.
“And it worked out just fine all these days. No one could have guessed that they would be able to build an entire fortress over night. In the end, we need to accept that our enemies were just slier than us this time.”
Rather than end up in a shouting match, Felian put all the blame for their loss on the enemies and their cleverness. Maybe then, the captain would calm down, and his prideful allies would be able to accept their defeat in grace. Clearly, the knight had no idea who he was talking to.
“Hah, those cowards can be as sly as they want, they will see our might soon. A little bit of dirt won't stop us, we are not that weak. If only we were fighting on water, we would annihilate them as if it was nothing.”
Faced with the nonsense of the natives and under tremendous pressure from his far-off lord, Felian's previous calm crumbled like the palisades under his feet.
“Well, we're not on the water, are we, you genius!?”
And you didn't do so well on the water either. Just look at that fleet across the island.
“Take that back, Oriental!”
“Or what, your brave men will throw some mud at me!?”
Since he had no words left, the captain just stared at Felian with clenched fists. The knight's own muscles tensed, ready for a fight. Whether it be a duel or a fight to the death, he would be more than happy to show the loudmouth what real strength was. Dragging him across the ground by his scraggy beard would be great.
At this point, Felian would be relieved to see their shaky alliance with the Verdant Folk end, so he had no more patience for diplomacy. As far as he was concerned, the trade route to Chutwa was more trouble than it was worth. However, just as he got ready to jump the captain, the native took a step back.
“Fine, do as you want, you coward,” he said and turned to leave. “You can just stand here and watch as we take that little fortress by ourselves. My men will show you what true strength is. And once we're done with those Orientals over there, I can still take care of you.”
After a dismissive snort, the captain stormed away with the same angry arrogance he had arrived with. As soon as he left, one of Felian's adjutants appeared. Although both he and Felian were knights, only the latter had fallen into Duke Herak's favor, much to his own dismay, and had been fashioned with extensive rights that put him above his peers.
“And what now, sire?” the other knight addressed Felian as his superior.
“What do you mean, 'what now'? Nothing has changed. Just follow your previous orders.”
“But what about our allies? Shouldn't we support them?”
The knight followed the sound of screams and looked at the disorganized battlefield, but Felian remained cold-hearted. At this point, he was done with stubborn 'masters' who always knew better than him.
“Let them die until they've had their fill.” He scoffed. “You prepare our men to board the ships and retreat. We're getting off this damn island.”
“And what do we do then? Our mission was to hold the island.”
“Yeah, and the island was perfect too.” This time, Felian sighed in frustration. They wouldn't be able to find a second place like this anywhere in the Verduic Sea. “No matter what, they had to sail past the island to connect Saniya and Rasacopa. The southern coastline has perfect visibility over the sea route we wanted to block. On land, there’s open terrain that's easy to defend and hard to attack. And on top of that, shallow topsoil so no one could tunnel under our walls. All of it, all our preparations, ruined because of one night of inattention. But that's how it is, we can't hold this place anymore. We've lost this round. It's a real shame, but we should learn from our mistakes and count our losses, before we waste the lives of our men.”
“Duke Herak will not like this.”
And I'm sure you'll be happy to report my failure to him.
The other knight barely tried to hide his glee, but Felian wouldn't mind losing the duke's attention. Though he didn't know if he could afford the punishment, so he still had to try his best. Luckily, he still had some ideas left.
“Although this is bad, we're not quite out of options yet. I had an alternative island scouted out already, we can set up a second position there. I'll talk to the duke about the details when we return.”
With thoughts of his alternate plan, Felian's skin began to crawl. He really didn't want to resort to that place, but it seemed like now, he didn't have much of a choice anymore. From now on, the war in the Verduic Sea would get even bloodier and messier than before.
__________________________
Although the battle lasted for most of the day, the rest of the war on Yua island didn't have much suspense anymore. The verdant warriors tried to push through the defenses several times, to no avail. In their desperation, they finally managed to breach the walls once, but in the end, Dedrick led a commando of his wolves to drive them back. After that, the battle was decided, and any remaining resistance was soon snuffed out.
By afternoon, the first of the enemy towers fell backwards and landed in the ocean, cannons and all. By evening, Saniya's soldiers stormed the almost empty palisade wall, heavily marked by the traces of battle. In the distance, they could still see the last enemy ships sail away in defeat.
It was a great victory for Saniya's warriors, but Dedrick felt somewhat melancholic about it. For him, it would be the last fight in the west, that much he had decided. With their enemies driven back and the route between Rasacopa and Saniya cleared up, Admiral Atau organized his fleet to return to Saniya for supplies right away. Dedrick used the chance to return as well. On his way back to Saniya, he finally made sense of his future, and no longer felt conflicted.
“Still don't get why you're going back already,” Atau complained to Dedrick as the Homeward steered into Saniya's harbor. “You just showed up, won the one battle and left again. You know that the war is still going on, right?”
While they were talking, Dedrick stared at the familiar city he would soon leave behind.
“Yeah, but the rest of the war is mostly on water anyways. I hate fighting at sea, no control over anything. It's all about who gets luckier with the weather.”
“Maybe you're useless on water, but this won't be the last battle on land either. We still need your help.”
“Nah, you'll be fine without me.” Dedrick shook his head without looking over. “This time, I was lucky because I saw the workers building houses here and connected it to the war. Anyone could have done the same, had they spent a couple drunk days on the castle's balcony. Plus, you would have won that island sooner or later anyways. Isn't the boss' entire strategy based on stalling?”
“Guess that's true.”
Both remained silent for a while, as they watched the sailors anchor the ship and install the landing ramp. In the end, it was Atau who spoke up first again.
“So. Since you won't do anything in the war, what are you doing back here? Training officers, or back to defending the border?”
“Neither, I guess,” Dedrick replied with a grin. He stood up and made his way down the ship.
“You know that you're still employed by the crown, right?” Atau's tone was much harsher than before. “Even if you're friends with Laqhis, you still have to do something.”
“Nah, I'll leave the important missions in the name of country and people to great heroes like you. After we took the island, I had a talk with the boss over the radio. I'm relieved of my duties. The mountain troll is probably waiting for me already, he's gonna pay out me and my men. After that, I'm free to go whenever I want.”
“Wait, are you serious?”
Halfway down the gangway, Dedrick stopped and looked around the city before him.
“I don't think it's a good idea to stick around for too long. Might get attached otherwise.”
“So that's it, you're just running off?”
“What else would I do?” Finally, Dedrick turned around and looked at Atau, keeping his face as indifferent as possible. “I'm a mercenary, a robber for hire. Were you expecting some great banquet with a tear-filled goodbye? Not big on watching men pine for me, so I'll decline, thanks.”
This time, Atau had nothing left to say as he watched Dedrick march down the plank. When his feet were about to touch the pier, the mercenary remembered something and reached into his clothes.
“Oh yeah,” he said, as he pulled out a pistol.
During the battle, the last push of their enemies had been the fiercest, led by one of the verdant captains. The guy had put up a great fight and even disarmed Dedrick, but in the end, the mercenary had pulled down his enemy by his scraggy beard and fired a lead ball through his left eye. The weapon had come in quite handy then, but now it was used up. With the barrel bent like this, it wouldn't be able to fire anymore, and it wouldn't be worth the money to repair the antique either.
“Here,” he said, and handed the pistol to Atau. “Give this one back to the boss, tell him I don't need it.”
“Maybe you should keep it, as a memento,” Atau said, but still took the pistol. Dedrick was glad, since he didn't plan to leave anything on him that would remind him of this place. It would firm up his will, and focus his thoughts on his future goals.
“I said I don't need it, got it all right here.”
Dedrick tipped his head, nodded towards Atau one final time, and then finally left the ship. His steps felt light and his heart was free. This time, he was sure that he hadn't left any remorse behind. He wouldn't forget this place, and maybe he would come back here some day. But for now, it was time for him to be the leading actor in his own tale.
Just as suddenly as his journey had overlapped with the merchant king Corcopaca Fastgrade, their paths now diverged, leading them down different routes. As always, the mercenary knight faced his uncertain future with an arrogant smile.
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Although the war was still raging on within the Verduic Sea, the ongoing transformation of the Green Island's political and economic landscape couldn't be neglected. Thus, Corco had set off to inspect Saniya's newest industry on this day, while Sumaci was still busy with her restructuring of the court.
On his way to his inspection, Corco had to travel by palanquin. He tried to avoid those things whenever he could, but he needed to keep up appearances as demanded by his status. Plus, Sumaci had argued that his invisible deterrent on the local warriors would be much greater if he remained a more mysterious and shadowy figure. What could be more shadowy and mysterious than being carried in a closed box by other people?
While he was on the way, he checked the pistol that had arrived together with the latest shipment of materials from Saniya. Its barrel was all bent and plumed out, and its powder had been used up. Corco felt like he should connect it to some clever metaphor, but he really wasn't in the mood. Dedrick's departure was something inevitable, but when it really came, it upset him quite a bit.
From a purely functional perspective, it wasn't a big deal to let Dedrick go. Although the knight was a very capable soldier and commander, as were his wolf mercenaries, there were many qualified officers under Corco now. After years of persistent efforts, the local officers, together with the wolves who would stay behind, would be enough to handle all of Saniya's military needs for the foreseeable future.
In the end, Dedrick and the men he took with him only amounted to a few hundred at most. That number wasn't nearly enough to matter anymore, not to Saniya with its rapidly expanding army.
Still, from a personal perspective, Corco had every reason to be upset. They had worked together for years, so this kind of departure felt cold to the king. At least the mercenary knight could have waited until his return, and said his goodbyes in person. Maybe inventing the radio had been a bad idea. People were already getting distant and impersonal.
Before his idle thoughts could take over and spin into even stranger ideas, a voice from outside brought him back to reality.
“King Corco, we have arrived.”
“Yup.”
When Corco jumped out of the palanquin, he was confronted by Llamka, one of Sumaci's maid guards. Unfortunately, it was the not fun one.
“Hey, how was your trip? Had a good time?” he asked in a casual tone, but in her usual unfun ways, Llamka didn't even acknowledge his strange question.
“King Corco, maybe you should not be carrying that weapon around in the open,” she said, and pointed at the pistol he still held in his hand. “We are about to deal with commoners after all. They will be scared if they see a weapon, which may interrupt their work.”
“Oh yeah. Right.” Corco chucked the weapon back into the palanquin. “There ya go, sentimentality gone.”
The king brushed off his hands for no good reason, before he looked around the place they had arrived at. On their way here, they had gone past a small area filled with fields. Now however, all the fields were gone. Everything smelled of earth, and there were sounds of busy work in the distance. Shouts of animals, calls of humans, as well as the sounds of hammers and saws exuded a level of energy he hadn't seen in Rasacopa yet.
“Anyways, where's all the work being done?” Ge asked the question even though he could just follow the sounds. After all, he would need Llamka to answer some more important questions for him later, so it was good to start with a simple one.
“This way please, King Corco.”
The maid led him along an unpaved road next to a beach, through an area of roughed up earth. Soon, the first pieces of greenery greeted them, piles of bushes and stacks of wooden logs, arranged in piles all over the place with no perceivable rhyme or reason.
In the distance, further inland, Corco could see the workers who had left all this chaos along the path, though they had done it for a good reason. On the edge of the dense forest, they were systematically taking out the trees in the name of their work, chopping them down and removing their roots, to fight back the jungle bit by bit. It was an admirable battle, but for now, he was interested in something else first.
“So what happens to all the wood?” he asked as he pointed to the stacked logs along the way.
“First, the logs and roots will be piled up here while the workers are busy. After enough has been collected, it is separated into hard- and softwood. Then, all of it will be stored to dry. The required storage rooms have already been set up in the new worker town not far from here. Once they are dried, a part of the logs will be used right in the town, to create housing and other amenities for the workers. The rest of the wood will be dragged to the river next o the town and then shipped downstream to Rasacopa, where it will be used for all kinds of purposes, mostly shipbuilding.”
“Hmmm... that seems like a waste to me. You know, there's all kinds of trees here, which means all imaginable kinds of wood. We won't know the exact properties for a lot of them, some we don’t even have names for. Would be a shame if all of that was just turned into generic planks and used in some cupboard. I think you should make an effort to properly classify all of them, and at least leave some samples behind from every type of tree you encounter, for some experts to research. That's probably a very good use of time. Who knows what we'll find, and what useful new applications different types of wood might have.”
“Yes, Queen Sumaci has already instructed us to do so, and thus the work has been underway since clearance work on the southern jungle has resumed.”
...then what am I even wasting my breath for?
With the conversation so rudely broken by the maid, the atmosphere became uncomfortable for at least one of the two people. He himself had reminded Sumaci of the value hidden in the surrounding jungles, so he really should have known better. This turned into a bit of an embarrassment for Corco, so the king tried to restart the conversation in another direction.
“...so how's the status on the cotton farming?”
“So far, most of the land that was previously reclaimed by King Tacao has been planted with cotton. This has happened three triums ago, so we can expect the first, proper harvest of cotton during the next harvesting cycle. However, the total farmed area is still very small, not nearly enough for the goals laid out in the planning documents.”
Ever since the triumvirate had been established, people in Saniya had begun to count shorter time intervals by triums, which was ten days long, the time it took for the Triumvirate Meeting to switch its head seat.
“That's fine,” Corco said. “For now, we're just doing a test run anyways, to see if everything works as intended, or if we’ve overlooked anything important. We're trying to jumpstart an entire industrial chain from nothing. It's gonna take a while, and there will be many problems we encounter on the way. Starting with a smaller scale to see what works and what doesn’t should be a good idea in general.”
As they talked, the two passed the area with the stacked dead trees and reached the one with the live ones instead. Here, the workers of Rasacopa were beating back the edge of the forest, to create more land for agriculture. In the years before his death, Sumaci's father had already started reclaiming land in this area.
Now that Sumaci had inherited his position, she had redoubled the previous efforts, paying the commoners well for their work and providing them with higher quality tools, which she imported from Saniya. Despite that, the work looked hard and slow to Corco. Workers would fell the trees by hand, drag the logs away with the help of animals, and then dig out the stems and roots one by one.
In fact, the shrubbery around the trees took just as much time to get rid of as the trees themselves, with some workers constantly walking around the edges of the work area just to hack back the advancing plants that threatened to return the new land to nature.
“This looks like a huge pain,” Corco commented. “Can we even make progress like this?”
Even with advanced machinery, clearing a jungle would be a massive undertaking. Corco remembered that the construction of the Panama canal in a jungle environment had cost tens of thousands of lives and taken several attempts over across decades to complete.
In comparison, this project was smaller, but they didn't have any machinery, and no tools beyond some simple steel saws and axes. Reclaiming land on such a large scale, with pure muscle power – and maybe the help of a few donkeys and elephants – was ridiculous in Corco's eyes.
“Progress is somewhat slow, but steady,” Llamka replied. It seemed like she had prepared well for today's inspection and had anticipated many of his questions. “King Corco should have seen all the previously reclaimed fields on our way here. This particular area of the Green Island's jungle mostly grows tree variants with shallow roots,. For now, the reason for this is unknown. Although the details are still unclear, this section of the jungle is nevertheless particularly easy to clear.
“In that case we have a good start at least.”
As Corco was talking absentmindedly, he watched an elephant with a crude rope harness fashioned around its front drag a wooden log behind it.
“Though maybe we should consider some better tools as well,” he added. “I'll see if someone back in Saniya can fit some tools for the elephants and donkeys, to make their work easier. That should be a good use of time and money, excavators are still far off after all, and we should really reduce the pressure on these animals. If not for humane reasons, we need to consider the time when we run out of easy forest to clear.”
“The reclaimed land from this area should be more than enough for the plans. By the time it has been cleared, we estimate that the total reclaimed land area will amount to around five thousand hectares. With an estimated cotton yield of between one and two hundred kilograms per hectare, that comes out to between half a million and a million kilograms of cotton, which should be more than enough for early texile production.”
“I think you're underestimating just how much cotton we'll need once we get this industry going. I don't think five thousand hectares is nearly enough. Not to mention, we won’t only plant cotton, and we don’t want to limit our sales to Rasacopa and Saniya alone. We’ll also need to plant tea and rubber trees, among others, and we'll want to expand into all of Medala, and the Verdant Isles, even far beyond that.”
Even in the face of Corco’s grand plans, the maid still looked as stoic as ever.
“There are further plans for expansion of the planting area, but so far they have not been started,” Llamka explained. “The plan is to clear a path through the jungle to cut it into two sections, and then burn the smaller section in a controlled manner. This clear the trees much faster, and it would also fertilize the soil for the first harvest.”
“That sounds like it can get out of hand very quickly. Do the people here have any experience with this kind of work?”
“Not that I am aware of, but the locals sounded very confident.”
“Never did it, but confident that they can burn down half the jungle, without burning down all of it, or any towns or villages around it? Should be easy, right?” Corco was suspicious, so he did his best to sound as sarcastic as possible. “Allow me to be skeptical. This sounds like an environmental disaster waiting to happen. Even if I didn't care about the forest itself, which I do, it's a scandalous waste of resources, just burning down the forest like this. It's not like we need the soil fertilized anyways, what with our artificial fertilizer being readily available.”
“So that would be a no on the burning.” The maid said, and jotted down his decision. Corco thought for a moment, before he measured his previous, extreme response.
“Provisionally,” he said. “We can look at the area, first and if it can be done safely on a smaller scale, maybe it can be tried as an additional method if we really need the extra space. Though in general, I'd prefer if we increased our investment in manpower and the efficiency of our tools instead.”
“Understood, King Corco. It will be done.”
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After their visit to the cotton fields and the jungle reclamation, Corco and Llamka had completed their inspection of the raw material procurement for Rasacopa’s new textile industry. After, the maid led the king to inspect their plans for the refinement and manufacturing of said raw materials.
Not far from the edge of the jungle, next to a river that led into the depths of the green hell upstream and into the sea near Rasacopa downstream, the workers had begun to build a camp for themselves. Already, a large number of tents had been put up, and even some simple, wooden houses had been built. In the new town’s best position, right next to the river, its new industrial zone would soon rise up. Here, the first modern cloth manufacturing was planned to take place.
Although for now, it wasn’t much more than a few lines in the compacted and evened soil. Some of the buildings already had short, wooden walls made from logs taken from the land reclamation. They did nothing more than to protect the foundations that had been laid for the later construction a bit. Apart from that, there was nothing here.
Even so, Corco inspected the barely existent buildings with great interest. After the king had been walking around the premises for a while to get a feel for the building and imagine the sophisticated buildings that would soon envelop the area here, he pulled out one of the newer instruments the people of Saniya had come up with.
“Hold this,” he said, and handed Llamka one end of the measuring tape. “I’ll go measure out the hall.”
This long strip of tape was made from cheap leather, and marked to include measurements from meters down to millimeters. Only a small portion poked out of its metal casing, with the rest spooled up inside. Although Corco was getting ready to walk the length of the wall, the maid just stood there with a dumb expression on her face.
Sometimes I forget that these things are new for most people.
“Stand over there, and hold the end of this tape against the edge of the wall. Like this. The inside edge, that is.” Pointing and showing, he explained patiently. The maid did as ordered, so Corco could finally walk along the length of the soon-to-be factory. All the while, the tape unspooled out of its metal casing with a satisfying clacking noise.
After a while, Corco had worked out the exact dimensions the planned building would have. As he wrote down the results on a piece of paper, he worked out the future layout of the building in his head.
Spinning wheels, looms… Along the back wall, we’ll need some space for the water wheel and the gearbox as well. Though for that, we’d need to extend the area all the way to the river anyway It’d be nice if we could put vats for dyeing and bleaching in a separate room... and some space to walk would be nice too.
“These halls are too small,” he concluded after some more measuring and some more thought. “They need to be at least fifty percent longer, in both directions.” Again, he thought for a moment, while he stared at the disembodied numbers on the paper.
“You know what, I’ll just make you a floor plan. That’ll be easier,” he concluded.
“However, building something this large will prove difficult.” While Llamka noted down Corco’s orders, she still objected. “The local workers are not used to making halls of that size. Rasacopa’s building style mainly focuses on many, smaller buildings, which make up large courtyards for housing. The current arrangement of these halls is already the largest size the locals can manage safely and quickly.”
“In that case, we’ll have to bring in experts from back home to teach the locals,” Corco concluded. “This industry is too important, we can’t make compromises already.”
Corco was looking for a clean spot on the ground to sketch a vague floor plan before he put it on paper, but Llamka looked uncomfortable.
“Of course,” she said, but she looked unconvinced. “Just…”
“Yeah? Speaketh thee upeth.” Corco stood up and turned towards her.
“King Corco, this servant is still confused why both you and Lady Queen Sumaci would invest this much strenth into this one trade. Of course, clothing is important, but there are many other areas that require attention. Would our time not be better spent on them? Say, weapons manufacturing, or shipbuilding? We are in a war after all. Even just building more advanced manufactories like in Saniya would bring great wealth to the island, enough to buy as many clothes as the people may need.”
“So, do you think I’m giving Rasacopa scraps, while I leave the best industries for myself?” Corco asked, a bemused smile on his face.
“Of course not!” Llamka denied quickly enough to prove her real thoughts. “Just…”
“Making clothes seems trivial compared to guns? Something like that?” Corco guessed, to which the maid nodded.
“You're underestimating just how big an industry textiles are,” the king continued. “Everyone wears clothes after all.”
“Yet everyone needs to eat as well. Why not plant food crops instead of cotton?”
“Big demand, large profit margins, and a need for machinery, which will drive innovation. Plus it’s easy to develop during early industrialization, since the technology isn’t super complicated. But the biggest advantage of the textile industry is that it spans all areas from agriculture across to manufacturing, so an improvement this area improves almost all areas of a country. In the future, no advanced economy will function without the support of the textile industry, and that starts with cotton. At least for a while, textiles will be the primary engine for economic growth. We should get ahead while we have all the advantages on our side. And while our enemies are still in the dark about the future.”
“Yet Saniya does not seem to grow any cotton,” Llamka insisted. After all, she was also a Saniya native and knew well about the city’s development direction.
“Well, we're in the south.” Corco shrugged. “No one in the southern kingdom can grow any cotton anyways, it's too cold. I guarantee you, once I've finally dealt with my brother and my uncle, you'll see fields of the stuff all over the north. And until then, Saniya’s factories get to build all the advanced machines for weaving and such. Then we sell them to Rasacopa for a tidy profit. So it's not like we're not involved in the industry at all.”
“Understood.”
“Well, not yet. But I'm sure you'll understand once you see the finished article. Again, any modern society, if it wants to progress beyond a certain point, will have to rely on the textile industry. What happens after that point just depends on their cohesion, ingenuity, and destiny. The ingenuity and destiny I can supply, the cohesion is still an issue. If you're interested, I'm sure you can ask Maci about more details, I’ve annoyed her quite a lot with my thoughts on this.”
“As you wish, King Corco.”
After that non-committal answer, even Corco lost the interest to drone on about the future.
“Right, we should move on to the next item on the schedule,” he said instead “Please show me the way to the hospital.”
Thus, the two left the barren industrial area and moved to a different section of the new town. On their way, Corco mused on the final thoughts of his big speech just now. Cohesion was indeed the biggest problem right now, be it on the Verdant Isles or in Medala.
As always, Corco had big plans for development, not only for Rasacopa. The establishment of a textile industry was only the first step, but after that, the following development would become almost inevitable, creating an avalanche that would sweep the entire world. Although unlike most people, Llamka had gotten a glimpse of his vision already, she still wouldn’t understand the downsides of these changes. Of course, there were many great benefits to these new developments, but they would also mean change to society, and change could never happen without upheaval.
The old forces would never go quietly, and Corco himself was wary of a violent counterattack hitting before he was ready for it. Those old ruling classes would start trouble as soon as they felt threatened in their position.
For now, he tried to keep them preoccupied with banquets and internal squabbles, while he quietly launched his revolution where no one was watching, but that would only work for so long. Once they became aware of the threat to their status, the only options were to either compromise and give them a higher role in the new order as well, or suppress them by force. Unfortunately, there was no room for compromises in Corco's perfect vision.
“As an aside, how is the soldier training going?” he asked Llamka on their way. Of course, the question wasn’t really much of an aside. Rather, his train of thought had led him to a reminder that they may soon need to fight a bloody war with the local ruling class – the captains. There was a need to prepare here as well as he had prepared in Saniya. While the maid wouldn't understand the context of his question, she still replied diligently.
“Soldier training has been smooth so far. At the moment, the soldiers are being drilled every morning in the town square. After, they move on to running, in a route through the city. This step is meant to build up the weak constitutions of the commoners. Halfway through their route, they halt at a camp and do some close combat and firing exercises. Finally, they march back to the town square, in formation, where they assemble for one final drill. All throughout their training, we have taken great pains to make sure they would be seen all throughout the city. In fact, their running and marching routes directly lead past the living quarters of the warriors, and right along the harbor, so the captains and their crews cannot possibly miss their presence.”
Corco had to grin at the thought of captains trying to close their eyes and ears, while the soldiers were marching past them to the sound of drums.
“That’s hilarious. And I expect that the effect has been decent as well?”
Once the local warriors were confronted with their imminent replacements, Corco really couldn’t imagine that they would remain calm for too long.
“Indeed. Although there have not been any official complaints to the court yet, there are many private rumblings among the warriors, who seem worried that the Hulpatec family may exile them once their positions have been taken by commoners. However, the firm refusal of the captains to Queen Sumaci’s offer has been spread throughout the city, and has become an open secret. Thus, the warriors seem too preoccupied with pressuring their own captains into a compromise, so they don’t have time to lodge complaints. All in all, the results are satisfactory. We expect the first captains to crack over the next few days, and reopen negotiations with the crown.”
“And this time, we hold the initiative,” Corco added.
While they were talking, they came to a large tent on the edge of the nameless town. In fact, since only a few permanent homes had been built so far, most workers had to make do with tents like these, though the worker’s tents were generally smaller.
All of them were made from sturdy cloth, with a thin inside net to keep out the dangerous insects of the jungle during the night. This tent was several scales larger, but otherwise identical in build and material. Though its purpose was a different one, so the usefulness of the insect nets felt dubious to Corco.
After all, the patients inside this medical tent would mostly be treated for malaria. What was the point of protecting them from mosquitoes now, when it was already too late?
This would be the last part of his inspection, before he could return. All this time, he had pushed back this part of the schedule. Because he was dreading the image, he had tried to avoid this place. However, he owed his visit to the people inside, so he didn’t hesitate when he entered.
Even before Corco had pushed aside the large insect net, he could smell the blood and sweat of the ill. However, he couldn’t take one step into the medical tent before someone stood in his way to bar him from entry.
“Heavens, Lord of Green! This servant has long heard word of your arrival and was about to greet you outside. Please, this servant would never force noble Lord to enter such a dirty place.”
While tripping over his words, a man in a Yaku doctor’s robes was rushing out of the tent, blocking the way for Corco to pass through. With a frown, the king tried to look past him into the room, but the doctor shifted his body to block the way.
“Right. Are my eyes noble as well?” Corco shoved the doctor out of the way and soon realized why he was hiding the insides of the room.
From Corco’s first impression, it seemed like the local physicians had returned to working with their older methods. Otherwise, the smell of blood and herbs wouldn't have been as strong as it was. In the center of the room, a large cauldron was boiling away, filled with all kinds of herbal remedies, Corco was sure.
Though of course, none of those herbs would contain any artemisinin or quinine, nothing that would help against malaria. In a cruel twist of fate, the Divines hadn’t provided the Verdant Isles with any way to protect themselves against their harshest killer. On the beds left and right of the cauldron, the patients were lying in pain. Some were shivering all over their bodies, and sweating their life away.
“What's going on here!?” he asked the doctor in shock. “What happened to all the medicine I sent you? Is it not effective, or do you need more?”
“Lord carries no fault,” the doctor said. “The new medicine is like a miracle, curing even heavy cases of the jungle fever. It has made the workers braver, and made them harder workers as well. The few who remain ill are the fault of this useless servant, who is incompetent as a doctor. Please lord, punish this servant.”
For the man grovelling at his feet, Corco only had a faint gaze to offer. Something was going on here, but the doctor seemed unwilling to tell the truth.
“So you don't need any more medicine,” the king finally said.
“Lord of Green, this servant is indeed happy for any additional gifts he may receive. However, beyond the gifts already bestowed by Lord, there is nothing more to ask for.”
“Right.” This was about as much as he could expect to get out of the doctor, so he turned to the maid instead. He deliberately spoke up, making sure that the doctor heard him. “Miss Llamka, I want you to put some trustworthy people into these tents. Make sure the doctors use the Artemisinin properly, and make sure none of it disappears all of a sudden. Maybe I underestimated how much medicine we need, or maybe someone’s earning extra. So let’s get rid of both possibilities at once.”
To his feet, the kneeling doctor was trembling in fear, but Corco’s thoughts were already back in Saniya. Once he returned home, he needed to ramp up Artemisinin production further, no matter whether or not the locals were taking advantage of him.
To him, the lives of the workers were the most important. When he saw them suffering like this, either because of neglect or greed, his blood began to boil, but getting angry and arresting their doctors wouldn’t help them. All he could do is try to provide as best as possible, and then let the locals save themselves.
Though of course, he wouldn’t be silly either. On top of additional medicine, the newly installed people in these tents would help him understand what was going on here. Were the doctors overwhelmed by the number of cases and too afraid to ask their lord for more support, did they use the medicine improperly and overdosed to make sure, or did they earn on the side?
By the time he returned from Saniya, he was sure to get an answer. For the sake of the kneeling doctor’s head, Corco hoped it wouldn’t be the last option.
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Every day, countless people entered the city of Saniya, eager to find their fortune hidden somewhere in the maze of roads. Even with the impossibly fast construction methods of the local workers, they still could only barely keep up with the residential demands of the new immigrants, so all the streets of the city would constantly feel overstuffed. Worst was the congestion around the old city wall.
After years of expansion, the city had long grown beyond its old limits, but the wall was still around. Since it was too much trouble to tear down, the king had decreed to keep it around ‘as a tourist attraction’.
Rather than demolish the whole thing, the workers of the city had simply broken through the wall wherever they had to place their major roads that would connect different parts of the city. Many of these major roads were still under construction, so the few completed ones were the only ways to travel between what was now called the ‘old city core’ and the ‘new city limits’. Since so many were eager to move between the two and there were limited places to go, it caused a permanent congestion in these spots.
People from the core were sometimes dismissive of those from the limits, since many living outside the wall were new arrivals in Saniya, often poor and uneducated. However, to one of the figures trying to force his way through the masses at the city wall, they were all one and the same.
Although he was protected by four burly figures around him, they couldn’t prevent all the masses from squeezing against him. In this sea of people, even they were only mere cliffs, who could barely affect the flow of the current. Every time the man was touched by one of the people on the street, the face hidden underneath his deep hood grimaced.
Heavens above, how can one city alone attract this much rabble!?
Despite the crowded street, the group of five tall men still drew attention. One of the guards at the open gate lowered his posture to get a look underneath the man’s hood. There had been many instances of spies in recent years, so the local forces had become vigilant.
However, when he saw the noble face with the graying hair hidden underneath, he stood back up again and looked away. Maybe he thought that someone of that age couldn’t possibly be a spy, or maybe he was afraid to offend someone who clearly looked of higher status. Or maybe he was responsive to the silver coin one of the old noble’s companions slipped him.
Either way, the noble considered the guard’s action a personal insult. This was a sign of the times, the lack of respect the commoners showed towards those of higher status. With concern, he stared at the streets, and all its people who thought so little of the old values.
Everywhere else in Medala, the people were taught to understand their place in life, and to act accordingly. As the ancients said, aberrant behavior would only cause a social upheaval. The lords understood this, and the commoners understood it as well. Only here, in this forsaken city, did commoners act like lords themselves.
Sure, they still wore simple colors like gray and brown, since others were still forbidden to them by law. However, their cloth was of high quality, shiny and smooth, and the cuts of their dresses and robes were complex and expensive. Some of them were huffing under the weight of all the folds they had surrounded their bodies with. It was pure decadence, entirely unbecoming of the common folk. Like this, they skirted the edges of what was legal, in a desperate attempt to appear important. And their absurd wear was far from the only instance of decadence that the noble could spot.
Others would wear simpler robes, but they would still carry around many new-fangled gadgets. While there were clear restrictions for most traditional shows of wealth, the overconfident commoners here had become creative. He saw several men walk around with pieces of clear crystal draped across their noses, openly flaunting their wealth on their faces. Others wore gaudy shoes that clacked on the pavement. To the sides of the road were the sources of all this decadence, various shops that sold absurd wares no one had ever heard of, surely nothing more than than useless baubles, further attempts to circumvent the law.
A shop that displayed strange shelves filled with ticking gears was especially well-traveled. It looked as confusing as it looked useless, just another attempt of the commoners to rise beyond their standing. Surely, they would meet in private and discuss which among them had the most useless, most expensive metal box.
Worst of all, they were clogging the street, and the stench of their incessant rose waters poisoned the old noble’s sensitive nose. Only commoners would be able to withstand such noise and stench. To the nobles with their fine senses, it was an affront, as was the entire manner of these people, careless and lazy.
They should be out in the fields, working hard for the betterment of their territory, and the family which gave them home and food. Their role was to keep society working, to provide for the warriors who would fight for them, for the priests who prayed for them, and for the lords who harbored them.
Instead, many of them sat by the roadside, in open cafes and chess shops, and whiled the day away. Their actions were surely just another way to tell the entire world that they could afford to do so, could afford to be lazy and unproductive. Really, the further he went along the roads, the more the noble’s mood dropped.
Only lords could travel in palanquins, since no commoners were allowed to be carried on the shoulders of others. This was the very reason he had come here on foot. Since he was traveling in secret, he could not enter the city on such a grand scale. However, once again, the arrogant mortals of Saniya had become creative and imitated the ways of the lords. Since large animals had become outlawed inside the city, drawn carriages were no longer an option for the commoners.
Yet now, they simply drew the carriages themselves. They had shrunk them down to only a seat and two wheels, so even a mortal could drag them around. To the noble, it looked uncomfortable and impractical, but the commoners didn’t care. They were surely happy to sweat in front of these things, so long as they could disturb the natural order.
Even when he entered what was considered the ‘noble district’ of the city, where all the southern lords had come to build their second and third homes, he could see the mortals all over the street, like maggots infecting a ham. There was no reason for a commoner to be here of course. Surely this was just another frivolous provocation from the lowly classes who were emboldened by their unscrupulous king. Finally, the old noble and his entourage reached the goal of their journey, the largest courtyard in the district, so they could finally leave the crowded streets.
With satisfaction, the noble saw that he only had to show his face to the warriors at the door. who nodded knowingly, opened the gate, and bowed without a word.
These were the high-born, with the proper understanding of how things worked. Although they were just warriors, at least they understood their place in society, their value as people in a system that had prevailed unchanged for centuries. Now that the people around him once again acted the way they were supposed to, the old noble’s bad mood cleared instantly.
He had left the common streets filled with common people and was once again among his own. As soon as the gate closed behind him, the man threw off the simple outer robe he had used to hide himself, only to reveal the expensive inner robe of gold and red.
Mixed, the two would produce a copper color, the sign of his family. While several servants appeared to clean up the robe on the ground and to guide away the noble’s own guards, one skinny servant came towards him with a flattering smile on his face.
“Lord Ogulno! This servant welcomes lord to Saqartu Manor. Master is eagerly expecting lord. Please, this way.”
Without a word, Ogulno followed the servant along the paths of the courtyard, past several buildings and gardens, until they reached the largest building in the complex. Even from the street outside, Lord Ogulno had already seen the high roof. Apart from Rapra Castle at the mouth of the Mayura River, it was the tallest construction in the entire city, even beyond the local Pacha-temple’s public beacon, stretching its peak high towards the stars.
Although the house had been built from common materials and wouldn’t withstand much force, its appearance reminded Ogulno of a fortress, combative and powerful, showing the style and glory of the house, as well as its ambitions. The look of the building increased Ogulno’s insurance of success during the talks that were to come. Someone with this much ambition would never allow himself to be subdued beneath another.
However, the servant did not lead Ogulno into the fortress-like main building. Instead, he was led beside it, through an opulent, traditional Yaku garden, until they reached a large, artificial lake in the shadow of the fortress. The lake’s water was a bright blue, almost unnatural, and so quiet that it seemed frozen over. A wooden path led Ogulno to the pond’s shore, and extended further, turning into a bridge that would ultimately lead to a pavilion built in the center of the lake.
“Lord Ogulno, please.” The servant stood to the side of the path, and motioned for Ogulno to continue by himself. From here on, not even the confidantes of the house would be allowed to travel. Only the most noble of lords would have access here, so Ogulno took his steps with no hesitation.
On his path along the long bridge, the shadowy insides of the pavilion slowly became clear. A table had been set with steaming tea and refreshments, with two deep, comfortable chairs across from each other. And taking posture in front of the arrangement, with a prideful look on his face and his hands clasped behind his red cape, was the man who had agreed to meet Lord Ogulno today.
“Nephew,” Ogulno greeted his host with enthusiasm. “What a fantastic spot you have built here!”
“It is just a small summer retreat, uncle. Nothing much,” Mayu Saqartu, Governor of the South, replied in faked humility and hit his uncle’s shoulder in a friendly greeting. “Please, have a seat. I hope you had a pleasant journey.”
The words brought a bitter smile to the lord’s face, but he still sat down as his nephew asked.
“Hah, nothing pleasant about it. The streets are full of rabble who fancy themselves kings. One feels they are just looking for an excuse to upend the natural order and drive us all into chaos. Had I not come in disguise, the mob may have taken to their hoes and pitchforks to strike me down on my way here. For how nice your new mansion is, I do not understand why you would insist on a meeting in this orderless city, nephew.”
“This city is where things are happening, much to everyone’s dismay.” As he spoke, Mayu was pouring tea for his uncle, and then for himself. His hands were steady, but his expression was troubled. “Back before the succession war, everyone was always spending their time in Arguna, but that’s no longer an option after the war. As an alternative, this is the place to be, I’m afraid. This is where all the banquets are, and where all the deals are happening. All the southern lords spend most of their days here now, so whoever is elsewhere is out of the circle. If we want to impact the empire in any way, we will have to start from here, one way or another.”
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Even though Ogulno had come to Saniya because all the other lords were here, Mayu’s explanation wasn’t something he wanted to hear.
“Although you may have to stay in this place, it would be prudent to remain off the streets as much as possible. Be careful lest you be corrupted by the decadence of the common people here.” Ogulno snorted in derision, though his warning was mostly out of pettiness.
After all, Mayu’s warning about leaving the noble circle was exactly what had happened to him. Before Lord Ogulno’s falling out with Corco, he had been the one of most popular lords in the south, mostly owed to his personal connections and the wealth of the copper mountain.
Now however, none of the lords were willing to talk to him. Not even his birthday celebrations had been visited in the same way they used to be. However, Mayu didn’t seem to feel his uncle’s distress, and provided a callous answer to his stern warning.
“The commoners are not as bad as you’re making out, uncle,” he said. “They might look a bit full of themselves at a glance, but they still know their place. You should see how they run out of the way whenever they see a palanquin come their way.” Mayu laughed, surely with a certain image in his head, but Ogulno remained silent and stone-faced. In the face of his earnest uncle, the young governor tried to explain again.
“Those commoners are nothing. In the end, you didn’t travel on foot because you feared that the commoners would storm your palanquin, uncle. You travel on foot to escape the eyes of my cousin’s people.”
“Nephew, why does it sound as if you have been taken in by the king brat as well? Are your on their side now, under the heel of that little pretender king just like all the commoners in this city? Has your resistance been eroded away entirely, by the precious baubles he provides?”
Ogulno’s words were harsh, to match his poor mood. All the discomfort from his time in the streets had returned with a vengeance. However, Mayu didn’t seem affected by his uncle’s accusations. Instead, he sighed and replied in a conciliatory tone.
“No, I am nothing more than honest. And I can see the truth for what it is,” the governor said. “Unlike the rest of us, you have not lived in this place, and have not seen what this new breed of commoner has added to society. While educating them seems like a risky gamble, and one I am not eager to repeat on my own lands, at least for now it seems to have paid off. After years, the commoners have still shown no signs of disobedience. Even now, they still fear the lords as much as they always have. Rather, the liveliness on the street is nothing I have not seen in Arguna already. You have been there as well, you should know that the commoners in the silver city also try every trick to display their limited prosperity while obeying the law.”
For Ogulno, the reminder evoked images of the overconfident commoners in the empire’s capital, who were just the same as the people here. Maybe decadence just came natural with large, rich cities like this.
“It has been a while since I last visited Arguna. I may have overreacted to what I have seen outside.” Slightly embarrassed, Ogulno picked up his tea and watched the steam rise from the cup. Meanwhile, Mayu continued to show off his cleverness.
“Further, most of the wealth that my cousin has gained for himself has been generated by those very commoners. They do all the work on my little cousin’s many new projects, be it the fertilizer or the flintlock rifles. Without at least some minimal schooling, none of them would be able to do any of this. So if we want to make use of these new ideas ourselves, we need to make do with these commoners as well, at least for a while. After all, that is the reason you are here, is it not? To entice the other lords to join your cause through the money my cousin’s new industries are making?”
Called out like this, Ogulno didn’t know how to respond for a moment. Instead, he finally took a sip of his tea. Surprised by the complex taste that he couldn’t quite describe, he used the chance to change the subject and order his messy thoughts.
“This is quite outstanding.” Ogulno said with a raised brow. As one of the richest lords in the south, he had tasted many teas in his life, but had never experienced anything quite like this. “Where did you get this tea, nephew? It should be a rare blend from Chutwa, correct? How did you get your hands on it?”
Mayu gave him a strange look, before he replied.
“The tea is indeed Chutwa tea, uncle. However, it is one from the Aketzali region, you should have the same kind at home. The reason it is so unique is that the leaves have been infused with some of Saniya’s vanilla. Although I do not quite know how they make it, the powder surely has been refined by the commoners in the city’s manufactories.”
Before he embarrassed himself anymore, Ogulno decided to shut up and quietly drink more of the strange, floral tea while he thought about his next words. Luckily, his nephew was gracious enough to sit and wait while he ordered his mind. When he thought about it calmly, his nephew’s criticism was quite reasonable.
He had intended to bring the other lords in line with his plan by offering them concrete benefits, namely all the goods King Corco had been hoarding these years, the ones he had been making a fortune on. However, if the lords were to stand up against Corco, they couldn’t justify their actions like this. ‘We want your money’ was a horrible reason for risking a civil war, one that would never be accepted by the other lords, or by their warriors.
Of course, to Ogulno, the move was not out of greed, but out of desperation. After he had been cut out of southern Medala’s political landscape, his bratty nephew of a king had begun to systematically undermine his family’s power. First, he had drawn his previous allies among the lords towards Saniya with lucrative trade deals, then he had ruined the copper market through his cooperation with the Villca House. By now, the once mighty House Ogulno was politically isolated, and as good as broke.
This was no longer an issue of honor or respect. If this were to continue, his family’s entire future may be in danger. However, this wasn’t a good enough reason for the other lords to join him in his endeavor. Them, he had to offer something more concrete, since they were quite content with their current lot. In that case, the most obvious thing to offer them was indeed money.
Everyone could see just how much the southern king was making with his various ventures, not least with the fertilizer, which threatened to develop into an irreplaceable lifeline for every single lord in the south. At this thought, finally, it felt like Ogulno had grasped something, so he put down the half empty cup of vanilla tea again, a sly smile on his face.
“No, of course this is not about the money. How could something as base as money motivate the noble lords of the south?” he finally answered Mayu’s implied question. “However, the deals that the southern king has forced upon the lords puts them into an unreasonable subordinate position. They are lords after all, same as the king. The king is only the first among equals, and not above us in status. It cannot be right for a king to treat his equals like his servants, to force deals upon them they dare not decline. If nothing else, the lords should be allowed to participate in the production and distribution of the fertilizers. For most of us, crops are still the greatest source of income. Having the output of our harvest controlled by an outside force is unacceptable, even if that outside force is our king.”
Mayu thought for a few seconds, but Ogulno could already see in his nephew’s face that he was moved by his argument.
“That could work, but it will not be easy,” the youngster said in the end. “What’s your exact plan? With the benefits and your solid argument, we can get a halfway decent alliance together, but it won’t help much. Just putting some mild pressure on my little cousin is not enough. Corco controls the wealth of the lords with his strangulating trade contracts, and everyone is afraid of being frozen out.”
“That will not be a problem. At that time, the lords will have more immediate problems than some trade deals in the far-off future. I have already discussed this with some other allies. While we apply pressure from the inside, they will apply equal pressure from the outside.”
With a deep frown on his face, Mayu wondered what sort of support his uncle could have found.
“Who, Pacha?” he asked. “He won’t be much help. The northerners cannot break through Qarasi Castle at the narrows. Not to mention, the two northern kingdoms are mostly busy with each other. Why would the Central Kingdom ever start another war with the south?”
A bit troubled at his own plan, Ogulno’s words grew quieter, and vaguer.
“No, not from the north, from the east.”
“From the…” Mayu’s mumbled words trailed off. Realization stiffened his body and paled his face. “Uncle, don’t tell me you’ve struck a deal with the Orientals!”
“Why not? Who else would still talk to me besides them?” he replied in defiance.
As if stung by a wasp, the governor jumped up from his seat, and began to pace the room.
“You can’t do this!” he shouted. “It is madness! The Orientals are not to be trusted, everyone knows this! Not to mention, we will be ruined if this news is ever released!”
“And what do I have to lose? The king, my own nephew, has already taken everything from me! Not even you will support me anymore! Who should I turn to!?”
Shocked, Mayu stared at his uncle, mouth open and jaw slack. After a few seconds of recollection, he ordered his face and sat back down.
“I apologize, uncle,” he said. “You are right, and you bear no fault for your actions. That only lies with my heartless cousin.”
Still too emotional, my nephew. Like this, you will never be a true leader. Ogulno could barely believe that a governor was so easy to manipulate. The previous Lord Saqartu would have never been tricked like this. Though of course, this was very much to Ogulno’s liking.
“I understand your worry, nephew. However, I have long worked out the details, to guarantee minimal risk for everyone involved. In my plan, none of the lords will have any direct contact with the Arcavians. In fact, they will not even know that they are cooperating with them. All of this is remarkably simple. In time, the Arcavians will march from Port Ulta to attack the borders of the southern kingdom. They will lead an army through the central midlands and begin their assault on my lands and others on our eastern borders. We will desperately resist, and then call for support from our king. After all, the king should be responsible for the protection of the borders, should he not? However, who can he still protect at this point? His troops are all bound in his war out west, far away from his own home.”
“I understand,” Mayu said. “The king’s duty is to protect the borders of the kingdom, but Corco could never expect the eastern border to be threatened. His response will be slow, if he shows a response at all.”
“Correct, it is not a problem our king can handle in a short time. Thus, the foreign invaders will continue to maraud along the edges of our kingdom, while the lords desperately defend their own lands. Once the king fails in his duties as the kingdom’s defender, the lords have enough excuse to accuse him of neglect. In fact, once the people suffer from the war and the lords on the edges of the empire are hit hard, the brat’s good reputation among the commoners and part of the nobility will finally suffer as well. With some diplomatic efforts and the right benefits, we can form a league of lords quite easily. Together, we can argue that the king is overburdened by various duties, and thus cannot fulfill all of them. This is not a breach of etiquette.”
As Ogulno continued, a smile crept onto his face. “Then we can offer to selflessly take some of those duties off him, to share his pressure, like equals should. For example, the king cannot be expected to produce all that fertilizer by himself, can he? This argument will be hard to resist by Saniya, especially if we can unite enough lords under us. Thus, all we need for the plan to succeed is a strong league of like-minded lords, strong enough to force Saniya into compromises. That is where I need your help, nephew. At the moment, I am just a shunned and exiled noble. No one will talk to me, much less consider a plan of mine. You are the Governor of the South, and you are a Saqartu, well respected among your peers. If nothing else, they will have to listen to you. All you need to do is lay the groundwork early. Once the Arcavians begin their assault, negotiations for a league will move very quickly.”
After his explanations were done, Ogulno leaned back, content with his eloquence. However, Mayu sat there with a frown on his face for the longest time, slowly measuring his options. This was much to take in, so Ogulno was in no hurry to interrupt him.
“The plan is good, and thorough,” Mayu finally said. “Though it still feels too dangerous. Are the Arcavians to be trusted? Would they not lead their troops to attack us for real once they see our weakness? In that case, we could end up in yet another war, and no one wants that. Even worse, we could be caught red-handed, cooperating with the enemy. These are not other Yaku, they are foreigners, which would make us no less than traitors. Even if the other lords don’t know, we still do. We would be shunned. This plan is too risky, and not something I can agree with.”
Although Mayu’s words sounded firm, Ogulno wasn’t worried. He could feel that his nephew’s refusal wasn’t as final as he made it sound, and not only because of his long consideration. Mayu had always been easy to bait, and the benefits from Ogulno’s plan had successfully baited him. Now, he was just asking for his uncle to put aside his last reservations, and push him into the right direction. His uncle was happy to oblige.
“Not to worry, nephew,” Ogulno began. “If the foreigners want to start a real war, let them. When have the lords of Sachay ever needed the help of some king to defend our own lands? We are not afraid of them, not at home. Just watch them lug all of their supplies across the midland hills of Sachay. How many men can they supply like this, a few thousand at most? Even without our mighty king’s help, those are numbers our warriors can repel with ease. As for the threat of the plan’s exposure? That is a problem that only concerns me, and me alone. I will be the only lord with any contact to the Arcavians, and after today, there is no more need for us to talk. You will organize the league of lords, while I will handle the rest. Aside from your servants, no one knows that I have come here, so there is no connection between us, and no reason to blame you for anything. If anyone ever finds out about my involvement with the foreigners, the punishment will be mine and mine alone.”
This time, Mayu really looked tempted, shifting around on his chair a bit. Ogulno decided to use his trump card, for one final push.
“In the end, you do not want to submit your family’s position in the south to that little king, do you?” He asked. “And our chances of success are good. While the king wastes all his time and resources on his wifey’s new kingdom, we can operate safely, without his knowledge. By the time the war breaks out and the league forms, he may rush back from his wife’s kingdom to take care of his own. But by then, everything will be too late.”
As Ogulno spoke, Mayu retained a thoughtful expression at first, as he weighed his uncle’s words. However, at the mention of Queen Sumaci, his hands clenched and his face darkened. The loss of his love had been a sharp hit to his pride, Ogulno was well aware of that. Reminding him of the pain Corco’s betrayal had inflicted on him would only incite the prideful and emotional governor.
Sometimes, Ogulno was frightened by his own wisdom. With his ego stimulated and lured by the benefits, Mayu’s support was as good as won. At last, Ogulno’s bad mood from his walk through the city disappeared. Soon, the haughty commoners would return to reality, and learn to be humble again. Soon, their false bravado would fall apart, and the world would revert back to its natural order.
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Out of Corco’s view, trouble was brewing in the country of Medala. For now though, the king was still happily dealing with what he dealt with most happily: Country development. After his return from Rasacopa, he first ordered an increase in Artemisinin production and dealt with the resulting bottlenecks in terms of manpower, raw materials, and finances.
After he managed to scrounge up some additional funds, he locked himself into his study and did administrative work for a few days, time enough for him to catch back up on his regular responsibilities, and also time enough to get the treasury off his back about cost cutting. With his schedule finally cleared, he had the chance to check out some of the new, major construction projects he had ordered a while ago.
The first and simplest one was also closest at hand. So Corco checked out the world’s first lightning rod, built atop Rapra Castle. Over the years, the castle, as the tallest structure of the city by far, had attracted its fair share of lightning. There were several recorded instances of fires caused by it, so there was good reason to install a lightning rod here.
While Corco didn’t expect the entire castle to burn down from a single lightning strike, he would rather avoid giving his political opponents the convenience of a ‘bad omen’ to stoke flames with. On top of that, the lightning rod could also be used for early experiments with electricity. Despite their current use of primitive batteries, they were still very far away from proper electrical grids, but it was never too early to get started on fun new inventions, at least not as far as Corco was concerned.
Although he checked out the new installation, it really wasn’t anything impressive. What would be impressive about a thin metal wire sticking out of the castle roof after all? He should have known what it would look like beforehand, but without the corresponding lightning to serve up some special effects, it really was a dire disappointment. Thus, the king made his way out of the castle and into the streets of his developing city.
To lift his mood, he decided to inspect the university instead. While it was still under construction, it was fairly far along already, so there would be much to see and much to plan. Best of all, there would be many places to be inspired by.
On his way to the building site in the south of the city, he even met an old acquaintance, someone he could load his disjointed thoughts onto. Because of his status and his known connection to the king, the man was led through the group of guards around Corco, until he stood in front of him.
“King Corco!” the thin priest said. “What a coincidence, I was just about to visit you.”
“Well, you’ve visited me now, Master Watachay,” Corco joked. “Anything specific you want from me, now that your visit is here?”
Over these years, the young priest had become a bit of a messenger between the king and the higher ranking Pacha priests. They had many fruitful conversations during that time. Of course, due to the nature of their positions, not a few of them had been related to religion in Saniya, and the stances of the Pacha priests at large.
“Ah, yes. In fact, I was searching for you, on behalf of master.”
“The old Grand Reader?” Corco remembered the old man in the site of pilgrimage atop Mount Urquna. Not long after Corco’s return to Medala, he had read his future and warned him of an incoming catastrophe. “That’s not much of a surprise. What does he want this time?”
“That is… difficult to say.” The young priest looked at the crowd of people around them, hesitation in his eyes. Finally, he said, “May we go elsewhere? This may be a more private conversation than usual.”
“Sure, just follow me to inspect the new university. I’m sure you’ll like it.” Before the priest had even replied, some of Corco’s guards were already off to organize a palanquin for him. He still didn’t like traveling in the things, but if Watachay wanted a private conversation, and if Corco didn’t want to waste any time, this would be the way to do it.
“Of course, King,” the priest replied.
Not long after, the two sat in the palanquin, and were once again on their way to the soon-to-be university. Outside, the packed streets were slowly passing by. It wouldn’t be long until they passed through all of them and reached the city limits, where the university was being built, so Corco decided to wrap up the conversation quickly.
“Now then, what do you want to tell me?”  He motioned towards the priest.
“Again, King Corco, it is not me who wants to tel you anything. I am merely a messenger, sent by my master, on behest of the high priests and grand readers in the north.”
“Since you keep circling around the topic, it does sound pretty dramatic. So that’s fun. What’s the actual issue that you can’t just say it out loud?”
Again, the priest was silent for a long time, but Corco just stared at him until he started talking.
“This time, the message is about the use of the new thermometers in Saniya’s schools,” Watachay said finally.
“They’re not that new, are they?” the king asked back in surprise. In fact, they had developed thermometers years ago already. How were they an issue all of a sudden?
“No, but before, they were only used in the royal laboratories, and not anywhere outside. Up until now, they were hidden away from the general public, being rare, and specialized items. Now, they are spreading to the schools, and soon, they are bound to spread to the shops as well. The commoners will begin to buy them in bulk.”
“Okay,” a confused Corco concluded, “now you need to explain to me how that’s a bad thing.”
Again, the priest paused, but at least his pauses were getting shorter.
“Am I correct in the assumption that the thermometers are made with quicksilver?”
At last, Corco understood the problem, but he really couldn’t believe that the priests could be this petty.
“Don’t tell me this is some ‘holy metal’ nonsense.”
“While the priests have agreed that the imperial family is allowed to own quicksilver for its private use, the emperors and their families have only ever used small quantities. No one has ever done anything like this, spreading the holy metal to the masses in the form of tools. My master, and many other grand readers and high priests, have voiced concern that this may trivialize the divine powers of the quicksilver in the eyes of the common folk.”
“Well, then you find me another fluid that greatly changes its volume with slight temperature changes, doesn’t stick to glass and is readily available. Then I’ll stop using the mercury. I’ll wait here, take your time.”
“Then… could its use not at least be somewhat restricted? If you could take a first step back, that would be something I could bring back to my master. This way, they could make concessions as well, without looking weak.”
What do priests need to look strong for? Their political ambitions are more and more out of hand.
Now that another conflict with another group seemed unavoidable, a sigh escaped Corco. This time, the conflict wouldn’t be with any outside forces, nor with his brothers, or his fellow lords. This time, the trouble seemed to come from the priests themselves.
Although Corco’s own faith had suffered a bit with his new knowledge, he had never truly stopped believing in the Divines, despite his best attempts. In the end, he was still an adherent of Pacha, and didn’t want to force a conflict that would put himself opposite its representatives. Thus, he tried to explain his stance to Watachay.
“You’re maybe not aware of this, since you’re not a technical person. But precise temperature control is important in many fields, far more important than you may think. I’m not only talking about the sciences, like chemistry, here, though they certainly matter the most in this regard. Many ordinary people can benefit greatly from the use of thermometers. Getting exact temperature readings at high seas, to estimate and predict the weather and climate on a journey, is crucial, even more now that we have taken to the seas more than ever before in our history. It’s also important for farmers, to predict harvests and make proper adjustments at the right time. You have no idea by how much harvests can improve with the proper temperature control at the right time. How much can the lives of the Yaku be improved by larger harvests alone? Ever since we’ve introduced fertilizer, you should’ve seen the results yourself. With better measurements and more precision, almost every aspect of human life can be improved. Temperature is a big part of that. I won’t deny my people relief, just because some old guys up north are worried about their status.”
Although he started with a calm tone, Corco got more and more riled up as he talked. By now, he had already gotten over his religious inhibitions. More and more, he realized that it wasn’t the heavens themselves that opposed him, nor was it the entire Pacha priesthood. More likely than not, the ones who had sent Watachay to do their dirty work were the same overambitious priests who had interfered in his father’s succession several years earlier.
“King Corco, that seems a bit harsh,” Watachay tried to defend his master, but Corco would have none of it.
“So am I wrong then? The priests have always relied, at least in part, on mysticism to get the people to follow their words. I’m not talking about everyone of course, but priests are people too, and some of them are greedy for money or power, while others might be vengeful. To them, this is just an issue because they will stand to lose one of their mysterious symbols they can use to fool the public. A proper priest, on the other hand, wouldn’t need cheap tricks like that, because they speak on behalf of what’s right and proper. Their word alone carries enough force, so why cling to these old symbols?”
“Symbolism is important for tradition after all, and tradition is what binds us together, and what puts us above mere beasts.”
“Does that view come from you or from your master?”
“King Corco, I am as troubled by my master’s demand as you are, but with the recent sinister prophecies from several grand readers, as well as the quickly changing times, the conservative elements among the priests have been gaining voice.”
“But a bit of symbolism won’t make a bit of difference in whatever future they’re reading. I mean, the changes to this country are coming one way or another. Since they can’t be stopped, won’t it be better to embrace those changes? Rather than complain about the loss of some mysterious symbol, why not highlight the importance the holy metal will now have in the regular lives of the people? This is even in line with the proper faith. What would be a better tool to measure the nature of Pacha’s lands with than Pacha’s holy metal?”
Although Corco thought his spin on the story was clever, the priest still looked unconvinced, so he tried again.
“This wouldn’t be the first time the Pacha faith has benefited greatly from progress,” the king said. “This has happened in several other areas already. Improved optics have greatly increased our mastery and understanding of planetary bodies, for one. The priests didn’t forget about all those giant telescopes I gifted them, right? Didn’t want anything in return, except their continued dedication to astronomy. This mercury business is just a small issue compared to that, so can’t we let it go? There’s other stuff too. Some priests have been spreading their private meditations around in public, through the use of printing presses. It’s not like a minor change in technology is in any way a threat to faith. All you need is some flexibility to go with the times, and the Pacha faith only stands to benefit.”
Corco’s ramblings had only been semi-coherent, forming his point as he spoke, but it seemed to hit the right string with Watachay. Under enthusiastic nods, the priest replied.
“That is what I said to master. I’ve made use of the presses myself, and to good effect. I have even heard faithless men debate my words after I had nailed them on their tavern doors, though they did not use the kindest words. Of course master did not approve, and scolded me vain for it.”
“Well, I think you’re just being reasonable,” Corco said. “You think you have something to tell to the world. Why would you not want as many as possible to hear that message?”
“However, many priests won’t see it that way. And it’s not just those less noble among us,” Watachay preempted Corco’s argument. “Many of the priests, especially the older ones and ones from the east, prefer stability over the potential benefits of progress. Why change what has worked for centuries? That is what they would think. This is an opinion that is especially popular among the high priests and grand readers. With the most important messengers of faith, your reputation has soured quite a bit. You may be the least favored among the triumvirate kings at the moment.”
“Wait, just because of the mercury thing?” Corco was shocked by the revelation. “Pacha’s ignored religion all his life, despite his name. Ever since my return that guy has only ever cared about power, and he’s openly fought the priests for it. He’s even struck deals with faithless outsiders. And Amautu has even switched religions, he’s not even a proper Pacha adherent anymore with his Chutwa scholar nonsense. How am I the worst?”
“If only this was an issue of the quicksilver alone, their reactions would not have been this harsh. However, there was also the issue of the cartographers who had to work with traveling folk, against their wishes. And what’s more, they were forced to erase the Eternal Ice from the maps. Erasing a site of pilgrimage from the records like that has made many priests unhappy.”
“Well, it wasn’t me who melted the ice. Even if there’s been a few disagreements, I’m still better than my brothers, aren’t I?”
“But the other kings have never promised anything to the high priests. Many priests have expected great things from you, so many have been disappointed by your cold attitude in these cases. By comparison, no one has ever had any trust in the northern kings, so they could not be disappointed. And then there was the issue of the judges as well, which has been seen as the biggest breech of promise. Phasing priests out of the courts, and punishing some heavily for their judgments, has largely been seen as a slap in the face for many.”
“You can’t be blaming me for that one, right?” More and more, Corco was in disbelief over the nonsense opinions of the priests. “How can I keep those judges on when they can’t even follow the letter of the law? Have you read the reports of their interrogations? Some of them weren’t even trying to hide their contempt for the kingdom’s laws. I can’t let a judge who’s not interested in fair judgment keep his position, and I can’t pardon them either. Otherwise, other judges will just do the same, abusing the power of their office for their own purposes. They’ve been warned before, so they really should have known better.”
“I understand all this, but…” A deep sigh escaped the priest. “My master and his peers are far away from Saniya, and they only see the results of your actions. While their views are flawed, they cannot be ignored. This is not a simple conflict to resolve, and I understand that. And I myself do not blame you, King Corco. Ever since you played that piece on the koto atop Mount Urquna and ignited my own passion for music, I have considered you half my master. However, my true master now has developed a serious distaste for you. And he is not the only one. Many of the older priests are very upset, and consider you a traitor to their cause. I did not come with any wise advice, or clever solution, I just came to talk, to see if a conflict could be avoided somehow.”
With Watachay’s final words and his almost pleading expression, the truth finally dawned on Corco.
“No one ordered you to talk to me,” he said. “You came here by yourself, right?”
“I simply cannot believe that the differences between the two sides are all that large,” a frustrated Watachay said. “We have had many conversations, you and I. And I understand that you yourself are a deeply religious man.”
“I wonder about that.”
“You are, even though you may not express your faith in the same way as most. Nevertheless, I know that you value the Pacha faith, just like you value the Yaku traditions. If only both sides in this conflict could take a step back, this entire issue would be easy to resolve, I’m sure.”
As the priest spoke, the palanquin stopped. A look outside told Corco that they had arrived at their destination. Although they were still talking, the king was happy for an excuse to end their talks before they began to run in circles, or get at each other’s throat.
“Well, for now, there’s no use talking about this. Because this doesn’t only depend on me,” he concluded. “I don’t mind having a conversation about the place of the Pacha faith in my kingdom’s future, but you said yourself that the other priests didn’t send you. They don’t even want to talk to me, even though they have such a big problem with me. I wasn’t even aware that there was a problem until you told me. For now, I’ll have to order my thoughts, so I’ll consider this issue once we get back from the inspection. Then I’ll give you an answer, if I can come up with one. But first, how about we simply spend some time appreciating all the good our progress has brought, despite the trouble it always seems to make. We’re already here. Follow me, I’ll introduce you to the future of the world’s education, the shining beacon of enlightenment: Sohcahtoa University.”
Without waiting for the priest’s reply, Corco left the palanquin.
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Once the topic of separate universities was breached, Corco got excited again. After all, this was one specific area where he applied some of his own ideas to the educational system of the other world. Although his plans were unproven, he felt confident. After all, Saniya’s school curriculum was also markedly different from the other world’s school system.
For one, memorization was considered less important, and there was a greater focus on teaching students how to research and learn for themselves, from mnemonic techniques to teaching them how to seek out knowledge and how to navigate a library. Further, students were taught many practical skills to prepare them for public life in a modernizing society.
This included their rights and obligations as citizens of Saniya, from teaching the youngsters how the new tax system worked, to teaching them how to apply for work and how to start their own business. So far, results had been very encouraging, so Corco was ready to try his hand at the university system as well. Splitting the campus in three was the first step in that regard.
“First is this place, SohCahToa University,” Corco explained to Wachatay. “This is where most of the magic happens, so to speak. In this university, we’re teaching and researching all empirical sciences, as well as anything else empirical science needs to properly function, the bedrock those sciences are built on. That includes the basics, like biology, chemistry and physics, but also mathematics, logic, and, of course, scientific methodology. In the future, other fields may join this club and be placed inside this campus, but only if they fulfill the basic requirement of being based in, or necessary for, empirical research. The new field of cultivation studies is already trying to operate like that, but for now we really don’t have enough concrete results to teach it to anyone else.”
At the moment , Corco had high hopes for the future of several fields, but none was more intriguing to him than the study of this world’s cultivation systems, and their effect on the human body. At the moment, they were still just conducting limited experiments on some of the smaller islands around Saniya. But since they were using an empirical approach, Corco was expecting the first, proper results very soon.
Maybe once the situation in the Verduic Sea had stabilized a bit, he could focus more on this area. Gaining new knowledge that was exclusive to this world was an exciting prospect for Corco.
“I don’t quite understand, but it does sound important,” the priest vaguely replied.
“It is the most important university, as far as I’m concerned. That’s why I’m still hoping that economics will end up here at some point in time. Maybe political science as well. Really, as many fields as we can get in here, following the precepts of empirical study, the better for our future. Only like this can we find the most objective truths about the world. I’ve even made space for a retest department, that will be paid to do nothing but repeat studies from other departments to check the results. To show the importance of the knowledge gained here, the graduates of this school will receive degrees, allowing them to call themselves doctors of their fields in public, meaning they are experts in at least one empirical science… sort of. It’s complicated.”
“Then I will not ask.”
Although Wachatay already looked a bit overwhelmed, the king rarely found someone who talked so little and listened so well. Maybe that was because he was a priest and was thus used to listen to the troubles of all kinds of people. Either way, Corco didn’t care so long as he could keep introducing the details of his newest project.
“Anyways, the second university will be built to the south of here, closer to the farming area outside of the city, name to be determined. I’ll call this a vocational academy, which will teach less theory. Instead, this school will focus more on practical skills that the students will need to work in certain professions. Of course, compared to the usual craftsmen, those profession will also require vast theoretical knowledge. Otherwise, there’d be no point in teaching them at a university. That includes lawyers, judges, doctors, and architects, among others. Over there, we’ll also educate teachers for our schools. Beyond simply teaching them the skills of their profession, there will also be some very important research housed here. Medical research will be a big focus, obviously, but there will also be a strong focus on engineering and agriculture, which be well-funded, so long as the people in the treasury stop moaning. Oh, since it’s a vocational school, the people studying there will earn the title of ‘Master’ once they graduate, proving their mastery over their specific field. It’s similar to regular master craftsmen, except it’s an official title that will be registered in the kingdom’s archives, to prove their higher education. Ah, also, since this school obviously draws a lot from the theoretical knowledge of the other two universities, it’s location is right between them.”
While Corco was talking, Wachatay took a seat on a stone bench by the wayside, close to the soon-to-be-built printing house that would be tasked with printing all the research papers of the university. His breath was heavy, though he pretended like nothing was wrong. Sometimes, Corco forgot that the priests were only mortals without cultivation. In his excitement, he had gone his usual speed and forced the priest to keep up. Since it was a bit of an embarrassment for both sides, they both decided to ignore it.
“In that case, I suspect the third school teaches rhetoric? After all, how else could the vocational school teach lawyers?” the priest asked after he had caught his breath a bit.
“That’s the idea. The third academy’s name will be Amaya Academy of Arts and Culture. It’ll be south-west of here, and it will house any non-empirical fields of study that aren’t directly teaching vocational skills. For now, that includes almost everything you can imagine. From linguistics and rhetoric, to anthropology, the study of culture, history, and archaeology. Music, some strands of philosophy, political science, economics, and a number of other subjects. Of course, these fields are important as well, and will receive the funding they deserve, but they are not searching for truths after all. They’re either normative, trying to imagine a better world, or they’re… lexical I guess? Trying to faithfully record everything a specific subject has to offer. They hold great value to society as a whole, with the ability to lead us down the right path and imbue values and ideals of a modern, enlightened society into the people, but their value to society is less less direct than that of empirical sciences, and they’re a tool that can be abused as well, so they’re distinguished from the empirical academy. The students here will receive degrees as ‘Scholars’, similar to Chutwa’s example, where scholars are also mostly masters of language, culture, and politics. Though of course, all the placements of various fields are still fluent at the moment, and may change as the disciplines develop further.”
“And why would it be important to distinguish these fields so much? What is the benefit for a field to join one campus over another?”
“Well, funding for one. The empirical academy will get much higher research grants than the others, though it depends on the individual field and project. Even if I’m a music lover, I simply can’t take public funds and allocate them mostly to the culture academy, when the benefits of medical or chemistry research have such a strong impact on the lives of people. Also, the students who graduate from the different campuses will have different skill sets, which is reflected in their titles. For example, a Master from the vocational university will be able to start work in his field on day one, while someone from other universities may have broader theoretical knowledge and may be able to work in more fields as a result. But they would have to be trained first, to do whatever job they’re hired for. For company owners, that’s an important distinction to make. Most importantly, the authority on truth between different schools would be different as well. Just imagine, someone from the empirical school and someone from the Amaya Academy disagreed on something, like a physicist on one side making a statement about the world, and a philosopher imagining how the world ought to be. Now imagine they were given equal weight by the uneducated. That could cause big trouble in society, and attract all kinds of demagogues and false priests to those fields. I’d rather make clear that they’re different from the start. This way, there will be no confusion in the general population about who has an authority on the truth.”
By now, Wachatay had recovered his breath, but he still didn’t speak up. For a while, the priest seemed to be thinking hard. When it looked like he had made a decision in his head, he continued hesitatingly.
“...since the differences between the schools are so large, then surely their exact placement matters. If I may ask, which one of the three would teach about the stars, or teach reading the ancient texts? Where is the Pacha faith to be taught?”
“Do we really need to do this? I was just having fun.”
Just as he had forgotten about his disagreement with the priests, Wachatay had to bring it up again. Since Corco knew that his answer would only cause more trouble, he would have loved to ignore the question, but the priest wouldn’t let up.
“It is a question master will ask on my return,” Wachatay explained. “I cannot forego it.”
After an exaggerated sigh to show his displeasure, Corco explained, “I was planning to have an astronomy division in SohCahToa University. Theology, the study of religion, will end up in the Amaya Academy, I’m afraid. Though if you want to fund a priest’s seminar in the vocational school, you’re free to do so.”
The priest carried a troubled smile. Maybe he also knew that conflict was inevitable at this point.
“King Corco,” he said. “You understand that this will only cause further problems. Not only are you declaring the Pacha faith less important than something like mathematics, you are also taking the study of the stars out of the hands of the priests. If the high priests were annoyed before, this is what will force them over the edge. All this time, many of them have defended you because of your contributions to stargazing. Now, I fear you may lose your last allies among the priests, and they will begin to openly oppose you.”
Of course Corco knew. As a Pacha believer, this was something he had considered long and hard. However, in the end, his own feelings weren’t as important as the education of his people. He would do this right, without bringing any of his personal bias into it. While it did make him uncomfortable, he couldn’t back down on this issue. Although it hurt his heart, he tried to sound as matter-of-fact as possible in his response.
“I can’t compromise, not on this.” Corco shook his head. “The way I see it, there should be a clear distinction between secular power and religious power anyways. Our ancestors clearly saw it the same way. That’s why the priests aren’t even an official part of Medala’s old class system. If the priests get the power to influence the real world too much, there’ll be nothing but trouble. Imagine this: I try to pass a law for the good of the people, but then some selfish priest decides to fake an oracle reading and pretends that my new law is unjust, all just because he got some money from a political opponent.”
Although the angered Wachatay stood up, Corco interrupted him before he could say anything.
“Don’t tell me this doesn’t happen, we’re not children. I’m a politician myself, and part of the problem. During the succession war, I’ve struck deals like that as well, as have countless others before me. I’m also not saying that the Pacha priests are all corrupt. But in the end, it doesn’t matter if most of the priests have good intentions. With the unchecked power to interpret the truth, all it takes is one misguided priest, to create endless trouble for any ruler. Just look at the sort of influence the scholars have in Chutwa. I really can’t allow that sort of unchecked power in my kingdom, no matter how much faith I may have.”
“King Corco, you talk about faith, but to me it always sounds like you believe more in your modern sciences than in the Pacha faith.”
Although the priest’s reply was bitter, Corco wasn’t bothered. Over the years, he had long made sense of his own belief.
“One does not preclude the other,” he explained. “In fact, I’m pretty sure that one has nothing to do with the other. Saying that I choose science over religion is like saying I can’t like apples and the color blue at the same time. Of course I can, they’re in no way related. Science is a way to make sense of the world, and to use this knowledge in order to develop new way to see the world, or to manipulate it. In the end, the empirical method does not look for truth anyways, not really. It just looks for explanations that are congruent with what we can see. That’s it. On the other hand, I view religion as a way to make sense of yourself, and your humble place in the universes.”
“Yet the Pacha faith offers so much more than that,” the priest argued.
“But that’s the nice thing about religion. Unlike science, which is as objective as possible, religion offers a deeply personal experience. It means something different for everyone who experiences faith. To some it may be guidance they need in their life, or hope. Others may see it as a way to make sense of the world, or they may simply play a part in religious rites to feel as part of a community. No matter what, all of it is based purely on belief, devoid of proof. Because as soon as you have proof, it’s not faith anymore. And I’m not saying that religion has no worth, or is in some way lesser than proof-based science. Of course it has worth. As a common ground that connects the people of this country, or as a guidance for morals in society, or as an anchor and relief for the poor and neglected, religion can play a tremendously important role. By splitting the universities in threes, I’m not ranking them based on importance. I’m just highlighting that, while all of them might offer education, they all serve very different purposes. You can’t compare religion to chemistry. One’s ‘blue’ and the other’s ‘apple’. But both matter, and I can’t neglect apples just because some blue people feel offended.”
After Corco’s long explanation, the priest seemed to have calmed down. Now, he no longer looked angry, he only seemed frustrated with hanging shoulders and a saddened expression.
“I am glad to see your opinion laid out as such, and I feel your deep faith,” he said, but then he sighed again. “If only the old priests would see it the same way, then there would be no conflict.”
“Well, that seems to be your job, right?” Corco winked, before he hit the priest’s shoulder. “Before, you were sent to lead talks between me and the priesthood, so please do the same in the future. Help me spread my thoughts among your colleagues. At least the younger ones should be receptive to some of my ideas, just like you are. With enough pressure, we can get the old ones to compromise, so that we can find more common ground, and prevent the worst. I hope we can work together, to find a future where the Pacha faith is an important part of my emerging kingdom, rather than another opposing force.”
With a heavy expression, the priest nodded as he stood up from the bench.
“I will try my best. Some of the younger priests are more receptive to these modern ideas, so it is not a hopeless endeavor. However, there are limits to what I can do. In the end, the high priests and grand readers still hold most of the power.”
“So what happens if we can’t find a solution? They can’t openly denounce me, right? They haven’t even denounced Pacha and Amautu when they tried to oust Arguna’s Pachayawna in the Triumvirate Meeting.”
“King Corco, all I can say is that you should prepare for the worst,” Wachatay said with a saddened expression
After that, their inspection didn’t last much longer, since neither man was in the mood for idle conversation. As Corco returned to the castle, his mind wavered again for a second. Was he really ready to oppose the priests who represented what he had believed in all his life? Would he not deny part of himself if he did so? Maybe, he thought, it would be best to go along with the plans, and then accept whatever punishment the priests had in store for him personally.
That way, maybe he could do what he thought was best for his people, but only he would suffer for the decision, and no one else. Either way, compromise was no option. When it came to his people, it never had been. As he was traveling through the city, he could see the castle’s roof all the way. Although he couldn’t see it, somewhere up there was the castle’s new lightning rod. The way things were going, they may soon need its help, to evade the wrath of the heavens.
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While Corco was busy preventing trouble in Saniya, Sumaci was still in Rasacopa, dealing with her very own brand of problems.
“Queen, this servant brings news from the captains,” Captain Aqta said as he handed a scroll to Sumaci’s attendant Llamka. At their first meeting, Aqta had been quite haughty, but ever since he had accepted Sumaci’s offer, he had become more and more submissive. Now he sat there folded in the chair across her desk, his body cramped and weak. He wouldn’t even have had the courage to sit down had she not ordered him to do so. It was no wonder his crew wouldn’t listen to him, despite his obvious skills as a navigator.
“Oh? What do they say?” she asked. Although she took the scroll, she put it aside without opening it. She could still read it later. For now, she wanted to hear the story from her subordinate’s own mouth.
“At the moment, the captains are still being stubborn. However, they have all lost their haughtiness.” Aqta grinned.
As have you, Sumaci thought, though she wouldn’t show her contempt on her face. Meanwhile, the clueless captain continued.
“At first, they were so sure that they would win, and take over the palace,” he rambled. “Now, they have learned humility. The stories of the commoner army from Medala earning a big win on Yua has spread everywhere. Many of their crew members are deeply worried. If the new commoner soldiers trained here are as strong as those Medalans who took Yua from the crews of the other colored islands, wouldn’t that make the warriors useless? That’s what they are thinking, and they do not like it. The captains are getting indignant at their complaints. Although they are not quite ready to talk about cooperation, all they need now is a sign that Queen is willing to compromise with them. So long as they get an excuse that saves face for them, they will surely agree to any conditions.”
“You have done well,” Sumaci said, this time in earnest. The progress with the other captains was faster than she had expected. At this speed, it wouldn’t even take until the end of the year for the other captains to crack.
“And my ship…” Captain Aqta rubbed his hands, which made him look like a thief, even though he just asked about her end of the bargain.
Part of their deal had included a guarantee that the captain would be able to retain command of his ship, and even own it outright. For Aqta, it was an enticing prospect, since warriors still weren’t allowed to own property. Though for Sumaci, this exception wasn’t a problem, since things were about to change.
“You will get your reward, don’t worry,” she said. “For now, I want you to spread some news among the warriors. We will try to do the same in our own ways.”
“What news?” Captain Aqta perched up.
“I want you to tell them that I plan to reform the class system in one decisive area. Since the commoners are now taking over warrior roles and the crews are mostly docked in the harbor, many captains are struggling to pay their warriors.”
Like her teacher, Sumaci explained with a raised finger, but her audience wasn’t playing along.
“That is not correct,” the captain said. “Most captains have large sums of money stashed away in secret hideouts. They will be able to pay their crews for years, even without support from the House.”
“But would they ever admit to that?” Sumaci asked with a sly grin.
“Of course not.”
After all, if the captains admitted to their secret stashes, they would also admit to treason, since anything they earned during their raids should ultimately belong to the green monarch in Rasacopa.
“Then there is no problem,” Sumaci said. “The issue I’m raising doesn’t need to be real, I only need an excuse to implement my solution to the ‘problem’. The warriors only need to hear of my plan and they will all play along with it, even if they know that their pay is already secure. From now on, property possession will be legal for warriors.”
In an expected, but sill satisfying reaction, the captain’s eyes widened in shock.
“That means-”
“From now on, private homes, ships, and even businesses can be owned by the warriors of Rasaopca, so long as they can pay for it,” Sumaci interrupted him. “That’s a pretty good second income stream, besides the money they get from the House treasury.”
“The captains will never agree to it,” Captain Aqta said, in a panicked tone.
And I’m sure you’re not happy about it either.
This was no surprise to Sumaci. After all, the captains had always been responsible for the pay of the warriors. They would get their money directly from House Hulpatec, and then they would distribute that money among the other warriors on their ships, their crew members. This was the tool the captains used to control their crews.
No loyalty meant no pay. If the warriors were to findnew ways to make money, they would no longer be dependent on the captains, and their power would diminish. Of course she expected a violent reaction from the captains, but she wasn’t worried one bit.
“Then what will they do about it? Rebel?” a dismissive Sumaci asked. “The captains may be strong and free enough that they can hide their wealth from me, so they won’t suffer even if they don’t gain the official right to own property. In secret, I’m sure they already own much. But that doesn’t go for any of their crew members. Do the captains want to lead their warriors in a fight to prevent them from gaining new rights? You’re kidding me. That’s just a mutiny waiting to happen. No, the captains will have to swallow the new law obediently, and then they will have to watch their power diminish bit by bit.”
“In that case, this servant will do his best to spread the word, Queen.”
The captain bowed, but only to hide his pale face and the unwillingness in her eyes, something that didn’t escape Sumaci. However, she didn’t really care. Captain Aqta was now a pawn with limited use. There was no reason to keep him happy, and if he didn’t understand the signs of the time, she would clean him up just like all the other captains.
“Yeah, that’s good.” She waved her hand dismissively, no longer interest in the captain. “You do that. You may leave.”
After a bow, the captain turned and left the queen’s study. As soon as he was gone, the statuesque maid next to the desk came alive.
“This is splendid news, Queen Sumaci!” Llamka called out. “With this move, all the warriors on the island will immediately turn to our side.”
Although she still felt like things were going far too smoothly these days, Sumaci nodded.
“By the time this rumor has spread in the city, the warriors will start their own small revolutions against their captains. I’m sure the captains will have forgotten all about their ideas of resisting me by then. They won’t need some compromise from us anymore, they will come crawling either way, just to retain whatever power they can. Only then will we be able to properly reform the kingdom, and return all the power back to House Hulpatec. Only then can the island be properly moulded, to bring prosperity to our people, and to use their strength in our future endeavors.”
“How far-seeing, as always…”
While the attendant was praising Sumaci some more, the queen was thinking about further plans.
Only then will we be able to pick out the captains who were part of Tayali’s betrayal, and avenge my father and brother. Without the power you have stolen from my family, what are you? I wonder, will you regret your greed in your final moments?
When Sumaci returned from her thoughts, the maid was already done with her praise, and stared at her, waiting for a reply to a question the queen hadn’t heard. A bit awkward, Sumaci coughed before she changed the topic, a trick she had learned from Corco.
“So who’s next?” she asked, to which Llamka looked at her notes.
“Next on the schedule is General Paec, it seems. He did not have an appointment in advance, but it seems like his message is urgent, so he was pushed ahead, in front of everyone but the equally important Captain Aqta. He has been waiting in the lobby for about an hour now.”
“Then bring him in.”
Soon, the general stood in front of the queen. He greeted her with stiff, but proper etiquette. As always, Paec looked like a statue from a forgotten time, old-fashioned and unmoving.
“Please, sit.” Sumaci began.
“No need, Queen. I will not take up too much of your time, since this visit was already unannounced.”
“In that case, just tell me what the problem is.”
“According to a recent report we have received from Admiral Atau via radio, the other colored kings and their arcavian allies have not given up on their attempt to disturb our supply lines.”
“Is it a fleet, or another attempt to take over an island and turn it into a fortress like Yua?”
With worry, Sumaci considered both options. A fleet wouldn’t be too bad. With enough ability, it was always possible to navigate around an enemy fleet, and in time, they would have more ships in the Verduic Sea anyways. A fortress would be a much bigger issue. Of course, her enemies were doing whatever was least convenient for her.
“The latter,” Paec said, and looked at the map that was stitched into a tapestry and hung up on one of the walls in Sumaci’s study. “May I?” he asked while pointing at the intricate knitting.
“Of course. Feel right at home.”
After Sumaci waved towards the tapestry, the general approached and thought for a second, before he identified his target.
“The island in question should be this one, Iskay Island.” he pointed at a spot a few kilometers west of Yua Island.
“Iskay… another impasse like Yua.”
“Yes, that is what Admiral Atau said.”
“Then he has been brushing up on the geography of the isles, that’s good. Iskay, like Yua, needs to be passed if one wants to get from Saniya to Rasacopa in the shortest time,” Sumaci began to explain.  Compared to the general from Saniya, she was far more familiar with her home’s environment. “However, there are two big differences between the two islands. Number one, Iskay Island can be crossed from both sides. Unlike Yua, which has difficult weather, cliffs, and unfavorable currents in its north and can only be passed in the south, Iskay can be passed north and south on most days. If our enemies want to cut off our supply lines, they will have to take over both ends of the island and build a fortress on both ends. Which also means that they need to occupy all the inland area, and the entire waterways around it, at least if they really want to cut us off from our supplies. So long as we can keep a presence on the island and hold at least one beach, we can keep our supplies flowing without trouble.”
“That won’t be necessary. As soon as you order it, I am ready to take on our enemies and drive them off the island, just like General Dedrick did on Yua. I’m sure that Admiral Atau is also itching for another fight with their fleet. We have won the first battle easily enough, we should be able to win the second one just as well. Once we drive them off Iskay Island, we can install our own fortresses and secure our routes for good.”
Paec traced a line between Saniya and Rasacopa on the tapestry.
“With our secure positions on the two islands, our fleet can control the entire space between our two capitals and cut our enemies in two. After all, the other colored kings are scattered all over the Verdant Isles. Once we have our own supply lines secured, our hands are freed to do the same to them as they have tried to do to us. Divided and cut off from one another, they will be easy to defeat in detail. With one more decisive win, we can end the war within a year.”
In contrast to Paec’s optimism, Sumaci developed a deep frown during his explanation. Although she wanted the war to end more than anyone, she knew that it wouldn’t be this easy.
“It’s good that you have spirit, and even better that you have a plan that will end the war quickly. But you may be going a bit too fast. First, we need to defend ourselves, since our enemies still hold the initiative. If you think that Iskay Island will be the same as Yua, then you are sorely mistaken. That is the second big difference between the two islands, the one I haven’t mentioned yet: Compared to Yua, Iskay is much larger. And unlike Yua, it is covered in jungle. Trying to occupy the entire island is almost impossible. At best we can control parts along the edges, and then send teams into the depths. But if our enemies want to hide in the jungle, they can do that for almost as long as they like. Unless we have total naval control, there will be no quick end to the fighting.”
“So we simply don’t engage them,” Llamka suggested. “Just control one side of the island and let them tire themselves out against the wild beasts in the center?”
“No, we have to engage,” Paec said. “Otherwise, they can move in on our position under cover of the trees and launch surprise attacks. We can’t defend those indefinitely, so our defenses will always be in danger, unless we can establish a safe area around our fortress. For that, we need to enter the jungle and control at least a portion of it through advanced scouting units.”
“That means no quick victory will be possible, not unless our enemies make a mistake,” Sumaci concluded, before she addressed Pae directly. “General Paec, this will no longer be an easy victory. By the end of the day, I will communicate with Atau directly, as well as with Corco, and then send you your exact orders before tomorrow morning. But you should already understand your tasks, and should get your men ready early. Prepare them for a long, messy war.”
“No matter what difficulty befalls us, we will not flinch and do whatever it takes to achieve victory. Our men are well-trained, and ready. All this time, victory has come all too easy for us. Now, we are eager for a true challenge. We will not disappoint you.”
With a spirited salute, Paec excused himself, turned on the spot and left the room. However, despite his eagerness, the worry had never left Sumaci’s face. Rather, she was concerned about the senseless losses that a long, drawn-out war would demand. While Paec still seemed to think that a quick victory was possible, she knew better.
Unlike the Saniya general, she knew the jungles of the Verdant Isles. She knew how horrible they were, and that they always demanded a price in blood from anyone who entered. Just how much blood would the jungles of Iskay take from them? Sumaci would rather not find out, but now she didn’t have a choice.
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In the humid air, a little creature flapped its wings and flew around in an erratic pattern. As always when its instincts didn’t draw it to a mate, it was in its eternal search for food. Then, something attracted the creature, a smell it enjoyed, and a warmth it could not resist. The creature flew towards the warmth, and landed, ready to feast.
BAM!
Felian smacked the bug off his hand. With a grimace, he looked at the nasty stain it had left behind, a fitting metaphor for this entire, god-forsaken island.
From the window of the room, he could hear the countless strange noises caused by the endless dark green where the bug had come from. Beyond these walls was what the locals called the green underworld, their version of a hell. After spending almost twenty days on this island, Felian could tell why. The evidence lay right before him.
“How are you feeling, Adjutant Arlon?”
Although he had worded it like a question, he could already tell from the man’s sallow complexion that he wasn’t in a great state. While his adjutant hadn’t looked too bad when he had returned from the jungle for the first time, he was sweating all over now, shivering, his face riddled with red and yellow spots where the endless bugs of the island had taken pieces of his flesh. Despite his sorry state, the man rose up from his sweat-soaked bed, his eyes flitting with panic.
“Sir, we need to leave this place,” His voice was pure panic, either for himself, or for the fellow men who were still healthy, but would be sent into the island’s heart today. However, Felian remained cold-hearted.
“And lose the war? That won’t be happening.”
As his hand ran across the scabbed wound along the left side of his neck, he thought back to Duke Herak’s mood during his last visit in central Medala. If it hadn’t been for his quick tongue, his lord may have beheaded him as soon as he dared to declare the battle on Yua Island lost. Although the knight wasn’t fully privy to the duke’s plans, it seemed like fulfilling his orders to Herak’s satisfaction had been an important part in them. Since suppression of the Green Island was an important part of the duke’s strategy, Felian had to try his damnedest, no matter the cost. He wasn’t ready to disappoint his lord again. In truth, he couldn’t afford to.
“We cannot conquer this island. No one can,” Arlon insisted. He had no idea what Felian was thinking, and had no idea about Duke Herak’s plans. All he knew was that a few short days on the island had left him in a horrible condition. However, no matter how much the man suffered, Felian had no pat of retreat and couldn’t shrink back from danger. Even if he were the one lying in bed right now, he would still have to give the same orders.
“There’s no need to conquer anything,” he said, trying to make their orders seem easier than they were. “All we need to do is busy our enemies for some time, while Duke Herak’s plan comes together. We can handle a few days in the forest.”
“However-”
Again, the man tried to rise, but Felian pushed his upper body back into the bedding.
“Lie down, Adjutant Arlon,” he said in a firm tone of order. “Take a rest and recover to health as soon as possible. Until then, there is no need for you to bother about the war. I will take care of everything, and shoulder both the burden, and the blame, should it be necessary.”
With a heavy heart, Felian left the adjutant’s private tent and stepped out into their makeshift camp. Over the past few days, they had at least managed to set up a half-decent wall around their tents, so Felian still couldn’t see the deadly jungle from here. However, hiding wouldn’t do him any good. There was work to be done, and it was waiting for him beyond these walls. Thus, he made his way outside, while he thought about the potential dangers they may face on this island.
From all the threats they had encountered in their first twenty days in this place, the signs weren’t good. Apart from the endless bugs who loved to feed on the flesh of visitors, daylight never shone within these islands. The trees fought each other for sparse sunlight, so they hugged into an unbroken canopy that blotted out the sun even just ten feet inland from the sandy beaches.
Although they had built a makeshift camp on the beach, which they planned to expand into a proper fortress, the shadows close-by meant that they were never truly safe. Their enemies could roll an entire battery of cannons into range without them noticing.
Of course they had tried to clear the forest as well, but the shrubbery and trees were dense, and complicated. It could take them a year to create a clearing so wide that their cannon balls couldn’t reach the end, and only if their enemies wouldn’t interrupt their work, which seemed inevitable.
From a defensive perspective, this place was a nightmare. This nightmare was only exacerbated by the endless howling of the large creatures inside, bizarre beasts of all shapes and sizes. In the first days after their arrival, his fellow knights had foolishly considered these beasts a welcome distraction. Unlike the insects which had been hated from the start, the exotic creatures had been considered trophies to be earned.
Most of the arcavian knights under Felian’s command had been eager to enter this hell, to prove their power in front of their peers. Whether it was ambition or vanity that drove them, Felian had been more cautious, and hadn’t joined their folly. The outcomes of their excursions had proven him right. Of the many who had entered the jungle with shiny armor and cocked hunting rifles, only few ever returned. The ones who did were worn down both in spirit and in body.
Some had been poisoned by tiny, colorful creatures and came to a violent, painful end. Others were missing limbs, somehow crawling back to their base camp before they were ended by the blood loss. Before one man’s death, he told feverish stories of mysterious, black demons that lurked in the shadows and hunted for people.
Others still seemed fine at first, but were later taken away by the mysterious illness that the locals called the ‘jungle curse’. Adjutant Arlon was the latest example of this group, though at least it seemed like he may survive the curse, unlike some of his fellow knights.
While Felian thought about the consequences of his decision to fight their decisive battle against the Green Island in this place, he left the north-facing gate and traveled along the wall to the east, which was the only area where his men had already begun to clear trees. Along the way, the impenetrable jungle was always to his left, a stark reminder of his own guilt, as well as the arrogance of the knights who had traveled inside and experienced its horror.
These days, no one in their expedition would be dumb enough to enter the jungle again, not as a form of leisure. Even so, many didn’t have a choice and still needed to face the threats of the green underworld. With worry, Felian marched over to the twenty individual ten-man commando teams who had assembled on the eastern clearing in front of the jungle.
The teams were split into two distinct camps, who kept far away from one another. Fifteen of the groups were sent by various allies, like the Colored Kings, as well as some forces from Medala. After the mess they had caused in their last big battle, and with their general show of haughtiness and arrogance, Felian couldn’t care less about them.
However, the remaining five teams were his fellow countrymen, and also men directly under his control. Those, he had to care for, not only because it was part of his duties, but also because he felt responsible for their lives and deaths, something he hadn’t taken good care of these days.
His face firmed up as he approached, and his worried frown disappeared. With his stony face and stiff posture, he looked like a stern, uncompromising arcavian noble, what most back home would consider a reliable leader. After all, the least he could do was pretend like he was still confident in his plans, and give his men some peace of mind before he sent them to their deaths.
As he closed in, the murmurs from the soldiers reduced, and the men stood up straight. Once he stood before them, he waited for an almost uncomfortable amount of time to build the tension, before he bellowed out the speech he had prepared throughout the past few days.
“Listen up!” he shouted as he walked up and down the rows of knights. “I know you must be uneasy, or frightened! Before you stands this nasty green wall, and behind it the unknown, fear itself!”
Although some of the men seemed indignant at his opening words, he only had to look in their eyes, where he saw the truth plain as day. Yes, they were scared, and rightfully so. What he had to do now, was make them forget their fear, and replace it with something stronger.
“But can you shrink in the face of danger?” he continued. “Dare you, with the gaze of Arcavus upon you? Among all the men of Borna, you are the elite of the elite! That’s why you were sent to the distant Occident, to fight for the kingdom’s prosperity. And it’s also why you are here, on this nameless island in the middle of nowhere, to overcome the kingdom’s harshest enemies. I will not make long speeches about our goals in this battle. You all know why we are here! You were there on Yua, when we were outflanked and out-thought, and had to run off like wet dogs. It’s a true shame for us to lose to them, to those ordinary people who have taken up arms for the Medalans. When Arcavus looks down on us, what does he see but a band of losers, who do not deserve to sit even on the very end of his table?”
As Felian looked around again, he saw that most knights had forgotten all about their earlier unease. After his insults and threats, they were all annoyed, bitter, or angry, just what he needed to rekindle their fire and let them die for him.
“But over the last days, with the failures of the greatest among you, you have seen the nature of this jungle,” he continued, as he pointed at the looming trees not far in the distance.
“Just imagine, what mysteries and dangers does this forest contain within, what can they do to a man? Your rifle weapons are useless, as are our cannons. Surrounded by leaves, you will be lucky to see beyond your own hand, while mystical beasts lurk around every corner. You will have to fight a melee, but not only against beasts. Not only you will be entering this place. The enemy commoners have landed on the other side of the island, and plan to face you one on one in its very heart. This time, there are two great threats to overcome, an enemy we have lost to before, and the forces of nature. You know what that means? It means that we are very lucky, you and I. Arcavus has granted us a chance to redeem ourselves. So long as you can overcome your fear, and face the threats inside with a clear mind, will you do worse than the commoners?”
He belted his final question across the troops.
“No!” they replied in one voice.
“With your strength, will those commoners find you in the dense jungle before you can find them?”
“No!”
“Do you think they will defeat you without their rifles, one on one and surrounded by trees?”
“No!”
“I admit, the lands before you are dangerous, they are deadly. But you are the proud sons of Arcavus, the great god who could rip out trees when he was still a mere child. What is a little forest before you? Whatever horror you fear within it, the simple commoners on the other side will be hurt ten times more by it. And yet, our goal is not even to defeat our foes. All we need to do is outlast them, to dare venture into the forest longer than them. As those who are stronger, faster, and greater than our enemies, do we really not have their stomach? Will we retreat from this dark place before they do?”
“No!”
“Then show me. Go inside, and prove that you are worthy. And once you exit on the other side, and drive our foes off the islands, you all will be heroes. Your lost honor restored, your pockets full of gold, and the eyes of Arcavus upon your great feat. Now go forth, and show them what true knights are made of.”
Although the men weren’t shouting with excitement after Felian’s speech, their eyes were glimmering in anticipation of the future, as if they could already see their glory hiding within the dark shadows of the jungle. As the small teams walked past Felian one by one, he wished them good luck and cautioned them to be careful, but some of them were barely listening, shaking all over their bodies. They didn’t shake from fear, but from excitement.
With a sigh, Felian looked on as their backs were swallowed up by the dark green hell. Would he ever see any of them again? If yes, how many? And what special hell would await himafter his death, the man who had made them so eager to enter this place and throw their lives away? He truly didn’t know, but he hoped that Arcavus would forgive him for his transgressions.
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There were many tall trees in the jungle of Iskay Island, but this one was the largest Alcer had found in the area. After he had climbed halfway up, he rested on a branch and pulled a handkerchief from his pocket. He wiped the moisture off his brow, although he knew it would just start collecting again.
In the jungle of Iskay Island, water could never be avoided. Even the air itself felt like it would start dripping if he squeezed a bit. Soon, the sweat he had just wiped after his stressful march and slow climb would be replaced by the condensation from the jungle.
Still, he had to do his due diligence and clear his eyes, to improve his chances when the time was ripe, even if only by a little. In this environment, against enemies who were far superior to them, they would need all the help they could get.
When Alcer scanned the trees around him, he found that his spot was well-picked. From here, he had decent sight leading past several other trees in the surroundings, along some gaps in the vegetation where he expected enemies to come from. He had stopped just above the lower edge of the canopy, hidden above a single layer of leaves. Nestled in between two branches, he had a stable position to move and attack from.
Although it was a good spot compared to most others he could have picked, it was still, objectively, terrible. This was the jungle after all. There were no good spots.
Ever since he had first set foot inside it, Alcer had hated the jungle. This place was wet, sticky and infested with bugs. Worst of all, he felt like it was designed to negate all the advantages of Saniya’s armies.
With a frown, he watched his team members down below, the ten men whose lives he was responsible for. After their long march from their camp on the northern beach, Saniya’s fifteenth commando unit had chosen this spot to scout for traces of their enemies today.
Every day, both sides would enter the jungle from different ends of the island, and try to outwit each other in the center. Whoever found the other side first would have a crucial advantage, and could deal critical damage. However, despite their scouting advantages, the fights hadn’t gone well for Saniya’s armies.
Since their guns were useless, they were forced to fight melees against true warriors. Apart from a few clever surprise attacks, none of their battles had gone well, so they had been forced to shrink back to the beach. However, they still had to make sure that their enemies wouldn’t use the cover of the jungle to amass an attacking army right next to their camp, so their general kept sending out commandos like this one, to clear the camp’s periphery and spot for enemy movements near their position.
Now that they had reached their designated spot, Alcer’s men would swarm out and search for any signs of foes in the area. As the captain of their little team, Alcer’s role was to keep an eye on the surroundings and protect his fellows from surprise attacks, while commanding them from his secure position. Luckily, he had been given the tools to do so, a secret weapon that may just turn their luck in this war around.
He grabbed the rifle from his back, and carefully removed the wax paper that was meant to protect the gun from moisture. Once he had folded and stored away the paper, he inspected his weapon first, since he wasn’t quite familiar with the new model yet.
This was a slick rifle that looked much fiercer than his old model, since it was made almost entirely of dulled, black metal. Even the wood for the stock had been replaced with a shiny, dark-red, almost black material that felt smooth like a glazed pot. He assumed that it was some kind of rare stone that had been polished to a shine, or maybe a new form of pottery.
Really, there were far too many new things getting developed in Saniya to keep up with all of them. This was especially true for someone like him, who had spent much of his time away from the city to fight in the kingdom’s wars, too busy furthering his army career over the past few years. Whatever the stock was made from, the new materials came in handy in this new environment that was so inhospitable to them.
The classic Saniya clockmaker’s rifle was made of wood and iron. In the jungle, the wood would have soaked up all the water in the air, bloated and rotted off the frame, while the iron would be attacked by the jungle’s air and corroded into rust. Worse of all, the powder would get wet and useless immediately. This new weapon was specifically designed for these extreme climates, and was meant to be much hardier, or so his instructor had said when they had handed him the weapon.
Of course, he still had to be careful with it, since it was brand new, and army property. The gun’s entire chamber was closed off completely, and the hammer was recessed almost fully into the gun’s barrel when it wasn’t cocked, to protect everything from moisture as much as possible. All black like this, and with its unusual, slick form, it was a strange weapon, unlike any rifle he had ever seen before.
Only Saniya’s special geniuses could create something that would still be useful in this climate, and even exceeded the ordinary clockmaker’s rifles of the army by a good bit. That wasn’t only down to the weapon’s higher accuracy and its special, new loading mechanism that promised faster reloads, but also to the high-quality telescope that was mounted above the barrel and helped Alcer observe his surroundings.
This was a piece of spectacular Saniya glassware, clear like shallow spring water, and represented some of the most secret technology of the city. Although it wasn’t very good for shooting because of the distortion – the physical sights right below it had brought Alcer more success during his tests – it was perfect for his current mission, securing the perimeter and scouting for enemies. If he found any, he could always switch back to the iron sights right below.
As expected, Saniya’s island workshops had created another marvel. In fact, there were rumors that the king himself had been involved in this gun’s design and construction, though similar things were being said about almost anything that was being made in Saniya these days. Even the omnipotent King Corcopaca couldn’t be in that many places at once, could he?
Whether the king was involved or not, it was certainly an impressive piece. Alcer didn’t want to imagine how expensive the weapon was, but he was determined to do its price justice. As he figured out the telescope and became more familiar with the gun’s dimensions, he watched his team do their work in the jungle down below.
The area around him was a kind of clearing, as much of a clearing as could be found in this place. Although the canopy above was still closed and didn’t let any light through, at least they didn’t have to hack their way through the thicket to walk around in this area. The clear and even ground made it a good place to amass troops, and it wasn’t far away from their base camp in the north, so it was considered a prime target of attack for their enemies.
If the Arcavians planned an assault on their camp, places like this would be an important part of their strategy. Thus, the men below walked around the area and searched the floor for signs of human activity, like burnt out fires, or human foot prints.
On their last visit here, Alcer’s team had also set up a few traps for their enemies to trip. If the almost invisible fishing lines had been snapped or moved, it would mean that at least something had come through here. However, the forest was also full of all kinds of animals, so a tripped wire was no guarantee of enemy activity. Thus, they still had to search manually, for more concrete signs.
Slowly, his men spread out in a spiral formation, to cover as much ground as possible. Alcer was just observing Umari, one of his men who was moving east towards one of their old traps, to check on its status. Before he could arrive, Alcer noticed something weird through the magnification of his telescope.
Doesn’t that ground look strange? What’s that reflection? he wondered, a tight feeling in his chest. As Umari moved closer to the spot, the bad hunch intensified. But by then, it was already too late.
“Private Umari, halt!” he shouted, but to no avail. The soldier took the last step forward as he looked back in Alcer’s direction. As a result, he couldn’t see the wire he tripped, and he couldn’t see the bent bamboo pole snap forward towards his shins, but Alcer saw everything. After a blood-curdling scream, all other members of his team had noticed as well.
Umari had collapsed to the ground, his legs now nailed to a bamboo pole with wooden spikes. After a second where the shock overpowered the pain, he started screaming again, looking at his mangled leg in horror.
Although Alcer wanted to jump down and save his soldier straight away, this trap wouldn’t just be here at random. It was right where their old trip wire had been placed, clearly meant for their team to trigger it. This was the sign of human activity they had been looking for, and they weren’t the only ones laying traps.
“Halt! Stay vigilant!” he shouted down to his men who were rushing ahead blindly to save Umari.
At the same time, he pulled out a leather bag lined with more wax paper. Hidden inside was the new ammunition that would fit with his new gun. In shape, they looked like the old paper cartridges he had been using all these years, but they had an expensive, bronze color. During some field experiments, and long before he had been handed the new gun, he had already tested the material inside these bullets.
The higher ups in the army called the stuff inside ‘guncotton’. It didn’t look anything like gunpowder, but it blew up just as well. However, it caused a much cleaner release, and it apparently was more resilient to water, which was why he would become one of the first to test its effects in the field. If they couldn’t use gunpowder in the jungle, they would simply use this stuff instead.
Alcer released the bolt on his new precision rifle, inserted a cartridge and closed the clacking mechanism. That was all it took to prime the weapon, even quicker than the old flintlock designs. By the time he had loaded his gun and looked back up, his flustered men had only just gotten into formation.
Eight of them had huddled together, hidden behind shields, with pikes in their free hands poking out from behind their cover. Since spaces in the jungle were tighter, these new pikes were shorter than the ones they would use in the open field, but they were still far beyond the reach of a warrior’s axe or saber.
When the eight were in formation, one remaining soldier slowly approached his injured comrade who was still screaming and squirming on the ground. He would free him from the nasty trap and then drag him back into the safety of the formation, while the others secured their backs. Meanwhile, Alcer had begun to check the surroundings for any signs of enemy activity with his telescope. His senses felt heightened, almost like people said a warrior would feel.
Something rattled in the tall shrubs, a few leaves rustled around, a stick snapped. Somewhere close by, a bird gave off a strange cry like a human’s death rattle. All the sounds of the jungle were infinitely enhanced in Alcer’s ears. However, these wouldn’t be useful at all. In this noise, he would never identify any enemies. Instead, he focused on his sights.
Unlike Saniya’s troops, who had exchanged their usual uniforms for colors of muddy brown and green to better hide inside the jungle, the mighty warriors of the Verdant Isles still wore what they always did, carrying bright costumes on their backs to show off their might and wealth. As expected, he found a red spot moving up and down behind a batch of leaves some ways away from the trap through his telescope.
Although this enemy was dangerous, he was still far enough away from Alcer’s men that he wouldn’t be an immediate threat. Thus, the captain made the calm decision to turn the ambush on its head, and turn hunter into hunted. Slowly, so as not to attract the warrior’s attention, the commander lowered his eyes down below the telescope, and onto the iron sights.
To get ready for his first bit of combat with the new weapon, Alcer swallowed away the annoying spit that had amassed in his mouth, but he could do nothing about the water that was once again running down his brows and into his eyes. Somehow he blinked away the drops, as his finger firmed around the trigger. Yet before he could fire, the red spot was gone. Was it a subtle movement in the leaves tha t covered him, had he retreated, or started his attack? There was no time to think. Without another choice, Alcer shouted “Ambush!” to alert his men, before all hell broke loose.
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As soon as Alcer’s men heard his warning, they became alert. Their shields and spears raised, they set themselves up in a semi-circle formation, with their front towards the bamboo trap and their backs left for Alcer to cover. However, for some of them, any warning came too late. One of the soldiers had stepped ahead of the formation, to rescue his injured comrade.
Even now, the man was still stuck in the spike trap, his voice now hoarse from the constant screaming. Both the injured soldier and his would-be rescuer were overwhelmed by the first enemies rushing out of the thicket.
Although the standing soldier tried to defend himself, he had just bowed down to help release the injured man from the spike trap, his spear at his side and his body all out of balance. When the enemies charged out of the thicket with their inhuman speed, they were little more than red blurs.
Only two short shouts ended the lives of the exposed soldiers. When Alcer managed to train his sights on the scene again, both men were already done. The last survivor still had an axe stuck in his chest. He tried to grab at it with limp hands, but the warrior simply pulled his weapon back out, releasing a gushing stream of blood.
No matter how advanced the medicine, this man was dead, as was the unfortunate soldier who had been inflicted with a split skull on top of his pierced legs. At least now, he would no longer feel the pain of the wooden spikes, a small solace.
While the Saniya soldiers retreated by half a step to tighten up their formation, the four warriors who had ambushed them formed a loose line in front of them. They had cocky grins on their faces, and they wore shiny, red cloth. Although it was stained with mud and sweat, Alcer could still tell how expensive the material was.
Now that their enemies no longer had the element of surprise as their advantage, the warriors simply stood there with arrogant expressions and dared the commoner soldiers to attack. Behind them were the corpses of Saniya’s two fallen soldiers, laid out like trophies. It felt demoralizing, like their entire war in this place had.
Over the first week of the war in the jungle of Iskay Island, Saniya’s greatest weapons, the flintlock rifles, had proven useless, so the warriors surely felt invincible at this distance, safe to flaunt their superiority before they attacked. They wouldn’t feel safe for much longer, because their inactivity had allowed Alcer to finally line up a clean shot.
A bang cut through the tense atmosphere, and the kick of the rifle pushed back Alcer’s shoulder and jerked the end of the weapon in the air. However, the bullet had already left the barrel, and his eyes had already left the iron sights, to observe the result of his work. Before any of them could react, a warrior’s head jerked back, just like Alcer’s shoulder had.
Action and reaction, the commander thought while he remembered the things he had learned in Saniya’s schools. Within seconds, he watched the invincible warrior sink to the ground, just like they had done in Alcer’s first fight against them, when he had fought central Medala’s warrior scouts in a tiny town in the north. And just like they had back then, this warrior’s body also splashed into the mud, where it joined the two dead Saniya soldiers.
The four warriors looked down at their fallen comrade in shock, before one of them shouted “charge!” and rushed at the spear formation, his own shield raised up high. His two remaining comrades followed with the same momentum. At the same time, another two stormed out of bushes from the left and the right and joined the original three.
They were trying to flank, Alcer concluded. Looks like we’ve interrupted their plans. That’s good.
While the commander’s thoughts ran at high-speed to analyze the situation, he pulled back the bolt on his rifle, and the bronze cartridge jumped out. Bronze was costly, even such a small piece, and Alcer would have loved to keep his first fired shot of his new gun anyways, but under pressure, his mind was focused on more important things, and the empty shell dropped down into the mud below.
It hadn’t fallen all the way yet when another bullet had already entered the chamber. Once again, the clacking sound of the bolt closed the chamber and readied the gun for firing.
When Alcer led his sight along his rifle’s barrel again, it had only been a few seconds, but the nature of the battle had already changed. The warriors were stuck in front of the spear formation, struggling to get through the lances.
This was a strategy that Saniya’s soldiers had trained countless times, and Alcer’s men were veterans who had already gone through many battles. The pure, brute strength of the warriors wouldn’t be enough to overcome them, or at least that was what Alcer had thought.
However, the five warriors on the other side simply hid behind their large shields, completely protected from the long pikes. Although they couldn’t attack from behind their cover and couldn’t get any closer with the spears in the way, they simply shoved their large shields from behind and pressed forward.
His men dug their feet in to offer some resistance, but the five warriors slowly pushed back the eight soldiers, step by step. As time went by, the soldiers would tire out, and the push of the warriors would gain in speed. If they managed to speed up by too much, the spear formation would be broken, and the divided soldiers would be taken down one by one against the superior warriors. Over the past week,
Alcer had already seen what a melee against warriors in low numbers looked like. It wasn’t even a contest. Still, they weren’t without a chance. He had only fired once so far, and still had many bullets left in his bag. But with everyone engaged in a melee by now, his second shot proved harder than the first.
He climbed along a branch to get a better angle, until he could see the heads of the rightmost warrior peek out beside his shield. Only then did he put up his gun again. Once more, he looked down his sights and waited for the perfect shot.
After a particularly fierce push that made one of the soldiers stumble, there was a lull in the warrior’s advance. Before he could get ready for another shove, Alcer fired. Another bang sank a second warrior, who joined the first in the mud. Now it was up to the warriors to fall into chaos.
It’s eight against four now. Let’s see how strong you really are.
Another cartridge fell, another bullet was loaded.
“Up in the trees!” he heard one of the warriors scream. “Get him down!”
When Alcer had reloaded, he looked around to reassess the situation. Once again, much had changed in the three seconds he needed to reload his rifle. The shoving match between the formations looked the same as before, except that the warriors’ advance had slowed down. However, there was now movement all around his tree. He counted another three warriors who had appeared from out of the woods to his left.
The rest of the team. Looks like they thought six would be plenty to deal with our ten-man commando, so they kept the rest back as reinforcements.
Now, each of the three warriors was stalking around the clearing, each with a javelin raised above his shoulder and several others on his back. However, they weren’t aiming for the soldiers in formation, who were stationary and would have made for easy enough targets. Instead, they looked up into the trees, ready to fire at the mysterious shooter who had already killed or injured two of their own. They were searching for Alcer himself, and they were intent on revenge.
While the warriors on the ground were still searching for their target, the sniper in the canopy was already putting them in his sights. However, he struggled once again to line up a clean shot. They were moving quickly, and erratically, always as close as possible to any cover they could find.
Since they knew that there was a shooter, they made sure to make as tough a target as they could, much to Alcer’s annoyance. As he was looking for a good opportunity, the warriors came closer and closer to his position. Yet even when they were almost below his tree, he still hadn’t found a chance for a clean shot. Just as he was starting to get impatient, he heard a scream from the two formations in the distance.
Damn!
While he had been busy doing nothing, one of his men had been pushed out of the spear formation by an angled shove from the four warriors. Once isolated and on the ground, the man was easy to take out by the superior fighters. Without another thought, Alcer re-trained his rifle’s sights onto the two formations.
Whether he killed the ones over there or the ones under his tree really didn’t matter. Killing one would remove one either way. So he took aim once more. This time, it was easy to hit the stationary targets.
Another bang, and another fallen warrior, though this one was still moving. He had only hit the neck, but from the amount of blood, it looked like he wouldn’t make it through the day.
Three to seven. One more and you’re done, ohgreat warriors.
In their past encounters, Saniya’s soldiers had usually done well with a three-to-one advantage. Just as Alcer was reloading to further stack the odds in their favor, he heard a shout from down below that made things complicated again.
“He’s up in this one. I saw it!”
Shortly after, a spear whizzed up through the canopy and almost tore off Alcer’s leg, only barely sailing past his knee. Before he could react, a second followed, farther away this time. He pushed back his body until he leaned against the tree trunk again, his underside almost completely covered by the branches below him.
Like this, he would be relatively safe, but it wasn’t a permanent solution. If he was pinned down, they would lose their only advantage, the precision rifle, and would be taken out one by one. However, they weren’t quite out of options yet. While it wasn’t a secret weapon, he had another tool that could save them this time.
From behind his back, Alcer pulled out an elongated bamboo tube, similar to the signal flares the Saniya army had been using for years now.
“Throwing grenade!” he shouted, to inform his team mates of his next action. Luckily, the wind direction was in their favor and nothing would be blown towards his team members. With no worries, and while spears were whirring past his head, Alcer pulled the tab out of the tube and let it drop to the ground below. On the way down, the contents of the tube were already doing whatever they were meant to do, and smoke began to rise from the insides.
By the time it reached the ground, the tube released swathes of thick, noxious smoke with a hissing sound. In the meantime, another two javelins had been thrown. One of them was stuck in the branch below his leg, he had felt the heavy impact. Like this, he would be take down sooner or later, but now, the tide of battle would turn once again.
The warriors on the ground began to shout again, as they escaped the cloud of gas that had made them blind. Without their eyes, they couldn’t hit him from down below. And out of the grenade’s range, they couldn’t hit him any longer, and he would be able to pick them off one by one.
They tried to throw their javelins again from farther away, but dodging behind the tree trunk whenever someone threw something was easy. After a few seconds, Alcer had shot down one more of them, who had made himself open when he had been gearing up for a throw. Only then did the enemy leader order a retreat.
With their reduced numbers, the warriors no longer had an advantage in the formation battle, and they were no closer to dealing with Alcer either. If they stayed any longer, they would be in danger of being wiped out themselves. Although they would bring back knowledge of Saniya’s new weapons to their camp, pursuit was too dangerous, so Alcer decided to stay put.
While he watched the red-clothed enemies drag their injured team mates back into the depth of the jungle, the commander in the tree breathed a sigh of relief. Somehow, they had survived the fight, and possibly even gotten through it with fewer losses than their enemies.
During most battles these days, the Saniya soldiers would lose more men than the warriors did. Now, with the new precision rifles, it seemed like they had a magic weapon to turn the tide of the war.
Once he could no longer see any red through the thicket and was sure that the warriors had retreated far away, he left the tree.
“Status report!” he shouted as soon as he was down.
“Captain, Umari, Oro, and Calli are dead! Kichka has been injured in the leg. It’s a puncture, pretty deep,” his second said in distress. Although they had won, their own losses were considerable.
“We’re retreating as well,” Alcer concluded. There was no point staying here and getting into danger again. Maybe there was another enemy team nearby and they wouldn’t survive another confrontation. On top of that, one of their own was injured and needed medical attention. It was safer to retreat first, and safety was always the biggest priority in Saniya’s army.
As they walked back through the same, overgrown path they had arrived from, Alcer once again removed the sweat from his brows. His handkerchief was soaked, and his boots were filled with mud.
All these years, victory had come all too easy for Saniya’s army. This time, things were different. Now they were stuck in the dirt, screaming and dying in a hundred tiny battles all over the island. If this was what a real war looked like, then Alcer didn’t want to have anything to do with it.
Though of course, he hadn’t even considered desertion. He had no intent to abandon his responsibilities to his men, but he no longer considered making a future with the military. Being a general sounded nice, but that was quickly outweighed by the thought of entering this jungle again tomorrow. On their way back to the beach, he was already planning for the end of his service, and what he would do with his life in the future.
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Herak was equal parts annoyed and bored, as had been the case so often over these past years.
His arm swung down, and the axe head at the end of the handle sank deeply into the flesh. Lodged like this, he had to use his foot for leverage to get it back out again. By then, he had already made sure that the body was no longer breathing.
Only then could he move on to the next target. Although the work was monotonous, it calmed him down. At least here, he could feel like he did something meaningful for a while, and it also gave him some time to think, without hearing the constant yapping from the natives.
A one-sided battle. Thismust be what peace looks like to these barbarians, Duke Herak thought as he sank another axe into a downed enemy warrior.
The war in the north had been lasting for years now, and it seemed like neither side had any problem with it, as if constant warfare was the most normal thing in the world. Although the three medalan kingdoms had signed official peace treaties, all sides committed constant, tiny moves in secret to drain each other of resources.
Yes, King Pachacutec had ceded control over two of his northern estates. And the estates, together with their lords and people, had joined king Amautu’s northern kingdom. The two kings had even declared peace in public. Yet that didn’t mean that the fighting had stopped. It seemed like ‘false bandits’ was a favorite trick in these lands.
Ever since the end of the wars, no uniformed armies had drawn blood anymore. However, the number of mysterious bandit groups with excellent equipment, as well as the training and ability of proper warriors, had suddenly multiplied. It really wasn’t hard to tell who was behind the attacks either. Though it was never said out loud, no one was trying very hard to hide the truth.
The bandits he had fought in the years since the start of the ‘peace’ had been countless, and all of them had been part of that strange group of abnormally strong warriors whom they had faced in their war against the northern kingdom as well.
Since then, the spies of the central kingdom had been making some progress, at least in this one area. According to the translated reports he had seen, the strength of these new warriors was due to unique cultivation techniques from the Chutwa Empire, but that didn’t have much meaning to Herak.
Even with more muscle, these ones died just as readily when hit by a bullet. Rather than greater physical strength, modern guns were the weapons of the future. Over the same years it had taken the northern kingdom to train these people, his own men – as well as the craftsmen of the central kingdom – had successfully copied the rifles they had plundered during the war against the southern kingdom.
The new flintlock guns were excellent both in rate of fire and accuracy, though even the ones made by Borna’s best clock makers still seemed inferior to the weapons that Corco Fastgrade had brought north with him three years prior.
At the thought of his archenemy, Herak’s teeth ground audibly beneath his bronze mask. Only another split head of a fallen ‘bandit’ managed to still his anger, just barely. The little merchant was the reason he had been banished to this god-forsaken place, which had already wasted almost five years of his life. And the little merchant’s kingdom was also the reason he was still stuck here, with no end in sight.
The old Medala Empire that they had been dealing with in years past had split into three smaller kingdoms, just like Herak and his Arcavian allies had wanted. Back then, it had seemed like a smart move to them. With three kingdoms fighting for control over the peninsula, they would fall over each other to work with the kingdom of Borna, a powerful outside force that could give them financial support, as well as powerful weapons. In order to gain control over this little country, the kingdoms would make more and more concessions to Borna and Cahlia to gain their support.
By then, it would have been easy to achieve some measure of control over their three palaces, and gain the preferential trade deals that they were really craving. In truth, there wasn’t much to this place that attracted the kingdom of Borna, except maybe an abundance of silver.
Beyond that, these little kingdoms were only relevant because they happened to be in the way of a sea route to the Chutwa Empire, so free trade and safe passage was all they had wanted. However, their clever strategy of division was now the very thing that made work impossible for their merchants.
In the end, they hadn’t accounted for two things: The ambition of the greedy locals, and the easy access this region had to every other part of the world, not only to Arcavia.
Most of the local lords were not happy to see them, and even the ones that were all had their own plans with their presence. Many would abuse their positions and steal from them as much as they could in so-called ‘deals’, while giving back as little as possible. Stuck between the sinister plots of various factions, outnumbered and far from home, Herak’s own people drew the short end of the stick far too often during negotiations.
This was especially true for the southern king. As someone who used to be a merchant in Borna, Corco Fastgrade knew exactly how much a piece of Chutwaglaze would go for on a market back home. Worst of all, the little king had a personal vendetta against Herak and had done everything in his power to make things difficult for the duke.
As a result, the merchants of Cahlia were allowed to buy Chutwa products from the south, though at absurd prices, while those from Borna were still shut out. Like this, the merchant king had turned their dividing strategy against them. The Cahlians saw little reason to change the current status quo, where they could earn stable profits back home and show off their achievements in front of the Cahlian king.
In the meantime, the Bornish merchants still had to land at Porcero in the northern kingdom, and travel a long distance over a vast mountain range to get across Medala, which had proven to be a massive challenge. All the way, they would be hindered by conveniently appearing bandit groups or barbarians. And every time they talked to the local lords about security, those natives would complain instead.
Some were even audacious enough to use the chance and blame the attractive merchant caravans for the increase in banditry, only to then levy another tax on Borna’s people, to ‘fund the guards and guarantee peace along the route’. By now, Herak hated King Amautu almost as much as he did King Corco.
The northern king was another man who seemed uninterested in contact with the mighty heroes of Arcavia. After all, his own backing was just as impressive as that provided by the sons of Arcavus.
Behind the northern kingdom stood the Chutwa Empire, who seemed to have bankrolled King Amautu in an effort to spread their scholar ‘religion’ to this part of the world. Although he didn’t know how much the mighty Chutwa Empire really cared about some tiny country across the ocean, even a fraction of the golden empire’s power was enough to make the northern kingdom a frightening opponent.
Whatever plan the Chutwa scholars had for the northern kingdom, they no longer wanted to involve Borna into it. Over the years, they had made life for the merchants traveling their lands more and more difficult.
Thus, Borna’s only allies were situated in the central kingdom of Medala, and even their local king had begun to distance himself from them for some reason. On top of that, the north and center had fought in secret again and again, trying to tire the other side out. These instances had only intensified as the Triumvirate in the center of the country had stagnated. Over time, less and less work was being done in that place, with almost no overall policy being fashioned there for the empire, or any of its countries.
As far as Herak knew, none of the triumvirs – the three kings of Medala – had personally attended a Triumvirate Meeting in the past year. Thus, these secret wars had become the only ways in which the triumvirs communicated these days. Since the southern kingdom was cut off from the other two bar a thin strip of land, the battles mostly took place between the northern and central kingdoms.
And in order to retain their shaky position within the central kingdom’s power structure, Herak and his men had been forced into action more times than he cared to count. Again and again, they had launched frontal attacks against fake bandits to prove their worth to the local nobles.
This had been another one of these many battles. Over the past few days, Herak had led especially many charges against the ‘bandit camps’ across the border of Central Medala, reaching all the way into their supply camps in the northern kingdom. Though of course, none of this had been his own idea. As had become usual in these years, he was just following the orders of another local, in return for a price that was hardly worth the cost.
Another axe swing ended another life, which also ended Herak’s duty. At least at a glance, he couldn’t spot any survivors among the bandits. Whatever rabble was left under the pile of corpses could be handled by his knights. What else would he have subordinates for? In fact, there wasn’t much need for him to show up here in person. He had only come this time to let off some of his frustration. Though despite all the swings, he didn’t really feel much better today. Thus, he returned to the nearby town, to ruin someone else’s day instead.
The heroes who had wiped out the local bandit camps were welcomed back inside the city walls by a jubilant crowd, but the cheers stopped as soon as they saw the returning army, covered in blood. To them, their leader must have looked worst of all, red from his shiny mask to his boots and his bloody axe still in his hand. More than anything in this godless place, Herak enjoyed the fear others showed towards him. Since the locals had brought him nothing but grief, the least he could do was give them a bit of it back.
Like this, still caked in the blood of his enemies, he marched up to the local castle, where he ignored the fawning servants with the terrified expressions on their faces. He didn’t need them, since he knew where to go.
Just follow the stench of rosewater to find the richest man in the city.
That seemed to be a good method in this kingdom, where everyone was decadent and stank of flowers. In front of some garden’s entrance, Herak shoved one of the useless guards out of the way, until he reached his goal. Inside a pavilion stood the man who was so intent on using him as a weapon.
At the moment, the overambitious Governor Ichilia was in deep conversation with the local lord called Menius, one of his loyal dogs. They spoke their gibberish language, so Herak didn’t understand them. At one point he had learned a few words, but he had long stopped caring about the ideas of the foreigners. Most of the time, he didn’t need to understand them anyways, as was the case now.
They stopped talking as soon as they noticed his presence. The local dog tried to say some words to the duke, but was only stared down. As they always did, the man only lasted a few seconds under Herak’s gaze, before he lost his stomach. The dog exchanged a few more words of gibberish with Ichilia, before he left the garden with a distressed expression.
“Duke Herak, this governor thought you busy with the local bandits. What brings you back here this soon?” Ichilia finally asked in proper high Arcavian, seemingly unaffected by Herak’s martial appearance.
“I have already done your dirty work. Were you not expecting me to come back?” Herak sneered, though he wasn’t sure if Ichilia would see it under the mask. “Or rather, you would prefer if I never made it back in the first place?”
“Nonsense. Why would this governor wish ill upon his closest ally?” Ichilia asked with faked indignation.
“Then what am I doing here!?” Herak blew up, stepping right up to the lanky lord’s face. However, he saw that Ichilia remained unmoved, so he lowered his tone again, at least somewhat. “There is no point to any of these fights, so are these not just attempts to tire out my men? And what do we get in return? I have been doing your dirty work for you for years, and there has been no progress on any of your promises. Our merchants are still struggling to pass through your lands, and the southern king is just as alive as he has always been.”
“Are we not dealing with this problem now?” Ichilia asked, and stepped half a step back from Herak’s face. Although he barely showed any reaction, the duke still felt that the governor was at least somewhat affected by his intimidation.
Almost like he’s human, Herak thought. Irregardless of the duke’s thoughts, Ichilia continued.
“Now that the hidden warriors of the northern kingdom have been wiped out, they will not be a threat to our lands anymore, at least for a while. Our troops are ready, and free to move. Now we need only wait for the right time, and we are ready to begin our invasion of the southern kingdom.”
“You have told me the same tale for years. Do not take me as a fool? All these years we have fought those fake bandits for you, yet their numbers never dwindle. We destroy a wave, and that northern kingdom just trains another couple thousand elite warriors in no more than a few months.”
Although the local spies had found out that these warriors were the result of a Chutwa cultivation technique, Herak had a hard time accepting that there was nothing more to their training. These people were showing up too quickly, and they were too strong. There had to be a limit or weakness to this technique, somewhere. However, Herak didn’t know what it was, and he didn’t trust his useless allies to tell him anytime soon.
“And yet we win these months of peace every time,” his useless ally claimed. “Now that we have won some peacetime against the northern kingdom, we can simply take our troops down south, to deal with your enemy. Then, we only need to wait for the right opportunity to launch our all-out attack. With the southern kingdom under our control, your merchants will get to move freely through Medala at last.”
“And when will that be? The same words, every time.” Herak repeated. “My best man is stuck on some goddamned island in the middle of nowhere, fighting to keep that little king’s army busy. I already had to remove guards from our northern trade caravans to reinforce the troops there. How much more of the work do you expect me to do? Will you ever carry your own weight?”
“Not to worry. The war will begin soon. We are already in our final negotiations.”
Herak looked at the great governor’s expressionless face with derision. This man wore his face like a mask, harder and colder than his own. Behind his shallow smile, he was always plotting his little ploys. This was normal for the insidious locals, but this one was the worst of the bunch. No doubt, Herak himself was also a pawn in some grander plan in Ichilia’s head.
However, the duke himself didn’t care much, not anymore. He didn’t even care about those damn trade routes anymore. They were barely making any money anyways, and he would just be happy to get away from this wet place and its sinister people. So long as he got another chance at fighting Corco Fastgrade, he would be satisfied.
If only he could strangle that little merchant, every other problem could be solved. And if this governor wouldn’t fulfill his wishes soon, Herak would simply kill him, and then look for someone who would. After years of blind rage, he finally had his priorities straight. Now that he was focused, nothing would get in the way of his revenge.
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Surrounded by half-empty bookshelves, King Pacha leaned over a map of the Medala Empire. This map depicted the territories of all the noble houses, as well as their allegiances marked in different colors. Unlike what the outside world may have believed, there were more than the colors of the three kingdoms represented on the table. Beyond the white of the north, the red of the center and the blue of the south, there were three more.
Gray represented the neutral lords, who had nominally declared for one of the kings, but mostly stayed out of the battle between them. This color also included those whose true allegiance Pacha couldn’t determine just yet.
Black territories were those controlled by the Orientals. For now, this was limited to a single piece of land, Port Ulta in the south. Far away and weak in strength, it was the least relevant for him at the moment, though it remained important to keep an eye on the development of the foreigners within his family’s lands.
For him, the most relevant was the yellow color, those houses controlled by his uncle, Divitius Ichilia, Governor of the West. When all the additional forces were added to the map, Medala’s true balance of power was revealed. It also made him realize just how lacking his own strength was.
His uncle controlled a good chunk of the lords that should have been beholden to him, mostly in the west, around the Ichilia stronghold Huaylas. His fellow kings in the north and south had also both taken land from him in the last war, though he didn’t miss the traitorous lords. Despite its nominal allegiance to the central kingdom, he didn’t control Port Ulta either. All in all, his strength was still the weakest among the three kings, though he had taken great pains to change that in the future.
Over the past few years, this map had been the main focus of his thoughts. He had won over a good few lords in that time, through various means. Some, he had offered important positions in his court. Others, he had offered more concrete benefits, like secret trade deals, or security of religion.
The last one had netted him the support of three estates already, and he could expect more to follow. Quite a few of the northern lords were deeply religious. That was especially true in the conservative eastern region, as it was true for the estates around the Sallqata mountains, where many of the country’s sites of pilgrimage resided.
These religious lords had grown unhappy with his brother Amautu’s flirtation with the western scholars over the years. As Amautu began to dress and talk more and more like someone from Chutwa, and as his brother’s Chutwa teacher gained more and more power there, the lords had lost hope for Amautu’s rehabilitation.
By this point, many had had enough of their king’s attempt to marginalize their religion, and would much rather serve a pious king. Thus, Pacha hadn’t hesitated to throw out his loose alliance with the Arcavians, at least on the surface.
Although they were useful to have around – since they provided good money and even better soldiers –  by now his own people had begun to copy the weapons he had retrieved from his war with Corco. While the rifles his craftsmen were making for him weren’t as good as the originals, they were still good enough to quickly create cheap armies that could rival any other.
With his own supply of guns and a steady stream of wealth from the silver mines around Arguna, the usefulness of the foreigners was, ultimately, limited. However, removing them from his lands had brought him great benefits.
Without any foreign influence to hold him down, he could present himself as the religious, and traditionalist candidate among the triumvirs. In that regard, his name alone was a big help. Some of the shallower religious lords simply liked the idea of an emperor named ‘Pachacutec’, which had opened him more than one door. With Corco’s escalating conflict with the high priests, he had taken over much of the goodwill his nephew had enjoyed before.
Yet despite his best attempts, he still looked like the third strongest power on the map, far behind both of his brothers. In truth, he really struggled with the intricacies of policy. It didn’t help that he didn’t have many trustworthy people around him. At least some of House Pluritac’s trusty old servants had remained by his side. Despite his questionable heritage, he was still a Pluritac, and still in charge of his family’s heartland. Around servants like Pallatio, he had been able to build a new advisory that could support him with diplomatic matters that were too much for him.
Still, sometimes he felt like his head was about to explode when he thought about the plans, plots, and ambitions all of his rivals might have. With a wistful sigh, he looked around the half-empty bookshelves all around him. Back when Corco had asked for the old emperor’s library during the peace deal, he hadn’t really cared.
As far as he had been concerned, the library didn’t have any use besides the maps inside it. However, now he yearned for the chance to call on the knowledge of his ancestors and use it to his advantage.
Pacha felt like he had matured a lot since then, but the ignorant, young man from a few years ago had done a lot of damage that he now had to fix somehow. Before he could return to the map that had been his life for the past few years, he heard the door behind him open.
“No need to overwork yourself, son. Please rest some time,” a familiar voice said. When he turned around, a gray-haired woman with a cramped smile had entered the room.
“Mother, what brings you here?” his voice was harsh, but his frown softened as soon as he saw his mother, Empress Mother Spuria Ichilia. Her poise was still as noble as ever, but there was a profound sadness in her eyes that had taken hold at some point and wouldn’t let go again. Her perfectly set hair had turned from a stately gray to a thin white, and the wrinkles around her eyes had become worse again since last time he had seen her.
Over the past three years, Pacha’s mother had aged visibly. Although he somewhat resented her for the position she had forced him into – and for the poor education and overblown ambition she had instilled into him – he didn’t want to see her suffer. However, this aged appearance was the result of her ownunreasonable ambition, never letting go of the ghosts in her past, always trying to solve problems that had long become irredeemable.
After the incidents of the succession war, the rumors of her infidelity and of Pacha’s father had persisted, which had ruined her reputation and forced her out of public life. Only three people were still willing to talk to her: Her brother Divitius, him, and his no-good father Caelestis, who had hidden away in the Ancestral Hall.
All these years, she had tried to force another alliance between the three sides, to regain the power over the palace that she had lost, and to return to times long past. However, Pacha had to worry about the very survival of his kingdom and didn’t have time to consider these things. Not to mention, he didn’t trust his uncle’s word or his father’s competence, so he wasn’t willing to work with either. He was sure that the others saw it similarly.
Yet even though she didn’t have any sway with anyone anymore, his mother still kept traveling around, between here, the Ancestral Hall, and Huaylas, hoping to reforge a bond that had long been broken. By now, age was starting to catch up to her.
“Does a mother need a reason to see her son?” Spuria asked. In response, Pacha suppressed an annoyed grunt and tried to remain calm.
“Mother, you have only just returned from Uncle Divitius,” he said. “You have barely rested, and you look exhausted. Why interrupt me in the middle of my work if you have no reason to come here?”
Rather than quibble more, his mother went straight to the point.
“Your uncle needs a favor.”
Since she had entered the room, Pacha had yet to offer his mother a seat, or tea. However, he made no attempt to do so, and she made no attempt to demand it.
“Oh? Does he want me to hand over my crown at last?” he asked instead, a sneer on his lips. At the mention of his uncle, he could already feel his suppressed anger breaking through.
“Pacha, please be reasonable,” Spuria said, stepping half a step forward before halting.
“I am! And I am not blind! He-” Pacha’s palm slammed on the map which showed his uncle’s plans, but then he interrupted himself. As he looked at his mother’s tired, saddened eyes, his anger disappeared. After a sigh, he continued. “What does uncle want?”
“Your uncle needs your support. He plans to start another war against the southern kingdom. As family, we need to work together, even more so when we fight against our common enemy.”
Spuria was now calmer than before, maybe secure in the knowledge that she still held sway over her son, if only out of pity. However, while Pacha would go easy on his mother, he was no fool.
“So he expects me to send more soldiers of mine to die for his causes?” he asked. “Last time I fought a war against the south, I lost three estates.”
“No, mother would never ask you for anything excessive. You only need to close down the southern border again and deny them supplies, only until the war is over.”
“Impossible.” Pacha shook his head, and looked over the mostly empty shelves around him, a constant reminder of his deal to his nephew Corcopaca.
“I am a man of my word,” he continued. “Open borders were part of our last contract with the southern kingdom. And the agreed time has yet to expire. But this is not only an issue of reputation, it is also an issue of character. I will not falsify my words, not for uncle or anyone.”
“Son…”
Pacha waited for his mother’s excuses, but the single word simply hung in the room for a while, like a magic spell meant to solve every woe. Calmer again, Pacha explained himself. Maybe then, his mother would finally understand.
“If I do as uncle wants, I will only be chastised in the Triumvirate Meetings again. Then, the representatives of the north and south will jump the chance to punish my kingdom, and they will use the opportunity to slander me in front of the other lords as well. What do I do then, when I lose even more support?”
“There is no need for them to know,” Spuria argued. “The official reason for the border closure could be anything, they need not know the truth. Just invent an excuse. Maybe the border is closed for now because of bandits. Once they slander you in court over the issue, you simply accuse them of endangering trade between the estates, and it would be their word against yours. There is no loss for you, and it would be easy to do.”
“Bandits again… the lords have no creativity left,” Pacha mumbled to himself, before he thought for a moment. In truth, this really wasn’t such a terrible thing to do. He didn’t have to invest many resources in closing down the border between the kingdoms, and navigating the Triumvirate Meeting around this wouldn’t be a big deal either. Finally, he came to a decision.
“This king can comply, but uncle will have to accept fewer of the imported Saniya fertilizer for next year’s harvest. That is the price he will have to pay. ”
“But-”
“We are family,” he finished his mother’s words. “I understand. But I am not my uncle’s servant. In fact, the Governor of the West is this king’s subordinate, by right. I am already making concessions by even considering cooperation at this point, so how could he expect me to do everything for no reward, when he does not even have the courtesy to come here in person, and has to send my exhausted mother to beg for him? If uncle wants me to do his dirty work, he needs to put up something in return to make it worth my while. That is my final word.”
It seemed like Spuria wanted to say something, but in the end, she let go and took back the half step she had stepped forward at the start of their conversation.
“I understand,” she said. Her voice was much calmer, as if she had let go of something, or understood something. Pacha hoped it wasn’t just an illusion. “I will be making tea in the salon. When you are done and ready with your work, it will be finished. Do not take too long, you are in need of rest as well.”
“Thank you, mother. I will not be long.”
For the first time since his mother had entered the room, Pacha managed a genuine smile. However, it disappeared as soon as she was gone, his mind already focused on estate politics again. If his uncle were to agree to the deal, it would bring nothing but benefits to the king of the center. The increased harvest from the extra fertilizer would be nice, but it was only a cover for Pacha’s real purpose.
All this time, Divitius had been distributing the fertilizer he had gotten through Pacha’s trade with the southern kingdom to his loyalists. With less supply, the estates around House Ichilia would receive less. Once they grew discontent, they would be ready for Pacha to win over.
While his uncle may consider that he would not have to pay a thing should he quickly conquer the southern kingdom in his attempt, Pacha knew better. His nephew Corco wasn’t that easy to take down.
With one good deal struck today, Pacha’s mood was lifted as he returned his eyes back to the map on the table. Even now, it was still his entire world.
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While Pacha was forging new deals with his dysfunctional family, young master Loreius Divitius Ichilia was busy putting together the final pieces of his own family’s plan. With all other pieces in place, he approached the final parts of the puzzle. Before him sat both Lord Vareo, owner of Port Ulta, as well as one Margrave Hakon of Padrava, representative of the foreign kingdom of Cahlia, just like the scary Duke Herak represented Borna.
All Loreius had to do was convince these two and win them over to House Ichilia’s cause. Then, their plan would be put into motion, and once rolling, would be almost impossible to stop. While this final step seemed like the most difficult, the young master was still confident. Once he got others in the same room and talking, things were usually easy for him.
“This tea is quite excellent,” Loreius opened.
Many of the more martial lords didn’t like this circuitous talk, but pleasantries were important. Those great warriors should have known that best. After all, pleasantries were the skirmishes of conversations, used to keep opponents off guard and occupied, while one slowly scoped out their weaknesses in preparation for a big attack. Luckily, the weaknesses of these two were obvious to make out.
“It is Chutwa tea, but a new blend from far away,” Lord Vareo said with pride in his voice over the compliment. “They say that this specific blend is a favorite of the lords in the immortal capital this season. If young master desires, this lord can provide a few bricks for him.”
While Vareo spoke, Loreius washed down the average tea with some food on the table before him.
“Of course,” he said with a smile that showed none of his real opinion. “The more the better.”
“Haha, young master tends to jest. This blend is quite expensive, far more than the average tea from Chutwa. And surely young master knows how pricey even the cheapest Chutwa tea is. This lord himself has only managed to procure a few scant bricks of it, and only dares to drink it on special occasions. So please excuse this lord that he can offer little more a tasting sample for Governor Ichilia at home.”
This was far too easy, Loreius thought. Already, the opponent had been moved into position, so it was time for the first mild jab. From Lord Vareo’s expression, it seemed like he only wanted to show off with his expensive tea, but somehow had managed to skirt along the subject of young master Ichilia’s visit already.
“This young master wonders… with all the extra taxes levied onto the tea, just how expensive would an entire brick of it be? Surely, Lord Vareo must have paid a pretty price for it.”
“Haha, since young master is curious to know, a single brick was sold for almost one hundred Sila. However, this lord does not mind the small expenditure.”
Loreius ignored the bragging and came to the point.
“What a shame then that supplies are limited. After all, those merchants only have so much money to buy goods with. With all the restrictions the southern kingdom has put on trade, they surely cannot carry much back to Port Ulta. If only that pesky southern king would lower his extortionate taxes somewhat, would it not be possible for lord to drink this favorite tea every day? What luxury that would be.”
While Loreius was still calmly imagining a vague future filled with excess for the lord, while hinting at Port Ulta’s supposed wealth, the young master observed his opposite’s movements. However, as he was still in search of subtle indications of Lord Vareo’s true thoughts, the lord simply abandoned all elegance and threw himself into a full charge.
“There is no need to skirt the subject, young master Ichilia. All here are well aware of House Ichilia’s plans for division in the southern kingdom.”
“Lord Vareo, this young master does not know what lord means,” Loreius replied in an attempt to retain the previous, calm atmosphere. However, it seemed like the local lord wasn’t willing to play along any more.
“Your allies from Borna have transported many troops here over the past few days. Your own house has sent supplies for war and stored them in warehouses on the edge of the port. You tried very hard to hide your tracks, but this city is still controlled by House Vareo. Something like this cannot be hidden from this lord’s eyes. The merchant has also informed us of your plans, and of the talks he has had with Lord Ogulno. There is no need to pretend anymore, this lord knows everything.”
Although Loreius had expected the first part of the reply, he was caught off guard by the second. He had in fact worked closely with the merchant called Kolbrandt Devaerter, a representative of both Arcavian kingdoms, united in their attempts to subdue southern Medala. Since the merchant would be more interested in unfettered and tariff free travel through Medala, his goals had aligned with House Ichilia, so he had been considered a safe cooperator by Loreius.
Apparently, he had thought too highly of the base and low merchant, who had turned around and betrayed him as soon as he had found a chance. Surely, his silence had been worth less than a few shiny coins, like a true merchant’s. However, Loreius wouldn’t let his frustration show on his face. There were much bigger things to consider now. With this open attack, the skirmish was over, despite his wishes, so he had to switch tactics and confront his opponent head-on if he didn’t want to be run over.
“In that case, Lord Vareo should also understand the benefits he stands to gain from this operation, should Lord choose to support our great undertaking,” Loreius said. Now that the topic was breached, the up-to-now silent Margrave Hakon spoke up to take over the negotiations.
“If this great undertaking creates chaos in the southern kingdom, then there is no need for it. The kingdom of Cahlia already has a sufficient trade agreement with the southern kingdom in place. Our merchants can freely and safely travel all the way to the Anticasa Pass, where they can buy all the chutwa wares they can afford. Because of the short route and stable environment, there is no need to invest any knights to protect our supply lines, and no need to go to war with anyone. So long as the southern king keeps to his promises, we can expect nothing but steady benefits. Why would we risk it all? Just to help your house win new territory?”
Unlike the unsociable Herak in the north, this duke had spent far less time killing the local population, and had invested far more effort into learning the Yaku language and customs. Compared to the mad dog in the north, this one was far more difficult to deal with, as far as Loreius was concerned.
“Of course we will not approach Lord Hakon with a one-sided deal,” the young master replied. “For one, there is no reason why your trade with the southern kingdom should suffer, even if the war were to break out. After all, our planned attacks will be limited. We will not send many troops, and aim to avoid large battles. After all, we will be sending our troops purely through the central hills of the Sachay peninsula, to attack the estates in the hinterland of the southern kingdom directly. You do your trade in the Anticasa pass in the north, while we will attack the center and south. There will be no disruption to your supply lines, and traveling from Saniya to the pass will be no more difficult for merchants than it has been up to now.”
“The supply lines are not the issue,” Hakon replied. “They will still stop their trade with us if they consider us their enemy.”
“Of course they will. But there is no need for them to know.” Before Loreius continued, he let his idea sit for a bit while he ate some more of the cut meats that sat on the table. Unlike the tea, he was enjoying these quite a but.
“All foreign soldiers can simply march under bornish flags,” he finally continued. “Duke Herak has already agreed to this. In that case, the kingdom of Borna would take all the blame for the attack, and it would be simple for you to deny any involvement. King Corco has been to your oriental lands himself, so he should be able to distinguish the two flags and cannot claim ignorance in that regard. If he were to make claims he cannot prove, it would only harm his reputation. Not to mention, there is no reason for him to lose all the income from Anticasa Pass at the start of the war, not over some vague suspicions. If everything goes as planned, the war will not last long. And it will end with a loss of power for the southern king, the same man who has put such impossibly high tariffs on your goods.”
“You want to exempt us from tariffs?” Hakon guessed.
“Once we have some political pull in the south, of course we will be eager to support our allies who helped us achieve our goals,” Loreius said vaguely. Talking to smart people was always a problem. The Margrave had preempted three steps in the young master’s explanation and jumped straight to his benefits based on the young master’s hints. While Loreius didn’t like being seen through, he could only agree in this form.
“And if we do not cooperate?” the duke asked, and tensed his muscles.
Just another empty gesture from a military brute, even if he is a bit smarter than the brute in the north.
“Then House Ichilia will be more than glad to cooperate next time,” Loreius said, as if he hadn’t noticed the provocation. “However, all benefits of this operation would be eaten by those who supported us this time. After all, that is only fair.”
As he leaned back in his chair, he could see the wheels turn in the foreigner’s head, no doubt weighing his options. His calculation wasn’t hard to guess for the young master. On the one hand, there were great benefits to be had should House Ichilia’s coup be successful. On the other hand, they could deny any involvement and suffer minimal damage should they fail.
In the end, support would get Hakon much closer to his goal of a stable trade route all the way to Chutwa, and that with very little initial investment of troops or money. At the same time, there was almost no risk involved. His decision was obvious.
“Very well. The kingdom of Cahlia will offer its support for your undertaking. However, all of this needs to remain strictly confidential.”
“Of course,” the giddy young master smiled. “House Ichilia does not benefit from betraying its allies, and has thus never made a habit out of it. Our house always thinks in generations and centuries. We do not consider short-term profits over long-term friendships, so trust is always our highest priority.”
Whether he believed it or not, Hakon had nothing more to say after Loreius’ reassurance. However, the local lord had sat there quietly all this time, but now he felt like chiming in again.
“Young master Ichilia, this lord is glad that young master and Margrave Hakon have found common ground today. However, what is House Vareo meant to think of all this?”
“What do you mean, Lord Vareo?” the young master asked, although he could guess the reason for the lord’s complaint. A frown on his face, Vareo replied in a grumpy tone.
“No matter what color uniform the soldiers will be wearing, they will always be launching their attacks from Port Ulta. While Cahlia will not make enemies with the southern kingdom like this, House Vareo certainly will. What happens if the southern kingdom counterattacks and reaches Port Ulta? Will House Ichilia stand with us, or will we stand on our own?”
“Was Port Ulta not already the enemy of the southern kingdom?” Loreius asked in an indifferent tone. Either this lord was silly, or he put up an act to gain greater benefits. “Since Port Ulta decided to surrender to the Arcavian armies three years back, it has been enemy to the southerners. In that regard, nothing will change with this new war. You are just as protected from their revenge as you have always been. You are still far away from their center of power, making any attack on their part difficult. You still have the full support of the Arcavians, and of the central kingdom, which includes House Ichilia. Your port still has the powerful oriental battle ships in its back, to protect it from any overeager land attack. Why would Lord be afraid all of a sudden? Rather, is this war not preferable to the previous state of things? If our operation succeeds, Port Ulta’s greatest enemy would be weakened, possibly even disappear. Not to mention…”
A smile crept onto the face of Loreius. At the same time, he leaned forward, as if he was about to reveal a great secret to his fellow conspirators. Making people feel like they were part of his group was always a good way to win people over. As predicted, the other two leaned towards the young master as well. Only then did Loreius continue.
“Once the southern kingdom falls apart, there has to be someone who picks up the pieces and delivers law and order to these lands,” he said. “This role requires someone experienced, and trustworthy. Someone like that would have to take control of Cashan and Qarasi Castle, for example. Lord Vareo, do you believe that Port Ulta is ready to shoulder this burden for the central kingdom?”
The lord’s eyes widened as his hunched posture righted itself again. Lured by the offer, he could no longer uphold his facade of hesitance, and showed his honest greed displayed on his face and in his words.
“Of course. House Vareo will do its duty, to prevent any upheaval after the war and guarantee lasting peace in Medala.”
With a smile, young master Loreius saw the last piece fall into place. Now the trap was laid, and the board was set. From now on, things would go their natural way, according to the plan he had worked out with his father.
Soon, there would be unrest in the southern kingdom between the king and his lords. Maybe they would try to set aside their differences in the face of outward aggression, but some rumors would quash those attempts quickly. After all, could the king still work with his lords, if their various deals with outsiders were to be revealed? With a little bit of pressure in the right place at the right time, the situation would grow out of control soon.
And then, at the right moment during their civil war, House Ichilia would step in from across the Narrow Sea, to control the situation and ‘restore peace’. Their soldiers would soon leave again, but they would keep their hold over the southern kingdom through their agents like Lord Vareo and Lord Ogulno.
At that point, House Ichilia would control not only the entire southern kingdom, including the extremely profitable trade route to Chutwa, but also the rich city of Saniya. Even now, his people were working on their versions of Chutwaglaze and purple dye, based on the efforts of his spies. So far, there had been no success, much to Loreius’ annoyance.
Soon however, they would no longer have to tinker with vague recipes and temperatures, and could simply take all the valuable technologies out of the hands of the southern king. On top of the southern kingdom, they already controlled half the central kingdom. Together with their connections to Arcavia and to most of the colored kings in the Verdant Isles, House Ichilia would become the strongest force in Medala over night.
At that point, even the stubborn brute Pachacutec would have to give in and finally bow his head to the power of Huyalas. And by then, the confrontation with the north would only be a formality. All this time, they had dreamed of an Ichilia atop the silver throne of Arguna. Now, finally, they had almost reached the goal they had set generations prior.
And the best part was that, so far, they had invested none of their money, and none of their soldiers. They were happy to let others do the work for them, and then reap the rewards. Now, all they needed was the right opportunity. As soon as the merchant king left his mountain of gold for his wife in the western ocean, it was time for them to make the final moves, and taste the fruits of victory.
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One by one, Corco carefully checked the brass sliders in front of him, as well as the complex machinery that connected to it behind. In the end, he saw one that didn’t properly grip the corresponding gear inside the machine, possibly because the shaft attached to the gear was bent by a degree or so.
On a workbench nearby, Corco found a wrench, which he used to apply some careful tension. This way, the shaft bent back into shape. It wasn’t a proper solution, but it would do for this first experiment. Once his work was done, he continued to check the remaining moving parts on the front of the machine.
For once, Corco got to experience what real, hands-on work felt like. It wasn’t bad, and a welcome distraction from his usual jobs in the castle and the school. Even when he did some amateurish engineering, it was usually limited to drawing blueprints for future infrastructure projects. Thus, he was happy to get his hands working for once, and to smell the wood and copper of the machine.
With the parts right before him, everything felt so much more tangible, as if the future was only half a step away. After he had checked all the parts, he rose back up from below the large table that housed the machine.
“That should be everything on my end,” he said. “I don’t think that one driver shaft will hold long since it’s all bent out of shape, but it’s just a prototype anyways. We can always replace it later. So how is it looking with you?”
Master Egidius stood up from the other side of the table and rubbed the grease off his hands with a towel. As he spoke, he walked around the table and next to Corco, to the front of the machine.
“There should be no major problems, King Corco,” Egidius said. “Although it remains to be seen whether or not the carry operation will properly function. One way or another, it is time to make another attempt.”
When he heard that they could go for another trial run after the machine hadn’t worked properly the first time, Corco got excited right away. Actually, he had only come to this house on Chukru Island to invite Egidius as a teacher for his future university. After all, getting the smartest mind in the city – as far as Corco was concerned – involved in teaching and research seemed as obvious as it was beneficial.
However, the king hadn’t even gotten a chance to breech the topic. When he had entered the house, Egidius had been in his workshop, putting together the finishing touches on his newest project. Since then, both of them had been distracted by the shiny toy in front of them, working towards this very moment.
This was a mechanical calculator, the first of its kind ever created in this world. While Corco had worked on the concept on and off for years, it had taken Egidius to iron out the kinks and turn the king’s blueprints into the reality before them. For a moment, both of them just stood and admired the machine made from shiny brass and polished wood, both with their hands on their hips, eager too start but too giddy to know where.
“Okay, what should we try first?” Egidius asked first. “Maybe something more complex, to really test the limits of the new machine?”
“You know, it takes multiple pages to prove that one plus one equals two. But once you can prove that, you sorta unlock the entire rest of mathematics. That’s pretty complex. So why not start with that?” Corco mused in reply.
Although he was pretty sure that he was technically correct, he was happy that Egidius didn’t ask him any follow up questions. If he were asked to recreate the proof for ‘1+1=2’, he would be utterly in over his head.
To his luck, it seemed like Egidius couldn’t quite follow along with the conversation for once. After an awkward pause, he simply said, “One plus one then,” and began to input the number on the slider in front of them.
He first pulled down the slider that Corco had just been working on until the number above the slider read ‘1’. Then, he moved to the crank at the side of the machine, and pushed it in, to set the machine to ‘addition’. For now, only addition and zeroing operations were possible, but Corco hoped they could include all four standard operations soon. While multiplying would already be possible in theory, it would remain a pain so long as they couldn’t just switch between decimal places.
As Corco was thinking about the future, Egidius finished up the operation. He turned the crank, and both of them stared at the long string of numbers atop the desk, where the final result would be displayed. Inside the table, the gears were turning with a clicking and clacking, until the rightmost wheel gripped onto one of the staggered drums and connected the crank’s rotation with the number wheel on top. With large eyes, the two watched as ‘00000000’ turned to ‘00000001’.
Although the final result was already obvious, they hadn’t quite put one and one together yet. Without a word, Egidius turned the crank a second time. This time, the results row read ‘00000002’.
“It works!” Egidius exclaimed.
“Fucking hell, we’ve built a calculator!”
While 1+1=2 didn’t seem like much, this was the most important first step, that would eventually lead to fully automated calculators. Too excited to talk, the two stared at the numbers as Egidius kept spinning the crank around.
‘00000003’
‘00000004’
…
‘00000009’
Finally, they reached the magic number.
With the final turn of the crank, the numbers changed again. The right-most digit turned over again, returning to ‘0’. At the same time, the second digit also finally moved, showing a final result of ‘00000010’.
Although the effect looked simple, carry operations – like carrying the one over to the next larger decimal during addition – were one of the big problems mechanical calculators had to overcome. Luckily, everything seemed to be working as expected with their prototype machine.
“The staggered drum was an inspired design, King Corco. It solved too many problems to count,” Egidius said, a big grin on his face.
“Well, yeah. It’s really clever. I didn’t come up with it though.” As always, Corco was a bit uncomfortable when he got praised for the work of others, so he wasn’t willing to take credit.
“Oh? Then where did it come from?”
“I saw it in a book,” Corco lied. He couldn’t exactly say that he saw it on the internet, could he?
“Either way, it is a stroke of genius, one that has unlocked countless possibilities.”
“Yeah, that’s what we should focus on.” Corco chanced the topic. “For now, the goal should be to add the remaining three operations. Once we can use the machine to conveniently subtract, multiply and divide, we’re almost there.”
“Subtraction should be simple enough if we use nine’s complements. We only need an additional setting for the crank, though the number of drums inside would have to double. I may have to make a more compact designs for that, or the machinery will no longer fit underneath a table,” Egidius mused.
“I actually have some design ideas in that regard. More stuff I saw in books. If everything works well, we won’t need any more drums than what we already have.”
“In that case, I am looking forward to it. Subtraction is the last big operation we need to implement. After all, multiplication is already possible. We only need to turn the crank as often as we do the multiplication.”
“I mean… that works, but it seems slow, and really inefficient. I’d prefer it if we could shift the entire operation over to higher decimal places.”
“I understand. That way, we only need to turn the crank a maximum nine times per decimal for any kind of multiplication.”
“Even less if you include subtraction,” Corco remarked.
“That… is absolutely true!” a wide-eyed Egidius said. “In that case, if we wanted to multiply by twenty-eight, we could simply turn the crank on the ten’s-decimal three times, then put it into the subtraction position and turn it twice on the one’s-decimal.”
Again, Corco was surprised by how fast the clock maker’s brain worked. A single hint had been enough to make him understand the basic principle completely, even though none of these mechanisms had been built yet, by anyone, anywhere. Sometimes, he was jealous of the man’s ability to abstract things in his head, but at least for now, his prior knowledge was enough to let him keep up, and to direct the genius of Egidius into the right direction.
“Right. So when we have all the operations in there, we need to test the machine thoroughly. Then, when everything looks right, you should build a few more of them. Don’t worry about the details. I’ll make sure you get your patents. And as for sales, the various government offices in the castle will take them off your hands. We really need to streamline our operations anyways.”
Corco was already looking forward to all the free time he would have once he didn’t have to do all his calculations by hand, and slide rule, anymore. Brym would be even happier to receive one of these. With all the numbers his financial department had to juggle every day, the machines would have the biggest impact there, just in time before the stock market opened.
“It will be done,” Egidius said. “However, I may need more help than my apprentices can provide. These machines are difficult to build, and complex.”
“Not a problem. Just think about your requirements, write a list and send it to the castle. I’ll take care that you get whatever you need to fulfill the order.”
Now that he was about to set up another industrial system, Corco was getting giddy again. This calculator was a massive step forward for his country. First, the castle, which was constantly short on bureaucrats, would finally have some room to breathe. From there, they could make the calculator design more compact, and cheaper, and then arrive at tabletop calculators and mechanical cash registers.
In fact, this calculator design could also set a precedent and help speed up the development and production of typewriters. He could already feel the increased efficiency and added free time in the office! Maybe he would have some time to compose music soon… impossibly, he may even see his wife more than once a month.
Excited about the future that was in his sight, his eyes returned to the beautiful machine that had made it all possible.
“Let’s do some more tests!” he said, eager to play around some more.
“We need to, there is practically no other choice,” Egidius agreed.
Immediately, the clock maker started with the zeroing operation. Once he pulled on the crank, it jutted out of the machine by a centimeter or so. When Egidius turned it by a full rotation, the numbers on top all returned to zero, and the table was ready for the next operation.
This time, the number put in the sliders was ‘00000128’, which was cranked once. Then, Egidius changed the sliders to ‘04002999’ and turned the crank again. Inside the machine, a mesmerizing ballet of cogs and wheels turned each other, until the numbers on the top read ‘04003127’.
Giddy like children, the chief weapons expert and the ruler of the kingdom played around with their newest toy for a long time after. However, the fun times could not last forever. After a several more operations, the door to Egidius’ home workshop opened.
“Husband, are you still in here?”
The clock maker’s wife Ella entered, with a young boy held on her arm. The little one seemed sleepy, his eyes half-closed. This was the couple’s son Sami, as Corco knew. When he was born, the king had been busy with work as usual, but since then he had visited the workshop several times, and had become acquainted with both the kid and the mother. However, as a Yaku who had grown up under the old rules, Ella was still very stiff around him.
“Please excuse this mortal’s rudeness, King. This mortal was unaware that king was still present.”
“It’s fine.” Corco waved off her concerns. “There’s no need to act that stiff around me. Actually, just pretend I’m not here. I really should be going.”
She still looked a bit unsure, but some encouragement from Egidius refocused her mind on the reason she had entered here in the first place.
“Husband, food has been ready for an hour. When will you come?”
“But… this needs to be thoroughly tested!” Egidius protested quietly.
“Will your machine go cold if you do not test it now?” Ella asked, now much firmer than she had been with Corco.
“It… no, however-”
“Well, your food will.” Ella sighed. “I asked you an hour ago to come eat. What are you doing?”
“I… did not notice.”
At this point, even Corco was embarrassed. He also hadn’t realized that someone had entered the workshop. It seemed like both of them had been far too engrossed in their work.
“Honestly, I married the only clock maker in Saniya who cannot tell the time. Please finish up soon and come eat.”
With that, Ella bowed to Corco and closed the door again. Embarrassed, Egidius turned to the king as well.
“So, you heard it… In that case… King Corco…”
“It’s fine, spend some time with your family,” Corco interrupted him. “Like I said, I have taken up far too much of your time, and need to get back anyways.”
Soon after, Corco apologized to Ella and left the house. Only when he was already on the street did he remember that he hadn’t offered Egidius the university position like he had planned. However, he wouldn’t come back now and disturb the couple. Although it was a shame he couldn’t play with the calculator some more, even with that new excuse, there was always more time to do both in the future. Plus, he hadn’t lied. In the castle, there were also many important jobs waiting to be done.
Though as soon as he came back, he realized that he wouldn’t get any of them done, because Fadelio was already waiting for him at the entrance, with a piece of paper in his hands.
“Master, you’re finally back.”
“What’s going on? Do we finally have some concrete leads on the next war?”
Over the past months, Saniya’s ghosts had reported increased activity from various forces in the city and around the kingdom’s borders. It seemed like Port Ulta was shipping in more and more soldiers, so Corco had already strengthened defenses on the Anticasa Mountain Pass. At the same time, there were some strange movements from other parties as well. Though so far, they had nothing concrete yet.
“Not quite yet,” Fadelio replied. “But we just received a new radio message from Rasacopa. If you hadn’t come right now, we would have had to send someone out to find you.”
He handed Corco the message in his hand.
“So it’s important,” the king concluded.
“The captains want to talk,” Fadelio summarized the message.
“They’re finally ready to give in, huh?” Corco said after he had read the message in full. “Looks like I’ll need to get back to Rasacopa for now, and bring our soldiers home. It’s about time we start clearing out our own backyard, for good. Only then can we start thinking about our outside enemies.”
On the morning of the next day, Corco’s fleet set off towards the Green Island again, to negotiate peace with the captains of House Hulpatec. However, the internal peace the king wanted wouldn’t be quite so easy to come by.
As he left, his fleet was watched by many hidden figures, from various parts of Medala, and the world. All with their own agendas, they saw the king’s departure as the starting line for their own great plans. With their greatest obstacle away from the city, the hidden forces eyeing Saniya were ready to move.


Hermit's Notes: This chapter might be boring for some, sorry about that. Mechanical calculators are fascinating, so I may have gone a bit overboard.
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When Atau’s fleet docked in Rasacopa’s harbor with Corco on board, preparations had already been made for the king’s arrival. With the new radio, announcing and planning these things early had become much easier. There was no longer any need to send a ship with envoys ahead of the fleet.
As soon as Corco stepped onto land, he was picked up by a palanquin that would carry him to the Green Palace. Inside, he once again met with Maci’s unfun maid-and-bodyguard-combo called Llamka.
“King Corco, welcome back,” the maid said as soon as he sat down inside.
“Thanks. So you’re here for some sort of briefing?” Her purpose for meeting him ahead of time wasn’t hard to guess, but Corco still needed some way to get the conversation going.
“The negotiations have already begun, so Queen Sumaci thought it best if King was informed on the newest developments before he entered the palace, as well as on Queen’s exact strategy,” Llamka explained.
“So, where do we stand then?”
“Ten days ago, the captains finally relented and offered to negotiate. In this case, they could not be kept waiting, since the chance to pressure them during the early meetings was rare. Thus, they already entered into talks with the palace three days ago.”
The maid looked at Corco with a guilty expression. Since she was originally a citizen of Saniya, maybe she thought that acting without him was somehow a betrayal. Of course, Corco didn’t care one bit. In fact, he would much rather have seen the whole thing resolved before his arrival, so he didn’t have to deal with it. When Llamka saw that the king didn’t care that they had started without him, she continued.
“Although Queen Sumaci wanted to wait until King’s arrival, the captains were very insistent.”
“They probably couldn’t handle the pressure of their own people any more.”
“That is our guess as well. These days, everyone on the island is talking about the crewmen aboard the raidships, and how their fates are bound to the captains. How they are no better than slaves under those who should have equal status, and how they want liberation. Even the commoners openly talk about it, without fear of those with higher status. Recently, a captain wanted to depart the island on a raid, against the orders of Queen Sumaci. After the captain ignored some dissenting voices from the crew, there was a mutiny among his men. With the help of a few loyalists, the captain managed to escape with minor injuries, but it seems to have really scared the other captains awake.”
“Good. You can’t play little dictator for years and not expect a revolution.”
You have to show restraint when you play dictator, like me. Of course, he wouldn’t say that out loud.
“I guess they’ve finally seen the light then, huh?” he asked instead. “They should be about ready to bow their heads, right?”
“To our surprise, that is not the case. Negotiations have been going for three days, yes, but so far, there has been almost no progress. To retain their reputation and status, the captains bitterly demand ludicrous concessions from Queen Sumaci for their loyalty, but she is not willing to give them any.”
“And why would she? Maci holds all the cards. At this point, these captains should fall over themselves to save their own skins. They should be happy if they get to keep the money they’ve stolen and then hidden away from their house over all these years. Expecting any more is insane.”
“That would be reasonable, but that is not how the captains see it. From their actions so far, it seems like they have only entered into negotiations to appease their crews.”
Corco watched the maid for a second as he thought about her words. Though it didn’t take long until he understood the strategy of the captains. There really wasn’t much to it beyond basic crisis management.
“So they wanna wait it out until their people have calmed down from the initial anger over the rumors. And then they want to go back to business as usual, I guess?” Corco tried to confirm his guess, which Llamka promptly did.
“It appears so. Most likely, they will delay the negotiations for a few days more, while they also try to talk to their crews in private. And then, once they have everything in position, they will storm out of the talks, and spread the word that they wanted to cooperate, but the queen is ‘tyrannical’ and does not show sufficient ‘honor’ to lead the captains. So she needs to be resisted, or at least that will be their argument, we assume.”
“The usual.” Corco moaned, remembering all the troubles he had endured with his subordinates in Saniya so far. “Why do these people always have to be so difficult? At least once, I want things to go smoothly.”
“In that case, King may have come at the right time.”
A rare smile bloomed on Llamka’s face. It really didn’t suit her, but Corco didn’t feel like critiquing her expressions. Instead, he muttered a succinct “Huh?” to drive along the conversation.
“The stalling tactics of the captains have only been useful over the past few days,” the maid explained. “For today, Queen has devised a strategy to counter their plans. Surely, King will be able to watch an exciting breakthrough in the talks today, and possibly even provide the final blow himself. With King here, everything will be even easier than initially planned.”
With a sly smile that still felt strange on the stoic maid, she explained Sumaci’s plan and Corco’s role in it, while they moved closer to the palace. When they arrived there, the king was led to the grand salon where negotiations were taking place, though he didn’t enter for now.
Instead, Llamka led him to a side chamber next to the salon. The room was small and dark, but it wasn’t meant for sitting anyways. From here, he could listen in on the talks next door, which was the room’s sole purpose.
Through a small hole in the wall, Corco watched the happenings inside. Immediately, he realized what Llamka had been talking about when she had explained Sumaci’s counter strategy. Although he was informed on what would happen today, seeing it with his own eyes felt very different.
The room was taken up completely by one giant table, which had a map of the Verdant Isles etched into its wood. All the captains sat on one side, while Sumaci and her allies sat on the other, with a wide space between them.
This wasn’t the first time Sumaci had met with the captains, but the mood felt different. In the earlier meetings before Corco had left, the captains had looked haughty, as if they were the ones in charge. At best, they had looked indifferent to Sumaci’s honest attempts at reconciliation. Either way, they had always been uncooperative and demanding. Now however, they looked cramped, or enraged. Without a single spoken word, it was obvious that they were the ones on the defensive now.
Although Corco had thought that their anger would be directed at his wife who was working against them, they were actually staring at the men who sat below Sumaci’s seat, on her side of the table.
“As you can see, brave captains, I have brought a few guests to bear witness to our conversation today,” Sumaci said with the kind of smile she always got when she was about to ask him an especially tricky question during a lecture.
“What is this nonsense!? Why would ordinary warriors be present during these important talks!?” one of the captains shouted back. From the way the others were sitting all around him, Corco could guess that he was the leader of the bunch, though he didn’t exactly show the calmness expected of a leader.
“Captain, does that mean you are not an ordinary warrior?” Sumaci sounded surprised and opened her eyes in faked shock. Still, the smug smile couldn’t or wouldn’t be hidden.
“Of course! We are-” Maybe the captain was an idiot, but he wasn’t that much of an idiot. At least he caught himself mid-sentence, before he made the worst of mistakes. With a face still heavy from anger, he stared over at the warriors again, who looked back without fear.
Internally, the captains must have hated them for their courage, or for their treachery. Now that they had found a new backer, the warriors immediately betrayed the captains who had paid and fed them all these years. The fact that, maybe, the captains hadn’t taken good care of their crews, and that the reason for their ‘betrayal’ was justified, wouldn’t even come to their minds.
Still, they couldn’t openly admit that they considered themselves above the average warrior. By right, warriors and captains were part of the same class, and admitting anything else would put the captains in the same tough spot that Captain Tayali had enjoyed not long ago. So beyond a mean look, the leading captain could offer nothing in defense.
Once he had calmed down, he said in a calmer tone, “Of course we are all warriors,” thus keeping the great illusion of the Verdant Isles alive.
“Then there is no problem, is there?” Sumaci pressed on. “This negotiation is between House Hulpatec, and the warriors of the house. All warriors below this Queen are of equal class and equal status. So if the captains are allowed to negotiate with this Queen, then surely the other warriors would at least be allowed to listen in.”
“Of course. There are no complaints.” He looked like he would like to complain a lot, but Sumaci ignored his sour face.
“In that case, we should continue where we left off yesterday,” she said instead. She waited for a while, if any more of the captains would walk into her obvious trap. When she saw that they weren’t quite dumb enough for that, she simply started with her prepared show.
“As we discussed yesterday, I demand loyalty from my warriors, the same loyalty the warriors of House Hulpatec have shown to the masters of the house since the founding of the Colored Islands. But, like any master of the house before me, I will not demand this loyalty for nothing in return. This has always been a mutual relationship, and nothing will change that. So, my offer from two days ago still stands. You return to the role you are meant to hold. You fight for the island, on the orders of the house, which will not only serve me, but will also protect your own home, and your own families. In return, I will go one step further than any Green Kings and Queens before me. I will break with old traditions, and remove one of the great restrictions of the warrior class. In the future, all warriors will have the right to own private property. I believe this offer is more than fair, and should quell your concerns. After all, you wanted me to make concessions, right? Well, here it is.”
Although Corco was hidden behind a wall and could not see everything from this distance, he could still tell how uncomfortable all the captains were based on their postures. It wasn’t hard to guess why. All these days, they must have rejected the exact same offer, since they wouldn’t personally benefit from it. They already had all the money they could ever want, and many of them had agents among the commoners who already ran businesses on their behalves.
Now however, Sumaci had called representatives of ordinary warriors to listen in on their talks. If they were to reject the deal again today, they would openly speak up against the rights of their own crews, who would benefit from this deal. Soon, the word would spread, and they would have to deal with more than just onemutiny. The very basis of their power was under threat here.
As a result, it took them a while to gather their thoughts, before their leader spoke up again.
“Of course, this is fantastic news.” He didn’t sound like he thought it was fantastic news. “However, while we would love to accept Queen’s offer, there are many more issues that concern us, which have not been addressed. To the captains of the Green Island, this was never an issue of loyalty. No one wanted to lay down their arms during a time of crisis. Going against the wishes of the house hurt the heart of all brave captains. However, we could not, in good conscience, watch as the house is taken over by foreigners.”
“Looks like it’s my time to enter,” Corco whispered to the maid, and made his way to the front entrance of the room. While he was walking, he could still hear the captain make his made-up case inside.
“After all, most guards in the palace hail from foreign lands these days. Many members of the court are foreigners, most with undue power. Even our wars are being fought by foreign warriors at this very moment. And in the city, the house is training an army of commoners to replace us. All of this, all these plans, suggested by a foreign king who hides in the shadows, whose real goals cannot be known. Where is our place in the future of this kingdom? Would we not simply be used, and then thrown aside once we are no longer needed? These are the worries that drive our thoughts. What will happen to all the warriors of the island, to us and our crews? Even if they are allowed to own property, they cannot live if they have no sense of living.”
As the captain talked, a murmur rose in the room. It looked like in his absence, Corco had become the main villain of this play. Although he didn’t doubt that his girl had an answer to this question as well, there was no reason to let the charade continue on like this. Instead, he simply shoved open the entrance, and put an end to the whole thing, just like Sumaci wanted.
As soon as he entered, the entire room turned quiet, but he didn’t care at all about the jokers staring at him with a mixture of surprise, guilt, and anger. He walked right past all the captains and warriors, without even acknowledging them. As he sped towards Sumaci, she stood up to meet him, which meant that all the warriors had to follow suit and stand as well, whether they wanted to or not.
“Welcome back, husband,” Sumaci said. Although her words were formal, she didn’t hide her smile.
“Little student!” Corco shouted, and embraced his wife, far less concerned with etiquette. The two stared at each other, their faces close together, until Corco said, “I’m back.”
Unfortunately, the touching moment didn’t last. Not even here could the captains show any kind of class.
“Uhumm…” One of them coughed to get their attention. When Corco looked over, he realized that it was the same man who had led the discussion this entire time.
“What?” the king asked in an annoyed tone. Before the captain could even answer, Corco continued. “Your only problem is that my soldiers are taking over your work, right? So we’ll just stop training the commoners and I’ll retreat my men from active battlefields. I’ll just keep a minimal contingent here in Rasacopa, to protect my wife’s safety. Surely, that won’t be a problem, right?”
“No, it would-”
“In that case, it sounds like we’re done here. Nothing more to argue. You can fuck off now, while I spend some quality time with my wife.”
After he was done with his little speech, Corco went right back to ignoring the captains. While talking to Sumaci about the new calculator he had built, the two left the room through the back door arm in arm. Meanwhile, the perplexed captains just watched in stunned silence. Whatever the captains thought would happen here, they surely hadn’t expected this.
In the end, they had gotten exactly what they had asked for, without any negotiations, and all of it had happened in front of a group of warrior witnesses. Whatever plans they may have had to delay the talks further were out the window now. From tomorrow on, their defiance could no longer be justified.
Though soon, they would realize that Corco’s concessions hadn’t just happened on a whim, and that he hadn’t conceded because he didn’t want to be bothered by them today. Rather, this had been part of Sumaci’s strategy – as the maid had explained on their way here – and Corco was more than happy to follow along.
He really had enough of protecting two kingdoms with his one army. Too many of his people had pointlessly died in wars on tiny islands. And from the reports, the most recent battle on Iskay Island sounded like a nightmare. From now on, the local captains could bleed and die in that place.
For the King of the South, it was time to get out of the endless war zones and bring his men home. After all, there had been several reports of brewing unrest in Saniya already. Once his men were back from overseas, and his entire army was back together, it was time to clean up the dissent at home, and finally become a proper monarch, rather than ‘the first among equals’.
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Although negotiations ended quickly, the logistics of it all weren’t quite so easy to resolve. While the captains had no choice but to give in and return to their previous role as servants under their Queen the following day, transferring soldiers in an active war zone wasn’t that easy.
On the Rasacopa side, the scattered warriors needed to be formed into a coherent army. This wasn’t exactly easy, since they couldn’t just be sent there with the captains in charge of their crews. After all, breaking up the power of the captains had been the entire reason they had fought them.
As a result, there was still some pointless wrangling over who would be in charge of what for a few more days. Even after all of that, the warriors still needed to be mobilized and transported into battle. At the same time, their supplies needed to be organized as well.
Only when they had arrived and properly taken over all responsibilities could the Saniya soldiers retreat from Iskay Island. As a result, it took Corco almost two weeks before he could take all his troops and get on his way back home. In the meantime, things were moving quickly on his kingdom’s eastern borders.
On a quiet, early winter morning, on an endless, rolling field of green grass heavy with dew, a cowherd drove the fifty livestock entrusted to him towards their daily meal. Although his own rations were not much more opulent than the grass of the cows, he enjoyed his work. Out in the open, no one would bother him, so he could be lazy all he wanted. Work was easy, and calm, and there was no threat anywhere to be found.
Only a few years earlier, the cowherds had moved in much larger teams. Because of the constant threat from bandits, some had been in charge of herding the cows, while others had protected them. Since King Corcopaca had taken over the kingdom and built all those new roads, the bandits had all fled back into the hills. The cowherd’s work had become a whole lot easier as a result. Now, most of the more ambitious cowherds had left the hills, either to find work in the nearby town, or to search for luck in the distant Saniya. He, however, had stayed here, untainted by ambition.
Accompanied by a satisfied grunt, he sank down along an old pine tree that stretched its crooked trunk out of a shallow little hill’s flank. From here, he could see the grazing cattle while he ate his dinner. Eating early was a bad habit, and he knew it, but for once, there was no one here to give him any orders. Not even his uncle could order him around out here. Thus, he unpacked the plain rice balls from their cheap paper package and dug in with great relish, while he watched the clouds roll by.
Unlike most of Yakuallpa, the weather here in the hills was always predictable, another thing the cowherd was fond of. Here, he didn’t have to fear any storms, or floods, or earth tremors. This far inland, it rarely rained, which made agriculture difficult and was part of the reason for their poverty. Though of course, the cowherd would have never seen any of the wealth anyways, so he was content with his lot.
In the end, all he had to care about was the cold, but it wasn’t deep winter yet, so he could imagine shapes into the clouds all day without concern. Sometimes, he felt like one of the great priests, predicting the future from the signs of nature. This was no more than an idle thought on any other day, but today was different. Today, the cowherd saw a cloud that was nothing like the others, one that would prove a dark omen.
This one hung low, like fog, but was brown like dirt. As he watched, the cloud slowly moved towards him and his herd of cows. He didn’t even realize when he stood up with grains of rice still hanging from his lips. By the time the remaining rice balls fell down into the grass, he could make out the figures hidden in the dirt cloud. Thousands of men were walking through the hills, westwards, towards his position. They were armored, and armed with spears, shields, and other killing instruments.
Behind them marched a long snake of even more people, donkeys, llamas, and wagons, far too many to count. This cloud hid an army beneath it, and it hadn’t come from the capital. How  could such an army appear out of the empty hills in the east? Had the bandits formed their own secret kingdom? Had evil spirits taken shape somewhere inside these hills, and now come back for revenge? The cowherd had heard stories like this from his elders, but he didn’t have time to consider truth or falsehood.
Without another coherent thought, he turned and ran. He left behind not only his dropped meal on the hills, but also the herd he was supposed to take care of. Soon, the cows would turn into additional supplies for the Arcavian army that had just crossed into the territory of the southern kingdom.
However, the cowherd knew nothing about it, nor did he care. He was focused on running back to the place he had come from. Soon, he came back to a little town at the very edges of the Utusku territory. Long before he entered the town itself, he could see the early signs of civilization.
All the way out here, the roads were of high quality, newly built by the southern king. At the end of the road, where the smooth stone turned into a dirt path, stood a stone tower, one of many that had been built along these royal roads. This guard tower was the cowherd’s goal, since he knew that it was built by the king just as much as the roads were.
Although he had abandoned his cows out of fear, the long trek back had given him time to think. The town behind the tower was his home, where his family lived. Be they monsters or soldiers, if the cloud of dirt reached this place, they would destroy everything the cowherd knew in life. In his hopelessness, the best he knew to do was to inform those who knew more than him.
While the soldiers who had been tasked to guard this remote place of the kingdom didn’t know what to make of the rambling local, they didn’t ignore him either, since they didn’t have anything better to do. This was an unimportant, sleepy town on the edge of nowhere. They couldn’t expect any serious attacks from the midland mountains, so occasional bandit attacks were the worst they had to handle.
Now that someone was bringing real news to them, they were happy to break up the monotony. Not to mention, the actual contents of the rambling sounded concerning, once they had deciphered them.
The beacon tower guards had only just arrived from Saniya, where rumors of foreign armies gearing up for attack had been circulating for a while now. While one of the two guard soldiers walked eastward to get a close-up look at the ‘cloud of ghosts’ and confirm their worst guesses, the other sent a semaphore signal down the line. Quickly, the same symbol was repeated on top of the tower west of theirs, and then it traveled from tower to tower, until it reached Rapra Castle in Saniya less than an hour later.
However, no one was there to meet the message when it arrived. Although it was being picked up and recorded by an official in the castle, those with authority were currently away. Corco was still out west, solving the civil unrest in his wife’s kingdom.
Meanwhile, Fadelio had also left the castle for the city, having to deal with his own brand of internal problems. Thus, the official on the radio ordered a team of ghosts to go out and deliver the message as quickly as possible. To their luck, at least they knew where to find Official Fadelio.
At this time, Mayu stood in his Saniya mansion’s grand garden, elevated on a chair. Below, many lords of the Kingdom of Southern Medala surrounded him. All others stood as well, and raised their cups towards the young governor.
“My fellows; like-minded compatriots,” he bellowed out into the fresh morning air. “Let us drink, on a happy cooperation!”
All the lords returned the greeting and drank together. Seeing their enthusiasm, Mayu became even happier than before. It had been a long time since the lords had done what he wanted. Or rather, maybe this was the first time they did. After all, Mayu had become governor at the same time Corco had become king, stripping all privilege from him before he could exert it. In truth, he had never really had the power that should have been his birthright. His first real taste of it made him excited.
“All of us know why we have come here, for we are men with a common purpose,” Mayu continued. “Divided we are weak, but united we will get what we deserve, what we are owed!“
“And what would that be?” A discordant voice came from the garden’s entrance to spoil the mood. H
is complacent smile wiped away by a frown, Mayu turned around to see his cousin’s watchdog Fadelio invade his private mansion, flanked by a dozen guards. The governor assumed that his own men had been restrained outside. After all, it wasn’t quite yet time to fight the authority of the king, so his men couldn’t use force to keep out the king’s hounds. But that didn’t mean he would bow down to a base warrior.
“Oh, Official Fadelio. What leads you here?” he asked, ignoring the dog’s previous question. By now, his frown was gone, and his calm had returned. There was an audience after all, and a need to look fit to rule.
“A banquet of the southern lords, in Saniya. Shouldn’t the king have been invited to something like this? I wonder, what is it that you’re plotting here?” Fadelio looked around to intimidate the lords, but most of them had been prepared well by Mayu. Only a few cowards averted their eyes, while most met the dog’s silent challenge.
“Plotting? Whatever could Official Fadelio mean?” Now that he had seen the response of the lords, Mayu’s smile was back, just like his confidence.
“Then what did you say before, governor? ‘You will get what you are owed’? What are you owed?”
“Just words of bravado. Did this governor say anything untoward, warrior?”
He emphasized his last word, but it still couldn’t be construed as an insult. After all, a mere warrior was what the dog was. In the end, there was nothing concrete the dog could accuse him of. Outside of secret meetings, Mayu had always kept all the rhetoric he used with the lords as vague as possible.
For now, he still had to be careful, though even that would be over soon. As could be seen by their high officials, the Rapra Castle was toothless. Even the dog had nothing to say in response.
“Since this governor has not done any wrong, then this governor cannot be expected to admit to any crimes. Or should this governor invent some, so warrior may find an excuse to imprison half the lords of the south on treason charges?”
Again, Fadelio looked around, but this time, he looked a lot less intimidating, despite his massive size. Just like it’s highest official, the power of Saniya looked imposing, but would crumble at the slightest push back. Still, Mayu didn’t expect the old order to give in without a fight.
“Then if you are not doing anything illegal, why not invite your king to your secret little meeting?” the dog repeated his earlier question.
“King Corcopaca is not in Saniya – as so often – and everyone knows it. However, that does not mean that the banquets of the lords can halt until he deigns to return. With both the king and his queen gone for so long, who should we send the invitation to? A warrior in the palace? How inappropriate.”
The warrior in the palace was stewing in anger, but Mayu was secure in his position. He knew that the dog wouldn’t dare start a war against so many lords at once, not without his owner’s word, and that owner was far away.
After a while, Fadelio wanted to bite back again, but he was interrupted by another figure who intruded from the outside. With a frown, the master of the house watched the unknown warrior march right next to Fadelio, whisper in his ear and hand him a piece of paper. After he had read it with a stony face, he thought for a moment, before he looked up at Mayu again.
“Today, you get off the hook, since I’m too busy to deal with your megalomania. But I have to give you a fair warning, ‘governor who hasn’t governed a thing in his life’: Whatever you think you’re doing in your fake castle here, drunk on your imagined greatness, you better make sure it sticks. Otherwise, none of this will end well for you, even if you’re the king’s cousin.”
“What are you implying, warrior?” Mayu asked with narrowed eyes, but the warrior had already turned to leave.
“Tread lightly, or you will really get what you deserve,” he said, before he disappeared.
Once again, anger stirred in Mayu’s heart. He had prepared for a grand confrontation with the king’s dog, defeating the brute with words and proving himself in front of the other lords. In the end, the dog had appeared, insulted and threatened him, and then simply left.
However, Mayu soon calmed down again, as a confident smile spread on his face once more. This was nothing. He had endured slights to his status for years now. A few more days would make no difference. Soon, it would be time to revert back to what was right, and show the warrior dog and his many minions in the castle why the lords had ruled these lands since the dawn of time.
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By the time Corco and his fleet finally returned to Saniya, every corner of his kingdom was on fire. At least with the radio, he was already informed of the most important details. Though in this case, he would rather not have known at all and enjoyed a short moment of peace after he had just resolved the crisis in the Verdant Isles. Through the radio reports, he realized that the times of peace wouldn’t return for a long time.
In the east of his kingdom, foreign soldiers had appeared from within the midland hills. At first, the reports had been vague, but by now it was clear that they were Arcavian soldiers. They had most likely come from Port Ulta, because where else could they have come from? Their numbers didn’t seem large, only around a thousand. Still they were also not blindly charging towards Saniya, which would have been easy to handle.
Instead, they had set up camp somewhere in the midland hills. From there, they had begun to raid the villages and small towns around the edges of the eastern estates. While this was more of an annoyance than a real threat, reports from elsewhere put the actions of the Arcavians in a much grimmer perspective.
Around the Narrows, his uncle Pacha had once again closed off the border between the central and southern kingdom. Officially, he had done so because of a ‘plague’ that was spreading on his side of the border. To avoid the spread of the deadly disease, no one was allowed to cross for the moment.
However, Corco’s spies in the central kingdom told him that they hadn’t heard of any plague going on right now. Some of them had disguised themselves as merchants and tried to cross the Narrows from the north, where they had been told that the plague had appeared in the south instead. It was an obvious excuse, told so Pacha could close off the border without looking like the villain he was.
For now, the end goal of Pacha’s action wasn’t quite clear, but Corco wouldn’t be surprised if his uncle was amassing another army behind closed doors. Maybe he wanted to make another attempt at something he had failed at three years ago: The invasion of the southern kingdom through the Narrows.
This assumption was given more credibility by the happenings across the Narrow Sea. Along the southern coast of Central Medala, right across from the southern kingdom, Corco’s people had reported massive troop movements. These were soldiers of the central kingdom, but they were most likely beholden to House Ichilia, and not to their king Pacha.
At the same time, the fleet of Huaylas was also entering the Narrow Sea again, which solidified the suspicion that this was a third force aiming at him. Everything looked like the Ichilias were preparing for an invasion across the sea.
So far, Divitius Ichilia had stayed out of open conflict. Instead, he had focused on hidden intrigue, always his family’s specialty. If even Ichilia thought that it was time for a frontal attack, he would be sure of his victory. A single look at the map showed Corco why his belief may be justified.
In the west of Saniya, the war against the Colored Kings was still raging on. Arcavian soldiers in the east were threatening the borders. Along the land-route to the north, Pacha was planning who knew what behind closed borders, while another army was preparing to use the water route in the north for their own invasion. The Kingdom of the South was surrounded. It was like all his enemies had conspired together, and everyone was piling on at once, jumping on some perceived weakness.
As soon as the fleet reached Medala, Corco and his entourage jumped off the ship and rushed towards the castle. This time, even Sumaci had come back with him, which Corco was endlessly thankful for. In this crisis, she could provide some invaluable support. Not only was she quite bright and very good with political strategy, she was also the Queen of the Green Island after all, and fully in charge of her people since very recently.
Encouraged by his wife’s support, Corco wanted to meet with his staff and plan for counter measures straight away. If his enemies thought his army was still as weak as it had been three years ago, or that most of his soldiers were stuck in the Verdant Isles, they would have a rude awakening soon.
However, he didn’t even make it all the way to his study before more problems piled up. This time, they took the form of his cousin Mayu, just about the last person he wanted to see at the moment. The glorious governor with the glamorous red cape was waiting around in the castle’s entry hall, surrounded by a handful of his servants.
As soon as Mayu saw Corco’s group arrive, it became clear that the ones the governor had been waiting for was them. With his usual, unfounded confidence, the governor and his servants strutted towards the king’s group.
“King Corcopaca! How nice of you to return before all men in the kingdom are dead.”
Without any concern for etiquette, Mayu began the accusations early. Not only had he taken initiative towards his king, which was a breech of form already, he had also openly insulted him with his first sentence, without a greeting.
If his aggressive speech hadn’t been enough, marching straight at Corco without stating his cause made the king’s guards alert. They stepped ahead to create a barrier between the two before Mayu could reach his king. Though of course, Corco himself wasn’t all that bothered by his idiot cousin’s aggressive posturing. His confidence was usually nothing more than bravado.
“The fuck is your problem this time?” he asked across the shoulders of his guards, his own words no more civilized than Mayu’s. “How did I insult your ‘honor’ today?”
“King Corcopaca, you may not be aware, but the kingdom is in dire straights, while you spent a grand time traveling foreign countries with your new wife.”
His aggressive eyes went straight past Corco, and onto a frowning Sumaci. She simply ignored the guy she could had downed with a single kick before, and looked over at Corco instead.
“Husband, should I deal with this noble governor?”
The sarcasm was dripping in her voice, which made Corco grin. He didn’t have to look over to know how much Mayu would be seething.
“No, I got it. I don’t think I’ll need help here.”
“In that case, I’ll go on ahead and catch up with the castle’s staff, while you entertain our guest. Please don’t be too long. You know I don’t want you to waste too much time on nonsense.”
Without sparing a word or another look for Mayu, Sumaci kissed Corco on the cheek and left the group. She walked straight past Mayu and deeper into the castle. Meanwhile, the governor’s fiery eyes followed her all the way. History had a habit of repeating itself, so Corco thought that Mayu was just here on some made-up complaint, all so he could vent his jealousy again. Since there was no point to it, Corco decided to get his cousin out of the castle quickly.
“Right, are you gonna keep staring or did you have something you had to tell me? If it’s nothing important, I’d much rather deal with my work. I’ve got important things to do.”
Considering the state of the kingdom, that was an understatement. However, it seemed like Mayu wouldn’t let go that easily. Unlike before when he had tried and failed to provoke Corco, this time he remained strangely calm.
“How easy for the king to be dismissive of his own lords,” Mayu said. “His kingdom is falling apart at the seams, and the lords are left to fend for themselves. Meanwhile, the king is busy playing around with his queen.”
“What, I’m not allowed to get along with my wife now? Is that it? And what the fuck does ‘dismissive of the lords’ mean? Are you telling me you’re here to speak on behalf of the lords?”
Corco’s joke was supposed to shut up Mayu so the king could get to the important work. Yet the governor’s next words were a shock to Corco.
“That is correct.”
“All of them?”
“Enough of them.”
During their exchange, Mayu looked more and more confident as Corco’s confusion grew. Although he didn’t want to admit it, it seemed like his cousin had really come up with something troublesome for once. This time, he could no longer be ignored.
“In that case, I’ll have to invite you in,” the king said in the end. “Let’s find a quiet room to talk things out in detail.”
Although he wanted to smack Mayu’s smug face, he couldn’t just ignore the lords in his kingdom. At least for now, they still represented a serious power that could interfere with his plans. Right now, the kingdom was already getting messed up by enemies on all sides. The last thing Corco needed was a civil war breaking out just because some lords felt slighted. And he knew just how easy it was to slight Mayu.
Since he had to take his guest serious now, he arranged for a luxurious, isolated salon inside the castle to be used for their private conversation. Once all the servants and all the guards had left the room in a show of the host’s goodwill, only Corco and Mayu were left inside.
While the young governor had a strong mulled wine and some refreshments in front of him to combat the winter cold, Corco had to be content with a stack of papers. While they had been waiting for the servants to set up the room, Fadelio had come by to hand the king the reports on what was going on with his kingdom right now.
After all, the radio was nice for emergency messages, but transmitting detailed reports wasn’t one of its strengths, at least not until they figured out sound transmission. While Corco was still sifting through the top paper of the stack – the one marked ‘important’ by Fadelio – Mayu put down his mulled wine.
The castle usually served cocktails and other alcoholic drinks during negotiations. Not only did it show the sophistication of the castle, and how serious it took the guest, it also kept those guests drunk and stupid, much easier to talk to. This time however, it seemed like Mayu wouldn’t wait long enough to get drunk first.
“Now, King Corcopaca. Can we talk about the important issues of this kingdom?” the governor began in an impatient voice.
“Well, I’m trying to get informed here.” Corco looked up for a second and slapped the report in front of him. Then he returned right back to his reading material. “Are you asking me to do my job without knowing exactly what’s happening first?”
“With all due respect, the king should know what is happening in his kingdom. Out east, the lords are being attacked by unknown marauders. They are not mere bandits. They are organized, and they are many.”
“About one thousand,” Corco mumbled back and then looked up from the papers again. “What do you think I’m reading here? This report gives me the details, not some general overview. You think I have no idea what’s going on? Just because I wasn’t here doesn’t mean I’m not informed.”
“That is hard to believe from someone who has hardly been in his kingdom all year.”
“Right.” Corco had been getting annoyed by Mayu’s confident attitude for a while, so he decided to confront him head-on and break through the nonsense. “In the east, there are around one thousand Arcavian soldiers who came over here from Port Ulta. That’s not all though. The central kingdom has closed down the land borders again, and is also preparing a landing across the Narrow Sea as well. Did you know all that?”
Corco’s frank admission finally shut the governor up. At last for now, he no longer looked like he had complete control.
“Of course you didn’t, because it’s not your job to know all that,” Corco continued before a stunned Mayu could find his words again. “It’s mine though. That’s why I already know what’s going on in my kingdom. I just need all the details – and all the most recent information from the last two days –  because things are moving so fast. Now if you let me finish reading, I can do something about it. All I ask from you is to shut up for two minutes, until I have a complete picture. Can you manage that, Governor Mayu Sonco Saqartu?”
“That is not enough,” Mayu insisted, finally back to the world of the talking. “The lords need the support of the kingdom. It is not their responsibility to protect the borders. That is the responsibility of the king. In return for the loyalty of the lords, you have pledged to protect them from outside forces. Yet their estates are being raided this very moment. Some estate capitals are dangerously close to the midland hills, and we have no idea if the foreigners will send more reinforcements through the wilderness to become a real threat to those cities as well. If you do not wish to lose the support of the southern lords, you need to act now.“
For a second, Corco stared at Mayu in shock. His cousin had opposed him more than once, but this time was entirely different. This time, he felt more confident than before, and more sure of himself. This time, he didn’t play little games, and didn’t try to provoke Corco. Instead, Mayu used the rules of the kingdom to threaten him with direct action, which was a lot more dangerous.
Earlier, Corco had tried to find out how many lords supported Mayu’s actions, but his cousin had remained vague. However, considering the way he talked, it seemed like their numbers weren’t small. Whatever Mayu was planning, it was big enough to be concerning, even with all the war going on. As a result, Corco finally put down the report and looked back up at Mayu with a frown.
“I get that we haven’t always seen eye to eye, but do you really want to make things impossible between us? I owe a great debt to Uncle Sonco, your father But that doesn’t mean you’re immune from consequences. You understand, if you keep going like this, there will be no way back.”
“The lords feel left alone. I am merely the messenger,” Mayu insisted, unfazed by the threat.
“Is that right?” Again, Corco stared at his cousin, but he was disappointed to see that Mayu remained stubborn. In the end, he had to engage the governor as his king, not as family.
“Fine. Let’s analyze,” Corco said. “I’ve already taken care of the Verdant Isles. The war is still going, but it’ll be stable for a while at least, and we won’t have to invest any extra manpower there. In the north, the attempts at invasion aren’t all too threatening. They didn’t get past Qarasi last time, and it wasn’t even fully built back then. Plus, from the reports it looks like the Ichilia army is nowhere near ready for a crossing yet. So a crossing is unlikely for now, not to mention incredibly dangerous. Which only leaves the east as an immediate issue. Tomorrow morning, I’ll take a fresh army and march east, to support the lords in the midland hills and drive back the Arcavians. Does that make you happy?”
“It is merely what a king should do.” Mayu still didn’t show any emotions, neither joy over his ‘victory’, nor annoyance over Corco’s calm retort.
“You can leave now,” the king said in the end. However, he didn’t want to let his cousin leave like this. He still had to appeal to Mayu’s good senses, at least one more time. “After you go back, talk to your mother, and to grandfather if you can. Please consider if you want to keep going down this route. Some things, once they have been done, can’t be undone, no matter how much we want to.”
“How very true,” Mayu said as he stood up. “This governor will excuse himself. May King find success in his expedition.”
Still with an unusual calm, the once haughty governor stood up, bowed and left the room.
Once again, Corco understood that this time was different from all the threats he had faced before. He felt like an invisible hand was stretching out for everything he had built so far. His chest tightened as he felt the walls close in around him. Embroiled in fears and worries, Corco spent his time with reports, and then in debates with his staff, deep into the night.
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Smoke rose from the cup, and into Corco’s nose. He had always liked the aroma of coffee far more than the taste. Today, he needed both. As he sipped his liquid breakfast, he watched his troops get into formation on the plaza in front of Rapra Castle.
Just like he had promised, Corco left Saniya the morning after his meeting with Mayu. To design a proper plan of operations, he had spent the previous night with his staff. However, all their discussions hadn’t changed much about his initial assessment.
As the most immediate problem, they had to confront the Arcavians in the east first. That had been the case before, but even more now that the lords had sent Mayu to put pressure on him. Luckily, they had already expected that they would need to move out eventually, so Fadelio had readied several squads of Saniya’s army to move out before Corco’s ship had even arrived.
Although he had sacrificed sleep to finish up the preparations, he also needed to send out the troops himself, just like he had promised. For one, he needed to show some leadership to counteract whatever Mayu had been plotting.
In Medala, showing military strength was often enough to get the lords back on your side. Since Corco didn’t expect a hard fight against the outnumbered and under-supplied Arcavians, it was a good chance to put his foot down and remind the lords that he wasn’t playing around.
On the other hand, the decision to lead the troops himself was also down to a lack of military staff qualified to do the job for him. Dedrick had already left Medala around a month ago, and he had taken some of Corco’s best officers with him. Normally, there would have been enough generals left to replace him, but they were all needed elsewhere.
Paec was still left in Rasacopa to defend the palace from any sneaky tricks the captains or other Colored Kings may try during Corco’s and Sumaci’s absence. There were other generals of course, but they also needed to defend Qarasi Castle in the Narrows, as well as the entire north coast of Sachay in case House Ichilia launched their sea invasion early.
Among all the jobs that required military commanders, dealing with the Arcavians in the east seemed like the easiest and most straightforward. After all, the invaders only had a thousand soldiers with them. Even if Corco accounted for incomplete information, they couldn’t expect any more than two thousand.
While Mayu had implied that more reinforcements could be coming to strengthen the Arcavians, Corco knew better. He had put spies into Port Ulta long ago. Several days ago – when the army that was now raiding the east of his kingdom had left Port Ulta – his people had already sent the information to Saniya.
Back then, they had thought that the army was moving either south to attack Rufalasta, or north towards the Anticasa Mountain Pass. Both places had been warned in advance to stay on alert, but both had become very well defended over the past few years.
Unlike the midland hills, which were very tough to cross – especially during winter – those two places were considered the front line against arcavian invaders. As a result, both had strengthened a lot over the years, certainly enough so they wouldn’t have to worry about a thousand soldiers attacking them. While the goal of the arcavian attack had come as a surprise, they knew pretty much exactly about their numbers, and about their poor supplies.
Even if they wanted to bring reinforcements, their ultimate numbers would be pretty limited. The midlands of Sachay were not exactly bountiful, even less so in winter. Fighting a tired and outnumbered enemy army during winter and on home terrain seemed like a fight almost impossible to lose, which made it the perfect target for Corco’s strongman propaganda.
Of course, with Mayu’s challenge to Rapra Castle’s authority, his presence was also important in Saniya to ensure stability. Luckily, Sumaci had come back with him this time. As queen and member of the ruling class, she could represent him much better in front of the lords than Fadelio. While Corco drove back the Arcavians, she would keep the lords in check and make sure they wouldn’t do anything stupid.
By the time the king had drunk his coffee, the army had assembled. All in all, he would bring six thousand men with him, more than enough to deal with whatever would come his way. Even if Mayu were to try something inexcusable and assemble an army of lords to intercept him halfway, it wouldn’t change anything. With these numbers, he was confident that he could at least defend and retreat safely, even against a massive army composed of most lords in the south.
Without any fear, he led his troops through the streets of Saniya, in open view of all the citizens, and then out of the city. If everything went right, he would soon return in the same way, with his head held high and celebrating a great victory under the adoration of the crowd.
Even out in the countryside, the new highways were smooth and wide. They were designed exactly for this kind of operation, so the troops moved fast. Of course, it helped that the men were fresh.
Despite the recent snow fall, the highways had been kept clean by government employed crews. Now, all the money he had invested in infrastructure was paying dividends. With fresh legs and light baggage, it took the army less than a day to reach the edge of the Chawir Marshes. Up to this point, their entire travels had been as smooth as the roads, but of course that had to come to an eventual end. By the time they were ready to cross the border and enter the Utusku territory, Corco’s forward scouts returned with new reports.
As he watched the runners close in, the king lamented their inefficiency. For now, he had to use cultivators in these scouting roles. Using precious and rare cultivators for these positions seemed like a waste, but he didn’t have a choice. No one else had the speed and endurance to keep ahead of his incredibly fast and efficient armies.
However, he expected that to change soon. Once they bought or bred enough camels, they could finally replace the scouts and create the first proper cavalry unit in this part of the world. For now however, the scouts were still doing their jobs well enough.
“King, there are activities up ahead at the embankment,” the scout reported. “It looks like an army is working on it.”
As soon as he heard the news, Corco ordered double speed on their march. They had already been fast before, but now they were flying. Of course, he had good reason for his haste.
There was more to building roads than simply putting down the asphalt. Most of the work lay in finding a proper route and then flattening it for the road that was about to be put there. Seasonal changes had to be considered as well. Some areas would flood during rainy seasons, so they had to avoid those, or do some extra work where that wasn’t possible.
This was especially complicated in Yakuallpa, a land where water was everywhere. For example, the area between the Chawir Marshes and Utusku was marked by a meandering tributary of the Mayura River. Rather than take a long detour or cross the river several times to get to Utusku’s capital, they had decided to stay north of it during road construction.
However, for that, they had been forced to straighten the river and guide it slightly south. They also built embankments along its side to make sure its new form wouldn’t change back again and wash away their new highway.
The embankment had finished only a year or so earlier, and no further work was planned on it. Whoever was working on it wasn’t doing so on Corco’s orders, and had probably sinister intentions.
As expected, when the river came into sight, the issues were immediately obvious from a distance. The people standing on the embankment were carrying weapons, so they certainly weren’t normal workers, and they weren’t repairing the earth either. They were trying to destroy it.
With pickaxes and shovels, they hacked away at the ground to soften it and break the embankment that held back the water. If the river was released now, it would swallow the road and put a stop to his army’s advance. Attacking the embankment was a strategic move by an enemy army.
Although his men were exhausted from a long march, Corco didn’t have a choice. Without hesitation, he ordered a charge before the enemies became aware of their presence and organized a defense or a retreat. Despite their tired legs, a thousand men in the front of Corco’s army put down their backpacks and set up for a frontal attack.
Luckily, their enemies were even less prepared for a fight than his own men. They didn’t notice a thing until Corco’s soldiers had crossed half the distance and began to run for the final stretch. By that time, it was far too late for the enemies to pick up weapons and get into formation. Chaos broke out within their ranks long before the two armies collided.
Some dropped their tools where they stood, while others carried them along with them. Some picked up the weapons and supplies they had left lying around atop the embankment, some left them were they were. The only thing they all had in common was that they were trying to run, though there was no unity over their course.
Like a swarm of excited pigeons, they shot off in every direction. A small number of them took the shortest route of escape, straight towards the river. Some were dumb enough to swim across. Even if they were trained warriors, Corco knew that they wouldn’t get far. Not in winter, not with those water temperatures.
A few smarter ones ran to the boats on the shore instead, which was probably how they had made it across the river in the first place. However, with their panic and lack of coordination, most wouldn’t get away before they were caught by the onrushing Saniya army.
Some other soldiers were clever enough to flee north, across the road and further into the wilderness. While they would be surrounded by snow any ice up there, at least they wouldn’t freeze to death straight away, unlike those who had picked the river. What’s more, in the wilderness, they would be almost impossible to track down once they were scattered.
As a result, Corco decided that he wouldn’t pursue them. It would take too much time and energy anyways. Instead, he set his sights on the largest group. Most of the fleeing soldiers had rushed upstream along the road. They were the only ones who weren’t blindly rushing into some horrible circumstances. So if any of these groups could still regroup and circle back to pose any danger to them, it would be this one.
Thus, he ordered another squad to pursue along the road and scout out the area ahead. This way, they were safe from eventualities and would hopefully catch a good number more prisoners as well. While they would never be able to catch all, or even a fraction, of the fleeing enemies, any increase in captives would help Corco find out more about their enemies and their plans.
While the pursuit was still going on, the rest of the army set up camp at the embankment. Not only was it time to rest for the day, they also needed to prevent any more attempts at diverting the river. As he waited for his scattered soldiers to return, Corco inspected the leftovers of the enemy operation.
By now it had become blatantly obvious that they had been trying to break the embankment, possibly to slow the advance of Corco’s army. However, there was an even scarier possibility: They may have planned to only damage the dam, disguise their work, and then take out the rest by the time Saniya’s army came past here. Maybe the ideal result for them would have been a drowned and frozen army, with Corco among the corpses.
This was a well-prepared attack. Whoever had planned it was well-versed in the geography of the region. They had picked this place because the embankment sat at the halfway point between two of Corco’s beacon towers, and couldn’t be seen from either. They had even avoided the roads and approached from the water to make sure they wouldn’t be discovered early.
At the same time, knowing how breaking the embankment would change the course of the river meant that they knew about the position of its old river bed. Worst of all, they seemed to know exactly when to expect Corco’s army, as if someone had sent news as soon he had left Saniya this morning. A fast runner would have been able to stay ahead of Corco’s army and relay the message just in time for the enemy to start work here before they arrived.
The only reason they didn’t get caught in a trap was that their enemies had severely underestimated their movement speed across the new roads. Whoever had launched the attack, it was someone with intimate knowledge of Sachay, and possibly someone with connections in Saniya.
As his soldiers brought back the first prisoners, Corco’s worst suspicions were confirmed. Although they didn’t wear any house colors or show any sigils on their clothes, they didn’t have the light skin color of Arcavians. Instead, they had the bronze skin and dark hair of the Yaku. Before he had asked his prisoners a single question, the most important one had already been answered: Corco had been attacked by his own people.


Hermit's Notes: So that's all the chapters I owed, I think... but after all of that, I still have two chapters left over somehow. I'll post them on the highest two tiers for now, and then do a recount to make sure I didn't owe those as well. They'll be unlocked tomorrow anyways, as the regular weekly release.
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Corco had been attacked by his own people. That much became clear with one look at his prisoners. Since the details of his enemies still eluded him for now, he ordered his men set up proper restraints for the caught warriors that would allow the king to interrogate them. They needed to find out the details of Saniya‘s newest, shadowy enemy as soon as possible.
Based on these considerations, Corco had his people set up three tents. The first tent would house all the captives for now. A wooden cage inside would keep all of them honest. Against the power of warriors, the cheap, improvised pen wouldn‘t hold for long, but it didn’t have to. The warriors were disarmed, and there were always guards inside the tent and around the pen to keep an eye on any potential attempts at escape. 
The second tent was right next to the first, and was where the prisoners would be questioned. This one was almost empty, with only a few cheap chairs his guards had brought along for Corco to sit on whenever the army was resting. A king couldn’t just sit on the floor after all, or so his people told him..
Finally, a third tent was set up next to the second and contained another cage like the first, though for now, it was kept empty.
Once everything was set up, Corco entered the second tent, and then asked his soldiers to bring him the first prisoner. This time, without Sumaci and her experts around, he lead do the interrogation himself. In all honesty, he was looking forward to it, just a little bit.


__________________________


At first, Suyana had thought that their mission would be an easy one. Just cross the river and break down an earthen wall. They didn‘t expect to find any warriors on the other side to oppose them, and the wall wouldn‘t hit back either. In high spirits, they went to fulfill their master’s orders, all of them eager to finish their work and then get back home and out of the cold. 
However, everything went wrong shortly after they had begun taking apart the embankment. Their foes had come from nowhere and without warning. Before they knew it, they had been scattered, and then caught one by one.
I should have run north instead, Suyana thought as he looked around the overcrowded prison cell. Surely, many of his fellow prisoners thought the same. Surely, they also all cursed the others for taking up so much space. 
As he tried to make more room for himself, his back pressed against the rough wooden stakes that kept them stuck together. A little bit of wood wouldn’t hold a warrior like him for long, but the guards outside were armed with lances and hand cannons. 
No matter how weak these people were – and the soldiers of Saniya were famed for their physical weakness – their weapons would be enough to take out the few dozen unarmed warriors before they made their way through their wooden prison. 
While Suyana continued to stare at the crowd before him – because where else would he look with nothing but warriors around him – he wondered what would happen to them. Since escape was out of the question for now, he expected the usual behavior from this King Corcopaca. He was said to be evil and not much of a noble, but surely he would still abide by the most basic rules of polite society. 
If that were true, their accommodations would get better as soon as it was possible. In that sense, he could excuse the poor conditions they were under right now. In the wilderness, one had to allow for imperfect manners sometimes. After a few days in a proper prison, they would eventually be returned back to their master for a ransom. There wasn’t much wrong with a few days of boredom, so Suyana was willing to show leniency for their captors, at least for now.
While he was thinking about various things, he barely realized when someone opened the gate to their prison. He didn’t even move when all his fellow prisoners stepped back, away from the visitors. All he thought was finally some space. As a result, he stood all alone at the front of their cell when the guard soldiers entered.
“You!” the rude guard barked at him, “Come with us.”
Suyana noticed only then that all other warriors around him had disappeared. Now he had all the room he wanted, but he suddenly hoped they hadn’t been so considerate. He didn’t know where he would be sent, but it couldn’t be very good. He wanted to argue, but wouldn’t that put his fellow warriors in danger as well? A good warrior would always consider the well-being of his equals, so he didn’t quibble.
“Very well,” he said with a raised head that showed his size compared to the puny commoner guard, before he followed him outside. At least he was allowed to leave the cramped prison for now. Maybe, he fantasized, they had finally finished building the first of many more appropriate cells for them, and he would be the first one to receive proper accommodations, simply by virtue of his bravery.
However, the guards didn’t lead him into any better room, and they didn’t lead him far either. Instead, he ended up in another tent right next door, though at least it was more spacious. Inside, there was nothing but two chairs and ten or so guards spread around the tent’s perimeter. One of the chairs was empty, while a somewhat short warrior with a friendly smile stood next to the other. The entire scene was surreal, and gave Suyana an eerie feeling.
“Ah, are you the first one then?” the warrior asked Sunyana. Before anyone could reply, the man motioned towards one of the empty chairs. “Please, have a seat.”
Since he was still surrounded by guards and inside the enemy camp, Suyana decided that it would be best to follow the strange man’s orders for now, at least until he felt threatened or saw a chance to escape. Once he had sat down, the strange man spoke up again.
“You want anything to drink? Mulled wine? Tea?”
The more Suyana was in this tent, the more suspicious he became. This strange man was asking strange questions, and the room was weird as well. What was the purpose of this place? It certainly didn’t look like a torture chamber set up to get answers from him. That much, he would have expected. 
Their enemies still didn’t know about their allegiance, and for now, it was important that they remained in the dark for a while longer. Of course, their enemies would be eager to learn about their master’s identity, or about the nature of their mission. When he was stuffed into the prison, Suyana had been ready to withstand any torture they could think of, to protect his master’s plan to the last moment. 
However, there were no torture instruments inside the room, and the man who was asking questions wasn’t asking anything of substance, nor did he look like someone who would torture others. Rather, he looked more like a merchant trying to sell him defective goods. Nothing was fitting together. Though he was a true warrior, so he still managed to retain his calm.
“What is this? Who are you?” he asked the suspicious questioner.
“It’s an interrogation of course.” The man bowed lightly, with a playful smile on his face. “And I’m your king. Corcopaca Titu Pluritac, at your service.”
When he heard the name, Suyana rose on reflex. This was the man they had tried to kill in their operation at the embankment. He was also the one who was fighting Suyana’s master, the one who had taken Kapra’s prosperity and ruined his family’s fortune. 
Year on year, his family’s life had become harder as a result of the king’s actions. In that time, his hatred towards the distant king had been fostered, and now the culprit was right in front of him, to punish as he deserved. However, as soon as Suyana stood from his seat, the evil king stepped back and revealed a small hand cannon from inside his robes.
“Ah, for your own safety, please keep your arms and legs inside the cart at all times.” 
His words were as mysterious as before, but the threat from the hand cannon was unmistakable. Once he was confronted with his own mortality, Suyana’s hot blood cooled again. All around the room, the guards had closed in as well, ready to strike him down as soon as he made another step. At the same time, the king in front of him still held that calm smile, as if he was in control of everything. No matter how much he hated this evil king, he felt like he had no chance where he to act now. So Suyana sat back down and waited for his chance. 
“Good,” the king said as he finally sat down on the chair opposite the warrior. “Now then, I’ve already introduced myself. Don’t you think it’s rude that you still haven’t done the same?”
The more he saw of the evil king’s smile, the more he realized how fake his politeness was.
“I will not say a word,” he growled back.
“You already have though.” The king laughed at his own joke, though Suyana didn’t care.
“No matter how you torture me, it will be useless.”
“That’s good.” The evil king shrugged. “I don’t believe in torture anyways. It’s not very useful in most cases. And there’s also humanitarian concerns, I guess. But don’t worry, we can still have a good talk. I have my own methods, no torture needed.”
This time, Suyana was completely silent, ready to sit out the king’s questioning. The king’s arrogance would make things much easier for him. What could that king do without torturing him? When he realized that Suyana wouldn’t respond anymore, the evil king continued.
“Okay, if you wanna act like a kid, that’s fine.” The evil king’s smile widened. “Since you’re not useful, I’ll just have to get someone else from the prison next door. Though I’ll have to warn you that I’ll have to give the others an incentive for talking. Otherwise, they’d all be as stubborn as you, right? And then Tama will make fun of me, and will torture you anyways. So to spare you and your colleagues, I’ll just quickly take you back over to the others and shoot you in the head.”
“Wait!” Confused and shocked at the sudden turn, Suyana broke his silence. The king stopped, already half out of his chair.
“What?” he asked in an impatient tone. “I said I don’t believe in torture. This method is way faster and way more humane, right? Only one guy dies, rather than all of them, and there will be no pain at all.”
“I am a warrior!” Suyana protested. “You cannot do that!”
This wasn’t the way a proper warrior was to be treated in Medala. There were rules of conduct! Could this king really ignore all the rules of the ancients and mistreat him so? Wouldn’t all the other warriors in the kingdom stand up against him? However, the king’s answer shocked him.
“Oh, you’re a warrior? That’s a pretty big claim from someone without a name. You know what the penalty is for those who impersonate warriors in my kingdom? I’m actually not sure myself, but I’m the king, so I’m sure I can decide these things. Let’s just say you get capital punishment, so we’re done with it.”
“No, wait! If I die, no one will pay my ransom!” This time, Suyana tired to lure the king with wealth. He had heard that the king had been a base merchant before, and that he was obsessed with money. Yet again, he had thought things too simply.
“And who would I demand the ransom from if you’re not even telling me who your master is?” The king shrugged. “Not to mention, I’m the guy who’s filthy rich, right? The one swimming in blood-drenched silver, according to the stories. You really think I care about a little bit of ransom over finding out who’s trying to kill me?”
Again, the king cut off Suyana’s escape path. If he didn’t want to die a pointless death, all he could do was talk. However, he wouldn’t just obediently tell the truth. He would never play along with the evil king’s games. Couldn’t he just lie and then coordinate his story with the others once he returned to them? Maybe, once he screamed out everything he had said in front of the other prisoners, he would still end up dead, but at least his death would not be pointless.
“Very well,” he said after some thought, ready to die for a good cause. “My name is Qollqe di Macuy. Lord Macuy ordered us-”
The fake story was already laid out in his head, but the king interrupted him.
“Wait! Before you introduce yourself, I’ll explain to you how this will work. Otherwise, you might make some choices you may regret, and I don’t want to be unfair.” The king winked. “I will ask you questions, and then you will answer. So far so simple, right? Some of those questions will be very specific, but don’t worry, that’s part of the method. You don’t need to think about why I’m asking, you just need to answer. After we’re done playing twenty questions, you’ll be led to a neighboring tent. Not the one with all the prisoners of course, it’ll be an empty one that we’ve prepared specifically for you. And then, once you’re out of sight and can no longer be heard by anyone else, my guards will bring in the next prisoner, and I’ll ask him the same questions. Should I find out that either of you lied to me, both of you die. And don’t even think about dying a martyr to protect your master. Not everyone thinks like you. I got so many of you guys, there’s always gonna be a coward who will talk. So your death would be completely pointless.”
As he spoke, the friendly smile never left the king’s face. However, now it looked the grin of a demon. Cold sweat had collected on Suyana’s back throughout the speech. Now he understood that his lies would not only be pointless, they would also endanger the life of the man who would come after him. He could make the decision to die for his house for himself, but he couldn’t do it for his fellow warriors. Suyana was caught in a trap, his confidence drained.
“Now then,” the king said after a prolonged pause to steep the warrior in his dread. “Let’s start again. What is your name? And why are you here?”
Finally, Suyana relented, and betrayed his master.
“My name is Suyana D’Ogulno. And my master sent met to kill you.”
Once the dam was broken, the truth spilled out like a flood, while the devil looked on with a smile.
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As he sat and ate some hot soup to warm his body on this icy cold day, Corco looked at the picture outside his tent. Beneath a sky as clear and blue as ancient ice, he could see the goal of his army’s latest trek. The town of Kapra stood tall, hidden behind its high walls, with the copper hill and the castle of House Ogulno in the center. Although he didn’t enjoy what he had to do next, there really wasn’t a choice, not after what he had learned from the prisoners.
After the first prisoner had cracked, the investigation had lasted for most of the day, until Corco had a somewhat complete picture of what the warriors had been doing at the embankment. Once again, his worst fears had been confirmed. 
According to his captives, they were all warriors of House Ogulno, all of them sent to destroy the embankment before Corco’s army appeared. They had been instructed to drown his entire army if possible, but they hadn’t expect him to be careless enough to march without proper scouting up ahead. 
In case their first plan failed as they had expected, they were supposed to simply break open the embankment early, to slow down Corco’s advance towards the eastern front. Now he knew what their plans had been, though the reason for their actions remained hazy. Why would Ogulno want to slow him down by a few days? However, the warriors had revealed another bit of information that gave the king more clues, and pushed him beyond concern and towards anger. 
According to them, Kapra was supplying the Arcavians in the midland hills with food, water and even winter clothing and animals. With a stable and generous supply station right next to their position, it was no wonder they dared to attack into an unknown region during winter. Before, Corco had wondered why his enemies would choose to attack during winter of all things. Now, everything was slowly starting to make sense, though there were still many unanswered questions. 
Why go through so much trouble, just so the Arcavians could maraud the poorest border territories of the southern kingdom? Since they wouldn’t really attack Kapra, which was the only rich territory in the east Corco’s lands, they didn’t stand to gain much material benefits from their attacks. They could do something more meaningful from a strategic perspective if they took any of the other estate capitals or traveled further inland, but their numbers were too small for that. So what was their real goal? Most importantly, what did his uncle Ogulno stand to gain from this?
Since Ogulno’s plans for the future were still a mystery, Corco decided to simply come here to Kapra and ask him himself. Thus, he had left a thousand soldiers behind at the embankment, to prevent further tampering. Then, he traveled along his new highways into Utusku, where he left another thousand behind to help Lord Macuy deal with the Arcavian raiders in the east. Finally, with the rest of his army, he crossed the river along a major bridge and marched on Kapra. 
Here on Ogulno land, his uncle hadn’t allowed Corco to build his highway, so the roads were horrible and their speed slowed down a lot in the snow. Though at least, the distance wasn’t far and they still brought their snow shoes to pursue the Arcavians in the wilderness. All in all, it still only took them four days to arrive near the city of Kapra. Now they were waiting in a camp outside, while Corco’s envoys announced his arrival to his uncle. Ogulno’s response to the arrival of his king would tell a lot about his attitude. 
Just as the king finished his bowl of soup, he saw that response arrive in the distance. From out of the town’s gates came a group of people marching under the flag of House Ogulno. They weren’t nearly enough to try any sort of attack, so they could only be return envoys sent by his uncle. A short while later, Corco sat opposite their spokesperson inside his tent. 
“King Corcopaca’s presence on the Ogulno estate is an honor for House Ogulno. This servant wishes to offer his greetings.”
For a while, Corco stared at the bowing man in front of him. He had the lanky stiffness many advisors of the lords shared. The king had seen the man before, but he couldn’t quite remember the context.
“Yeah, glad to be here,” he said. “So who are you?”
“This servant’s name is Qirao, King. As a minor advisor to Lord Ogulno, this servant is here to represent the lord today.”
“Ah, I remember you,” Corco said. “You’re the guy who always makes things difficult for me when my people try to reconcile with your estate.”
Once he said his name, Corco finally recalled his unpleasant past with Advisor Qirao. Over the years, Saniya’s government had tried multiple times to reconcile with House Ogulno. After all, having an enemy in your own country was a ticking time bomb. However, they also couldn’t just let one of their subordinate lords walk all over them, or the other lords would no longer respect their king. As a result, they had asked House Ogulno for minor concessions and some public display of obedience, so both sides could step back with their heads held high and cooperate to everyone’s benefits. 
Yet in all that time, Ogulno didn’t visit Saniya even once. Instead, he would always send this Advisor Qirao, who would act like a stubborn child and oppose whatever Corco offered, often with no explanation. Again and again he had offended the king, as if he was his superior, rather than the other way round.
Now that Ogulno was sending out this advisor again to represent him, Corco wasn’t expecting much of these talks.
“Ahaha, this servant merely represented the interests of his house, and had to insist on his house’s benefits.” Advisor Qirao rose without any orders from Corco, and laughed frankly, in complete confidence. The king chose to ignore the grandstanding nonsense. Arguing with this guy about etiquette hadn’t gotten him anywhere in previous years. That wouldn’t change today.
“And what are those interests today?” he asked instead.
“Lord merely wishes to know what leads king to this remote corner of his kingdom? After all, Lord did not send for an invitation, and while he welcomes his nephew’s visit, he cannot help but be concerned about a foreign army entering his lands.”
“Wait, weren’t you the guys who asked for help from the bandits?” Corco asked in faked confusion. Was this guy really accusing him of an invasion? “You sent your Governor Mayu to speak for you and everything, right? Well, we’re here now, to help you out with your bandit problem. So how about you open those gates of yours and let my soldiers in, so we can help defend your land?”
A great struggle broke out on the face of the advisor. Clearly, his master didn’t want him to lower the city’s defenses. As petty and deceitful people, they would of course always expect the worst of others and would never lower their guard like that. Though this time, they were right to worry, of course. Were he to enter the city, Corco fully expected to find some Arcavians inside Kapra’s walls. Maybe his uncle just needed some time to hide them. After a long while of thought, the advisor’s face smoothed, and he replied.
“The issues of the bandit attacks have already been resolved. King need not bother. However, Master is grateful for King’s support, and will send thanks to Saniya in due time.”
“...okay… but that still isn’t a reason to not let me in, right?” Corco insisted. He had been far too nice to his uncle for far too long. This time, he wouldn’t be the bigger man. He wasn’t that tall anyways. “It’s the middle of winter, and I just finished a long journey across the entire country. Do you want your king and his warriors to stay out in the cold and freeze to death? What sort of hospitality is this?”
“Of- Of course not,” the advisor stammered as his eyes flew around the tent. “However, at this moment, Kapra’s streets are dirty. After all, Kapra’s warriors have just been deployed to drive back the bandits and they left behind a horrid mess, not fitting for a king to view. Everything needs to be readied for King’s arrival, or how would such negligence reflect on House Ogulno?”
“I don’t mind. I’m not that picky when it comes to stuff like that. Just open the gate.”
Despite the advisor’s best attempts, Corco still insisted. Qirao’s shaky smile finally disappeared completely and he began to sweat, despite the cold.
“It really is not that simple,” he tried again. “Without any notice of King’s arrival, nothing is ready. The last thing Lord Ogulno wants is to sour the relationship with King by allowing an assassination attempt through his own negligence. Thus, please allow this servant more time to prepare. The king’s safety needs to be guaranteed after all.” 
“Which is why I’ve brought four thousand soldiers with me. They can guarantee my safety even if every warrior in Kapra attacks me. With that, my safety should be guaranteed, right? So just open the gate.” Corco smiled as he watched the squirming advisor. His not so subtle hint at Ogulno’s attempt to kill him made the poor man even more nervous. This was getting fun.
“Unfortunately, there is not enough room to accommodate all of these men inside the castle. They are warriors after all, and need to receive the proper treatment they deserve. However, if king enters with only a small group-”
“Yes, I would feel much safer without all my guards.” Corco’s sarcastic voice interrupted Qirao for the first time. “And they’re not really warriors anyways. They don’t really care where they sleep, so long as it’s inside the city. Open the gate."
“However-”
“Open the gate.”
“This servant really cannot-”
“Open the gate.”
“This-”
“Open the gate. Open the gate. Open the fucking gate!” Corco slammed his armrest and stood up. For the first time in the conversation, he got loud. “What, I’m not even allowed to visit a city in my kingdom? Pretty please? If you have nothing to hide, how can this be so hard?”
He stared at the advisor for several seconds, but the man remained stubborn.
“This servant is inconsolable,” Qirao said in the end. Maybe it was unfair to blame him for everything. After all, his master was the one who had instructed him. With a sigh, Corco decided to drop the act.
“Alright. I guess that’s enough. I’ve honestly had it with your bullshit, and with your master’s bullshit as well. So let’s talk truth, for once. Four days ago, I caught your warriors trying to flood my army. And I got them to talk.”
Eyes wide open, the advisor’s head shot back up.
“King, this-”
“You better shut your mouth right now, before you make things even worse for you. Treason. Insubordination. Conspiracy with the enemy. Attempted regicide. Any of these charges are enough to get your master executed, and I have proof for all of them. I came here to demand some answers from my uncle. If he can explain himself properly, and maybe finally bow his stubborn head and make some concessions, we could leave this shit behind us and work together. I mean, we really don’t need to fight each other when we’re surrounded by enemies, right? So I was willing to overlook him this once, so long as he sees the error of his ways. But I see that he doesn’t even have the guts to meet me in person.”
“Unfortunately, Master is occupied-”
“-trying to hide the Arcavians in his closet, I know,” Corco interrupted the advisor’s nonsense. “I’ve tried to cooperate with my uncle in good faith, I honestly did. In the end, he exploited my goodwill every time, smacking me in the face so he can feel like a big man. Then I tried some sanctions, to make him give in and act appropriate to his station, like a lord should towards a king. That only made him more stubborn. Like a little kid who doesn’t get his favorite toy, throwing a tantrum and acting as if he deserved better just because he was born a few years earlier than me. I thought that maybe he would cool down, and with time, he’d realize how much damage he’s doing to his family by randomly opposing his own nephew like this. Or for that matter, how much damage he’s doing to his house by opposing the guy with all the guns and all the gold. I’ve waited for years and it’s not getting better. Even worse, it looks like he’s now actively scheming against me, trying to launch a civil war when we’re already surrounded by enemies. I’m done. This was your master’s last chance, and he’s wasted it, like the waste he is. Tell Lord Ogulno that he is to stand trial for his crimes. Until he comes out and faces the music, there will be no peace. If he’s still not out once my cannons arrive, I’ll level his little copper hill, and wipe out whatever inheritance he has left after a lifetime of squandering. Now fuck off, and pray that your master has some sense, for once in his life.”
Terrified of the king’s rage, the envoy ran back towards the city. Most likely, Qirao would already know his master’s reply. As far as Corco was concerned, there was absolutely no suspense. With a heavy heart, he sat back down and began to plan for his siege on Kapra.
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As he had done in the days since his arrival near Kapra, Corco sat atop his command hill, surrounded by snow. While he watched the city with Ogulno Castle at its center, he thought about his future course, and about the future of his kingdom.
After everything that had happened over the past few days, would the other lords still have a place in it? That was a key question that would be answered soon, he was sure.
Back when he had first planned out the development direction of his kingdom, he had planned to borrow the wealth and influence the other lords possessed to stabilize the country. In the process, the lords would lose their political power, but would become a powerful economic force. While it wasn’t an ideal solution for Corco, who didn’t want to introduce powerful elites early in his country, it was the path of least resistance, and the fastest and least bloody way towards progress. Now however, this path didn’t look like it was an option anymore.
In previous years, the lords under Corco’s command had tried various little tricks to undermine his authority as King of the South. However, he had always ignored them, since their attempts were nothing more than harmless games. So long as they didn’t break some unspoken rules, he was willing to let them play all the wanted. After all, he was very confident in the power he had already secured.
At the current rate, it was only a matter of time until he took complete de facto control of the south. Not to mention that many of the lords didn’t even really understand the subtle ways in which Corco was taking away their power. More often than not, their plans were limited to attempts to lower his reputation in front of his peers, or to appeal to his ancestors to steal some benefits, so they were doomed to fail from the start.
Now however, someone had clearly stepped over the line. Involving foreigners in the internal matters of their kingdom was obviously a no go, as was a direct attempt at his life through the warriors of his subordinate lords.
Just like he had done with every other lord, Corco had ignored his uncle Ogulno’s antics so far, since he hadn’t done harm to anyone outside of his own household. If the people of Kapra were suffering, they could always just travel to Saniya for work as well, which would only speed up Ogulno’s demise.
This time however, Corco realized that the slow boil approach wouldn’t work. He was determined to see things through this time, and to start cleaning up his kingdom’s internal politics. While he had wanted a peaceful transition of power, he wouldn’t trade his personal safety for peace. No, this time, he would crush his uncle’s castle together with his overblown ego, and show the other lords of the southern kingdom that he wasn’t playing around anymore.
Mayu had been making some recent moves in the shadows, which showed his arrogance, as well as his ambition. Maybe if he saw his uncle dangling from a noose, he’d rethink his strategy as well. Now all Corco had to do was wait for his cannons to turn his plans into facts.
How would the lords react once he began to shell one of their own? How would they see him if he used his military power to suppress internal opposition? These were questions he aimed to answer once his cannons arrived. However, before his reinforcements from the north could show up, his questions were answered by a new arrival on the eastern horizon.
With his telescope, Corco soon managed to make out the exact nature of the new arrivals. Their nature didn’t bode well, and confirmed all of his worst fears. This wasn’t some small group of envoys, like what Ogulno had sent out before. This was an entire army of around two thousand.
In fact, his scouts told him that the real number was only about eighteen hundred, but it still looked like an army. Maybe it wasn’t quite enough to challenge his soldiers in a direct fight, but it was certainly enough to make trouble for him, and to show the attitudes of those who led the warriors.
Those very leaders were doing so with no shame. Unlike Ogulno, who had hidden the identity of his warriors when they had destroyed the embankment, this group was bravely showing off their flags atop their army. They carried colors from all kinds of lords under Corco’s rule.
In total, he counted nine estates from various parts of his kingdom. And the largest flag in the front of the formation was one he was familiar with, and one he had always considered one of his closest allies. Flying in the wind were the colors of House Saqartu. Earlier than expected, Mayu had gone and done something stupid.
“Positions! Ready for defense!” Corco barked his orders as soon as he identified the opponent. He didn’t expect that his lords had come here to provide reinforcements for his siege. In a tense atmosphere, his orders spread throughout the camp, and soon Saniya’s army got ready to defend their little hill.
Luckily, they hadn’t been lazy over the past few days and had built up a strong defensive position. Hidden behind man-high walls made of earth, wood, and sandbags, and armed with the most modern weapons in the world, they didn’t have anything to fear.
Even if all of Ogulno’s warriors were to leave their city and join this new army, it still wouldn’t be enough to threaten Corco’s troops, at least so long as they didn’t leave their camp. At the same time, the newly arrived coalition army of lords also took position on a nearby hill. It was a spot that clearly opposed Corco’s troops and covered the city. Their message was clear: this army had come with bad intentions.
At least they didn’t show any immediate signs of aggression. After they had taken up their spot, they didn’t send any skirmishers to initiate combat, and they didn’t beat their war drums to improve their morale either. Eventually, they even showed some manners.
After a few minuted of tense waiting, a smaller group of envoys peeled off from their main army and made its way to Corco’s defensive position. On the way, the envoys still held the flags of the lords up high, a clear sign that they wanted to negotiate.
At least they haven’t lost their minds completely yet. Let’s see how far gone they are.
“Let them in,” Corco ordered. “I’ll receive them in my command tent.”
Before the envoys arrived, Corco dressed up to show some authority, something that was rare for him. However, if those lords wanted to go against him, he would use every means available to fight back. Thus, he rushed into his tent and changed his clothes.
This time, he would wear his chainmail armor outside his clothing, with a priceless purple robe underneath. His choice of clothing would not only show his martial strength and remind his guests of his victories in battle, but it would also showoff his wealth and the benefits the lords could get from cooperation with him.
To top it all off, he also put on his bronze crown, which signified his legal status as ruler of the southern kingdom.This one was a replica, since the original had been lost in the naval battle against the Arcavians, but it didn’t matter much. No one would be able to tell the difference anyways. Those medalan nobles loved rules and symbols, so surely they would be impressed by the appearance of a crown.
Once he was done dressing up, he also set the scene for his meeting with the envoys. He had his people arrange the tallest chair in the camp, and set it up at the entrance of his command tent. In this position, he would still be sitting within the tent and underneath its protection, but anyone who came to meet him would have to stand outside in the open. As if on queue, light snow began to fall, which would further impress the difference between him and others upon his guests.
On top of that, Corco arranged two dozen of his guards to be stationed around the tent’s entrance. With guns and halberds in hand and an upright posture, they looked ready for battle at any moment. This much, he thought, ought to be enough to show his determination. This time, he didn’t want to be diplomatic with the lords. This time, he would not take a step back, not one centimeter.
Not long after the preparations were done, the envoys appeared. To Corco’s surprise, their leader wasn’t any no-name warrior this time. Instead, the great governor Mayu Saqartu had personally appeared before him, sporting his silly red coat once more. Unlike his cowardly uncle Ogulno, Mayu actually had the guts – or lack of sense – to face off with him directly.
With a smug grin on his smug face, the young governorwanted to approach Corco straight away, but he was blocked by the lances of Corco’s guards. Not even Mayu would be dumb enough to start a fight with an armed man, so he could only pull a sour face, much to Corco’s enjoyment.
“King Corcopaca, Governor Mayu Saqartu has come to represent the lords of the south, and wishes for an audience.”
With great concern, Corco looked at all the flags that were being held up behind Mayu. Once again, he counted them, and once again he came up with nine names of various noble houses. There were more than the king had hoped, but at least not every lord within his kingdom was represented. Many of those he considered his closest allies were absent. At least he hadn’t lost all of his support quite yet. After a long pause to adjust his mood and show his authority, Corco finally spoke up.
“He may approach,” he said, and waved in Mayu’s vague direction. At once the guards parted, and let Mayu step forward. However, as soon ashe tried to get closer than five meters, another set of guards stepped out from besides Corco’s chair, ready to intercept him again. Their actions forced Mayu to halt at a five meter distance, close enough for a conversation, but too far for a lunging surprise attack.
This was common etiquette in Saniya. The emperors – and now the kings – were not to be approached without consent. Even if visitorsdid have consent, they still had to keep a certain minimumdistance to show their obedience and guarantee the ruler’s safety.
Although every medalan noble would be aware of these rules, in Corco’s modern kingdom, this wasn’t a rule that was usually followed, same as with so many others. This time however, Corco had decided to show his muscles, and made full use of his privileges. As a result, Mayu’s sour face turned even more acidic.
“King Corco! What is the meaning of this!?” he shouted over the shoulders of a guard.
“Who dares speak out of turn, before gaining the king’s permission!?”
An officer who stood next to Corco’s seat barked back accusations. At the same time, the guards stepped forward again to driveMayu back. However,the generous king waved them all back.
“It’s fine. Let him vent his frustration, and understand reality.” Corco looked over to his cousin. “It’s a five step distance from the king at all times, governor. That’s how it ought to be, by right. What, do you have a problem with following the rules? Not that I’m surprised by that. Looking at your performance in the past, you seem eager to break them.”
From the very start of the exchange, there was a smell of gunpowder in the air. These would be tough talks.
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“Hah, finally, the king shows his true nature, acting like a tyrant towards his equals.” Mayu’s bitter laugh and harsh accusation rang across the snowy camp. Though Corco knew that his cousin was just blowing hot air into the cold, as he usually did, and remained unimpressed.
“No, that’s how I always act towards my enemies, especially if they approach me with an army,” Corco replied in a tone as cold as the air around them. “It’s just that you haven’t tried hard enough to be my enemy before. Congratulations, you’re almost there.”
Although there was an implicit threat in Corco’s words, Mayu still didn’t back down. With the same prideful posture and the same loud voice as before, he shouted out his nonsense.
“These lands are not part of House Pluritac’s estates. The troops under this governor’s command have every right to be here, since they have received the permission of Lord Ogulno.”
How long did it take you to prepare such a weak argument, I wonder?
“Oh, and you just came here by pure chance, did you? And now you’ve coincidentally taken up position to defend that city from my army, right?” Corco asked back.
Whether or not Mayu’s army had a right to be here wasn’t the question anyways. The question was what they were doing here in the first place.
“This governor may direct the same question at the king,” Mayu bit back. “This governor has led a coalition of lords to support a fellow noble in a time of dire need. Not long ago, the lords have received news that Lord Ogulno’s lands were being invaded by a foreign army, marching on Kapra. As men of integrity, the lords of the south decided to unite their forces and bravely step forward to lift the enemy’s siege.”
“So I’m the enemy now?” Corco narrowed his eyes, but his smile still remained.
“This governor was not previously aware that the invading force was led by King Corcopaca,” Mayu voiced his bad excuse with no shame. “However, although King should not be considered an enemy of the southern lords, this governor still has to ask what king aims to do here, on another lord’s estate.”
“You really have no idea what’s going on this time, right?” Corco asked, though he was fairly certain that Mayu knew exactly. He wouldn’t have just come here on a whim after all. “Ogulno went too far this time. Working with outsiders against his own people, conspiracy, and an attempted assassination on his king. After all that, do you really want to speak up for him?”
“No matter what, he is still one of the lords, and one of our own. Not to mention, Lord Ogulno is also this governor’s uncle, and ones family should be protected. This governor will not retreat until he learns what King plans to do here today.”
Again, Mayu was playing ignorant, while he indirectly accused Corco of forgetting his family ties. However, the king wasn’t in the mood to play any games.
“Really? You want to fight me to the death over this?” he asked as he leaned forward. The chair stood on a small elevation, so even in his seat, Corco towered over his cousin. “You better think about this twice. I’m not playing around this time. Don’t even think that your little army will be enough to make me retreat. This time, I will bring back Ogulno to stand trial for his crimes. Considering the things he’s done recently, and in the past few years, that’s more than within my rights.”
“And where is the evidence for these supposed crimes?” Mayu shot back straight away.
Whatever plan he had this time, it gave him enough backing to oppose Corco. Whether that was confidence or ignorance on Mayu’s part was yet to be determined.
“What, you think I suddenly lost my head and attacked a southern lord without any concrete evidence?” Corco asked while he stifled a fake laugh. “I’m not even attacking my enemies without a casus belli, let alone my allies. A couple days ago, I caught dozens of warriors from House Ogulno trespassing on my land. Now they’re my prisoners. They’ve already confessed their allegiance to House Ogulno, which is all the evidence you should need.”
Mayu once again opened his mouth, but Corco raised his hands and interrupted him.
“I know what you’re trying to say: Another lord, or maybe I myself, is trying to frame Ogulno, so we’re presenting fake warriors. But that’s a story that won’t survive any confrontation with reality and you know it. Those warriors didn’t just grow out of the ground. They’ve been part of noble society for decades. Other warriors and lords from other estates are bound to know one or two of those people I’ve caught. They’ll know where they come from as well. With this many, there’s no hiding their true identities, at least not for long. Not to mention that my advanced army pursued the rest of those escaping troops into Ogulno’s estate as well.”
Corco took a short break, but this time, Mayu didn’t do him the favor to defend the indefensible.
“I also have secured a river embankment that those people were trying to break apart,” Corco continued. “We’ve left everything the way we found it. You’re free to check it out yourself. The damage to the earth is still there, as are all the tool tossed all over the ground. There should be plenty of fingerprints too, so there’s no denying who tried to do the damage, and when.”
Again, Corco paused. Possibly because Mayu realized the trouble his uncle Ogulno was in, he was finally gearing up to speak, but the king interrupted him once again.
“Wait, I probably forgot a few things, so don’t start yet. I wrote down a little something for you.” He leaned over and pulled a stack of paper from the hands of his officer. “Here. I’ve been working on this over the past few days. This document contains a comprehensive list of all the physical evidence we found, as well as written and signed statements from the warriors we caught. Don’t even try to deny this, you’re not gonna win a debate based on facts.”
Although Corco held out the paper, Mayu made no attempt to take it. How could he, with his fists clenched like that?
“Whatever excuses you come up with, you will not punish one of our own with your despicable methods today. The lords of the south have come today to shield their own. Don’t even think about attacking Kapra!”
Now Mayu wasn’t even trying to sound formal anymore. Without any proper form of address, he pointed at Corco and screamed his vapid accusations.
“Or what?” the king asked back with a shallow smile. “Are you going to start a civil war over this! Is that the plan? Use your uncle’s death and the naivete of the lords around you to kill me, just because I stole your girl? You’ve lost your mind.”
“Your sharp tongue will not save you this time.”
Again, Mayu refused to engage Corco in proper conversation. Maybe he knew that he couldn’t win on the issues. So far, everything he had said was nothing but emotionally charged campaign slogans.
“This time, the combined lords of the south will stand to oppose your tyranny,” he continued in the same vein. “Today, this governor has come not only to defend Lord Ogulno from any injustice. No, this lord has also come to speak justice on behalf of all the lords of the south!”
Here it comes, Corco thought. What’s your real goal today, and how long have you been planning this little stunt?
“Looks like you have trouble counting,” Corco replied to take away Mayu’s momentum. “Those flags behind you certainly don’t represent all southern families, do they? You don’t even have half.”
“They represent more than enough. Including House Ogulno, a total of ten houses have come together to oppose the unclean methods of House Pluritac. As descendants of the Sachay ancestors, they will withstand the attempts of the northern imperial house to claim the power of the south and make the Sachay people slaves to the northerners!”
“Oh fuck off, little cousin! Who am I treating as slaves, exactly?” Corco asked, now just as worked up as Mayu.
Based on what did he look like an invader, exactly? House Pluritac had nothing to do with him anyways, not since his exile.
“Are the lords not slaves under the King of the South, living within their master’s house, begging for his gracious charity?” Mayu sneered. With an annoyed expression, he swept the collecting snow off his red velvet shoulders. “All the lords are stuffed together into Saniya, forced to live in that city, away from their ancestral homes, which have become harder and harder to govern and control from afar. None of them have any choice in this matter, because their great king would not bestow them any trade contracts if they are not willing to imprison themselves inside his city.”
“Oh, so now it’s my fault that I’m taking everyone to make money together? How are we supposed to negotiate any detailed deals if they’re not there in person? Via carrier pigeon? Before the Triumvirate was established, they already spent most of the year in Arguna anyways. Now they just spend most of the year in Saniya. What’s the difference?” Corco sneered as he spoke in a biting tone. “Oh woe is the brave lords, they are swimming in gold and silver while living in the greatest city in Medala. How dare I harm them so?”
“Hah, your vicious intentions have not remained hidden from the lords of the south.” Together with his fake laugh, Mayu struck a silly pose, pressing his hands into his hips. However, his words were filled with fire. “Why else would this governor be tasked with demanding back the rights that have been taken from them? With the establishment of more trade contracts, the other estates will become more and more dependent on Saniya. Even worse, what the lords receive are only crumbs of what the Pluritac estate can earn off the hard work of the Sachay people. At the same time, you stretch your hands into foreign estates by establishing the new roads and towers into lands which are not yours. Yet these towers are manned by your own people, the roads cleaned and maintained by your workers. Foreign invaders on our soil, that is what they are! Yet all these issues are nothing compared to your use of fertilizer. So long as Saniya holds full control over the distribution of fertilizer, none of the lords would ever dare to oppose their king, even if they are in the right. How can this still be considered an equal relationship?”
Finally, Corco felt like his cousin was getting to the point. Fertilizer, this was what Mayu had been aiming for all this time. His heart cooled and his muscles tensed as the king spoke his next words.
“Is this the plan then? After you’ve talked this much nonsense, you should finally be getting to the good part, right? Go ahead, state your demands.”
“The demands are simple,” Mayu said, once again with a gloating smile as if he was in full control. “The lords want nothing more than what they deserve: Security from prosecution through their king, as well as participation in the business which had made them dependents of Hosue Pluritac. In detail, the lords demand access and participation in Saniya’s fertilizer manufactory. Further, to avoid similar positions of weakness from occurring in the future, the lords also demand access to all other manufactories owned by the king, to ensure that no secret projects will threaten the sovereignty of the lords like the fertilizer has.”
“So you want to steal my property, and you think I won’t do anything about it. Very clever.”
“It is merely a supervisory function. Nothing will be taken away, so there is no theft of any kind.”
Right. It’s just a coincidence that you will be able to see all of Saniya’s trade secrets with your little setup. Not to mention, you ‘supervisors’ can invent a million reasons to take away ‘faulty machines’ or ‘insubordinate commoner experts’ to kidnap the industries over to your estates.
Finally, Mayu’s plan was revealed. The more Corco thought about it, the less it seemed like it was really his. His cousin had never been clever or insidious enough to come up with such a thorough strategy. However, the king still wasn’t too worried. For now, the lords only had demands, with barely any justification, and lacking power behind them.
“I wonder, how do you justify this nonsense exactly?” he asked thus, still in a calm tone. “I’ve never denied anyone from buying my fertilizer. It’s even being sold to the two northern kingdoms. So why would I stop selling to my own people? I’ve never used the fertilizer as a threat against you, or any other lords. And I never plan to do so. If you want, I can even write that into law. Isn’t your entire argument a bit weak?”
“The lords have seen how those are treated who do not conform to the unspoken rules. Lord Ogulno is the best example,” Mayu argued. “He has not received any fertilizer, and has been punished for remaining true to his people and staying at his estate, rather than moving to Saniya.”
“That’s his choice.” Corco shrugged. “He can buy all the fertilizer he wants, so long as he can pay for it. If he wants to move to Saniya, he is free to do so too. What am I supposed to do if he’d rather stay home and starve to death? Or do you want me to order him otherwise? I don’t demand slavish obedience from Lord Ogulno. I just want him to acknowledge that he’s not my superior, and I want him to stop assassinating me. But I guess that’s what makes me a tyrant, right? Sounds downright monstrous!”
Up until now, Corco had not taken the threats of his cousin seriously. So far, nothing during their talks had changed his mind. Even with all the brain-twisting excuses Mayu had come up with, the legal and moral right was still fully on Corco’s side. There was no reason to step back, since he was in full control. Even so, the young governor was not willing to step back either.
“No matter what you say, the lords will not stand down to tyranny this time! Your goal today is to destroy one of our own because he would not bow his head to you. But this goal will fail today. You should retreat your men, or this governor will take no responsibility for what will happen later.”
“That’s it, you lose the argument, so you put up your fists? Are you that eager to start a war with me, governor?”
Corco emphasized the word to remind Mayu of his status, and of his responsibility towards the other lords. However, he was once again thinking too highly of his cousin.
“If necessary, this governor will use force to intervene and guarantee justice for Lord Ogulno,” Mayu insisted, stubborn as ever.
Finally, Corco was really getting angry. The shallow smile faded from his face as he realized that there was no point in talking anymore. If Mayu was determined to start a fight, today Corco was willing to follow along.
“You and what army?” he asked. “You think those handful of warriors out there are gonna be an obstacle for me? Your armies aren’t even mobilized. Those leftovers out there are just whatever little strength you managed to assemble without me noticing. You have ten lords together, but didn’t even manage to collect two thousand warriors. That’s less than two hundred warriors per lord. Are you suggesting this ‘army’ of yours is a serious obstacle for me?”
“These troops are simply a sign of our determination, and a proof of things to come should King Corcopaca not see the error of his ways and compromise.” Now that he saw Corco’s smile fade, it was time for Mayu to show his teeth. “During this time, can you afford to fight a war against your own people? How many are you willing to kill, of your own, to achieve your dreams of tyranny? How many will have to suffer?”
This time, Corco was really angry. All acting was gone. Did this bastard really try to blackmail him with the lives of other Yaku? Mayu, like many others, should know how much Corco valued the lives of his people, and probably used them as a shield as his trump card. However, the king wouldn’t have backed down, even if he had been in a calmer state of mind.
“Don’t talk to me about strategy!” he shouted, rather than mention the lives that would be lost in a war. Pointing out his weakness more would only cause trouble. Instead, he would change topics and show his cousin that he could indeed afford to fight him head on. “You haven’t been in a battle all your life, you spoiled brat, let alone in a war! The war in the Verduic Sea is stable, our northern borders are secured, and the Arcavians will have no more supply lines in the east once I take out Ogulno’s snake pit.”
“And what about Saniya?” Mayu asked, now with an icy calm and a grin that turned his eyes into slits. “What about the troubles in the city?”
“Is this some sort of bluff? I was there like a week ago. Nothing’s wrong with my city.”
Although Corco said so, the ice from Mayu’s words slowly spread to Corco’s spine. Out here, he had no access to radio or his beacon towers. He had no idea what was really happening in Saniya right this moment. What had his cousin done, what was going on in his city?
“Much can happen in a short time,” Mayu said, still armed with an eerie smile. “Maybe, if King Corco insists on war today, he will have to fight not only against foreigners, not only against the warriors of his lords, but also against the people of his own city. This time, King Corcopaca, it may be wise to restrain your anger and not act on impulse, like you tend to do. This time, your rage may cause more damage than you can afford.”


Hermit's Note: Things are heating up again, time to clean out the trash.
These are the two chapters for this week. There will be two more chapters for Twisted Skies today or tomorrow.
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“The end times are here! Listen well, citizens of the accursed city, steeped in sin! Hear the words of the Divines, about the foolishness of those that guide you! Listen well, about the wrath of the heavens that will strike all who do not repent! About the evils that befall those who commit evil, those that forget their past!”
Outside of the yard of the first Tasa manufactory, a priest in a dark blue robe was walking along the street. In his hands he held a stack of papers, which contained words that no doubt explained exactly what sort of doom was about to befall everyone in this city.
These priests had appeared a few days ago, and had since continued to belt out their strange teachings without pause, from dawn to dusk. As if they knew no fatigue, they would constantly teach the people of Saniya about the prophecies and signs that foretold of the city’s destruction. In their words, the main culprit for their imminent death was usually their king, whose hubris would drive them all into an endless abyss, if they were to be believed.
The sight of the screaming priests made Sami nervous every time he saw it. Not because he believed in their doomsday prophecies, but because he feared that others in the city would. Once the priest’s voice had disappeared back into the cacophony of the streets, he let out a sigh of relief and focused on his work again.
In the front yard of Saniya’s first Tasa manufactory, mounds of materials were piled up. Various types of woods, precious and cheap, as well as different felts and furs were thrown together. In another end of the open space sat buckets of glue, as well as some more exotic materials meant to decorate more expensive goods.
Although the manufactory hadn’t officially opened its doors yet, work had already started for Sami the carpenter. After all, it was important for them to get used to their new equipment and work environment early. That way, their boss could make money as soon as the factory was done and all the workers arrived. And for Sami, a happy boss would also mean an early bonus.
Thus, the carpenter had quit his job as a barman at Ekoko’s tavern early. For weeks now, he had been working here. During that time, he had helped with the installation of various pieces of carpentry tools inside the large hall. At the same time, he had tried hard to get used to the new machines, while he always thought about ways in which they could be improved in convenience. In the process, his commitment and ability had also shown.
Thus, before he had even received his first payday, his boss had already promoted him to act as the foreman of all carpenters in the manufactory. However, if he ever wanted to see any of his increased pay, he had to at least make sure the workers under him wouldn’t slack off on their first day.
“Move it, we gotta have our first test pieces done before it gets dark!” he shouted at the listless men who were carrying the supplies at a snail’s pace. “Or we won’t be able to start work on time tomorrow! Only one day of work and we’re already a day behind! Who’s gonna pay for the delay!?”
When he saw that the workers weren’t trying any harder than before, he added, “Come on, the boss said he would come by today to take a look. You wanna show him how well you’re slacking off!?”
Finally, the workers sped up by half a step, though Sami was still dissatisfied. In his plans, he had wanted to finish up a few test pieces of furniture early on to show boss Tawo once he showed up here. After all, their entire production line had been Sami’s idea, so he was eager to prove himself.
Their new manufactory was planned to produce relatively cheap, high-quality furniture for the new financial elites of the city. Because new people were streaming into Saniya every day, there was much money to be had. Some brought their own wealth, but most of them simply found some of the very lucrative employ that the city had to offer.
Meanwhile, the trade ships continued to arrive from all over Medala and even overseas, bringing back vast riches with them. Getting rich in Saniya was as easy as it could be, of that Sami was certain.
As a result, plenty of people who hadn’t lived here for very long were suddenly making a lot of money. They had their places to stay, but often only the bare minimum things they needed to survive. Since all furniture in Saniya was still handmade by the local craftsmen, there were not nearly enough supplies to decorate all the new homes in the city. Thus, there was a massive demand for expensive, high-quality furniture at the moment.
However, the furniture imported from other parts of the Medala Empite was even more expensive than the local stuff. They were made in the same way – by the hands of master craftsmen – but now the traders also took their cut.
If the Tasa bank could put together a proper manufactory that built high-quality furniture, they could drastically reduce costs with the use of machinery and stream-lined production methods. As a result, they could offer affordable, high-quality furniture to countless newly wealthy citizens of Saniya, which would mean great profits.
At least that was the result Sami had come after extensive research. The owners of the manufactory were bankers and merchants, people who didn’t really know much about craftsmanship. Thus, they had hired many people like Sami long before they had ever opened their first manufactory.
Only once they had enough expert staff together had the owners of the Tasa Bank planned to decide what exactly they wanted to do with their new workshop. They had used the abilities of the hired experts, who were meant to provide them with options before the manufactory officially began production in late winter or early spring.
In the process, Sami’s mind and talent had stood out, which had been another reason for his early promotion. Even so, he still struggled to lead the other workers. Due to his young age and recent promotion, many didn’t take him seriously. He tried to compensate with a loud voice and harsh attitude, but the effect was often minimal. Much to his frustration, some of the other foremen could control the workers effortlessly, without even raising their voices.
“No need to work the kids too hard. It’s been a long day,” one of these easygoing foremen said.
When Sami turned around he saw Cado come towards him, as if on cue. The older man had been hired away from his previous position in one of the royal manufactories. Unlike Sami, who would only be responsible overseeing the carpentry work, Cado had actual experience running one of these modern workshops, and was thus tasked to oversee the manufactory as a whole. While they technically had the same title, Cado’s foreman position was certainly higher than Sami’s.
“Hello, Master Cado,” he thus said in a polite, careful tone. “What brings you here? I’m afraid that there isn’t much to inspect. Not until we’ve made the first test pieces.”
“I’m not here to oversee your work, youngster,” Cado said in his calming tone. “No need to worry. Rather, I brought a guest.”
From behind his back, the old foreman pushed forward a young man, whose nervous stare was locked on the ground between Sami’s feet.
“This is Kyunya,” Cado introduced. “He’s the head apprentice in master Rimaq’s print shop. They have agreed to help us print the information papers that Master Sawo requested. He’s come here to finish up the deal with us. Once you are done with your test here, it would be good if we could show him some rough results of our work, so we know what exactly to print on the paper. I mean, until now we still don’t quite know what we’ll end up selling, right? We might also need your help with a few of the more professional carpentry terms. I’m much, but I’m not a carpenter, that much I can tell you.”
“Not a problem,” Sami replied, before he turned to the print shop’s apprentice who looked no older than sixteen. “Hello, young man. I’m happy to assisst you with whatever you need. Though it may have to wait for a while, since the workers are still stowing our materials. Can’t really make a chair without wood, as you may imagine. Our raw materials came here later today, you see, so we’re behind on schedule. Might also take a few minutes until everything is cleaned up enough to sit down and have a talk, since the materials inside are a bit all over the place. I hope you don’t mind, Apprentice Kyunya.”
“Of course not, master,” Kyunya replied with an honest bow. While the young paper maker’s apprentice didn’t seem all too bothered, Cado frowned at Sami’s explanation.
“Why would the delivery of materials be late? We sent the orders early enough, right? I’m sure there was no problem with the payment either. If that darn merchant won’t give me an explanation, I’ll go and demand our money back right now.”
“They said that they were held up on the roads for hours on their way here. Everything is congested these days, so getting the heavy cargo through the roads must have been tough.”
As if on command, the reason for the congested streets appeared outside the yard once more. Again, Sami and the others could hear the priests shouting their horror tales about the end of the city.
“It won’t be because of the priests, right?” Cado asked.
“Who knows, maybe there was something else on the way.” Sami shrugged. “Could have been a broken down wagon, or an impromptu military drill blocking the road. I didn’t ask so much, was too busy thinking how we’d get our work done today before nightfall. Wouldn’t surprise me if it was the priests though. The streets have been in chaos ever since they showed up here.”
“I’m sorry,” Kyunya the apprentice suddenly said.
“What is there to be sorry about?” Sami looked at him in bemusement. “You’re not a priest in disguise, are you?”
Despite Sami’s lighthearted joke, the young apprentice didn’t seem relieved at all. In fact, his body and voice cramped up even more.
“It’s our fault that things got so bad out there,” he said. “You see, master’s print shop was the one to print all the papers that the priests have been handing out.”
“Wait, really!?” Sami asked in shock. These days, those papers were everywhere, nailed to doors and lying in the gutters. Though most of them were still in the hands of the priests, who handed them out to anyone who passed them, whether they wanted them or not.
“Yes, I told master that I thought the order was a bad idea. In those papers, they’re directly attacking the crown after all. Calling the king ‘sinful’ and ‘unfilial’. However, master said that ‘money is money’, so we took the work anyways. Even more, it’s money from the Pacha priests. He thought their words couldn’t be wrong. But when I look outside these days, I am not so sure.”
“What do you know, boy,” Cado barked. His usual, calm self had been replaced by an uncharacteristic scowl. “The priests are priests for a reason. It’s because they know better than us. That’s true in any case, and it’s even more true when it comes to stuff like this. Even our king knows that, that’s why the priests are the ones who judge criminals in our city.”
“I’ve known priests who don’t know much.” Sami sneered. Now he was getting heated up as well. “Back home, there was an endless supply of those. Guys who just wanted to take your money in exchange for some nice, fake words about your dead uncle. In the first place, what can these people know about Saniya? Almost all the priests walking on the streets are outsiders. This city is like no place else in the kingdom. How would they know enough about it to judge us all as sinners and beasts? They’re just making the people in the city nervous with their talk of doom and end times.”
“They’re connected to the mysteries of the world!” Cado shouted back. “That’s how they know these things! They’re reading the future of the city, not trying to understand our economic system! No matter how many schools our city has, the priests will always know more about the future than anyone else. No one else can even begin to understand it! The priests have long predicted trouble, and the last few years were nothing but trouble for most folks with all the wars and extra kings. They’ve been right all this time, why would they be wrong this time!? What they’re saying makes sense too. Sooner or later, the lightning will destroy this place!”
“Isn’t that just superstition?” Stuck in between the two shouting foremen, Kyunya made a hesitant remark. “In school, they told us that lightning is just a natural form of energy. It’s not a divine force at all. I don’t think there can be so much lightning that it destroys an entire city.”
“In the last thunderstorm a few days ago, I saw a lightning strike the top of Rapra Castle with my own eyes, just like the priests are saying,” Cado insisted, seemingly proud of his experience. “That place is being punished by the Divines, as far as I’m concerned. Something big will happen soon, and these things don’t happen when the nobles adhere to the old rules. Our king made so many new laws that he forgot about the ancient ones. Because those were made for a reason.”
“Well, no matter what you say, I find this whole thing suspicious,” Sami replied. He was glad that Kyunya had spoken up and calmed things down a bit. At least now, he was no longer in a shouting match with his direct superior. “The priests suddenly showed up in the dozens, the second the king left the city. They all talk the same talk, they cover the streets of the city well without getting into each other’s way, and they’ve even spent big on those papers they are handing out. They’re way too organized, I think. It smells fishy, like they’re planning something bad.”
“They can be well-organized and well-meaning. If they’ve seen the city’s impending doom in the quicksilver, why wouldn’t they try their best to prevent it?” Cado insisted again.
“If they really cared about the people in the city, they wouldn’t warn us like this. All the shouting is only making more chaos. This way, something really will happen, but it won’t be because of divine force. The people in the city are already on edge with all the wars happening all at once. If the king doesn’t come back soon, this whole town will go up in flames, and then there might not even be anything to come back to.”
Unbeknownst to the people in the yard, while they were arguing, the king had already rushed back into his city, to put out another fire that had sprung up around him, this time in his own backyard.


Hermit's Notes: Yup, a bit late on the two chapters this week. Sorry about that.
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Despite Mayu’s warning, Corco didn’t feel the need to lift his siege on Kapra. He wasn’t intimidated by empty, vague threats, and wouldn’t do anything without some more intelligence.
Said intelligence arrived a day later, together with a reason to retreat. One of Corco’s runners reached him with a message from Saniya that day. Although the message wasn’t all too clear on the details, the contents were alarming enough for the king to rush back home straight away.
Still, although he had to give up on punishing Ogulno for now, he wouldn’t just give in like that. For now, he retreated with his army, but left most of his men behind in the Utusku territory of Lord Macuy, just north of Kapra.
Together with the thousand that were already stationed there, there were now five thousand soldiers total on the eastern border. Facing such a threat, the Arcavians would not dare to continue their raids across the border. At the same time, the stationed troops would also prevent Mayu and his warriors from pursuing the king as he rushed back home.
Five thousand men were more than enough to hold off whatever small force Mayu and Ogulno could muster in the short-term, especially as the defending army. One of his officers was left in charge, so their leadership would also be stable enough to hold on until Corco had cleaned up whatever mess had been caused back home.
With his back secured for now and all of his commoner soldiers left behind, the king could speed ahead much faster than before. It only took him a day until he and a small contingent of elite cultivator guards from among the ghost warriors returned to Saniya.
As soon as he entered the city, he could feel the change in atmosphere. There were even more people on the street than usual, attracted by priests who were shouting strange slogans into the evening air.
Unlike before, when a full street in Saniya would have been accompanied by a rich, lively atmosphere, now the people seemed nervous and confused. With shrunken necks, they glanced at each other, the castle in the distance, or the cloudy sky up above. Luckily, Corco had changed out of his impractical purple robe before he had begun his sprint back home, so no one took particular notice of him until he reached Rapra Castle. He never stopped once.
While it would have been useful to scope out the mood of his citizens in the streets, he had to get a general idea of their situation first. For that, he had to come to his center of power, to get a more detailed report from his people.
“So, what the hell happened this time?” Corco asked into the room.
For this briefing, everyone with any kind of power in the castle had been assembled in Corco’s study. In fact, they had to change rooms to the large study he rarely used, since there were so many people present.
Sumaci sat next to him and looked guilty. Meanwhile, everyone else, from Fadelio, over Tama, Atau and Brym to Ronnie, looked deeply concerned by what was going on. Even the police chief Quato, who never seemed too emotional, sported a deep frown.
“I’m sorry,” Sumaci said first. “This is my fault. I should have seen the signs sooner.”
When she spoke up, Corco realized that she must have felt horrible about the state of the city. After all, she had been put in charge by him, and was thus responsible for anything that happened during his absence. Before Corco could reassure his wife and ease her worries, someone else did so first, someone the king had never expected to help out.
“There was nothing to see.” Tama said in an annoyed tone. “If anything, this is something the ghosts should have spotted early. But those people practically came out of nowhere.”
“Okay, but blame won’t get us anywhere for now,” Corco said.
Although he was happy that they were all blaming themselves, rather than each other, it wasn’t exactly constructive. At least their conversation had helped him calm down somewhat, so he could analyze the situation with a sharp mind.
“First, I’d like to know what exactly is happening in our city,” he said.
“I’ll officially start the briefing then.” Fadelio stood up to speak. “One day after you left, Governor Mayu took most of his guards and left the city, though we felt that there was no particular reason to react to his departure.”
The statement felt outrageous to Corco who had seen Mayu’s army, but he stayed calm. Fadelio wasn’t someone known to be careless, so he was bound to have his reasons.
“Why not?” the king asked thus. “Mayu leaving right after me would have been highly suspicious, right?”
“According to our intelligence, there was no mass mobilization of warriors in Puscanacra or any of the other estate capitals,” Tama explained. “With the limited number of troops they could raise without our notice, Governor Mayu was not considered a major threat.”
“I still sent a message along the beacon towers as soon as he left, but it seems like you were no longer in range of the towers and could not be reached in a short time,” Fadelio added.
“At that point, we had already received your message about the Yaku warriors who tried to flood the road,” Atau said. “Their whole timing was really tight. They must have planned this thing for a long time. Lots of moving parts to it, and it all must have worked out just the way they thought it would.”
“So when do the priests come into play?” Corco asked. “They didn’t grow out of the ground, did they? Mitosis maybe?”
“The priests showed up not long after we sent you the message,” Fadelio said, while ignoring his king’s fantastic sense of humor. “Two days after you left, a large number of priests started migrating into the city here all at once. Their actions seemed very targeted, and were clearly planned out ahead of time.”
“Interestingly, none of the local priests are actively participating in this action, even though we have a lot of extra Pacha priests in the city who serve as judges. These new ones came from all over the empire,” Tama added. “Some were probably laying in wait in the villages and towns around Saniya, but most of them arrived all at once, by ship. Entire ships filled with holy men, coming here either through the rivers, or from the ports in the north.”
“Northerners? So once again, everyone’s playing along to fuck us.”
Although the involvement of northerners in this operation was news to him, he wasn’t shocked. Mayu and Ogulno seemed eager to conspire with the Arcavians, so why wouldn’t they work with the northern kingdoms as well?
“That’s what it looks like,” Fadelio said. “Once they landed, we realized that something was up. But by then there was nothing we could do.”
“We could always just imprison them. Then they cannot spout their lies any longer. There, problem solved.”
As if she wasn’t insinuating anything dangerous, Tama just threw her outrageous suggestion into the room. From her annoyed tone, Corco could tell that this wasn’t the first time he had offered that plan. Right after, Fadelio’s response also told him that this wasn’t the first time they had fought over it either.
“On what grounds?” he asked. “They didn’t do anything but talk big, and they are priests. Do you want to start arresting priests in the middle of the city, just because you don’t like what they have to say?”
“With all due respect, Lady Tamaya, arrests are not an avenue we can pursue, not if we wish to adhere to King Corco’s laws,” Quato the police chief added. Since he was one of Tama’s former confidantes, Corco was surprised to actually see him refute her.
“Fine, but we could always close down the ports at least, right?” Tama still insisted. “We need to guarantee that these priests don’t increase their numbers even more.”
“Again, I believe that this plan seems a bit rash and ill-advised.” This time, Brym replied in a calm tone. “We’re a port town now. Any day of closed ports is poison for our reputation and will cost us more money and influence in the long run than anyone here can afford.”
“Not to mention, the priests are already here,” Ronnie added. “Closing the ports now will achieve nothing.”
“We’ve all had this discussion before,” Sumaci concluded the debate. “In the end, by the time they landed here, there was nothing we could do to prevent their actions. Just like Advisor Fadelio said.”
As soon as Sumaci spoke up, the debate among Corco’s staff was over. More than anything, he was glad to see that they were respecting his wife in this way. No matter what she said, it seemed like she had proven herself capable when he had been away. After a short while, Corco nodded towards Fadelio to continue the briefing.
“Once the priests had landed here, they started to walk the streets and preach about the sins of the city,” the advisor said. “Their overall accusations are vague, but most of them hint that we’ve lost our way with all the progress in the city, and how our arrogance made our ancestors and the heavens angry. They’ve also been handing out these papers to the masses on the street.”
Fadelio handed Corco a piece of paper small enough to easily hold in one hand. It was printed all over with font in various sizes, eye-catching and easy to read.
City of Sin. Haunting spirits of our ancestors. Wrath of the heavens. Who comes up with this shit?
“Where did these things come from?” Corco asked. The flyer looked too well-made to come from anywhere outside of Saniya. Only here did the people have the kind of high-quality printing presses to do a fine job like that. Not to mention, the flyers weren’t written in classic Yaku writing. Rather, they were printed in the new Yaku script that Corco had specifically designed years back to make learning and printing the written word easier.
“We’ve traced the papers back to a small, private print shop of one ‘Master Rimaq’,” Quato explained. “But again, there is nothing we can do. He’s not breaking any laws, so if he’s willing to value money over the city’s stability, we really can’t do anything to stop him.”
“He could always have an accident,” Tama suggested, but her words made Corco frown. Once again, Tama’s solutions were too aggressive and short-sighted.
“There will be no accidents in my city,” he insisted. “We don’t want to give our enemies any more ammunition to attack us with. There’s always a better solution than murder. Let’s try and find it.”
“See, that’s what I said, Laqhis,” Atau chimed in with a big grin on his face.
“You did not say a thing, dear husband.” Tama turned towards the admiral.
“Well, maybe you just didn’t hear me.”
While the couple was bickering, Corco returned to the topic at hand.
“My people aren’t that dumb, right?” he asked Fadelio as he pointed at the flyer. “Will anyone actually believe this crap?”
That was Corco’s biggest gripe with the story so far. In his understanding, so long as the people’s lives were getting better, they would ignore any naysayers, especially if they didn’t have any evidence for their claims. Nowhere did the people’s lives improve faster than in Saniya, so what was the problem? Was the influence of the priests really so large that they could override people’s happiness with a single word?
“Responses have been mixed,” Fadelio said. “Many in the city didn’t care at first, but there are always some who believe in the stories, and it seems like the numbers are growing. It doesn’t take too many of those to make the rest of the citizens nervous. Once a few people are riled up, they spread the atmosphere and everything after that becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy.”
“The police can’t do anything?” the king asked Quato. “I know they can’t arrest the priests because of their words, but they’re still creating a public disturbance, right? When I came through the city earlier, half the roads were blocked by them. If we catch them on public disturbance, we can’t hold them longer than a few days, but at least we should be able to limit their actions, right?”
“Unfortunately, King Corco, they are priests, as mentioned before. Even if the police force has grounds to arrest them, the citizens around them would not allow it. We might even cause violence with our actions. Not to mention, many of our officers wouldn’t dare hold the priests even if they committed more serious crimes. Our men are all Pacha adherents, after all.”
“Plus, most of our judges are still priests too,” Sumaci added with a sigh. “Even if the priests in the streets do break the law, and even if we do get to arrest them without our police or the citizens starting a rebellion, do we really want to trust our judges to give them a proper trial? They will just let their fellow priests go anyways. Legal means will not do us any good here. We’ll have to look for a different solution, something outside the box. You’re best at that stuff, so we were really hoping that you had an idea.”
Exhausted by the bombardment of information, Corco slumped back in his chair. How had his enemies managed to cause this big of a mess with such a small move? It was baffling.
“Every time I come back, it’s like the sky is about to fall on our heads,” he moaned.
“This time, it really may,” Ronnie said in a quiet tone, but in the silent room, it was impossible to miss.
“And what does that mean, oh cryptic master? Don’t tell me it gets worse.”
An annoyed Corco asked Ronnie, but the chemist just looked over to Fadelio to explain.
“Well, on the first day they arrived, the words of the priests didn’t actually have a great effect. Most people just ignored them,” Corco’s attendant explained. “After all, many people live very well in the city and don’t want to see a disturbance, not to mention that there are plenty of young people who have studied in our schools. They’re more realistic about things, so they wouldn’t believe the mysticism from the priests that easily.”
“But?”
“But on the night the priests arrived, there was a thunderstorm… and two lightning strikes hit the castle, in plain view of everyone.”
Everyone in the room looked dignified, even though they should have already known about this news before. In fact, Quato looked pale, and downright terrified.
“Is this truly the wrath of the heavens?” he mumbled as he stared at the pamphlet on the table, which only stoked Corco’s anger.
“Wrath of heaven my ass!” he shouted as he swept the paper off the table. “It’s the fucking lightning rod we installed on top of the castle. It’s the highest place in the city by far, with the best conductivity. Of course all the lightning is gonna hit there!”
“Well, no matter how we explain that to the people, most won’t believe us. Not in the current mood.” Sumaci sighed again. No doubt, she had already tried to explain the real cause of the lightning and had failed to reach anyone.
For the first time, Corco’s technological advantage had become a problem. How would he ever explain how electricity worked to a religious, uneducated citizen while a priest was constantly shouting propaganda in his ear?
Once again, he felt exhausted and slumped back into his chair. Although he really wanted to end the meeting and brainstorm ideas for solutions instead, they were still not done. They hadn’t even begun to talk about Mayu’s incoming army yet. This would be another long night for the King of the South.
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Right. So... about two years ago, when I started this patreon account, I set a goal that I'd guarantee three chapters a week should the total monthly pledges exceed $250.
Honestly, I didn't think that would happen, ever. Even less after I just kept disappearing over the course of this year. To everyone's shock and surprise (mostly mine), we've actually passed 250 at some point over the last week!
I want to thank you all, for your continued support, despite my streak of laziness and inconsistent updates. I'll stick to my promise of three chapters a week (for Enlightened Empire). I'll also make an honest effort to be better with regular updates in the future. For a start, I'll try to post a few chapters ahead.
I plan to - informally - post a new chapter a day for the higher tiers to read right away, and as stock in case things get busy for me in real life again. I'll start with that today, though I won't pressure myself to get this done every day, lest I disappear again.
Updates to other projects will happen somewhere in between that, we'll see how it goes. I hope it'll go as well as the last two years. Thanks again, and I'll see you around.


Cheers,
S.H.
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Although they had only addressed one of their two major problems so far, morale in the briefing was already low. While they contemplated their difficult position, everyone sat in thought. In the silence, Sumaci stood up and walked towards the bar in the corner of the room.
With everyone else watching on, the clanging of glass and ice rang through the room, as the queen prepared an old-fashioned with the rye whiskey the city had started to produce. It wasn’t her usual fare. Rather, the kind of drink her husband would enjoy.
“Oh, thank you for that,” Corco said. “I guess we could all use a drink right now.”
“Oh, I’m sorry. Did you want one too?”
Sumaci half-turned towards Corco and took a sip of her liquor. The playful smile on her face together with her casual tone caused some chuckles in the room.
“Yes, very funny, very annoying.”
Although Corco played the role of annoyed husband, he was glad that Sumaci had managed to break the tension in the room. Thus, the meeting was on a short break until everyone had a drink in front of them. With their spirits renewed and some liquor to dull the pain, the king decided to continue the briefing.
“Okay, enough for now about the depressing priest shit,” Corco concluded their previous topic. “We can’t come up with a proper solution anyways, not until we have a full picture. So let’s move on to the next issue.”
He looked at Fadelio and asked, “Is there anything else you need to add on your end? Because if not, I’ll have to inform everyone about Mayu’s goals, and how they play into what’s happening in the city right now.”
“I would still have to sum up some more issues in the city, like the increased crime rates,” Fadelio replied, “but compared to everything else, those problems are minor. We can take care of them later, after we all have a complete picture.”
“Right, so it’s my turn then.” Corco clapped his hands to get everyone’s attention, even though all eyes were on him already. “While you were struggling here, I was dealing with House Ogulno. You should know why, right?”
“Yes, we received the message,” Fadelio said.
“Right, so I was out to catch Ogulno back home, since I was getting tired of his shit. And who do you think shows up to defend his precious uncle?”
“I’ll tell you,” Corco said before anyone could even try to guess. The guess would have been way too easy anyways. “It’s Mayu, appearing out of nowhere, together with an army of about two thousand warriors.”
“That’s impossible! How did he raise that many men without our notice!?” Tama stood up in shock. If Atau hadn’t been quick with his hands, her drink would have spilled all over the expensive carpet.
“Well, he didn’t raise them alone, that’s for sure,” Corco said and took a sip from his own glass. The alcohol was smooth and cool, a mood he hoped to project to his staff as well.
“So he was representing other lords besides himself,” Sumaci mused. “In that case, they can all chip in a few men and come up with a rather large number.”
“That’s exactly it! Ten points to Gryffindor! He is traveling under the flags of the southern lords, tasked to represent them.”
After Corco’s revelation, everyone was stunned into silence again. The king continued to enjoy his drink while the others gathered themselves.
“Wait, all of them?” Fadelio was the first to snap out of the confusion.
“Nah, nothing that extreme. If we count Ogulno and Mayu himself, he ‘only’ has ten estates under his belt.”
“That’s… still way too many. How can there be this many traitors?” Sumaci asked in a low voice repressed from shock.
Since she had only been a fringe figure during the succession war, she had never really seen Medalan lords fight each other. Maybe the last few years of relative harmony between the southern lords had given her the false impression that friendly cooperation was normal for them. Now, she would finally realize just how fickle and selfish the nobles of their kingdom were.
“Well, the benefits he offers are are good. That’s about all they need.” Corco shrugged as if he wasn’t fuming inside as well.
Although he knew that these people were easily bought, the southern lords still had made a fortune under his leadership. Not to mention all the Saniya soldiers who had died protecting the southern kingdom from foreign invasion over the last few years. All the lords of the south owed Corco a great debt, so their betrayal was especially painful.
“As their representative, Mayu’s asking us to hand over the recipe for the fertilizer to the southern lords, and to give them supervisory power over all our other industries,” Corco continued in a calm tone, despite his own anger.
“Oh, he can fuck right off!” Atau shouted. This time, it was Tama’s turn to hold his drink.
“See, that’s what I said, but he tells me that he wants to raise an army if we don’t retreat. What am I supposed to do with that information?”
“Then we’ll just fight them if he wants to die so bad!” Atau insisted.
“Another war? Against our own people?” Fadelio asked before Corco could. There was a frown on his face, and he hadn’t touched his own drink even once.
“Yeah, if we fight now, it’ll be bloody, and nasty,” the king added to Fadelio’s concerns. “Even if we win, we can forget about peacefully taking over the estates of the losing lords like we planned. For most of the locals there, we would be looking like invaders, not liberators. Not to mention that there’s no guarantee we’d win the war in the first place. There’s plenty of enemies to go around.”
“So who are our allies?” As usual, Sumaci asked the most important question. “Since only nine of the lords are siding with Mayu, surely at least a few of them would stick with us as well, right?”
“There should be. We’ll need any sort of help we can get, so we should contact all the remaining lords who aren’t part of Mayu’s group already.”
Corco pulled out a piece of paper and began to write down the names of their potential allies.
“First, I’m sure Lord Macuy is a dead set ally of ours,” he explained. “House Macuy used to essentially be servants under House Ogulno. But a couple years ago, their lord used Ogulno’s weakness to align himself with us and get rid of Kapra’s influence. I’m sure my uncle hasn’t forgotten about that. Plus, Macuy’s Utusku territory is not only right north of the Ogulno estate, he’s also on the eastern front. So he will need our protection from both Kapra and the Arcavians. If he wants to survive the war, he needs our protection. He’s about as safe of an ally as we can get, I’d say.”
“It would still be better to remain careful and properly probe his intentions,” Tama said. “There is no reason to take any unnecessary risks.”
In response, Corco nodded.
“True. You can do that stuff at your own discretion, just send me reports with the results later. There’s also Lord Huaman of House Queru. He’s been one of our first allies in the south, and his flag wasn’t with Mayu’s army either.”
“That’s a bit of a surprise,” Atau said as his eyes checked the map in the corner of the room. “House Queru is all the way on the southern coast, with Puscanacra between him and us. Wouldn’t he be isolated and at the mercy of Governor Mayu if he insists to stick with us?”
“Lord Huaman is a man of great integrity and loyalty,” Fadelio replied. “I’m sure he’ll support us so long as he thinks that our cause is just.”
While Corco wouldn’t be as quick as his attendant to believe in honor and loyalty, he was inclined to agree this time. Huaman had been one of Corco’s first allies in the south, even though back then, there was no large benefit for him to do so. In general, the king judged Huaman to be someone who valued long-term alliances, so he was at least 90% sure that they could count on his troops.
“Beyond that, there are also House Llasto’s Rufalasta south of Port Ulta and House Makipura’s Tacicir estate north of Qarasi Castle in the Narrows,” the king continued. “Both estates are isolated from the rest of the kingdom and on the front lines. Both will need our help if they want to survive the war, since both are targeted by enemies across their borders. So they’ll know who to support. That should be it as far as guaranteed allies go.”
“Sp only four names.” Sumaci frowned as she looked over at Corco’s list. “That leaves another seven estates undecided, right?”
“Six,” Fadelio corrected her. “We obviously can’t count Port Ulta on our side.”
“The allegiance of the last six lords will be a lot harder to read, I think,” Corco said. On the way here, he already had plenty of time to think about their position. “They could throw their support either way, though the fact that they haven’t joined Mayu yet bodes well. I think we’ll be able to keep them at least neutral in a war. I mean, Mayu and his gang have taken a very extreme attitude this time. I wouldn’t be surprised if they considered anyone who doesn’t align with them an enemy by default. So I’m sure we’ll be able to win at least a few more of the neutrals over.”
Again, everyone returned to silence, as Corco looked over the names of undecided estates he had just written down.
“To be honest, the most surprising among the neutral names is Cashan,” he said. “No idea what to do with them.”
“The little pirate lord Villca isn’t siding with Mayu?” Atau asked. “Now there’s a shock.”
“That’s right. Considering our mixed relationship with them, I expected them to go along with Mayu, but it seems like they’re smarter than the rest,” Corco replied.
“This could be our chance!” Fadelio realized as he looked at the map again. “If we can win them over, their two allied estates east of here will join us as well. That would be three more estates fighting for us. Once we count the Chawir marshes as an estate as well, that would give us eight estates to Mayu’s ten. Those already sound like manageable odds.”
“What about our commoner armies then?” Sumaci asked, her own drink gripped tight in her hands. “I thought the number of trained troops is going up quickly? Surely, Saniya’s troops cannot be measured up by the power of a single estate.”
“That would be correct.” Fadelio said. “As our population has grown over the years, we’ve continued to increase the size of our military to maintain close to a 10% ratio of active soldiers. Not only Saniya has been growing in size, but Harkay town and even the surrounding villages have expanded in size as we reclaim and cultivate more and more land. By now, our army has a size of around 30,000 soldiers total, which is enough to match at least five or six average southern estates. Those calculations don’t include the advantage we have in weaponry either. In large scale battles, that advantage of firearms is far more pronounced, so our advantage grows even further.”
“Then why the long debate!?” An excited Tama asked. “We just fight them as soon as possibl. We wipe out the armies of the rebellious lords before they are fully mobilized, so the war won’t affect the people. Then, we force the lords into a peace contract that lets us go back to how things were before, minus some powers and rights for the rebels.”
Corco could only sigh at Tama’s gordian knot-type solution.
“Your enthusiasm is commendable, Lady Tamaya, and I’d love to just go out and beat all the rebels to death as well… But as usual, it’s not that simple. You’re forgetting that these ten estates are not the only enemies we have. There’s still two armies waiting for a chance to invade on our northern borders, both Pacha and House Ichilia. And then there’s the Arcavians in the east as well. All of them are ready to pounce as soon as we’re busy with something else, like, say, a civil war.”
“It’s all planned out well in advance,” Fadelio realized. “All of them have coordinated to take us down.”
“You wanna hear the worst part?” Atau asked as he swung around the drink in his hand. Alcohol spilled over the brim and landed on the carpet. No wonder, since this was already his second drink in a short time. However, as an experienced drinker, he was still sharp enough to make his point. “Even if there is a war, there is no guarantee our soldiers would properly fight anyways. You’ve seen how things are in the city. All the people got confused by those damn priests. Well, turns out, soldiers are people too. If we fight now, I guarantee you that we won’t fight with good morale… And in the worst case, we’d have to deal with mass-defections too.”
“That’s what it comes down to,” Corco concluded. He had come to a similar result in his head, but hearing it all laid out by someone else made the danger feel even more real. “Powerful outside threats, who are waiting until our inside threats have ground us down enough that we become easy pickings. We managed to resolve our fight in the Verduic Sea early, which is our biggest advantage, but I don’t think it’s enough. Unless we can solve the internal problems all at once before the northerners and Arcavians can react, there’s a real chance of total destruction this time.”
“So what, do we send assassins and try to catch all the conspirators at once? Sow some chaos in the enemy estates, make them careful, and win enough time to stabilize the situation at home.”
Corco didn’t even have to look over to know that this was another one of Tama’s plans.
“That may have been an option before, but now all the lords who oppose us have left Saniya,” Sumaci said before Corco could. “Are we meant to assassinate them in their army camps? Even if you manage to sneak a couple ghosts in there, we absolutely won’t catch all of them. Once we attack the lords directly, we just turn our standoff into a proper war, which is exactly what we don’t want.”
“I might be repeating myself, but there won’t be any killing,” Corco added. “It’s poor form, not to mention counterproductive. For now, we need to contact all the neutral lords. I’m willing to make some concessions, so long as we can increase the number of our allies. Let’s stall for time until we’ve done so… and hopefully, that will also give us enough room to find a better solution to our problem. Because if we don’t, we can only go to war.”
By now, Corco had begun to formulate a solution to their problems in his head, even though he really didn’t like the plan he had come up with.
“So what does stalling for time mean, exactly?” Fadelio asked, ready to write down his master’s orders.
“It means giving in, of course,” Corco said as if it was the most normal thing in the world. “We’ll give Mayu and his gang exactly what they want.”
“What!?”
“That’s ridiculous! We’re just giving up like this!?”
As expected, the room exploded after Corco offered his solution. However, the king remained calm.
“If we don’t give in before they assemble their army, they attack us.” He shrugged. “And then we can’t stall for time anyways. Plus, it’s not like I’m willing to just let them do whatever they want.”
Corco turned towards Ronnie, who had been silently watching the meeting all this time while drinking hos ostentatious, bright red cocktail.
“Great master Hieronymus, if those lords send people into your lab, how long can you stall them before they can steal our technology? Without breaking any laws, if you can.”
With just a little hint, Ronnie understood Corco straight away. That much was obvious from his sly grin.
“In the chemistry lab, I can stall them however long I want. Don’t worry, oh noblest of kings. I know what to do. The other manufactories might be a problem though.”
“Wherever we can’t stop them, we can just close down for a while. Fire hazards, spies, unsafe working conditions, there are plenty of excuses to temporarily deny them entry,” Brym added. “With our current finances, we can probably close down all our manufactories until the end of winter. By then, we really need to get our economy going again, or we’ll run out of money to pay our soldiers.”
“And there it is. Enough time bought to do something productive with.” As he addressed the whole room, Corco spread his arms. After, he turned to Brym again. “Though we should throw them a bone to make sure they don’t throw a fit first. It’s fine if they get a few minor bits of technology, so long as they don’t take away anything important. I won’t have my shiny, new industry gutted by them. In the meantime, I’ll look for a solution from the side of the Pacha priests.”
“And how will that work?” Atau asked. “They don’t seem like they’re willing to cooperate any more. And they’ve wasted all the good faith we may have had in them before.”
While the religious Corco didn’t want to admit it, he had to agree. After the sudden verbal attack from the priests, there was no more trust between the parties. In fact, the priests may as well have declared war on the southern kingdom at this point. Still, he had to do his due diligence and at least try to reconcile.
“Well… they’re only here because of a few disagreements, right?” he said, while counting the disagreements on his fingers. “The mercury in the thermometers, firing some priest judges, ordering the map makers to depict actual geography, rather than come up with fantasy maps… We can’t really move on most positions, but we can compromise in one or two areas. Plus, we can compensate them in other ways too. At least there’s a chance that the priests are just fishing for benefits with their recent power move. Everyone should go prepare for the return of Mayu and his gang of bandits. Meanwhile, I’ll talk the priests into a compromise.”
“And what if they’re not willing to compromise?” Sumaci asked.
At the thought of his alternative plan, Corco’s brow furrowed deeply. He stared at the small rest of liquor in his glass, before he downed it all at once.
“Let’s hope it won’t come to that,” he said at last.
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Another cloudy morning promised another dire day for Saniya. Before the sun had even come up, an army of messengers had already left the city walls and spread out on the highways all throughout the southern kingdom. Within two days, they would reach all estate capitals in the kingdom, and send Corco’s temporary concessions to Mayu and his supporters.
If Mayu wasn’t too stubborn, the messengers would interrupt his wartime preparations and prevent an immediate war. They would also win some much-needed time for Corco’s staff. With that time, they could improve their political position. On top of that, they could try to come up with better solutions to their many problems, before Mayu and his gang used their newly gained power to do irreversible damage to Saniya.
The most important part to this dance on a knife’s edge was Corco, who, first thing in the morning, prepared to meet with the representative for the Pacha priests in Saniya. All this time, Corco had dealt with the young priest Watachay, apprentice to the old Grand Reader on top of Mount Urquna. Thus, he was greatly surprised when another figure entered his study instead, though it was one he was also quite familiar with.
Over the past few years, Watayi had been one of the priests Corco had hired to map out his kingdom for him. He had also been the one who had complained about the traveling folk and wanted to keep the disappearing Eternal Ice on the map. Later, Watayi had lost his job over these issues. Now, he stood in front of his former boss with a haughty look on his face.
In the presence of his king, the lower-ranked Watayi should have bowed, and he should have introduced himself and greeted his king first. However, the priest did nothing of the sort. Instead, he just walked right up to Corco’s desk and sat in a seat opposite the king. With a provocative look that reeked of a small man with a strong backing, he waited in silence, seemingly in no haste to start the conversation.
“Master Watayi. Please take a seat,” Corco said in a dry voice after he realized that they wouldn’t get anywhere by staring at each other. “What a surprise to see you here.”
“King Corcopaca. Why would this divine man’s appearance be a surprise?” The priest’s smile narrowed just the tiniest bit, as did his eyes. One sentence in, his negotiation partner was already unhappy. However, no matter how unreasonable Watayi was, Corco was eager for a proper deal with the Pacha priests. If they could mend their relationship, many of Saniya’s problems would disappear straight away. Thus, despite his better judgment, he tried to explain himself.
“Well, usually, Apprentice Watachay shows up when the priesthood wants to convey a message to me,” he said. “He’s easy to talk to, and we know each other well. I’m just wondering why he didn’t come here this time.”
Watayi’s sneer deepened, and his next words confirmed Corco’s worst fears.
“Watachay is no apprentice any longer. He has been cast out by the Grand Reader, and has thus been relieved of his previous duties and privileges as part of the Pacha priesthood.”
“I see.” Corco tried to hide the concern in his voice. “May I ask what he has done wrong to deserve such a harsh treatment?”
“King Corcopaca should know very well about Apprentice Watachay’s failings. After all, he has committed his crimes based on King Corcopaca’s insistence. Led astray by a misguided layman, the priest’s mind was poisoned. Once the poor soul tried to spread these lies to other priests, the Grand Reader had no choice but to cast him aside. King Corcopaca’s question is very inappropriate. As the main culprit, King should show more humility, and not pretend ignorance.”
Again, Corco was surprised to see Watayi so aggressive. Not long ago, the priest had been one of Corco’s subordinates, and had often pretended to be meek and submissive in front of him. Now, apparently with the full support of Medala’s priesthood, he had become an entirely different person. This attitude really gave the king a headache. If Watayi was already acting like this now, it really didn’t bode for the rest of their negotiations.
At the same time, Corco was worried about Watachay. The young priest had shared many enlightening conversation with the young king. Together, they had planned to steer the religious development of Medala in a positive direction. They had imagined a future in which the Pacha faith would become an important, positive force in Corco’s ideal kingdom.
Watachay’s sudden and unplanned disappearance could mean nothing good for his well-being. Of course, Corco also knew what Watayi was suggesting with his accusations. The last time he had met Watachay at his new university, the king had suggested that he try to establish a reformist force within the ranks of young Pacha priests.
Although Corco was deeply worried about the fate of someone he considered a friend, he knew that asking Watayi about it wouldn’t have any effect. If anything, his former subordinate would just use the chance to make some more vaguely threatening, snide remarks. Thus, he chose to move on for now and play the host. With any luck, Watayi’s attitude was nothing but the comeuppance of a disgruntled former employee, and not the official stance of all Pacha priests. If he satisfied his vanity a bit, maybe the priest would calm down.
“All right, in that case, I am happy to welcome Priest Watayi, and hope that we will have a positive cooperation,” he said, rather than complain. However, despite his diplomatic words and frank smile, the priest still didn’t look any more cooperative.
Instead, Watayi snorted and said, “Then this priest will hope that King Corcopaca will show more restraint and humility towards the priesthood in the future. Otherwise, the consequences are not what a mere king can bear.”
“Right.” What else was Corco supposed to say to that? “Anyways, can I offer you any refreshments? A cup of tea, or maybe some cake?”
“No need. This priest is busy with many matters, and does not expect this conversation to take up much of his time,” Watayi replied as he pretended to be in a sour mood. Though his acting was poor, and the raised corners of his lips told Corco that he was really enjoying this.
At this point, Corco realized that civility would get him nowhere here, so he simply gave up his previous approach. Watayi had clearly come here with a grudge, so no matter how many concessions the king made for the priest with a lower social standing, it would only inflate Watayi’s ego even more.
While he wasn’t really worried about the disgruntled Watayi, he was deeply troubled over the reason the high priests had sent someone like him to represent them. Maybe he had simply been picked because he had been working for Corco before and could thus bridge the gap between the two sides, but in that case, the high priests had made a poor choice.
“So what exactly brings you here then?” the king tried again to start a conversation, though his tone was now a lot less friendly.
“This priest has simply come to bring a warning to King, a warning that has also been extended to all people in this city doomed to damnation in the eternal abyss. Turn back now and repent your crimes against the Divines, or face their wrath.”
You’re trying really hard to make me facepalm.
Despite the priest’s theatrical nonsense, Corco was still willing to play nice, though Watayi was really taxing his patience by now.
“I understand your concern,” he lied. “And I also understand the good intentions of the priests. Everyone is very grateful for the effort the Pacha priesthood has put into saving Saniya. Not once in my life have I seen so many priests in one place as I have on my streets these days. There weren’t even that many priests in Arguna during the Succession War.”
For once, Corco tried to be subtle, rather than direct. Not only had he hinted at the obviously over the top attack the priests were launching on his city, his mention of Arguna also hinted at more malicious intentions. During the Succession War, the Pacha priests had been eager to gain political power within the Silver Palace, which had almost cost them everything by supporting Pachacutec’s group.
After all, Pacha’s father Caelestis and his ancestor Viribus had long planned to remove the Pacha faith from the city and replace it with another, one more willing to play along with their megalomaniac games. Thus, Corco’s mention of Arguna was both an objection to the ambitions of the priests, as well as a warning about their recent alignment with his uncle Pachacutec. However, if Watayi understood Corco’s complaint, he certainly didn’t show it.
“Yes, the high priests are greatly concerned about Saniya,” he simply said. “By itself, the fact that more Pacha priests have traveled to Saniya than to Arguna should show King how dire the situation is.”
I understand,” Corco repeated, now already frowning. “As king, I am responsible for the well-being of my people, and want to do whatever I can to ensure their continued prosperity and happiness. However, I am not responsible for the well-being of their souls. I have listened to the priests of the street, but I don’t understand their problem. All their complaints seem to be about spiritual issues, all things that I am not responsible for. What am I supposed to do to save the souls of the people in the city? That’s your job, right? Or am I supposed to step into your field and do your work for you?”
“If King does not understand, he should have listened better,” Watayi said with the same dismissive tone he had used the whole time.
How the fuck do I do that, you dumb fuck? Open my ears more? I can’t do more than listen!
Again, Corco tried to calm down. He thought back to his childhood, when his Pacha faith had given him solace through lonely days in the palace. He also thought to the years after he had gained his new knowledge, which had challenged his faith so much, and how he had finally found an answer to his religious questions that he could live with.
He remembered that not all priests were like the one in front of him. Most of them simply wanted to help people find meaning and purpose in their lives, or provide solace for the hopeless. Somehow, helped by his thoughts, Corco managed to not explode in Watayi’s face. Somehow, he managed to pretend for a while longer.
“Very true,” he lied again. “However, this king is slow of mind. If Priest Watayi could point this king in the right direction and point out his failings, there would be a chance for reconciliation, would there not?”
“Reconciliation? That is impossible,” Watayi said, as his sneer turned into a nasty grin. “There will only be submission. For you, King Corcopaca, there is only one path to go, only one way to save your precious city. King Corcopaca needs to travel to Arguna, and step atop the Moonlight Ziggurat, where the high priests will be awaiting you. There, you will bow and kneel. In front of the priests and nobles of Medala, you will apologize for your failings as a Pacha adherent, as a king, and as a son. From now on, your staff of advisors will contain priests appointed by the Pachayawna, who will monitor your actions and guarantee that no more sinful behavior can occur under your rule.”
“Don’t fuck with me!” Finally, Corco’s mask fell and his real self burst out. “What, just because you had a nasty breakup, you’ve come back to take revenge on your old boss? I’ve met the Pachayawna. I’ve met most high priests. They’re not stupid enough to suggest shit like that. I know only one priest dumb enough to think this nasty brand of blackmail will work, and that is you. Okay, good. You’ve had your fun, and you managed to make me angry. Are we done now with the games? We both know I will never agree to this crap, so how about you cut the bullshit and tell me what the priests really want, so we can try to find some common ground.”
“Hahahaah!”
Up on his high horse, the priest laughed like a madman. Rather than get angry at the insults, which was what Corco had expected, he bent back and forth as he howled in laughter. Clearly, he was over the moon that their positions were finally reversed, and the power was going to his head.
“King Corcopaca, there is no common ground. Do not believe that you stand above others just because of a few shallow wins on the battlefield. What you want, even what the high priests want, does not matter any more. I am the man in charge of negotiations! My word is the will of the Divines! Do not believe there will be any progress made today. I have not come here to talk! I have come here for only one purpose. I will watch you suffer, as you witness the destruction of your rotten city! Your people will see your evil, and they will tear you apart as I watch on! You should have never offended me! This is the result! How dare you force a holy man like me to work for you, a mere king! How dare you force me to work with nonbelievers, as equals! How dare you not respect me! This is what you get! Now squirm and watch your kingdom crumble!”
Finally, both men had dropped their masks.
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A deep sigh escaped Corco as he watched Watayi lose his mind. Spittle flew from his mouth and the fire of madness burned in his eyes. This was a bit over the top, wasn’t it?
Had this guy actually suffered this much when he had been Corco’s subordinate? And if he was this obvious now, how did he manage to hide it from the high priests? He didn’t look like a good actor. When the high priests had picked their representative for these talks, surely they wouldn’t have failed to see this person’s state of mind, would they?
Maybe, Watayi’s appointment wasn’t an accident like Corco had thought earlier. Maybe the high priests had sent this one on purpose, with the express goal of destroying what little relationship there was left between Saniya and the priesthood.
The more he thought about it, the more it made sense. Not every one of the priests would be convinced that giving up on Corco’s southern kingdom was the right way to go. After all, their alternative was Pacha’s central kingdom, a place that had cheated the priests in the past.
However, things would change if the talks between Corco and the priests came to a standstill. If, for example, the priests isent someone like Watayi, someone who would never negotiate or compromise with Corco. This way, they could say ‘we wanted to negotiate, but the king remained stubborn’ to silence the priests who wanted to reconcile in earnest. The entire reason Watayi had agreed to a meeting in the first place may have been to find an excuse to cut their ties.
Even now, despite all that, Corco was still willing to try and mend the relationship, on the off-chance he was wrong and the high-priests had simply sent the wrong person by accident. So at least he had to remain civil.
At this point however, there was clearly no more point in acting servile. He had thought that his humility would satisfy Watayi’s vanity and make talks easier, but it had only fueled the flames. Since nice words didn’t help, he would have to try with bad ones. Corco was much better with those anyways.
“You done laughing? Are you having fun?” Corco asked the madman once both had calmed down a bit. “At this point, I think it’s only fair to inform you that there are two minute keepers in the next room. From there, they can hear every word we’re saying. Everything we’ve said since you entered the room has been independently written down by two people, word for word. I’d also like to inform you that you’re not the only one in the world who knows that printing presses exist. By this evening, I can have this entire conversation printed out by the thousands, and delivered to every household in the city. Within a week, I can spread it to every city in the kingdom. I’ll even add a little notation, so everyone understands the exact context of our conversation and understands what kind of person you are. I wonder what your masters will think if they see what kind of a shoddy job you’ve done during negotiations.”
As Corco spoke, all the color drained out of the priest’s red face. Where he used to be filled with pride before, he was now hollow to his stomach.
“You would not dare!” he shouted, with a squeak of panic in his voice. “Who would dare oppose the high priests like this! Do you wish to be an enemy to the entire Pacha priesthood?”
“Try me.” Corco sneered. “As far as I’m concerned, I’m already your enemy. At least that’s how you’ve been acting. So it’s not like anything changes for me whether I do this or not. I just decided to fight back, that’s all. With disastrous consequences for you, if I might add. If the priests want to preserve their standing among the people, you know what they’ll have to do. ‘Priest Watayi is a lost soul. He does not represent the will of the Pacha priesthood’. That’s what they’ll say. They’ll drop you, with the same trash excuses they used to drop Watachay. Meanwhile, I’ll still be dealing with the same shit as before, but at least I won’t have to stare at your dumb grin any longer. Now, do you want to try how serious I am? Go ahead, keep laughing.”
This time, the priests didn’t even have weak threats to offer. After all, to many, King Corcopaca was still the madman who had almost killed his brother in a duel and had blatantly broken all kinds of rules and conventions during the Succession War. As far as the old elites of Medala were concerned, Corco could do anything if he was provoked. Now that Watayi’s backing was in danger of turning against him, the small-minded priest’s inflated ego shriveled up like a balloon with a hole in it.
“Okay, looks like you’re smarter than I thought,” Corco said. Now that he finally had control of the conversation, he calmed down again. “How about this: I can strike the problematic parts of our conversation from the transcripts. You know, the ones where you wanted to ruin our talks and destroy a Medalan city just because of a personal grudge. And in return, we try with some actual negotiations. It’s not like I’m blackmailing you, so don’t look at me like that. In fact, I’m willing to make some concessions to the priests. I think what I have to offer is good enough to talk about, so you better listen up.”
As soon as Watayi heard that Corco was still eager to negotiate, his back straightened again.
“In the end, won’t you bow your head either way? Nothing but big talk.” He sneered, while he took a handkerchief from within his robe’s sleeve to wipe away the cold sweat on his face. “Then go ahead, King. Talk about the concessions you are willing to make to the great priests.”
If anyone else had talked to Corco like that, he really would have just ended negotiations there and moved on to plan b. However, at this point, Watayi still represented the Pacha priests. Even though there were some priests the king didn’t like, he himself was still a believer in the Pacha faith. As a result, he was far more willing to cut them some slack.
And although Watayi’s attitude was still all wrong, at least now he was willing to listen to Corco’s offer. With everything he could bring to the table, the king was confident that he could satisfy the priesthood and end their siege of Saniya’s streets early.
“All right.” Corco leaned forward. Now that all the nonsense was cleared out of the way, it was finally time to get to the actual negotiations. “Let’s start with the easiest one: Quicksilver in thermometers. That’s one dispute that’s pretty easy to resolve. I won’t remove thermometers from classrooms, since I won’t deny my people education. But we’re already working on alternative substances to replace the quicksilver inside. It’s pretty poisonous after all, so we always wanted to minimize our use of quicksilver in the first place.”
“And how fast will that replacement be?” Before he spoke up, Watayi’s head shot around the room, probably in search for any possible issues with Corco’s offer.
“Hard to say. Right now, the city is in chaos, so everything is delayed.” The king shrugged. “Though if we can solve our internal problems early, we’d like to get the replacement done at some point in the next year. A one year deadline shouldn’t be too long, right? If you’re really still bothered, we can just not teach students what’s inside the thermometers. We’ll just classify it as a national secret until then, so there is no chance of quicksilver’s spiritual value being trivialized. Does that satisfy you?”
Again, Watayi looked around for reasons to refute Corco’s offer, but what more could he possibly ask for? Thus, he had to gnash his teeth and say, “There are no problems from the priesthood’s side.”
Although I’m sure you’d love to find some.
While Corco knew that the other points of contention wouldn’t be cleared up as smoothly as the first one one, he still had to try.
“Next, the judges,” he continued. “We can reinstate the judges that have been removed before, but they need to be properly sworn in to the laws of the kingdom. And they can no longer overstep their boundaries and judge against the letter of the law.”
This was really the best he could do on this issue. However, Watayi’s smile told Corco that he had been able to find the obvious problem this time.
“And what if the law interferes with the teachings of Pacha?” he asked.
“...they’ll have to keep with the letter of the law,” Corco repeated in response. “That’s the entire point of having written law. If the judges can’t uphold the law, the people have no idea what to do to avoid punishment. It defeats the purpose of having independent judges in the first place. If you’re so inclined, I’m willing to have a talk about certain laws you think are problematic from a religious perspective. You can submit them at any time, but don’t expect me to change everything just because you don’t like it. I won’t overthrow my entire legal system to make you happy.”
This was already a massive concession on Corco’s part. For the first time, he would let an outside power give input on the laws of his kingdom. However, to him, the priests still had a special status, so he would let them give some advice on his legislature, so long as they behaved. However, it seemed like his generosity would once again not be rewarded.
“Not good enough.” Watayi sneered. “The priests cannot be asked to speak judgment against the teachings of faith! For them, the laws of men can never hold precedent over the teachings of the Divines.”
Then they simply can’t be judges, you dumb fuck! This is impossible!
Of course, he didn’t say that part out loud.
“Okay, since we don’t see eye to eye on this issue, let’s try to make progress elsewhere. When it comes to teaching religion in schools, I’m willing to fund theology courses at my new universities. I’ll even let you send the teachers if you want to support me in this way. Teaching the people more about the Pacha faith should be desirable to you as well, right?”
“And what university will they be taught in?”
Again, Watayi found a problem. This time, Corco had anticipated the issue, since Watachay had already warned him about it before. However, this time, he was far less eager to give in.
“The vocational one, of course,” he said after some pause. “Don’t ask for things that are impossible.”
No matter what, he wouldn’t compromise his entire educational system to make the priests happy. The king’s emphasis on education should have also been known to the high priests, so he thought they may have been willing to take a step back in this area to advance elsewhere. However, once again, he had underestimated the greed of the priesthood, and the shamelessness of Watayi.
“Hah, as if the noble priests could be compared to mere craftsmen!” he shouted with his nose in the sky. “How dare you compare the great priests to carpenters and blacksmiths.”
“There won’t be a course on blacksmithing at my university. At most, we’ll offer a course in engineering or materials science. Physicians are also gonna study there. Don’t tell me you think your status is higher than that of a master of medicine.”
“Blasphemy!” the arrogant priest shouted back. “Surely, the mysteries of the stars are more important than a cough!”
Before Corco could get annoyed by another faked outburst from Watayi, he noticed something else in his words. He didn’t want to believe it, but had to confirm his worst suspicions.
“Wait a second, you don’t think you’ll be teaching astronomy in those theology classes, right?” he asked, fearing the answer.
“Of course they will.” Watayi said with a look of triumph. “Not only that, there will be no teaching of the stars outside of the courses held by the Pacha priests.”
“Is that supposed to be an order?” Corco shot back.
Finally, Watayi had been successful in making Corco angry again. If this was how the priests wanted to play, then he’d just have to forget about his respect for them.
“We’ll be teaching astronomy in SoHCahToa University, and we’ll be teaching it based on the scientific method,” he said in an icy tone. “That’ll happen, whether you like it or not, and I will never move on this point. And if your priests teach something in your theology courses that goes beyond their field, or worse: Something that contradicts our astronomy courses, I’ll throw them out and ban them from teaching. Is that understood?”
“The high priests will never agree to these conditions, and neither will I.”
Since they weren’t getting anywhere like this, Corco was willing to try one final time. In a final attempt to come to a consensus, he would take out the biggest concession he had prepared for these talks. Maybe if the priests saw concrete benefits in the form of gold and silver, there was still a chance to turn things around.
“All right. How about this: In return for letting me teach astronomy at the university, I’ll take out 100,000 Sila to build better, more modern observatories in sites of pilgrimage all over Medala. This way, we can study the stars together, in cooperation.”
Confronted with wealth only the richest of Medala’s lords would ever come in contact with, Watayi’s body stiffened. However, much to Corco’s disappointment, the priest’s greed only ruled him for a few seconds, before he swallowed heavily and remembered his hatred towards the king.
“That is not good enough,” Watayi said. “Study of the stars is the exclusive domain of the Pacha priesthood. Once mortals meddle in this power, there can only be catastrophic consequences.”
“Again, I’ll teach astronomy at my university, whether you like it or not,” Corco replied. “If you’re fishing for more benefits, you’ll be disappointed. That’s all I can offer you. Take it or leave it.”
This was as far as he was willing to go. If all his generous offers still weren’t enough for the priests, then he would know that they had never been interested in compromise in the first place. Unfortunately, Watayi’s next words took away his last bit of hope.
“Apparently, King is not interested in compromise. It seems the discussion can only end here.”
The priest stood up, a smug grin on his face once more. Finally, Corco exploded.
“It’s not a compromise if only one side moves, you dumb fuck!” He jumped up from his chair as well. “I’ve moved on every single position, and you only sit there with your dumb grin and say no to everything! What more do you fucking want!?”
“This rudeness will also be reported to the high priests.”
Watayi’s grin widened. Corco realized that his anger would only make the petty man happy, so he took a deep breath and calmed down again. All this time, he had wanted to find common ground with the priests, but even if they didn’t play along, he still had other options.
Only, those options weren’t something he wanted to fall back to, not unless he absolutely had to. After his alternate plans came to fruition, he knew that he would always be considered a heretic in the eyes of the Pacha priests. As a faithful believer, it was a fate he had wanted to avoid.
However, now the priests had left him with no option. They had forced Corco to choose between the integrity of his kingdom and his own private beliefs. In that case, his kingdom would always win out, every time. He made his choice in a second, and began to prepare his plan b.
“All right, good. Report it, little man,” he said. “I don’t need your help to control my city. When you go, you can take a message with you. From now on, the King of the South will retreat into his castle, to reflect on his faith. Also, during this year’s winter solstice, Saniya will organize the largest festival anyone in Medala has ever seen, in honor of the Divines, with its center right on Rapra square in front of Rapra Castle.”
“If you think those little tricks will be enough to prevent your destruction, you will have a rude awakening, lowly king,” the smug Watayi said before he left. “You better bow your head, mortal, and realize your weakness. Or see your lands destroyed.”
Unbeknownst to the priest, in Corco’s head, he was planning his counterattack, one that would prevent any meddling from the Pacha priests every again. Also unbeknownst to the priest, the downtrodden ex-apprentice Watachay, now in commoner clothes, was entering the city of Saniya this very moment.
“We’ll see about that,” Corco said towards Watayi’s back.
Despite the priest’s confidence, the war for Saniya’s soul was still far from over.




9
3










Chapter 357 - Chamber Music
Chapter 357 - Chamber Music
Dec 14, 2020


The breathy bass of a large bamboo flute rang throughout the room. Then, above it danced the light sound of a violin. Life and melody entered the musical piece. Thus, the beautiful, simple music turned, anchored by the firm sound of the bass.
After several minutes of enjoyment, the piece ended, and Sawo looked back up from his music sheet. Next to him, his cousin Tawo also stopped his play and put down the flute. At the same time, their wives sitting in the front row began to clap, together with the rest of their family members.
On the lap of Sawo’s wive sat their little daughter. Her mother helped her with the clapping since she was still little, but from her expression she seemed to be having fun with it either way
“Thank you, thank you,” Sawo said as he half-bowed to the audience, a half-joking smile on his face.
“So, who is next?” Tawo asked as he walked back into the crowd. At the same time, his own wife handed him a glass of cognac. In the warm atmosphere of the room, everything felt cozy and warm. After years of searching for meaning, of rushing for an ambitious goal far away in the future, Sawo felt secure for the first time in his life.
With a drink of his own in his hand, a strong coffee liqueur, he watched his family members pick up their own instruments. As he steeped in the mood of the room, he sat down on one of the wide, upholstered chairs to enjoy the upcoming performance. Surrounded by expensive furniture sat on an invaluable rug that was thick enough to sleep on in the winter, he drank his prohibitively expensive liquor from a fancy glass of crystal. Here, he could enjoy all the luxury he could afford, much different from the outside world.
Out on the streets, the commoners of Saniya were still inescapably bound by the old laws of their ancestors. Commoners were not allowed to wear any bright colors, except simple green robes on special occasions. Commoners should not be too ostentatious. They should not wear expensive jewelry, or any form of silver anywhere on their bodies. Their heads should always be lowered, in case their presence annoyed someone of higher standing. Even more so, in the face of the nobles – all warriors and lords – they had to bow their heads, be respectful and careful, in hopes these superior people would just overlook them. Really, the list of informal rules the commoners had to follow to survive a day in Saniya was endless.
To be fair, the same was true anywhere in the Medala Empire. To Sawo however, these restrictions felt most severe for the commoners of Saniya. Although much of the city was more progressive compared to other parts of the empire, the old rules still applied.
Yet there were many commoners here who could count themselves as rich or powerful. Some were merchants, or bankers like Sawo himself. Others were craftsmen with outstanding skills and wealth. Others yet were military officers or officials in the castle, drawing power from their closeness to Saniya’s king.
Here, in this city, anyone could become someone of importance, so long as they had talent and commitment. This wasn’t possible anywhere else in Medala, where commoners were often heavily restricted in their actions, and the best doors for advancements were closed off to them in favor of the warrior class.
However, outside of work, the same problems still remained here, the same restrictions as elsewhere. Thus, all their wealth and power was worthless. They couldn’t show it off, or enjoy it in any meaningful way, at least not in any of the ways in which the nobles tended to enjoy theirs.
Thus compelled to creativity, the commoners of Saniya had developed their own customs over the past few years. They never met in lavish, public banquets like the nobles always did, since such excess would attract the attention of the nobles. They also didn’t stroll around in public and enjoy the roadside stalls, at least not in the same way the nobles did.
Instead, many commoners had retreated back into their homes. In here, they could enjoy the fruits of their labor as much as they wanted, and there would be no noble to disturb them. Compared to the decadence of the nobles, their meetings were smaller in scale, with a quieter, more homely atmosphere.
While many houses in Saniya looked simple from the outside, the inside decorations were often more lavish than a noble’s mansion. To many of the commoners, the luxury at home was an action of silent resistance, enjoying the things the nobles had prohibited them, out of sight, but without shame.
Within their own four walls, they were the lords and warriors. In here, there was nothing to fear. Since they couldn’t just invite large groups of dancers and musicians into their homes like the nobles did for their festivities, many commoners had learned to play the instruments themselves.
As they were so often, they had been inspired by the King of the South, who would sometimes perform simple pieces of music for the people of the city on public occasions. More recently, his wife had joined in as well, creating a beautiful duet sound that didn’t only ring during public events.
Sometimes around Rapra Castle, the nights of Saniya were filled with heavenly music, produced by their king and queen. It was an experience that had inspired many commoners to do the same.
Surely, nowhere else in the world did so many budding musicians exist. Their enthusiasm – as well as their limitations – had spawned an entire new branch of music, which the commoners had called chamber music, since they played their songs hidden in their chambers, surrounded by their wealth.
While Sawo listened to his wife’s performance, he realized that his cocktail was empty. The sophisticated drinks were another invention of King Corco’s that he was thankful for. While that little king was a bit full of himself, he did have some good ideas from time to time. Unfortunately, for Sawo, it was time to leave the cozy atmosphere. Although it sometimes felt like the inside of his home was cut off from the outside world, the real world would not wait for him.
“I am afraid I will have to go now,” Sawo said. As he stood up, he watched his wife’s happy profile while she played her music.
“Already?” Tawo next to him asked, looking up to his cousin with a puzzled expression. “Why not at least wait until they finish their performance?”
While Tawo spoke, Sawo was already putting on his dark gray outer robe. Although the drab color was suited for traveling the streets of Saniya, it was also padded with expensive fur imported from the Verdant Isles. As a result, it was warm enough to withstand the icy winter of southern Medala, and luxurious enough to fit the banker’s temperament.
“No, the workers will not wait for us.” Sawo shook his head. “With all the uncertainty in the city these days, we need to reassure them that everything is still normal for us. Otherwise, they will flee the city. And how will we open our manufactory on time then?”
He thought for a moment as he looked at the performance, before he continued.
“What’s more, I have heard them practice before. The piece they have prepared this time is very long. If I move quickly, I hope I can come back before they are done and applaud them at the end. As you should know, brother, I am no friend of goodbyes.”
“Well, in that case, save travels, brother. And be careful out there.”
One nod later, Sawo turned his back on the warm atmosphere of his family and left through the front door. Outside, he found a different world.
All the warmth was gone, replaced by the harsh frost of winter. The harmonious sounds of family life and music had made way for the howling of cold winds in the city streets. These days, the roads of Saniya were almost empty, in stark contrast to the excited mood of the past. As Sawo left his courtyard, he looked up at the gray sky and tightened the collar of his robe to prevent a shudder.
Suddenly, a shove from behind robbed the banker of his balance. Somehow, he managed to grab hold on his courtyard walls and stabilized before he stumbled to the ground. If he hadn’t been a former warriors and cultivator with the strength far beyond a mortal, Sawo would have, at best, landed in the icy mud of the street, and at worst, would have suffered a serious injury.
“Make way, commoner!” he heard from the one responsible for the shove. When he looked back up, he just saw the backs of a small group of warriors strolling away from him. They didn’t even have the decency to look him in the eyes as they insulted him. With their bright red robes, they walked the streets with confidence, as if they owned them.
At a safe distance from them, Sawo continued on his own path. Although he wanted to complain about their rudeness, he wouldn’t dare. Not in today’s Saniya.
A few days ago, Corcopaca Titu Pluritac, King of the South, had announced his retreat back into his castle. At the same time, he had also handed extensive powers to the other lords of the southern kingdom. Those powers included access to and control over the many lucrative royal manufactories of the city.
Eager to fill their coffers, the other lords had lost no time at all. Although they had left Saniya before to prepare for a civil war, they had all sent their warriors over the next day, to enforce their rights on their behalf. This infestation of brutal warriors on Saniya’s streets was the result of their actions. With hardly any push-back from the local police forces and not a word from the king, who was still hiding away in his religious retreat, the warriors began to rule the streets with an iron fist.
Sawo himself was a former noble, so he wasn’t surprised by their extreme action in the slightest. All these years under King Corco’s rule, these nobles had watched the commoners gain more and more power and control. All this time, they were helpless to stop it. It must have offended them to no end, how those lower people dared to strive for higher goals and exceed the standing of the nobles. Now that they finally had the chance to restore the old order, they took full advantage of it.
As if on cue, Sawo watched several warriors gang up on a commoner carrying a hand cart behind him. Curled up and in a corner, surrounded by the tall and sturdy warriors in leather armor, the small commoner would be lucky to survive the encounter. Whatever was in his cart was already theirs either way. His best bet was to protect his vitals and hope they got bored before they kicked him to death.
Finally, the chill Sawo had been fighting off came and ran up his spine. Although he felt horrible, there was nothing he could do, not in the current city. If he got involved in the fight, there would just be two more corpses in the street. Rather than get involved in a hopeless fight for justice, the banker fled into one of the side roads, before the new rulers of the city streets could spot him.
By now, the agents of the lords held total control over Saniya. Their greed wasn’t even limited to the royal manufactories any more. Even private workshops had been invaded by the warrior armies.
Just yesterday, Sawo’s own manufactory had blocked some warriors at the entrance, with much difficulty. They had been eager to charge in and loot them for any valuables, and they hadn’t cared that the workshop was private property. At least most of Sawo’s workers were his old subordinates, many of them cultivators themselves. Faced with superior strength, the warriors could only retreat while leaving behind harsh words.
Though of course, they would come back sooner or later, with larger numbers. At this rate, it was only a matter of time before the warriors had plundered everything in this town.
Meanwhile, the king, who had pretended to care so much about Saniya’s people in the past, was nowhere to be seen. Worse yet, the priests had never stopped to preach of the city’s impending doom. No amount of piety and penance from the king had changed anything in their behavior, yet he had never appeared to speak up against the criminals who had set out to destroy his city.
Had King Corcopaca always been such a wimp? What had happened to the brave and sly man who had defeated the great City Lord Sawo in the struggle for power over Saniya in years past? If that man didn’t appear again, and soon, this would be the end of the city, of that Sawo was certain.
With deep worry, the banker in the dull gray robes rushed through the side alleys of the city, to avoid the eyes of the warriors on the way to his manufactory. Maybe, he hoped, it would still be his by the time he arrived. Maybe, he wished, their brave king would return, to save them all.
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Inside Rapra Castle, the King’s study was left abandoned for the first time in years. After Corco’s meeting with Priest Watayi, he had left his usual office and never returned.
Instead, the king had retreated deeper into the castle’s halls, to a courtyard far removed from the usual business of the southern kingdom’s political center. This place was isolated from the rest of the castle, because it was actually intended as a prison for high-ranking ‘guests’. As a result, the multiple rooms had all the comfort he could want. Most importantly, it had the peace and quiet he needed to reflect on his recent decisions.
Despite the bravado he had shown during his confrontation with Watayi, the conflict had sapped all enthusiasm out of the king. In fact, he didn’t feel like doing any work for the first time in a decade.
All his life, Corco had believed in the Divines, in the Pacha faith. After he had received his new knowledge, his faith had been tested. But back then, he had been far away from home, on a different continent, and far away from any Pacha priests. Back then, he had been given enough time and calm to reflect on his own beliefs. Thus, he could slowly come to conclusions that he was satisfied with.
This time, things were different. Unlike before, he hadn’t just quietly questioned his own faith by himself. Instead, those who questioned him were the high priests of the Pacha faith themselves, the highest authorities on matters of religion, at least in his eyes.
Although he had talked tough towards Watayi, and had been determined to go through with his alternative plans in a moment of anger, now he had calmed down. Now, he was questioning everything again, both his past decisions and his future path.
He had grown up with stories of the Divines. His own parents had told him to always listen to the priests, and now both of them were buried in the manner of the Pacha faith. Even years later, he would visit his mother’s beacon almost every day. This sort of long-term belief wouldn’t just go away simply because he determined that the right thing to do was to resist the priests.
Even worse, he knew that his next choice would, ultimately, be a lie. As a politician, sometimes, lies were unavoidable. This time however, Corco would lie to his own people, on a deeply fundamental issue that would change their lives forever. It was also a decision that could plunge them into a long and ugly war. Yet he found no alternative path, nothing less morally reprehensible that would still lead to his ideal kingdom.
Conflicted, Corco had chosen, for the first time, to run. For now, there wasn’t much to do anyways. Since he couldn’t change the overall situation until the winter solstice, he could afford a few days of decadence.
Unlike his usual habits, these days had been spent completely sober. Isolated from almost everyone, he had tried to find it in himself to give the final orders. Yet even now, he refused to make the step that would irreversibly change the Pacha faith forever, and would plunge the Medala Empire into a civil war.
Through the windows in his lonely room, he could see the clouds in the sky, same as they had been since he had come here. This year had been particularly warm again. There was a real chance they would celebrate the winter solstice in a rainstorm. A heavy storm during the festival would influence his plans greatly. Maybe this was something he could consider working on, rather than the more abstract question of his moral responsibility towards his people.
Just as he became trapped in his thoughts again, the door opened. In came Sumaci, the only person he had seen over the past few days.
“Here’s your dinner,” she said. At the same time, she left a metal cloche on the ornate table in the room.
“Thank you, Maci.”
He offered a shallow smile, but showed no other emotion beyond that. For a second, his wife stared at him as if she wanted to say something more about his poor state, but in the end she only sighed.
“By the way,” she said instead, “Your friend, the former apprentice priest, is still waiting for you in the castle. You sent for him two days ago already, so when will you finally talk to him?”
“I don’t think there’s any rush,” a stubborn Corco said while he sat down in front of his food. “There’s still time left to prepare.”
Again, Sumaci sighed and sat down next to her husband.
“The decision’s already been made, so why delay it any longer?” she asked. “You can’t always run from this.”
“I can totally run for a few more days though. And I fully intend to do so.”
Just as Corco put his hand on the cloche and wanted to lift it, Sumaci covered his hand with hers. When he turned to look at her, he saw her as serious as he had ever seen her.
“I know you don’t want to talk about it, but we’ve all humored you for the last three days. Can’t you at least listen for a bit?”
“Fine. Let’s talk.” Corco’s expression softened. “But I’m not sure what good that’ll do.”
“I just don’t understand it.” Now Sumaci sounded distressed. “You’ve always been so decisive, in everything you did. Why are you suddenly like this?”
“This is different,” he insisted. “My faith is important to me, you know that.”
“You always say that your family is important to you too,” she replied. “Still, back then, you fought your brother and your uncle for the throne. You even exposed your grandfather’s affair with your stepmother, aired your family’s dirty laundry out in the open, for the entire empire to see. And now, you’re fighting your cousin for power of the southern kingdom. You’ve fought your family, just like you need to fight the Pacha priests now. So what’s the difference?”
Although Corco understood that she was right on an intellectual level, he just couldn’t accept the truth in his heart. And to him, there was also a big difference between his previous actions and what he was trying to do now.
“This time, I’m prepared to cheat my own people, for my own purposes.”
“For their own good,” Sumaci insisted.
“And how would I know?” he shot back. “I can’t see into the future! I’m just some loser exile who got lucky and was handed an unfair advantage over everyone else. What right do I have to lie them into a war, and to change a key part of their lives like that?”
“You’re such a talented man, but somehow, you’re the only one who can never see it. Do you think I would marry someone just because they were lucky? Excuse my rudeness, teacher, but I have higher standards.”
Although Corco tired to laugh at her joke, he only managed a bitter smile.
“It’s just a tough decision. It feels like a step I can’t take back.”
“That goes for all steps, really. Come on, you’ve never been a wimp. Do you want to start now?” She playfully hit his shoulder, though it felt a bit forced. “You already know that the priests are corrupt. They need reform, that isn’t news to anyone. So why won’t you accept it? And the Pacha faith is changing either way, right? Isn’t that why the priests keep talking about these ‘great changes’ in their readings? The Pachayawna has tried to get involved in politics for years now. All this talk of great changes was only to prepare for this step. Seems like he has finally achieved his goal. According to our people in Arguna, your uncle Pacha has just appointed the Pachayawna as his chief advisor. It’s all the people in the capital are talking about these days.”
“Wait, is that true?”
Finally, Corco depression was replaced by another emotion. As so often for him, it was anger. Here he was, making an honest effort to reconcile with the priests, whom he had helped so much in the past. Yet none of them seemed to value his effort at all.
Instead, they once again sided with Pacha, who had betrayed them before. In the end, all it came down to for them was the expansion of their own power. Why was he so broken up about troubling their greedy organization?
“The priests have made their choice,” Sumaci continued. “There is no going back now. No matter what you want, there will be changes within the Pacha faith. Because the priests themselves want change. If we do nothing, it will only change in a direction that will harm everyone. That is, everyone except the high priests. Only if we act now can we help push them in a benign reaction that will benefit the people.”
Corco remembered the plans he had made with Watachay in the past. Back then, they had thought that they could slowly reform the Pacha priesthood from within, to turn them into a more open, more progressive organization that could tolerate the great changes that were about to hit all of Medala. By now, this was more than just an idle hope. No, if he wanted to minimize the deaths in the upcoming turmoils, it was a necessary change.
However, even though he knew all that, he still couldn’t make the final decision. In the end, he realized that what he was bound by most were not moral reservations, but his own personal feelings. There was still a trace of selfishness he just couldn’t shake.
“I just don’t wanna go down in history as the guy who destroyed our religion and lied his people into a civil war,” he frankly admitted. In response, Sumaci’s tender hand softly touched his cheek.
“Then you just have to achieve more greatness than anyone can deny. Easy, right?” She showed her usual, cheeky grin. “Not to mention, this is a burden you won’t have to carry alone. I’m here as well, and there is also still that lost priest waiting outside.”
“I understand. Thank you.” At once, Corco stood up and straightened his posture. “Please send in Watachay. I’m ready.”
However, his wife just looked at him for a second with sympathy.
“I’ll give you a few minutes to clean yourself up,” she said, before she left the room.
Confused, Corco looked over to a mirror in the corner. Only then did he realize that his days of isolation hadn’t been kind to his personal hygiene. Rather than send him the ex-priest straight away, Sumaci ended up bringing him some hot water and fresh clothes. Grateful for his wife’s thoughtfulness, Corco got himself cleaned up.
By the time Wataychay entered the room, the king was back to his old self, full of confidence and assured of his future path. As soon as the former apprentice priest had stepped inside and closed the door, he bowed deeply.
“King, please excuse this mortal’s intrusion,” he said.
“It’s alright,” Corco replied. “Please get up and have a seat. I’m glad to see that you’re fine.”
When Watachay raised his head again, Corco could see the bitter look on his face. It was the kind of expression the king had sported himself not too long ago.
“Okay, maybe not that fine,” he commented as the ex-priest sat down opposite the king.
“How could I be fine?” Watachay asked. “How could anyone be under the circumstances? When master threw me out, there were tears in my eyes. Yet now that I have walked the streets of Saniya, my own plight seems to matter little compared to the suffering of all Yaku. I thought, even if I lost all hope for myself, at least so long as Saniya stood strong, there was still hope for all true adherents of the Pacha faith. Yet now I see that all hope is lost.”
“Well, that’s a bit melodramatic.” Corco grinned. For once, he wasn’t the one being theatrical. “I’d say that this thing isn’t quite over yet.”
“But…” The priest tried to refute him, but caught himself. Over the next few seconds, understanding dawned on his face, until he finally said, “King Corcopaca, you have a plan!”
In response, the king’s grin got wider.
“I tend to, yes. Several in fact. But with you here, I’ll only use the best of the best. Fresh off the presses. You’ll like it, I can tell already.”
Although he had only just sat down, Watachay jumped up again. Light returned to his eyes as he rattled on like a waterfall, clearly excited.
“In that case, King, the people of the city need to be assured of their safety first!” he said, almost shouting in Corco’s face. “At the moment, they are rudderless, out at sea and without direction! They need the guidance of their king, to return them to the right shore! Or the snakes of the priesthood will continue to lead them into the reefs!”
“Again, there’s no need for the melodrama, not quite yet,” Corco said. He was glad to see that his ally was so enthusiastic again. They would need his enthusiasm soon. “It’s good that the priests are flinging mud at me, and it’s good that all the lords are acting out against the people of the city. Let them rampage for a few days, that’ll only play into our hands. The more they press me now, the more violent the reversal will be.”
“And when will that reversal be, King Corcopaca? And what can I do?” an excited Watachay asked, but then his enthusiasm visibly cooled. “Though as I am, I cannot provide much help, I am afraid. I am a mere private person now, no longer a man who can speak on behalf of the heavens.”
“I wouldn’t sell myself that short, if I were you,” Corco said. “And you won’t have to wait that long to be important again. The winter solstice festival is when it will all kick off, though we still need to add some tinder to make the fire burn nice and bright. Say, did you talk with other like-minded priests since our last conversation like you wanted?”
“Indeed I did,” Watachay replied. Though he still looked confused, he sat back down and gathered his thoughts for a second. “There are many who abhor the Pachayawna’s current course, stained by worldly greed. However, many of them are young and lack influence within the priesthood. They cannot oppose the high priests, not without just cause. Though If there was a just cause, they could speak out in righteousness, and gain the sympathy of the people. Only then could a reversal be possible.”
“Just cause? That much, we can provide for them. Give me a list of the priests, I’ll send them invitations to our festival. Until then, you should stay in the castle. We’ll meed to have some talks… and I guess I will have to invite a few more people to join us as well. I’ve wasted too much time already, and we still need to prepare a good speech for you. I’ll give you a large enough platform, a stage where the entirety of Medala will listen. All you need to do is provide them with your vision for the future of the Pacha faith. That’s all. Just some honest reflection and clear diction, that’ll be enough to return to the right path.”
The priest didn’t comment, despite Corco’s own melodrama. Instead, he nodded earnestly.
“I will do as asked,” he said. “However… who would truly listen to the words of an ordinary mortal like myself?”
As he had done before, Corco looked at the clouded sky again, though now his mood was much different from earlier. In fact, he could feel the faint excitement of anticipation. Once again, he was planning something big. This time, it would solve more than just a few of his problems.
“That, you don’t need to worry about,” he said. “I had a little diy project planned for a while now. If everything goes well, and we get it done until the festival, no one will have the choice to ignore you any more.”
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The heavy knocks on the door of Saniya’s royal chemistry lab made Drachimine’s knuckles hurt in the cold, but he didn’t care. This was a famous place, even in this city full of famous places. Here, the rumors said, was where Saniya’s greatest alchemists produced the city’s purple dye, as well as the vanillin powder, which was the newest delicacy popular in the noble circles.
Although he had failed to gain anything from previous workshops, they had been no more than tests for today. This time, he would do his absolute best. This time, he was determined to get results.
When his master Lord Rafun had sent him to Saniya with his orders, Drachimine had been astonished. Would he really gain access to Saniya’s secret workshops and all of their secret technologies this easily? Never had he expected the madman King Corcopaca to just give in like that.
It seemed like most of the lords agreed with his assessment and didn’t quite believe in the king’s quick capitulation. Since they were expecting some kind of trick, they were careful and didn’t return back to the city themselves. Instead, they had sent servants like Drachimine to do the plundering for them.
At the same time however, they had been eager to make use of their advantages so long as the weakness of King Corcopaca lasted. At first, Drachimine had thought that this would be the ideal chance to show himself in front of his master by offering him the great secrets of the city.
Not to mention, it would also be a chance to get rich himself. During their looting of Saniya’s workshops, there were bound to be many treasures they could take with them with various justifications. Not to mention, they could extort serious bribes from the poor commoner craftsmen in these workshops for overlooking their ‘transgressions’. Their roles as official ‘supervisors’ would make this easy work, or so he had thought.
However, reality had proven much different, and much crueler, compared to his imagination. It had been a full trium since he had started his work, but he hadn’t found any luck at any of the royal manufactories so far. All of them had denied him access for one reason or another. When he had forced his way inside once, the building had actually caught fire and he had only barely escaped with his life.
Since he had hit a solid wall at the royal manufactories so far, he could only expand his search and include the private workshops of the commoner craftsmen and merchants as well. Only in this way could he show his master some results. At least he had been far more lucky there and earned some good coin through looting and blackmail.
However, the pitiful wealth of those commoner craftsmen was surely nothing compared to the riches awaiting him in the purple-robed king’s workshops. Not to mention, Drachimine himself could get rich from raiding the commoners, but his master would punish him if he couldn’t return with some of Saniya’s secret technologies on top of that.
With dim thoughts on his future, Drachimine thought and thought, until finally, the door in front of him opened. What greeted him wasn’t the same picture he had seen in countless workshops before. Instead of the usual, stone-faced government official to present him with more problems, he saw a rare smiling face from one of the king’s people this time. At least he assumed that the foreigner was hiding a smile somewhere underneath his long beard.
“Welcome, visitor!” the bearded stranger in the long, white robe said in an enthusiastic tone. “What can this ordinary craftsman do to serve you?”
“Is this the royal chemistry laboratory? This official’s name is Drachimine di Rafun. He has been tasked by the southern kingdom’s League of Lords to oversee the goings-on in your workshop, an action which has been sanctioned by King Corcopaca Titu Pluritac. Here is the accreditation.”
Once his introduction was finished, Drachimine produced the signed and stamped piece of paper from within his robes. Usually, the people in these royal manufactories would read them in great detail, to search for the slightest faults and waste his time.
Often, even a smudge of ink or a creased corner were an excuse to question the authenticity of the certificate. One of them had even ‘accidentally’ burned his paper over an oil lamp. Drachimine had to wait three days until he received a replacement from his master, and in that time, he could only go after more commoner workshops. This time however, the bearded foreigner didn’t even take the accreditation.
“That will not be necessary,” the smiling foreigner said, much to Drachimine’s surprise. “I trust your great integrity, sire. My name is Hieronymus Bombasticus, royal chief chemist by trade. I assume sire wishes to begin his inspection right away?”
Confused by the man’s unexpected answer and strange energy, Drachimine returned a dull nod.
“In that case, please come inside, and follow me!” Hieronymus said and waved the supervisor into the workshop. “This is an exciting place, I’m sure sire will greatly enjoy his stay!”
“At least one worker knows his place,” Drachimine said with great satisfaction. “You will not try to cheat us like the others, will you, alchemist? Because it will not end well for you.”
Although physical threats hadn’t been too successful against the people in the royal workshops, Drachimine still used the chance to vent his frustrations. However, to his repeated surprise, the local alchemist looked rattled.
“Good gracious, no sir. I would never dare,” he said.
After a cold, but satisfied  snort, Drachimine entered the room. Behind him, several other warriors of the various lords’ houses followed as well. There really wasn’t a practical need to come here with half a dozen people, but the league of lords, as their masters had chosen to call themselves, was only a loose alliance based entirely on benefits.
Of course, none of the lords would trust the others alone with the sensitive secrets of Saniya. As a result, anyone with authority of ‘supervision’ like Drachimine had a tail of other warriors behind him to make sure he did his work like he was supposed to.
In any other workshop he had visited, the workers and officials would challenge the need for so many supervisors, but this time, the alchemist did not say a word when half a dozen people followed him inside. Maybe the foreigner was already intimidated by their presence, which would bode well for their mission this time.
Within such a compliant workshop, maybe Drachimine would be able to finally make an achievement that his master would be satisfied with. At least that was what he had thought.
However, he was soon disappointed. One look inside the laboratory and he realized that getting anything useful from this place wouldn’t be as easy as he had imagined. For one, he didn’t understand anything he was seeing.
Strange smells filled the air. Expensive glass containers were filled with unknown liquids. Tubes ran from one contained to another, for unknown purposes. In the corner, there was a large oven, comparable to the forges sometimes found in larger villages, and even in smaller smithies in estate capitals. Whatever these alchemists were doing here, Drachimine couldn’t make heads or tails of it on his own.
“Describe your work,” he ordered his guide while holding his nose to blot out the stenches.
“Magic, sire,” the alchemist replied with pride in his voice. Of course, this sort of answer was of no use to Drachimine.
“What is that supposed to mean?” the supervisor barked at the bearded alchemist. “Speak clearly.”
“Well, our mission is quite simple, really. It is nothing more than to discover and manipulate the basic building blocks of all matter. Though it is also nothing less,” the alchemist explained. While Drachimine didn’t understand a word, he kept quiet and hoped the foreigner would be easier to understand if he explained in more detail. That would turn out to be a false assumption.
“Thus, we identify and analyze various substances based on their properties, all through use of the scientific method,” the alchemist continued to explain as if it was obvious. “Some of our results are viable for practical applications, though many remain strictly theoretical. However, our main aim, as stated before, is to create a theoretical framework for future advancements in the field of chemistry, so economic viability is the least of our concerns. As a supervisor fit to oversee our work, Official Drachimine surely understands, correct?”
Of course he didn’t understand a thing. Still, he couldn’t just admit that. Not in front of the foreigner, and certainly not in front of his fellow warriors. Thus, he replied with a nod and a vague “Uhuh” to save face.
“As expected of a supervisor,” the alchemist continued with enthusiasm. “In that case, this servant’s explanation should be enough for a man of sire’s qualifications to understand, should it not?”
“Of course.”
Though he said so, he tried to hint at the foreigner with a look. However, in usual fashion for these outsiders, the man lacked all subtlety of the Yaku people and failed to notice the hint.
“Very good,” he rambled on instead. “Let us continue then. As sire can see here, this is the culmination of our work:”
The alchemist called Hieronymus pointed at a black slate of stone mounted on a wall. Drachimine had seen these used to cover roofs before, but he had never seen one continuous piece of this size. White paint covered the entire wall in strange markings.
Although Drachimine couldn’t read the weird new characters – called ‘new Yakua’ by the locals – that were so typical of Saniya, he could still tell that these weren’t full words. Instead, they seemed to be nothing but a cryptic arrangement of random letters and numbers.
“Here, we’re filling out our periodic table of elements,” the foreigner said, as if that explained anything. “Quite the monumental undertaking, as sire can surely imagine.”
Drachimine looked back at the other warriors, who seemed like they were holding in their laughter at his plight. Thus, he had no choice but to continue pretending.
“Yes, quite monumental.”
“Very good. This servant can tell that sire is an expert as well, as expected of a supervisor! It seems sire is also a man of science. In that case, sire will not need any further introductions. This servant would not want to appear rude by presuming that sire would be intellectually challenged by any of this servant’s work.”
“It is no presumption. Please continue.” Now almost desperate, Drachimine tried to retain his calm, while somehow trying to find out out what these people were really doing in here. However, the bearded alchemist wouldn’t do him the favor.
“Oh no, this servant would not wish to waste any more of sire’s valuable time.” Now, the foreigner had a frightened look on his face. “How could this servant carry such a burden? No, sire can sit back and simply oversee our work, as he has been tasked by the league of lords. Please make sure that everything is up to safety standards. We all put our greatest trust in Sire.”
With that, the friendly alchemist turned around and walked back towards his coworkers, who were waiting close by. What else could Drachimine say at this point? He didn’t want to look ignorant, and he expected that any more questions would be answered by another string of strange words he had never heard of before.
Rather than waste his time on futile questions, Drachimine was hoping that, maybe, he would understand a bit more if he watched the alchemists do their actual work. However, he only got more confused the longer he watched them.
“I think we should continue our experiments on the celluloacetate today,” the alchemist said to his fellow workers.
After that, they did actions that may as well have been magic from Drachimine’s perspective. At least that was how much of it he understood.
From time to time, they would look at strange instruments, mumble something, and then note down unreadable characters on pieces of paper, in the same new Yakua script that he couldn’t read. Sometimes, they would stare at strange pieces of glass. However, unlike the clear glass that Saniya had become famous for, these ones didn’t look impressive at all. Compared to clear glass, this material looked a bit grainy, and slightly opaque. In fact, the entire piece of glass warped everything behind it.
Whatever the alchemists meant to create with their experiments, it certainly wasn’t anything his master would be interested in. Even their own masters at home could make better glass than this.
Thus, Drachimine gave up on observing the alchemists and simply looked around the rest of the laboratory instead. After all, he had come here with a specific purpose. He wouldn’t need the locals to show him around. He could find some purple dye or vanillin powder by himself.
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A bit worried, Drachimine looked over to the alchemists again, but they were busy with work, seemingly lost in their own world. Like so many of these wise men, they seemed utterly disinterested in any real-life issues. Maybe they weren’t even aware that the balance of power had changed in the city outside. Surely, they wouldn’t notice if he went off to explore the workshop on his own.
Thus, he motioned to the rest of the warriors, who split up and search the large laboratory for their goals: Purple dye and vanillin powder. This workshop was quite a generous place considering how few people worked here, and it was also very open. On top of that, the chaos – and the fact that Drachimine couldn’t name half the things he saw – made it hard to find what he was looking for. Still, the mess couldn’t hide its treasures from his keen eyes.
After a while of investigation, he found a faint trace of purple color on the ground. Although it was only a smudge, it was enough to show him that someone had stained the ground here and had tried to wipe it off, without much luck. In fact, he managed to find an entire trail of faint residue, which he dutifully followed.
Soon, he reached a somewhat hidden section of the workshop that held the faint aroma of vanilla, and maybe a slight sour scent as well. It was distinctly different from the sharp smells in the rest of the workshop, and it was also hard to find without following the trail of purple. Maybe while the bearded alchemist had talked to them, someone else had tried to hide the real treasures in this place.
In fact, he soon found the object of his interest. The section he entered was almost empty, except for a large glass vat filled with a clear liquid, stored on a thick piece of cloth underneath a closed hood. As far as he could tell, the vanillin smell was coming from the vat itself. Although it looked like water at first, a strong vapor was escaping from the vat and was collected in the hood above. Maybe it was placed under the hood to collect the liquid’s aroma. After all, Saniya was producing vanilla-flavored products like soaps as well.
So far, the clues he had followed here didn’t confirm whether he was looking at an early stage of purple dye production or at the liquid form of the vanillin powder, but he was sure that it had to be one or the other.
That was a mystery he could easily solve with a bit of inspection. After all, he wasn’t a supervisor for nothing. Just as he was about to stretch out his hand towards the vat, a voice came from the distance.
“Official Drachimine, please do be careful with the Acetic Acid,” the nervous voice of the bearded alchemist called out from across the workshop. “It is very expensive, and not to be moved casually!”
Finally, the foreigner sounded nervous, just like Drachimine had expected him to act before. Wasn’t this man just trying to protect this liquid from his inspection? First, it had been hidden away in a corner like that, and now he was warned not to touch it. Clearly, this was something they hadn’t wanted him to find, so his determination only increased.
“This official is responsible for supervision!” he barked back. “This is none of your business.”
To find out what exactly he was dealing with, he bent underneath the hood and took a deep whiff of the liquid in the vat. He had expected the pleasant scent of vanillin, but only tasted flames. Before he could smell anything, his lungs felt like fire and robbed him of all other senses. A violent cough tried to expel the noxious gas from his body, but failed to do so.
He stumbled back to escape the danger, but his coughing fit drove his body down. A confused Drachimine tried to hold on and save his balance, but he only caught the glass vat. Thus he fell over, and the container with him. Its contents spilled all over the floor, which began to hiss and smoke in response. Some spilled on his hands as well, but Drachimine had no time to care about what damage it would do.
Until now, his cough was still going, and his eyes and face both felt numb, and as if they were melting away.
“Emergency!” someone shouted somewhere. “Get Official Drachimine some distilled water! He has come in contact with the acetic acid! Quick! Do you want to be executed for killing an official!?”
“I don’t care that it was an accident, or not your fault!” the same voice shouted after a mumbled response. “Bring the water!”
A hand touched his shoulder and helped Drachimine up, but in his current state, it was a scant reprieve from his pain. Even now, he was still wheezing for air. All he could see was the blurred face of the bearded alchemist, still with that hidden smile on his face.
“I warned you about the acid, sire,” he said. “Please be careful next time.”
About an hour after the first incident, Drachimine left the laboratory again, together with the other supervisors. Some of them had beet-red faces, itchy and irritated from strange gases and fluids. Others had singed robes and hair from the time they had watched the alchemists experiment with gunpowder.
None of them felt the cold around them, but all of them were shivering. Their scars would never heal, at least not the ones on their minds. What they had gone through in that room had been worse than any war they had ever been part of.
Worst of all, the alchemists could not be faulted at all. All accidents had happened due to their own decisions, often in defiance of the well-meaning warnings from the local workers. Thus, with no loot to take and nothing to criticize, the warriors decided to retreat for the day.
Broken in both body and spirit, Drachimine took his fellow warriors to return home without gains. Maybe there were still treasures hidden somewhere in that laboratory, but he would not risk his life to find them. Surely, somewhere in this large city, there had to be some easier workshop he could score big in. Even if there wasn’t, he just had to work a bit harder elsewhere to satisfy his master’s wishes. Anything would be better than another visit to the mad lab of Master Hieronymus.


__________________________


While warrior Drachimine was fighting his own courage within Saniya’s labs, his fellow warrior Qirao was lamenting his poor fortune on his way to Saniya’s medical research center.
Of course, he didn’t know about the fate of his colleagues yet. As far as he was concerned, he had drawn the short straw among the supervisors of the league of lords.
Over the past trium, the supervisors had tested out the limits of their newly gained powers. In the process, they had become more and more audacious over time, to see how much the King of the South and his forces would put up with before they pushed back. While they hadn’t achieved much since a lot of the city’s manufactories were closing down for one reason or another, there had been hardly any active resistance from the local forces.
As a result, the supervisors had decided that today would be the true start to their operations. Today, they would try to gain access to all the major workshops in Saniya.
Some had gone to the so-called ‘chemistry lab’, where they would learn the secrets of Saniya’s purple dye and vanillin production. Others would go to the city’s gigantic foundry to learn the methods of their supreme steel production. Others yet had traveled to the workshops that produced porcelain, cement, clear glass, or fertilizer. However, only he was nowhere near the wealth of the city.
While all other supervisors were about to enter the real treasure houses of Saniya, and about to make real coin, only Qirao alone was stuck looking after Saniya’s medical research center. Although from its name, it seemed as fancy as the chemistry lab, no one expected to find anything of value in this place.
As far as they knew, none of the city’s famous products were being made here. In truth, it was no more than a large courtyard which housed all of Rapra Castle’s private physicians.
However, Qirao’s master Ogulno had been feeling unwell recently. Since his master’s house physician could not find the source of his troubles, he had tasked Qirao to come here and take away one or two of Saniya’s excellent physicians. The king’s medical experts had all been brought over from the Chutwa Empire, so they were bound to be outstanding in their field.
Thus, Qirao had been sent to this place, despite its lack of obvious value. Although he wasn’t too happy about the thankless task, at least his work would be easy to accomplish. How would some gray-bearded commoner doctors resist him?
All he had to do was accuse one or two of them with some false charges and take them away for an ‘investigation’. Once they left the city, there was nothing the cowardly southern king could do to get them back.
Thus, he was filled with confidence as he walked up to the two guards who stood at attention outside the courtyard.
“This official’s name is supervisor Qirao di Ogulno,” he shouted with authority. “On order of the league of lords, this official has been sent to investigate the operations of this royal workshop. Open the door, and make way.”
Both guards just gave him a strange look for a few seconds, before they replied.
“Are you hurt, master?” one of them asked as his eyes checked Qirao up and down for injuries.
“If you’re unwell, you may want to go to one of the city’s clinics instead,” the other guard added. “The local physicians take turns taking care of the patients there. Rather… this is not the place a patient would want to go.”
“On order of the league of lords, this official demands entry into this workshop!” Qirao stepped forward and spoke with more force. “Do you dare deny me, lowly one!?”
In the last few days, Qirao had played out this same act many times. Usually, the guards would either be scared and obediently give in, or they would get angry, which would give the supervisor an excuse to use real force.
However, this time the reaction from the guards was unexpected. For a second time, they just stared at him in confusion, before they shared a look that Qirao couldn’t quite place.
“Fine, but we are not responsible if anything happens to you, official,” one of them said in the end, and opened the door. Although Qirao was a bit confused by their behavior, the results were just as he had expected.
Too easy. These commoners have no backbone, just like their king, he thought, as he stepped through the entrance without another word.
As soon as he entered, he felt like something was wrong. All he could see was an empty hallway, but the metallic stench of blood hung in the air, mixed with alcohol and other smells he couldn’t quite place.
Not a soul could be seen, but in the distance, Qirao thought he could hear faint screams. Or was that just his imagination? He really couldn’t tell, but the entire atmosphere of the hallway felt off, as if he had stepped into a different, more sinister world.
Why was the daylight in the hallway so dim? Why was there no one to greet him at the entrance? Where were all the people? His chest tightened, and his back felt wet and cold. He tried to clear his throat and took a few deep breaths to relieve his anxiety, but it helped little.
Either way, I only have to find one physician and drag him out.
The thought dampened the fear a bit. Thus, he sneaked ahead with renewed spirit, but more careful than before. When he had entered, his head had been held high, but now his spine was bent, ready to react to any danger that may be lurking.
Step by step, his tension rose again, although it had just been relieved. What kind of physician’s shop was this?
“Finally!”
The bellowing voice came from Qirao’s side and shocked him to his core. As the giant figure the voice belonged to shoved the door open with a violent energy, the supervisor jumped back in defense. Yet as soon as he saw the figure, he gave up all thoughts of a fight.
The being had its entire body covered with a red robe, but it wasn’t the noble red of the warriors. Rather, it was the dirty, wet red of fresh blood. Even the creature’s face was covered by a white mask sprinkled with red dots, like a butcher after a hard day of work. However, what sort of animal would be butchered in a place like this? Qirao could only think of one, and it shook him to his core.
In its hand, the beast carried a short weapon of shiny silver. Despite its length, it looked plenty sharp, more than enough to be a threat to any warrior, even more so in this tight corridor.
Terrified, Qirao made another step back, ready to retreat or fight for his life at any moment.
“What!? Speak up!” the monster demanded in its bellowing tone. “You’ve come just in time! I’ve just run out of bodies, you know? You’re here to bring the new specimen, right?”
Before Qirao had even registered the final sentence, he had already turned and run as fast as his legs could carry him. If his master wanted a physician, the warrior would never dare get one from here.
Whatever abyssal things were happening in this workshop, Qirao wanted no part of it, and he didn’t want his master to fall victim to the inhuman beasts in here. Without noticing the confusion on the butcher’s face, or the stifled laughs of the guards at the entrance, Qirao rushed away, never to return.


Hermit's notes: Yeah, these chapters may be dragging on a bit, but I thought they were fun, and give a better perspective on what's happening to all parties in this part of the story, so I stuck with this.
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For the first time in years, advisor Iyo saw hope. As he descended the stairs towards the archives of Rapra Castle, he gathered the courage for the big decision he was about to make. When he saw that only one unarmed official was keeping watch outside the archives, he let out a sigh of relief. As soon as Iyo appeared, the watchman stood up from behind his desk, to show his respect for the higher-ranking official.
“Official Iyo, hello,” the watchman said. “What brings you here? You know the archive can’t be accessed without permission.”
“Good day, official,” Iyo replied. As he spoke, he tried to keep his expression as steady as possible. “I have not come to visit the archives today. Instead, I have come to inform you that King Corcopaca requires your assistance.”
“Is that true?” the commoner asked in a suspicious tone.
This was one of the many young commoners who had become officials under King Corcopaca over the past five years. Most of them were locals from within the city, so they still held some amount of respect for the old high official Iyo. Cheating him wouldn’t be too hard.
“There is not a hair of deceit in this official’s words. Here are your orders.” Iyo held out the paper with the king’s seal that he had faked earlier. “Since this official is unaware of the king’s exact needs at this time, there is no telling whether these orders are urgent or not. Thus, please make your way to the king’s retreat post-hate.”
For a while, the servant read the orders in silence, but he couldn’t find anything wrong with them. Iyo himself had made sure they were up to standard.
“But… I can’t abandon my post without a replacement. What if someone comes here and wants to enter the archive?” the commoner asked in the end.
Of course, Iyo knew of the castle’s regulations and had planned for this response. Still, he pretended to think for a while, before he replied, “in that case, this official will lower himself and take up the post for a while. Now hurry, there is no time to lose. And this official’s time is valuable as well. Do not waste it.”
After a heavy nod that showed that the servant understood his new orders, he left his desk in front of Saniya’s archives and disappeared up the stairs. Now, Iyo was all alone.
There truly is no time to lose, he thought as he ignored the official’s desk and rushed past it, straight into the archives. He didn’t have much time before his lies would be exposed, so he had to try his best to find the targets of his operation quickly.
As he searched through the long rows of shelves within the archives, Iyo reflected on the past few years. Although his current actions were dangerous, he realized that this may be his last chance if he wanted to achieve something in this life.
In his original vision, this place, Rapra Castle, was supposed to be his stage, the setting for his great rise to fame, power and wealth. However, reality had hit him hard, again and again.
Back when Lord Sawo was still in charge of the city under orders of House Ichilia, Iyo had been one of the lord’s closest advisors. While Sawo had dreaming of a great future for himself, Iyo had worked hard to make it a reality. While the city lord had been out getting drunk with his incompetent band of warriors during another one of their endless banquets, the advisor had been stuck in this castle, doing all the important work to keep Saniya from falling apart.
However, his efforts had never been rewarded. Rather, Sawo had always shown scorn for the hard-working official. Maybe he felt threatened by Iyo’s talents, or maybe he had never forgotten that Iyo had advised against Sawo’s arrogant attempt to establish himself as one of Medala’s lords, against the wishes of their old master Divitius Ichilia. Either way, Iyo had seen no future with the self-important warrior.
Thus, as soon as he saw the opportunity, he had chosen to jump ship. His chance had come when the Ancestral Hall in Arguna had split up the Medala Empire after the death of the last emperor. The resulting compromise established a new Kingdom of the South, and with it a new lord of Saniya.
As soon as the new king appeared, Iyo chose to side with the legitimate ruler of the lands, and against the upstart Sawo. His choice had proven wise. Sawo’s embarrassing excuse for troops were crushed by the king’s elite mercenaries with almost no resistance. Thus, the city had fallen into the hands of King Corco, and soon the Chawir marshes followed.
However, despite his obvious abilities and dedication, Iyo had once again not received the appreciation he deserved. At first, he had still been optimistic, and his role in the castle had still been important. Because he was the only proper official who was familiar with the day-to-day operations of Saniya and the Chawir marshes, King Corco had to rely on his expertise to quickly get acquainted with his new domain.
Yet soon, the king’s own officials had learned everything he had to teach about the lands, and Iyo’s value diminished. Back then, King Corco hadn’t even tried to use him properly. How was this fair to him, who had given up his position in House Ichilia to support the king?
Worse yet, the city changed more and more as the years went by. All kinds of strange things were developed here. Commoners were no longer acting like commoners any more, Saniya didn’t do politics like most Medala estates, and their economy was a mess he couldn’t follow at all, much less after the king’s foreigner accountants introduced new ways of writing and calculating the treasury’s budget. More and more, Iyo was being left behind.
In the end, he was left to organize the regular banquets and other festivities held by the crown. This was the only part of Saniya life which hadn’t changed at all. Though the banquets in Saniya were more lavish and more frequent than those in other estates, they were still fundamentally the same.
Thus, Iyo was familiar with their operation and well-suited to his new work. This way, his high position in the castle was also retained, and he received high wages for what his new master called ‘organizing the numbing of the ruling class’.
Still, as one of the king’s first allies, shouldn’t he deserve more respect? Wasn’t it rude to just push him aside into a position that was so far removed from the real power of the castle? Where could he go from here? Wasn’t this the end of his path as an official?
Even if he couldn’t read the silly ‘new Yakua’ script of Saniya, since he preferred the noble depth and complexity of classic Yakua, wouldn’t there be any more suitable work for a man of his abilities? He could achieve far greater results for his master in the treasury or with the army instead.
So why exclude him like this? Why prefer some lowly commoners and foreigners over a trained warrior servant like himself? It surely wasn’t down to his qualifications, or to his abilities. Apart from prejudice due to his Ichilia past, Iyo could think of no reason for the king to disregard him like this. Although the sudden stagnation in his career was beyond his understanding, he had no choice but to endure over the past few years. In time, Iyo had begun to accept his fate.
However, this year had brought him a pleasant surprise. At last, the King of the South had begun to lose his stranglehold over the southern kingdom.
With the formation of the league of lords, Iyo’s chance had come again. As a resident of the castle, he understood the king and his forces better than most. He was certain that King Corco wouldn’t survive this crisis.
Maybe if he had acted decisively, the king could have worked out a compromise with the lords, but he no longer had a competent advisor like Iyo by his side, so he had just given in to the threats of Governor Mayu. With the weakness he had shown so far, the king’s fate was as good as sealed.
Now that the writing was on the wall, Iyo had chosen to once again switch allegiances, before his current master would be destroyed by his own incompetence. However, he couldn’t just travel to Puscanacra and ask for employ in Governor Mayu’s court. Otherwise, the governor may consider him a spy, or worse, a traitor.
To prove his value and get into his new master’s good graces from the start, he had to bring useful gifts. Thus, he had come here to Rapra Castle’s archive, to collect some gifts that would be of value to his master Mayu.
Only during this chaotic time would the archives be guarded by just a single commoner official, so his window of opportunity was very slim. To grab this chance, he had even learned the useless script of Saniya so he could navigate the shelves. Even so, the unfamiliar characters took a long time to decipher, and his own nervousness didn’t help him either. Although he had just sent the watchman halfway across the castle and wasn’t expecting him back within at least half an hour, he still felt like someone could come here at any time.
However, everything went smoothly. After a search that felt like an eternity, he had finally collected a good number of documents. All of them contained vital information that would prove invaluable to his new masters. Some summarized the kingdom’s budget, while others contained the number of troops and weapons the king could call upon in times of war.
Most importantly, he had also found the patents for many of Saniya’s most important technologies. For now, they were still stored here until the patent office was established, so Iyo would never let the opportunity slip by to take what his master had been searching for so desperately over the past few days.
In the end, he had collected so much that he couldn’t hide all of it under his robes anymore. Unlike the classic scrolls used in most castles around Medala, the documents here were stored in large folders of stiff paper, so they were much harder to stuff away within a sleeve. It was another useless innovation from a ruler who was too obsessed with change, but it didn’t make much of a difference.
Iyo would simply carry all the documents by hand, out in the open. If he met with another servant on his way out, he could just come up with some cheap excuse and send them on an errand before they asked too many questions. For now, his authority in the castle was still enough to walk through the front door without being questioned. That was all he needed.
However, as soon as he left the archive, he realized that all his authority wouldn’t help him this time. Three figures were blocking the stairs that would lead away from the archive and back up towards the castle’s front gate.
One was the watchman he had just lured away, returned far earlier than Iyo had thought. Next to him stood Admiral Atau, one of the king’s close confidantes and an excellent fighter, which snuffed out all his hope of resistance. However, the final figure was the one Iyo was most familiar with, but it was also the most surprising, and someone he hadn’t expected to meet again in this life.
“City Lord Sawo,” a breathless Iyo addressed the banker by his old title. As soon as he noticed the three figures who were clearly waiting for him to exit the archive, he felt trapped in a nightmare.
These people should never appear together, not here or anywhere else. Why was the old city lord back in Rapra Castle? Had Sawo finally returned to take revenge for Iyo’s past betrayal? Before he had noticed, he lost his grip and the documents dropped from his hands. Loose pieces of paper danced in the hallway and turned the ground in front of him into a mess.
“There you see it, Admiral: Just as I predicted,” Sawo said in the same smug tone that Iyo remembered from years past. “How fortunate that King Corco invited this great master into the castle, otherwise I could have not stepped in now. Who knows what could have happened without this master’s warning. Not that this is much of a surprise, mind you. Once a traitor, always a traitor.”
The irony of these words coming from the former Ichilia servant and former city lord Sawo d’Ichilia wasn’t lost on Iyo, but no one else cared. In truth, he didn’t feel like laughing either. Without resistance, the advisor was taken away by the infamous Admiral Atau, while his former master watched on with a satisfied grin. Now, Iyo’s last chance was truly gone.


Hermit's Notes: Anyone still remember Iyo? I wasn't sure anyone did, so I retold his story in this chapter to jog everyone's memory. He was a somewhat prominent supporting character in book3, but appeared less and less in later books, in preparation for this exact chapter. Hopefully it didn't come totally out of left field (or hopefully it did).
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Compared to the loneliness of several days ago, now Corco’s little retreat within Rapra Castle was much more lively. Now, people from all walks of life had come together in this place. They sat, ate, and drank, as they discussed their various views on life and humanity, as well as the future of the world.
At this moment, Corco watched a particularly heated disagreement between some of his guests.
“No, should the warriors really deserve the same rights as everyone!? Why!?” Ekoko, a balding man in gray silken robes shouted and pointed his finger at the other people in the group. “We have been under their thumb for generations, since ancient times! All these years, we have suffered under their rule, and they have reaped countless benefits! Why should they not suffer for once? Why should they note feel the consequences of their actions!?”
Although his words were harsh, Corco could understand Ekoko’s emotions, since he knew his background. This man wasn’t only a commoner, he was also the largest owner of gambling halls and taverns in Saniya. In the past, he had operated his gambling houses illegally, but after the city had been cleaned up, he had adhered to all laws, and obediently paid his taxes.
Or rather, Corco’s people hadn’t found him in violation of any laws, at least so far, which was the only reason he was allowed in here. Well, that, and the fact that the king wanted to see every group in his kingdom represented during these talks. He really didn’t want to overlook anyone’s needs by accident.
Anyways, as a former gangster, Ekoko would have suffered more under the warriors than most. Surely, every time the local warriors needed some money, they would have come to the gambling houses and blackmailed their owners, since there was no way the commoners could fight back against the superior warrior class.
Now that he had the chance, he surely wanted to take revenge for past humiliations. However, calmer minds in the group refuted him before Corco had to.
“And what is the difference between a warrior and a commoner? That they’re good at fighting people? Really, we’re all the same when it comes down to it. They’re just rules made up by the strong to suppress the weak. So what’s the point in segregating people in the future? We’d just make the same mistakes again.” Atau argued opposite of him.
“I think both honorable masters here are missing the point. We are trying to reconcile Yaku tradition with a modern, more perfect world. Our answer to this question cannot be to divide people by class again, with the only difference that another group now stands on top, thereby oppressing their previous oppressors,” ex-priest Watachay said.
“Not to mention, the warriors are hardly in control of anything in the first place. They may have legal power over the commoners, but they also have none of the commoner freedoms,” Tama suddenly appeared and added from the side, which caused Ekoko’s neck to shrink.
“They are de facto slaves to their lords,” Tama continued. “Their own rights are even more limited than those of the commoners. They only really have the ‘right’ to obey their lord’s orders. So they deserve liberation just as much as the craftsmen or merchants of Medala do. No, what we need to achieve is a complete elimination of the old class structure. Only then can we truly unite the people of Medala into a powerful whole, for the future of the empire.”
No one would have expected that, while the city outside was plunged in chaos, the people in the castle were in an almost jubilant atmosphere.
With great satisfaction, Corco watched this conversation, as well as many similar ones all around him. Although all the people he had assembled over the last few days came from different places and backgrounds, each with their own biases and prejudices, together, they would often come to similar conclusions as his own. At least, once they had enough time and debated with an open mind, they would often come close enough.
Most of the time, the king didn’t even have to do anything and could just watch. Only sometimes would he have to push the talks into the right direction or intervene before two people got too heated and started beating each other up.
The harmony in his little retreat was a very encouraging sign for the king’s future plans. All these conversations showed him that cooperation between the classes was truly possible, so long as everyone had a common goal. Although he would have loved to keep sitting and listening, Fadelio entered from the front door and walked towards Corco.
“King Corco, a new guest has arrived,” he said after a bow.
“Oh? Who is it this time?”
Over the past days, people from almost every class in Medala had arrived here to contribute to the discussions. Even some classless people like the traveling folk who were working on Corco’s cartography project had appeared. Every time someone new showed up, the king got excited, since any new arrival would offer a unique perspective on his current kingdom, and unique ideas on what needed to be fixed. Not to mention that they would only further legitimize the choices he had made.
“Advisor Guachimine Villca has come to Saniya to give the regards of his brother, Lord Uchu Villca,” Fadelio explained. “His messengers just reached the castle. They have stated that the advisor is still busy with matters in the city, but he would arrive in the castle within two hours. Would it maybe inappropriate to let him enter the retreat straight away?”
In response to Fadelio’s question, Corco looked around the lively atmosphere in the room. Although he didn’t think highly of the Yaku class system, the Villca clan was still one of the lord families of Medala. Treating them the same as everyone else would be more than a bit inappropriate. Not to mention, he planned to win them over as allies.
“Yeah, that would be rude to anyone, let alone a lord,” Corco said thus. “I’ll entertain him in whatever salon is most ready to entertain guests.”
“Understood.” Fadelio stood to the side and vaguely pointed towards the door. “In that case, please follow me, King Corco. We will need to prepare for the advisor’s entrance.”
Prompted thus, Corco looked down on his own appearance. While his more casual clothes were suitable for the current circumstances, they certainly weren’t good enough to meet with a potential ally in the war against Mayu.
“That’s right,” he agreed, stood up, and followed Fadelio out of the room.
When they had left, he added, “By the way, have you ordered all the stuff we’ll need for the solstice festival?”
“If you mean the normal festival preparations, then that’s been done days ago.” Now that no outsiders were around anymore, Fadelio’s tone was a lot less servile. “If you’re referring to your special project, then I have ordered all of it, in double the numbers you wanted, to make we have spares with something goes wrong. We’ve hid the orders among all the other countless things we’ll need for the festival, so no one will notice anything strange. Also, the fences have already arrived. You can take a look later and see if they’re appropriate for what you had in mind.”
“Thanks for that. What would I do without you?” Corco joked.
“More paperwork, I assume,” Fadelio replied in a dry tone that made the king laugh.
Thus, Corco left the charged atmosphere of his retreat and got ready to greet the most important one among his prospective allies.
__________________________
Two hours later, Guachimine Villca entered Rapra castle’s small salon, exactly on time for his appointment. Compared to the past, the clever political advisor who had been nicknamed ‘rat’ by his enemies was looking a lot more steady these days.
Before, he would hide behind his brothers with a bent posture, while wearing overly simple and humble clothing. Now, his posture was appropriate for the son of one of Medala’s great houses, and he had replaced those simple robes with something more suitable to his standing as the brains behind House Villca’s recent ascension.
Still, he showed the same restraint and superficial politeness that he had always had. As soon as he entered the room, he bowed his head and greeted his king.
“King Corcopaca, this servant is overjoyed at the invitation from House Pluritac and humbled to be a guest in the famous Rapra Castle.”
“Your new robes suit you well, Guachimine,” Corco greeted him back in a familiar tone to ease the atmosphere.
Guachimine wore red robes, but it wasn’t the ostentatious red of the warriors. Instead, he wore a more muted, darker red with loose sleeves and bronze accents, a color and style more suitable for an official.
“Thank you, king.” Guachimine raised his head and smiled lightly, seemingly relieved at the king’s casual tone. “My brother tells me that I ought to look the part for negotiations, or no one will take me seriously.”
“By the way, you’re free to sit down.” Corco motioned to the seat in front of him. “And I’d have to agree with your brother. Humility and understatement can only carry you so far.”
The advisor followed Corco’s advice and took a seat, but he refuted him where it mattered.
“Excuse my rudeness, but that is something you should be currently experiencing yourself, King Corco.”
Well, you might be rude, but you’re not wrong, Corco thought. After all these years, those lords and uncles and cousins finally no longer underestimating me, and now they’re panicking at how strong we’ve become. Though maybe, they’ll still be shocked when they see our real strength.
Although it was a topic of great interest for Corco, he wouldn’t just talk to Guachimine about it, at least not before he had discerned that House Villca was an ally, rather than an enemy. Thus, the king switched topics.
“So I hear you’ve spent some time in the city before coming here,” he said in a conversational tone that didn’t sound like an interrogation, even though it was. “Didn’t you already arrive in Saniya yesterday? At least that’s what my people tell me.”
Despite the hidden accusations, Guachimine remained calm.
“Yes, I felt like I needed to experience the atmosphere in the city first. After all, much has changed since the last time I visited Saniya,” he replied.
“So, what do you think?”
For a second, the younger Villca had to think, as he tried to study Corco’s calm smile.
“It seems like you are in real trouble this time, King,” Villca said in the end, with a saddened look on his face. “Just from one look at the streets, it appears like king’s forces have already lost the war with Governor Mayu before it has properly begun. They already control the streets of your own city, so what can you do to fight back? Not to mention, I followed an invitation from the league of lords this morning and had a long talk with their representative. Their offer was quite tempting, and their victory seems quite assured.”
Just like Guachimine had, Corco remained calm, despite the harsh words. After all, Guachimine Villca wasn’t someone who would come to gloat, or to provoke him for no reason. Since he had come here, it meant that he hadn’t made his decision yet.
“But you still came here?” he thus asked.
“Well, as king may know, I am not someone who is easily swayed. At the very least, I would like to hear from both sides before I come to a conclusion.” Guachimine replied as Corco had predicted.
“To be honest, I’m a bit surprised that your house hasn’t joined that silly league of legends already.” Corco faked a sigh. “What with our spotty history and all.”
Guachimine’s late father, Lord Iqtana Villca, had been one of Corco’s biggest opponents during the succession war. In the end, he had died due to Fadelio’s actions. During Corco’s takeover of the south, he had also fought with the various Villca sons, through various assassination attempts. In the end, they had made peace and begun to cooperate, but Corco would be surprised if the brothers didn’t have any resentment left from their past together.
“Well, I also do not tend to hold grudges, as you may well know,” Guachimine replied. That much was true as well. If Uchu was here, Corco would have expected a much harsher treatment. “And House Villca’s circumstances are a bit unique, to say the least,” the advisor continued.
“You’re worried about the copper mine, I assume?”
Several years back, part of Corco’s economic plan had been to flood the market with cheap copper. To that end, he had worked out a cooperation with House Villca. They already had fairly rich open copper mines on their estate, but the king helped them properly exploit them with modern equipment.
Pumps and better digging tools helped them dig deeper, while a short railway line transported the ore to the nearby river, from where it would be transported to Saniya and refined in the city’s giant foundries.
After Corco’s great copper-flooding plan had been a success, Saniya and Cashan continued to cooperate on that front, with the copper produced in the mines being transported to Saniya for refinement. By now, it was one of House Villca’s biggest income streams.
“It is not the only issue of concern, but it certainly is one of them,” Guachimine admitted.
“At least when it comes to the copper, I’d be glad to continue our cooperation, even if we don’t come to a deal today. Just don’t kill me, or you may lose your best customer,” Corco joked.
In the near future, Saniya would need copper for a whole host of uses. For one, his shipyards had already begun to clad the hulls of his ships with copper sheets, so they would have increased demand for a long time. Not to mention that closer economic ties would make it harder for House Villca to fully stand against him, at least if they wanted to continue selling their copper like they had before.
“Ahaha, House Villca is very glad to hear that.” Guachimine’s laugh sounded surprisingly frank. “However, that is not the only reason we are hesitant.”
“So what else is it? Let me guess, you don’t trust my idiot cousin’s ‘plan’ either?”
It was obvious that Mayu hadn’t come up with this plan himself, and it was also obvious, at least to Corco, that this attempt to take over Saniya was only a small part of a much larger strategy.
Otherwise, why would all those outside forces cooperate with Mayu? Just so a governor could take over and replace the king in power? Of course, Corco wasn’t the only one who was suspicious of the league’s ability to orchestrate such a multi-layered plot. As expected, someone as smart as Guachimine wasn’t fooled either.
“The opacity of the league’s plans, and their plan’s originator, is one factor. But primarily, we are most concerned with Port Ulta’s seeming affiliation with the league. After all, our dear brother Epunamo is still a ‘guest’ there.”
“Oh yeah, I almost forgot about that.”
Strangely, this may be the biggest reason for House Villca to side with Saniya this time. Epunamo was the eldest brother of House Villca, and the eldest son of their late father Iqtana. Before Uchu had struck a deal with the remaining two brothers and taken power with Corco’s help, Epunamo had been the one in control of Cashan’s court.
Apparently, he had planned to cooperate with the north and the foreigners to fight Corco’s new southern kingdom. However, he was defeated before he could make any of his plans reality.
Once his forces had been driven out of the city, he had escaped across the Anticasa Mountain Pass to Port Ulta, which was controlled by his arcavian allies. Since then, he had been stuck there, looking for a chance to regain the seat his three brothers had taken from him.
Throughout the most recent conflict so far, maybe Mayu’s biggest mistake had been to so openly align himself with Port Ulta. Since Port Ulta was openly siding with the league, it was obvious that they had been promised some benefits. What else but Cashan could they have asked for?
If Epunamo were to succeed in his goals and retake Cashan, the three Villca brothers would be as good as dead, replaced by their eldest brother, who would then surely become a puppet of the arcavian forces in Port Ulta. Of course, this wasn’t something any of the brothers would be happy with.
With this new information, Corco finally understood Guachimine’s hesitation in picking a side. They really wanted to stick with him, but would only do so if they saw a chance for victory. Among Corco’s allies, House Villca was now probably one of the most trustworthy, bizarrely. After all, they needed his soldiers maybe even more than he needed theirs.
“You know, King Corco, when I first entered your city yesterday, I thought that the war was already decided,” the younger Villca said. “Out on the streets, your city no longer looks yours.”
“But?” Corco asked for the punchline.
“But now I am not so sure anymore. You seem too calm, and too in control.”
“That sounds about right.”
For a moment, Corco thought about his next step. Since there was no more reason to worry about House Villca’s loyalty, he thought that it was time to inform them of his plans, and to start winning them over.
“Okay.” He clapped as he jumped out of his seat. “In that case, if you wanna find out why I’m so calm, you may wanna stick around the castle a bit. I’ll show you my hideout these days, and what I’ve been doing. There’s also a bunch of other guests in the castle you may wanna meet. You can send a messenger back home and give your brother your first impressions. And tell him that I’m not holding you hostage or anything, before he does something stupid like joining Mayu on his losing quest.”
Thus, Corco opened the door to leave the room. But before he stepped out, he looked back at Guachimine, who looked slightly taken aback at the king’s confidence.
“Oh also, if you don’t want to be perceived as standing on the wrong side of history, you may want to tell your brother Uchu to come to Saniya for the winter solstice festival. I’d emphasize that to him, if I were you. Since it’s important and all.”
Because by then, you really don’t want to be seen as anything other than my ally.
Of course, he didn’t say that part out loud. There was no reason to spoil the surprise just yet. What would be the fun in that?
Hermit's Notes: Yeah, a bit late this week, since I didn't have time for anything yesterday. Sorry about that. I'll try to get another three chapters done until Christmas, so I can take a short break during the holidays. Let's hope it works out.
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Exhausted from another long day of labor, Sami left the Tasa manufactory around dusk. When he had taken the job, he had never thought that his work would be so physically draining. Of course, even after all these days, the manufactory still wasn’t operating the way it was supposed to, despite their previous plans.
Rather than overseeing the mass-creation of luxury furniture like he was paid to do, Sami had spent his recent days in the half-destroyed leftovers of his previous place of work. There, he helped the other workers clean up the mess that the various groups of ‘supervisors’ had left behind on their raids.
Though at first it had looked like they could scare away the warriors of the league of lords, they had soon been taught a lesson in humility.
In the first few days of Saniya’s new order, after King Corco’s capitulation to the demands of his lords, the bands of warriors had still been somewhat restrained. They had threatened them with harsh words, but had only probed for entrance and had never overstepped legal bounds.
Especially when they had realized that the Tasa manufactory employed a lot more workers than the average commoner workshop, many of whom were cultivators and former warriors themselves, the ‘supervisors’ had quickly retreated. Some of the ruder ones had been more insistent, but they never had the strength to force their way inside. And once the local police forces showed up, even the most persistent among the ‘supervisors’ would disappear after spouting a few excuses and leaving behind some vague threats.
However, the greedy warriors had never really given up. With the promise of riches in front of them, these people were relentless. After all, the Tasa furniture manufactory was the first privately owned manufactory in Saniya, and it was also the largest workshop in the hands of commoners.
On top of that, Sami had also heard stories that the ‘supervisors’ had found no success in their attempts to steal from the official government manufactories these days. As a result, they targeted the commoners even more viciously than before, driven by their greed and desperation.
Compared to all the smaller workshops that were still in private hands, the large Tasa manufactory would logically become their prime target. So they hadn’t really been deterred, not by the powerful Tasa workers, nor by the warnings from the local police.
As the local forces had shrunk back more and more over the following days, the supervisors saw their chance, and got bolder and bolder as a result. When they realized that none of the police would seriously stop them, let alone punish them for their crimes, several groups of ‘supervisors’ had banded together and finally overpowered the Tasa workers.
After they had forced entry into the Tasa manufactory, they had searched up and down for anything of value, and had taken with them whatever they could carry. In the process, they hadn’t identified themselves, they hadn’t shown any official documentation, and they hadn’t asked a single question.
They hadn’t even tried to pretend that their actions were in any way legitimate, or anything other than daylight robbery. Once their rampage was over, they had left behind a mess, which caused great distress to Sami and the other workers. Though he was mostly distressed about all the extra work, really.
At least their boss understood their struggles. A few days ago, boss Sawo had appeared and paid all factory workers two months of wages in advance, including a bonus, which had done wonders for morale. Still, Sami would have preferred to avoid the constant raids from various groups of ‘supervisors’, even if it meant slightly less money.
In fact, what annoyed him most about these supervisors was that they weren’t even doing their jobs right. Not their fake ones, and not their real ones. Of course, they weren’t supposed to enter the privately owned businesses at all, and they weren’t supposed to just take stuff, so they never really acted like supervisors. But that was to be expected. However, they were even lousy bandits. For one, they had no eye for valuables at all.
Whenever they scoured the manufactory for things to steal, they would routinely overlook some of the most valuable goods they had in store. They would walk right past the expensive woods imported from Chutwa or the Verdant Isles, only to take the cheap brass alloy they used as decoration for some of their furniture.
Just because it‘s nice and shiny. The same eye for treasure as birds.
Even more hilariously, they had no idea how to fulfill their masters’ goals either. According to one of Sami’s friends, these supervisors had specifically come to copy and steal Saniya’s advanced technologies. Those were the orders their masters had given them.
However, they would walk right past the irreplaceable machines like the water-powered lathes, just because they didn’t understand them. To them, they must have looked like greasy blocks of gray iron, maybe comparable to an anvil in usefulness: Too heavy to move, and not worth that much in the first place. To them, these invaluable marvels of technology had no worth. And it seemed like the bandits were acting like this in other workshops as well, from what he had heard.
If these ‘supervisors’ really wanted to steal something of value, they should have quietly watched the manufactory during working hours and copied their order of operations, which was optimized for efficiency and the biggest money saver in their entire workshop. At the same time, they could have taken a few measuring instruments like rulers with them as well, another key invention that they foolishly overlooked in favor of blackmailing a few copper coins out of the workers’ pockets.
Maybe that was the worst embarrassment for Sami: The fact that they were being bossed around by such colossal incompetents. However, while the supervisors were horrible at their jobs and had no understanding of real life work, the chaos they caused was very real indeed. If at least one of their aims had been to spread terror throughout Saniya, their operation had been a smashing success, quite literally.
As he sneaked his way through the dark alleys of the city, he didn’t come across a single soul. Still, in several directions, he could faintly hear far-off shouts and the sounds of destruction. Both had become familiar to Sami over the past days.
Once, everyone had walked on the large and straight roads built by their king with pride and confidence. Day and night, these roads had been lined with stalls and shops, offering all kinds of wares and snacks to the people who strolled past them, simply to enjoy the atmosphere of the greatest city in the world.
Now, the stalls were gone, and the people had behind the walls of their houses. Only the patrols of warrior supervisors were still outside to make trouble for anyone who dared to come into their view.
Maybe, soon enough, the warriors would lose all inhibitions, and start raiding the private homes in the city as well. That would truly be the end of Saniya, and his as well. If these people ever found out what Saniya’s commoners were doing behind closed doors, there would truly be no going back.
Before any warriors could find him, Sami made his way several roads down, to the goal of his journey, a mid-sized courtyard in the city center.
Two short, two long, two short.
With a code written in knocks, he let the people behind the door know that he wasn’t an outsider, or a raider.
Early on during the city’s new order, some private citizens had made the mistake of opening their doors to the supervisor. They had paid dearly for their error. Since then, everyone had become a lot more cautious and wouldn’t let anyone in unless they knew them by name. That was appropriate even for normal households, but it was even more fitting for the people inside this yard. After all, they really had something to hide.
Not long after his knocks, the courtyard door opened, and revealed its owner, a familiar face to Sami.
“Sami, welcome,” his old friend Chanca said. A few years back, both of them had arrived in the city on the same boat, as fellow carpentry apprentices. But today, Sami was a foreman at the new Tasa manufactory, if it ever started production, while Chanca had made his career by sleeping with the rich man Ekoko’s daughter.
“Hey Chanca, long time no see,” Sami replied, relieved to see his old friend again. After Sami had quit his work at Ekoko’s bar, the two had lost sight of each other a bit, though the recent events in the city had united them again.
“Come inside,” Chanca said while he grabbed Sami by the shoulder. “The event has already started. And there’s something special I want to show you.”
From the courtyard, the two marched towards one of the buildings in the back, furthest from the road. From the outside, Sami could already hear the excited murmurs of people, which was why they had to hold their meeting in these larger backyards. If anyone heard them while walking by, the nouse would draw attention otherwise.
Still, despite the remoteness of the building, both Sami and Chanca looked around, as if on reflex, just in case there were any ‘supervisors’ nearby. Only then did Chanca open the door and let his old colleague enter.
Inside, the air was heavy, thick with defiance. More than a dozen young men and women filled the room, almost to the brim. They were people from all walks of life, though none of them were warriors. They had craftsmen and merchants in here, but also entertainers like his girlfriend Ulan or the sons of farmers who stayed in the city to visit the school. Sometimes, even police and soldiers would join them in this place.
These secret meeting had grown out of the quiet gatherings that many well-off Saniya commoners had made popular in the last few years. However, in here, no one would play quiet chamber music to drown out the unjust world outside. Instead, they would come together here to drink, be merry, and – most of all – rail against their oppressors.
At the moment, all the guests stared at one of their own who was about to do just that. With a straight and righteous posture, he stood on one of the tables, the crowd gathered around him, and spoke in a powerful voice.
“This is a poem that I have titled ‘the Panther’,” he explained, before he began to recite the words in his heart.
“His vision, from the constantly passing bars,
has grown so weary that it cannot hold
anything else. It seems to him there are
a thousand bars; and behind the bars, no world.

As he paces in cramped circles, over and over,
the movement of his powerful soft strides
is like a ritual dance around a center
in which a mighty will stands paralyzed.

Only at times, the curtain of the pupils
lifts, quietly--. An image enters in,
rushes down through the tensed, arrested muscles,
plunges into the heart and is gone.”
For a while, Sami was transfixed, stunned into silence by the powerful language. Wasn’t this just describing his own tragedy, his own inner turmoil? Wasn’t this the position of everyone in this room, their strength, valor, and nobility caged, by ancient laws. All of them eager to break free, but numbed by years of oppression, from forces far above their own? Compared to the shallow poems about spring and summer that the fancy nobles liked, these were words that spoke to his heart and tensed his muscles.
“Heavens know what he’s babbling about again,” Chanca interrupted Sami’s profound thoughts with his usual thoughtlessness.
“You can’t relate to this?” Sami asked in confusion. Even if Chanca couldn’t understand the words, couldn’t he at least feel the fire and desperation contained within the diction?
“He’s always waxing off like this, but I don’t really get it.” Chanca scratched his head. “Words won’t do us any good either way. Once the supervisors show up, I’m sure they won’t care about his fancy diction. Anyways, if you’ve heard enough of this nonsense, I’ll show you around now. As I said, there’s something I wanna show you. I guarantee it’ll be better than the tiger poem.”
On any other day, Sami would stay in these meetings and mingle with the group for a bit, but Chanca’s expression looked unusually serious by his standards. Thus, Sami followed his friend deeper into the building, away from the downtrodden youths.


Hermit's Notes: The original poem 'The Panther' was written by Rainer Maria Rilke. I always thought it made for a good metaphor for a pre-revolution state. I looked at various english translations, and this was the one I thought best captured the feeling of the original. As always with poem translations though, I feel like it doesn't quite do the original justice.
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Dec 23, 2020


Since Chanca’s vague request sounded urgent, Sami followed his host through the crowd, towards the back of the room. However, halfway to wherever they were going, the host stopped for a second, changed directions and walked up to a table with an expensive porcelain bowl on top.
“Hey, you want some punch?” Chanca asked out of the blue. Before Sami could ask what ‘punch’ was even supposed to be, the host had picked up one of the porcelain cups next to the bowl and had begun to ladle in some steaming, amber-colored liquid.
Confused, Sami looked at his friend.
“I thought you had to show me something important. Is this it?” he asked. Surely, Chanca had more to show off than some booze, right?
“I’m not sure you’re ready yet,” Chanca replied while handing Sami the cup. “Thought maybe you’ll need a strong drink first. It’s a big deal, so you’d better be prepared.”
“Sure.”
While he would have much rather gotten to the point already, Sami was somewhat intrigued by the unknown drink in front of him. He was a former barman after all. Although he preferred simple drinks to complicated ones in general, that didn’t mean he couldn’t appreciate a good cocktail.
Thus, he took a sip, to get a taste, and to get it over with. After all, Chanca had never had a sophisticated palate, and Sami doubted he’d really be knocked out by this ‘punch’.
To Sami’s surprise, the drink’s flavor was rich and complex, with sweetness and sourness mixed in equal amounts. From the heat entering his body, Sami could tell that the drink contained a lot of alcohol, but it didn’t taste like it at all. This felt like the perfect booze for getting dead drunk with friends.
“This is pretty good.” he concluded, before he took another sip. “What’s in it?”
“I hear there’s milk in it.” Chanca shrugged and ladled a second cup for himself. “Lots of booze too. Not sure about the rest.”
“Wait, you didn’t make this?” Sami asked. He thought that Ekoko’s newest barman was trying to show off his own creation here. Evidently, he had overestimated his friend.
“What do you take me for? Of course I didn’t make it,” Chanca replied, while giving him a weird look. “The new guy at dad’s bar made it.”
“That is something I really should have guessed.”
In retrospect, it was quite obvious. Even back when both of them had been working in Ekoko’s bar, Sami had been the one who did most of the work, including all the mixing.
When he left his job, he thought that Chanca would take over some of the tasks, but it looked like he had just found a new stooge to do it for him. Sami silently prayed for his successor and hoped he was paid well enough for his services.
“Hahaha, I’m too busy to bother with that small stuff,” Chanca said. “Anyways, we should get going. You better hold on to that cup, you’re gonna need it.”
With steaming hot drinks in hand, the two left first the room, and then the building through the back door. Outside once more, they didn’t return to the front of the yard that Sami had entered from. Instead, he followed Chanca towards a small building near the yard’s back entrance.
“The ice house?” Sami asked after he had identified Chanca’s target. “What are we doing here?”
“There’s something I wanna show you,” Chanca repeated, before he opened the heavy lock and entered the small room.
The inside of the ice house was predictably frosty. In response, Sami pulled his robes closed and wrapped his hands around the punch in his hand. Now, he was glad that his host had stopped for a drink first, or he would have really suffered in the icy cold.
Although they were in deep winter already, there were still plenty of fresh ice blocks stacked up in the ice house, occupying at least half the room. Maybe they were for all the drinks served in Ekoko’s taverns and bars, Sami thought. That was the only explanation that made sense to him, since there was little else in the room. Apart from a few pieces of meat and fish hung up next to the blocks of ice, Sami couldn’t find anything of interest.
“So what did you have to show me?” Sami asked once again. Hhe took a seat on an ice block, before he took another sip from his drink. “Were you just feeling sentimental and wanted to sit on some ice again, with a good drink in hand?”
When Sami and Chanca had come to Saniya, they had done so on a ship transporting ice from the south. Since they hadn’t been able to pay for passage back then, they had been forced to work on the ship.
Thus, they had been forced to stay in the freezing storage for several days, to watch the ice and make sure it  wouldn’t melt on the voyage. Even to this day, Sami still had shivering nightmares about it sometimes. Still, to him, it was an important memory, and a precious one. However, Chanca only gave him a blank stare.
“What are you talking about?” he asked, and began to pull away the blocks of ice in the back of the room with an ice hook.
Although Sami wanted to help, he didn’t get the chance. Just after he had stood up, and before he could make one step forward, he stopped again, surprised by the large wooden boxes that were revealed behind the blocks of ice.
No wonder so much of the ice house was taken up by ice. The blocks were being used to hide something behind them. Before Sami had regained his senses, Chanca had already pulled out two of the long boxes and put them on the ground between the two.
“What’s going on here?” a nervous Sami asked. “Are you smuggling stuff for boss Ekoko?”
From the stories told by his former drunkard patrons, Sami knew that Ekoko was a shady character, so he wouldn’t be surprised if he dealt in illegal goods as well. Though it wouldn’t be a surprise, he still wasn’t prepared for it. Was he about to be roped into some dangerous, illegal business?
“Nothing like that,” Chanca replied, as he ripped at the lid on the first box to loosen the nails. “These ones are for us.”
Before Sami could ask what his host meant, the nails finally gave up their resistance. The box opened, and he got his answer. Inside the long box, laid out atop a bed of straw, sat two long, shiny metal rods attacked to a wooden stocks. Sami had seen enough army training to know what they were. His cup of punch fell from his hands and landed on the ground, where it began to steam and eat into the ice. But Sami didn’t care.
“What is this?” he asked breathlessly, even though he knew the answer already.
“They’re matchlock rifles.” Chanca replied with pride in his voice, as he lovingly patted one of the gun stocks. “Beauties, right?”
“Where did you even get those?” a panicked Sami asked back. At the same time, he looked over to the door to the ice house, to make sure no one was listening in.
“Dad got in contact with some people in the military. The army’s been replacing their old guns with newer models, so we could get these easily. I guess they’re not the newest models, since the army is getting rid of them. They still fire fine though, so dad bought them.”
While he was talking, Chanca started to open up the second box. Sami didn’t even want to know what was inside this one.
“But… what do you even want to do with them?” he asked. “Are you selling them? That’s illegal!”
Finally, Chanca managed to open the second box, which revealed two one-handed battle axes. When he turned back towards Sami, his face looked scrunched up from annoyance.
“Who cares what’s illegal anymore?” he barked at his friend. “The police don’t care about the law, so why should we? We gotta protect ourselves somehow, right?”
“You want to fight the supervisors? You’re crazy.”
While Sami could barely whisper from shock, his friend was his polar opposite, and looked like he was about to explode.
“No, it’s the king who’s crazy!” he shouted back. “When we came here, everyone told us about all those great laws in the city. How the king’s going to protect us, and make sure we are treated the same as everyone else! Where’s the precious protection that he’s promised!? Isn’t he just giving us up at the first sign of trouble!?”
“The king has no fault,” Sami stubbornly insisted, against his better judgment. “The other lords are just too strong. But King Corco will never give us up like that. Surely, he has a plan to save us!”
Finally, Sami found his voice again and shouted back, maybe to convince himself. However, Chanca wasn’t impressed.
“And where is that plan? I don’t see anything.” The host sneered. “All I see is that everything gets worse, day by day. He’s made big promises, and we believed him, and that’s why we came here. And now we’re all done for, because he won’t keep his end of the bargain. If those supervisors just get a little bit bolder, we’re all dead, and all the kings and tiger poems won’t save us anymore! So why shouldn’t we arm ourselves and-”
A series of distant bumps ground Chanca’s impassioned speech to an abrupt halt. Both friends in the ice house forgot their argument, stood up straight, and stared at the closed door in shock. However, Sami soon realized that the bump hadn’t come from the ice house door, at least.
“On order of the league of lords! Open up!” They heard a muffled shout in the distance.
When Sami looked back to Chanca, he saw horrendous anger on his friend’s face, worse than anything he had ever seen. From the second box, Chanca picked up the two axes. One he kept for himself, and the other he shoved into Sami’s arms, who held onto it with stiff, awkward hands, as if he had no idea how to operate it.
At first, Sami glanced over at the guns, but he soon realized why Chanca hadn’t picked them instead. The weapons weren’t loaded, and they wouldn’t be able to hide the burning fuses in the darkness either.
While Sami was still trying to make sense of what was happening, Chanca had already opened the door to the ice house. Now the shouts were much louder than before.
“Yeah! The lords have come to confiscate your wine! Open up!”
Accompanied by the constant shouts and banging from the people outside, the two sneaked over to the yard’s back entrance. The entire wooden gate was rattling under the violent impacts of the warriors on the other side.
Now that he could hear them more clearly, Sami realized that the would-be intruders sounded drunk. Maybe they had been looking for a tavern and had come to the wrong house, or maybe the alcohol had made them even bolder than usual and they had simply decided that Chanca’s place would be unlucky today. Either way, they didn’t seem to think that the locked door of a private home had any right to stand in their way.
Still with determined anger expressed on his face, Chanca got on one side of the door, while he directed the stiff Sami to stand on the other. Like an automaton, the carpenter followed his friend’s silent orders. Everything was happening so fast that he didn’t even have time to think.
Although the weather was cold, and although he had dropped his hot punch before, he felt sweaty all over. Several times, the axe threatened to slip from his wet fingers. He had no choice but to hold it more firmly, lest the falling weapon be heard by the warriors on the other side.
Time moved with the swiftness of a traveler in a bog. Eventually, the shouts stopped, but the banging only got more intense. Clearly, the people on the other side were no longer interested in conversation, if they ever had been. Now, they just wanted to force entry, no matter how it looked.
Even in the darkness, Sami could see tiny puffs of pulverized stone spurt out of the gate’s hinges every time an impact shook the gate. For now, they still held on to the stone wall that surrounded the yard. But sooner or later, they would give in under the pressure. By then, they would have to fight for their lives.
As time went on, Sami’s determination rose, infected by Chanca’s attitude. Although the intruders were warriors, they were also drunk, and he was in the right. At last, he properly gripped his axe, and prepared for the worst.
Luckily, the worst never came. After a few more bangs, the people on the other side of the gate gave up. They left behind some slurred curses, before Sami could hear them shuffling off into the distance.
“You see what’s happening here? Since no one takes care of us, we need to take care of ourselves,” Chanca whispered. “I’ll give our king until the solstice festival. If he can’t deal with the invaders by then, we’ll have to deal with them ourselves.”
This time, there was nothing Sami could say in reply.


Hermit's Notes: There probably won't be another chapter today, since the story is getting a bit more complicated now. It's been a while since I wrote a structure like this, where multiple strands are all leading towards the same, massive event, so I wanna get it right. Still planning to post another two chapters by tomorrow though. Wish me luck.
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Chapter 365 - During the Festival (Part 1)
Chapter 365 - During the Festival (Part 1)
Dec 30, 2020


A warm breeze from the Verduic Sea entered through the harbor and heated up the streets of Saniya. Up above, the gray sky released a drizzle of rain. Each fallen drop melted away another little patch of the snow that had been collected in the city since the start of winter.
Shielded from the elements by the walls of the large stall he sat inside – as well as by his generous coat – Sami the carpenter could quietly muse about the humid weather with a mind at peace, and in harmony with his surroundings.
In fact, the people outside the stall looked to be in a good mood as well, despite the weather. Countless people of every imaginable group strolled the streets once again. In the distance, Sami could hear music from two groups of street performers, and there were smells of food and drink everywhere around him.
This time, even many outsiders had come to the city to participate in these once-in-a-lifetime festivities, to add to the excitement. The crowds around him were as dense and as aflutter as they had ever been. Though Sami still felt like the peace wouldn’t last for long.
With mixed emotions, he poured another cup from his steaming pot of mulled wine and handed it to another face in the endless line that had formed in front of his stall.
“There you go, please enjoy,” he said. “That’ll be two copper then.”
“What do you mean? I thought everything’s free,” the guest complained. In response, Sami tried hard to suppress a sigh. This wasn’t the first or second time this had happened. It was only just noon, but he had long stopped counting how many people had complained about paying such a small amount for the expensive, spiced wine.
“Well, the people from the castle said that even if everything else is free today, we still need to charge everyone for the booze,” Sami explained in a bored tone. He really had explained this too many times already. “They probably don’t want the entire city to drink itself to death. If every drink’s free, there’d be chaos in the street, don’t you think?”
Usually, that little comment was enough to make the customers understand. Most people would back off and obediently pay. However, there were always a few who wouldn’t be so willing to give in. The guy in front was clearly one of them. Anger formed on the guest’s face as he stepped forward to snatch the mug of wine from Sami’s fingers. However, the barman had quicker hands and rescued the drink before it could get kidnapped, or spill its steaming contents all over Sami’s workstation.
“You said it’s free! Now it isn’t! Aren’t you just a scammer!?” The guest screamed at Sami, his face right in front of him, and his finger almost up the barman’s nose. Annoyed, Sami pushed the finger away and stepped aside to avoid the rain of spittle. He thought he would have been safe from the downpour inside this stall, but he had underestimated the humidity of his customers.
“Look, buddy, I didn’t say anything,” he replied, now in a bad mood. “These’re the castle’s orders. Just ask anyone else who’s selling liquor today. They’re all doing the same. So this has nothing to do with me. I’m just the messenger. So don’t blame me just because you don’t have two coppers to rub together.”
Even now, the guest didn’t back down. From the shiny appearance of his robes and the fancy leather shoes on his feet, he didn’t even look that poor. Maybe he was just particularly stingy, or so entitled that he thought everyone else in the world owed him something.
“I think you’re just trying to trick me,” the guest insisted again, stepping right in front of Sami once more. “Don’t lie to me, the drink is really free, but you’re just trying to steal from people and line your own pockets with the coin of some gullible drunks. Isn’t that how it is? But you found the wrong mark this time. I’m not simple-minded like the others, and I won’t be tricked! If you keep this up, I will tell your boss what you’re doing here. I know a lot of people in this city. Don’t test me. So how about you be a good boy and-”
“What’s the problem here?” From among the crowd appeared two towering figures who surrounded the haughty customer on both sides. Although he looked annoyed by the interruption, the customer calmed down as soon as he saw who he was dealing with. Outnumbered and up against people who could clearly handle themselves in a fight, he wasn’t half the man he had been in front of Sami.
“And you are?” he asked, still rude, but much more civil. However, his question wasn’t answered by the intimidating giants. Instead, a reply came from a beautiful, young lady with noble temperament, who appeared from the same direction as the giants.
“They are associates of Master Ekkoko,” she answered the rude guest’s question. “He wants to know why you are starting trouble at his stall.”
Intimidated by Master Ekkoko’s name as much as by the giants to his left and right, the guest began to sweat.
“Ah, please excuse me, Lady!” A squeak escaped his throat as he was rattling off excuses. “I didn’t know. Please overlook me! I will disappear right away and never show my face again in front of lady!”
Although the terrified customer finally ran away without his wine, Sami was no longer interested in him. Instead, he had only eyes for the young woman.
“Ulan! You didn’t come a moment too early,” he greeted his girlfriend.
“You see, I told you that we should get some support from Master Ekkoko,” she said, a beaming smile of victory on her face. Earlier, Ulan had visited him and watched a similar incident. Worried about Sami’s safety, she had promised to return with some reinforcements. With the two guards to protect him, Sami’s work would be a lot easier.
“Thank you, Masters. I’ll rely on you for safety form now on,” he politely greeted the two giants.
“No worries, friend. We’re just here to protect master’s things. Just think of us as air,” one of them said, while the other nodded his head in agreement.
After, the two stood a bit away on both sides of the stall. They were far enough to not disturb anyone, but also clearly visible to all guests on the street. With this deterrent, there would finally be peace at the stall, Sami guessed.
“What a mess,” he said after everything was cleared up. At the same time, both he and Ulan took a seat behind the stall again, and the first customer came forward gingerly to be served.
“Then why did you take the job?” Ulan asked.
“Compared to this place, the mess at the manufactory is even worse.” Sami sighed. “At this point, with the way the city is these days, I have no idea if we can ever start work there. I have to make money somehow, right? So I need to make use of the rare mood right now and get some coin before we go back to before.”
“That’s true,” Ulan admitted. “Finally, the people are back to normal.”
From one day to the next, it felt like the threatening mood created by the supervisors had disappeared into nothing, as if the city’s past had quietly returned, without warning. Not even the supervisors were making any trouble any more. Though Sami was sure they weren’t acting mindful of the guests, or the other citizens. Maybe today was just an inconvenient day for robbery, he thought.
After all, all work would rest during the festival, which meant that all manufactories would remain closed. Thus, the warriors could no longer reasonably use their old excuses of ‘supervision’ and ‘spot checks’ to rob people. Eve in their shamelessness, they hadn’t quite reached the point where they would simply break into the workshops, at least not so long as they were sober.
Not to mention, many people from all over the empire – and even from other places far away – had accepted King Corco’s invitation and had come together in Saniya to celebrate this winter solstice. The lords who stood behind the supervisors wouldn’t want to look too greedy in front of their fellow lords from the north, so they restrained themselves for once and stopped the plundering for a few days. Just for the duration of the festival, there would be peace in Saniya.
However, this peace came at a high price for the king. For the entire duration of the festival, the castle would be paying for everything. To that end, the kingdom’s treasury had sent out requests to every tavern, bar, inn, and food stall owner in the city. Most of them would offer their goods in stalls all along the city’s roads throughout the festival. And all of it, no matter how much they sold, would be paid for by the crown. Even tonight’s rooms for visitors would be covered by the king’s coin.
As the couple spoke about the general situation in the city, Sami continued to serve customers. Luckily, there were a lot fewer complaints from guests now, so they weren’t interrupted by anyone.
“Anyways, why are you here? Not that I want to complain,” Sami added when he saw Ulan’s raised brow. “Just, shouldn’t you be out with your troupe? I thought every entertainer in the city would do street performances today.”
Just like today was a busy day for the tavern owners, it was equally busy for the entertainers. There were traveling folk and local entertainers on every street corner, plying their trade with great enthusiasm, as for once they were well-paid for their services. On most days, the traveling folk had no right to enter Medala’s cities and towns in the first place.
Only during large festivals like this one would they be allowed inside to entertain the masses. This time, they had even tasted the reliable hard coin of the crown. Their great mood translated to the people and elevated the city’s atmosphere by another level. Ulan’s own acting troupe had been performing since morning, so Sami was surprised that she had time to visit him.
“You can only perform for so long. Transporting your voice across a crowded street is very draining,” she explained. “So our first lineup is on break for the rest of the day, and our replacements get a chance to shine. I could have stayed with them of course, but then I wouldn’t be able to be with you, would I?”
Ulan’s sweet words hit Sami hard, but he had a hard time expressing himself, at least in front of a large crowd like this. Thus, they shared a nice, long silence just sitting together and looking at the crowd.
“I can hardly believe that the city has returned to its old image this quickly,” Ulan finally said once there was a lull in the stream of customers.
Since everything was closed, and everything was free, there was no reason for the warriors to waste their time banging on doors with no one behind them. At least for one day, the city was back to its jubilant attitude. Though Sami knew that it was nothing more than an illusion.
“Yeah, it’s finally back to normal again,” Sami agreed at first, but then decided that it wouldn’t be good to lie to his prospective wife. “It’s all a facade though, really. None of it will last, I don’t think.”
“How so?” Ulan looked over to Sami, with the hint of a smile on her face. Maybe she just wanted to start a conversation and wasn’t curious about the state of the city at all. Sami still decided to play along.
“Don’t tell me you haven’t noticed,” he said “Today, everything’s free, so everyone’s taking a break. That includes the supervisors. They have the day off, so it’s nice and peaceful. But I guarantee you that the warriors are gonna start their supervising again tomorrow. Though at least for today, it really seems like we can breathe easy.”
“If only.” Ulan sighed. “Have you seen any of the priests today?”
“I’ve seen a couple walk past, and one of them bought some wine. But other than that, I’ve been sitting here all day. What did I miss?”
For a moment, Ulan looked around, maybe to see if there were any priests within earshot, before she continued.
“They’re still preaching the same nonsense as before,” she whispered. “The end of the sinful city. Doom. Even the papers they hand out are the same. As far as I could tell, they are stationed along the major roads and on both ends of the big bridges, to make sure everyone in the city hears them.”
“You can’t be serious,” Sami replied on reflex. After a few seconds of shock, he realized that he shouldn’t have been surprised. “But that’s exactly what I was talking about before. They won’t stop just because we’re giving them free food. We should just forget about our worries, and enjoy the festival for today.” He looked at the back of his previous customer, before he whispered, “Because tomorrow, we will take matters into our own hands.”
“Now you can’t be serious,” a wide-eyed Ulan shouted in shock, before she caught herself and lowered both her head and her voice. “Do you really want to rebel, just because that fool Chanca told you to?”
“Chanca’s often a fool, but this time he’s right.” Sami insisted, stubbornness lodged in his heart next to bitterness. “It’s not only the priests either. I’ve seen how the warriors have acted today as well. They’re not robbing people, but they’re cutting in line, shoving people out of the way, and acting however they feel like in general. Tomorrow it will only get worse, until they’ve played all of us to death. We can’t just let those fat-”
“Shhh!” With a shocked expression, Ulan covered his mouth and motioned beyond their stall with her head. Only now did Sami realize that two of the ‘fat bastards’ were walking towards him. One was a lord with a large entourage of warrior servants behind him, and the other was obviously a priest.
Despite their different identities, they seemed to be in harmony with each other. Both carried the same arrogant smile with them. Without considering the line in front of Sami’s stall, they walked straight up to him.
Although Ekkoko’s men had come over to guarantee that something like this wouldn’t happen, neither of them dared to step up. Not only were they people a commoner wouldn’t dare to offend, not only were they outnumbered by the lord’s guards, the noble also carried an axe decorated with fancy gold and ruby ornaments on his hip, making no attempt to hide the deadly weapon at all.
Sami stared at the gleaming steel and remembered the axe he himself had held during the night a few days back. Now, he wished that he had one hidden inside his stall, just in case.
“Bring me your best wine, boy!” the noble interrupted his thoughts. From his tone, he clearly considered Sami to be a lesser person, but the barman could not retort at all. Without a choice, he put on a practiced smile and did as he was told. This time, he didn’t expect to get the payment.
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“Bring me your best wine, boy!” Lord Rafun shouted at the commoner who sat behind the stall, before he turned to his host. “Priest Watayi, this lord is excited to see if the drinks from this tavern are as extraordinary as they are made out to be.”
“Not to worry, Lord Rafun. This Amber Cup tavern is one of the most well-known in the entire city. Surely, they are famous for a reason. Lord will not be disappointed. Is that not right, boy?”
“Yes Lord, Of course, Lord.”
What an obedient little worker, Lord Rafun thought.
Ever since his return, Rafun was very satisfied with the attitude of the people in the city. Saniya had been his home in the past few years. Throughout that time, he had greatly enjoyed all the amenities the city had to offer, including the banquets organized by the king and the other lords.
However, during his days in the city, the overconfidence and ostentation of the commoners here had always made him a bit uncomfortable. Especially the king’s commoner servants, be they government officials or soldiers in his army, had always been grating to him. Now, finally, the discomfort was gone, and everything was right in the world.
“The city was always a good place to be, but now that the commoners know their place, it is truly great at last.”
Without concern for the opinion of the tavern hand in front of him, he frankly stated his thoughts towards Priest Watayi. After all, what could the commoner do, now that times had changed and the league of lords had taken control of the city?
“Indeed,” Watayi replied knowingly. “We all should know our place in the world. Only then can there be peace.”
In truth, Rafun wasn’t interested in the priest’s fancy desires. If there ever was peace, what would he use his warriors for? Still, he wouldn’t ruin their relationships with the priests by starting a pointless argument about the enjoyments and honors of combat.
Finally, they were handed their drinks by the sluggish commoner at the stall, before continued their stroll down the road. Of course, there was no need for a lord like him to spend money on the goods of a lowly tavern boy.
As they walked, the crowd made way like water around a reef, much to Rafun’s satisfaction. Not only were these people afraid of his guards, no. Clearly, most of their worried glances were directed at his own majesty. At last, the people of this city showed the proper respect towards their betters.
This is how this city should have always looked like, just like every other city in the empire.
He had spent several years in this place, but he had never felt this free before. In the past, he had always felt a resistance hidden deep behind the eyes of the commoners. They had always obeyed his commands, but Rafun could always feel their reluctance.
It had made him uncomfortable, and careful, in case some commoner would lose his calm and make a silly attempt like poisoning him. Now, there was nothing more to worry about. All of the commoners in the city made way without even a hint of resistance, and all of them held their heads down low when they saw him.
In a fantastic mood, Rafun took a sip of his wine. The taste was sharp and rich, perfect for a cold winter day, and just how he liked it.
“As you said, Priest Watayi, it is a fantastic vintage,” Rafun expertly judged the wine’s quality. “East Medalan, is it?”
“Yes, freshly imported from the terraces on the Sallqata Mountains, I hear. It should be from within the estate of Lord Petrocilius.”
“This year has been hot and dry, so it is no surprise it made for an excellent vintage.”
“Rare as well,” Watayi added with pride in his voice. “No wonder everyone says the king is rich, if such a wine can be sold on a street stall.”
With great satisfaction, Rafun stared at the cup in his hand, which he swung around to release the wine’s aroma. As he did so, the priest waited on him, though he looked confused. Of course, a priest wouldn’t know the first thing about wine, but Rafun didn’t care. Not even his boorish companion could ruin his mood today.
“And we did not have to pay a single coin,” he added instead. “How generous from our king.”
All around them were stalls, as well as uncountable masses of people frequenting them. If his own estate were to pay for all of this for only a single day, House Rafun would go bankrupt. Meanwhile, the festival in Saniya had been going for two whole days, and it would last at least until midnight today, when the priest’s star reading would constitute the highlight and finale of the solstice festival.
“Indeed it is. Though all this generosity only shows how much silver King Corcopaca has stolen by disregarding the advice of his ancestors.”
Watayi sighed in faked anguish, though Rafun was more than happy to play along.
“Surely, he should be liberated from his burden to return to the righteous path,” he said. Of course, the league of lords was more than happy to relieve the king of all those burdensome silver coins.
“Not to worry,” Watayi said, “even today, during the festivities, the Pacha priests have taken it upon themselves to preach the good word to the people of this sinful city. Hopefully, the league of lords can support us in this endeavor and help the king and his people see reason.”
“Of course the southern lords will do everything to cooperate with the priesthood. Everything in the name of the heavens.”
“How reassuring to see such dedication to the faith,” Watayi said. However, he looked like he was contemplating his next words, so Rafun didn’t interrupt him. Watayi continued shortly after.
“Though it was quite a surprise to find that lord had come to this winter solstice in person,” he said. “Are Lord’s servants not enough to control the king?”
By now, they weren’t even talking in riddles anymore. Completely undisguised, they planned their takeover of the city in the busy street. After all, who could stop them at this point?
“The circumstances in the city are somewhat more complex than we anticipated,” Rafun explained to his ally. “So far, our supervisors have only gained access to some minor workshops. And they have yet to gain any significant advantage anywhere. Thus, the league has decided to send someone with more authority in support. Whatever tricks these commoner officials use to stall our warriors, it will not work against a proper lord.”
“Surely they would not dare deny a lord’s order,” Watayi said in agreement.
“As a result, this lord, and several of his fellow league members, has come to the city for the festival.” For a moment, Rafun considered whether or not he should mention the second reason for his arrival. However, he didn’t find a good reason for secrecy, so he simply continued.
“Not to mention that the king has put particular emphasis on this festival. He has invited dignitaries from all over the kingdom, and spent an obscene amount of money to attract them. Governor Mayu suspects that King Corcopaca is planning something big during the festival, maybe an attempt to reverse his position. We are here to react in case he oversteps his bounds once again.”
“It seems Governor Mayu is overly thorough. What can this king do in his position?” Watayi sneered.
“True enough. By now, he has been too passive for too long. His sentimental attachment to the lives of his commoners was his fundamental weakness, as was his lack of true faith. With his flaws exposed, and the city filled with warriors from the league, a reversal will be impossible for this king, no matter how hard he tries.”
“In that case, we can enjoy the festival in peace, and wait to laugh at the king’s impotence.”
“On those words, we should drink. Let us find another stall for wine. Today is truly a day to celebrate.”
His words spoken, Rafun threw his empty cup to the side. Maybe he hit someone in the process, but who would dare complain? As they were looking for another stall that served alcohol, they walked towards a local guard – the ones the people here called police – who was traveling together with a soldier in uniform.
Without concern for either, Rafun and Watayi continued on their path. In the end, the local forces had to make way for the outsiders or be shoved aside by a powerful cultivator like Rafun. With great satisfaction, the lord continued on his way, eagerly anticipating the festival’s finale at night.
__________________________
Even after Killari and Alcer moved out of the path of the lord and priest, they were still pushed aside. The guards behind the unknown lord took up almost the entire street, and had no intentions to make room for anyone. More concerned than angry, Alcer steadied himself against a wall and dusted off his uniform.
“What a mess,” he said as he looked at the disappearing backs of the nobles among the crowd.
“Yeah, it’s a pain,” Killari said. Alcer’s friend had always been a bit of a loud mouth, but he was still surprised to see the policeman complain about the nobles so openly.
“Don’t look at me like that,” Killari added. “Our men already have too much to do anyways, what with the festival and all the foreign visitors. We really didn’t need all the warriors and lords running around and making trouble too. And we can’t control them at all. They’re just doing whatever they want.”
“I know what you mean,” Alcer replied, before they continued on their way. For the solstice festival, Alcer had the day off, like most soldiers in Saniya’s army. Since he had spent most of his recent days abroad, fighting in the jungle, he decided to visit his friend for once. Although Killari was on duty, it wouldn’t hurt to just accompany him on his route.
However, Alcer’s good mood from the rare free day had been completely ruined by the nobles. With a heavy heart, he thought about the sudden appearance of the supervisors in Saniya, and what it meant for his future.
“You know, I’m going to quit the military,” he said after they had been walking in silence for a while. In response, Killari looked at him in shock.
“What? Why? Weren’t you making career there?” He squinted at Alcer for a second, clearly trying to force his mind to work. Finally, the policeman came to his conclusion, eyes wide open. “Don’t tell me you started nagging a general about rules and such, and he took it personal. I told you to go easy on the rule books!”
Despite Killari’s cheap shot, Alcer decided to ignore him. Humoring his friend usually only led to more mockery. Instead, he replied earnestly.
“You were in the army as well. You know how it is. In the end, you got lucky and were only injured, but it could have gone either way. I’d rather leave now before I get shot dead.”
Although abandoning his men like that felt wrong, he had thought about his choice for a long time. After the war on the jungle island, Alcer had experienced more than enough war for a lifetime.
“So what are you going to do now?” Killari asked, rather than making fun of him again. Maybe only another former soldier would really understand Alcer’s decision.
“From all the money I made in the service, I wanted to open a little workshop. Maybe take up a loan too, to get started.” He tapped his temple. “I have some ideas you see, and I’m sure I can sell them to the castle. Just need to hire some craftsmen, and then get them made.”
“So you’ll be a big boss in the future. Congratulations.” Killari slapped Alcer’s shoulder. “Please don’t forget your friend by then, big boss. Just double my wages and I’ll be your guardsman.”
Again, Alcer ignored his friend’s joke.
“Well, I don’t think it will happen anymore.” Alcer sighed heavily. “The workshop used to be my retirement plan, but now it seems impossible. The city is in no state to start any business, and my workshop would just get raided by the supervisors anyways. So what’s the point?”
“It really is a mess,” Killari agreed. “You know, our entire force has been ordered to stand down even if the warriors make trouble. So long as they don’t kill anyone and don’t set anything on fire, they have free reign to do whatever they want. I know our police isn’t strong enough to fight the warriors head on, especially since they’ve started carrying weapons in the city. But we can’t just let them run around like they own the place, right? Hey, you know people, don’t you? Isn’t the army going to do something?”
Although he didn’t want to disappoint his friend, Alcer shook his head.
“No, we got the same orders,” he said. “’Don’t interfere, don’t get into fights with the warriors.’ That’s what my superior said. Doesn’t matter if we like it or not, it looks like King Corcopaca isn’t ready to resist the lords.”
Killari fell behind for a step, maybe in shock or in contemplation, before he caught back up again.
“In that case, we both might have to start looking for work again soon,” he said, with more optimism than Alcer could have mustered.
Again, the soldier sighed. What could he say in reply to that? Confronted by his own helplessness and faced with a dark future, his stomach contracted and his face scrunched up. After so many victories on foreign soil, now it looked like Saniya’s soldiers would lose in their own home, without even firing a single shot. Up above, dark clouds were gathering, and a strong breeze was blowing through the city streets. As evening made way to night, the weather was getting worse.
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Sorry About the Delays.
Dec 30, 2020


Hey everyone. I hope you had happy holidays!
 Sorry for the delays over the past few days. My PC went down over the holidays, and I only got the parts to puzzle it back together today. So I couldn't do any work at all over the past few days, and couldn't unlock the chapters for last week either. Doing that now.


Cheers,


S.H.
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Reason for more Delays...
Jan 31, 2021


Hello everyone.
Writing is hard. These days, I've tried to write an important chapter for the novel... and it sorta got more and more important as I wrote it... Or rather, it's probably the most important chapter in the novel? It'll certainly dictate the novel's direction for a long time.
Anyways, it was a complete pain to write, so I had to take my time. The whole thing needed a lot of research, and was a huge balancing act in several regards. I even finished some later chapters ahead of it and then went back to the previous chapter, to get it just right. Now the chapter is finally done, I think. 
Honestly, I don't know anymore, but this is as good as it'll get. Which means that I can finally release. What I have finished now should be enough to make up for the last four weeks of chapters I missed (12 chapters), not including this one. 
I've started writing the chapters for this week, but I'm far from done. I'll release them as I finish them, and try to get the first one done today.


As always, thank you for your patience, and I hope you enjoy the chapter, I think it's a good one.


Cheers, 
S.H.
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As evening turned to night, the rainfall worsened, from a drizzle to a steady downpour. Even the water-hardy Saniya people wouldn’t feel like strolling in such a nasty weather. However, they didn’t have to, and neither did the softer visitors. Kind souls were guiding them towards the light. Or rather, those lights were in turn guiding them towards salvation.
To combat the darkening sky, workers from the city government had ignited glass-covered oil lamps all along the city’s major roads. The lamps had been newly installed, specifically for the festival. All of them together formed roads of light in the darkness, which led the citizens and visitors who were still out on the streets towards the city’s center, Rapra Island with Rapra Castle on top.
Just like the rest of the people in the city, Alcer and Killari also followed the direction of the lights to witness what would be the festival’s climax.
“So what will happen now?” Alcer asked, curious on how such a lavish festival would conclude. By now, it was already close to midnight, so he didn’t think the proceedings would last much longer.
“The boss told us earlier. In other cities in the empire, everyone comes together in the town center at midnight. That’s the height of the winter solstice festival,” Killari explained. “In our case, that should be the big square in front of Rapra Castle, where the new recruits always do their drills. I think the priests do a reading of the stars or something? And then we all go home.”
“I see.” Although Alcer was curious about the exact details of the festival, asking Killari would just pointlessly embarrass both of them. Before they had made their respective careers, both Alcer and Killari had been simple dock workers in Saniya’s harbor. They had never been well-off enough to travel, and had never made it beyond their own little town for work either.
Before the arrival of their king, Saniya had been a rural, sleepy town cut off from most of the empire, yet it had been their entire world. Thus, many things that were common knowledge for other Yaku were novelties to them. Though no matter how ignorant Alcer was, he realized that some things about their own city’s solstice festival couldn’t be normal.
When the two were closing in on the bridge over to Sillu Island, they could already hear the ubiquitous priests from a distance. He doubted that other cities would be plagued by doomsayers like this during their festivals. These people had never gone away over the course of the festival. Even now, as everyone got ready for the highlight of the evening, they were still hard at work to ruin his mood.
“Gaze at the starless sky! The heavens themselves have been angered by the faithless city!”
“There shall be no starlight to shine upon this accursed place, not today, not any day! Not now, not ever! Not so long as the faithless rule!”
On both sides of the bridge, priests stood elevated on the railings, in the streaming rain. They raised their fingers up into the cloudy, starless sky as they railed off their indictments. The dramatic pose added to the menace, but they didn’t have to do much to scare the people of the city.
As the priests explained during their rant on the bridge, a starless night during a star reading was seen as a bad omen, and as a sign that the Divines had turned their backs on the place of the reading, or on the family that owned the land.
Of course, Saniya’s sky was overcast on most days, but that clearly didn’t matter to the priests. Or rather, they would surely see it as another sign that the lords of Saniya had been faithless for a long time.
Maybe, Alcer thought, they were really just mad that they wouldn’t be able to become the center of attention today, since they couldn’t perform their readings without the stars around. Though most likely, their real intentions were a lot more sinister.
“What are they doing? Do they want to see the whole city up in flames?” Alcer asked in annoyance. He really felt like pushing one of them down into the Mayura River. It would be too easy, right?
“What do you mean? They’re trying to save the city, aren’t they?” Killari asked back, a dull look on his face. “It makes the people scared, but if we’ve been left behind by the Divines, the people should be scared, I think.”
His friend’s ignorance surprised Alcer. Wasn’t Killari a policeman? And hadn’t he explained all day about how hard his job was? Wouldn’t the police suffer the most under an unstable populace?
“You think this sort of talk will save anyone?” Alcer argued in anger. “Even if they’re trying to help, they’re doing more harm than good. If they keep going like this, the city will fall apart!”
“Maybe it will! But at least they’re doing something!” Killari shot back. “The king has hidden away in his castle, to escape from the wrath of the Divines. He has left behind his people when it mattered most. He’s not even playing his music anymore. So who but the priests can save us? I heard from the priests that the king’s new music is against the old teachings and against the words of the divines. It’s no wonder the city is in trouble when we have a king like that.”
“And you believe that?” Alcer asked back, shocked to see his friend parrot these words. He had heard them as well. All throughout the festival, and even before that, the priests had repeated them again and again. Though Alcer hadn’t thought that anyone he knew would believe them.
“You never know,” Killari replied in a hushed tone as he stole a glance at the priests on the bridge. “I think it’s better to believe in the ones who know more than me. I’m not a know-it-all like you. Why would I question the wisdom of the priests? I mean, they’re priests for a reason, right? They know stuff.”
With concern, Alcer stared at his friend’s frightened face. All of a sudden, he realized that they hadn’t changed much from the old days. While both of them had received an excellent education since they had taken on official roles in the kingdom’s system, learning how to read and work numbers had done nothing to change their natures. In the end, they were still the dumb dock workers they had always been.
Even Killari, who was always a loudmouth with no proper respect for authority, and who was in charge of keeping the city safe, was taken in by the words of the priests. Maybe he would talk big when they were away, but directly confronted with the priests’ inciting speech, he was easily misled, out of fear and ignorance.
Of course, others in the city were no different. All around them, the people stared at the sky in fear, as if the wrath of the heavens was about to descend upon them at any moment. The distant rolling of thunder was a familiar backdrop in Saniya, and barely anyone would notice it on most days. But now, everyone jumped and gasped in fear at every bit of rumbling, as if divine monsters were about to descend from within the clouds to swallow them whole.
Meanwhile, the ones who had fought this kind of blind obedience and superstition throughout the years were nowhere to be seen. While Alcer didn’t agree with most of Killari’s points, at least in one regard he was right:
While they were struggling out here and looking for answers, the king and his officials were hidden away and couldn’t or wouldn’t resist these outside forces who provided all the wrong ones. More and more, Alcer realized that the Saniya he loved so much was probably just an aberration, an error of history that couldn’t exist for long and would go away again soon. Then, he would be back to his old life, back to the docks, breaking his back for the rest of his life. If he survived the ensuing war, that was.
As he was lost in thought, Someone bumped into both him and Killari from behind.
“Hey, watch yourself!” the policeman shouted. When Alcer turned his head, he saw a young man in simple, but well-kept, wide robes. He felt like he had seen the young man before, but he didn’t have the time to get a better look.
“Excuse me,” the man mumbled, before he rushed past them, with his head lowered and his hands held close to his chest.
“Hey, wait one second!” Killari shouted again, but the nuisance had already disappeared into the crowd in front of them.
Shocked by a sudden realization, Alcer checked his money bag. Large crowds like this were always a feast for pickpockets. To his relief, he found his money untouched. Maybe it really was nothing more than an accident. For Alcer and Killari, the incident was only a footnote in a long and nervous day, a day that was still far from over.
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That was too close.
Shivering from fear more than he did from the icy rain, Sami looked back at the soldier and policeman he had stumbled into by accident. When he saw that the two made no attempt to catch up with him, he felt his heart start beating again. Soon, they disappeared in the crowd behind him.
A sigh at least somewhat relieved his anxiety, though there was still some ways to go, and much could still go wrong. Thus, he clutched his robes tighter and forced his way ahead through the crowd. The faster he reached his goal, the better.
Once he had crossed all of Sillu Island and a second bridge across to Rapra, he didn’t proceed into the large square where the end of the festival would take place. Instead, he turned to one of the few buildings on the square.
Most of the space in front of Rapra Castle was left open, to facilitate the drills of the army, and to make the actual castle more defensible. There were only a few exceptions to this general barrenness, and the two-story building he was walking towards was one of them. On most days, it was used by the guards. Today however, it would house an entirely different group of people.
Two long, two short, two long.
Now he was used to the secret knocking patterns, so he executed his without thought. The people inside were also familiar with his face, so they didn’t ask questions and just let him in. With all the people in the square right now, it was better to be discreet and fast anyways, so Sami quickly slipped inside.
On most other days, this short building on the edge of Rapra Square was a guard post, meant to house the bridge guards when they were off duty, or when the weather was especially bad. Today however, the building had been repurposed through the financial and social power of master Ekkoko.
The guard post’s inside was much warmer than Saniya’s winter weather, though just as humid. About half a dozen people stood together in this tiny space and held conversations in hushed voices, which made the room’s air feel heavy. A few familiar faces nodded towards Sami when he entered, but no one came up to greet him.
They had met during many the secret meetings in Chanca’s yard, but no one had much to say to him right now. Everyone was too focused and too tense, so they stayed in their smaller, more familiar circles. Though since he still had important work to do, Sami didn’t really care about the lack of attention from his peers.
Instead, he went upstairs, just like Chanca had explained to him. The guard house had two floors in total. On the ground floor, all of Chanca’s fellow conspirators had come together to try and talk each other into courage. On the second floor was where they gathered all of the supplies they would need for their operation, whatever that operation may be in the end. To be honest, he didn’t really want to know the details of Chanca’s plan. He was already too deeply involved for his own good.
When Sami stepped into the room upstairs, he saw something he had expected, but he was still shocked by the scale. Various weapons were littered across several tables throughout the room.
Some were meant for close combat, others were ranged. Some were official weapons of the kingdom’s army. Others were completely improvised, like the farmer’s sickles that had been turned into infantry lances by turning up their blades. Of that type of weapon alone, there were at least a dozen leaning against the far wall of the room.
The reason that Sami could see the room’s far end so clearly was that there were not nearly as many people here as there had been downstairs. There were only two people present here, one was his friend Chanca, and the other was an unfamiliar face. At this moment, the unfamiliar, young man was in the process of unloading various small boxes of wood from his robes with careful hands. His tense face showed Sami that he was a fellow sufferer.
Only a few days ago, Sami had seen boxes like these hidden inside Chanca’s house. If the contents hadn’t changed, they were filled with paper cartridges from Saniya’s army. The unfamiliar face looked as nervous as one would expect with this much explosive gunpowder strapped to one’s body. Although Sami’s fellow would have surely liked for Chanca to relieve him of his cargo sooner, the master of the house interrupted his work as soon as he saw his friend enter.
“Sami, you’re finally here!” Chanca shouted and came towards him.
“What are you even doing here?” Sami asked, confused by the stocked arsenal before him. “You’re not really planning a rebellion, are you?”
“Who knows.”
“You can’t-” Sami shouted, but caught himself just in time. With a hushed voice, he continued. “You can’t be serious.”
“It’s not our best plan. If I can, we will use the chaos of the festival to take out some of the big men who have been making all the trouble,” Chanca said, calmer and louder than his friend. “But if the best plan fails, we’ll be dead either way. We may as well try to fight back with everything we have then.”
Far too late, Sami regretted ever getting involved in this mess. The more he heard, the less he liked Chanca’s so-called ‘plan’. Wasn’t he just getting arrogant, now that he had a handful of proper weapons? Suddenly, his palms felt all slippery with sweat, and the objects tied to his body felt like they increased tenfold in weight.
“Please help me take this stuff off,” he said, his voice suppressed from the weight. “I really can’t stand it any longer.”
Eager to relieve himself of the cargo that made him so nervous, Sami removed his outer robes. Underneath, he wore a second, thinner set, so he was still protected from the cold. But more importantly, he wore six small-sized pistols of various forms between the layers of cloth. To make sure they wouldn’t be found, he had bound them onto various places all over his body with rope.
However, just as he wanted to touch the weapons, Chanca interrupted him.
“No, just wait,” he said. “You’re with your allies now. So don’t worry so much. I have to deal with the other stuff first, then I’ll come help you. And don’t touch the guns by yourself. They’re delicate things, and we don’t have a lot of them. We’ll need them later, for the best plan.”
Although he wanted to urge his friend to hurry up again, he knew that there was little point. Chanca rarely had ideas of his own, but when he did, he would stick to them no matter what. Not to mention that Sami wouldn’t want Chanca to rush with the gunpowder.
As he looked at the poor guy who had been forced to smuggle the ammunition, he realized that he didn’t have it so bad. Thus, he just nodded to signal understanding and moved towards the windows in the room. While he waited for Chanca to finish unloading his predecessor and move on to him, Sami nervously spied out into the open space below, to make sure no one was watching them.
From the second floor of the guard post, Sami had an excellent view across the entirety of Rapra Plaza. The people that used to walk the streets of the city during the day had now all crowded together underneath giant tarps in this small space in front of the castle. The endless rows of heads were impossible to count, but Sami guessed that there had to be tens of thousands of people.
They had come from within Saniya, and from all other parts of the Medala Empire to experience the festival, and now they were all here. Although the tarps they were stuck underneath covered most of the space, the mood didn’t seem horrible. Even now, there were still entertainers plying their trade among the crowd, and in several places, government agents were serving the waiting crowd with various hot foods and mulled wine.
Although it was a lively, and happy image, Sami only felt melancholic when he looked at it. Maybe today would be the last time these people would feel this way. Whatever Chanca or his father-in-law Ekkoko had planned, it would lead to irreversible changes.
However, he understood that they couldn’t just call off their rebellion either. In the face of more and more aggressive supervisors, they didn’t have a choice. If they wanted to survive beyond the festival, they had to resist. The league of lords certainly wouldn’t give them any breathing room even if they showed enough servility. That much, the nobles already demonstrated.
Still, even now, Sami was hoping for a turnaround that would make their plans unnecessary. All throughout the festival, their king and his servants hadn’t shown up at all. This was much unlike King Corcopaca, who often seemed very eager to interact with his people and never left out a chance to hold a speech. Wasn’t he planning to appear this time, in an attempt to resolve the problems of the kingdom? Although there was still hope, Sami felt it less and less likely, the longer the festival went on.
Maybe, Sami thought, the king had tried to regain the hearts of the people when he had planned this lavish festival. Yet when he had seen the strong presence of the lords and priests in the city over these days, he had given up his resistance to avoid the embarrassment of a direct defeat.
However, despite his better judgment, Sami was still hoping that the king would finally show up to save the day, like he had done so many times before. After all, the new construction in front of the castle’s entrance had to be good for something, right? In the past, the king had often used Rapra plaza to build stages for ceremonies. Although the stage in front of the entrance looked a bit weird, maybe this time he had something special planned, so he needed a special stage?
As he continued to watch, Sami noticed that the eyes of many people in the crowd down below also seemed to be drawn towards the ‘stage’, just the same as his own. Maybe they were all hoping for the same as him.
“There, done. Now it’s your turn,” Chanca interrupted his thoughts, and reminded Sami of the six burdens he was still carrying.
“Good. These things feel like they weigh more than an ice block,” he said as he turned back around.
“No they don’t. They’re pistols, they’re light,” Chanca argued, as dull as usual. With how sharp his edges had been ever since their reunion, Sami sometimes forgot that his friend’ usually wasn’t the brightest. Somehow, the familiar moment calmed him down.
“Just help me get rid of this stuff,” he said, rather than argue. In response, Chanca began to tear off the pistols with all the finesse of an apprentice on his first solo work. In that case, what was the point of him waiting? Sami could have done that himself. Though again, he didn’t argue.
“Well, it’s good that you got the guns here on time,” Chanca said while he worked. “We’ll need these for the best plan.”
Once again, Sami’s friend hinted at something Sami assumed to be an assassination of the lords and priests in the crowd, but he really didn’t want to know any more than he already did.
“So with these six, how many guns do we have in total?” he asked instead.
“Here? About twenty, if I had to guess. No pistols though, these six are the only ones. But there should be more in other places in the city. With everything put together, we should have close to a hundred rifles and pistols, and a lot more infantry weapons.”
“That’s… disturbing.” While Chanca was still working on the pistols, Sami’s eyes returned to the crowd outside again. Somehow, he felt like sharing his previous thoughts. “Just look at them. They’re still celebrating, and they have no idea that their entire world is about to end.”
In complete defiance of Sami’s low mood, Chanca laughed as he removed the last pistol.
“You can say that again,” he gloated and pointed the weapon out of the window. “You see those guys in the middle? They’ll never know what hit’em, not until they get hit by the lead.”
When Sami followed Chanca’s aim, he realized that even during a festival, under the heavy rain, and in Medala’s freest city, the different classes still weren’t equal. While most people in the square were squished together so they could all fit under the tarps, only one central area was different. Even from this distance and through the rain, it was easy to tell who the people underneath were. Their bright red and blue robes stood out like flowers in a grassy field.
If Sami’s guess wasn’t completely wrong, inside sat all the foreign dignitaries, southern lords and priests who had come to carve up the city among them, no doubt celebrating their imminent victory with another one of their endless banquets. Somewhere underneath that tarp, Sami guessed, he would also find the two arrogant masters he had served with wine earlier in the day.
For all their indulgence, the day of reckoning was truly upon them. Somehow, the thought was pleasing to Sami. Without his notice, his nervous mood calmed all on its own.
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“More wine?” Before Lord Rafun could reply, Priest Watayi leaned over from his upholstered lounge chair and filled the lord’s half-empty wine cup again.
“There can never be too much wine,” Rafun said, a shallow smile on his face. This was the life he had imagined as a young man, when he had first learned about his privileges as a lord. With great satisfaction, he looked around. While the wine was good, the company was even better.
Surrounding him like the stars around the moon, he had collected a group of lords from southern Medala, warrior servants sent by lords of the northern kingdoms, as well as dignitaries and messengers from the Verdant Isles and the Arcavian kingdoms of Cahlia and Borna.
In rings that signified their power, from the weakest foreign servants on the outside to the most powerful lords on the inside, they sat and lay around him and took turns to flatter the representative of the league of lords, and the man who would be in charge of Saniya after today. Never before had Rafun felt this powerful.
While his role as the man in charge of Saniya wouldn’t last, he wouldn’t need long to plunder the richest city in Medala. Whoever took over for him, whether that would be Governor Mayu or someone else, didn’t matter. By the time someone showed up to replace him, he would have already gained the greatest benefits.
As a result, he was in a position to distribute them however he saw fit. All he had done to gain this prestigious position of power was come to Saniya, and face the nonexistent danger Governor Mayu had imagined.
Thus, as the official representative for the league of lords, he essentially became the host of a banquet for all the powerful men in and around Medala. Even the King of Saniya had accommodated him, and presented him with his very own tent to entertain his guests in. Their position was in the very middle of the plaza, right in front of the castle, clearly the best spot available.
All the commoners around them were crammed together, while the nobles and priests enjoyed a delectable experience. In fact, due to their superior strength, Rafun and his guests would have been able to make space for their feast under the commoner tarps as well. Yet still, the king had bowed to their pressure without them having to say a word.
Maybe the king was hoping for leniency after his imminent loss for power. Since he was being such a good loser, Rafun considered going easy on the little king, but for now, the lord hadn’t quite decided whether or not he wanted the king to suffer.
Whatever he did would depend on his mood once he met with the king who was supposed to have authority over him. If King Corcopaca wanted to survive the coming changes, he would have to do his best to make Ragun happy. It was a feeling of pure power he just couldn’t get enough of.
“This trip turned out to be a much more enjoyable experience than this lord expected,” he commented.
“Indeed,” Watayi next to him said. “Whatever grand strategies and mean tricks Governor Mayu was worried about, they have not come to pass. After today, King Corcopaca’s kingdom, as well as his commoner revolution, are over.”
“He does not only lack the appearance of a real warrior, but also the spirit. Even a beaten dog would dare come and greet his owners by now, would he not? Although he has long been beaten, he is still hidden away like a coward.”
Rafun sneered at the king’s weakness. If anything could ruin the mood, it was the fact that the weakling king had yet to appear in front of him. Without the king, how could Rafun bathe in his superiority?
“Who knows. Maybe the king still has something planned after all?” Watayi joked. “Why else would he build a stage like this?”
With a lazy wave of his hand, the priest motioned towards the new addition the king had erected as a new entrance to his castle. Though Rafun wasn’t convinced that it was meant to be a stage in the first place. If nothing else, it was a strange construction, so its ultimate purpose was up for some discussion.
A loose fence of metal links surrounded a small, elevated area in front of Rapra Castle’s main gate on all sides like a giant’s chainmail. Holes had been left only on the front and back of the fence, large enough for a person to step through, but no more.
On both flanks and on top, the chainmail was covered by expensive plates of glass. In addition, there were strange-looking pillars the height of a short man on either side of the entrance, hidden behind the chains and glass.
Due to the sloped nature of the plaza, the construction was built on its highest point, where everyone below could easily see it, and its northern orientation was astronomically significant. Thus, it was the perfect stage for one of the performances Saniya’s king loved so much. However, Rafun still didn’t believe it was anything of the sort. Too many things weren’t adding up.
“What sort of strange stage would look like this?” he commented. “All covered up, and cramped, it looks built for fortification, not for performance. Not to mention its position with the castle in the back, and its sturdy metal construction. To this lord, it appears to be a form of fortification, rather than a prestige. Maybe our little king is afraid that someone will try to take his head, now that he no longer holds power. Maybe this is his attempt to shield himself from the anger of the warriors.”
“What a quaint thought,” one of the lords next to Rafun said.
“How could this flimsy iron mesh defend against our great warriors? They will tear it apart with bare hands,” another added.
To the surrounding sound of laughter, Rafun nodded. Now that others had confirmed his thoughts, he was even more convinced by his own assessment.
The more he thought about it, the more it made sense. The king had been the victim of several assassination attempts in the past. It wouldn’t be surprising if legitimate fear had developed into an unhealthy obsession over the years. This would be even more true now that he was under so much pressure and rapidly losing his power base. No wonder he would do everything to guarantee his safety, no matter how futile.
“Well, whether he tries to defend his position or plans another performance, it will do him no good.”
Rather than focus on the fence, Watayi looked beyond the tarp and up at the cloudy sky, which was still releasing a light rain, and occasional thunderous growls.
“All day, there has been no sign of the sky, or the stars,” he continued. “Earlier, the castle was hit by another divine strike of lightning, though it seems the rain has prevented a major fire. Still, all the people of the empire, and all our foreign guests, have seen the wrath of the heavens descend upon Rapra Castle. Even without the intervention from the priesthood, no one will believe in the king’s heretical lies any longer. The heavens have already spoken. The king is done.”
Just as Watayi finished speaking, a miracle happened, which confirmed the priest’s divinity, as well as the judgment of the heavens. Another strike of lightning shot down and landed on the castle’s highest spire, its glaring body impossible to miss against the backdrop of the black night.
Surely, the commoners around them must have been terrified at the sight, but all the lords, priests, and warriors underneath the central tarp cheered and hollered, their decision to stand against their king confirmed by higher powers, and their destinies secured.
“What a strong connection Priest Watayi has with the heavens,” one of the lords shouted, as drunk on lightning as he was on wine.
“Of course. This master’s meditations have not been for nothing.” Watayi laughed. “With the entire priesthood against the king, not even the heavens themselves would dare side with-”
Before he could even finish, Watayi’s words were proven wrong. Just after the lighting on top of the castle had disappeared, another ignited, right in front of their eyes. The spectacle would mark the end of their endless arrogance.
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Several minutes before the two great lightning strikes shocked all of Rapra square, the recently reclusive King Corco was standing inside his castle’s entrance, hidden by shadows, and observed the crowd. Front and center, right in front of the entrance, sat the arrogant new masters of the city.
This silly league of lords, as well as their priest allies, seemed really eager to show off. They were laughing, drinking and shouting, a loud and obnoxious bunch that disrupted the fun of everyone else around them.
Now that they had the upper hand for once, even if only for a moment, they started acting like cartoon villains. Maybe Corco had pressed them too hard over the past few years, so they were eager to vent their frustration, but it didn’t really matter. Soon, they would be quiet and docile for good. All the king had to do was give the final order.
However, at the moment he wasn’t particularly interested in them. At least for today, the nobles and priests in charge of Saniya weren’t the protagonists, and had no impact on the outcome of today’s festival. If anything, Corco only really cared how the lower-ranked warriors underneath that central tarp would react to his entrance. Though even then, other two groups beside them were far more important to him.
To the left of the nobles sat a collection of various respected Saniya citizens. Most of them were important officials from his own castle, others included the craftsmen in charge of the royal manufactories, as well as the various bankers who were working with Brym’s finance department to control the flow of money in the city.
These people were the basis of his kingdom, the foundation from which he drew his power, and the foundation for Medala’s inevitable rise in the near future. Over the past months of constant siege and bombardment from all sides, as Corco shrank back in his castle to silently prepare for his counterattack, even they had begun to waver, which had affected the mood of the entire city.
If he wanted to retain his power and go any further with his plans, he needed to regain their trust, so he had given them a key vantage point in the crowd to observe the coming spectacle. Some of them vaguely knew what Corco had planned while others were ignorant, but it didn’t matter either way.
Whether they were aware of Corco’s tricks or not, after today, they would regain their confidence in their king’s abilities, which would ripple down to their workers and employees, and inject the entire city with new vigor.
Though in regards to spreading his message, the group to the right of the lords was even more important. There sat many young faces in blue robes, priests from all over the empire, who had come here to witness this most special of solstice festivals.
However, they weren’t the same loudmouths who had been making trouble in his kingdom over the past month. Rather, they had come here quietly, without anyone’s notice, and they were still quietly watching the changes around them. Even their robes were deliberately chosen to be simple and humble, which set them apart from the ostentatious robes of the doomsayers.
All of them were people that Watachay had won over to his own cause over the past year, young priests who believed in similar things as them, those who could be turned ally to revolutionize the Pacha faith.
Like Corco and Watachay, they also believed that the priests should be more concerned with the spiritual well-being of the people, instead of the deeper and deeper involvement in politics that the high priests were aiming for. After the festival, these people would return to their hometowns all over the empire, and tell of what they would have seen today. For the king, that made them free propaganda.
However, Corco didn’t feel bad about using them. If everything went according to his plans, these outsiders within the priesthood would be Medala’s spiritual leaders in the future. In that regard, they could be considered lucky to have received their invitations to the festival.
In contrast to the king’s optimism, the one who had invited them looked worried. Next to Corco stood Watachay, who awkwardly plucked away at his new clothes.
“You look uncomfortable. Is there anything bothering you?” the king asked. In response, the priest jumped a little, as if he had forgotten that there was someone else next to him. Finally, Watachay forgot about his clothing for a second and looked up at the king.
“No, nothing,” he replied with a smile that told Corco otherwise. “Only, this strange dress is a bit unfamiliar.”
Although it was an obvious excuse, it really wasn’t a bad one. Their new clothes were pretty unusual after all. Both Corco and Watachay wore full-body chain mails, even more extreme than Corco’s usual defenses. However, while the king once again wore his on the outside of a purple robe, the priests was hidden underneath his own priest garment. It made him look bulky, and it was no doubt uncomfortable to wear. To complete the look, both also wore a thin frame of eight wires that spanned around their heads in a wide arc.
Though while their dress was strange, it clearly wasn’t the reason for the priest’s discomfort.
“You know, if you have a problem with this plan, now’s the last chance to say it,” Corco said. Again, the priest looked uncomfortable as he tucked at his robes to win some time. After some more prolonged silence, he finally spoke up.
“King Corco, is there really no other way?” he asked in the end.
“You’re not really trying to run away, right?” the king asked back in slight disbelief. “Not now?”
Again, the priest suffered through an uncomfortable silence before he replied.
“I understand that there is no more time to change the plans, and that the things we will do are things that need to be done. However, they are the head priests of the Pacha faith after all.”
“That doesn’t make them immune from criticism,” Corco replied in a dry tone. “They riled up my people. They tried to cause a rebellion in my kingdom. They worked with outside forces and abused their influence to take us apart. We’re only fighting back. We’re in the right here.”
“However, deception cannot be the way. Otherwise we would be the same as them. Should there not be a better answer to our troubles than tricking the people of the city into believing us? Why not try to convince the people of the city through argument instead?”
About a month ago, when Corco had sat by himself in his retreat inside the castle, he had entertained similar thoughts. Now however, all the hesitation and doubt was gone. All he could feel was excitement, as well as a mild tension.
Maybe Watachay’s own worried appearance had helped Corco calm down. Now that there was someone who was even more of a mess and needed to be calmed down, the king didn’t even have time to worry about his own nerves anymore. Thus, he tried to dispel Watachay’s worries by explaining their precarious position.
“That’s not a viable solution. As a priest, you should know that better than me.”
There was no need for Corco to explain any more, since both of them knew the influence the Pacha priesthood had among the Yaku. Still, Corco kept talking to take Watachay’s mind off his worries.
“The people in the city are scared because of all the propaganda from the priests. That’s the truth. We can fight their bullshit with reason, and explain calmly why they’re wrong and we’re right. But we’re not gonna win. They’ve been an authority on bullshit for centuries. Most people trust them more than us, especially the older folks. So at best, we end up convincing the younger people, that’s all.”
“That would be a start, at least. Why not try this method, and first win over some young people to our cause? Then we can slowly expand the influence of our views through them, until we have convinced everyone in the city.”
Confronted with the priest’s idealism, Corco just shook his head. Watachay was really thinking too simply.
“But that way, we’re splitting the city in two,” the king explained. “And then things get ugly. The main problem is that we don’t have time to slowly convince people. We’re not operating in a vacuum. There’s plenty of enemies around us, and at least two of them are working with the priests to create chaos in the city. Meanwhile, all of them are only waiting for our civil strive to start up so they can pounce on us. That’s the entire point of priests’ operations, right? So if we fight back with conventional methods, we’re playing right into their hands, and can only lose.”
This time Watachay had nothing to say in reply.
“Worst of all, the priests have those damn lightning strikes that keep hitting the castle,” Corco continued. “For them, it’s the perfect proof of our guilt. Even if we argue that we’ve not been cursed by the heavens, what do we do if people simply ask why we are getting hit by lightning all the time? Before arguing against that, we may as well be fighting windmills.”
In anticipation, Corco looked over for a response to his joke, but only received a blank stare.
Right, no Don Quixote, he just thought, before he continued.
“So there’s only one clean solution to our problem: We need a complete reversal, all at once. In front of a massive audience representing the entire empire, we twist the evidence of the high priests around to show them up as the frauds they are. We make it so obvious that even the priests in the city can’t argue against it without seeming disingenuous and losing support within the populace. That’s our only way out of this mess. Because only in this way can we resolve our internal problems all at once, before any of our enemies get any chance to take advantage of our division. Plus, there’s some unpleasant traditions that I wanted to clear out anyways, before we start to reorganize the country. Otherwise that stuff will always be part of our culture, and it’ll always hold us back as a society.”
Even though Corco felt his mouth dry out from all the talking, Watachay still didn’t look convinced.
“However, these traditions have been upheld for generations, ever since the days of our ancestors,” he said. “Will the people simply change their beliefs like that, from one day to the next?”
“Seeing is believing, as they say… as I say, I guess.” Corco shrugged. “When they see it with their own eyes, they’ll draw their own conclusions. And in the face of a miracle, there won’t be many different conclusions to draw. In the face of all that end times talk, many are hoping for a reversal anyways, for a positive sign from the heavens. So let’s give them one. Plus, the people are already expecting miracles from me anyways, after everything else that’s happened these years. So this is actually something many might be expecting, deep down. In the end, they’ll convince themselves. We won’t have to do a thing.”
“Yet there should still be a better way than to simply lie to the people, should there not? Lies cannot, and should not, be the foundation of belief.”
One by one, the priest was simply voicing out concerns that Corco himself had held only a few days prior. Now however, strangely, the king didn’t feel any apprehension anymore. The more he talked to the priest, the more he was forced to reflect on his plans. And the more he did so, the calmer he got. When faced with the biggest lie he would ever tell, he had thought that there would be at least some amount of stage fright, but he was completely calm.
“Worst case, we’ll just go down in history as criminals and cheats,” he said. That was a real option, but after some thought over the past months, he no longer cared about personal glory. “So long as the people believe our lie in the moment, so long that lie brings them on a good path, brings our kingdom into the future, and brings us farther on the path of progress, I can live with a little bit of infamy. Now, the question is, can you? I honestly don’t mind if you drop out, even now. I can just go out there by myself. Though I’d still prefer if you spoke for me at first, like we prepared. After what happened this time, I’d really prefer to keep religion and state separate, if you know what I mean.”
At this moment, Corco could tell what would be going on in the priest’s head. For a few seconds, Corco could feel the priest struggle as he would weigh his belief in the traditions that had been part of his earlier education – and had even encompassed his entire life as an apprentice priest – against the necessity for change. Weighed the comfort of an easy path against the difficulties of a rocky road. Finally, Watachay came to a decision, and his face firmed up.
“No, I understand. King has already sacrificed too much. At least for once, let this mortal carry part of the burden.”
Although Corco wanted to slap the priest’s shoulder and thank him for his support, there were two things that prevented him from doing so. First, the strange suits both of them were stuck in were extremely stiff. With all the metal on his body, it was hard to even raise his arm properly. Second, before he could say or do anything, a lightning strike illuminated Rapra Square, before it disappeared in Rapra Castle’s lightning rod, like all the ones before it.
Although it came unexpected, Corco wasn’t as shocked as the people in the crowd outside. Rather, his previous tranquility grew into excitement again. The lightning had come as a surprise, but this time, it was finally a pleasant one. For once, he really felt like the heavens were on his side. With this lightning as a backdrop, their message would be even stronger. They would never get a better chance to perform than this.
Now or never, he thought, before he gave the orders that would change his country forever.
“Turn on the tesla coils,” he shouted to his helpers in the castle. “We’re going out!”
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After Corco’s order had sounded out, lightning bloomed right before his eyes. Back and forth, the light-blue streaks crisscrossed inside the cage in front of Rapra Castle’s entrance. Together, they formed a net that obscured the shocked faces of the crowd beyond it.
Even thought Corco knew how the tesla coils worked, it was still fascinating to watch in person. However, he didn’t have time to admire the spectacle. There was important work to be done. Thus, he nodded towards the shocked Watachay to gain his attention and wake him up.
“Let’s go,” he said, and made the first step. With how the priest’s face looked, Corco was convinced that he would never step through the gate by himself. However, now that the king led by example, the priest had no choice but to follow.
Without looking back, Corco walked into the storm of lightning within the cage. There was no shock or numbness, no tingling or warmth, no feeling at all. It seemed surreal somehow, as if the blue streaks weren’t real, like special effects in a movie. Although Corco was surprised that he didn’t feel the lightning’s effect, he really should have known better.
After all, everything about this moment had been planned long ago, and involved an almost inhuman amount of effort and experimentation. This little spectacle was the result of a month’s worth of concerted effort not only from him, but from the entirety of Saniya’s industrial and scientific production capacity. During that time, they had invested a lot, even though the final product didn’t look like much at a glance, at least from the outside.
The people in the plaza outside could only see one simple cage encased in glass, as well as two pillars made of metal, the tesla coils. However, behind those simple constructions hid a whole lot of work. Most of the important and complex pieces of the setup were, quite literally, hidden from view.
First off were the many, many batteries that had been hidden behind the castle walls. They had already used battery technology for their radios before, but never on this scale. After all, the tesla coils needed sufficient electric current to function. Since they couldn’t come up with a technological breakthrough like coal-powered turbines in a short time, they had to use the dumbest method and simply string together as many individual batteries as possible. Ronnie and his apprentices in the royal laboratory had worked around the clock to fulfill the king’s massive order on time.
Whenever the supervisors from the league of lords had shown up, they had pretended to work on nonsense and driven them away as quickly as possible. Apart from those days, they had done nothing else but build batteries. The result were several rows of knee-high containers that were connected together to form the largest battery of batteries in Saniya, and most likely the largest in the history of the world.
These batteries connected to the outside through copper cables built with the copper from Cashan’s mines, or at least from the leftovers that hadn’t already been used to plate Saniya’s ships to prevent corrosion.
In order to insulate the wires from Saniya’s humid weather, they had to be coated in vulcanized rubber as well. This was another new invention that was only known to a handful of people so far. After all, their supply of rubber was still severely limited. The entirety of the rubber brought home from Atau’s journey had been used up, just to experiment out the right sulfur ratio for vulcanization, and to finally coat the few scant meters of cable they needed for their little demonstration.
Finally, the cables led into a transformer, where the electric current’s voltage was increased as much as possible. This current was then led into the two tesla coils, where it would reach the torus atop, to achieve the simple lightning effect Corco had wanted. All of this work from all kinds of different parties had gone into this one moment, all for those two meter long streaks of electricity that were buzzing all around him.
Even with all the effort that went into the setup, the resulting electric current still wasn’t all that strong. Most likely, the king could have simply walked through the lightning without protection and remain unharmed, which would have made the effect seem even more impressive.
However, he wasn’t willing to take any risks. This was the decisive moment that would change the fate of his nation. If he stepped through the lightning unharmed, he would be a hero touched by the heavens. If his clothes or his castle caught on fire in the process, he would be exactly what the priests had said: A heretic receiving his just punishment. Thus, Corco had also let his foundry and his blacksmiths build him a Faraday’s cage around the tesla coils, which would hold the electricity inside, so no rogue streak could ignite the castle walls or the damage the transformers and hinder the performance.
His people had also built a glass encasement around the cage, to prepare for Saniya’s famed bad weather. In Medala, only Saniya had advanced enough glass manufacturing to achieve something like that in such a short amount of time. On top of that, both Corco and Watachay wore Faraday’s suits in the form of full-body chain mails, which would shield their bodies from the electric current around them.
All of this had been tested countless times over the past month, under as many conditions as Corco could imagine. All of this time, work, effort, and money had been put together to plan for this one moment, for this one effect.
As the king stepped through the lighting, he could finally see his stunned audience, illuminated by the electric storm behind him. With one glance at the frozen crowd, he knew that all the investment had been worth it. Finally, the initiative was back in his hands.
Though as soon as he held the initiative, Corco planned to give it away again. Thus, he stepped aside and made room for the priest who had been walking behind him all this time. Unlike Corco, Watachay looked like he had gone through hell, with a pale face and wide-open eyes. At least he wasn’t illuminated from the front, so the crowd wouldn’t see his panicked face.
Despite the test run they had done the previous day inside the castle’s courtyard, maybe the experience of walking through a lightning storm was a bit too much for him. After all, as someone who had been a priest all his life, he had always believed that lightning had special, divine powers. Corco could only imagine the pressure.
However, Watachay still remembered his responsibilities, despite his upbringing. After a few seconds of shock, he forcefully breathed out a few times, before he stepped up to the giant megaphone that had been placed in front of the tesla-coiled castle entrance.
“Citizens of Saniya! Guests from the three kingdoms of Medala! Guests from foreign lands!” His shout woke up the crowd, all of whom were glued to the speaker’s words straight away. “Today, all find themselves here who have heeded the call of the great southern king Corcopaca Titu Pluritac! From commoner to lord, from all corners of the world, all have come here to celebrate the winter solstice, the day when the heavens stand open to mere mortals, for the Divines to send their messages to their adherents, to be read and understood!”
The priest’s voice rang across the plaza, loud and clear. Although the Megaphone amplified his voice, it really wouldn’t have been necessary. No one said a word.
“However!” Watachay continued. “However, today, no one need look to the stars, and try to divine their obscure secrets through ancient methods! For a clearer message has been received! Throughout the past seasons, divine inspiration has struck Rapra Castle! As a secular man, King Corcopaca felt unworthy, thus the king has invited this humble priest, to interpret the signs of the heavens, and make clear the greatest message the Divines have ever sent upon the mortal realm!”
This time, the crowd finally returned back to life. After all, Watachay’s claims were far too outrageous. Confronted with the claim of a message from the heavens themselves, murmurs started up underneath the tarps and rippled all throughout the crowd, as the people told their neighbors about their bold conclusions.
Of course, none of them really managed to surprise their neighbors, and their conclusions weren’t really all that bold. In fact, their conclusions were all more or less the same, which was the entire point.
Although Watachay hadn’t directly mentioned the lightning strikes in his speech, his language was suggestive enough that everyone immediately thought the same: Those lightning bolts had been the divine inspiration that had ‘struck’ the castle.
After all, they had all just seen the king and priest step through a lightning storm and come out unharmed, right after lightning had struck the castle. With that little visual aid, they would also realize that all the lightning strikes that had hit the castle over the past month had left no damage and caused no fire. Wouldn’t the logical conclusion be that the lightning had been benevolent, a message from the heavens, rather than divine punishment?
For a while, the priest remained silent and let the realization spread throughout the crowd. After everyone had come to the same conclusions, Watachay’s next words would have unprecedented weight, as if they had been written into the sky itself in bold, clear letters. Thus, the priest continued.
“So speak the Heavens: Under the great Sky, atop the great Earth, all are equal. All are children of Pacha, the World, and all shall return to the great Heavens, after their deaths. Through their shared origin and their shared path, all children of Pacha are the same, and Pacha makes no distinction between its children. Be they lord, warrior, or commoner, even priests and those outside the classes, even those who believe different gods, all are the same, all are children of the Earth, and all have a duty to discover the World’s traces of divinity within the small and mundane, as much as within the grand and spectacular.”
Again, the crowd was riled up, but of course, Corco wasn’t surprised. This little speech essentially implied a destruction of the old class system that had held Medala together for centuries. Although the old system was already starting to show its wear in Saniya and other places, its complete dismantling would still feel like a radical step to many.
Just as radical was the idea that the Pacha priesthood would not have a special status within society, that they wouldn’t have some sort of exclusive access to the interpretation of divine signals, and that it was up to every individual to search for and interpret faith by themselves. At most, the priests would just have a guiding function for the people, since they were experts on faith. However, their words would no longer hold the same, absolute weight as before.
Many people would be upset by these revelations, especially those in power. However, Corco was sure that even more would see it as a chance to break out of the limitations of their birth and strive for higher goals. Of course, this message couldn’t be all Watachay offered them.
So far, he had only taken away their beliefs and traditions, removing their trust in the class system and their reliance on the priests. Replaced with nothing, the people could come up with all kinds of bizarre substitutes of their own. Thus, Watachay offered them new purpose, and new guidance.
“Rather than live a life of blind obedience, the children of the Earth shall strive in search of the World’s truth! Many paths can uncover traces of truth within the World. Within progress and new discoveries, within art, within the great mastery of a craft, or dedication to a purpose, traces of the World’s true nature are hidden within all, to be searched out by all, no matter who. Personal perfectionism, dedication, and earnestness shall replace blind obedience, as the ultimate forms of worship!”
Once the priest was finished, silence returned to the square. This time, all chatter had stopped, for the priest’s words lay heavy over the crowd. All people were overloaded with information, since the somewhat cryptic and theoretical words of Watachay were probably too much for many to process in a short time.
Thus, Corco himself had to step forward, to explain to the people what he wanted his future kingdom to look like, and what he expected of them. With his speech, he would lead the people of Medala onto the right path, correct the mistakes of the past and prepare them for a future in a modern society. At the same time, he could use the opportunity to conveniently show everyone who their allies were, and who their enemies. So all in all, it would be a pretty efficient speech.
As the Watachay made way and Corco stepped up to the megaphone, over a dozen figures stepped out of the castle to join him. One by one, they stood behind the king to show their allegiance. Among them were people close to him, like Sumaci and Fadelio, but also all seven lords who had decided to ally with him in the upcoming war. Even Lords Makipura and Llasto had come from the far ends of the kingdom to stand witness to this moment. Just to show whose side they were on, they had traveled all the way to Saniya for this solstice festival, showing their house sigils in large colors behind them so that everyone would see them. Though in truth, they didn’t have much of a choice.
In the reshuffle that would follow Corco’s announcement, all class differences would disappear. As a result, the lords of southern Medala would become the biggest target for everyone else. For centuries, they had hoarded all the money and power in the kingdom. Without ideological and legal protection, they would be ripped apart by the people they had previously governed.
Only by aligning with Corco in such a public way could these lords be safe. Of course, while they wouldn’t retain their official status as ‘superior nobles’, they and their families had been promised enough benefits to make sure they wouldn’t suffer. Even after the big changes brought on by Corco’s next words, there was still a need for governors, for political and economic leaders.
After the king had spent some moments to soak in the atmosphere, and after he had tasted the last moments of the old Medala for long enough, he took a deep breath and spoke into the megaphone.
“To all good souls, from all across the world! Much harm has been done to us in the past months, much has been plotted. But all of it pales in the face of revelation. After receiving the oracle, I did not know what to do, how to handle it. I’m just a normal man after all. However, there are many great people within this great kingdom, many who helped lend a hand and helped re-imagine the future of our empire, for a brighter Medala. Together, as people from all parts of society, we sat and debated, day and night. Together, we imagined a new way for our people to live and prosper. Together, we forged a new path into the future.
Based on these discussions, the people of Medala have agreed that these following fundamental rights are true, logical and self-evident. As inherent human right, they shall apply to all who live within Medala’s Kingdom of the South. Article one: All people are born free and equal, through their very nature...”
Confronted with the king’s revolutionary words, the people were as shocked as they had been when the lightning storm had first appeared in front of the castle. Even if not all of them understood everything that was happening at this moment, everyone could feel that a great change was upon them. To complete silence from the crowd, Corco read out the founding document of a new kingdom, a declaration that would sound the death knell for the old Empire of Medala.


Hermit's Notes: There it is, the big one. Hope you enjoyed!
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At the height of Saniya’s winter solstice festival, a bomb exploded and burst apart the ancient shackles which had bound the Yaku people for generations. The two lightning strikes, combined with the two speeches afterwards, had changed life in the city forever. After months of depression and centuries of suppression, the people of Saniya were finally free. Together, on this solstice festival, they celebrated their newfound freedom, at last without restraint.
Gone was the depressed atmosphere of the previous days. People were dancing and shouting in the streets, full of spirit. Those who had been lucky enough to stand in Rapra Square to witness the miracle told everyone about their experiences. They spoke of the bright lightning that had robbed them of their sight, and the revolutionary words of the priest and the king that had robbed them of their breath. Again and again, they retold the same stories, until their throats ran dry.
Although the weather wasn’t quite cold enough for snow, the city was still filled with a white downpour, all throughout the night. Though no one would have been surprised by another miracle at this point, this wasn’t one.
Rather than snow, it was raining white pieces of paper, thousands upon thousands, until everyone in the city held one in their hands. All of them were printed with the new bill of rights that King Corco had introduced in his speech. From now on, these fundamental rights would direct the laws of the Kingdom of the South.
These papers had appeared out of nowhere and spread everywhere inside the city as soon as the speech was done. Clearly, this had been prepared long ago. On every street corner, locals stood and read the papers, either for themselves, or for others who couldn’t understand the new Yakua script as well as them.
Today, no more performers would be necessary to entertain people. The people of the city could just entertain themselves, drunk on the new freedom they had been granted.
At the same time, many of the guests from other parts of the empire also held stacks of the printed papers, to carry back home with them and spread them among the locals there.
Today was a momentous day in medalan history. Everyone knew it, and the jubilant and excessive atmosphere reflected that. However, while everyone recognized the importance of this moment, not everyone was happy about it.
As Lord Rafun hastened through the city streets, he peeked at all the uncouth commoners with a mix of suspicion and dread. After the shock of the lightning revelation had come the shock of the king’s speech.
What is that idiot doing?
All that went through Rafun’s head was the impact the idiot king’s words would have on all the commoners in the kingdom. Didn’t that king understand that he was also one of the lords? Even if they had their disagreements, in the end, the other lords of the south only wanted a share of the cake. After all, the king was so rich, he could afford to share some of his wealth with his fellow lords, could he not? Why would this king get so upset by their reasonable demand that he simply smashed everything apart? Wasn’t he afraid that the mob he had riled up would also take him down once they were done with his political enemies?
Obviously, Rafun hadn’t been the only one to think so. Right after the speech had ended, the lords, priests and their servants under the central tarp had scattered like a spooked swarm of pigeons and fled in different directions. Now, the lord felt like he was isolated in hostile lands, surrounded by enemies.
As Rafun looked around the faces of commoners, a deep-seated dread gripped his entire body. Within those faces, he believed to see no more of the fear and adoration he had gotten used to. Instead, those familiar emotions had been replaced by anger or disgust.
For the first time in his life, Lord Rafun felt threatened by lowly commoners. Maybe this had been a fear he had always held deep down, a fear that governed all those who governed, the fear that the mob would one day stop listening to their commands.
After a few seconds of panic, he still managed to control this fear and portray outward confidence. In the end, his identity and education as a noble did their work and helped him regain control of his faculties. Thus, he channeled his fear and turned it into anger.
For a while now, Rafun and his group of warrior servants had barely moved forward at all. The more he thought about the commoners who were blocking his way now – when before they had always obediently moved to the side – the more annoyed he got.
“Make way!” the lord shouted and stepped forward, his men.
His warriors had formed a protective ring around their lord and helped him create a path through the crowded streets, but their numbers were limited. Despite their strength, the mere dozen warriors were no match for the endless hordes of ordinary people. Already, his men looked exhausted. After all, they had had to push and shove their way through the crowd ever since they had left Rapra Square.
In the end, the lord had to take matters into his own hands and clear a road for his escape. With his own hands, he shoved away some commoner in uniform, part of the local guards. Unlike earlier in the day, the man didn’t obediently make way this time. He stared at the former master of the city with a mixture of disbelief and annoyance. Still, Rafun’s level of cultivation, and the man’s lack of preparation, meant that his resistance was pointless. With brute strength, the lord and his group forced their way through.
“Hey, don’t make trouble here! Who do you think you are!”
As Rafun charged past the policeman and heard the haughty commoner’s grating words from behind, he became even more aware of his isolation. However, the city hadn’t devolved into chaos just yet, even though he himself was causing so much of it. More and more, the lord realized that, maybe, the southern king wasn’t as much of an idiot as he had first thought.
All these years, while the other lords were enjoying themselves in endless banquets, King Corco may have been preparing for the violent revolution from the commoners. After all, the kinds of changes that the king had proclaimed in his speech, weren’t they already happening here in Saniya?
Guards and soldiers like the one he had just pushed aside were armies made up of commoners, rather than warriors. Although their official status was that of a warrior, there were very few cultivators among them, and most came from humble, lowly backgrounds. Thus, their real status was awkwardly placed, somewhere between commoner and noble. At the same time, they were also fiercely loyal to their king.
Not only them, even their commoner families would surely be thankful to the king for elevating their status. Even some of the king’s closest advisors inside the castle were commoners, not to mention the thousands of commoners who were working in Saniya’s royal manufactories, in direct employ of the king.
On the other hand, some real warriors, with real cultivation and of high birth, were doing all kinds of construction and crafstman’s work in the city. At first, this work had been forced labor, punishment for their crimes. Thus, the other lords of the south hadn’t said anything about it. After all, forced labor from prisoners of war was unusual, but not unheard of in Medala.
In addition, the prisoners had been rebellious servants from King Corco’s own estate, so Rafun had thought it wouldn’t be a good idea to get involved. Otherwise, couldn’t the king also get involved in his own internal affairs?
Now however, these warriors had long worked off their crimes, but they were still doing the work of craftsmen. During their raids of the city’s workshops, some of Rafun’s supervisors had met several such ‘warrior craftsmen’. Quietly, before anyone had realized, Saniya’s warriors had already become commoners, and its commoners had already become warriors. These, the city looked much like the society espoused in the king’s lightning speech.
Thus, with a stable base of commoners to support him, King Corco wouldn’t suffer at all in the upcoming turmoil. At the same time, Rafun remembered the fellow lords who had stood behind the king as he had given his speech.
All of them would be considered allies by the commoners, no doubt. Their sigils had been clearly displayed behind them, and every last one of them had been named specifically over the course of the speech, just to make sure the commoners would consider them allies to the king. Thus, they would retain the halo of the ‘miracle king’s’ protection.
The more Rafun thought about it, the more he realized the insidious nature of King Corco’s plans. This wasn’t some random divine message he had received by coincidence. And the contents of the message itself had been no coincidence either. This was clearly a planned assault on the league of lords which had dared to oppose King Corco, an assault that had been plotted by the king himself.
As more and more pieces of the puzzle fell into place in Rafun’s head, his anger left him, and his stomach began to churn again as the dread crept back up. Together with the warriors around him, he made his way off Saniya’s islands and back into the main city. Farther away from the appearance of the ‘miracle’, there were a lot fewer people clogging the streets, so Rafun could finally speed up his escape. From here, they only needed to reach the outer ring and leave the city. Then, they would be safe at last.
Safe, is it?
Again, Rafun’s stomach ache got worse as an uncomfortable thought lodged itself in his head. Wit worry, he looked at his own warriors around him. After all, was he truly safe? If the king’s ‘civil rights’ became law in the entire southern kingdom, Rafun’s own men would stand to benefit as well. Of course, there were those who would stand with him no matter what, but he really couldn’t tell how many would be tempted by the new freedoms.
Many warriors had their own ambitions after all. Many would dream of being free, no longer chained to the orders of their lord. Many would surely prefer the life of a business owner or a landlord over the life on the battlefield. Others may hold some long-lasting grudge against their masters, for one reason or another, and were eager to live out their treasonous fantasies.
In the past, rebellions from warriors had been rare, since there was no real chance of success. Even if they succeeded in toppling their lord, they could only flee the estate and become bandits in the wilderness somewhere. After their betrayal, no lord would take these warriors in anymore, and they also couldn’t live and work like commoners could.
However, with these new laws, they had the chance to betray their masters based on legal code, and then start a new life as commoners, in Saniya or elsewhere. Deep dread gripped Rafun as he realized that his way of life was on borrowed time.
For now, the loyalty of his warriors – as well as years of education and training that weren’t easy to overcome – still kept them by his side. However, there was no guarantee that would remain the case for much longer. Thus, it was imperative for him to leave the city as soon as possible, before his people had time to think and got any bad ideas.
Then, once they had left this dangerous environment, Rafun would send out a messenger back south and return to Governor Mayu Saqartu’s army as soon as possible. With the entire league of lords together, as well as with their allies in the north and overseas, there was no way for the king to withstand their power in a frontal attack.
With their military might, they could still crush this king and his plans, to prove the correctness of their old way of life. They would burn down this entire city if they had to, and kill everyone in it. These ideas were far too dangerous to survive.
So far, many members of the league had been hesitant to attack a fellow lord in the open, but now they had no other choice. Otherwise, the old world would really end, and they with it.
Before Rafun had realized, the crowd had somehow thickened up again. Annoyed, he found that his warriors were once again struggling to push through the masses. Thus, he once more stepped up by himself to make a path.
What if they slowed down and his men had another chance to think of rebellion? With the same angry confidence as before, he stepped up to push away the first commoner in his way. However, he saw the man’s vicious expression for but a moment, just enough to learn his fate, but not enough to prevent it. Before he could move, he heard the boom of the pistol near his torso. He didn’t even have time to curse his fate before he was hit by it.
__________________________
In another part of the city, Priest Watayi looked down at the bloody hole in his body. In great confusion, his eyes wandered back up. His head felt like it would split from pain, and his eyes felt like they would bulge out of his skill, as he stared at the man who had shot him dead. He was dressed like any random commoner on the road, and was someone Watayi had never met. Or at least, it was someone Watayi didn’t remember.
Did they have old grudges? Was this planned? Or had the commoner remembered the priest’s actions against the miracle king these days and decided to take revenge by himself?
After the king’s speech, Watayi had already known what fate would await him if he stayed in the city. His priests were being scolded by some, while others simply threw food at them, or the balled up prophecies they had been spreading in the city. Right away, the priest had realized that he had lost.
Since the mood had turned, he had tried to escape the city by himself. Maybe in the chaos, he could get away, he thought. On the way out, he had even changed robes into something more plain so he wouldn’t become the mob’s target. However, someone had still kept an eye on him, and that someone had struck when he had been at his most vulnerable.
An hour earlier, Watayi had still been the most powerful priest in the southern kingdom. Now, perplexed at his fate, he sank to the ground, and died.
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The next morning, the world had changed. Though if one were to look at the empty streets of Saniya, no one would think so.
After a night of chaos, the city had finally calmed down again. After all, its people had just spent several days eating and drinking themselves stupid. And after that, they still went crazy over the miracle they had witnessed. Whatever energy they had left over, they expended by running through the streets and spreading the miracle message to everyone they saw.
Plus, these weren’t modern people. Without good options for artificial lighting, most would go to bed shortly after nightfall. They weren’t used to staying up too late. As a result, despite yesterday’s excitement, today was a lazy day for the entire city, which gave the cleaning crews ample time to remove the messes that had been caused yesterday. Though not only the cleaners were busy, the police also had to handle a fair few number of cases.
Although Corco was tired as well, he still got up while most of his subjects were sleeping off their enthusiasm. The next few days wouldn’t be quite as important as the last one, but they would still require his attention if he wanted to properly make use of his advantage. Seated in his study, he first read the police reports from the previous night.
Thus, he slowly read about all the horrible things his people had been up to in last night’s excitement. For the most part, the citizens had been surprisingly well-behaved. They had limited their expression of joy to some minor looting, as well as one major fire that had been extinguished before it could spread to any other buildings. The chaos had really been quite tame, all things considering.
Though this wasn’t a surprise. After all, Corco knew that something like this was bound to happen after his speech, so the entire city’s forces had been well prepared. Police presence in the streets had been tripled from the usual levels during the festival, and the fire department had also been put on alert.
Only a few cases didn’t fit in with the image of harmless exuberance. The ones that stood out the most were several vicious murders. Although murder was a common occurrence in any city, these ones were special. After all, the death of a lord and a priest was always a horrible event in Medala. Both dying on the same day rarely ever happened, not to mention from a violent death, out in the open street.
“What a fucking mess,” Corco mumbled as he read the details.
Apparently, there had been assassination attempts on several lords, and on several of the priests who had been spreading misinformation in the month leading up to the festival. Even some of the supervisor warriors had been attacked, even though they were just running dogs and didn’t really matter.
While many of these assassinations hadn’t succeeded, at least the two biggest targets had been hit successfully. This attack was surprisingly well-coordinated, which explained its relative success against the trained guards of lords.
In fact, even the failed assassins managed to get away from the warriors. Not one of them had been caught so far. Though it looked like the victims were too busy fleeing his city and didn’t have time to waste on revenge or prisoners, so this clearly wasn’t due to the brilliance of the assassins.
For Corco, the lack of clear suspects was the best message in these reports. At least this way, there was still some wiggle room to navigate these incidents and steer them into a positive direction. To him, the long-term impact of these murders was far more important than bringing the killers to justice.
Although it sounded harsh, he really didn’t feel sorry for the victims. With their overbearing nature, the priests and lords had pressed the people of his city at every step. With how tyrannical they had become towards the end of their ‘reign’ this month, they had really deserved their end.
As far as Corco was concerned, Watayi and Rafun had completely misread the signs, and had thus been overwhelmed by the future. It was as simple as that. The culture of Saniya had been quietly changing for a long time already, though it had happened behind closed doors, where these noble lords would never consider looking.
Unlike them, Corco had spent some of his time inviting the commoners of the city to quiet, private parties, smaller in scale and nature than the noble banquets. He was also being kept informed by the ghosts who were living all throughout Saniya’s society these days. As a result, he had a good idea of what was going on inside the homes of his citizens.
So the ideas that Corco had presented during his speech were nothing new to most people. A lot of them had already heard similar things in private. Though only now, with the official support of both their king and the heavens, did these new ideas break out of the private sphere and into the public.
In the end, it was obvious that the old forces who had restrained the commoners all this time would lose out first. All Rafun and Watayi had to do was listen to their people for once, and maybe they would have seen the danger early. Had they restrained themselves more, they wouldn’t have been targeted like this. In fact, they weren’t the only ones who would suffer, and maybe they were better off dead, so they wouldn’t have to live through the worst of it.
Because in the future, things wouldn’t get better, neither for the high born nor for the high priests. Already, Corco’s new bill of rights had spread throughout his entire city in a single night. Soon, it would spread all across Medala, and even into the Verdant Isles. After all, the priests weren’t the only ones who could play with printing presses.
Over the past month, the presses of Corco’s city had printed out tens of thousands of copies of his bill of rights, which were now being carried all over the kingdom, and even beyond. From the reports, many of his guests had taken the chance to carry a stack of truth home with them. They would become free advertisers for his plans once they reached home.
In fact, Corco had long prepared for this as well. Many of the copies had been specifically printed in the cumbersome font of old Yakua. Although it had been expensive to build presses designed for the complex language, it would guarantee that those Yaku up north or on the Verdant Isles could still read it.
After all, although his bill of rights was meant to apply specifically to his own kingdom, that didn’t keep others from drawing their own conclusions. Within the paper, there were many general terms hidden for those who were willing to misinterpret them.
In several passages, he extended rights to ‘all people’, ‘all races’, ‘all Yaku’, or ‘all people of Medala’. Really, it was just a way to show his attitude that all humans were equal, which just seemed like a logical conclusion to Corco. However, others may consider these hints an invitation, or even a call to action.
While he didn’t expect a piece of paper to spark a revolution by itself, it was never a bad idea to plant the relevant seeds in the north early. Then, once he had proper control of the south, he could use the enthusiasm of the people to ensure a far smoother operation of his future plans up north.
However, for now, their enthusiasm had made his work a lot more difficult. After all, he was still planning to negotiate with the league of lords, even if they were in a war right now. Even after everything they had done, he wasn’t ready to remove the lords just yet. Doing things too absolutely would always leave a mess, and this time was no different.
If all the lords and all of their servants were to be removed, Corco simply wouldn’t have the manpower to completely govern all the different estates. Thus, he still needed their cooperation, at least for several years, as he slowly eroded their power. However, if the lords thought they were being hunted and killed by his people, they would fight for their lives, to the bitter end.
The upcoming war would become a lot harder, and would cost far more lives and far more money than he wanted. Even if he won in the end, the depleted estates of the dead lords would be a mess that would take decades to control and clean up. Not to mention that the indiscriminate murder of lords in his own city would also leave a bad aftertaste for the lords who were still allied with him.
With help from the ‘lightning miracle’, he was planning to weaken his isolation, rather than make it worse. In conclusion, the death of the priest and the lord could never be allowed to fall on the heads of his people, even if it was unfair towards the dead.
After some moments of contemplation, he came to a decision. He had already told so many lies, one more wouldn’t make a difference. Finally, the king looked back up from his desk, and towards Fadelio. As always, his attendant was working near him, always ready to take the king’s orders.
“Send a message to Quato,” Corco said to Fadelio. “Tell him that the police shouldn’t try too hard to come up with suspects for these murders. Last night was chaotic, so it’s hard to find the killers, right?”
“Not a problem,” Fadelio said. However, halfway through his standing animation, he paused again.
“Still, we should give the lords some kind of explanation, right?” the attendant asked. “Just saying that we couldn’t find the killers would be too insincere. It’ll only look like we’re sheltering the killers, and it’ll make us look even more suspicious.”
“Yeah, that’s true,” Corco replied. He had already considered this problem, but that’s where the lies came in. “Yesterday, everyone from everywhere was in the city. So long as no suspects are found, almost everyone could be the killer, right. I mean, the lords of the south have plenty of enemies, and so do the priests. The Arcavians are fighting the Pacha priests for control of the northern kingdoms. The northern kingdoms are fighting each other, and then there’s House Ichilia too. Plus, with all the spy incidents in the city over the past few years, everyone knows that all of them love to make trouble in Saniya. With all of that chaos going around, it’ll be easy to find some believable suspects that won’t make us look bad, right?”
“I understand. I’ll do it right away.”
Thus, Fadelio left the king’s study to fulfill his orders. In the matter of last night’s murders, Corco really didn’t need to consider any more details than this. That was the advantage of having capable subordinates. He was sure that Fadelio would entrust the right people to pick the right suspects and ‘find’ the right evidence he could present the other lords with. Now, the murders weren’t his problem any more.
Thus, Corco leaned back in his seat, content with his work. Now that he had dealt with the fallout of last night, the king could use his time to think about his next steps.
Although he had won over the commoners in his city, most of his kingdom was now hostile towards him. As always, the old powers wouldn’t just go away without a fight. At best, he had reversed their positions. Before the festival, Corco had been up against a wall, with his soldiers in poor morale, and his enemies in an aggressive stance. They had used their advantage to demand concessions like the nonsense supervision rules for his manufactories.
Now, after the lightning of last night, morale was no longer a problem for Corco’s soldiers. At the same time, the warriors under the league of lords would falter sooner or later. As the contents of his bill of rights spread among the other southern estates, they would start to realize that they didn’t have to be well-fed slaves to their masters any more.
With their backs against the wall, Corco knew how Mayu and the other lords would react. It was obvious, really. They had failed to beat him through tricks and external pressure, so now their only way out was a direct victory through military conquest. Before they lost the support of their soldiers, the southern lords would launch an attack on Saniya. A war could no longer be avoided.
Uneasy, Corco stood up and went to the large window of his study. From here, he could see Rapra Square down below. Yesterday, it had been the center of his festival. Early this morning, it had been, predictably, a mess. Now however, the entire square was already cleaned up, though it was hard to see below the masses of people. Unlike the rest of Saniya’s streets, which were mostly empty right now, the square had once again been filled with bodies.
Though whereas yesterday, the people in the square had been tens of thousands of commoners, now they were tens of thousands of soldiers. While the lords had turned silly relishing in their own power over the past month, Corco had quietly moved all of his troops back home.
From all over his kingdom and overseas, every last soldier trained over the past five years had come together here, to be deployed for war as quickly as possible. Even many warriors from his allied lords had quietly arrived in Saniya to be integrated into his army.
The chaotic festival had been the perfect cover for thousands of troops to enter the city without anyone’s notice. Now, they were ready to start a war long before Mayu could react.
At most, it would take until tomorrow morning for his army to get combat ready and move out. Then, he would personally take them on a short journey south, where Mayu and his gang were already waiting for him. Although the league of lords was already mobilized, they would lose their initiative before they would even hear news of last night’s events.
Last time, Mayu had managed to prevent Corco from handing Ogulno his just punishment. This time, nothing would stand in the king’s way. As he watched his troops assemble down below, his previous unease disappeared, replaced by a confident calm. Come what may, he was determined to finally take full control of his kingdom.




9
1










Chapter 374 - Breaking the Isolation
Chapter 374 - Breaking the Isolation
Jan 31, 2021


After Corco had spent a while in contemplation, Fadelio came back from distributing his orders. Both returned to their seats, and continued their work in silence. Now that they had finished cleaning up the mess from the previous night, it was time to prepare for war. Although the troops were already being assembled outside, there was still much work left to do behind the scenes. Allocating wages, putting together the supplies for the army, appointing officers to various missions, most of the work involved in warfare was organizational.
They couldn’t just take all their soldiers in one giant blob and march down south without a plan. They had to plan routes, and had to consider all kinds of eventualities. Although most of this work had been done well in advance, small and large problems in their setup would still crop up every step of the way. And some of those problems were too big or too involved for the people downstairs to handle, so they would land on Corco’s desk.
For a while, the king and his attendant continued their work, until a government official came in and interrupted them. This time however, he hadn’t come from the army with more problems.
“King Corco, an Advisor Pallatio is here to see you,” the official said. “He has come here under the sigil of the central house of Pluritac.”
The name ‘Pallatio’ was one Corco hadn’t expected to hear today. The advisor was an old servant of House Pluritac, but unlike Fadelio’s family or the late prime minister Chaupic, Pallatio had chosen to support Corco’s uncle Pacha wholeheartedly during the succession war.
Thus, the servant of his family had become his enemy. Although after their war several years earlier, Pacha and Corco had managed to achieve a precarious peace, the appearance of the servant surprised the southern king.
While he had sent out invitations for his solstice festival to all northern estates, including the ones of his fellow kings, neither his brother Amautu nor his uncle Pacha had taken him up on the offer. Both invitations had remained unanswered, at least officially.
Thus, not only had Corco not expected to see Pallatio here, he hadn’t even been notified by the ghosts either. Which meant that Pallatio, King Pacha’s most important advisor, had entered the city incognito, without an invitation, and without anyone’s notice. Although, considering how many people had entered the city these days, it wasn’t surprising that one or two important figures had managed to slip through the net.
We still have too little manpower, and too little control.
“Let him come in,” Corco replied after a few seconds of thought.
Whatever the reason for Pallatio’s visit, there was only one way to find out. Since Corco couldn’t figure it out even after some thought, there was no point in delaying. He couldn’t really prepare anything anyways. Thus, the old servant and young master finally met again, after over a decade apart.
“King Corcopaca, this advisor extends his greetings.”
After he had entered, Pallatio bowed and greeted the foreign king properly. With a stiff posture, the old man stood in front of the king who once was his young master. He still had the same, unwavering jawline, and he still wore the same, fancy robes. In comparison, the king had changed far more over these years, from a quiet and unfavored young prince to a powerful king. However, in one respect, the advisor had changed far more than him.
“You’ve gotten old, servant Pallatio,” Corco commented.
Although it was a rude comment, he just couldn’t help himself. The last time the king had seen Pallatio had been before his exile to Arcavia. Back then, the servant’s hair had been jet black, dark and shiny like the sea at night. Now however, most of his hair had turned white, and time had left deep traces in his face.
“Yes, it has been a full decade since this servant last saw King Corcopaca,” the old servant replied. Although his tone was light, his words weighed heavy. Corco realized just how much time had passed ever since his exile. Although he had achieved much in these years, there was still much more left to do. The lost time made him melancholic, but he didn’t have time for nostalgia, and he was sure that Pallatio hadn’t come here to chat as an old friend.
“Anyways, welcome,” Corco still said with a genuine smile and pointed to the guest chair in front of his desk. “Please, have a seat.”
After a grateful nod, the old servant rested his bones in the chair. The only thing that soured the friendly atmosphere was the fact that ever since his entry, Pallatio had ignored Fadelio. Corco knew that Pallatio had been in conflict with Fadelio’s sister Inti during the Triumvirate meetings, and he seemed to have some more fundamental problems with Fadelio’s family. However, this animosity didn’t seem to extend to Corco himself, so he decided to let sleeping dogs lie.
“King Corcopaca, this servant is very glad to see you well,” Pallatio said after he had sat down. There was no hint of hostility in his words.
“Yeah, it’s good to see a familiar face, even though we’re on different sides now.”
Corco was hinting at Pallatio’s decision to support Pacha, rather than him. Ever since then, the advisor had been working against Corco during the Triumvirate meetings as well. It was a light attack that was meant to break up the friendly atmosphere and gauge the advisor’s real mood, and real intentions. However, Pallatio didn’t show any signs of discomfort.
“This servant has to apologize for the inconveniences caused to King Corcopaca,” he said. “However, everything this servant has done, he has been done for the stability of the family.”
“I’m not blaming you,” Corco replied. “We’re way past passing blame. Honestly, I don’t mind who you want to work for, and I’m in too good a mood today to give a crap about any political disagreements.”
Since the probe didn’t bring any results, there was no reason to make his guest unhappy, and he could always probe more later. In the end, despite everything, Corco was glad to see his family’s old servant again. Although Pallatio had chosen to support Pacha over him, the southern king really couldn’t fault him for it.
Maybe Pallatio had supported Pacha because he saw it as a chance to rise in standing. Or maybe he felt loyalty towards Pacha because the young King of the Center had been in Medala all these years, while he and Amautu had been away in different countries. Or maybe he thought Pacha’s claim was the most legitimate, because among the three kings, Pacha was the one who controlled the Pluritac heartland around Arguna.
Whatever the case, it was impossible to tell whether or not Pallatio’s choice was wrong, both from a realist’s and an idealist’s standpoint. At least Corco wouldn’t be so presumptuous to judge him for it.
“Yes, King Corcopaca would have to be content after last night’s miracle,” the advisor commented.
“Right? Looks like someone up there is on my side. I wonder why he wouldn’t be on my uncle’s side as well.”
Corco was joking around, while at the same time increasing the pressure on Pallatio again. After all, the ‘miracle’ he had shown yesterday would do much to legitimize his claim to Medala’s throne. Meanwhile, when Pacha had tried to get a favorable sign from the gods during the succession war, he had been presented with a bad omen. Of course, both the miracle and the bad omen had been manufactured by Corco, but Pallatio didn’t need to know that.
“Positive signs from the heavens are good for the Pluritac household. After all, everyone is still family, whether brother or uncle,” Pallatio expertly evaded Corco’s question, as well as his address of Pacha as his uncle, not his brother. “And the northern Pluritac families do not seem to have any involvement in this war. Any signs that predict King Corcopaca’s victory do not harm the interest of the central kingdom.”
“Sure. That’s true,” Corco admitted, before he leaned forward. It was time to get to the real topic of today. “So, since the war has nothing to do with you, what are you doing here, exactly?”
The sudden change in tone didn’t seem to phase Pallatio at all.
“King Corcopaca has invited every force on the Twin Isles to his winter solstice festival,” Pallatio explained. “Of course, that included the King of the Center. As King Pachacutec’s head advisor, this servant has been deemed qualified to represent his king in this matter.”
Of course, it was a shoddy excuse. If he had come on a diplomatic mission like that, he would have announced his arrival, rather than hide away until after the festival was over.
“So you’re a tourist,” Corco joked, despite his reservations. “Don’t tell me you’ve just come to watch my festival. If that were the case, you could have just left. And yet here you are. I don’t think you’re just trying to waste my time, right? So what exactly are you doing here?”
“Of course, this servant has not only come to experience the festival,” Pallatio replied. “Rather, King Pachacutec plans to cooperate with his brother, King Corcopaca, to reforge their brotherly bond, as members of the Pluritac family.”
‘As two groups that are currently in opposition to House Ichilia’. Isn’t that what you really mean?
Already, Corco had a good idea of what was going on here. Most likely, Pallatio had come to Saniya as a quiet observer, to watch what he would do during the solstice festival. If the king hadn’t been able to turn the situation around, Pallatio would have left as quietly as he had come.
However, now that he had seen that Corco was in a position to fight back in the south, he had been deemed a worthy ally. That was most likely why Pacha had sent his closest advisor to Saniya, risking to lose an important servant in the process. He probably didn’t trust anyone else to make such an important call on his own.
“So what’s the plan? How are we cooperating?” Corco asked, rather than reveal his conjecture. For now, it felt smarter to let the other side talk. He could still apply pressure later, if need be.
“First, King Corcopaca should be made aware that House Ichilia has planned an invasion of the southern kingdom. Already, their forces stand ready on their southern shores of Sinchay. This information is a great secret, and will be offered as King Pachacutec’s sincerity.”
As I thought, you’re here to let me deal with your enemies.
“Yeah. I already know.” Corco leaned forward again. “Around eight thousand warriors, waiting on around forty ships. They’re just waiting for the war in the south to start, then they’ll cross the Narrow Sea, attack us from the back and kill us all. As far as intelligence goes, I’m pretty sure my informants in Huaylas are better than yours. If this is your best bargaining chip, then you’ll have made your trip for nothing.”
Even now, Pallatio still seemed unimpressed. Apparently, he had come with more cards to play.
“Of course not, King Corcopaca,” the advisor said. “In this matter, King Pachacutec believes that his uncle Divitius Ichilia has broken Medala’s rules of conduct. Thus, he has decided to support the southern kingdom this time, risking his good relationship with Huaylas. Concretely, he offers to misdirect House Ichilia. By sending misinformation that the war in the south is yet to start for a while, House Ichilia’s attack will be delayed. After all, Divitius Ichilia is famously careful. He would not rush into a war with conflicting information. This should give King Corcopaca time to end the war against his lords early. Thus, King would regain control of his kingdom with ease. All King Pachacutec asks in return is for King Corcopaca to beat back House Ichilia’s forces once they arrive, and then accuse Lord Divitius of poor conduct during the next Triumvirate Meeting, with King Pachacutec’s support, of course.”
So this is your plan.
It really wasn’t a bad offer. In the end, Pacha would just help Corco do what would be beneficial to him anyways. Thus, both sides would naturally align as allies, at least until House Ichilia had been suppressed. However, Corco had a better idea.
“Naah, that’s fine,” he said in a lazy tone, as he theatrically stretched and leaned back in his chair.
He could barely contain his laughter when he saw Pallatio’s poker face finally break. With his mouth slightly open and his eyes staring into nothing, it seemed like the old advisor really had been caught off guard this time.
“But-” Pallatio began after a few seconds of confusion, but Corco cut him off.
“Yeah, I know. It won’t cost us anything. You don’t want anything in return. You just want to see the Ichilias weakened, I get it. Which, for now, makes us natural allies.”
“Then why-”
“Because it’s not necessary,” Corco shrugged. “Even now, you still underestimate what we can do. You also overestimate the courage of Divitius Ichilia. The entire invasion army House Ichilia has assembled is only eight thousand. Compared to the forces of the three kingdoms, it’s laughably small. An army like that can only make a decisive impact if they attack us by surprise, and hit us in the back. If you feed them misinformation, you know what happens, right?”
Throughout Corco’s speech, the old advisor seemed to have calmed down again. After he had understood the king’s concern, he replied with a gloomy expression.
“They will not launch an attack at all.”
“Yeah, Because Divitius is a coward and a rat, who’s good at hiding behind others, and bad at taking the initiative. And if House Ichilia won’t attack, they won’t be weakened,” Corco finished the thought. “So it’s best if they think they’re still tricking us. We already know they’re coming, so don’t think we’re not prepared. When you go back, just inform House Ichilia that our troops have already moved out. Make them attack, and don’t worry about us. We’ll deliver you exactly the outcome you want.”
“In that case, this servant will return King Corcopaca’s good intentions to King Pachacutec.”
After another bow, Pallatio stood up, now once again calm as a lake.
“Yeah, have a safe trip back.” Corco waved lazily. None of the previous tension was left in the room.
“This servant hopes that both sides will be able to cooperate more in the future. Everyone’s last name is Pluritac, after all.”
“Sure. See ya,” Corco replied without any sincerity, before he waved the old family servant out of the room.
Once the advisor had left, Corco took a deep breath. He hadn’t expected Pacha’s involvement in this war, but it had turned out well.
“So, do you really trust him?” Fadelio asked from behind his desk. Throughout the talks, he had remained a quiet observer. Considering his poor relationship with Pallatio, it was probably the best move. “I mean, ever since you became king, he’s been making nothing but trouble for us. Inti is always complaining how he keeps blocking her at the Triumvirate Meeting.”
“Nothing wrong with that. That’s his job,” Corco argued.
“And his job is also to serve Pacha, not us. Whatever he says about family, they haven’t been especially close to you, right? I’d say he and Pacha have been much closer to the Ichilias. Who’s to say he won’t warn them now, to make sure they don’t attack us?”
“Isn’t that fine too?” Corco laughed. “If the Ichilias don’t attack us, our victory in this war will only become more likely. Plus, it means that there’s one more strong force left in the north, which is only good for us. It won’t benefit Pacha at all. If he wants to shoot himself in the foot to make me angry, let him. Then, my Uncle Pacha and my Uncle Divitius can fight it out between them.”
“But then, why not let him help us hold back the Ichilia forces in the first place? It seems like that would be a better outcome for us, right?”
“Because I think it’s a good chance to get rid of our isolation in Medala. It’s a good chance to test Pacha’s reaction, too. Let’s see if he sticks to our agreement, and how publicly he ends up siding with us. That’ll influence our future relations with the northern kingdoms. Of course, we’ll have to win this war first. That should be the easy part.”


Hermit's Notes: Right, with the unlocked chapters from the higher tier, that should be twelve. Again, I'll try to get another chapter out today, or two if I can force it. Gonna be off to unlock the lower tiers now.
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Brought the Milk
Oct 11, 2022


Hi. Yes, I'm back.
This isn't something that I was expecting to do, considering all the stuff that happened on my end, but I saw the preview to a patron's message a few days ago, and the timing happened to be right, or wrong, really.
So yeah, I'm here again, and really, deeply sorry for all the nothing I've done in the meantime. It sucks, I know. Still, I want to thank anyone here for their patience, and... just generally, for not blaming me too much for just disappearing. At least that's what I got from the limited messages that I skimmed over just now.
Some personal stuff happened, that I'd rather not put down here permanently. For anyone curious, I'll just put an explanation for that onto discord, as soon as I get back in (it seems my account has been deactivated? Guess that's what I get for being inactive for over a year).
In the meantime, I'll go back to writing for now, since I need something productive to do anyways. And I've seen that I still have 20 unpublished chapters saved up from ages ago, though three of them I've only written in the last few days. I'll just post one a day for now, and I'll see to answering all the messages I've missed as soon as possible. 
Apart from that, I still have complete outlines of the rest of Enlightened Empire, as well as detailed background info, so finishing should still be possible. Even if I fall off the earth again, at least I'll get as far as I can in the meantime, and maybe post an outline for closure before disappearing.
Again, I want to apologize for... not getting things done. I'll do better in the future, and hope you'll still enjoy my nonsense now that we've all grown old.


Cheers,
S.H.








14
5










Chapter 375 - Regret
Chapter 375 - Regret
Oct 11, 2022


On the plains east of Puscanacra - the seat of Governor Mayu Saqartu - the army of the league of lords had constructed a large camp, ready and waiting to receive their orders. Warriors numbering in the tens of thousands were camping in the shadows of the city’s wooden walls.
As the strongest city of Sachay and the seat of the governor, Puscanacra had never been directly attacked, not even during the civil war. Thus, a proper stone wall had never been necessary. The people of Puscanacra felt secure when they looked at their simple wall, because no matter what happened in Medala, nothing could touch them, wall or not. That was their pride. One look at the massive army amassed outside would confirm that notion. Only House Saqartu could collect so many allies in the south. Even the southern king would have to bow to their authority in the end.
However, if an observer were to take a closer second look at the army, they may have changed their minds. Although they were large in number, the warriors in the camp seemed listless, angry or confused. Some stood together in small groups and talked to one another as they pointed at pieces of paper, whispering things they didn’t want their masters to hear. Though of course their whispers were unnecessary, since their masters were too busy with their own matters to listen to their servants.
Just like the warriors, their masters were also eager to decide their future path. Inside a large room within Puscanacra’s governor mansion, two opposing groups were fighting over just that.
“We need to attack now! What else are we waiting for!?” as he screamed across the table, Lord Maygua – one of the southern kingdoms lord, and known for his temper -shoved a knife into the expensive wood. Any normal person would have been afraid, but all the people in the room were lords. They had all grown up around this kind of grandstanding and were unimpressed.
“For now, we are yet to know what really happened in Saniya!” Taruka - one of the lords along the Narrow Sea’s southern coast -shouted back, unperturbed by the empty gesture. “How could we attack blindly like this!? What will our allies and enemies think of us!?”
“What else do we need to know!?” Lord Ogulno replied. “Brother Rafun is dead!”
“Is that so?” Lord Taruka shot back, still unimpressed. “All this lord has heard are empty rumors. We do not know if the rumors are true. If they are, we do not know how Rafun died. For now, we should stay calm and operate with care, before we make any mistakes that we will regret. Already, there have been too many regrets for some of us.”
As he spoke, Lord Taruka stared at Ogulno, whose face turned pale in response. Everyone in the room knew what the lord had implied, and that it was meant as a slight towards Ogulno. After all, the lord of the copper hills had pointlessly antagonized the young King Corco, even though they were family.
Thus, he had now maneuvered himself into a corner, with no retreat. Of course Ogulno would want to fight the king to the death as soon as possible, because otherwise, his family might be destroyed in turn. However, Lord Taruka didn’t have the same problem. Just like most of the lords in the room, his conflicts with the king weren’t irreconcilable yet.
In the end, they had only tried to gain some benefits by putting pressure on the king. None of them had actually wanted to start a war. They had no open conflict with Corco, so they could still retreat. In the worst case, they would offer some family property and public fealty to receive forgiveness from the king.
Aware of the problem, Ogulno went quiet. In this room, his words weighed the lightest. However, he wasn’t the only one who wanted to force a civil war.
“So then what are we meant to do while we wait for confirmation on what all of us already know?” Lord Maygua spoke up again. “If we just sit and do nothing, we will look weak in front of our men. They are already restless. Inaction will slowly kill us.”
“I vote we first send a part of our troops down to Vallunaraju,” Lord Curichi added. “Lord Huaman has failed to join our side, and even sided with the king, despite our warnings. Now that he has heard about the death of Lord Rafun, he will be far more receptive to our ideas. He will not be willing to join a king who wants to eradicate every last one of our houses. If we send our countless hordes down south to pressure him, he will surely give in and join our cause.”
“You dare suggest that again!?” Maygua blew up again, pulling his dagger from the table and pointing it at Curichi’s face. “Every time we talk, you try this!”
“What did I say?” the shrewd lord tried to look innocent. “As we are members of the league of lords, other lords should respect us. If they know what is good for them, they should join us or at least remain neutral. I am simply thinking about the best course of action for us.”
“Who here does not know that your greedy eyes have stared at Huaman’s timber and amber business these years? And who does not know Huaman’s loyalty to the king? He will never agree to our demands, so he has to be punished by having his lands taken away, to be integrated into the surrounding estates. Is that not right? Conveniently, House Curichi is right next to House Huaman’s estate. Now then, tell us with an open heart that you have the best interests of the league in mind.”
“Nonsense!” Curichi tried to fight back, even though everyone in the room knew the truth. “The league needs to show strength, but we cannot rashly attack Saniya without any proof of Rafun’s assassination! Would it not best to first show our strength against an easy target? Huaman’s lands are in the south, cut off from any support from Saniya. He makes for an ideal target to crush and rekindle our men’s morale.”
“And you get to reap the benefits of our hard work.” Maygua sneered.
“Benefits can be shared,” Lord Curichi insisted. “This lord has only ever considered the benefits of the league. Do not judge others by your own wolfish greed, Villca dog.”
“Say that again you bastard! Do you want a duel!? We can go right here, right now!”
As always, the discussions of the noble lords had devolved into childish screaming contests. With an exhausted sigh, Taruka tried to steer the conversation into a productive direction again.
“Please, we cannot come to blows,” he tried to reason, “not now when our futures depend on unity. Governor Mayu, please speak up as well!”
The words scared Mayu back awake. All this time, he had been slumped in his seat and watched the lords in front of him fight back and forth. Now, as if awoken from a dream, he realized that the people to his left and right were not only real, he was also one of them.
With glazed-over eyes, Mayu stared back at Taruka’s wrinkled, weary face. A bit confused, he returned the best answer he could: “Huh?”
For a few seconds,Lord Taruka frowned at Mayu’s response, before he continued in a harsher tone.
“Governor Mayu, you are the leader of the league after all,” he said. “You need to guarantee harmony amongst ourselves. Everyone here has followed the Governor’s lead and pressured Saniya to benefit our estates. Now that the Governor’s plan has met resistance, we all expect to be led out of this crisis, back to success.”
Finally, Mayu was fully awake. That was right! He was the nominal leader of this group of lords, so he was expected to participate in their talks. No matter how lost Mayu was in his own dread, he couldn’t show weakness, or he would lose the precious power he had finally gained after all these years.
“For now, we should remain calm and assess the situation,” he said. However, he didn’t get the appreciation he had hoped for in response.
“We have done nothing else for three days!” A scream replied to Mayu’s careful response. “What is there left to assess? Governor Mayu, we have been slighted by that little king, he has ignored our warnings, and he has killed one of our own! We should attack right now to show our might!”
“We cannot attack them without evidence,” Lord Curichi refuted again, “but we can at least send a signal. I say we move south and deal with House Huaman first to show our strength.”
With only one sentence from Mayu, the room transformed into a complete mess again. Once more, the lords around him held another shouting match. Meanwhile, their leader sank back into his own fears, and once more tried to figure out how things could have gone so spectacularly wrong.
After a while, when everyone was tired out from shouting, they once again looked towards Mayu. Their expectant faces seemed to indicate that they wanted him to pick a side, but once again, he really didn’t know what they had been talking about. Too deep was he sunk into his own depression.
Still, he could guess well enough. The topics here were always the same, and his answer was simple. Mayu really didn’t want to go to war. He had never planned to fight against Corco in the first place, though that answer obviously wouldn’t satisfy anyone. Least of all himself, who would lose all his power once he surrendered.
The governor really wanted to wipe the cold sweat off his brow, but he didn’t want to look weak in front of his fellow lords. He knew how these people were. If they thought he was a weakling, they would eat him alive in seconds. Thus, uncomfortable as he was, he decided to find an excuse for his hesitation, one that would silence everyone screaming for war without offending them.
“We cannot move now.” He tried to keep his voice as steady as possible. “If we move north without enough justification, we will look like villains. If we travel south, we would move away from Saniya. Would we not look like we are escaping from the king’s troops?”
“That is true!” a lord finally agreed with him. “We would look like cowards, so how would it help us show strength?”
Supported by Mayu’s excuse, the pro-defense lords continued to argue, while the pro-attack lords were awkwardly quiet. Some of them looked at Mayu with resentment in their eyes, but the young governor couldn’t consider as much right now. Rather than worry about the mood of his lords, he slumped back in his seat, as if the previous excuse had taken all of his energy.
Because an excuse was all it was. He really didn’t know if a march south would make them look like cowards, or if they were justified in marching north. At this point, he was quite sure that he didn’t know anything. All he wanted now was to win some time. After all, what could he really do in his current position? He certainly wasn’t ready to go to war, not in their current state.
Back when he had threatened Corco with war outside of Kapra, he had never thought that they would really end up in one. Wasn’t Mayu’s league of lords in a much stronger position? There were enemies all around the southern kingdom, and the league included almost half of its estates. Without their support, wouldn’t the southern kingdom just get crushed by their foes?
Why would his cousin suddenly fight back, rather than appease them? Why couldn’t he just give in and hand over a few benefits? That way, they could have fought their external enemies together, and everyone would have won. Most of all, Mayu would have restored his family’s prestige without having to fight a single battle.
Now they were in a war that no one wanted, least of all Mayu. Could he really lead the warriors of the league to victory? He had never even been in a proper battle, let alone a war. The one time he had been in a fight that wasn’t supervised or part of a competition, his brother Atau ended up throwing him into the Mayura river in the middle of winter.
‘That’s where you belong, young master! With that name, I’m sure you two are connected by fate!’ Mayu would never forget the scathing words from his younger brother, and he also wouldn’t forget the freezing cold that had gripped him deep in his bones.
That had been his closest experience to real combat. How could he decide the overall strategy of their giant army? What if he made a mistake and got all of them killed?
As he thought about the consequences of his actions, he felt cold sweat run down his back. At the same time, he was burning up inside his heavy coat. However, he wouldn’t dare take it off.
Even if the other lords pretended that they hated their king, they were all imitating him well enough. Most of the lords in the room didn’t wear any sleeves, and wore the painful tattoos of their youths proudly, out in the open. Ever since his cousin’s demonstration during the Succession War, this had become standard fashion among the southern lords.
However, Mayu couldn’t follow along. He always pretended like he didn’t want to give up his favorite coat for some fleeting fashion, but the truth was that he wasn’t willing to expose his clean and unblemished arms. He really couldn’t stand another hit to his authority. Now less than ever.
“Governor Mayu!” someone addressed him again to bring him back to reality. “Now is the time to strike! Please order the attack on Saniya!”
Even after all this time, the lords around him were still debating, though it seemed like they had finally come to a conclusion. Expectant eyes from both sides of the table were staring at him and waited for him to give the order Mayu least wanted.
With great resentment, the governor looked at the lord who had just spoken. Wasn’t this lord just trying to push him into a hopeless war that would drive him to death? Worst of all, this was his own uncle.
Uncle Ogulno had shown up at the league’s camp right after the king had retreated from Kapra and returned to Saniya. Maybe he felt safer with an army between him and Corco. Either way, the safety seemed to have gone to his head.
Over the past few days, Ogulno had become more and more aggressive, demanding the other lords help him overthrow the king. More than anyone, he would want to prevent a reversal of fortunes from King Corco. Mayu understood that. Still, he couldn’t help but resent his uncle for his selfishness.
Hadn’t Ogulno been the one to convince him of this ridiculous plan’s feasibility in the first place? Hadn’t Ogulno said that nothing could go wrong, and that they wouldn’t even have to lift a single axe to obtain their victory? All of this, the entire mess,had been Ogulno’s fault, hadn’t it?
Old dog, don’t think I’ll dance to your tune any longer.
After some brooding seconds, Mayu had lost some of his anxiety, and replaced it with annoyance.
“No, Lord Ogulno.” He tried to speak with authority. “There is no point in acting now, not when we know so little. This governor will take some wine from his private cellar and distribute it amongst the men. That will be enough to lift their morale for a few days, until we know what happened in Saniya, and what the king intends to do. By then, we will be able to properly react. We still control most lords of the south, and we still have the larger army. There is no reason to panic.”
As he watched most lords give contemplative nods while Ogulno’s face soured, Mayu let out a quiet sigh of relief. With that, he had stalled for a few more days. Now he just had to come up with an actual plan. Preferably, it would be one his uncle wouldn’t be involved in, and one that could evade war altogether. However, just as Mayu wanted to stand up and end the meeting, one of his servants entered the private room.
“Governor Mayu, trouble!”
“What are you clamoring for!”
Now that he saw a chance to show his authority in front of his fellow lords, Mayu shouted at the hapless servant. However, the man only looked shocked for a second, before he continued to deliver his message.
“Governor Mayu, our scouts have just returned from the north,” he said. “The army of King Corco has set off from Saniya, and is already halfway on its way here. Their aim seems a collision with our forces.”
Again, Mayu felt like his brother had plunged him into the icy waters of the Mayura. This time, there would really be war, whether he wanted or not.


Author's Notes: Fittingly, the first chapter back is about regret and anxiety.
The first one for one, first of the day. It seems these chapters haven't been proof-read yet, which is great because it helps me remember what the hell I was thinking back then. See you tomorrow.
Also, it seems like patreon is swallowing some the spaces between words? Fixed for now, will have to investigate further.
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From within his command tent, Corco watched the so-called ‘league’ of lords slowly trudge across the horizon. In loose groups, the warriors of the league advanced like tired schoolchildren at the end of a field trip. Either out of a lack of motivation, or out of exhaustion, they didn’t seem to eager on this war. Most likely, it would be both. Compared to them, his own men were in far better condition. After all, their preparations were much more thorough.
“Tell the troops to get ready,” Corco ordered Fadelio, who stood by his side as he always did. “The sooner we attack, the better for us.”
“Understood.”
After Fadelio had left, Corco continued to observe the arriving warriors who were about to face his own people in combat, ready or not. In the meantime, he recounted his own preparations to put today’s final showdown in place. In the days after what was now called ‘the lightning miracle’, Saniya’s administration had spent most of its effort to prepare for this attack. Now, everything was falling into place.
The morning after Corco’s talk with Pallatio, he himself had moved out together with Fadelio to meet Mayu’s army. Meanwhile, he had left Saniya in the reliable hands of Sumaci. As the queen, she had the authority to hold the ship steady while he was away, and as his student, of course she had the savvy.
Although the king going out on a military campaign sounded dangerous, he was short on generals, and this was the easiest out of the three military missions that needed to be completed this time. Out of the three generals that Dedrick had cultivated before his departure, the best, Paec, was still on the Green Island, guaranteeing Sumaci’s power there. Only a short time had passed since the planned rebellion from the captains there, so he still couldn’t be recalled. Thus, Corco only had two more generals available.
Of the remaining two, one was tasked with protecting Qarasi Castle in case of a surprise attack from Pacha through the Narrows. After all, even after his talks with Pallatio, Corco still didn’t trust his uncle so much as to leave his back exposed. While their defensive position at Qarasi was strong, almost all troops had been removed from the Narrows to support this central attack on the league of lords.
As a result, if there were to be a siege, it would be a tough fight with heavy losses. Of course, Corco couldn’t be the one to take over the command there. He wasn’t planning to die a heroic death to win time for the main army quite so soon. However, he also couldn’t give up the position and just put a lower-ranked officer there.
After all,Qarasi protected most of his allies right now. Lord Makipura’s lands were north of Qarasi, House Villca’s Cashan was south of it, and another two allied lords were right to Cashan’s west. If he hadn’t left their backs in the hands of a reliable commander, they would have never sent so many troops to support him this time. Thus, the second general couldn’t be moved.
Meanwhile, the third and final general in Corco’s army had been appointed to protect the shores of the Narrow Sea against the incoming invasion from House Ichilia. While the number of troops under his command was also small compared to the main army, and no one expected a tough battle there, the front line would span several hundred kilometers. Coordinating the defense was quite challenging and needed to be handled by professionals. Apart-time officer like Corco would only mess up such a complex operation.
In contrast, leading the main army against Mayu would be a cakewalk. All Corco had to do was march the army south and give the order to attack once everyone was in formation. After all, their enemies were still using old-fashioned fighting methods, their numbers were comparable to his, and their morale would be low after the recent events. Corco had beaten a similar army years ago in his war against Rupilo. And this time,the odds were stacked far more in his favor.
In this war, he had far more troops – and far more reliable ones – than he had commanded three years back. Meanwhile, his enemies would be weaker than the central kingdom’s army had been back then. Not to mention that his mere presence would inspire his people. Such a short time after the ‘lightning miracle’, anyone would be eager to follow him into battle under his ‘divine’ command.
At the same time, Corco suspected that the morale on the other side had deteriorated considerably. Before the war had even started, they had already lost one of their lords. Without a leader, many of Lord Rafun’s warriors would be unwilling to fight, surely. They didn’t even have a cause anymore, so why die for their dead master, rather than go home and make arrangements with House Rafun’s successor?
The other lords would also waver once they realized that they might not be untouchable this time. In most Medalan wars, no one would aim at the lords deliberately. Even if they lost completely, they would only be caught as prisoners at worst, to be redeemed for ransom.
This time, the lords would be a lot less bold, since they had to suspect that Corco might kill them like Rafun. Their unusual hesitation would surely trickle down to their army. Not to mention that their warriors would also be affected by the recent miracle, and may be unwilling to fight under their masters, the‘enemies of the heavens’.
Even the more rational ones among the warriors might stand in support of Corco’s reforms that would allow them to own private property and run businesses. They may refuse to fight him, or at least show far less motivation in battle. Thus, the odds couldn’t have been more stacked in his favor.
Although victory was all but guaranteed in this war, Corco still wouldn’t take it lightly. Thus, after finishing their thorough preparations, he had immediately taken his troops south. It had only taken them two days of solid marching to reach the border between Corco’s Chawir Marshes and northern Puscanacra, which was owned by Mayu’s House Saqartu and housed all the troops of the league at the moment.
They had arrived so quickly that there hadn’t even been a sign of Mayu’s army at the border yet. Not only that, their advanced troops had arrived even sooner, and had already begun to construct a camp on a hill that Corco had chosen as the main battlefield from within his detailed maps of the region.
With the camp ready, the soldiers could rest from their journey as soon as they arrived. On top of that, they had been given more than enough time to build some simple fortifications along the hillside, to impede a warrior charge.
By now, their work was done and they had relaxed for a full day. With high morale and full on energy, they had been calmly waiting on a hill near the highway for their opponents to arrive. Now, those opponents had finally shown up, in a haste and loose like sand.
The current appearance of the arriving rebellion army confirmed Corco’s suspicions about their low morale. Their advance was uncoordinated, with none of the momentum and grandeur one would expect from an army made up of seasoned veterans. Most of them were proper cultivators who had spent their whole lives in training and combat, yet they looked worse off than Corco’s commoners.
One by one, the individual troops from the rebelling southern estates came into his view across the horizon. It looked like the the warriors were all commanded by their lords themselves, with no central control. They were holding all kinds of flags, equipped with all kinds of colors, armors and weapons. From their setup, it seemed like they had picked their positions depending on which lords liked each other, rather than on any coordinated plan.
If they couldn’t beat this mess with their unified army, Corco may as well give up on the whole kingdom building business. Shocked by the incompetence of his enemies, he watched as the troops shuffled their way into something vaguely resembling a formation. Finally, after what felt like an eternity, Mayu’s troops stood ready at the foot of the hill, some two thousand or so meters away.
Out of cannon range. At least they’re learning, but it’s clearly not fast enough.
Corco sneered at their cautious deployment, which really wouldn’t do them any good. Rather than focus on his useless enemy, he inspected his own troops. By now, they had long lined up in front of his command tent, some ways down the hill, so his view on the enemy wouldn’t be obstructed.
In the center stood the troops of his allies, proper warriors trained in the traditional ways, to break an enemy charge. Behind them were Saniya’s halberds to support them, and in front of them stood Saniya’s muskets, who would fire a shot or two on the advancing enemies and then retreat two rows behind.
There were additional troops to prevent enemy flanking maneuvers on the sides, made up of more allied warriors and some of Corco’s own ghosts, as well as reserves behind his command tent in case the battle lasted longer than he expected. Though their biggest advantage were the dozen cannons interspersed in their formation, ones that far out-ranged anything their enemy had.
Thus, Saniya’s troops stood like a wall, row on row in neat lines, to accept his orders. Just in time, Fadelio returned to the command tent.
“The troops are ready,” he simply said. In response, Corco nodded.
“We should attack as soon as possible, before they can catch their breath,” the king said. Although they had set up a defensive position, they were very capable of attacking down a hill against a tired enemy. However, before Corco could give his orders to advance, he saw a small group of people leave the opposing ranks and march towards the space between the two armies.
“Is that supposed to be a diplomatic detachment?” Fadelio asked with a confused frown on his face.
His confusion was more than justified. The men in the detachment seemed to be numbering around twelve, which, by tradition, was the socially acceptable amount of envoys and warriors any Medalan army could send to talks. However, they were carrying ten different flags, which made them look as much of a mess as their army.
“Looks like it,” Corco confirmed, despite the strange appearance. A bad envoy was still an envoy after all. “We’ll have to send our own.”
“Why not just ignore them?” Fadelio asked back. “They’re clearly stalling for time, to let their guys recover strength before the fight. You said it yourself: We should attack now, when they’re still weak.”
Of course Corco knew that a surprise attack now was the objectively best choice. However, he couldn’t follow his friend’s advice this time, no matter how much he wanted it.
“Not anymore,” Corco shook his head. “We want to break our isolation and reestablish relations with the northern kingdoms, so basic traditions still need to be followed. At least we can’t look like we’re just opposing everyone and killing them as soon as we have the chance, or all our enemies will become desperate and fight us to the death.”
As Corco observed the enemy envoys, an idea formed in his head as a smile formed on his lips.
“Plus, it’s a good chance to rattle them a bit before the war. I’m sure they don’t really want to talk. Apart from giving their army a breather, they just wanna show off how righteous and powerful they are, right? I’m sure Mayu is itching for a chance to confront me and look like a defender of traditions or something, right? So let’s prove him wrong, huh?”
Fadelio looked at him in contemplation.
“You want me to embarrass House Saqartu’s envoy on purpose? From all the flags, it looks like the league of lords isn’t all that united. There will probably be representatives from multiple lords there.”
Straight away, Fadelio seemed to understand Corco’s meaning, so there was no need to waste any more time here.
“Right, so you know what to do,” he said. “Get a dozen reliable men, and go down to negotiate. And don’t bring too many flags.”
A few minutes later, when the enemy envoys were already standing ready halfway between the two armies, Corco watched his servant bring a dozen soldiers to negotiate with his enemies. Although this could be considered a slight speed bump in the war, everything was still going according to plan. The only thing the king regretted was that he wouldn’t be able to listen in on their talks.
A shame, he thought, before he moved to the front of his army, to speak some words of morale and get them fired up for the inevitable battle.


Author's Notes: Second day, second chapter. A bit of a dry one, setting the scene. 
Also, I just realized that I forgot how I had the tiers set up, so I unlocked a lot of extra chapters yesterday unnecessarily. I'll just leave them like this until the chapters have caught back up.
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Although most of southern Medala was covered in ice and snow during these winter months, the ground Fadelio was walking down was rough, and there was no risk of slipping. After Saniya’s troops had set up camp atop the hill, they had strewn coarse sand all the way down the hill. Although the slippery snow would havei mproved their defense against a charge, there was no guarantee their enemies would attack at all.
Depending on the circumstances, if the league of lords would turn out to be timid, they may have to initiate the attack themselves. Thus, Corco had ordered to provide as balanced a battlefield as possible, to maximize their numerous advantages and minimize the chance for surprises.
From the chaotic appearance of their enemies, Fadelio realized that it had been a wise choice. As he closed in on the noble delegation waiting for him, he realized that there were almost as many lords as there were warriors in their team. In Medala, the size limit for a diplomatic detachment of this kind was twelve men, plus one negotiator. Those were the rules that had been established by the first Medalan emperors centuries ago.
These lords were all old-fashioned and steadfast about the rules, so they would never consciously break them. Though since too many of them had come along, there were only a handful of spots left for accompanying warriors. From the looks of things, they either couldn’t decide who their leader was, or they didn’t trust in their leader’s negotiating skills. In comparison, Fadelio’s hand-picked team looked much more organized, though not much more uniform.
His own entourage consisted of three distinct groups: First were four musketeers from Saniya, elite soldiers from Corco’s own army. The second and third groups were similar in make, but different in their origin. Both were carrying large shields to protect Fadelio and the musketeers behind them, as well as small axes for attack. All eight were warriors with proper cultivation and superhuman strength.
However, four of them were warriors from Cashan, the home of House Villca, while another four had been sent from House Makipura, north of Qarasi Castle. Both groups had been chosen as a sign of trust towards the lords who had decided to ally with Corco early on.
Throughout this operation, the king had plans to involve them heavily. He wanted to give them plenty chances for glory without sustaining too many losses. This would reward the lords, while bringing their warriors in closer contact with his own people in the process. Thus,even though these guards represented three different estates, there was no disunity, and the flag they marched under was only one.
All troops of the king’s army had been unified under the silver triquetra of the Pluritac family, with a purple background to signify Corco’s branch of the family. Only the wealthy Saniya could be so extravagant to carry dozens of large pieces of purple cloth with them into battle.
In comparison, the flags flown by the envoys of their enemies were not only cheaper, but also a confused mess of estates and houses. It looked like all flags of the ten conspirators were represented. Fadelio was almost surprised that they hadn’t added the flags of Borna and House Ichilia for completion’s sake.
After all, even House Rafun's sigil was there, despite the lord’s earlier death. Fadelio didn’t believe that the lord already had a successor ready, or that any successor would be eager to follow Mayu into this pointless war. Most likely, Rafun’s flag had been added by the other lords to bring Corco some pressure. They would surely accuse him of killing a fellow lord to gain the moral and legal high ground during the negotiations.
What a sad attempt.
If they thought that the move would catch Fadelio off guard during the talks, or boost their morale for the fight, they had miscalculated heavily. He was long prepared for this line of questioning and ready to attack them in turn.
Soon, the two groups stood opposite each other, and Fadelio’s impression of disunity became stronger. Now that he was this close, he could identify the lords by their faces, rather than just by their fancy clothing. Five different lords had come from the other side, with Mayu in their middle.
Over the years, Fadelio had participated in many of Corco’s banquets, and even led a few himself whenever the king wasn’t in Saniya, so he knew all of the southern lords by name and had a fairly harmonious relationship with many of them. This time however, he was hit by scorn as soon as he came to a standstill, even before he could give his regards.
“Hah! Has the coward king sent his lowly servant in his stead? Would Corco not dare face us without his soldiers around him? Or does he feel guilt for the crimes he has committed?”
The snide voice, of course, came from Mayu, who else? With his silly coat, the lesser Saqartu brother stood in between his fellow lords, half a step ahead, his arms crossed like a common bandit.
“Governor Mayu, there is no reason for King Corcopaca to appear in person,” Fadelio replied with a smile, while putting emphasis on the word ‘king’. “He can safely send his subordinates to do his bidding by themselves. King Corcopaca can trust his men, as they trust him. There is no need for supervision.”
As he spoke, Fadelio looked over to the lords around Mayu, especially when he said ‘supervision’. The implication was obvious: The other lords didn’t trust their leader, and had come here to make sure he wouldn't sell them out. Looking at the governor’s face, it was obvious that he understood the implication. To no-one’s surprise, Mayu decided to move past the issue as quickly as possible.
“No matter. Today we need the king to explain his vile actions,” he tried to sound angry, but the wide arm wave he did was far too dramatic, as if he was trying to brush away Fadelio’s implication.
“The troops of the southern kingdom have come to put down a rebellion,” an unimpressed Fadelio replied in a dry tone. If Mayu wouldn’t be polite with him, then he had no reason to stay nice either. “What sort of answers are you expecting here, governor?”
As soon as the negotiations opened, Fadelio went on the offensive. Now, it was up to Mayu to justify his actions.
“Do not play coy, servant!” Again, Mayu tried to be loud and intimidating. He made a big step forward, but Fadelio didn’t flinch, and none of the lords behind Mayu followed him. Thus, although he looked a bit awkward, he had to continue his play by himself, exposed out in the open.
“If the lords of the south are simply murdered because they are not obedient servants to the king, what are we to do? Lord Rafun has been murdered by his king! Are we meant to sit by and do nothing as we are destroyed one by one? The lords of the south are merely defending themselves from tyranny!”
As expected.
Not only was Mayu predictable, he was also clumsy in negotiations. Not that Fadelio was surprised by that. From the first day Mayu had taken over as Governor of the South, all international negotiations of the southern kingdom had been handled by Corco and his staff.
Throughout these years, Mayu had only ever held talks with natural allies, his fellow lords and maybe some of those outsiders who wanted to get close to the governor and harm Corco. Now that the fake governor was finally confronted with a proper enemy who wouldn’t just agree with him out of politeness, he didn’t know what to do, and made simple mistakes. Although Fadelio really wanted to grin, he had to force himself into an angry reaction.
“That’s an outrageous accusation!” he bellowed. “Governor Mayu better present proof for his claims, or he will have committed another crime against the crown!”
When Fadelio stepped forward, his soldiers followed, and Mayu stumbled half a step back before he caught himself. Although the governor tried to look aggressive to hide his shame, he was even more on the defensive now.
“Proof?" Mayu asked. "Did Lord Rafun not die in Saniya, King Corco’s city?! Who else but the king could have killed him!? What more proof do we need!?”
For a second, Fadelio gave a weird look to Mayu, who seemed to misinterpret the silence and looked confident again. Apparently, he hadn’t even realized how weak his argument was, or that the other lords behind him gave him the same look. Only after the bad impression had marinated for a while did Fadelio speak up again, a sneer on his lips.
“So if I go kill someone in Puscanacra, your city, that means you’re the culprit too? Have you yourself murdered every man who has ever died on your lands?
Mayu wanted to refute, but before he could, Fadelio continued.
“If this is all your accusation amounts to, then there’s nothing else to talk about,” he said. “You are accusing your king of murdering a fellow lord, only based on your own hunch and nothing else.”
Again, Fadelio paused, because this time he knew that Mayu couldn’t answer. Without any proof, his accusations were weak. Thus, he only moved on when he saw everyone behind Mayu look uncomfortable.
“Unlike the governor’s vague fairy tales, the king’s staff have done an actual investigation on Lord Rafun’s death, an extensive one. Because unlike the governor, the king is interested in the truth. Of course, the king is more than willing to share the results of our investigation his the fellow lords of the south. Surely, everyone is aware of the lightning miracle that happened during the solstice festival in Saniya.”
Two of the lords on the other side nodded in response, while others at least remained quiet. It looked like they were more reasonable than Mayu, or at least they had a better understanding of their weak position.
“After the miracle, the entire crowd was in chaos, predictably,” Fadelio continued. “During the confusion, someone approached lord Rafun and shot him dead point blank, with a pistol.”
“Aahaah!” Before the warrior could finish his explanation, Mayu’s shout interrupted him. As if he had caught Fadelio red-handed in a lie, the governor pointed his finger at him. “The pistol is a weapon typical of Saniya, is it not!? Who says there is no evidence!? This is clear evidence of Corco’s conspiracy!”
Despite the accusation, Fadelio remained calm.
“It seems like Governor is forgetting that almost all of Saniya’s pistols are built by craftsmen from Arcavia,” he replied. “The people of Saniya are not the only ones who have pistols. Our Arcavian friends have them as well. They have a much longer history of making these weapons, and they have been eager to sell them to any Yaku with money in his pocket.”
“Still, the pistol should have come from Saniya. That is where the crime was committed and where the weapon appeared,” Mayu insisted.
“The pistol that was used to shoot the lord was dropped on site after the attack, and it has been retrieved by our people,” Fadelio explained. Their ‘evidence’ had long been arranged to implicate the correct criminals. “Although we did not find any finger prints on the weapon, we could determine that it was of an Arcavian make. Saniya’s weapons tend to have different designs. Further, the lead ball retrieved from Lord Rafun’s wound was made of pure lead. This is not the kind of ammunition that would be produced in Saniya, or used by Saniya’s army. Due to the high cost of lead in Medala, the balls we use contain other metals besides lead to reduce cost. Thus, it has been determined that the weapon and ammunition were most likely produced by our Arcavian friends and then smuggled into the city.”
“Lies! Why would the Arcavians try to kill Lord Rafun?”
Mayu still sounded combative, but his rebuttal was silly. With it, he had tacitly agreed that Fadelio’s evidence was true long before he had even seen it. Even worse, he had all but admitted that he was allied with the Arcavians. After all, why else would they be apprehensive about killing one of his people? 
Again, the attendant had to stifle a smile. Not only had Mayu maneuvered himself into a corner, he had no way to admit the truth, or he would have to admit to own his treason as well.
“Why would they not?” Fadelio said in a flat tone, as if it was obvious. “After all, they have long occupied our lands around Port Ulta. At this moment, one of their armies is still stationed on our eastern borders, threatening attacks on our eastern estates. Meanwhile, they are making trouble for us everywhere to cause more chaos in the south. They sell weapons to the northerners, and they send their ships to help our enemies in the Verdant Isles. Chaos is their only goal, chaos they can use to gain a stronger foothold on our lands, to install puppets on thrones or take over directly. Whether they led the assassination themselves or someone bought and used their weapons with their consent, both scenarios seem just as likely. The Arcavians have good friends in the north after all, and it seems like Lord Ogulno has also been one of their regular customer. There are many suspects for the attack, but King Corco is not one of them. Rather, over the past few months, the king has appeased your league of lords at every turn, never initiating conflict. Among all the lords, the only one who is the least likely to have caused this tragedy is King Corco.”
“Who is to say if any of this is true?”
Finally, Mayu doubted the claims, but it was far too late. By now, his doubt just sounded like quibbling.
“We are,” Fadelio emphasized. “All evidence has been collected and can be freely viewed in the capital for verification. However, for that, the traitorous lords would first have to return to the capital, to accept the judgment of their lord.”
Again, Fadelio went on the attack, rather than the defensive. All Mayu could offer in response were empty phrases.
“We will never be slaves to this heretical king! How dare he punish his equals!”
“Equals?” Fadelio replied. “The treatment of equals, as well as all privileges that come along with it, is afforded to the lords who adhere to the rules of Medala’s nobility. Those privileges have been revoked the moment the league of lords turned traitors. Once you turn your weapon on your king, you are no longer a part of the kingdom. You are as equal to King Corcopaca as the lord from the north are. Now we stand as foes, and the only ways to resolve our conflicts are twofold: You will either surrender, or combat will decide your fate.”
As he spoke, Fadelio’s voice became more and more grim. If Mayu still thought that this was just some small disagreement over the distribution of benefits, this little speech should have woken him up.
Rather than scream any more empty phrases, he stared at Fadelio with wide-open eyes, in pure shock. Meanwhile, the other lords behind him also looked all kinds of uncomfortable. Clearly, their morale had already taken a hit. Happy that his main goal had been achieved, Fadelio continued.
“If you still wish to avoid war, Governor Mayu Saqartu, then all you can do is surrender. Here is your king’s offer: Lay down your arms, and return to your estates. Hand over the leading traitor of the conspiracy against the Kingdom of the South - Lord Ogulno - to be judged for his crimes by your king in Saniya. All foreign emissaries are to be expelled from your manors. In addition, all lords will accept Saniya’s supervisors to their rule in their estates, to guarantee that no more outside forces can meddle in the kingdom's internal affairs.”
“Impossible!”
All throughout the offer Mayu had remained quiet. Even when he had been ordered to give up his uncle, he said no word. However, as soon as he was supposed to be supervised, he exploded again.
“If there is no supervision, then how are we supposed to trust any of you lords in the future?” Fadelio replied. “Do not forget, Saniya has also been supervised by your warriors over the past months, for far flimsier reasons, without any complaint from the king.”
This time, Mayu had no more arguments to offer. Confused, he looked behind him for help, at the lords he had brought with him, and at the tens of thousands of warriors they commanded. When he turned back around, it seemed like at least some his courage had returned.
“Sachay has always had its own ways, and they will not be changed by one little king!" he shouted. "This tyranny will not stand!”
“The second you colluded with the Arcavians and northerners, those old ways were dead and gone,” Fadelio replied, “They’re not coming back. What divides us is that you are fighting for your new way, while we are fighting for ours. Now, all that remains to be seen is whose version of the future will win. It seems like today is a good day to do make that decision. Governor Mayu should ready himself for combat. This discussion is over.”
Not bothering with any more politeness, Fadelio turned and walked through his guards, back to the tens of thousands of troops amassed on the hill behind them. With a glance back, he saw how Mayu watched on with a green face. The governor could never agree to a surrender, but the lords around him already looked rattled now, long before the first drums of war had sounded. With his goals achieved and no more time to waste, Fadelio returned to his king's side, to await the start of battle.
Author's Notes: Next one's the battle, I promise.
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The negotiations between the king and the league of lords were only a short interlude in the southern kingdom’s civil war. Not long after Fadelio had returned to the command tent in the army’s back line, the drums of war began to sound. First came the drums on Saniya’s side, which were soon answered with drums from the league of lords as well.
Unlike many of the old customs associated with warrior culture, this was one of the few medalan traditions Saniya had kept. Before every battle, their enemies would hear their music. However, the purpose of the music was entirely different for Corco’s men.
The old medalan armies beat their drums to intimidate the enemy and increase their courage before a charge. In the process, they would bring their warriors into trance state of sorts. Sometimes the music would be combined with the use of hallucinogens, which together would make the warriors fight harder and ignore their pain. Meanwhile, the drums of Saniya’s troops were only there so the soldiers could keep their order.
The music kept everyone marching in rhythm, which kept the lines steady and straight, while also boosting morale. Thus, the king’s troops slowly stepped down the hill in beat with the drums, and the flutes behind them. They marched towards their enemy without fear. This was far from their first war after all. Over the past few years, the troops had experienced much, from the battles against Pacha to the guerrilla war in the Verdant Isles. By now, there were many veterans among them.
As a result, they knew what was coming, and that they had nothing to fear from the old-fashioned medalan army they were about to face. All the veterans here had already seen what happened when an old-fashioned warrior army went up against a modern troop with thousands of rifles, so they were confident, despite the massive army that opposed them. Even among those who felt safe, there were some who felt even safer.
Alcer was among them. On one hand, he had experienced more fights than just about anyone in the army, and on the other, he was marching behind the army, far away from the front line.
Back when he was still fighting in the Verdant Isles, he used to be an officer with ten men under his wing. At the time, he had been forced to fight on the front, in a jungle surrounded by enemies. Now, neither was the case anymore.
His exploits in the past had earned him another promotion and a safer spot on the battlefield. Yet at the same time, all his former subordinates had been taken away to command their own units, at least those who had survived the grueling war in the jungle. Now, rather than taking command, he was marching with another nineteen equals next to him. In the end, his own talents had become a burden for him.
Normally, his new promotion to ensign would have seen him in charge of a platoon of one hundred soldiers and another twenty logistics personnel. That was the ordinary career path for an officer in Saniya’s army. His success on the field certainly would have warranted as much. Yet because of his excellent shooting performance with the new rifle models,he had been assigned to a special new unit of specialized shooters.
Their role in battle would be much different from other officers, so he wouldn’t be responsible for anyone other than himself. At the same time, he had far more freedom than the average ensign would have.
Thus, although his abilities let him miss out on further career advancement, he didn’t really mind. Either way, he had long planned to quit the army once his length of service was up. This would be his last campaign. And marching behind the army like this, at least he could observe the entire battlefield rather than be stuck in a confusing mess like he had been every time before.
From his unique position, Alcer could see the entire army advance to the beat of the music. Slowly, step by step, like the machine works of the clock makers, they stepped down the hill and closed in on their enemies.  In the meantime, their foes at the foot of the hill remained completely stationary. Maybe they were waiting for something?
Rather than that, Alcer was more inclined to believe that they were confused on how to handle an engagement with Saniya’s troops. He couldn’t fault them for it, since he himself also had no idea how to go about such an impossible task. By now, their king had completely erased the early weaknesses his kingdom’s army had shown during his first wars.
Among those improvements, the warriors who had been added to the front row of the formation were the most obvious change, as well as the most imposing. Once those warriors had learned to march in line like Saniya’s troops, their imposing aura rose to inconceivable heights. Rather than fight one on one in search for glory like they had done for generations, these warriors would now fight together and support each other, in search of victory alone. Together with the twenty-four thousand commoner soldiers the king had contributed to the army from his own estate, the fifteen thousand warriors from the allied lords were enough to shake the earth with every step.
Though for all their imposing manner, they wouldn’t be the ones to initiate the battle. As was so often the case in the fights of the southern kingdom, the opening salvo would be left to the two dozen cannons the king had brought along on his trip south.
This time, their enemies had wisely set up their formation out of range of the cannons, so they couldn’t fire from their original position atop the hill. However, what would they do when the cannons came to them?
The hill Saniya’s army was stationed on was wide, with a gentle slope. Thus, they would still be halfway uphill by the time the enemy front lineentered into cannon range. At that point, the league of lords had no choice but to charge uphill, against an enemy with superior weapons and superior morale.
Of course, the southern forces could always just step back a bit and restore the distance between the forces, but did these lords really have that option? In the end, a giant battle between armies wasn’t much different from a street fight, and Alcer had also been in a few of those over the years.
Whoever showed weakness first would be at a crucial disadvantage. Even just one step back at the wrong time would be enough to cool the fiercest fighting heart. If the southern lords really wanted to fight their king today, they didn’t have the choice to step back and play conservative. They needed to engage, so their best option was to start before the first cannon shot. At least then, they could pretend that they had the initiative.
As expected, Alcer saw some restless movement in the ranks of the league’s army, but ultimately, none of their units stepped back, or forward. In the end, they still showed some of the fighting spirit Medala’s nobles were so renowned for, but their indecision was damning. The street fighter steeled himself and waited for a chance to jump the larger opponent, but he was already shivering.
Their first coordinated reaction came from the drums. They no longer held their steady rhythm from before. First one sped up, then the others followed, until a cacophony of drums broke out, together with endless screams from among the enemy ranks.
Alcer knew that they were getting ready for an attack. What would follow should have been a mighty charge up the hill from the united army of southern lords. Yet at first, only some isolated groups on the right center advanced. Soon their bravery radiated and others around them followed, until most of their army was on the move, yet their advance was lopsided, and uncoordinated.
Still, while the charge looked clumsy, their opponents were still warriors. With the strength of true cultivators, they had to be taken seriously even if their command was poor.Immediately, Saniya’s own commanders reacted accordingly and gave their orders.
The soldiers on the front line stopped at once. Muskets up ahead would be the first to launch a salvo, so they were slightly ahead of the warriors, who had dug their shields into the snow to take up defensive positions. Behind them, countless halberds poked through between the lines to turn a frontal charge into a death trap. Meanwhile, Alcer was marching along their back row to fulfill his own mission, together with another nine members of their team who had been sent in the same direction as him.
After only a few seconds, he reached a small rampart made from trampled snow some twenty steps behind their main force. While his other team members marched on to find their own positions, Alcer found his spot atop the elevation and unpacked his rifle. His hands were flowing with mindless routine, unperturbed by the noises around him, or by the cold that has seeped through his gloves and into his fingers. By the time his preparations were complete and he was ready to fire his first shot, the enemy warriors were just about close enough to shift from a determined march into a full charge.
At this point, Alcer had taken up his position, and he knew what to do. No more orders were necessary, for all of the men in his unit had long been given their orders long before the start of the battle. As part of the new special sniper force of Saniya’s main army, his mission was only one: Disrupt the enemy army’s order by taking out their commanders.
Thus, he went on his knee and rested his gun’s barrel on a small mound of snow that had been erected on his little platform in preparation for this moment. These kinds of platforms had been placed all along the hill. The ones further up front would be used as defensive positions for infantry, while the ones further behind were reserved for the cannons, or for snipers like him.
Through the scope, he could see the over the heads of his allies. So good were his eye and his telescope that he could make out the fierce faces of their onrushing enemies with ease. However, he was far more concerned with their clothes. In classic medalan armies, military officers were easy to identify. All he had to do was aim for the guys with the fanciest armor. Fancier armor meant a richer wearer, which also meant a higher position.
Thus, he picked someone whose torso was surrounded by thick metal ribbons in bright scarlet, with a hint of a toga draped around one shoulder and a helmet in the form of a tiger on his head. Rather than admire the workmanship, Alcer breathed out slowly and pulled the trigger.
Boom
The noise of death around him turned his own gunshot into a whisper, but the effects were the same as ever. The first officer from the league of lords fell to the ground like a sack of rice. His contents spilled out like rice as well, through the jagged hole in his fancy armor. Soon, his life would be snuffed out. Alcer didn’t know what the nobleman’s name was, or his position, and he didn’t care. By now, his eye was already searching for the next target.
Boom
The next highborn sank into the snow, this time with a contorted face of screams. It hadn’t been a clean hit, so the man was still alive. For a few seconds, Alcer frowned and watched as the great lord held his shoulder and writhed on the ground. Some of the brave warriors halted their charge and instead stood around their officer as they stared at him in confusion.
Not all the soldiers had stopped, but most who came across him did. After all, this was most likely the man who fed them their meals. They would much rather defend their master than charge ahead and see him die. After a while, Alcer concluded that this one was more harm to the enemy alive than he was dead, so he didn’t insist on another shot. Instead, he reloaded again, and searched for a new target once more.
As he did so, he mused that the old armors of Medala were no longer sufficient to fight in modern wars. Maybe there was money to be had there, if he could come up with a good solution for Saniya’s troops. In his mind, the battle was won already, and his focus switched to his retirement plans.
By now, the endless thunder of cannons and muskets had occupied his ear, and his entire being. His whole body shook from the hill’s vibrations. Only his mind was cold as the snow around him, as he searched for yet another victim. All along the hillside, his fellow snipers were doing the same. When another highborn fell, Alcer knew that this war would not last for long.
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Chapter 379 - Forced Hands
Oct 15, 2022


After the pre-war negotiations had failed, Governor Mayu returned back to his troops, filled with resentment. As soon as that lowly servant called Fadelio was out of view, the governor’s subordinate lords had made excuses and left for their own forces as soon as possible. Not one of them had even tried to stay and strategize for their victory. At least they could have pretended to follow his command with some vague words like ‘we will await your orders’, but clearly, none of them had any plans of obeying their superiors.
He was still the commander of this army, was he not? Why then did it seem like no one ever listened to him, in no matters? And how could he coordinate the attack of the league if the lords of the league did not even stay to hear his orders?
Silenced from anger and resentment, he marched through the ranks of his warriors, into the temporary tent they had erected for him, and straight onto the seat they had brought along. After his last negotiations with his cousin Corco, he had made sure to carry the largest, fanciest chair he could find. Yet due to concerns from his fellow league members over ‘propriety’, he hadn’t even been allowed to bring it to the negotiations. At least it was comfortable, though that was the least of Mayu’s concerns.
So he sat there, still fuming over the insubordination of his lords. Every step he took on this doomed road, he felt control slipping from his hands, and so, bit by bit, the freezing desperation of the Mayura River’s water returned to his spine. Stunned, his head empty of all coherent thought, he looked beyond the heads of his readied troops and up the opposite hill, towards the enemies who seemed to have cursed him with constant failure.
Thus he sat, until Saniya’s army started to move. With their calm, even steps that shook the ground, they seemed like a flood wave, unstoppable in their advance, swallowing everything in their path.
Paralyzed by the cold that gripped his body, he could only look on and watch it happen.
“Governor, please give your orders.” His attendant’s reminder shocked him awake. Even though his mouth was dried out, he swallowed hard, before he replied in a raspy voice.
“Have our estimates come in? How many did they field?”
As he watched the endless masses uphill close in, he hoped that their impression was done through trickery, or that he simply overestimated their numbers due to his inexperience. Yet through his attendant’s words, he received his cruel verdict.
“Governor, our eagles estimate their total numbers to be around forty-thousand. At least a third of them seem to be proper warriors, and all of them carry professional equipment.”
Again, Mayu received bad news. If his body hadn’t been stiff already, his attendant could have easily seen his fear. On average, any one of the southern lords could muster up maybe six thousand warriors if times were dire. However, their alliance was only temporary after all.
None of his subordinate lords trusted their neighbors, so none had given their all for this war. Even Mayu had left half his troops back in Puscanacra. That was his seat of power after all. If he lost his estate, any victory on the front line would be hollow.
Many lords had thought the same, so in the end, they had only managed to gather around twenty-four thousand warriors altogether. On top of that, they had added another twenty-thousand commoners with javelins, bolas, and nets to break enemy warrior charges. Although the numbers looked comparable to his cousin’s troops, ten of the league’s commoners were barely enough to compare to one warrior.
Meanwhile, the commoners on Corco’s side were far from the usual fodder that other lords would field. Rather, they were known to be fierce troops armed with modern weapons. They had claimed many victories over the years - even against pure warrior armies -and were well-known for their bravery and discipline. These days, everyone in Medala would admit that a Saniya commoner with a rifle was worth almost as much as a warrior from any other estate.
In their haste, the league’s troops had been lured downhill, into a disadvantageous position, and they were outmatched in strength. Even worse, their enemies had longer range. In preparation for this war, Mayu had collected all the information he could about Corco’s previous battles. In all his fights, his cousin would never lead a charge to start the engagement. Instead, every single time, he would abuse the long range of his modern weapons to bait his opponents into unfavorable, costly attacks.
If today, the king chose the same tactics he had used before, he would only advance a few hundred steps before his long-range cannons would start to fire. At that point, Mayu would be forced into a decision: Either make a full retreat, or initiate an all-out charge uphill. Neither option appealed to the governor.
Damn Ogulno bastard. Some family you are! How dare you steer me here, surrounded by reefs, with a mutinous crew to boot! And then hand me the rudder!
Deep resentment brewed within the governor as he looked over to the right flank of his army. Of course he couldn’t see it through the tent, but somewhere over there, Ogulno would stand ready to command his own men. He was one of the few lords who had sent most of his warriors, but it didn’t relieve the governor’s resentment one bit.
After all, what else was his uncle to do? The king wanted his life, so his back was against the wall. If they didn’t win here today, House Ogulno would be the first to suffer. His uncle’s eagerness didn’t come out of a sense of duty or loyalty. All he cared about was self-preservation. As Mayu was brooding over his uncle’s selfishness, a great idea sprouted in his head.
That’s right, isn’t it?Isn’t everyone else acting selfish? So why should I help protect my uncle when he is clearly in the wrong? I have stretched out my neck to save Ogulno, yet what has he done in return? This entire mess is just my uncle’s fault in the first place. His plan, his foreign allies, nothing has worked out as he had claimed.
The only one who benefits is him, and the only one who has suffered is me. Why should I continue to support him? Why not be selfish myself for once? If I help Corco catch him, wouldn’t he go easy on the rest of us in return? Then we wouldn’t need a war, and we could go back to how things used to be!
Inspired by his own brilliant plan, Mayu realized that he didn’t have much time. He needed to order a temporary retreat now, before Corco’s army could open fire. Only then could he work out a more detailed plan and make contact with his cousin’s people.
He had to find a way to get Ogulno into a compromising position, one that would leave him vulnerable to attacks from their enemies. That part was easy. He just had to make his uncle part of some secret meeting, or maybe convince him to escape by himself, since the danger of defeat was too great. Then, he just needed to find a way to inform Corco of their plans, one his suspicious cousin would trust. Ogulno would be punished for his crimes, he would help his cousin solve a problem, and get clemency in return.
More and more, he felt that his idea was feasible. But first, he needed to somehow get this massive, unwieldy army to retreat in the next few seconds. For that, he had to force their hands.
Even though he was their governor and nominal leader, the other lords didn’t listen to his command, not really. Still, his men were the center of their army’s front line. Although the role had been forced on him, it also put him in a position to force the hands of the other lords through his own decisions.
Once the center of their army started to retreat, the other lords wouldn’t have a choice but to follow. Otherwise, they would be split up and broken for sure. Surely, the lords would resent him for his decision in the moment, but that was a risk he was willing to take. So long as he could guarantee their safety and gain some time, he could operate behind the scenes and get them all out of their dilemma. By then, he would not lose one bit of popularity, of that he was sure. Maybe he could even retain the ties between the lords of the league and thus strengthen his political power within Corco’s kingdom.
At once, Mayu had woken up from his lethargy and became active again. Now he had finally found his way out of the river. Just a short struggle and he would be back on solid ground. However, his happiness was short-lived. Before he could even make the first stroke, someone was hell-bent to drag him back into the waters.
As he stood up to give his orders for retreat,he heard the drums of war from his right somewhere speed up their tempo. Soon, more drums joined in all around him. As if they had coordinated among themselves, the warriors of the other lords started to scream, and soon the first estate army stepped out of formation and charged up the hill.
Not once had he considered that the other lords would be so stupid to attack before their hands were forced. What were these idiots doing?
Once again, the governor sank back into his seat. Just as quickly as Mayu had regained hope, he saw it dashed once more. Now, even the leader of the league’s army could no longer prevent the battle. Again, he felt the clammy cold of the river as the seas of bodies closed in on each other. If he didn’t want to look like a traitor, all he could do now was to order a charge as well. The decision had been completely taken out of his hands.
With a dry, disappearing voice, he ordered his attendant to charge up the hill, before he lost all strength in his body. The course of the future was no longer in his hands. Maybe, he thought, it never truly had been.
__________________________


To his great misfortune, Kuka was a healthy young man in the prime of his life. In other places in the world, or maybe in another time, that would have given him the chance to make something of himself. In today’s Medala however, it meant that even as a commoner, he had the privilege to join in on the noble wars of the upper classes.
Of course, it was a privilege he had never asked for. In other words, he was forced, levied into a war he knew nothing about, like so many other people. In the end, his greatest crime had been that he had simply not been fast enough. When the old neighbor had come back from the city and told him to escape into the hills, he had blown off the old loon’s concerns. By the time he had realized the gravity of the situation, it had already been too late.
Thus, he had been caught by Lord Maygua’s henchmen and dragged along to the war, against his will. He had been handed a weapon he did not know how to use, against his will. And he had been stuffed into a formation he did not know how to handle, against his will. At least over the past few weeks, some older guys who had been levied together with him had taught him how to throw his bola properly, though that had been against his will as well. And now he, together with his teachers,was marching towards the enemies of his lord, against his will.
His mission was as simple as it was impossible: Charge the enemy warriors and pelt them with his bolas to disrupt their lines. Presumably, the noble masters behind him would then use the chance to break into the ranks of their bound opponents, though no one had bothered to tell him that much. That was how these battles usually went in Medala, or so he had heard from his old neighbor who had survived the ordeal once in his youth.
His only personal experience with battle were the warriors who sometimes came through the village. When they got bored or drunk, they would sometimes use their axes to cut down commoners for sport. Apart from seeing such an instance twice, he had never even been in a fight,  like most Yaku commoners, let alone a war.
Now that he was in one, he understood even less why the masters loved fighting so much. All around him were screams, and blood. Though mercifully, he could no longer hear them since the first time the enemies had fired their infernal thunder cannons.
Even he, lowly and unknowing,had heard about the lightning miracle over the past few days. Since the gods were on the side of their enemies, it was no wonder that these people could command the thunder. Confronted with such force, he realized that he hadn’t come here to throw bolas at anyone. He had only come here to die.
By now, he was deaf, and all he could smell was the sharp scent of rotten eggs, but a hundred times worse. All that was in front of him was a wall of smoke, so he was almost blind as well.
Fretful, Kuka looked at all the masters behind him, the only thing he could still see. Although he was convinced of his imminent death, he was more afraid of them than he was of the foes up ahead. If he charged now, he would surely die. He knew that. Maybe, he would even offend the heavens for fighting their holy army.
However, those lightning strikes could only kill him at the worst. And maybe, just maybe, the heavens would even be merciful and spare his life. Yet should he oppose the masters behind him, he had no illusions on his chances. He would surely be struck down on this hill if he so much as dared to slow down.
Worse, his masters still controlled the lives of his family, who were waiting for him back in his home, only a short day’s walk from Lord Maygua’s castle. He knew what was done with the families of traitors. Thus, he steeled his heart, and tightened his grip around the leather bands of his bola.
At that moment, a gust of wind ran across the hill. It soothed his fear and cooled his sweat-soaked skin, and it cleared the stink around and fog in front. He felt as if the heavens had granted him one final mercy. Now at least, he could see what was to come.
In front, he saw his lord’s foes. They stood in a neat row in the same posture, as if they were all one man. In their hands, the held countless thunder cannons, all aimed in his direction. One last time he heard the sound of thunder, before the gods took mercy, and the world went dark.
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Oct 16, 2022


“Forward, men! Whoever breaks their ranks first will be a hero! Onto glory!” All around Lord Maygua, his warriors replied to his passionate speech with endless cheers. Their smiles beamed as they climbed up the snow-covered slope. Even the lord himself wanted to look up to the sky and laugh out loud at the ease of their imminent victory, though unfortunately he had to embody the calm gravitas of a leader. Still, he had every reason to be giddy.
Idiot northerners. This is why you could never break the south.
The more of the commoners driven in front of his army he watched get mowed down by the enemy fire, the more his mood improved. Everyone knew that the weapons of Saniya were dangerous even against the heavy armor of their warriors. However, some solid bodies in front of them would still make for excellent shields. Even if the bodies of the commoners were penetrated by fire, at least they made for some decent sight cover. The method to break the little king’s commoner army was just that simple. So how, in all their wars against King Corco,had the northerners never thought to use commoners as shields?
Every time one of their commoner skirmishers fell, it meant one bullet fewer their enemies could fire at them, and it meant one step fewer for his men to close the distance. So far, their core troops had sustained almost no losses, yet they were already halfway up the hill.
Soon,they would break into the enemy ranks, well-rested and in full strength. Then the battle would become a melee, the specialty of Medala’s warriors and the weakness of the poor commoners who held those fancy weapons on the other side.
Really, it is almost a disappointment how easy it is.
Now that he fought them himself, Maygua didn’t know what the fuss was about with this younger generation of lords that had been making waves on the Twin Isles these years. Ever since the Succession War, political conflict between lords had been focused on a few younger figures who were meant to decide the future of Medala between themselves. Now all of them had proven disappointing to the old lord.
Mayu Saqartu, the governor who could govern nothing,was as much a leader as Maygua’s spoiled daughter was, maybe less so. A coward and a turncoat, he had inherited none of his noble father’s integrity, nor any of his ability. All he had to his name was a meaningless title and some failed ploys to claim things that weren’t his.
Meanwhile, a little trick like the commoner sacrifice right now was enough to destroy all of King Corcopaca’s plans. Not even a miracle would save him this time. For all the stories of the king’s military genius, he seemed to be unable to adjust once someone found a counter to his single trick.
This also didn’t reflect well on the so-called hero king Pachacutec, who had fought Corco many times and had never managed a proper victory.
No matter their heritage, they are just children in the end.
Eager for success, to prove his worth, Maygua looked to his left to check how far up the hill Lord Curichi’s troops had made it. Like all the other lords, Maygua wanted to guarantee that his men would be the first into the fray. This way, he could claim the largest portion of the spoils after a victory, and he would gain the greatest recognition as well.
To his glee, Maygua found the army of Lord Curichi that had kept pace with his for so long was now lagging behind. Only a few dozen steps for now, but they seemed disorganized, and had lost all of their momentum. To the old lord’s surprise, the same image was repeated to his right. It seemed as if for no particular reason, all the warriors around him had lost their enthusiasm.
“Cowards! Control your men!”
He shouted even though his fellow lords wouldn’t be able to hear him over the noise of battle. Still, he had to vent his anger somehow. If he was only a few steps ahead of the rest, he would be happy to have outdone his fellow lords. However, if everyone else lagged behind this far, things would get dangerous. Out in front on their own, his men would be easy to surround without support from their flanks. Not to mention that the most forward position on the battlefield would become the main target for enemy fire, and their own advance would get tougher as a result.
As if on command, a stray bullet brushed past Lord Maygua’s shoulder, grazing his robes. He looked back and saw the small cloud of white had exploded out of the snow-covered ground. Still, Maygua remained undeterred.
Even with the more concentrated fire, most of the shots were being blocked by their commoners in front. Still,those royal soldiers shot so much, one or two stray bullets were bound to hit them, right?
Even if they did, there was no cause for alarm. If they somehow chanced through several rows of warriors in front of him, what was the chance that he would actually get hit? And even when he was hit, what was the chance the hit would be at a lethal part?
At the foot of the hill, Maygua’s attendant had also been caught by a shot to the shoulder. Without his axe arm, he couldn’t continue on and would have to sit out this battle. Still, after some recovery, he would be fine. He had been unlucky, but it was only a small snag in his career. At worst, he would lose the chance to distinguish himself today. It was a risk worth taking, considering the potential reward for a successful charge.
As he looked ahead again to continue his charge, Maygua saw that the lines of his commoners had thinned out a lot under the heavy fire. But at the same time, he saw that his first warriors had made contact with the enemy. As expected, he would be the first to glory today. If his fellows didn’t want that little king’s head, he would take it himself.
Now all they needed was some grit to hold out while they waited for their tardy allies to catch back up. Maygua gripped his axe tight, lowered his body, and got ready for his own charge into the lines. He was close to the front already. Now it was time to show his bravery, inspire his troops, and gain some merit.
Boom
Another bullet out of nowhere interrupted his thoughts, and his field of vision blurred. His axe fell, but his numbed body barely noticed. Mechanically, his hand went up to the right eye that had suddenly lost its vision. When it came back to his remaining good eye, he saw his heavy glove covered in thick, gooey blood. Even on the bright red metal of his gauntlets, the blood stood out like ruby on cinnabar.
This time, the lead ball had hit his eye, and everything behind it. Without thought, for all thoughts had been erased, he tried to make another step forward, towards his enemy, towards glory. Yet his unsteady feet slipped, and he fell backwards.
As he slid back down the hill he had taken so much effort to climb, he realized that none of it had been a coincidence. His attendant hadn’t been hit by a stray shot, and the other lords hadn’t fallen behind because they were cowards. Most likely, they were already injured, or dead like he would be in a few seconds. His commoner fodder plan had been pointless. From the very start, the king’s men had been aiming only at the lords alone.
__________________________
Back when Lord Ogulno had offended his nephew Corco for the first time, he hadn’t been driven by mindless arrogance. After all, this new king had suddenly appeared out of nowhere and claimed to rule over them all. That had already been bad enough. They had already had a governor who was meant to be their organizational core. Even better, their governor had just been replaced by someone incompetent.
Yet just as his annoying brother-in-law had died to leave his estate to his weak and easily manipulated son, someone appeared who would have even greater powers over them than the old Governor Saqartu had had. Not to mention, their new king was a northerner as well.
Though at the time, most lords didn’t care, they couldn’t see the danger they had been in. Although they had been ruled by a governor before, he hadn’t had much real power over them. They expected the king to be the same, and his new estate wasn’t coming out of their own lands. Not to mention, the arrangement of the three kings was temporary, and the chances for the southern king were the smallest. So why should they bother with a person who would not be relevant for much longer?
Then, their new king had suddenly demanded of them to send their warriors in support of an empty war that he had caused himself, a war that the lords had no part in. At that point, Corco had looked weak and isolated.
He was in charge of a small army made up of mostly commoners, with no local support in Medala after years of exile, and weak legitimacy. His territory was made up of the leftovers that House Pluritac no longer wanted, no more than some bog around a tiny, irrelevant town on the edge of the empire. To Ogulno, it had seemed like a safe move to offend his nephew who was opposed by most of the empire and would not last a year in his position. They weren’t even related by blood after all, he was only his sister-in-law’s son.
By opposing Corco, he would weaken the king and thus support his favorite nephew Mayu. Unlike the distantly related Corco, Mayu was the son of Ogulno’s good sister Guanca. Furthermore, he controlled the powerful Puscanacra estate of House Saqartu, and he was the Governor of the South. Even before the civil war had granted them the title, the Saqartus had been the real leaders of the southern lords for centuries.
As far as Ogulno was concerned, a power struggle between his nephews was unavoidable, and the governor was very likely to win it against their king. By then, Lord Ogulno would reap all the benefits as the first lord to publicly support Mayu.
All throughout these years, he had still thought that he would be proven right in the end. After three years of operations, Corco still had a weak power basis in the south, with no family to back him. Even as he had made all his money, the king had also made more and more enemies. Up until the most recent events, Ogulno had thought that his choice back then had been right, and that his side was still favorites to win their conflict.
Now, finally, the copper lord was regretting his decision. He had been placed on the sideline of the war, far out on the left flank, most likely as a petty punishment by his unreliable nephew Mayu. Yet he felt no shame about this position that was safe, but promised no glory. Rather, he felt grateful that he could watch the battle unfold without being involved in it. After all,the moment which was supposed to usher in true independence for the lords of the south had turned into an absolute disaster.
Half their troops never even made it up the hill. The ones that did so were slow and disjointed. The army of the league had barely made contact with Corco’s troops, and they were already falling apart. A few of them were still storming uphill, while others were already rushing back. Others still were stuck halfway up the mountain, standing in place with no idea what to do.
He hadn’t hoped for much from Mayu’s leadership qualities, not after witnessing years of his incompetence, but he still hadn’t expected such total chaos, not in his worst nightmares. To his luck, his nephew had placed him far away from danger.
This hopeless battle was already over and lost. There was no more reason to stay. At least now, he could minimize losses to his own men.
“We retreat,” he announced to his attendant.
If he left now, he would most likely die as well, eventually. After his retreat, he would suffer relentless pursuit from the troops of his nasty nephew Corco, who wanted him dead for various, petty reasons. But at least this way, there was still some slim hope. Away from the cannons and rifles of the enemy, he would still have room to maneuver. Maybe he was just a coward for leaving his allies behind to die on this hill, but he no longer cared. Any chance was better than none at all.
Thus, without even making contact with the enemy, the one who had caused the pointless civil war, and all the senseless death, fled away, to fight another day.
__________________________


After his final shot, Alcer put down the barrel that was hot to the touch despite the freezing cold around him. With great satisfaction, he watched their broken enemies rout and flee into the distance. Now, his work was done. The pursuit and capture of their routed foes would be down to other.
For him, this could be considered a good ending of his time as a soldiers. Surely, there would be no more major battles left in this war after such a resounding victory. Alcer slung the hot rifle over his shoulder, and thus concluded the first battle in the conflict that would later be known as the ‘Lightning War’.


Hermit's Notes: So, talking about hubris, it seems like my old discord acc isn't salvageable. Sooo... could anyone send me a dm with an invite? Bizarrely, I can't find the server anywhere on my patreon page.
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Medala’s climate had always been peculiar, along the Narrow Sea even more so than elsewhere. Temperature differences between the southern and northern shores were frequently huge, even though one could see the other shore on a clear day. As a result, the battle on Puscanacra’s northern border was being fought in ice and snow, while a warm breeze blew from the Verdant Isles in the north-west down towards Medala and swept across the Narrow Sea, to bring spring to Sinchay’s southern shores.
Divitius Ichilia took a deep breath to savor the fresh air that the Verdant Isles had brought him. It smelled like victory. To his left, to his right, and in front, his flagship was encased by three layers of battleships. For today’s invasion, he had invested every military force that House Ichilia could muster. With this much, even someone as careful as him felt somewhat confident in his chances.
On any other day, he would stay away from any kind of battle. Divitius Ichilia, Governor of the West, uncle of King Pachacutec and brother of Empress Mother Spuria, had far too many titles to risk his life in some lowly scrap with the neighbors. He wasn’t used to warfare, and preferred to let others do the fighting for him.
Thus, he would either train up his own commanders with his significant resources, who would then take over command for him. Rather, if he could, he preferred to maneuver his enemies in such a way that they would weaken each other while he would sit back to make more money. Compared to warfare, these were the two areas he was most adept in: Administration, and politics.
However, several unique circumstances had compelled the lord to send his own troops this time, and even to helm their attack. For one, his last fleet admiral had proven less capable than expected. Back when Pacha had fought the southern kingdom, he had ordered his fleet to simply block the Narrow Sea. Yet somehow, even that simple order had been too much for his admiral, who had surrendered at the first sign of trouble. It had cost him a lot of ships, and it had lost Pacha the war.
Worse, Divitius hadn’t found anyone more able to take the admiral’s place in the meantime, since Huaylas was hardly known for its navy. Rather than ruin the mission again by sending another weakling, he had decided that this time, he would go himself.If his subordinates weren’t able either, he may as well take control himself.
Though his lack of personnel was not the only reason he had decided to lead the fleet himself. Since their last failure at sea, and since the war in the Verdant Isles, everyone in Medala knew that Saniya’s fleet was as strong as its army. This crossing, and the attack on Saniya after it, would entail considerable danger. As someone who valued stability, he would usually just cancel the whole operation, or at least send someone in his place so he would be safe even if their plan were to fail.
However, Saniya was simply too big a prize for Divitius to let go, even though he was aware of the danger. No matter from which perspective, the allure of victory was so great that he was willing to risk everything he had to chase the great prize. Most of his army and all of his ships had been invested in this operation, so he had come himself, to oversee his investment and make decisions in real time, to limit their losses if need be.
Many in the north were astonished by the wealth that Saniya had displayed over the years, but they were still restraining their greed. Maybe they thought it was strange that someone as careful as Divitius Ichilia would be the first to take action. To the governor however, these people had no imagination. He felt that even after years of increasing reputation, the lords of the northern kingdoms were still underestimating the strange king in the south.
After all, administration was one of his greatest forte’s, and he had sent many spies to Saniya over the years. No one in the empire could make a more accurate predictions on Saniya’s true wealth than Divitius Ichilia. Yet more than the wealth itself, it was the method of its acquisition that lured the lord of Huaylas to no end.
Traditionally, there were only two ways for medalan lords to become rich. One, their estate was rich in natural resources or fertile land. Two,  the estate’s capital city had some sort of specialty they could sell or attract visitors with.
The first was the case for the lands around the Ichilia stronghold of Huaylas. Sometimes called Medala’s rice bowl, the region around Huaylas was large and flat, with large swathes of fertile land in the crook of the Argu river, surrounded by plenty of water on all sides. Yet over the past few years, the Chawir marshes around Saniya had become serious competition for the status of ‘most fertile region in Medala’.
Over the years, Saniya had used strange methods and hard work to turn the bog around it into arable land, and their newly invented fertilizer had made their fields even more profitable than those of Huaylas. For that alone, it would be worth the risk to attack Saniya.
Other lords didn’t seem to understand what incredible political capital this new fertilizer represented as well. They only thought about the money they could make from all the grain, and never considered that they would become dependent on this exclusive product from Saniya if they continued to use it. Such a dependency was worth more than all the gold in the world.
Yet Saniya’s incredible methods didn’t end there. They were already good making money through the first method, but their income from farming was nothing compared to their income from industry. Most places in Medala had no specialties at all. Those cities in the empire that had even only one would do quite well by their lord and would make their house one of the wealthiest in Medala.
However, Saniya had at least a dozen specialty products at this point, all of which were exclusive to the city. All of them were highly sought after in the rest of the empire as well. And just like with the fertilizer, the demand of these products in the northern kingdoms was outrageous. From the exclusive access to Chutwa glaze, to their own production of crystal mirrors, purple dyes, rose waters, and spices, all of them had deeply influenced Saniya’s culture over the past three years. It allowed the south to exceed a great deal of soft power on the nobility of Medala, something Divitius craved more than anything.
Thus, the lord couldn’t let them go from any perspective. Saniya’s high yields were directly attacking his power base, which largely depended onhis food exports. At the same time, Saniya’s fertilizer business was the ideal method to expand that power, should he manage to win it for himself.
At the same time, Saniya’s other products would help Huaylas diversify their income, so they wouldn’t be quite so dependent on their rice anymore. Furthermore, he would get some measure of control over just about any estate in Medala. Across many generations, his family had aimed to take control of the empire. Yet they had never possessed the precious legitimacy to even start their attempts.
The best Divitius could do was to force his nephew Pacha onto the throne. However, if every lord in the kingdom owed him a favor, legitimacy would no longer be a problem. Better yet, Saniya’s unique connection with the Verdant Isles and Chutwa would also increase his political operating room significantly.
Both in terms of economy and politics, winning Saniya would let Divitius fly in the sky, and immediately make him the most powerful man in the empire. With such an enticing bait, he had to go into action himself, even if there was some danger involved.
None of this was made any easier by the fact that he couldn’t really gather any allies to support his attack. Other lords around him would demand a share of the spoils if they helped with the invasion, and Divitius wasn’t willing to give it to them.
Worse yet, as a mere governor, he didn’t really have the legal power to lead other lords into a war. If he started a war with another estate like Chawir on his own, there was nothing anyone could say. However, had he called his allies into a larger war, his nephew Pacha may have used the excuse to call his actions illegal, which they technically were, and even threaten to take away House Ichilia’s governor title.
Since his final goal was to legitimately control Medala, this was the last thing he needed. Thus, the man who was so adept at forging alliances and making friends was on his own this time.
Whether it was from a political or military perspective, the danger of this operation was significant. Of course, Divitius had done his best to minimize the danger for himself.
Once again, the the governor walked across his flagship to observe his troops, like he had done several times compulsively since they had set off. With assured paces, he stepped off the quarterdeck in the back of the ship. Atop a plank, he walked above the many warriors he had mobilized.
On this ship alone, he had two hundred of them squeezed together, eager for the war to start. He marched past the benches filled with rowers to his left and right and past the drummers who dictated their rhythm. Finally, he reached the ship’s bow. His hand fell onto one of the two cannons. Feeling the cold of the metal against his palm, he observed his army.
To bring most of the troops of Huaylas in one go, even all of his ships wouldn’t have been enough, less so after his heavy losses in the last war. In addition to his own, he had also chosen to borrow many more ships from allied estates to fill out his numbers. With the almost fifty ships, he had just barely enough to transport his 7000 troops. It wasn’t a number that could fight the entire southern kingdom, but it was certainly enough to fight whatever the king had left in Saniya after moving out. Once they landed on the shore, they would be a force to be reckoned with.
Their most vulnerable moment was exactly now, during the crossing. If they were to end up in a naval battle, any number of soldiers would be pointless. Yet during only one short crossing, the chances of a naval battle were minimal. Still, he had done everything to prepare for one.
Over the past seasons, he had bought as many modern weapons from the Arcavians as he could afford. With the wealth of House Ichilia at his disposal, that turned out to be a significant number.
Every ship in his fleet was armed with at least three cannons, two in the front and one in the back to cover a retreat. With that kind of firepower, he could even fight the large ships of Borna in a head-to-head battle. Though of course, he didn’t really expect any strong resistance during the crossing.
For one, his attack would come as a total surprise, so he didn’t expect any enemy ships to suddenly meet him. Saniya’s fleet was made up entirely of sailing ships, which were far more at home on the high seas compared to the shallow, low-wind environment of the Narrows. They wouldn’t enter the Narrow Sea without a good reason, so he didn’t expect them to show up in time, even if they had found his movements. For similar reasons, they shouldn’t meet any resistance during the subsequent landing process either. The armies of the southern kingdom would be far too busy with themselves.
At this moment, King Corco and his army would be busied by his fellow governor Mayu Saqartu’s troops in the south. Though Divitius had his own spies, the intelligence had also been confirmed by Pacha. After offering some more empty promises to his arrogant nephew, Divitius had made Pacha attack in the north-east as well, to further stretch King Corco’s troops.
Even if there were a few hundred soldiers left over to stabilize the south’s capital of Saniya, they wouldn’t be enough to prevent his landing along the wide and gentle shores of the Narrow Sea. Whatever numbers Corco had left in Saniya, they simply wouldn’t be enough to defend everywhere in such a large area.
For House Ichilia, the war would be close to over once his troops had come ashore. Then, the cannons on board would be brought along to smash through the walls of the Sachay cities along the coast. Before the king could react, the northern shore would be in the governor’s hands, Saniya chief among them. By that time, the king, surrounded, cut off from supplies in the middle of winter, and without his base of power, would be easy to defeat.
The warm wind in his face formed a pleasant contrast to the cool feeling of his fingers on the cannon. In the distance, he could already see the gentle stony beaches of Sachay. Most of the southern kingdom’s beaches were shallow and wide like this, far too easy to exploit for a military campaign.
Although the southern king had built towers along the seaside these years, they were built as protection from bandits and wouldn’t do much against his army. As far as he was aware, the men inside them weren’t even properly armed and far too small in number to threaten him. In the distance he could see one of them, looming over the beach. If he had to guess, this size wouldn’t allow more than two dozen men inside. Two dozen against seven thousand, it wasn’t even a contest.
With great satisfaction, the lord watched as the distant tower came ever closer into view. Yes, with fortifications this small and insignificant, the southerners would never be able to resist his mighty army.
Full of rare adventurous spirit, Divitius breathed in the warm, salty air and puffed out his chest. He felt like a young man again, eager for recognition. Back then, he had held back his desires for a more pragmatic life. Now he finally had the power to let loose a bit. Maybe after this war, he would be known not only for his prowess with quill and coin, but also for his skills with an axe.
The warmth filled his entire body.
Boom
A distant shot of thunder reached the proud Lord Ichilia’s ears. From his vantage point at the bow of the ship, he could see the plume of smoke rise from within the guard tower on the opposite shore. Before he could react, something impacted right in front of the ship’s bow. The waves were torn and splashed up to cover him in a shower of cold seawater. All warmth was drained from his body in an instant, as the resultant waves of the impact rocked the battleship.
Unused to naval combat as he was, the old governor rocked back and forth on unsteady feet before he finally lost the battle against his balance. While he fell to the ground, his grip on the cannon slipped away, and he lost all sense of direction. It took him precious seconds before he understood what had happened. By then, he had heard even more shots of thunder in the distance. Yet even then he failed to understand where his calculations had gone wrong, and how his enemies had found his landing site.
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When Governor Ichilia spotted the beacon tower on Sachay’s shores, General Scolo atop the tower had long found the invading fleet. Since the traditional battleships of Medala sat low in the water and had no crow’s nests, the scouts on the towers had a huge advantage when it came to their line of sight. Not to mention that they were equipped with telescopes, which further compounded their advantage.
They had been warned by the king’s ghost network that House Ichilia was likely to attack within these few days, so they had long expected them to arrive and were on high alert. However, the fact that it was the general himself who would find the enemy first on one of his daily routine inspections was nothing less than providence. At least Scolo thought so.
“Enemy attack!” he shouted, which prompted the actual guard on the tower to join him and confirm his observation. After all, he wasn’t really in charge of spotting. Rather, he was in charge of the entire front line.
Before Dedrick had returned back to Arcavia, he promoted his old buddy Scolo to general as one of his last acts. It hadn’t been that long since he had followed Master Corco to this strange land. When he had arrived, he had been merely one of many commanders within a mid-sized mercenary troop. Now he was in charge of an army larger than the wolves had ever been. Thus, he took his new role very seriously.
Every day, he would march along the coast of the Narrow Sea to inspect the beacon towers and make sure that those inside were doing their jobs right. And this time, he had surprisingly caught the enemy fleet the second he looked out at sea.
Once both of the guards inside the tower had confirmed his observation,the tower began to play its true function. According to the manual they had been handed, one of the guards operated the system of pulleys and levers at the bottom of the tower, which moved the strange construction on top.
With this setup, they were able to move several loose planks of wood into all kinds of configurations. These configurations all had ascribed meanings, so once they were spotted by the adjacent towers, the guards there would then interpret them. They, in turn, would repeat the message with their own beacon tower, until it had spread all across the southern kingdom’s northern border. Within minutes, every guard from Saniya to Qarasi Castle knew about the attack.
Thus, they had announced the arrival of the enemy fleet, and soon the entire shoreline came alive. In fact, even though he was the general in charge of these troops, Scolo didn’t really need to do much. All his preparations had been finished in the previous days, so his troops long knew what they had to do even without him.
As the message traveled along the Narrow Sea, it reached smaller units of one hundred soldiers each, stationed in camps between the beacon towers. Once they received the message, they would become active. All of them were long ready to march, and without further orders would travel on the new roads along the coast, to congregate here, at the origin point for the message.
The soldiers would walk by themselves, while the cannons were dragged along by donkeys, oxen, and some particularly strong cultivators from within Saniya’s private army. Even the ghost warriors had been mobilized to help carry the load. Since King Corco intended to travel fast and surprise the traitorous governor with his assault, he had left most of the army’s cannons to him, something Scolo was very grateful for.
After all, they would be far more useful in a naval battle than they would have been in an open battlefield like what had been expected down south. Thus,  dozens of cannons would soon arrive together with his soldiers.
In the meantime, Scolo and the two guards in the beacon tower had begun to construct the defenses along the shoreline. In preparation for today, every beacon tower along the coast was loaded to the brim with sandbags and ammunition.
When the first group of infantry reached the tower, they immediately joined in and helped pile up temporary defenses around the earthen trenches that had already been dug up in days prior. Thus, the open beach around the beacon tower was quickly transformed into a fortified position.
By the time the first cannons arrived, there were plenty of emplacements to put them, and the enemy ships were only just getting within firing range. Thus, a clockwork of operations had been successfully concluded. With great satisfaction, Scolo had the cannons manned, and then gave the order to fire. With a thunderous roar, a one-sided war had begun.
__________________________


When Divitius fell down onto the planks of the ship’s bow, the war had begun. It was a war he had thought would only come after they had landed was already here. It hit them at their most vulnerable, and caught them completely off guard. However, this wasn’t the time to be frightened and confused.
First, the commander of the troops had to show strength and bravery. At least this much, Divitius knew about warfare. Once his men were stabilized, he could assess the situation, and then make the right decision. His future, the future of his family, depended on it.
His hands found strength again as they clawed into the ship’s railing and hoisted his body back onto his feet. The sound of thunder was still there, the cannons on the opposite side were still firing, but now he had the presence of mind to truly see them for what they were.
Not as bad as I thought.
That was the governor’s first assessment. Although the cannons were landing in several places around them, the fire felt sporadic. Each impact made an impressive visual impact, but they arrived only a few at a time, with large gaps of time between each volley. So far, they had yet to hit a single one of his ships. Divitius observed the rising smoke from opposite shore to estimate their numbers based on the speed of their reload.
Maybe five, or maybe ten? Surely no more than that.
In the end, the number of cannons was less than impressive. They must have been unlucky to choose their landing site in a place where the southern army had cannons ready, or maybe they had spread their cannons along the entire coastline. Either way, they had stretched themselves too thin. Those were maybe enough numbers to deter a small number of ships typical of a coastal raid, but certainly not enough to stop their giant invasion fleet. Thus, the governor’s decision had been made.
“Orders!” he shouted, and soon his attendant appeared behind him.
“Master, please order.”
“Tell the fleet to speed up. Push through the bombardment and punish them for their insolence. And man the cannons! We have at least four times as many as them, so let them taste what true power is!”
“Understood.”
Divitius stepped back from the cannon at the bow and let his men do their work. Soon, the cool artillery piece would heat up, so he couldn’t keep his hand there anyways.
Instead, he turned around and addressed the many warriors in the bellows of the ship, who were no doubt eager to reach land and get into the fight.
“Brave men of Ichilia! Now comes the hour of our glory! Our enemy’s numbers are weak, and their strength is small! But fear not! Whatever you will lack in fight today, you will make up in plunder of Medala’s richest city! The first man on solid ground earns a hundred Sila! First to kill a man get a thousand! First to kill a commander gets ten thousand! So show them what the men of Ichilia are made of! Show them our strength!”
Encouraged by their lord’s words as much as by his open purse, the warriors replied with enthusiastic roars. With a satisfied smile, Divitius looked at them for a second before he turned back towards the ship’s bow.
Once again, he observed the opposite shore, this time with a calm mind. His smile was long gone, but his confidence only grew. The fire from his enemies was still weak, and the ships around him had followed his lead and began to speed up. The defenders had caught him off guard at first, but things were still very much under control.
__________________________


The sails of the Homeward blew out and carried Atau past Saniya, further into the Narrow Sea.
“We really caught a good wind, admiral.” Next to Atau, one of his sailors was staring up at the flared out sails. Since he couldn’t remember the sailor’s name, he had to be a new recruit. Every time a new ship left Saniya’s shipyards, he would lose some of his old crew, who would start their pwn captain’s careers on their own ships. So he never really stopped teaching simple things to beginners. It was a bother to teach land lubbers, or to remember their name, but by now he had gotten used to it.
“That’s fairly normal around here. This time of year, the warm streams of the Verdant Isles always carry warm water south, which influences the wind too. Most days during the winter, the western Narrow Sea give you strong eastward winds. That’s why it rains so much in Saniya too. All those clouds getting carried over from the open sea by the wind.”
“Oh, no wonder admiral is the admiral.”
The young man stared at Atau with wide eyed wonder, no doubt transfixed by his majesty. It sure was annoying. In the past, he would have just slapped the guy in the back of the head and moved on, but over the years, he had grown calmer and wiser.
“Sailor, can you go bother someone else?” the calm and wise admiral asked and stared at the nuisance with a strange look. Although he was annoyed, he was more interested. Why was this little sailor even talking to him? Wasn’t he afraid that he would get thrown overboard for bothering his master?
“Oh admiral, I forgot.” The little sailor slapped his head all by himself. “The Seaturtle sent a message. They’ve spotted the enemy fleet up ahead.”
For a second, Atau stared at the young sailor. If he had such an important message to send, why would he not lead with that? Quite unlike his young subordinate, Atau felt an immediate sense of urgency.
“Good. Return to your post, sailor,” he said thus, to get rid of the pest.
“Aye aye, captain.”
Before the lazy sailor had even finished, Atau turned to his second and ordered to relay the information to the entire fleet. While his flagmen spread the message to the other ships, the admiral ordered the helmsman to stay course before he marched to the ship’s bow.
He wanted to get a look for himself before he made any rash decisions, and there was still time before his orders could travel through the entire fleet. Before he got the ready signal from all ships he could already spot the battlefield through his telescope.
From a cursory inspection, it looked like their estimates were correct. He counted maybe around fifty small rowing ships, stretched into a long front. What did surprise him, however, was that they were already in combat.
They’re faster than I thought.
Atau observed the battle for a while to get a better view on things. For now, it looked like the ships of House Ichilia still had the upper hand against the defenders. After all, the fire from the coast was sparse and it looked like those tiny Ichilia boats all had at least a couple cannons on board to fire back. Soon however, the return fire from the coastline intensified.
This wasn’t a surprise to Atau. If they were acting in accordance to the plan, then more and more cannons would reach the battlefield from all along the coastline. As the enemy ships got closer, the fire would become more intense, more concentrated, as well as more and more precise. Whether the Ichilia ships would even manage a landing under such pressure would remain to be seen.
Not long ago, Saniya’s army would have still been unable to undertake a massive operation like this one. After all, their bottleneck for many years had been the amount of gunpowder they could produce. Both the niter they imported from Chutwa and the stuff they got from the public toilets didn’t make them nearly enough powder to launch a major attack on the southern lords, fight a naval battle, and store powder in every beacon tower to defend the shores all at the same time.
However, when Sumaci gained control of the Green Island, they also gained a stable route to the Bat islands beyond it, and to all the niter hidden in the soil there. Over the past months, Atau had personally made many trips along that route, to ensure they would have enough ammunition for their future plans. As it turned out, the niter had come just in time. With the recent conspiracy, the powder came in handy much sooner than they had thought.
While the Homeward was still some ways away from the battlefield, with its captain lost in thought, the battle was heating up in the distance. The foremost of the attacking ships was losing speed fast. Many of its rudders had stopped completely, while others moved around erratically, with none of the previous rhythm.
From the look of the holes in the listing ship, it was taking water and the crew had fallen into a panic. Meanwhile, shielded from cannon fire by the destroyed ship, the rest of the fleet was closing in on the shore, still trying to force a landing. Now that they had gone deep enough, it was time to close the net. Finally,Atau and his fleet could join the battle as well. The winds were favorable, and everything was under control. If anything went wrong by this point, he only had himself to blame, and he had no intention of letting Corco down.
“Raise all sails!” he called out. “All hands on deck! Prepare for battle!”
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Three bangs went off in Governor Ichilia’s ears at the same time, but by now he was used to the sound of the cannons from the opposite shore. Of course, the constant ringing in his ears helped muffle the noise as well. He wouldn’t have to hear much through it. Not only had he grown used to the noise of battle, but also to its danger.
The battle had started slowly, and then had ramped up in intensity as his ships got closer to the shore. Thus, he had been eased into his first major naval battle in thirty years. At first, everything had been easy. The low rate of fire from the defenders had allowed him to compose himself, and then to organize a proper counterattack. Their own weapons outnumbered those of their enemies, so they kept them suppressed for a long time.
Yet as they got closer to the shore, he noticed that the enemy cannon fire had become more and more intense. But by then, his men were already ignited by the fire of combat and no longer shocked quite so easily. It seemed like the enemy had wanted to lure them in by only using half their cannons, and only hit them with their full force when they were closer.
Although progress had been tough, and they had lost a few ships along the way as a result, now they were finally within reach of the shores. Not attacking their fleet with full force from the start had been a mistake. Even all the cannons of the little southern king wouldn’t stop his warriors from advancing now.
“Prepare for the landing!” Divitius shouted over the sound of the cannons and patted the shoulder of his attendant. “I will leave it in your hands!”
Divitius wasn’t sure if the old warrior understood his words, but he still bowed and drew his axe, before he took off towards the other warriors aboard the ship. With this, the issue of the landing was no longer in the governor’s hands. Although he was the lord of Huaylas and a proper cultivator, he had never been a great warrior anyways.
Not to mention that on the battlefield, he could get killed by any stray shot, be it from a cannon ball or a lead ball. So why would he force himself out there on the front line when he had spent much time and money to train up competent subordinates? They could do all of it for him, both the fighting and the dying.
Soon, the rhythm of the drums behind Divitius sped up, which prompted the rowers to speed up their rhythm as well. They had gone fast before, but now they had become frantic. Animated by their efforts, the ship rushed towards the shore under cannon fire, faster and faster to the deafening sound of drums. The vibrations spread throughout the entire ship and took away everything else, even the noise of the cannons.
When the ship had rocked at the start of the battle, Divitius had fallen over. This time, the lord was ready and didn’t embarrass himself further. Because this time, the impact was planned. Finally, their keel went aground on the Narrow Sea’s shore. By now, the drums no longer followed any rhythm, because they no longer had to.
For they no longer played for the rowing slaves on board, they now played to the warriors only, in preparation for their storm of the beach. Although Divitius wouldn’t go off the ship himself, he still knew what role he had to play. With a confident smile, he drew his axe and held it aloft, in the vague direction of the enemy.
Thus prompted, his warriors were off, to find glory for themselves and victory for their master. Accompanied by drums and screams, they charged to the ship’s bow, past their lord, and jumped off the ship, into the knee-high water. Just like several ships of his fleet had been left behind in their charge across the Narrow Sea, several warriors fell to the fire of cannons and rifles as soon as they landed. Like the ships, their lifeless bodies were left behind in the water and drifted back out to sea with the tide.
However, the remaining men were many, and they were undeterred. Great force emanated from their bodies as they charged up the shallow beach, and towards their enemies. On the way, many more fell to join their fellows in the water. The thick smoke of cannons had long obscured the defensive line up the hill. Only their deadly projectiles would break through the smoke, and take even more lives.
They couldn’t possibly aim through the fog, but they made up for their lack of accuracy with sheer volume At first the fire from the defenders had been a drizzle, but now it had turned into a storm. As their numbers increased over the course of battle, theyno loner had to aim. Many of House Ichilia’s best warriors were left right there, on the beach, and slowly sank into the sand.
Yet many more were there to fill their place. One ship after another completed the landing and spewed out further reinforcements. Soon the first of House Ichilia’s mighty warriors had crossed the gap which seemed so insurmountable, so dangerous to his lord. With a mighty war cry he broke through the wall of smoke and engaged their foes in battle. Now, they had a chance for revenge, to hurt those cowardly commoners as much as they had been hurt themselves, and his men seemed to relish the chance.
Where the first warrior had succeeded, many more soon followed. Great cries of joy burst out of Ichilia’s legions as they broke into the ranks of defenders. Soon, the fire around their first charge lessened, and the smoke made way to let the governor gaze upon the face of battle. By this time, his warriors had long clashed with the defenders, and the defensive line had already begunto buckle as a result.
However, Divitius didn’t believe that they would fall so fast. Although he wasn’t much of a commander, he had never been a negligent man. He had studied every single battle King Corco’s troops had fought over the past few years. He knew well how resilient these commoners were in defense.
Thus, he wasn’t surprised when the commoners withstood the charge in the end. With superior numbers, they bunched up like grapes, Hiding inside holes like rabbits and sticking out their spears like hedgehogs. Before long, they slowly pushed back against his warriors and smoothed out the dent in their formation.
Since they hadn’t been broken by the shock of the first impact, this battle would now devolve into a slow back-and-forth, until one side would be worn down. Many of his men had died in the advance up the beach, but that didn’t matter anymore. All that mattered was that they had moved combat to a melee, the specialty of his men.
The governor wasn’t worried that he would be outnumbered too badly, despite the bodies left in the sand. There were many more men left on his ships. One by one, they landed to expunge their deadly cargo of flesh and steel. Thus, a steady stream of fresh troops continued to reinforce the front lines.
Even without any coordination or any reserve troops, this approach would naturally replenish his forces as they tired out. They created a steady, never-ending pressure for their foes, until they would break from fatigue. More and more, Divitius felt confident in their victory.
Yet there was something he hadn’t considered, a development that caught him off guard. After the fight had gone on for half an hour, the lord saw distant bodies arrive along the beach from the west. They carried the strange longaxes and muskets of Saniya, and they held high the silver and purple banner of Corcopaca Titu Pluritac, King of the South.
Although their numbers were small, no more than a hundred, soon, another troop of similar size arrived from the east to join the battle. As time went on, more and more ships landed and joined the war, but more and more troops arrived to join the defenders as well.
And they weren’t just Saniya’s commoner soldiers either. Eventually, he also found several troops marching under the flags of prominent southern houses, armed with axes and bearing some of the seven great armor styles of Medala. These were proper warriors, hailing from the same noble line of brave men that had repelled the northern invasion forces in Medala’s civil war thirty years ago.
As more and more troops got involved in the battlefield, and fewer and fewer of his ships remained in reserve, Divitius realized that he had underestimated his foe. With the forces of Governor Mayu looming in the south, why were there so many troops left in the north, and how were they this well-prepared for his surprise attack?
At once, a thought lodged itself into his brain, and just wouldn’t leave anymore. Divitius was convinced: He had been betrayed.
Spuria! Your bastard brat is trying to kill me!
Now he realized that Pacha had sold him out to his fellow king in the south. Why else would the King of the Center suddenly claim that the war in the south had begun, and even promise to join the attack for no reward? Hadn’t it all been to reassure him that it was time to attack himself? And now, he was caught in a trap. No matter how much they hated each other, Corco and Pacha still carried the same family name. Clearly, the two kings had conspired against him, top prevent the rise of Hosue Ichilia once more.
As soon as this thought emerged, Divitius’ mind wandered to retreat. Caught in a conspiracy, he wouldn’t believe in his luck. If he stayed here, he was convinced that he would lose. He had to get away, had to get out of here. Still, their enemies didn’t have any ships, and their cannons were blocked by his warriors. At least retreat wouldn’t be too difficult. As long as he was still alive and retained most of his fleet, there was always a chance for revenge later.
However, before he even took a single step or spoke a single command, his frantic mind cooled again. Lord Divitius had never made any decision in haste, and today was no different. The more he thought, the less a retreat seemed like a viable option.
He had invested too much in this war already. Most of the warriors from Huaylas had been mobilized. If he fled and all of them died or were captured here, he couldn’t even guarantee to preserve his power back home.
Not to mention, not everything was lost yet. War wasn’t about numbers alone, even the governor understood that much. Far more, it was about determination and grit. Whoever stood at the end was the winner, no matter how many men he lost. All he needed to do was break the buckling lines of his enemies. As soon as these commoners were routed once, victory would follow.
Even if more and more small troops would arrive from all sides, they would only see their fleeing allies and join in the flight. Now wasn’t the time to think about retreat. Now he needed to find a method with which to overwhelm his enemies, one final push that would topple the buckling ranks.
In frantic thought Divitius looked around, until his eye fell on the slaves still sitting in his ship, oars in their hands. Their sweat from the exhausting journey here had long dried. They looked fresh and ready for new orders.
Only now did Divitius realize: Didn’t he still have a large number of fighters in his hands? They didn’t need to be too strong, did they? All they had to do was scare their enemies silly and cause a rout. On board these ships, he still had as many slaves as he had warriors fighting on the beach. The defenders were buckling already, just a bit more could let them break.
The incoming charge from a massive number of bodies would be enough pressure, surely. If nothing else, it was worth a try. Even in the worst case, he could always let the useless slaves cover the retreat for his valuable warriors. Thus, Divitius stepped up to the cannoneers on the ship’s bow to relay his orders. Since his attendant had left to lead the charge, these were the only warriors left on the ship, so they had to do for now.
“You, warrior,” he addressed one of them.
“Lord!” The warrior stiffened as soon as he saw his master address him directly. However, Divitius had no time to bother with the man’s lack of decorum.
“Get yourself down below deck and bring up any weapons we have in reserve,” he ordered. “Arm the slaves and send them to battle! Whoever doesn’t have a weapon can pick one up on the beach!”
“Yes, Lord!”
Finally, the warrior showed proper poise. Rather than ask questions, he simply took his fellow cannoneers and carried out his master’s command, as he should.
Thus, the last warrior aboard abandoned their post in lieu of their new orders. The cannons were useless anyways. After the intense approach and long fight, they had long run out of cannon balls to fire. As he waited, Divitius once again held onto the barrel of the expensive bronze cannon. This time, the metal was hot to the touch, warmed up from the constant bombardment it had inflicted on the beach.
Then, déjà vu hit. A heavy thunder broke into his ship and swept the governor off his feet. When he stood back up, the men he had just sent away were rushing back towards him. Before he could complain about their insubordination, their leader screamed at him, panic on his face.
“Lord! Ships from behind!”
An icy cold gripped the governor’s heart again as he rushed to the back of the ship, only to see his invasion fleet surrounded. The plumes of smoke from their own cannons, as well as the chaos of battle, had covered a massive fleet of giant warships that had appeared in their backs.
Already, they were well within firing range, shelling them from countless cannons on their flanks, like a fortified wooden wall in the middle of the sea. Finally, Divitius understood the depth of Pacha’s betrayal. King Corco had been well prepared for his arrival, and had long planned his destruction.
Soon, the cannon fire would destroy all their remaining ships, and then it would reach the back line of his warriors on the main battlefield. By then, with the reinforcing troops of enemies in front and cannon galleons in the back, his men would rout, just how he had planned to rout his enemy. All strength left the governor’s body, all that power he had accumulated over decades of rule. By now, one of the most powerful men in Medala was helpless. The battle was over, defeat was certain. The best he could do now was to preserve as much as possible.
Even if he lost here today, he could still choose to surrender. Most of his warriors would remain alive, and most of his ships still remained as well. Huaylas was still one of the richest estates in the kingdom. They would still have the money to retrieve him and all of his men in accordance with the rules of combat. But any second of wavering would only further increase his losses. Thus, he didn’t hesitate for a second to declare his defeat.
“We surrender,” he gave his orders to the warriors. “Raise the-”
Before Divitius could finish, he felt a tingling in the back of his neck, as if some beast was watching him. It was an illusion of course, but he still felt compelled to look back. With his cultivator’s eyes, he could spot the shadow of the cannonball that had been shot from the opposite galleon. Impossibly, it was coming directly towards him. As if in slow motion, he saw the chunk of metal come closer and closer. He tried to move, yet his own limbs felt paralyzed. This was it, the complete loss of control that he had always feared. In his last moments, Governor Divitius Ichilia was trapped, helpless, and paralyzed.
He could only watch as the solid ball of iron became larger and larger in his vision, before it took over everything.


Hermit's Notes: Finally fixed the chapters for the tiers, I think. Everything should be in order now.
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Day forty-eight of the Winter Season in fifth year of the Era of Strife was a momentous day in Medala’s history.
Two major battles took place,on the same day, at the same time, several hundred kilometers apart. Both ended in resounding, one-sided victories for the royal forces of the southern kingdom. The death of Divitius Ichilia on the northern battlefield and those of a further three lords in the southern battlefield marked the beginning of the end for Medala’s old ruling class, as well as the true beginning of the dominance of firearms in Medalan warfare.
__________________________
All in all, the battle that would come to be known as the ‘lightning massacre’ had lasted for most of the afternoon. By the time the sun was about to set on the snowy hill at the border of Puscanacra, Corco was ready to call a temporary end to the fighting. From within his command tent, he watched as his men swarmed out like bees, all the way to the horizon. Any farther and it would be difficult to recall them. If he couldn’t regroup in time, it would slow down his march tomorrow.
“That’s enough,” Corco thus said towards Fadelio. “Call off the pursuit. We’re not here to kill people, and we’re not here to make prisoners. We’re here to end the wars in the south.”
“Understood.” Fadelio left the tent to relay Corco’s orders, while the king continued to watch his men in the distance. Soon, a red signal flare rose in the sky, to call back all the troops who had pursued their routed enemies into the distance. Today, they had achieved a great victory, so now was the time for them to celebrate and rest their tired bodies.
There really wasn’t a reason to keep going anyways. Most wars in Saniya wouldn’t end with the big battle. For most lords, that was only the beginning. After they got their enemies into a rout, the victors would greedily swarm out to collect as many prisoners as possible. After all, these prisoners were worth a lot of money. According to the common customs of medalan nobility, today’s battle could net Corco tens of thousands of Sila if he were to continue the pursuit.
However, as the richest man in Medala, he didn’t have to go out of his way just to make such a small amount of money. In this war, he had far more important pursuits, so he couldn’t be distracted with some chump change.
Thus, as soon as Fadelio returned, Corco gave his next orders.
“You’ll take one company of men and stay here. Clean up the battlefield, nurse the injured, bury the dead. Make a report on our losses, and take care of our prisoners. In the meantime, I’ll take the rest of the army and go pay my good cousin’s mansion a visit. It’s been a while.”
“Is that really a good idea?” Fadelio asked. Concern was clearly written on his face. “If you personally go to Puscanacra, you’ll have to negotiate with them yourself. And then, someone draws a knife or a pistol. People love assassinating you, so we shouldn’t take any risks. I can go too, that would be safer. I’ve already negotiated with them before the battle, so I’m sure they wouldn’t mind if I represent you this time as well.”
“Maybe, but I’m still the king in the end. Considering their status, the least I can do is accept their surrender in person. Otherwise people would call me a coward, or insecure. You know, the kinda crap rumors that makes politics more difficult. I’ve only just managed to build the image of a tough guy, I don’t want to ruin it in one move. And as for assassinations? I won’t give them the chance.”
Soon, all soldiers and warriors followed the glowing symbol in the sky back to the site of the lightning massacre. It took a mere hour for everyone to find their platoon again, and to reorganize the troops.
By that time, an advanced platoon had already set off towards the south, to build the next camp for the night. Although it was already late in the day, Corco took most of his troops and set off, under protest from Fadelio. Still, the king wouldn’t hear any of it. For his personal satisfaction, he still had an Ogulno to catch, so he had to go himself.
His new goal was Puscanacra, home of the southern governors.
__________________________
The city of Puscanacra did not need walls. That was a myth that had almost become common knowledge in all of Medala. Thus, as the largest and richest city in the south, Puscanacra only had wooden barricades to protect itself from wild beasts, not nearly enough to hold back even bandits.
Despite the flimsy nature of the walls, the people of the city had always been proud of them, as they had been of the fact that there was no need to shrink behind giant fortifications in the face of danger. They could defend their homes with their flesh and spirit alone.
Now however, this pride had become their undoing. On the second day after the lightning massacre, King Corco and his men arrived in front of Puscanacra’s wooden palisades. There was not even a need to enter the city. Between him and the wall stood yet another army, but it looked as flimsy as the palisades did.
Corco hadn’t expected strong opposition during the battle for Sachay’s largest and most important city. After all, he had already destroyed the best army the league of lords could muster. But this was still less than what he thought he would find. Only around four thousand warriors stood opposite his own army of around forty thousand, ten times as many. It wasn’t even a fight anymore.
Is that really all there is? Where did all the others go?
The warriors who stood opposite Corco could be no more than the few hundred guards who had retreated together with their lords after the previous, plus the troops Mayu had left behind in his city to protect from any traitors within the league. That meant that over ten thousand thousand warriors from the enemy army had simply disappeared.
By now, Fadelio had sent out a messenger and given Corco a more precise idea of the lightning battle’s outcome. Not counting the many thousands of commoners, his men had killed around three thousand warriors of the league in the battle, and they had caught roughly the same amount during the pursuit.
The numbers weren’t large, which showed just how quickly the league’s army had fallen apart when presented with a superior opponent. A combination of low morale, poor leadership, poor coordination and massive firepower had broken them long before they had had any chance to die. Of course, the sacrifices of the commoner soldiers in front of the noble warriors had helped them survive the worst of it.
Their quick defeat meant that most of them had survived the war, which was the reason he had brought almost his entire army south. Close to twenty thousand warriors should have survived the lightning massacre, all of them fleeing south. The most logical place to regroup would have been where they had started, here in Puscanacra.
Even if many of them had scattered after their rout and hadn’t found the time to arrive here quite yet, there should have still been a core of many thousands that could have been collected by the lords after the battle. So where did all these warriors go?
Since he wouldn’t find out by sitting here all baffled, Corco was determined to get an answer from his enemies. Thus, he had his men raise the signal flags for negotiations with the other side. Of course, Mayu and the league of lords agreed. Heavily outnumbered and freshly beaten, what else could they do?
__________________________
Once again, the representatives of the southern kingdom and the league of lords met for negotiations in the empty space between their armies. Yet after two days, much had changed.
On the kingdom’s side stood the king himself, flanked by his guards. On the other, only three of the original five lords were left.
While Corco had no idea what they had looked like during their first talks with Fadelio, they looked like beaten dogs this time around. As the only one who seemed like he still had some spunk left in him, Mayu was the first one to speak up.
“So the king comes in person this time.” The governor’s biting comment sounded like the cry of a loser to Corco. With all that had happened so far, was this guy really still going to insist on his useless pride? His arrogance was the only reason this pointless civil war had started in the first place. Mayu’s incorrigible nature really annoyed Corco, so his response was suitably brutal.
“You’re really in no position to act tough, are you?” he asked. “If you wanna start our talks like that, we may as well end it here and go another round on the battlefield instead. Then you can try to defend your precious city with those leftovers behind you.”
Mayu’s face went white as a sheet, but he couldn’t speak up before his fellow lords did it for him.
“No, King Corcopaca, there really is no need!”
“We admit our defeat!”
It looked like the two remaining lords were more reasonable than Mayu.
“So is that an unconditional surrender then?” a brazen Corco asked. Though he hadn’t expected such a quick capitulation, the lords had lost their spirit. Shocked by their great loss, they seemed to have accepted whatever punishment he had prepared for them. Still, one more time, the cousin made trouble.
“We should first discuss the terms of surrender. If we are forced beyond measure, we are more than ready to withstand your army in Saqartu manor for as long as our blood flows.” Mayu’s reply was full of bravado, but Corco wasn’t buying it.
Whatever peace he offered, he was sure that they would eagerly lap it up. However, there was no reason to embarrass the lords further, so he pretended that they still had some influence. Yet as Corco looked at the crowd, he noticed something else that bothered him.
“Can you even represent your entire group? Where’s the rest? If we’re negotiating peace terms, I’d rather have all the lords of your little league present. Or do you plan to speak for all of them again, governor?”
Just like there was a lack of soldiers, there was an equal lack of lords present in Puscanacra. Only three had come to greet him. Even if he didn’t count the dead ones, that still meant that three of the lords were missing. 
“Of course they are dead. They were brutally murderedby your commoners!” Mayu’s passionate response was a creative answer to Corco’s problem, but the king wasn’t playing around any more.
“Can we stop the bullshit please, and be honest for once?” he sighed an exacerbated sigh. “You know as well as me that that’s not what happened. I’ve already received the preliminary report from the battlefield. According to our numbers, only three lords died in the battle two days ago. That means three more are still unaccounted for.”
“Only three!?” This time, Mayu looked genuinely outraged, and so looked the two lords behind him. “Never have so many lords died in one battle, not even during the civil war! Your men were aiming for the lords and you know it! It is an outrageous break with traditions! How dare you!? Even the king cannotbe above the law! If you wish to defeat us, then do it with honor!”
Corco could have completely denied the allegations, since it was impossible for these people to prove that he had trained snipers to target them directly. However, there really wasn’t any need to make up excuses that everyone knew were false. Not anymore. Corco usually kept with the truth anyways, and in this instance, the truth would be far harsher, and far more effective, than any lie.
“Are you really suggesting I was targeting ‘lords’?” Corco sneered. “I was targeting traitors, that’s it. As king, it’s my right to punish traitors however I see fit. You were the ones who broke the code of conduct first. You got involved in my conflict with House Ogulno when they had nothing to do with you. You tried to force me to effectively hand over control of my estate, something that has never been imposed on a lord in the history of Medala, not even on those defeated in the civil war. You raised an army to attack your king’s estate with no justification. And you’re fucking complaining that I’m not playing by the rules? Are you fucking kidding me right now!?”
Corco shouted in the traitor’s face, but even now, Mayu was still stubborn.
“How rich from a man who aims to break all the traditions of the ancients and take all the land of the lords for himself.”
“It looks like you still haven’t quite understood your position here.” Corco frowned, barely keeping calm. “We’re not negotiating as equals here, and I haven’t come to see who’s better at making up accusations. You’re a rebel, and your rebellion failed. I get to decide that, because I’m the king, and I won the war. Right now, we’re only discussing whether you’re ready to negotiate a ceasefire. That’s it. If you keep pissing me off until I lose my cool, you’ll have to face my army next.I don’t mind killing more than just three of you ‘lords’, really. By then I can just take all the land for myself. That’s what I wanted anyways, right? So what’ll it be? You wanna show off some more and die here? Or shut up and survive?”
Corco looked at the lowered heads of the lords. Even Mayu seemed to have finally understood his position and wouldn’t even dare make eye contact anymore. Finally, Corco saw the reaction he had wanted to see all along.
After a few seconds of tense silence, with a friendly smile and a soft voice as if he hadn’t just threatened their lives, the king spoke up again.
“Good, then let’s go sit somewhere and talk about your terms of surrender. Don’t worry, I’m sure you’ll prefer them over the alternative.”


Hermit's Notes: Well, that was quite satisfying to write.
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After the lords had been sufficiently intimidated, they finally agreed to formal peace talks, though the place didn’t really change. Normally, a grand peace deal like this would be negotiated in an equally grand place, but that really wasn’t an option right now.
First, the obvious place would be to negotiate in Puscanacra. It was the old capital of the south, and the center of the league of lords rebellion. Saqartu mansion in the center of the city was also grand enough to hold such a symbolically important meeting.
However, Corco didn’t want to stimulate the defenders further by moving his army into Mayu’s city. They were already humiliated enough. If he overdid it, his own allied lords might feel unhappy. Also, if the locals or his soldiers were to  be rash, they could cause a bloodbath that would make ruling the region in the future far more difficult.
And of course, he wouldn’t go into the city without his army, since he hadn’t occupied the place yet. He wasn’t so naive to think that he could come back out alive in that case. As Fadelio had said: People loved assassinating him. Plus, the negotiations should be held on the territory of the winning side anyways.
While Saniya was the obvious second option, Corco was short on time. He still hadn’t dealt with Ogulno or the Arcavians in the east, and he still didn’t know how the defense of Ichilia’s forces in the north had gone. Still, he couldn’t leave the end of his war with the league of lords unresolved. The more factions he could force out of this messy war early, the better.
Thus, he decided to hold the peace talks right in his own army’s camp, to set the basic direction of the kingdom’s future. More thorough negotiations over the details would be held in Saniya once he had cleaned up the rest of this messy war.
He let Mayu simply bring a large table and a bunch of chairs out from his mansion, and then had them set up in the largest tent the army had brought. Thus, the two sides of the war were assembled inside a tent that was stuffy from the smoke of the braziers meant to hold back the cold outside. On one end sat Mayu, with the other two remaining southern lords on either side of him.
It was the rather meager remains of the mighty league of lords that once contained half the lords of the southern kingdom. In comparison, the other side looked far more impressive. Corco sat in front, with representatives of his seven allied lords slightly behind. Some of them had participated in the last battle as commanders, which had helped Corco out a great deal. Others weren’t great fighters and had stayed behind in observing or administrative roles. However,all of them had come along for these negotiations. They didn’t want to miss out when it came to distributing the spoils of war.
Still, every one of them respected the king’s position as their clear leader, which was why none of them sat quite at the same height as Corco.
The king could hardly prevent himself from a small smirk. It wasn’t just the power tripping that did it. After years of hard work, boxed into his own little estate and with little direct influence over what the other lords were doing, it looked like he could now, finally,grasp proper control of the entire southern kingdom. With central control, so many plans that were previously unfeasible suddenly became possible. Finally, he could influence and guide his people on a grander scale.
Though before the armistice was signed, he needed to find out what had happened to the rest of the league’s army. The war was still going on after all. If he lost to some surprise attack after all this smugness, people would make annoying plays with ‘tragic flaws’ and ‘hubris’ about him in the future. Thus, he had to prepare for the rest of the war first.
“Right, thank you all for coming to my ted talk. Now, is someone going to tell me where the rest of your guys are?” he asked. “I mean, we’re meant to negotiate with the league of lords. Three people isn’t much of a league, is it?”
Predictably, Mayu still wasn’t cooperating and only glowered in his direction. By now it had been an hour or so since the threat, so the idiot had already forgotten his humility from before. At least there were still some more members of the league left, so Corco didn’t have to rely on his petty cousin.
“King Corcopaca, we truly do not know where the rest of our men have gone, or the rest of our allies,” lord number one replied. “If the report of your servants is true, then three more members of the league should still be alive, together with at least ten thousand warriors. Though we do not know where they are. Truly.”
Before Corco could be equal measures of annoyed and dejected, lord number two chimed in.
“In fact, this lord’s position on the front line was on the right flank. During the battle, this lord spotted Lord Ogulno’s men leave towards the south-east, long before the end of the conflict. Since he was the first to retreat, him and the other remaining lords may have fled east towards Kapra, together with the rest of the routed troops.”
Oh good. That’s just the guy I wanted to get away with a giant army in tow.
Apart from the sarcasm, there wasn’t really anything Corco could do in the short term. Whether Ogulno was still eager to fight or not, he would go catch his uncle either way. That was the reason he had to finish up these peace talks quickly, to eliminate any potential danger to his kingdom once and for all. Luckily, he was in a position to force his opinion on others, so the peace terms wouldn’t take long to work out.
“Right, in that case, we’ll just assume that the three of you represent the league of lords in these negotiations. Does that seem appropriate to everyone here?”
Of course, all three lords on the other side agreed. The fewer they were and the more estates they could represent, the more power they had here. If Corco demanded to much, they could just give away stuff from the other lords. This way, they could reduce their own losses in the peace talks. Whether their temporary allies of the alliance would be annoyed by that really wouldn’t matter to them. The alliance was dead already, so to them, it was far more beneficial to play nice with the victor to their opposite.
“Good, good,” Corco clapped his hands, as the scribe to the side got ready to finally start recording the contents of the meeting. “So let’s start with the obvious. With the ratification of the ceasefire agreement, the league of lords will be dissolved.”
“Of course,” one of the lords said. “No one here was ever interested in permanently opposing the crown. This was only a temporary agreement to begin with, only to steer the kingdom in a productive direction.”
“Also, illegal,” Corco added. Flattery wouldn’t help the lords here, and neither would lies. “You broke the laws of the kingdom, leading a rebellion against your king. Whether that was permanent or temporary doesn’t matter. Neither do your intentions. You will publicly renounce your previous actions, and I mean publicly. As in: the entire noble society of Medala will hear about it from your own mouths, including the people in Arguna up north.”
Finally, the two lords around Mayu weren’t quite so submissive anymore. They both looked awkward, while their governor looked angry again. Maybe they considered it a slight to their pride, but Corco didn’t care. If he wanted to take control of their estates without making even more enemies, he needed to appear just in his actions.
“What, you don’t like that?” he sneered. “Everyone already knows what happened in the south, more or less. For the details, I can spread the message of your betrayal myself. I have plenty of printing presses, to print the truth on paper and then distribute them in the capital. I’m letting you do it yourselves to do you a favor. You get to decide what goes on the paper, and how your apology looks. This way, at least you get to put your own spin on it, and present yourselves in as good a light as possible, without twisting the truth. If you don’t want to take advantage of that chance, then I’ll feel free to form your public image for you.”
The lords looked at each other for a second before Mayu replied with a sigh.
“No, that won’t be necessary. We will comply with all requirements.”
Maybe he knew what Corco had planned, how he planned to use the apology as an excuse to take power of their estates, but there wasn’t much the governor could do about it either way. The rebellion of the league of lords was already known throughout the empire. He couldn’t very well pretend it didn’t happen and completely ruin the reputation of his house. That was a path Lord Rupilo had gone down, whose entire family had been destroyed because of his bad reputation.
In their current situation, the only way for these lords to make themselves look better was to pretend that others were responsible for the rebellion and that they were, at worst, followers. In the process of their public ‘apologies’, Corco was convinced that they would accuse each other, thus breaking up their little alliance for good. Once they were divided, dominating them would become easy. Satisfied with the progress so far, the king continued.
“Good, with the basic admission of guilt, we can move on to the meat and bones of the our peace deal. What do you think of those supervisors you sent toSaniya?”
A small smile rose on Corco’s face as the lords opposite him began to sweat.
“Of course, the supervisors have already done a thorough inspection of the workshops in Saniya and have found everything to be in order,” one of them said. “There is no need to keep them any longer.”
“And the damage they’ve caused during their searches?” the king pressed on.
“The damage needs to be compensated. That is only proper.”
“Good, good. I’ll be sending you a bill then.” Corco laughed and then acted as if he had just remembered something.“Oh, and on the topic of supervisors, I’ll be sending some supervision to oversee your estates for as long as the peace talks last.”
“Impossible! Our lands will not be controlled by outsiders!” Finally, Mayu jumped up and screamed with that familiar bravado, but Corco only smiled in return. At this point, his cousin no longer had the qualifications to even argue with his king.
“Really,” he replied in a calm tone. “Why won’t you allow supervisors then? I’ve allowed your supervision because I have nothing to hide, but you can’t allow the same in your place? So what are you hiding then?Do you want to start another rebellion?”
Immediately, the other two lords raised their hands in panic.
“King Corcopaca, House Taruka has nothing to hide and welcomes the help of the supervisors.”
“House Aquitayasi is the same, great King.”
It was an accusation that could completely kill their house if it were to stick. Thus, the two lords fell over each other to deny the accusations. This time, Mayu had nothing to say anymore.
“Very good.” Compared to the changing moods of his enemies, Corco’s face hadn’t changed once during the talks. “Also, this war made me realize that there are many conflicts still lingering in the southern kingdom. To prevent something like this from happening again, we will take this chance to resolve all regional territorial disputes between the estates once and for all.”
As Corco watched the faces of the three people in front of him change from panic to anger again, he could feel the wide grins of the people behind him. These lords had supported him from the start, when his victory hadn’t been guaranteed yet. Since they had helped him out so early, of course they would get the benefits to match their effort. Thus, Corco had long worked out a number of measures to do them some favors.
For one, they wouldn’t be forced into supervision and servitude like the other lords who had opposed him. After all, he still didn’t have enough administrators to control the entire kingdom by himself. These lords could still act as administrators on their estates, at least for the time being.
He had also planned to offload some of the lesser industries from Saniya, and the capitals of these lords would be the first places he would consider for relocation. Most importantly though, he would use this excuse of ‘resolving territorial disputes’ to take land from his enemies and hand it to his allies.
It was no surprise that the lords on the other side of the table were angry. Though of course, there wasn’t much the losers of the war could do, and Corco would make sure that they wouldn’t get a chance to plan their revenge in silence.
“Of course, we cannot only take,” the king thus said. “Although you have been defeated, we are still equal lords of the southern kingdom. Thus, to show our goodwill and guarantee the peace of the kingdom, the defeated league of lords will receive its own benefits. First, your titles and houses will be retained within the kingdom’s system. Second, every member of the league of lords will receive a free mansion in Saniya, which they are very encouraged to use all year round. In particular, the upcoming peace talks will be held in Saniya, so the lords will be escorted to stay there until the end of the talks.”
“Are we under house arrest?” Again, Mayu tried to sound angry, but it felt a lot less intense than before. Maybe he had finally understood his true position.
“Of course not,” Corco lied. “This is just a convenience provided by me to you for the peace talks. Also, it’ll reduce the distance we have to travel to visit each other. It’ll create a better, more harmonious kingdom, don’t you think? We are all southern lords, so we should stick together.”
Of course that was a lie, and everyone at the table knew it. Still, if these people knew what was good for them, they wouldn’t take a single step outside of Saniya in the future. With them far away from their homes and with Corco’s supervisors in charge of their estates, he would become the de facto ruler of these places. Thus, he would be able to finally take control and implement the many policies he had planned out for so long. After all this time, Corco finally had proper control over his own kingdom.




10
4










Chapter 386 - Worry
Chapter 386 - Worry
Oct 22, 2022


“Have you still not moved it?” An annoyed Sumaci walked up to the offices in Saniya's Rapra Castle., where a group of six workers were holding a giant piece of furniture.
“The table is too wide! We can’t possibly get it through the doorway,” one of them argued, but the queen wasn’t having any of it.
“Then just break the doorway,” she said. “Do you think the doors are more expensive, or the table?”
With a face of defeat, Rapra Castle's office workers put down their heavy load. It had taken them hours to move the table from the castle entrance all the way down here, and now they had even more work. Still, no one would dare defy the queen.
So their team leader simply said, “Very well,” and they got to work again.
Thus, the office workers began to dismantle the doors so they could move in the new equipment. Although they were grumbling, Sumaci didn’t really care about leaving a bad impression. They may be frustrated with their willful queen for the moment, but once they started using their new desks, they would thank her on their knees.
This was the tenth and last calculator table that the clock maker Egidius had managed to fashion for the castle in time for their great revolution. The first few tables had already been in operation for a few days by this point. After extensive testing, they had more than proven their worth. With them, one accountant could easily do the work of five, which meant that all of a sudden, they had freed up the workload for forty-five bureaucrats in their offices.
For the first time since Sumaci arrived in Saniya years back, it looked like the castle wouldn’t suffer from a chronic lack of officials. Over the years, many attempts had been made to alleviate this lack of workers, and finally it seemed like they were paying off.
Originally, Corco only had the thirty officials he had brought with him from his merchant guild in Arcavia, as well as himself and a few of his friends like Fadelio and Brym who were good with numbers. Although Saniya was just a slightly larger town back then, they were still completely overloaded with work and even had to temporarily enlist some of the ghost warriors to do paper work.
Later, all of the former merchants had received apprentices, about three on average, who went through what Corco had alternately called a crash-course and a boot-camp to get them helping as quickly as possible. Since then, these apprentices had gone on to learn enough about the craft that they could graduate and become fully fledged officials. In fact, they had gone on to have their own apprentices as well since a few months ago.
On top of that, Corco had eagerly recruited any immigrant who could already read and write to further enhance their workforce, especially if they were at least somewhat familiar with an official’s work. As a result, the number of officials had risen from the initial thirty all the way to two hundred, supplemented by about six hundred apprentices.
However, as their workforce had grown, so had the city. The original population of around ten thousand had since swelled to almost forty thousand, not to mention the increase in population in the rural areas.More and more workers were necessary to oversee the increasingly chaotic city and its surroundings, and even more officials had gone north, to oversee any one of Brym’s official ‘Wonders of the World’ stores in the two northern kingdoms. Recently, another batch had to be sent to the Verdant Isles, to keep her own family’s country together.
Thus, they were always short on staff, despite their best efforts. At least they had been, up until now. With great satisfaction, the queen watched the workers finally squeeze the expensive table through what was left of the door, past wood shavings and rubble and into the country’s archiving department. With this increase in efficiency, their new offices finally had the capacity to keep up with their demands, and even exceed them.
In the future, they would finally have more time for themselves. No longer would she or Corco have to spend their days hunched over countless documents. Maybe they would actually get to spend some time as a couple for once, though she wasn’t quite sure if her husband was even capable of something like that.
Of course, her own private wishes were less relevant compared to the bigger picture. Far more importantly, they finally had the manpower to take proper control of the southern kingdom. If her husband could fulfill his goals this time, the additional manpower hadn’t come one moment too soon.
When Corco had started to plan for his lightning miracle, he had always planned to solve all of his problems at once, overambitious as always. Not only was the event supposed to remold the country’s culture and reshape its society, it was also meant to remove all dissenting voices from within the southern kingdom.
As for Sumaci herself, she wasn’t as optimistic as her permanently overconfident teacher. Rather than look forward to a better future, Sumaci was more worried, about her stupid, cocky husband, who was once again off to fight some war somewhere, putting himself in danger for no good reason just to show off.
In fact, there really wasn’t a reason for her to watch the office workers put together a desk in the archives. The only reason she had come here was to distract herself from her constant worries. It had been three days since Corco had traveled south, into Puscanacra’s borders and thus past the reach of their beacon towers. They had been installed along the king's roads, but many of the antagonistic and greedy lords like Ogulno and Saqartu had never allowed them to build anything in their precious territory. Thus, communication was far slower in enemy lands. So far, she had yet to receive any word from Corco.
When she left the archive and returned back to the light of day, she looked up to the sky, towards the south, for what felt like the millionth time today. With a sigh, she made her way up the stairs, back towards the king’s office. Rather than distract herself, it was more important to fulfill her duties. That was all she could do for now, that and hope for the best.
__________________________


“And what now?”
A confused Lord Ogulno mumbled to himself. Stood atop a snowy hill in Sachay’s wilderness, he stared down at the mighty army at his behest.
His own men had tallied up the total refugee warriors and commoners over the past day and had come up with an impressive number of twelve thousand heads. While they had been waiting here, in the snow a day’s march south-east of the battlefield, a handful of additional stragglers had joined their troop, but it really wasn’t a significant number. So most likely, this was it.
Almost half the core army of the league of lords now stood and moved at his command. Unsurprisingly, Ogulnowas in charge of this many troops for the first time in his life. Yet he couldn’t gain any joy from his sudden rise in status. Maybe part of the problem was that he was not the only one in charge.
“We need to move,” a voice said from behind Ogulno. The lord turned and saw lords Curichi and Sucopia come up from behind. They both spoke without a greeting.
“Our rations are about to run out,” Lord Sucopia added to Curichi’s words. “Even if we send the men to forage, we will not last much longer out in the wild.”
Right. Ogulno wasn’t the only one in charge here. Back when he had escaped the battlefield like a coward, two other lords had also seen the writing on the wall and done the same, though they hadn’t met up immediately.
At first, Ogulno had spread out his troops to create a net that covered the south-east of the battlefield. This way, he tried to catch as many of the fleeing soldiers as possible. After all, most of these people were without leaders and without direction, at least temporarily. When they had met Ogulno’s troops, most had been eager for someone to follow, someone who could save them from the terror of battle and give them something to aim for. Under the flag and leadership of a proper lord who could provide them with the stability they were searching for, he had soon assembled a fairly substantial army.
After some time, his troops came in contact with others, so he realized that several other lords had come up with the same idea as him. Thus, the three camps had collected warriors from other southern estates and then, after short negotiations, had combined into the impressive troop assembled before Ogulno and the other two lords.
Yet even with all these soldiers, the lord of the copper hills had honestly no idea what to do. He had collected the warriors at first because he thought that having them was better than not having them, but now that they were in front of him, he was honestly at a loss. Their next goal was of paramount important, but with the strength of their enemy and their weakened position, he couldn’t find any viable option.
“While all of your assertions might be correct, we have no place to move were we to move, and nothing to do once we get there,” Ogulno replied to his last remaining allies while pretending to be calm. However, it seemed like his allies had long read his real mood.
“Why do you look so defeated, Lord Ogulno?” Curichi asked. “What is standing here before us, but an army greater than almost anything assembled in medalan history?”
“Though the key phrase may be ‘almost’,” Ogulno shot back. “Our foes are much greater in number, and our larger army has already lost to them once. Are we a match for the royal troops with these leftovers alone?”
“Only a coward would concede the war straight away!” Sucopia began to shout, as if his insistence could change reality. Finally, Ogulno got annoyed as well.
“Our league just fought the royal army!” he shouted back.“We had around four times the soldiers and more than twice the warriors than what we have now. And we lost miserably.”
Ogulno had no illusions in regards to their chances in combat, but it seemed like his allies didn’t see it that way.
“Only because our leadership was weak, and fractured,” Curichi insisted, though his argument was weak and his voice sounded more stubborn than convinced. “A strong commander could turn our fortunes in but a moment. Now most of our brothers from the league of lords are gone, so we have the chance to elect a proper, single leader who can guide the army with one voice.”
At last, Ogulno understood why Lord Curichi seemed so stubborn despite their weak position. He had seen this army before them, and it had awakened his greed once more.
“And who would that leader be?” Ogulno asked back, despite knowing the answer already.
“Of course, it would be the only one with enough bravado to fight on in the face of impossible odds!” Curichi said, and patted his own chest without shame.
“And this lord would assume that brave Lord Curichi already has a plan for our future, one beyond empty bravado?”
“Of course. We should rush back into the lands of Chawir, and attack the troops of the arrogant little king as soon as possible. Best would be an attack at night. Now they are drunk on their victory, no doubt celebrating their feat with a grand banquet, as if they had already won. The last thing they would expect would be an attack from a defeated foe.”
With his puffed out chest, Curichi looked like he had just reinvented warfare. Yet his plan was so idiotic, Ogulno was no longer interested in being polite.
“Of course they would not expect it, because it would be suicide!” he shouted back, ready to explode.
All this time, Lord Sucopia had stayed out of the argument, but finally he contributed again, just in time before the other two could get at each others’ throat.
“This lord agrees with brother Ogulno. We cannot possibly win if we simply fight the king’s men with the rest of our troops. Our numbers are simply not enough, and our morale and supplies are low.”
“You-” a red-faced Lord Curichi wanted to start shouting to lose his one remaining ally as well, but Sucopia held up his hand to interrupt the next outburst.
“At the same time, we cannot continue to sit here,” he continued. “We need to move now, before we run completely out of food. Before the warriors lose their trust in us and run away by themselves, we need to at least appear as if there is a plan to follow.”
Unlike the suicidal plan from the hot-headed Curichi, Lord Ogulno agreed with the assessment. He no longer opposed the plan to move, since it sounded like Sucopia had thought it through.
“So, where do we go then, and what tell we the men?” he asked instead.
“For now, I propose we march east. Brother Ogulno, your estate is closest to our current position. For the moment, we should be able to find shelter and supplies there, correct?”
“Yes, that would be possible.”
Of course, Ogulno was happy that they would move to his home, where he would have more power and control compared to the other lords.
“Good, then we should do just that. It will put some more distance between us and our enemies. Thus, we will gain enough time and space to stabilize the morale of our men, and to make a more concrete plan for the future.”
“That seems acceptable for now.” Curichi finally agreed as well. His ploy to take the whole army under his control would have to wait. Thus, the remains of the league’s army marched east.
Once again, Lord Ogulno had survived an attempt on his life. But compared to last time, survival was a scant reprieve for his current circumstances. Without much hope for the future, Ogulno followed his men east, back towards his home.


Hermit's Notes: Surprise, the chapter with the mechanical calculator actually wasn't useless. It's totally necessary to free up enough workers to supervise the south! :D
Also, this chapter was a total mess when I found it some three hours ago, and half-finished at best. That's why today's chapter got done a bit late. 
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When Ogulno had left his castle to join in the efforts of the league of lords, hope had been bleak. Now that he was back, it was even bleaker. With a heavy heart, the lord ran his hands across the armrests of his noble seat. Piled onto the table was today’s meal, as opulent as always, but he had no eyes for it. Across from him sat the other two lords he had fled with, all the way to here, back home to Kapra.
Again, those two were talking among themselves. While Ogulno had worried for his future on the march here, the others had somehow gotten a lot closer. It concerned the lord who felt increasingly isolated, but he really was in no mind to fight political games. Not anymore. Rather than worry any more, he stood up and walked towards the large paper window in the room’s southern wall.
Opened, the window revealed everything he had inherited from his father. The view from atop the copper hill onto the city of Kapra was deeply imprinted in his mind, but this time he saw it in a new light. All this time he had considered the possession of this property as good and right. This was what he deserved, and what should be his. Now, he realized that he had been too arrogant.
All of his lands, with Kapra at its center, were about to slip from him, never to return. Ogulno had no illusions about the future. If the king came back here with that giant army of his, there was no Mayu to bail him out this time. There also weren’t any other lords left to speak for him, apart from the two who were trapped with him together. Their army of defeated warriors certainly wasn’t enough to oppose the king.
By then, his lands would be lost, and his life would be gone too. The only thing the lord was grateful for was that his wife and children would be safe. After his political isolation, his entire family had already moved to his Arguna mansion, so at least they didn’t have to see him like this and could continue his legacy once his vindictive nephew Corco killed him.
“Brother Ogulno, did you hear!?”
His brooding thoughts were interrupted by a shout from behind. When Ogulno turned around, his two remaining allies seemed to have finished their meal and their private conversation, and were currently both staring at him.
“Please excuse me, I did not hear,” he tried to say in a composed voice. “I was busy contemplating on our future action.”
“What providence. Me and brother Sucopia were doing the same. Brother Ogulno, what do you believe our chances are to defend this city, or just this castle, against the king’s offensive?”
No one knew the defenses of the copper hill better than its lord. Ogulno mused over the problem for a few seconds before he answered truthfully.
“With the number of troops we have at our disposal, our chances should not be too poor in the short term. With a strong defender’s advantage through my city’s high walls, we should be able to hold out even if we are outnumbered three to one. Not to mention that the modern weapons of the king are only strong in defensive combat. That is why he forces his opponents into charges every time even when he is the aggressor: The rifles are no good when attacking in a siege. So, our chances improve, at least if our goal is only to withstand the initial storm.”
“Yes, in the short term, we will be safe here,” Lord Sucopia agreed. “But what happens after we have withstood the initial charge? What happens once we end up in a drawn-out siege?”
“Of course we cannot survive a long siege,” the unasked Curichi answered the question. “The cannons of the other side out-range any of our weapons by far, so they can attack with no response from us. Not unless we want to sally out past the walls and attempt to cut down their artillery. But then we would be playing right into their hands. Defending a fortified position outside Kapra against our attack is exactly what that vile king wants.”
Ogulno had a hard time following the thoughts of his allies, and it annoyed him. When had their plan changed?
“We know all that, none of this is new,” he said, and frowned to show his displeasure. “And, Brother Sucopia, it was your idea to hole up here. Was the plan not to offer some resistance here and then negotiate better terms with the king once he finds us difficult to deal with? What has changed?”
The two lords looked at each other, before Sucopia spoke up.
“This morning, we received message from some of the warriors who had been marching with us. Brother Maygua is dead. They were in his retinue.”
“What!? That makes two already!” Previously, they had already heard of the death of another lord who had fallen in battle on that nameless hill.
“Three, if we count brother Rafun,” Curichi corrected Ogulno with a matter-of-factly tone, but the lord suddenly felt cold all over.
“This megalomaniac king plans to kill all of us,” he realized. In fact, he had no illusions about his future anyways. Out of all the lords of the south, King Corcopaca would love to kill him the most.
“Thus, since the king plans to kill us, our previous strategy is no longer feasible. We cannot attempt simple negotiations like we would with other lords. The king has lost his mind, and aims to get rid of all his political opponents in one fell swoop. After the lightning miracle, no one can call his actions vile and immoral any longer, so he can be unscrupulous in his actions. We have opposed him in the past, so we will become targets of his wrath, without doubt.”
“Then what do we do?” Since the two were approaching him like this, Ogulno was sure that they had a plan prepared already.
“We stall for time,” a grim Curichi replied. “If we manage to hold out for long enough, the impact of the so-called ‘lightning miracle’ will fade in people’s mind. With time, the king’s air of invincibility will fade, especially if he fails to take us down. If the siege becomes too expensive or too politically costly, the king will still be forced to compromise, even if he plans to kill us now. He cannot let his entire army be bound here for several seasons, not with all the enemies he has left in the north.”
“Even with his cannons, we can hold out here for a long time,” Sucopia added. “Kapra’s famed thick walls aren’t for nothing.”
“While I thank Brother Sucopia for his compliment, the walls will not help us much this time,” Ogulno poured water onto the flames of his enthusiastic allies. “Even if we manage to withstand the cannons, we simply do not have the food to hold out for long. It is the end of winter, so our food storage is close to empty already. Now we also have to feed an additional ten thousand warriors, who eat as much as thirty thousand mortals.”
What he didn’t mention was that his silos were in an even more sorry state than he cared to admit. Throughout the years, he had been the only lord who hadn’t received any fertilizer from King Corco. His estate hadn’t been the one with the most fertile land in the first place, and the lack of fertilizer certainly hadn’t helped matters. Not to mention that the king’s own mining operations had destroyed the price of copper, the source of Kapra’s original wealth.
Whatever surplus grain he had left every year,he shipped north and sold off in Arguna, to raise some additional funds for his family. They needed every coin they could get to buy favor with the northern lords to plan for the future.
However, his allies knew nothing of his concerns, so they didn’t respond well to his objection.
“Such a large city, and the king has been aiming at it for so long. Surely, Brother Ogulno has more than enough food stored to survive a few seasons,” Curichi joked.
Now Ogulno was really getting annoyed. All these years, he had been left on his own, abandoned by other lords like them. They were supposed to be his brothers, yet he had been forced to fend for himself, just barely getting by as he looked for ways out of his predicament. And now they were not only taking advantage of his hospitality, but also making light of his struggle? What did they know about his plight?
“When I say there is not enough, then there isn’t enough,” he shot back. “How difficult is that to understand?”
Before the argument could develop into a fight, Lord Sucopia stepped in.
“In fact, there might be a different option than holding out a siege.” Once he had the attention of the other two, the lord continued. “We could make our way to the far east, to my own estate.”
“And what would we do if we ever got there?” Ogulno asked with suspicion.
“We lack food here, but there is more than enough of it back in my home,” Sucopia explained. “Not to mention that we would not necessarily have to shrink back against the king’s army once we reached there.”
“Continue,” Ogulno frowned. It seemed like Lord Sucopiahad a proper plan in mind. Though it had seemed like that many times in the past few days. Maybe Ogulno was just looking for someone to supply him with answers to impossible questions, so he had become more trusting. But either way, he had no better ideas either, so he could just as well listen.
“First, most of my own troops were left at home,” Sucopia explained. “Due to the long distance and the king’s control over the mountain pass, this lord could only move a few men near to Puscanacra without the king’s notice. The rest of the army still stands ready in Antila to join us, almost four thousand additional men of reinforcements. In addition, Antila has built the second strongest walls in all of Medala over the past few years, right after Qarasi Castle. Not to mention, the neighboring Lord Vareo’s recent actions have also been quite encouraging.”
“Lord Vareo of Port Ulta?” Ogulno realized something. “Are the Arcavians raising their own army to join the war?”
Ever since the last war three years back, Port Ulta had fallen under control of the central kingdom in name, though the real power behind Lord Vareo had been the foreigners from Arcavia ever since.
“It seems they are no longer content with simple harassment across the border,” Sucopia continued. “Most likely, they planned to attack the Anticasa Pass and force their way into the southern kingdom once we were busy fighting the king. However, now their plans should change, since the kings attack and our defeat were far too swift. if we could combine our strength with theirs, and then use our presence to lure the king into a battle across the mountains, they would surely be greatly thankful to us.”
Ogulno thought for a bit and realized that the plan wasn’t bad. With Corco’s character, he would never let the rebellious lords go unless the price of capture was inconceivably high. If they were in the east, they could set up their own defenses, and then force the king to attack them for once. With the reinforcements of the eastern lords and the strength Arcavians, especially their cannons and guns, they would stand a real chance against the king. At the very least, they could drag out the conflict and increase the cost. Finally, an escape from Corco’s clutches looked realistic. However, there was still one major problem with this plan, one that was impossible to overlook.
“That may all be well and good, but all this talk is mere fantasy,” Ogulno said. “How would we ever make it east in the first place? If we wanted to reach brother Sucopia’s estate, we would have to go north, and cross the lands of no less than four of King Corcopaca’s allies. And then, we would still have to somehow get through the Anticasa Pass controlled by House Villca, all of it before the king or any of his allies could catch up with us, on minimal supplies. Does that seem possible?”
Lord Sucopia’s home of Antila was far in the east, one of only five estates in southern Medala that were east of the midland hills and the Anticasa pass at the bottom of the Sallqata Mountains. Thus, it was a territory that would be tough to reach for the three abandoned lords and their starving army.
“There is a second way,” Sucopia said in a deepened voice.“We go straight through the midland hills.”
“Impossible!” Like so many times over the past days, Ogulno was once more getting annoyed at the fanciful plans of his allies. “You have been informed that Kapra’s food storage is insufficient for a siege. How could we possibly have enough to last us all the way through the midland hills!?”
“Brother Sucopia, it is your plan. Surely you understand just how difficult the midland hills are to travel?” This time, even Lord Curichi agreed with Ogulno. However, Sucopia’s grim face told them that he wasn’t joking.
“Of course. My own estate borders the hills, after all. Even with supplies, we would lose many men on the attempt, even more so in winter. Marching through the region with our large army would require far more food than Kapra’s storage can offer. However, both brothers have overlooked an obvious method to obtain the supplies we need.”
At last, Sucopia’s grim look perturbed Ogulno. Whatever the lord was planning, it would certainly come at a cost. Although the lord of the copper hill was uncomfortable, he still had to ask.
“And what would that method be?”
“Plunder.”
“Who? The tiny villages and bandit camps between here and Port Ulta?” Churici asked.
“There is only one place we can reach that is large enough to supply our army for a while, and it is right under our noses.”
With that, Lord Sucopia looked out of the window behind Ogulno, on towards the city of Kapra. Finally, the lord understood his fellow’s plan, and it made his blood run cold.
“No!” he shouted in panic. “How dare you!”
“Dare what?” Sucopia asked. “Now the land is useless to us anyways.”
“I agree,” Curichi added, just as cold as his good brother. “What has Kapra to offer to feel attachment? Anything here will be taken by that fake king as soon as he arrives. The commoners will rebel, and all the wealth of the city will be taken. This cannot be prevented. So why make that king happy and leave everything to him? Why not take what we can, and burn the rest?”
Finally, the two snakes revealed their fangs. This may have been a plan they both had been working on over the past days. All throughout their talk, the two had maneuvered Ogulno here, just so they could pressure him into razing his own city, just so these two could flee east and survive. Although he was caught off guard by the sudden turn, the lord wouldn’t just let them destroy his city, and his family’s heritage.
“My people-” he began, but Curichi interrupted him.
“A bunch of commoners. All the true followers of House Ogulno, all members of the warrior class, can follow along with our march, even if they are not capable of combat.”
“An easy decision to make if the land is not yours.” Ogulno insisted. His voice became as tense as his body. He wasn’t opposed to fighting a duel to defend his land. “The copper hill is the ancestral home of House Ogulno. I would rather die than give it up.”
However, despite the lord’s bravery, Lord Curichi replied with a sneer.
“If you wish to die, great Lord Ogulno, you are free to do so by yourself. However, the two of us will not follow you in your folly. We will simply take what we need, and then go on our way.”
“Brother Ogulno, please do not forget that we control two out of three warriors in this city,” Sucopia added in a more conciliatory tone. “Even if you stayed with your remaining men, would it not be impossible to defend the city with them? Would it not be better to follow us and attempt a comeback later? Once the king is defeated, we will all be able to gain far more valuable estates than this one. Or, if you prefer, House Ogulno can take its spoils and rebuilt the copper hill, grander than ever before.”
The implied threat remained unsaid: ‘If you will not comply, then we have twice the warriors you have, and we can force our way.’ While it wasn’t said out loud, Ogulno could clearly hear the harsh words hidden behind the lord’s amicable smile. The master of the copper hill paled as he understood the hopelessness of his struggle.
With a heavy heart, he closed his eyes and turned around, away from his tormentors.
“Do it,” he whispered, and didn’t say another word until he heard the door to the room close after his ‘fellow’ lords had left.
Finally, he opened his eyes again, and looked at his town of Kapra, his home, his heritage. Once, it had been the second richest city in southern Medala, famed and envied the empire over. By tomorrow, it would only be a distant memory, his ancestral home lost to his own, insatiable greed. All of it, everything, just because he had bet on the wrong nephew four years prior. How much more did he have to suffer, how much more did he have to endure because of one wrong decision?
Ogulno had no illusions about their chances in the war. Even with the Arcavians, he didn’t believe for a second that they could defeat King Corco’s invincible army. By now, he only hoped he could find a chance to make it back north to Arguna, to his family.
With any luck, his wife hadn’t spent all of their coin on bribes yet. With whatever they had left, they might be able to leave Medala’s endless power struggle, and start a new life in peace somewhere. As for his ambitions, the warfare, the honor, the blood and thunder? Lord Ogulno had received more than his fill for a lifetime.
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As someone with the memories of a modern person, convenient travel was one of the things Corco missed the most about modern life. Without planes, without cars, and without trains, getting anywhere took ages in this place. Medala didn’t even have any horses, so most of the time, he was being carried about by other people like some ancient pharaoh in a Hollywood movie. Though considering how little fun Corco had on long journeys, this had been a remarkably pleasant trip so far.
Right this moment, he sat in a comfortable, large sleigh, upholstered with expensive cloth in the kind of gaudy, colorful stitching that only the lords of Medala could find fashionable. The journey on the snow was smooth. Even the sound of the sleigh’s runners as they compressed the freshly fallen powder underneath was pleasant. Now if only he could be pulled by something grander than donkeys, it would have made for a dignified image. Still, at least the donkeys had not stopped walking for no reason, so far, so their progress was quite good.
The troops around him were leading Corco and the rest of his army due east, towards the lands of the traitor Ogulno. His uncle had gone too far a long time ago. Now, finally, Corco had the means to punish him for his crimes, and there was nothing the rest of his family could do about it.
They had long switched not only to sleighs. The entire infantry wore snow shoes to a man, something they had brought with them in anticipation of their march south. Thus, their progress through the hostile environment had been swift, despite their lack of familiarity with the region. The fact that they had brought an experienced guide with them helped too, of course.
“So how much longer until we reach Kapra?” Corco asked towards his fellow passenger. Opposite him sat Mayu, the original owner of the fancy sleigh, with a permanent frown on his face. His equally fancy coat was finally gone, and revealed his slim shoulders. With his cloak, his previous bravado had also disappeared.
“We should be able to reach Kapra within the day. If the snow was not covering them, we would already see the fields on the city’s outskirts from here.” His reply was mechanical, almost pitiful in how emotionless his tone was towards his own cousin.
However, Corco remembered all the horrible things his cousin had done over the years, and the many more he tried but failed to do. As he did, the king’s pity melted away. He wouldn’t forget, and he wouldn’t forgive. This time, he would show the people of his country that there were consequences for breaking his laws, no matter who did it.
Of course, Mayu couldn’t read Corco’s mind. Had he known about his cousin’s determination and idealism, he would have never ended up in this mess in the first place. Thus, the ignorant governor looked down at the heavy metal bindings between his hands and feet, and then over to the guards on his sides,before he spoke up again.
“Cousin, could you please remove the shackles at least?” he said while raising his bound hands towards Corco. “They are dreadfully uncomfortable. And you know that I am no threat to you.”
“Really?” Corco asked back with an incredulously raised eyebrow. “Then why the fuck do I need this big army, right? I should just dissolve them now and trust you to do the right thing, shouldn’t I? Do you think you can expect any kind of trust after what you’ve done?”
“We are family,” Mayu insisted stubbornly. It almost would have made Corco laugh if it didn’t make him so angry.
“Now we’re family!?” the king shouted, but caught himself before he would assault his prisoner. There was no reason to get angry with an enemy who was already defeated. If he got angry at every bad loser, he’d end up with a heart attack before the end of this war.
“You’re lucky you’re still alive.” The king leaned back, now much calmer. “What you’ve done is inexcusable, family or not. If you hadn’t offered to open the gates of Kapra for us and get us inside without a fight, I would have already judged you for your crimes to make an example out of you.”
Again, the sleigh returned to silence, only interrupted by the sound of runners on snow and the steady breathing of the donkeys. After a while, Mayu spoke up again.
“What will happen to me?” he asked, his shoulders slumped and his head lowered. Corco wouldn’t give his cousin any illusions about his fate.
“If you’re obedient and you help me clean up your mess, you’ll get to enjoy exile on some little island somewhere. We may even allow you to pick a few servants and a wife before you go.”
“Estates fight all the time, since long in the past.” Mayu fought back with words, but they were as weak as his posture. “Even within the same kingdom, war between neighbors is the norm.The southern lords never handled conflict like this.”
“Well, I’m hardly a normal lord,” Corco was dismissive at first, but then he started to smile as if he had thought of something funny. “As they say: ‘I’m the captain now.’”
“Who is they? Who says? The pirates of the Verdant Isles?”
As he looked at his cousin’s confusion, Corco was once again reminded that the people around him wouldn’t understand his references. Back in the day he might have tried to explain himself, but he was long past that.
“I don’t know. People I guess,” Corco shrugged. “Either way, I’m in charge, so I get to make whatever rules I like. I don’t need your approval, or your input.”
“Your disregard for those around you will be your undoing. One day you will suffer the same as I have.”
“Yeah, probably. Unless I keep winning.” Corco smiled, unfazed by the implied threat. “I have a plan for the future, but until it’s fulfilled, I don’t mind compromising to get there. You don’t seriously think I’m as mindless as you, do you?”
“Hah, says the man who started a war over a woman.”
Maybe Mayu thought that Corco was being more lenient since he let him talk so much, or maybe he felt like he had nothing to lose. Either way, the governor’s words became bolder, and his head was no longer down. Though with his increased confidence, his attacks seemed to be getting dumber.
“I didn’t start the war, you fucking idiot,” an incredulous Corco replied. “And I already have the woman.”
“You could have avoided the war. Why would you not let me have her?”
“The fuck do you even mean?” He would have been angry had the comment not been so bizarre. “Apart from your question being pointlessly rude, it’s also ridiculous. You had years of courtship to win Maci over. I even supported you wherever I could, against my better judgment. If it didn’t work out in all that time, it wouldn’t have worked out anyways, ever, no matter what I did or didn’t do.”
“Who is to know. Maybe she-”
“Shut up!” All of a sudden, Corco stood up, his annoyed shout interrupting Mayu’s whining. However, the governor seemed to have lost all the fear of his king.
“Do not try to intimidate me,” he said. “What can you do to me that you have not done already? I will not-”
“I said shut up!” Corco repeated, his eyes no longer on his cousin. “And look behind you!”
Finally, Mayu realized that something strange was going on. Across the distant horizon, dark clouds were gathering. Beneath them, columns of black smoke rose into the sky like bridges reaching for the heavens. Confused, Corco asked his cousin again, who knew the area much better than Corco did.
“What is that place? What’s going on there?”
He already had a hunch, but it was too terrible to believe. However, Mayu’s breathless voice broke all of the king’s illusions.
“That is Kapra. The city is on fire.”
__________________________


As soon as Corco heard his cousin’s ominous prediction, he ordered his army to speed up. Soon, they reached Kapra, the goal of their journey. Yet all the speed in the world wasn’t enough. They arrived at least half a day too late.
Kapra was a ruin. Smoke still rose from the charred remains of the houses. Somewhere in the distance some should still be burning, at least that was what the orange clouds in the sky told the king. The fire hadn’t gone out quite yet, but it was a last struggle of a dying city.
Once the fire was burned out, the famous city on the copper hill would be gone, yet there was nothing Corco could do to stop the flames. Most medalan cities were built with plenty of space between the houses, which made massive fires like this less likely, but Kapra was a mining town.
Lord Ogulno had needed countless workers and slaves to make money for him in his mines. All of them had been crammed together in slums at the edge of the city wall. Now, all that was left of these houses were ashes and mud.
The rest of the town hadn’t fared much better. When the space outside the wall hadn’t been enough, Ogulno had crammed the workers inside the wall as well. Even the inner city – the place where the warriors lived - was tightly packed to fit all the soldiers House Ogulno could afford with all their copper. The flames must have spread from one roof to another in seconds, until everything was ablaze.
Only the castle still stood in the distance, tall and proud, as if looking down on the mortals and their suffering with indifference.
Those mortals who had lost their homes and possessions now sat in the ashen snow outside the walls. At least they had survived whatever had happened here, but it was scant reprieve. With no food and no shelter in the winter, their lives were as good as forfeit anyways. Some screamed and cursed towards the sky in dramatic fashion, others cried over charred corpses, or over their lost possessions. Most, however, just sat there, with a blank stare directed at what used to be their home, and what was now a ruin. Maybe, Corco thought, they wouldn’t move a single step until they had frozen to death. No one took notice of the giant army that had suddenly arrived. After all, what else could these soldiers do to hurt them? What more could they take?
Mayu next to Corco looked confused, shocked into silence for once. The king, however, needed to vent. For the first time in a while, he was furious beyond control.
“What the fuck happened here!?” His discordant voice broke through the funeral atmosphere. Immediately, one of his advanced scouts came towards his sleigh to give his report.
“King Corcopaca, report. According to the survivors, Lord Ogulno went crazy. He started killing the people in the streets, robbed the food from their homes, and fled east with his warriors. Whatever he couldn’t take, he burned to the ground.”
“Motherfucker! Piece of shit!” The king jumped up and down, frustrated with his impotence. “Why!? Has this trash gone insane!? These are his people!”
Corco looked around for a target to vent frustrations, and he found it opposite himself.
“You!” he shouted at Mayu. “That’s the quality of your allies! Those are your people, you see!? You still having fun playing governor!? Let’s side with the mass-murderer, right? He’s way better than the mean mean king who won’t let me rape his wife, right!?”
“I… I did not know. I never would have…”
Mayu’s voice trailed off, lost for words. All this time, his expression didn’t change from one of complete horror, and his eyes never left the ruin. Again, Corco realized that Mayu was nothing more than a pawn, and he had never been anything more to his ‘allies’ or to his uncle. Rather than waste his anger on his hapless cousin, Corco would direct it at something more productive. Thus, he turned towards one of his guards.
“We’re pursuing the fleeing Ogulno forces!” he shouted. “He’s not getting away! Not again!”
“Although I will follow king’s order, however...” the warrior looked uncomfortable. After a few seconds of tense waiting under Corco’s stern gaze, he continued in a quiet voice. “Is it not the lord’s right to treat his commoners however he pleases?”
“Not in my kingdom it isn’t.” Corco sneered. All these old rules would soon come to an end. “No one is above the law here, you hear me!? For everything he’s done, he’ll pay. We’re pursuing them.”
“Of course. However…”
“What else?” Corco barked at the warrior, who lowered his head in response. Still, he spoke his concerns.
“We cannot pursue them through the midlands, can we?” he asked. “We don’t have the supplies for that. And we can’t resupply here anymore, which is probably why Lord Ogulno burned everything down.”
“We’re not pursuing them through the midlands. We can take the easier path that’s closed off to them,” Corco explained, before he gave his orders.“Leave behind half of our logistics staff, and order the surrounding estates to bring us some wood to make houses and fires here. Food too. I won’t let any more people die here just because it’s strategically inconvenient to save them. The rest of the army will follow me north. Along our roads, we will catch them east of the hills. And if they get there before us, we will catch them in Port Ulta. And if they run from there, we will travel across the water, until they stand for their crimes. They are not getting away. Not now, not ever again. Now, the rules have changed.”
On the grim orders of their king, Saniya’s highly efficient machine of war once more whirred into motion, taking aim at a new goal.
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Not long after Corco’s commands, everything in Kapra had been settled, and the king began his hunt for Ogulno and his accomplices. Together with his army, he traveled north, on the same road he had taken on his retreat from Kapra last time. Once again, he reached Utusku, under the control of Lord Makipura.
The lord himself welcomed Corco, as well as the other lords and their representatives, into his home. They only spent one evening there, for rest and resupply. Makipura agreed to send some building materials and food down south to Kapra to help out the victims of Ogulno’s slaughter. At the same time, Corco retrieved the thousand soldiers he had left in the estate to protect them against Arcavian marauders. Soon, they wouldn’t be needed any more. It was time to get the entire army together for one large blow. By then, the Marauders would either run out of supplies, or retreat back east.
The next morning, the reinforced troops marched west, back to the site of the lightning battle. By now, the battlefield had been cleaned up. Fresh snow had fallen and covered the traces of blood and murder underneath. All that could still be seen was a mass grave that Fadelio had set up for all those bodies no one had come to claim.
By now, most houses had sent some representatives to bring back their dead warriors and give them a proper burial. However, there were still those warriors from House Ogulno and the other two escaped lords, and there were also all those commoners no one cared about. For all of them, Fadelio had set up a grave, as well as a small monument carved into a piece of stone found underneath the snow. When Corco arrived, he found his friend in front of the monument, holding vigil for the dead.
However, when the attendant heard what had happened in Kapra, he knew that they still had work to do, and that the war was far from over. The army rested the night in the camp, before it traveled north, back towards Saniya. Due to the king’s anger-induced impatience, they spent as little time as possible on every individual station.
As a result, they didn’t even go all the way back to Saniya. Instead, they took the new highway through the Chawir Marshes and rested overnight in Harkay. The former town under control of Wayra had now become a city in its own right, larger than Saniya had been before Corco’s arrival. Yet the soldiers had no time to sight-see. Before they had brushed the snow off their boots, the army moved on north-east, into the lands of Corco’s allies. By that time, they had also learned the results of the northern battlefield.
Just like in the south, the north had harvested an overwhelming victory. While the attack of the Ichilias was more intense than Corco had expected, they had still failed to break the defenses prepared on the beach. Then, at some point during the battle, Governor Divitius Ichilia fell in combat. His death was confirmed later when his body had been retrieved. Though with his crushed face, his identity could only be confirmed by his fancy armor, as well as the seal of his house which he carried on his body.
Either way, their leader’s death had broken the spirit of the remaining troops, as had the constant artillery bombardment from front and back. In the end, House Ichilia’s troops surrendered shortly after the death of their lord. Most of House Ichilia’s warriors had been caught as prisoners. The ones who wouldn’t give in died before they could organize any more resistance.
On top of that, Atau had managed to retrieve and capture around thirty of House Ichilia’s battleships, left in various conditions. The Ichilias had bet big this time, and the result had been a crushing defeat. After this, they wouldn’t be a serious threat for a long time, if ever.
In the short term, the convincing victory meant that even more troops from the northern battlefield could join the main army and travel together with them towards the east, towards Cashan. Finally, the army arrived on the last station of their journey in allied lands. After this, they would cross into enemy territory, where they would aim to finally take full control over the entirety of Sachay, and unify the southern kingdom under one, centralized rule.
“King Corcopaca, welcome to Cashan.” Ever since the army had set off from Saniya, Guachimine Villca had been following them as House Villca’s representative. Now however, he turned from an observer to a host. The king left his army outside and entered the core city of the southern kingdom together with the other lords and representatives, and a few guards of course. By now he had seen enough assassins and wasn’t in the mood for any more, even in the home of his allies.
Corco hadn’t been to Cashan in years, not since he had helped the Villca brothers take the city during his war against Pacha. Back then, the city had been split in the power struggle within the Villca family. Before the split, the city had been wealthy, but old-fashioned. After the split, parts of the city had been destroyed and much damage had been done to the infrastructure. That had been three years ago. In that time, much had changed.
As they passed through the city, Corco could feel a more vibrant energy compared to the past. From within his palanquin, he could see many people walking through the streets with brisk steps, and there was construction everywhere.
“It seems like the city had also grown in size quite a bit,” he commented. Of course he knew that Saniya had sold a lot of cement to Cashan, but the sight still surprised him.
“Yes, King Corcopaca. Though not as much as Saniya, Cashan has had its own share of northern immigrants. Some of those who aim to go to Saniya see the prosperity of our fair city, and simply get stuck here.”
Pride filled Guachimine Villca’s voice as he explained the city’s success. However, the king wasn’t too happy. All of these people who had stayed here would never make their way over to Saniya. Yet before he could even develop the thought, he caught his own inadequacy. Now, he was no longer in charge of a small estate. Instead, he would now gain control over the entire kingdom. Developing multiple cities in multiple regions was a good thing, something to be celebrated.
“I see you’ve all worked hard for the prosperity of the kingdom, good job,” he thus said, to the glee of his host. Again, the king took to observing the outside, this time with an open mind.
From his superficial glance, it seemed like the Villca brothers had indeed done a good job administering their city over the past few years. This was a view even more reinforced by the grand welcome that awaited them at Villca Manor.
The mansion was lavishly decorated. Red bands of cloth were everywhere, and the Villcas had even splurged on some purple dye from Saniya to put up the southern kingdom’s flag in every room he saw. Soon, they entered a giant salon, large enough for a thousand guests with room to spare, and were sat in front of plates made of silver.
A massive offering of food and drink on every table reminded Corco of the great banquets he had held in Saniya throughout the years. Many dishes were clearly inspired from Saniya’s creations. Countless servants stood at the ready to fulfill every wish of their guests, and a performance of hundreds of dancers occupied the center of the room, and would go on to last for most of the day.
They’re really trying to impress, huh?
Just as Corco thought that, the one eager to impress appeared right in front of him.
“King Corco, what do you think?” said Uchu, the current lord of House Villca as he walked into the salon with arms spread wide. A few years back, he had been no more than a bastard child of the previous lord, living outside of Cashan as a small-time pirate. By now, the years as a lord had removed the traces of his past. The lord held his head high and proud, and his generous physique spoke of many lazy days enjoying his status.
He looks more and more like his father, Corco thought, and hoped that he wouldn’t act like his father in the future. He would hate to lose an ally.
“It’s nice.” the king finally replied after he had pushed the worrying thought to the back of his head. “Looks like you’ve done well for yourself in your estate.”
“Of course. Not least thanks to King Corco’s gracious support.” The lord laughed and continued. “But please, please. Have a seat.”
“I didn’t give much support, right?” The king said and followed the lord. “Looks like it’s mostly you guys doing a good job.”
Of course that was an exaggeration, and Guachimine acknowledged as much.
“King Corcopaca deems to make light of his contribution. From the construction of the new copper mines to fertilizer, cement and other help, Saniya had done much to contribute to Cashan’s current prosperity.”
“That’s right. House Villca is ever grateful,” Uchu added.
It seemed that despite their new status, the wealth hadn’t gone to House Villca’s head. It was a calming thought for Corco. As they talked, even more food was moved out, and the meal, in all its old-fashioned extravagance, proceeded without any disturbances. Most of the time, Corco would talk to the Villca brothers about local or global issues, though of course, the ongoing war was always the center of their discourse.
“Yes,” Corco repeated again. “All distinguished lords on this table have contributed so much to the southern kingdom’s future prosperity. Of course, everyone will be rewarded for their efforts, in addition to my eternal gratitude. We are already in negotiations with the defeated lords and will have detailed results soon.”
“King Corco, please spare your words until we have returned from the east, with victory in hand.”
A deep voice interrupted the private talk between Uchu and Corco. However, the lord of Cashan didn’t seem bothered at all.
“Brother!” he shouted and stood up to walk towards the mighty figure who had just entered. Visibly excited, he hugged his brother Pahuac, still in his bright red armor.
“You made it in time,” Uchu said.
“Of course. I never miss a war council.” Pahuac laughed and looked around as he walked towards the tables that seated his brothers and the king. “Although it seems like you have not been working too hard so far.”
He gave a nod to his brother Guachimine, before he greeted his king.
“Pahuac Villca.” Corco replied. “I thought you were stationed at the Anticasa Mountain Pass. What are you doing here?”
The king looked around and was relieved to see that the general of House Villca hadn’t brought his hell hounds with him this time. Still, he was meant to defend the kingdom’s borders from the enemy army that should be amassing in the neighboring Antila.
“I came back as soon as brother’s runner arrived. I would never miss a strategic meeting for battle, not for anything in the world. I have left my men in the pass. If they dare attack us, we can hold them for a year at least. So no need to worry.”
“In that case, I’m relieved. Since you’re here already, you may as well help us prepare. That way, I don’t have to take care of the entire battlefield by myself. I got other things to do, you know?”
“Easy,” Pahuac boasted as he plopped onto a seat and grabbed a glass of wine on the way down. “After we’re done getting drunk, I take you through the pass, and then follow along on the battlefield. This time, against those Antila bastards, I will lead House Villca’s men myself, and show those cowards what real strength is.”
“Yes, no one knows Antila’s defenses better than House Villca,” Uchu added.
As neighbors, House Villca of Cashan and House Sucopia of Antila had been competitors for many generations, regularly swapping control over the Anticasa mountain pass between them. It was only natural that they were intimately familiar with the city’s defenses, which was one major reason why Corco wanted Pahuac involved in the upcoming battle.
“And I salute you for your contributions to the Kingdom of the South.” Corco said, and raised his glass.
“Sure,” Pahuac shrugged and downed his drink in one go. “Though I don’t really care about the contribution and such. I just like hitting stuff.” The warrior finished with a loud laughed.
“If you do not want the contributions, then I will take them off your back,” Guachimine replied.
“Hitting them should be enough thought to deal with Sucopia anyways. Thinking about those idiots too much only gives indigestion,” Uchu added in a joking tone.
As he watched the three brothers talk to each other harmoniously, Corco felt confused. Here in Cashan, the three brothers had divided up the power between each other. Under their combined rule, they had made their lands prosper. Even now, after years together, it looked like they were still cooperating without friction. His own family could have been like that as well. Yet him and his brothers hadn’t even met since the start of the Succession War.
Even now, he was still fighting a rebellion instigated by his cousin and uncle. It made Corco feel like he had failed somehow, like there would have been a better way to go, if only he had been better himself. Annoyed, he pushed the pointless thoughts of the past aside. Whatever could have been wasn’t meant to be. Now he could only look ahead. Maybe once he had cleaned up his kingdom, he would find the time to feel sorry for himself.
The next morning, the kingdom’s army made its way towards the Anticasa Mountain Pass, reinforced by the troops of House Villca.
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His head empty of thoughts, Loreius Ichilia stared down onto the snow-covered fields around Antila. All he registered was the endless white of the plains. Who knew how long he had stood there, still and sunken into a trance.
“Lord Ichilia! Lord Ichilia!”
It took him a while, but Loreius finally realized that the voice was addressing him.
That’s right. I am the lord now. At the same time as he realized, he also noticed that his face had been scrunched up into a frown, his forehead almost twisting into knots. Before he turned around, he smoothed his expression, to show his usual, calm confidence. He couldn’t afford to show weakness. Least of all now, and least of all towards the man who had addressed him.
“Duke Herak, what are you doing up here?”
The beast’s mountainous figure came towards him. Loreius himself was quite well-endowed, and yet this foreigner was even wider. Yet where Loreius had fat, Herak was pure muscle. Even without armor he looked like a monster. Maybe it was that bronze mask of his, or maybe the full beard he had grown underneath over the past few months that made him look even less civilized.
“You have to come back down, younger Ichilia. The losers have started talking again. I need at least one adult in the room when we negotiate or I will go insane.”
“And what makes Duke believe that they would listen to their junior?”
“And what would be the point of staying here, junior governor? Get down there, do something,” the duke replied in his usual, gruff tone. As always, he refused to speak a word of Yakua, even though Loreius was sure that he knew the language perfectly well. At least, he remembered hearing the duke speak the words of the locals in the past. Luckily, Loreius had learned the words of the foreigners, though he worried that the beast seemed to be reverting backwards. Though these days, it felt like he wasn’t the only one.
A few days back, the lord of Antila finally returned to his home. Lord Sucopia was joined by two fellow lords from his league of lords. Though by that point, it seemed that the league was mostly done for. At least that was what Loreius had grasped from them. It was hard to tell through all the incoherent mumbling. Clearly, they hadn’t done well on their dangerous trek through the midland hills. Either way, the new lord of House Ichilia had no interest in wasting any more time on them. He really didn’t have the patience for it, not when he had his own worries.
“Does this view not feel grand?” Loreius thus said, rather than answer the question. At the same time, he turned back towards the view of the empty, white fields beyond Antila’s massive walls. “Up here, one can feel invincible, in complete control of fate.”
“And you do not control your fate elsewhere, lord?”
The stinging comment made his heart sour, but Loreius wouldn’t show it on his face. Still, the reminder hurt his pride. In the past, he had thought that he was in charge of not only his own fate, but the fate of everyone. Throughout his life, he had managed to calculate others and make them play in accordance with his plans. This way, he could get others to do exactly what he wanted, even if they hated him or his family. That had been his pride.
Over the past few years, he had put together his greatest trap yet, a plan that was meant to spell doom for the southern kingdom which had made so much trouble for Huaylas over the years. At the same time, the completed plan would lead to House Ichilia’s total dominance over first the central kingdom, and then later the entire Medala Empire.
Yet three days ago, it all came crashing down when a runner from Huaylas had finally reached him. The runner had taken more than ten days to make his way through the two northern kingdoms, through eastern Medala and then via sea route all the way to Port Ulta. Only then did Loreius learn of their failed invasion of the southern kingdom, and of his father’s death. In an instant, his carefully laid plans had been destroyed, and it wasn’t the only unfortunate news they had received that day.
“Who is truly in charge of their own fate?” he finally replied after he had calmed his stormy mood again. “First father died in combat, and on the same day Sucopia and his two idiot friends showed up in Antila and told us of their crushing defeat. Ever since three days ago, it has been one disadvantageous message after another. We are outmaneuvered and outnumbered, with low morale and no advantages to our name. Who would dare still claim that fate is on our side, now that the enemy is in possession of a true miracle?”
Loreius sighed and looked up at the darkening sky. Even the heavens seemed to support the little king of the south. Whether he truly had the support of the Divines or whether he was just taking advantage of coincidences and rumors, the effect was undoubtedly powerful. The king’s men were strengthened, and his own were weakened. It would also impede what Loreius was best at: Any allies would be less willing to work with him against the miracle from up above. However, it appeared the monster was not intimidated by those up high.
“Exaggerations of a defeatist,” he said, a sneer on his face. “There is much good that has come from the last days.”
Loreius looked over to the creature in confusion.
“And what good, pray tell, has come to us these days?”  he asked.
“For one, we managed to add another ten thousand knights to our numbers.”
That was indeed an advantage. At first, the league of lords had been a powerful force in their own right, largely independent from his influence. Now however, they were all unified under the united command of all anti-Saniya allies. Since the leftovers of the league were barely able to function anymore, that meant Loreius and Herak held most of the power.
“Though you overestimate their impact,” the young lord refuted anyways. According to Sucopia and Curichi, they had left Kapra for the east with 14,000 warriors. On their way here, they had to travel through snow-covered, empty nothing. They had been lacking supplies, and had received constant harassment from small scouting teams of the southern kingdom, who had followed them all the way east. As a result, they had lost four thousand men on their way here. Some had died, but most of them had simply left the camp in the middle of the night. Whatever was left was low on morale and physically weak from the arduous trek. They wouldn’t be helpful for a long time, and even with them, Loreius felt that they couldn’t hope to defeat the invincible southern army in an open field battle. Yet once again, the beast would not relent.
“Maybe they cannot win a fight, though that remains to be seen. But if nothing else, they can force that little merchant king here. Force him to show his cowardly face for once.”
A laugh escaped the beast that made Loreius’ skin crawl. Uncomfortable from his companion’s strange manner, he looked away, back out into the endless white.
“And that little merchant king keeps winning,” Herak continued. “Now he is even a god or whatever you people call it here.That means he is getting arrogant, even more arrogant than before. The perfect chance for him to make a mistake. A single slip-up is more than enough. Give me a glimpse of him, and I will take him out personally.”
As he spoke. Herak pulled his massive war bow from his back. The weapon was already stringed as well, for whatever reason. In fact, he had never seen the weapon without a string since the start of the war. Maybe the beast was simply always ready to pounce.
At first, Loreius was apprehensive about Herak’s intentions, so he took a step back. Though he couldn’t feel any malice from the creature, so he simply watched as the duke drew an arrow, aimed his bow towards the fields below and loosed it into the air. The arrow sailed into the sky and soon disappeared into the distance.
“You truly believe the king will come to attack us? He has never launched an attack on a city so far. Every time he fights, he maneuvers his enemies into an impossible spot and gains decisive victory on the open field or in a defensive battle.” As Loreius spoke, he watched Herak continue to fire arrows into the snow, seemingly without sense.
“That is the best news of all. We have what that king wants. He needs to come over and get it, and he wants to come over and get it. I guarantee that he will show up with his army within a few days at the latest. That is why I came to this backwater after all.”
“What does that king want then, other than our lives?” Again, Loreius was confused by the strange thoughts of the beast. Were all foreigners like this, or was this one a particularly unusual specimen?
“We control the people he needs,” the beast explained, still calmly firing arrows into the evening air. “Epunamo Villca has been a guest in Port Ulta for years now. He is still the legitimate heir of Cashan. That king’s allies who have stolen the land will pressure him. They want to put an end to the threat to their rule once and for all, so he will be forced to attack. And now, we even have the little king’s uncle.”
“Lord Ogulno,” Loreius finished the thought. More and more, he understood where the beast’s confidence was coming from. Maybe he wasn’t completely mad yet.
“I hear he has been trying to kill that man for a while.” The beast grinned a vicious grin. “That kid has always been angry, vengeful, and persistent. He will never let that uncle of his go, even if he crosses ten more mountain ranges to reach him. If that is still not enough, we hold this entire damned town hostage. He always cares about ‘his’ people, does he not?No matter what, I will make sure that he comes here. And he will come here soon.”
“And you say we can beat him once he is here?” Although the young lord was now convinced that they could lure King Corcopaca here, that would only get them a desperate fight against a superior army.
“What do you think I have been doing here, little lord? I am not up here to provide you company. and I do not fire these arrows for enjoyment.”
Herak shot another arrow into nothing, before he spoke up again.
“There you go, that should be as far as my arrows will go from here. Go tell your people to look for them out there, and rough up the earth from the walls to there. Make it look like a muddy field that an army has run through. Give them hills and valleys to run through as they approach the walls. Slow them down, make it as ugly as possible. That way, they will be easier targets for me.”
“And that will be enough to deal with them?”
“You really have a lot of questions, huh?” The beast turned, and finally looked at Loreius. His dark eyes, hidden deep inside his mask, looked like those of a wild animal, flickering and restless.
“Just…” Loreius paused for a while and breathed deeply, to make sure his voice wouldn’t tremble. “many have been saying the same in the past, yet King Corcopaca keeps winning his wars.”
“What do you mean, he keeps winning?” Herak growled.“I’ve only fought the brat twice, and he lost each time. First time he hid behind his walls, second time he ran away like a coward before his troops could break. Would have broken them like a twig if it hadn’t been for his cowardice.”
“Is that true?”
Loreius took a closer look at Herak, and realized something strange. The duke was much more talkative than he had been in the past few years. It felt like something had changed about the man. Somehow, he seemed even more dangerous than in the past.
“With the new arrivals, we have no fewer men than him,” Herak said. “They have some good muskets, but so do we. They have cannons, so do we. We are in no regard inferior to them. We could take them in open combat if you people weren’t so terrified of some lightning dropping somewhere. But now, we are even behind walls, in a strong, well-defended position. That king’s arrogance will lead him to keep attacking, keep bashing his head against our wall. And then, once he’s tired out, we’ll counterattack and destroy him. The merchant king’s luck ends here.”
“Still… would it not be better to do this in Port Ulta? Defend there, with the cannon ships behind us? With their support, defending would be easy.”
“And lose all control over the mountain pass? What are you, a coward? Again, you people keep asking to run away.” Herak shook his head, then raised his voice. “You need to face your fears, boy. Your father is dead already. Your army has been destroyed. Your back is against the wall, so act like it. This is it, the great chance for a comeback. If we beat them in Port Ulta, nothing changes, and the war goes on. But if we can beat them here, when their little king is with them, we can end it all. If we defeat these barbarians and kill the merchant king, you get to keep your lands, and I get to go home. So show some spine, and fight for your life.”
Finally, Loreius realized what was different about the foreigner. All these years, he had seemed like one of the tigers in his father’s private collection, a trapped beast running around in a cage, with no purpose. Now, he looked like he had finally left the cage, a beast on its hunt for prey, with a deadly calm imbued in his every action. Finally, Loreius stopped fretting about his perfect plans that were no longer possible, and about the past. He was ready to face their troubles, and the future. if he couldn’t control fate, then he would bend it to his will, even if it broke.
“Now come with me, and help me reign in the three idiots,” Herak continued. “There is much work left to do if we want to give the merchant an unforgettable greeting.”
Without another word, the freed tiger turned and stepped down the walls. Before he followed the duke, Loreius stared out into white nothing one more time, and imagined a great battle that would soon decide his fate.
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Oct 31, 2022


After several days of preparation and reorganization in Cashan, Corco’s army had grown to an entirely new level. Twenty-seven companies of soldiers – made up of about a thousand combat personnel each - represented almost all the strength Saniya could muster in the short-term. The king had only kept back another two companies in Qarasi Castle. In case of an attack from the north, the two thousand men would be enough to protect the Narrows until reinforcements arrived. With his current control over Sachay, and with much of the northern fleets destroyed, there was no need to keep anything else back.
At the same time, the various lords under Corco had also done their best to prove their value now that the war was as good as decided. Not only had Corco’s old allies sent most of their warriors, but also many former members of the league of lords had done the same. In order to guarantee that they wouldn’t rise up again, the warriors had been sent into the army, though many houses had sent them willingly in hopes of leniency from the now powerful king.
Some of the warriors would do grunt work, and others would fight on the front lines to pay for their previous betrayal. Thus, with everything put together, the southern kingdom managed to raise another 24,000 warriors for their army.
With over 50,000 elite soldiers behind him and supported by over two hundred cannons he had drawn from Saniya and the northern coast line, the king felt confident in his complete victory as he crossed through Anticasa Mountain Pass. A day after they had exited the pass, the army reached Antila, the city of Lord Sucopia.
As one of the three escaped lords from the previous battle, he was also one of the people responsible for the sacking of Kapra. Thus, Corco would have been forced to come here to deal justice even if the city hadn’t been on the way to Port Ulta. However, as he saw the city, he realized that passing by here hadn’t been an option in the first place.
He had expected to find a typical Sachay city, built with wooden walls, or maybe weaker stone walls. Only the cities built around ancient ruins like Saniya had stronger internal walls. All other cities in the south had poor defenses that were not built for modern combat. They would be enough to hold back a warrior charge, but wouldn’t stand up long to cannon fire. Maybe, he feared, he would see a repeat of Kapra, the lords gone mad from fear and burning every place they could find during their retreat.
However, what he found was possibly worse than either of his assumptions.
“This might not be so simple,” he commented, while standing on a snow-covered hill overlooking their future battlefield through a telescope.
Behind him was a vast landscape of hills and a brand-new cement path, which would lead straight back into Anticasa Mountain Pass. In front of him lay more hills, and then vast plains, before the city of Antila appeared in the distance. High walls and sturdy towers stood in the way of victory.
Two sets of walls had been built, one behind the other. The inner wall surrounded the entire city, even the less important commoner area on the city’s edge. It was a traditional Yaku wall, almost more thick than high, and made of a mosaic of stones from the local area. However, it was still far higher than anything else Corco had seen in the south.
Due to their militant nature, many southern lords abhorred strong walls, calling those who would hide behind them weak. In fact, the only old wall of any considerable height had always been Qarasi Castle, but the castle had been mostly destroyed and left abandoned in the civil war thirty years ago.
Yet this wall here had a height of maybe twenty meters, tall enough to rival almost any northern city outside of Arguna. Though that alone wasn’t enough to shock the king. Even this kind of wall wouldn’t stand long against cannons. It simply wasn’t built to withstand that kind of continuous impact. Rather, it was the second wall that surprised Corco.
The second wall was gray and smooth, as if it had been cast, rather than built. In fact, that was exactly what had happened, because the second wall of Antila was built from cement. Shorter than the first wall, it stood in front to protect it. Triangles of concrete jutted out from the first wall in angles of maybe thirty degrees or so. Together, they formed a star shape that seemed to be directly copied from the new fortifications around Qarasi Castle.
“How the fuck did that happen?” Corco asked in confusion. “Why does this place have a star fortress?”
“Maybe you should ask your people that question, King Corco,” Pahuac Villca next to Corco replied.
Together with them stood Saniya’s General Scolo, who had been removed from the now defunct battlefield along the shores of the Narrow Sea. After his previous victory, he would take over the day-to-day command of all Saniya soldiers on the battlefield, while Corco with his ‘miracle’ aura would be not much more than a mascot. He wasn’t a general after all, and proper warfare should be left to the professionals. Huaman was also present, the lord of Vallunaraju, who had been Corco’s staunchest ally throughout his weakest moments. Thus, he had been put in charge of logistics, while Pahuac Villca had been put in charge of the many warriors from different factions.
The four had come up to this hill together to check on the battlefield and make some preliminary plans while their soldiers were putting up the king’s tent and their camp around it. Now, it was looking like they had a tough road ahead.
“What do you mean?” Corco asked Pahuac.
“What I mean is: These people got those nice, new walls from Saniya.” the warrior sneered, though he just stopped short of insulting his king. Even someone as reckless as Pahuac wouldn’t dare insult Corco at the moment, not with his current prestige in the kingdom.
“They bought cement?” Huaman asked an obvious question, maybe to distract everyone from Pahuac’s insolent tone.
“Well, everyone’s been buying everything from Saniya recently.” The king shrugged, not too bothered by the rudeness. Others would put the warrior back in line if he ever overstepped it. “Of course I know that they built up their castle there, I signed off on it. I just didn’t think they’d build it like this.”
Corco paused for dramatic effect, but realized that everyone wanted to ask the same question, so he simply continued before anyone got rude.
“Before the start of this civil war, Antila was the border of the empire, one of only two land borders. The north's already well-protected, but in the east, towards Port Ulta, we had a significant weakness. I didn’t want to passively rely on the Anticasa Pass, so when Sucopia offered to build up his defenses and even pay me for it, I had no reason to decline. Just…”
Again, Corco looked over the tricky defensive system of Antila.
“...I thought they would built up their defenses in the east, towards Port Ulta. Why would they build their walls this strong towards the west?”
“It looks like Lord Sucopia long planned to rebel,” Lord Huaman concluded. However, Corco shook his head.
“He didn’t,” he said. “The league of lords was put together almost on a whim, driven by Ichilia and the priests. There was a lot of coincidence involved. Had they planned this long in advance, someone would've noticed something earlier. We’re not that incompetent. I hope.”
“As for the walls in the east, that is something I can answer,” Pahuac added. “Ever since we took the Anticasa Pass, the two houses of Sucopia and Villca have been enemies. They probably built their western defenses to prepare for another war against us. It has been a while since we beat them up, so it was about time. Not a surprise that they worked this hard to build walls, since we will wipe them out if they cannot hide behind solid rock.”
“Well, shit,” Corco summarized “We’ll have to get through the thing either way.General Scolo, what do you think?”
Rather than worry about the past, Corco was more concerned with the future of his kingdom. Thus, he refocused their attention on the reason they had come up here: Make plans to conquer Antila. However, Scolo’s deep frown didn’t fill the king with confidence.
“High walls behind, lower walls in front.They can definitely set up artillery there. Their arrangement doesn’t seem mindless, it looks like they understand the purpose of a star fortress quite well and have set up accordingly. The approach to the walls is flat too, so there’s no cover, we’d have to construct some ourselves. So long as they have sufficient rifles and cannons, breaking through will be a hard challenge. If nothing unusual happens, it would be a long battle, and we’d have to grind them down with our superior resources.”
For Corco, a war of attrition was the absolute worst option. He didn’t want to waste any more of his men and resources of his kingdom on a pointless civil war.
“And I guess we can’t go around, right?” Corco asked, hoping that he would be wrong in his assessment. “They shouldn’t have many troops beyond this point, and their remaining two cities outside of Antila should be isolated and poorly defended.”
“We can’t go around unless we want them to fall into our backs,” Scolo replied again. “We can leave behind an army for a siege and split up the rest, but that would open up the option for our enemy to defeat us in detail. Not to mention that our roads end here, in Antila. If we go into the wastes beyond this point, we will struggle with supplies.”
“So how about attacking Antila from behind?” Corco tried again. “We can cross the river and attack from the west, looks like their defenses on that side haven’t been built yet.”
“That would be risky,” Pahuac said. “Aseries fortresses have been set up on the other shore. The Sucopias are the family that built Anticasa Pass. If one house in Medala knows how to build a defense and hide behind it, it would be them.”
Unwilling to accept reality, Corco looked through a telescope at the tight defenses for a few more seconds.
“At least we should try a probing attack soon, just in case they are weaker than we think.” Scolo’s proposal was better than nothing, though the king didn’t have much hope. Out of ideas and out of stubborn energy, he finally sighed.
“Let’s try that.” he said in the end. “Well, it looks like our progress has been slowed down for now. Let’s wait until the camp is built and then check the map again. We might be stuck here for a while, so let’s take it slowly and make sure we haven’t overlooked anything.”
Thus, the four commanders of the southern kingdom’s army returned to their troops, and soon Scolo and Pahuac began to organize the men to set up a permanent camp that would last them a few months, at least. However, there was still the one last attempt left, just in case.
Before the camp was even finished, the army sent out a surprise probing attack. Around two thousand of their freshest warriors suddenly organized their ranks and attacked the walls out of nowhere. They would test the enemy defenses, so they could better plan their attack strategy. In fact, Corco had secretly some hopes for the attack. If the traitors had amassed their troops in Port Ulta instead of here, or if the defenders were too low on morale or busy with infighting, a quick victory could still be possible. Maybe they just looked strong, and would fall apart at the first sign of resistance.
This illusion was quickly dashed. Without fear, a corps made up of warriors from the southern kingdom marched towards the city’s walls, with hastily constructed ladders in hand. In total, their number didn’t exceed two thousand, which would be just enough to be considered a proper threat to the defenders, if they had amassed inside. As it turned out, they had, and they had ways to make the attackers honest.
As soon as the troop came within around two hundred meters of the lower cement wall, the city broke out into thunder. Cannons and rifles roared all at once as the defenders unloaded fire upon the warriors below. All this time, the soldiers of the enemy had patiently hidden behind cover, never showing their heads,to lure the attackers into a trap.
Luckily, both Scolo and Pahuac were experienced soldiers and had prepared their men well for such eventualities. As soon as they heard the first sound of thunder, all warriors dropped their ladders and raised large iron shields they had carried on their backs. At this distance, the thick metal would be enough to withstand musket shot and any shrapnel from indirect cannon fire.
For a while, the warriors held their position and carefully observed the enemy opposite to scope out their weakness. Yet despite the shields, every salvo would claim several more warriors. The losses weren’t large, but being attacked so one-sidedly was terrible for morale. Thus, Pahuac soon called for retreat.
Only a few of the southern kingdom’s warriors were finally left on the battlefield. Still, the thick cloud of smoke that rose from the city’s walls made it clear to Corco that there were plenty of barrels aimed at them at this moment. All these years, he had always won his battles through superior technology and a defender’s advantage. This time, both advantages were gone. He didn’t want to admit it, but Scolo was really right. This one would take a while.
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Chapter 392 - Obsession
Nov 1, 2022


On a new day of combat, a young commander in Antila’s new allied army stepped on top of the walls. As part of the reinforcements from Port Ulta, he had just stepped off the ship and was ready to show off his prowess. His black hair was long and shiny, a proud achievement of his many victories over the years. His armor was polished to a mirror shine, gleaming in a bronze hue in the sunlight, ready to blind his enemies during his charge.
“Idiot! Get your head down!”
Herak’s giant hand grabbed the idiot commander’s shoulder and dragged him down behind the walls. A second later, several shots brushed over their heads.
“If you want to get killed, then go ahead and keep wearing your pretty armor, idiot,” Herak growled into the idiot’s ashen face. “Now unless you want a new hole in your head, get back down from the walls and change.”
Herak watched the idiot sneak his way back down the wall, his head now firmly kept below the walls. For the thousandth time since the start of the siege, the duke felt the same frustration that had become so familiar in battles against the merchant’s troops.
Dishonorable Cowards.
By now, they had learned that the southern kingdom had trained snipers to kill commanders, but it had been a tough lesson. After losing many valuable men, they had finally started to adapt, though all the replacements they had to bring for their dead commanders still didn’t understand the basics of this new type of warfare. Who knew how many more would die before they understood the dangers of this battlefield as well as Herak.
The duke himself was wearing a dull, light-gray robe over his expensive armor, so he wouldn’t recognized as anything more than a normal soldier at a distance. Even his mask had been blackened and hidden underneath a hood, so it wouldn’t reflect any light. Although their adaptation had cost them many important lives, it seemed like they had finally stemmed the tide, at least for now.
A week had passed since the siege of Antila had begun. The smooth plains around the city had long disappeared. Even before the appearance of the southern army, the defenders had already roughed up the ground. However, the second transformation by the attackers was even more thorough.
A crater-filled landscape had begun to form under the persistence of artillery from within the city. Yet there was still some order within this chaos. From the north, south and west of the city, a network of trenches had begun to spring up. Although the ground in winter was hard, the king’s forces insisted on their work against the backdrop of constant fire from the city defenders, who aimed to disrupt their progress. Yet they had found ways to get closer, even when under attack.
The trenches were almost as deep as a man, reinforced with wooden beams for stability, and built in a Z-shaped pattern. Thus, every forty or so meters, another trench sat perpendicular to the walls. All of them were connected through diagonal trenches, to make sure that no soldier on the wall ever had a clean line of sight at the attackers inside.
In this way, the attackers slowly inched their way towards the walls, ever closer. The closer they came, the more pressure they put on the attackers, and the more firepower they could concentrate on the walls, thus slowly eroding the advantage of the defenders. Not to mention that even the sturdy walls of the city had already been marked with the enemy’s artillery as well. Still, the walls had been built sturdy, and the trenches still had half the distance to go. As the attackers tried to push forward, the defenders tried to doggedly impede their progress.
For now, the war was at a standstill. The final victor would be decided by determination, and the longer breath.
Determination Herak had in spades. Still, the image from atop the walls made him depressed.
“Does that merchant never run out of his cheap tricks?”
As Herak watched the plumes of smoke rise from within the tricky trenches, he became more and more impatient. Over the last few days, these soldiers outside had started to use the cover of their fire to creep closer and closer towardsthe walls. The worst part of it all wasn’t the fire itself. He wasn’t afraid of a handful of lead balls, not at this distance. His armor would protect him from most hits, and even a direct hit wouldn’t kill him at this distance, unless it his him square in his eyes. No, the worst part was the smoke these boorish weapons produced.
The duke suppressed the irritation in his heart and slowly stood up behind the already prepared crenelations. Before the enemy army had arrived, they had been built so that he could stand and fire his bow without being under direct fire of the enemy. Thus, he breathed out and raised his weapon.
Past the metal hiding his face and through the narrow slits in the wall, he peeked into the trenches below, and tried to see through the obscuring smoke. For several seconds he held his posture, his body tensed like the bow in his hand. As soon as he saw the off-white color of Saniya’s uniforms peeking through the snow, he released his hand and let his arrow loose.
The projectile charged towards the uniform and disappeared into the smoke. He waited for a few seconds, but never saw any more of the off-white color.Whether or not it was a hit was hard to say, but Herak was just happy to keep them down in the dirt, and to slow their advance. Maybe these new weapons were nice for short distances, but his bow, with its arcing trajectory, was perfect to deal with the moles hiding inside their trenches.
As Herak reached for his quiver and another arrow, he peeked at the rows of warriors and knights to his left and right. Rows of his men stood atop the walls with him. Although none of them were shots like him, their numbers were more than enough to make up for it. All of them carried bows and arrows, and continuously fired over the wall in a high arc. When these arrows came back down from above, the trenches would do little to protect the attackers.
Maybe they wouldn’t kill many, but injuries were just as good as a kill in a battle, and just the fear of death from above would do its part to slow down the enemy. Of course, the bows were most effective close to their maximum range. It was hard to aim them up and hit right below the walls. Though for that, they had more than ten thousand men with fancy new rifles.
Herak and his allies had learned from their last war against the merchant king. Thus, over the past three years, he had managed to get together several thousand flintlock rifles from various sources, not much fewer than what their merchant enemies had. For once, that little king didn’t have an advantage in numbers. Better yet, the rifles were far more effective in defense than they were in attack. While the trenches helped even the playing field, they still weren’t as good for cover as the walls. Not to mention that the difference would only grow larger over time.
These days, the enemy soldiers were getting closer to the walls, but that only made their situation more and more dangerous. As they closed in, their shallow earth defenses would provide them with less and less cover. At a closer range, the angle of fire for the defenders atop the wall became steeper, which meant that more of the attackers’ bodies would be exposed in the trenches.
At the same time, they would also have a much poorer shot on his soldiers high up on the wall. This was an inherent defender’s advantage, which had become far more pronounced with the popularization of gunpowder weapons. Now, the merchant would taste the full horror of these tools that he himself had dragged onto the stage of history.
Herak sneered as he thought about the enemy king’s sour face, and fired another arrow. This time, he could see the body fall back into the smoke before another enemy salvo spewed more smoke and took his sight again. It was a solid hit. Although he still didn’t know whether the victim was dead or alive, he had a pretty good idea.
While his arrows wouldn’t poison people like the new lead balls did, they were far more destructive. His arrows were not much slower than a ball, and much heavier. Their power could fell a bear, as they often had in the past. Even if they were only hit in the arm or other non-lethal areas, the commoner soldiers of the merchant king wouldn’t stay alive for long with their flesh mangled and their bones splintered.
Again, Herak reached for an arrow. As he got into a rhythm, his mind turned into a terrifying calm, as it always did during battle. As he mindlessly ended the lives and happiness of more and more enemies, as he continued to stem back the approaching tide, he thought more about their position. As the enemies got closer to their walls with their own trenches, their speed slowed down, due to the heavier fire from above.
If they wanted to retain their cover from the trenches despite the worsening angle, they had to dig deeper into the frozen earth, which would only further slow down their advance. At this rate, it would be the end of winter by the time they managed to reach the walls.
Luckily, Herak was well prepared for war this time. Ever since they had made concrete plans with House Ichilia, Saqartu, and Ogulno, he and his temporary allies had spent months to put together the supplies for their war against the south. By now, they had plenty stocked up in Antila. Even better, the Uskaylla River gave them a strong supply line from here directly to Port Ulta in their hinterland, while Port Ulta itself connected them to half the world.
If that king thought he could starve them out with slow pressure, he was in for a nasty surprise. Since they didn’t break immediately from the enemy’s evil tricks, all that was left to do was to hold out, show no weakness and slowly squeeze the enemy morale. Sooner or later, repeated failures to conquer their supposedly weak and god-hated foes would grind down the abnormal morale of the attackers. After seeing what some had called the lightning miracle, these soldiers had turned into fanatics who would willingly dive into this deadly battlefield for their faith.
Herak didn’t believe in miracles. He only believed in what he could reach with his bow. The clouds and the stars were too far away for him to consider. He would teach those soldiers that these imaginary clouds of lightning were not as good as the bow in his hands. A firm will wouldn’t protect them from his arrows.
Compared to the attackers' shaky morale based on superstition, the defenders had their backs against the wall. There was no retreat for them, so they would fight for their lives, to the last man if necessary. In their desperate position, they would never break. By the time the attackers would wake up from their delusions and realized as much, their absurd morale would take a turn for the worst.
All he needed then was one firm push, one decisive counter charge,to confuse that king’s army and break through. He had long learned the detailed information from the retreating warriors out of the old league of lords. As far as he could tell, this was it, the entire army of the southern kingdom.
They looked very fierce on the surface right now, but their strength was still fragile, propped up by nothing but these few thousand soldiers. A single defeat could topple their entire kingdom and drive their merchant king into despair, which was exactly what Herak intended to do. All he had to do was wait, wait for their morale to be ground down against the walls of Antila.
Though even if this southern kingdom managed to raise more soldiers, or if their routed army managed to recover, Herak didn’t care. To him, it really didn’t matter who would win this was. His goal was only one: To kill the merchant king. For him, it was sweet revenge, but it was also so much more than that.
The King of the South was the local king who was most hostile to Arcavia’s influence in the region. He had caused much damage to the interests of their merchant fleets. If Herak could manage to kill the king, another reshuffle for power would happen in the local area, and Borna could further strengthen their hold over the locals. Thus, Herak’s mission would be fulfilled, and he would finally be allowed to return home, victorious and worthy of regaining his lost lands. All he needed was a chance to get close, a moment of confusion in the enemy army to push through the lines and drive his arrow through the fat merchant’s eye.
A look west, beyond the enemy army, towards their camp where his old nemesis would hide, and the duke couldn’t repress a smile. Although his tensed skin hurt from the movement, Herak didn’t care for once. The pain couldn’t dull his anticipation. The enemy’s progress was already slow, and he intended to slow it down even further. Everything was ready for the tides to turn, for Herak to kill the merchant and regain what had been robbed from him. All he needed to do was stall for time, and wait for his chance.
Hermit's Notes: So I now have about ten chapters left that are basically done and only need some proof reading, which means I have some buffer time. I just started reworking Book1 again today. If I get far enough, I might be able to publish an overhauled version of that soon-ish. Exciting-ish.
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Nov 2, 2022


Winter still held the southern kingdom in its icy grip. Snow still reigned on the plains north of Antila and silenced all life under its cover. However, only the Uskaylla River still raged on with its usual ferocity. With its source high in the southernmost outcrops of the Sallqatta Mountains, it charged downhill in the north-eastern part of Antila and brushed the city along its eastern wall. On its race towards Port Ulta and the Weltalic Sea, the river showed little care little for the surrounding stillness.
Ever since the start of the siege three weeks ago, this river had become the front line between the two armies in the Sachay civil war. Though of course, the war had since expanded into a conflict between the southern and central kingdoms.
At this moment, a small scouting troop of Corco’s southern army was on patrol along the river, half a day’s march to the north-east of their army’s camp. Though the noise of the nearby river was almost deafening, that still didn’t stop one of them from complaining.
“So why do we have to run around in this empty place again!?” Taki shouted against nature.
He blew into his hands as he looked at the endless snow around him. Clearly, the scout wasn’t too happy about being forced out into the cold. That much, Qhatuq could understand about his new partner. Since he himself was a warrior from the much more temperate Tacicir north of the Narrows, he himself was not yet used to Sachay’s winter. Still, even as a new member to the southern kingdom, he knew that their task was necessary. Though of course, he wouldn’t explain that much to the noisy companion who had been forced upon him.
“Shut up and follow your orders,” the warrior shouted instead. “The commander knows what he’s doing. That’s all we need to know.”
As they reached a bend in the river, they continued straight, away from the water. Since the noise had slightly rescinded for now, Taki took it as another excuse to whine.
“At least you should tell me what we are doing, right?” he whined, even going so far to stop in his steps. “At least I should know what I am meant to look out for, or why would I even be here?”
This time, Qhatuq paused to look back at his annoying, clueless new colleague who tread on the spot to keep himself warm, arms clung around his torso. After the sudden start of the war against the coalition army formed by House Ichilia - the rebellious southern lords, the Arcavian forces and the troops of Huaylas - the southern kingdom’s army had been forced to expand once more, even though it had already been of considerable size before.
As a result, the number of rookies had increased dramatically. To make sure these additions wouldn’t just become cannon fodder, veteran soldiers like Qhatuq had been burdened with the new recruits to provide guidance.
That had helped the newcomers get used to the battlefield more quickly, but for him, it really was a pain to drag around so much dead weight. At least others could deal with their rookies as part of a formation, but he was on his own out here. Despite what he had said, scouts had to do more than just follow orders, it wasn’t a position that was easy to learn, and out here with his life on the line, he didn’t have the leisure to just start a teaching session.
Still, it looked like this time a stern reprimand wouldn’t be enough to shut up the rookie. So rather than bark back, he suppressed his twitching eye and explained.
“You weren’t with us yet the last time we marched for Kapra. Back then, the traitor lords tried to break the river dam to flood our entire army. So the commander told us to keep watch along the upstream river, in case the traitors try anything like that again.”
“But there is no dam here anyways, right? What would they even break?” Taki complained back like an idiot, all the while looking upstream, maybe in search of a dam he had overlooked so far.
Qhatuq suppressed a sigh.
“Even if there is no dam, the traitors can still build one,” he said. “If they dam up the upstream river and then let it overflow past its boundaries, just imagine what happens to our camp.”
“Wait… but Antila is downhill,” Taki replied in an incredulous tone.
“That’s right. Imagine all our trenches filling up with freezing river water, and our people in them.” Qhatuq couldn’t help but shudder. “If those plans were to succeed, the army would just be building a moat for them, and a grave for themselves.”
“They would be flooding their own city!” Taki shouted, seemingly forgetting about the cold for a second. In response, Qhatuq just shrugged.
“Even if they drown, we’d drown first. Antila might be downhill from here, but it’s still built on a hump along the river. If they move their soldiers up early, at least some would survive.”
“Even the traitors won’t be that mad, right?”
“Not sure, but just think of the things they did to the people in Kapra. They clearly don’t mind killing their people, so we better be careful and assume the worst. If our enemies aren’t idiots, and monsters, they’ll try to use the river to their advantage.”
Qhatuq started walking again, and Taki followed, this time without a complaint.
“So that’s why we’re here. I thought the commander just didn’t like us,” the rookie mumbled after a while.
“Now you know. In the future, I don’t want to hear any complaints. If your company leader tells you to do something, you just do it without the dumb questions. And don’t talk bad about the higher ups. You don’t know who-”
“Shh, stop.”
Again, Taki stood still, and this time he even interrupted his veteran partner's sound advice.
“I mean it,” Qhatuq emphasized through gritted teeth. “If someone hears you complain about your superior and military police show up-”
“No, I mean, shut up a second,” Taki repeated, this time without his joking tone. “I think I heard something.”
Finally, Qhatuq went quiet and watched his companion work. The rookie blew into his hands one more time, before they formed a funnel over his right ear. There was a reason why this idiot had been assigned to an elite unit like the kingdom’s scouts, while other new recruits had just been sprinkled into the standard infantry or logistics teams. Despite his foul mouth, he had an excellent talent for scouting. Especially his hearing was the best Qhatuq had ever seen on a man.
Thus, the veteran put his amber glasses over his eyes and concentrated as well. Although couldn’t hear anything aside from the noise of the distant river, even after several seconds, that didn’t mean he would dismiss his partner’s claim. At least in this regard, the rookie had proven reliable over the past few days.
“Lead the way,” he whispered instead.
So, for a change, the veteran followed behind the rookie. With lowered bodies to hide behind the frozen, snow-laden shrubbery, they traveled along the river, deeper into the hills north of Antila. When Qhatuq started to think that his companion had played a prank on him, he himself could finally hear what his partner had been talking about before. Dull thumps and human shouts occasionally broke through the raging river to reach his ears.
The alarmed veteran pulled the rookie from behind and signaled him to step back and keep quiet. Then, as quietly as his training allowed for, he pulled the white hood of his white uniform over his face and sank to the ground. Through ankle-deep snow, he robbed up the last few meters of a hill along the river’s shore. Somewhere on the other side, he would find the source of the unnatural noise. Not long after the cold had penetrated his thick uniform, he crested the hill and managed to get sight of the upper Uskaylla River.
The sight confirmed his worries. On the other side of the river, he could see between twenty-five and thirty people were working away in the dense woods along the shore. Although they were mostly covered by the forest, a look through his telescope told Qhatuq exactly what they were doing. They were logging away the trees, and then carrying them to the shore next to a narrow part of the river, only to hide them under snow. Who knew how many they already had prepared.
Sooner or later, they would dump it all and dam up the entire thing, and then flood everything downstream, just as Qhatuq had feared. Luckily, they hadn’t finished their work yet. Before their plan could succeed, he had to carry his knowledge back to the main camp so they could prevent the worst. Time was of the essence.
Thus, as quietly as they had come, the rookie and veteran duo disappeared from the river’s shore, with their enemies none the wiser.
__________________________


Chalco’s heart almost beat out of his chest as he stared into the distance. Although he squinted hard and concentrated fully, he couldn’t see much against the backdrop of the endless, white hills across the river. His eyes burned like fire, but he just couldn’t stop looking. For the second time this day, his hairs stood on end, like he was being watched.
Maybe just nerves.
A deep breath slightly reduced the jitters in his hands. He blinked away the tears in his pained eyes before he looked back at the workers behind him.
“Move! Move! Let’s get this done and go back home!” he shouted and clapped to encourage the workers.
In response, he only got some strained grunts. No wonder they couldn’t go any faster, since everyone was already doing their best. They all knew what was at stake, and how dangerous their work was.
Although Chalco knew that his complaints were pointless, he couldn’t just stand there and do nothing. Otherwise, he would feel responsible if something really happened to his crew. If nothing else, they had already put in too much effort and guts to give up now.
Dozens of wooden logs were lined up near the shore already, half-covered by mounds of snow. At the same time, they had started to set up the catch that would be released along the river’s narrowest point. Soon, the work on the eastern river shore would be done.
By then, they would only have to quickly sneak over to the western shore and set up the catch for the logs across the river. At that point, they could simply dump all the wood into the water, together with a mixture of stones and clay that would lodge them in place well enough to hold back the water. He was hesitant to call it a dam. Really, it could barely be considered a blockage, but Chalco was still proud of the method he had devised under the circumstances.
They couldn’t move a lot of manpower to slowly build up a solid dam, otherwise the southern kingdom’s soldiers downstream would notice something eventually, which would defeat the entire purpose of their secret mission. They also couldn’t just throw in the logs, earth or anything else into the water haphazardly. That way, their work would be much faster, but floating debris could attract attention downstream as well.
Thus, Chalco had come up with this compromise, one that promised both speed and secrecy. The location was also carefully considered: Out of direct sight, hidden between several hills and half-covered by a forest, while also located in a small depression, which could fill up with enough water to flood the downstream enemy trenches, but not the entire city. It wouldn’t be his proudest work as a builder, but if he were to be successful in defending his home, it would certainly be the most important work of his life.
As he went over the remaining steps in their construction plan one more time, Chalco was once again distracted from his thoughts. Again, he felt like he was being watched from afar. While he was the best builder in Antila, he was also unmistakably a true warrior, so he had learned to trust his instincts.
“We should send some scouts out to make sure there is no one to notice our work,” he finally said to his fellow officer in the distance. Pari was responsible for security work only, while Chalco - as the one who had come up with the plan and presented it to his master - had been put in charge of overseeing the entire construction. Although Chalco’s position was higher in theory, in practice, they were both warriors, and thus equal in status. Even more, Pari had made it very clear very early on that he wasn’t interested in suggestions.
“How many times do I have to say this, I am not sending scouts,” a grumpy Pari replied in his usual, rude tone. “More scouting north of the enemy camp will only attract the heretics here, do you not understand that? This whole plan of yours is madness anyways. Who would ever be foolish enough to flood his own city, in winter no less? I think so, and the heretics will think the same. So if we never give them an excuse, why would their patrols ever scout an area this far off the battlefield?”
“You might be right.” Although the miserable bastard had insulted him again, Chalco still decided to take it as a compliment for his bold plan. Conflict wouldn’t get them anywhere anyways.
“That’s right, I’m right,” the bastard kept droning on. “Now go do like your workers, little bricklayer: Shut up and get back to-”
Before Pari could finish another provocation, the sound of cannon fire - etched into every medalan warrior's bones since the start of the Era of Strife - interrupted his words. It was a sound both men should have been used to after days of bombardment atop the Antila's wall. Then again, it had never been so loud, the source never so close.
Before they could react, the impact of the cannon balls hit their position from across the river. Water splashed in front of Chalco, and he heard something tear and smash behind him. When he turned, some of the arranged logs had already splintered under the impact of solid chunks of metal, a deep indentation left behind in the wood to prove the violence of the impact. Caught completely off guards, the workers stared into nothing, just as stunned as their overseer.
While Chalco was still at a loss, Pari had already reacted.
“Retreat!” the bastard shouted, finally useful for once.
Like a spell had been lifted, all the paralyzed workers and guards woke up at once. Without any of the organization they had shown during the building process, they fled back into the small woods behind them, in search of protection from the deadly tools of their enemies. Long after they had heard the last distant shot of cannon fire, they still continued to flee, until they reached the safety of their camp far to the river’s east.
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“This is an embarrassment!” Pari shouted at bodies who lay panting and collapsed in and around the camp. It had taken them all afternoon to reassemble the routed workers who had rushed into the forest like headless flies. Five had sustained injuries so severe that they couldn’t rejoin construction anymore, which would slow down their plans even without enemy interference. Their injuries hadn’t even come from the cannons. Rather, they had fallen down or spiked themselves on a low-hanging branch during their panicked retreat, all by themselves.
Although Chalco himself was embarrassed by the performance of his subordinates, he didn’t have time to complain about others. Instead, he was focused on salvaging what was left of his plan.
“So what should we do now?” he asked and jerked his head in the vague direction of the river, a deep frown on his face. In truth, he could only put on a tough front, while inside, he felt a block of ice forming around his heart.
If they couldn’t solve this problem, his plan would become bankrupt, and the praise and rewards he had hoped for from his master would turn into accusations, maybe even punishment. Damming the river had been his idea, so the blame would be his alone as well.
When he had last met Master Sucopia, he had been erratic and easy to anger. Who knew what he would do after hearing more bad news? Just like that, a few cannons across the river had put Chalco's life itself in jeopardy.
“What else could we do, bricklayer?” Pari asked back with the same, calm scorn that usually adorned his face. “We need to stop the heretical king’s men, before they can set up their defenses across the river.”
As the old warrior spoke, Chalco could feel the ice in his veins melt just a tiny bit. In moments like these, Pari was just as useful as he was abrasive. Still, the veteran’s courage could not fully eradicate the cowardice in the architect’s heart.
“But… would it not be prudent to return home first?” he asked with ducked shoulders. “We need to report what happened here, and then let master make a decision on our next course of action. I believe we cannot move against those cannons on our own.”
Although he was anxious about his future, Chalco still remembered the last time they had tried to charge against the king’s forces. In the large engagement south of Saniya that had since come to be known as the ‘lightning battle’, rifles and cannons operated by commoners took apart their warriors – trained over generations - as if they were mere rabble.
The image of the blood-soaked snow had become an inerasable part of himself, as had the scar along his chin that he had earned in the battle. He didn’t want to go through another disaster like that, never again. Rather than seek certain death with his enemies, he was more willing to bet on the unlikely clemency of his master.
However, it seemed like Pari didn’t see it the same way. While Chalco was ducked and low, speaking in a hushed voice as if their enemies could hear them all the way across the river, the old veteran stood tall and proud, in defiance of the young southern king’s strength.
“Have you any idea what awaits us over there?” he pointed through the woods and across the water, where their enemies would be reinforcing their position atop the distant hill.
“You mean the cannons?”
The veteran shook his head.
“While you were busy running away and feeling sorry for yourself, I sent out some of my people to check on enemy movements,” Pari replied. There was a reason he was the one responsible for guard work during the dam’s construction, and it certainly wasn’t because of his abrasive nature. “They say the enemies are building another camp across the river. Once they are dug in, the hill will not be ours, ever again. You have seen the way those moles build defenses. If we let them finish, we will break upon them like waves against the cliffs, just like before.”
“Even more reason to move back swiftly and report,” the anxious Chalco replied. “We are not equipped to fight them.”
“Fight who?” Pari sneered. “From what my men tell me, they only have a few dozen people up there, and they could only spot three cannons. Is that all it takes to deter the warriors of Medala?”
Enough to deter me.
Of course, Chalco couldn’t say that. He was afraid of the southern king’s commoner soldiers, but they were all the way across the river. Meanwhile, the scary veteran was right in front of him.
“But we have no army either,” he tried to argue through the fear.
“No army? With all the workers and guards in the camp, we have over a hundred warriors assembled here, and another two hundred commoners. With the logs we cut down earlier, we can build a quick pontoon across the river further upstream, where their cannons cannot reach. Across all those hills, our movements will remain hidden until we are upon them. How fast can you get that done, bricklayer?”
At last back in his element, Chalco made some quick estimates in his head. It helped him forget that many of their ‘warriors’ weren’t quite combat personnel and had only come here to help with the heavy lifting during construction.
After a few seconds of ponder, he replied in a careful voice: “If we only make a simple pontoon for crossing, we need a few hours at most, but-”
“Good, then we do just that. Once we get our men across the river, we charge their unfinished position from the flank and take that hill before they can reinforce it from their main camp. Once we take the hill, we hold until relief arrives from Antila. Then you can finish that precious dam of yours and get all the praise you want.”
“Impossible!” Chalco shouted back. Finally, he dropped all pretense and admitted his true thoughts. “You know what happened last time.”
“So what? Last time, our warriors did not lose to those commoners. That weak Saqartu kid lost us that war, that’s all.” Pari spat on the ground. “Never have I seen a more cowardly lord. With a proper leader comes unity, and with unity comes strength. That governor has taken our sacred, ancient strength, and rubbed it apart between his greedy fingers. We fell apart before we could launch a proper charge, all because of our idiot leader. All that kid did was spit on our proud traditions. Do you want to spit on our pride as well?”
“Surely matters are not that serious. If only we could…”
Chalco hesitated and looked back south, towards Antila. Out of nowhere, he felt a push. Before he knew what had happened, he found himself lying on the ground. Wide-eyed and his heart encased in ice once more, he stared up to Pari who had shoved him over.
The veteran warrior’s face had soured from his hurt pride as he thundered: “Look at you, groveling as soon as you hear about some commoners on a hill! Where has our strength gone, where is our pride!? Why do we have to fear them, hidden away behind walls and rivers!? Where are the times when we would fear none? Where are the times when others would tremble before the warriors of Medala? Do you wish to give up your strength, your position in this world, and that of your family!? Will you give up your pride and dignity, step aside and become the past, like whoever was here before the warriors of Medala came to conquer these lands? We only have a few hundred, but surely they do not have many more. Who cares if most of ours are better at laying bricks, they are still warriors, by the damned underworld! So long as we are united, we can take them, like we always have!”
Seemingly tired from his rant, Pari panted out his anger. To preserve some of his dignity, Chalco wanted to stand up again. Yet before he could, the old veteran continued, now in a somber growl.
“Even if we cannot beat them, we will show them the glory of our people, the might of our will. Now, are you with me, or will you wither away like a coward, like Governor Saqartu did, to shame yourself and condemn your family to a life of slavery?”
“...I really am not sure-”
Again, Chalco tried to stand up, this time successfully. He brushed the snow and dirt off his legs so he wouldn’t have to look at the proud veteran’s manic face any longer. However, he wasn’t even through his first sentence before he got interrupted again.
“Well, if you wish to retreat, you can do so yourself, and then tell that foreign Lord Herak why we have failed to fulfill his orders.”
The simple words brought Chalco’s mind to a stop. The hairs on the architect’s arms stood up at the mention of the vicious, faceless foreigner who had quickly asserted his dominance within Antila’s command structure. Rather than all the fancy words about honor and will, fear was a far better motivator for him.
“I understand. I will reorganize the group to build a pontoon and get us across the river. Just,” A look at Pari’s determined face let Chalco give up on any more attempts at persuasion. Instead, he just sighed, “wait here, and don’t expect too much.”
Defeated by his guard’s momentum, the architect trudged off. He just hoped that their men would mirror Pari's strength later, with their lives on the line.
__________________________


While the warriors on the river’s east were worried about their opponents, the southern kingdom’s soldiers in the west were too tired to worry about anything. It had only been a few hours since they had occupied the hill, but they had already set up some simple barricades.
Wooden poles had been driven into the snow-covered ground around the three cannons on the hill, and were then filled in with more snow for stability. The cannons had been set up slightly below the hill’s crest, to shield their position from direct artillery fire. Although their defenses were still a bit too simple according to the southern army's troop manual, they had been limited by their manpower.
As far as Taki was concerned, they had done their work well enough. After all, Qhatuq had only had a few cannoneers and scouts to work with until now.
After they had spotted the enemy plans to dam the river, they had immediately returned to the army's main camp. From there, Qhatuq had grabbed the first group of cannoneers he could find and taken them back in a hurry to prevent the damming of the river. In the meantime, Taki had been forced to stay behind and explain everything to his commander, including the three disappeared cannons.
After that slog was over, he was put in charge of a larger fighting force to help reinforce the position. Now that Taki was back and saw what little work had been done by his more experienced companion, he thought that he had done the better job.
In the snow behind the three cannon positions sat the reinforcements from the main camp of the southern kingdom’s army. All in all, Taki had brought around five hundred men with him, half a company’s worth. He considered it quite the achievement for the main army to spare so many on a mere scouting mission, especially after Qhatuq had offended their commander by running off with his men. However, the veteran scout still seemed unhappy.
“Good, you are finally here,” he said in a grumpy tone. His face was red and his breath short, but he still found enough force in his lungs to make demands. “I have marked out the positions for more barricades all over the hill. Get our reinforcements to work, so we can get a sturdy camp done before night falls.”
For once, Qhatuq’s bossy tone annoyed Taki. He had been left in the camp to clean up Quatuq's mess. He had to make the report, and he had to bring all the soldiers here on time. Now, they were tired from the long march. They couldn’t be forced to work non-stop, could they? At least a short break should be allowed.
“You have done so well here already," he complimented his grumpy companion. "This much should be enough, right?”
“What are you talking about? Should this little be our entire protection?” Qhatuq shot back and raised the dirty shovel in his hand towards the top of the hill. “That’s not even half of a standard defensive position according to the manual.”
“But it’s fine, isn’t it?” Taki's eyes followed the shovel up the hill at his colleague’s work over the past hours. “The three cannons are enough to prevent them from building their dam. I see you’ve also put some reinforcements around the cannons in case our enemies send some scouts to attack us. If they shoot back with their own artillery, we’re behind the slope, so they can’t even hit us. Honestly, you’ve done more than I would have. Do we really need anything else? Let’s just take a break and then set up our tents here.”
“And what happens if the enemy launches an all-out attack? We have almost no cover here. Do you really want to fight their warriors in an open field battle?”
“Why would they even attack us?” Taki laughed. “Last time we fought, these mighty warriors were mowed down like wheat and ran before they reached our lines. They have nothing on the great king’s invincible troops.”
As soon as the words were spoken, Taki realized that he must have said something wrong. At least that was what Qhatuq’s nasty facial expression told him.
“Are you a seer? Can you read their minds, or the future? What if they attack anyways? We have almost no defenses at all, and we have no idea how many are on the other side! Are you going to just rely on their cowardice for protection?”
“And that’s why I brought mostly musketeers from the camp,” Taki replied. “We can just scout around the river and if they ever try to cross here, we can shoot them from the shore and drive them back. Easy.”
To confirm the words, Qhatuq looked over the small army Taki had managed to bring. Rather than be happy about the clever strategy, the veteran's sour face got even worse.
“You brought almost no halberds. Why would you-” the veteran said, before he stood still in shock.
“What’s wrong? Did you hear something?” a concerned Taki asked. “Are they trying to cross?" He wanted to walk up the hill and check the river, but before he could, Qhatuq exploded in his face.
“Did you not bring us a single warrior!?” he shouted, his eyes wide open in shock and anger. “Do you want to kill us all!?”
“So what? What good are those old guys anyways? They are our enemies, aren’t they? Who knows what lord they work for, and who knows when they’ll betray us, just like the last batch. The new commoner troops of Saniya are much stronger anyways. If they fight us here, we’ll drive them back, just like we did last time.”
“Why are you always so careless?” Qhatuq held his head in an unnecessary display of frustration. “Do you really think that the same warriors who controlled all of Medala for centuries are so easy to replace? You’ve been to one battle, and it’s completely gone to your head.”
“So am I wrong them?” Now even someone as patient as Taki got annoyed by the constant nagging. Didn’t this guy just try to find fault with everything he did? “In the first place, we wouldn’t have to rush if you hadn’t let our cannons fire so early.”
“We had to stop them early because we have no idea how many logs they already have hidden underneath the snow,” Qhatuq shouted, unreasonably. “And you’ve never been in a proper, fair fight with a warrior, but I have. I was there when we fought them in the central kingdom, against King Pachacutec’s elite troops. If not for King Corcopaca’s heroic charge at the last moment, they would have broken our line and destroyed us. I almost died. It was complete chaos, just a pile of bodies and blood! We had to retreat! Do you understand? That means we lost that day! And we can lose any number of times if we aren’t prepared! And this!”
In anger, Qhatuq pointed at the fortifications around the cannons.
“This is what you call preparations!? Just because you’re a bit tired, how many of us might die here!? Just because of your complacency, just because you had no respect for the enemy!”
“Fine, no need to yell. I’ll go and start another dig.” Taki turned to do as he said, but immediately stopped dead in his tracks. His partner’s worst fears had been confirmed.
“No, I’ll organize the defense,” Qhatuq continued, still unaware of the trouble they were in. “You go back to the camp and get us some more reinforcements. Proper warriors this time. We might need them soon.”
“Too late,” Taki said. He tried to swallow, but there was a heavy lump in his throat.
“Even now you’re trying to be lazy?”
His body stiff from the cold, exhaustion and nerves, Taki turned to his partner.
“No, I mean. Listen!”
Faintly, in the distance, Taki could hear the sound of drums. It was a distinctive noise he had only heard once before. It had been right before the great warrior charge in the last battle.
“It sounds like they’re already across the river,” he whispered in shock. “They’re coming.”
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The sound of drums filled Chalco’s head once more. After their defeat in the lightning battle, he thought that he would never have to hear that noise again. That maybe, he could go back home and return to his quiet work as an architect, leading a fulfilling and quiet life.
Of course, life was cruel, and the Divines had more torture planned for him. Now, for the second time in his life, he had been forced into his family’s uncomfortable heirloom armor.
Every bone in his body was shaking from the noise of the drums, or maybe from the dread of what was to come. Uneasy hands gripped the old axe that his grandfather used to carry into the empire's last civil war. The weight of history gave him little relief.
“How does it look?” He asked the always reliable Pari in search of comfort. “You think we can do it?”
“Just some commoners on a hill.” The veteran spat on the ground. While Chalco looked like a child wearing a costume in his family armor, the old veteran’s armaments fit him like a second skin. “And they stopped building their fortifications. Their arrogance will be their undoing.”
The arrogant grin of the old warrior calmed down Chalco’s heart a bit, though not by much.
“Still looks dangerous,” he said.
“Then we will brave the danger and emerge on the other side, victory in hand.”
For a moment, Chalco pondered the fatalist nature of the answer, before he came to the conclusion that this would in fact be a tough fight. Pari was simply a madman for enjoying it.
“...how many do you think we will lose?” he asked.
“As many as we must.”
Thus, Pari nodded towards the architect, a permanent grin on his weathered face, and walked away, back towards his front line troops. Him and his army of two hundred - warriors and commoners alike - would do the important task of storming the hill.
They would draw the fire, while Chalco and a small group of thirty warriors would circle the enemy from the west. Once the commoners were surrounded, they couldn’t concentrate the fire of their new weapons in one direction and would be easy to take down. At least that was what Pari had claimed.
Maybe the veteran was too optimistic, or too stubborn, and simply didn’t want to admit his own defeat. Yet Chalco himself had not once questioned him. Although he didn’t like the old-fashioned brute, he would have to trust him in matters of combat. It was all he could do to stay sane in his desperation.
Thus, according to the plan drawn out by Pari, the architect Chalco took the thirty men entrusted to him and went on a snaking march south-west, through the hollows between the hills. After a while, his men were in position close to the enemy, to the west, atop a smaller elevation. For now, he would have to wait until Pari's main force had engaged the enemy. At least he wouldn’t be bored. From here, he had an outstanding view of Pari's advance.
Like a ship through waves, Pari and his warriors parted the snow on their charge up the hill. Their momentum was outstanding, but Chalco still wasn’t optimistic about their chances. He had been part of the last charge against the kingdom’s army after all.
He felt he knew how their war would end: Once again, they would bravely charge. Once again, the enemy would fire their devilish new weapons, and once again, their lines would break and their mighty warriors would flee in desperation. In the end, it seemed inevitable that the warriors would make way for this new method of war, that they would become just another ruin underneath the snow.
Maybe I should delay our charge for a while. Once the frontal army starts to break, we can retreat without any losses.
It was a cowardly thought, but to Chalco, it seemed completely reasonable. What else could he do but protect the lives of those entrusted to him? If he was just as much of a stubborn adherent to the old ways as Pari was, he would just die with him. Then who would bring back the message of their defeat? Who would return to defend Antila? Thus, he quelled the niggling feeling in the back of his head and continued to observe the state of battle, his flanking attack on the hill ready to spring at any moment.
Meanwhile, the battle had started exactly how Chalco had predicted. Pari and his men tore deep grooves in the snow behind them. They charged with the vigor of old, in a loose formation that would maximize each individual's combat prowess. In front of them ran the commoners who had been forced to participate, struggling in the snow, driven ahead by the threat of death through their masters right behind them.
Their formation and tactics were something that had brought them victory many times in the distant past, yet their new enemies atop the hill were ready as well. Although they had been surprised by the attack, they were trained well for commoners, and had found time to get into formation between their cannons. They held the hill as well, a deadly advantage against the warriors who were so reliant on momentum.
Like last time, Chalco heard the rhythmic music of the southern kingdom’s armies, the melody that had become synonymous with death ever since the southern king had returned to Medala years ago. Not long after, the first volley of cannon fire was followed by the first volley from the muskets.
As many of the dam crew's desperate commoners stumbled to the ground, snow splashed and mixed with dirt and blood. After the commoners had fulfilled their purpose, the warriors charged past them, some right over their screaming bodies, ever towards the enemy. Yet a second volley soon followed the first, and a row of warriors was mowed down to join their unfortunate servants.
Again, it was an image that was familiar to Chalco, one he had predicted. Yet what came next shocked him to his core. Pari was stopped in his tracks, clearly hit by some projectile. However, he didn’t go down like many of his fellow warriors, and he did not retreat like their lords had in the lightning battle. Instead, he gritted his teeth, let out a scream of anger and sped up again.
No fear, no hesitation, just like he said.
Once more, Pari charged up towards the enemy formation. Once more, the guns fired. However, no matter how many of them fell, the warriors of Medala would not break. What drove them onward was not the orders of their masters, or the fear of defeat. Chalco finally understood, it was the pride of their ancestry.
He himself was an architect, first and foremost. He had always taken pride in his education. In fact, he had always looked down on the warriors who had to earn their keep with their bodies, bleeding and dying for their lords in arenas or on the battlefield. His grandfather had been a ‘proper’ warrior and had tried to teach him about his family’s fighting traditions, but Chalco had always been preoccupied with more important matters.
In truth, he had never understood these ideas of glory and pride that his grandfather had talked about. Now, he finally did, just in time to witness the dying light of Medala’s mighty warrior caste.
We can’t stay here, we can’t let them fight alone.
Before, Chalco had planned to wait for Pari’s inevitable defeat, before he would retreat back to safety. Now however, he saw the light of victory, or at least an urge to die with his own.
He turned towards his small army and shouted “After me! Up the hill! For glory!” before he charged straight down the hill. The further he ran, the longer his strides became. His steps carried him all the way down one hill and then up the next, towards the river, towards the flank of their foes.
Maybe those defenders were already overwhelmed with the first wave of attackers, or maybe they had not anticipated an attack from the flank, but resistance along the way was far lighter than Chalco had expected.
Although his ears were still filled with the thunder of cannons and muskets, only a few sporadic shots splashed around him. Several of his warriors were left behind in the bloody snow, but Chalco continued to charge. All sound dulled under the rush of blood through his ear. Somehow, he could feel his armor mold around him, as if it fit him better now than it ever had before.
Maybe there were still many warriors following behind him, or maybe he was alone, but it didn’t matter anymore. Chalco had identified his goal, and he charged with unwavering conviction. Finally, he saw them: Only a few steps away, fewer than a hundred of the southern kingdom’s commoner soldiers, eager to prevent their flank from the side.
Without protection from walls and without superior numbers, the dreaded musketeers of the kingdom were no match for the great warriors of old. For a second, Chalco saw the fear in the defender’s eyes, his gun stock in the snow and a ramrod down the barrel in an attempt to reload for another deadly shot. Yet in his fear, he had forgotten his training and just stood there in awe of the ferocious, red-clad wave charging towards him.
His failure to follow his training would be his last mistake. Without hesitation, Chalco’s axe swung down, to end up in the commoner’s chest. By the time he retrieved the stuck axe, his men had followed, and breached into the defenseless enemy formation. Together, they cleaved a red path up the mountain. When Chalco came back to his senses, he had already crested the hill up to the small plateau on top, where the enemies had placed their cannons.
Thus, he reached the top of the hill and once again saw the carnage of the front line. During his own approach, he had lost sight of Pari’s charge, but he knew that they hadn’t given up. The sound of constant thunder had been replaced by the sound of a melee battle, dominated by shouts and screams, a surefire sign that they had managed to close the distance at last, to force the commoners onto a warrior’s battlefield.
Though he was exhausted from the long climb and the short battle, Chalco pressed on, towards the thick cloud of smoke. A look behind told him that most of his men were still with him, following his command. Finally, as a cold gust cleared the smoke in front, he saw the bright red colors of warrior armor once more.
By now, they had taken most of the defenders’ fortifications. The king's commoners, meanwhile, were huddled together between their cannons, trying to protect their lives and their positions with their strange long-axes and improvised spears made from muskets.
For now they were holding, and the small number of warriors opposing them told Chalco that their losses had been heavy, but their tenacity gave him all the time he needed.
Chalco waited a few moments so his men could catch up and built a solid line, before he would charge into the flanks of his enemies and destroy them completely. However, as he still hesitated to commandeer another attack, a shout broke through the noise.
“Retreat!”
Although the red armor of the warriors was a symbol of fear for their enemies, it was also, unfortunately, impossible to hide in the snow. They had been spotted before they could act. Thus, their foes - already under heavy pressure from the front - saw that they were about to be flanked and made the right decision. They left their fortifications, their supplies and their cannons atop the hill, and fled south along the river, back towards their main camp.
Meanwhile, a smaller group of maybe a hundred commoners remained around the cannons, to cover the retreat for their fleeing comrades.
At first, Chalco planned to follow the retreat and wipe them out once and for all, for the glory of his family, yet soon the cold wind atop the hill returned his sanity to him. When the defenders retreated, so did the smoke, which revealed the true cost of the battle, and the true carnage of war.
A long trail of red led up the hill along the warriors' path, littered with bodies. Only maybe half the warriors had made it up the hill, as far as Chalco could see, and none of the commoners had. Thus, horrified by what he saw, Chalco forgot all about his fleeing enemies, or about his glory. The blood in his head cooled and his grandfather’s armor ceased to fit once more. Instead, he tried to find a way to help.
His charge was no longer necessary, that much was clear from a glance. The battle was already decided. Less than a hundred of southern commoner soldiers were now huddled around their cannons. Their longaxes poked through their laughable fortifications, the only protection they had left. They were surrounded by two dozen warriors, who showed no urgency in their actions.
Charging into a hedgehog like that would only cause unnecessary losses, and their enemies weren’t shooting anymore. They had either run out of guns or powder.
As a result, the warriors had the leisure to slowly grind their enemies down. It was an operation the warriors were familiar with, so there was nothing left to fear from the remaining soldiers.
Rather than waste his time reinforcing a winning battle, he stumbled down the north side of the hill. Numb of body and mind, he followed ever along the trail of red. On a journey through the past, he came across warriors who sat in the snow, alone or in small groups, and were tending to their wounds. As he retraced the storm that their main force had taken up the hill, he also walked past many who simply lay there, not moving at all.
Some were commoners, others were warriors, and most of them were dead. He found many familiar armors among those bodies in the snow, all a testament to the proud glory of their families. All of them were people who had still worked for him just this morning, people he had been responsible for. Finally, he realized the heavy toll their attack had taken.
The warriors watched him walk past them in silence, while the commoners groaned and ached, too busy with their own tough lot to consider anyone else. Like a machine without thought, he just walked, looked at a dead man’s face and kept going, on and on, with no plan in mind. Finally, a familiar voice brought Chalco back to his senses.
“You are late, bricklayer.”
Pari, the old reliable veteran who had always looked so sure of himself lay there in his own blood. His face was stiff, and the puff of steam that escaped his mouth with every breath took another another bit of life from his body. His condition was obvious, yet Chalco still couldn’t believe it.
“Pari. What are you doing here?” he asked like an idiot.
“Dying, it seems.” The veteran laughed, but laughter turned into a cough. Chalco couldn’t see the humor. Yet somehow, the joke ripped him from the shock. In his frantic attempt to reach the old warrior, he slipped in the snow and continued to crawl towards the dying man.
“What happened?” Although it was still a dumb question, at least he managed to ask a relevant question.
“I was stupid.” Pari gave a vulnerable smile, so different from his usual, dismissive grin. “If I had fought back properly, instead of trying to show off and act tough, not so many of our guys would have died. Guess all the nonsense about pride went to my head.”
Chalco tried to stem the blood flowing from Pari’s rib cage with his hands, but the armor was in the way. His bloodied glove tried to fumble for the armor’s release, yet he remained without success until Pari pushed away his arm.
“Don’t worry about it, bricklayer. Too late.”
Chalco’s useless hands fell to his side, into the cold snow. A few more seconds passed until he managed to process what was about to happen. In the end, all he could do was try to comfort a dying man.
“But… at least we managed to hit them hard, right?” he said. “We showed our strength, and we took the hill.”
“Not enough.” Pari shook his head, as always dismissive of Chalco’s words. “We lost too many. We can’t hold the hill until reinforcements show up from Antila. It’s too far away. Their fleeing people will reach their camp before we get back, so their reinforcements will come earlier. It’s done. We lose.”
“But…”
Again, Chalco stared in silence as he tried to come up with a reply. Yet no words would come forth. No matter how hard he tried, he simply could not find a way to argue with the facts.
In the end, it was Pari who broke the silence again. “No, we can’t win here. We’ll just spill more blood for no gain. Take the rest of the men, those who can still walk, and get them back across the river. At least now, no one can blame you that your plan failed. Not with those losses. And we even got a few of their big cannons. I hear the foreigners pay a fortune for one of those. Maybe that will be enough for you to return home a rich man.”
Without a word, Chalco stood and returned to the top of the hill. Just like he had done before, he simply followed Pari’s orders, without thinking about anything. By the time he reached the crest, the remaining commoner soldiers had already dropped their weapons and surrendered. The battle was finally over.
Thus, Chalco commanded the remaining warriors to dispossess and bind the commoners. Just as Pari had ordered, they took the injured and dead comrades, as well as the three heavy cannons, and returned back north, back home.
Chalco himself carried Pari. The old guard’s breath ceased to create steam by the time he returned to pick him up, and his blood had run cold by the time Chalco had crossed the river.
__________________________


Considered one of the last successful charges of medalan warriors against line infantry in medalan history, the ‘charge of cannon hill’ was hard-earned. Out of the 104 warriors who followed the charge that day, only 64 remained to bury the dead. Although the battle was a tactical victory for the rebel forces, the heavy losses proved too costly and forced the warriors to retreat back to the east side of the river shortly after.
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Chapter 396 - Invincible No More
Chapter 396 - Invincible No More
Nov 5, 2022


Once, Taki had thought that the armies of the southern kingdom were as invincible as their miracle king. Once, he had thought they were unbeatable. Now, he knew better.
Sure, their enemies had come faster than they had thought. Of course, their defenses had been insufficiently prepared. Still, a lack of preparation alone wasn’t enough to explain their failure. No, the persistence of their enemies had come as a shock even more so, to the point of disbelief.
Why won’t they retreat?
In abject horror, Taki watched the wave of red-armored demons charge towards his position. Maybe that was the image these old armors were trying to convey: Inhuman creatures, with skin and will made of steel, reddened from the blood of their enemies. It was certainly working on Taki.
His shivering fingers somehow managed to fill another paper cartridge into his rifle. Yet by the time he looked back up again, the red figures were twice as large as they had been before. The warriors charged ahead without fear, their shields and armored shoulders pushed forward to protect their bodies.
Shocked, he raised his gun once more at the figure closest to him. A pulled trigger, and the vicious looking old warrior fell to the ground. Yet none of those behind him stopped, not even in the slightest. None of the demons looked fazed in the slightest, as if they had completely forgotten the emotion called fear.
Again Taki looked down to reload his gun. He fumbled at the bag with the cartridges inside, but his fingers just wouldn’t get into the opening. He fumbled, and somehow, he managed to loosen the bag’s strings. With ever widening eyes, he watched as all his powder and shot just fell into the snow, wet and useless. Head empty, Taki looked up front for guidance.
“Hold!” Qhatuq shouted. For this battle, the veteran scout had picked up a halberd and taken the responsibility to hold off the brunt of the enemy charge right in front of Taki’s line of musketeers. So far though, the enemies had only made contact to their left and right. On both flanks, the fighting was already heavy. With concern, the veteran looked to the right, where their lines seemed to buckle just for a moment, but Taki was more concerned with their own survival.
“Careful, in front!” he shouted and pushed Qhatuq’s back with his empty gun. When the veteran looked back up, the old warrior was already close.
I’m sure I hit him. Why isn’t he dead?
Frozen solid from shock, and confusion, and cold, Taki watched as the warrior charged into their lines. Immediately, four halberds stretched out of their formation, to break the beast’s charge. Yet his sturdy frame, shoulders and elbows simply brushed aside all the weapons like they were mere toys. The children who held those toys were bowled out of the way. One was given the hit from an axe, as a gift goodbye.
It would be the last of his life, Taki was sure. Unlike these monsters, normal people wouldn’t survive from a wound like this.
The worst had happened.
Their formation broke.
Only Qhatuq alone somehow managed to hold on to his position. In the struggle, he had managed to lodge the space between his halberd’s axe head and spear point against his enemy’s neck armor.
Like the monster he was, the old warrior didn’t seem to care that his most vulnerable point was being attacked. Now that he finally stood still, Taki could see the manic grin in the creature’s face. While he swung his axe left and right to hold off the other soldiers around him, he simply pushed forward, against the halberd that was still lodged against his neck. Yet despite his poor position and ridiculous actions, he pushed Qhatuq back step by step.
Have to do something.
Taki looked back down, at his useless, empty weapon. His paralyzed body just stood there, without any action. At last, a hard and cold piece of metal bumped against his thigh, and reminded him of the something he could do. With manic speed he picked the bayonet off his belt. A scream from Qhatuq’s direction made his hands shake even worse, but he still continued on.
Come on, fit.
Somehow, despite his condition, he managed to fumble the bayonet into the muzzle after what felt like an eternity.
Yes!
Once more armed with a weapon, Taki looked back up at last, to rejoin the fight. While he had been busy with his own things, everyone seemed to have waited for him. The old warrior had only taken a few extra steps forward, nothing more. Responsible for his halt was Qhatuq, who still held on to the warrior with his halberd. By now, the weapon’s stock and the veteran’s feet were both buried deep into the snow, stemmed against the ground to withstand the warrior’s raw power.
The halberd’s sturdy hardwood handle was bent like a twig, about to break at any moment, and Qhatuq himself was on one knee, while his other leg was leveraged against the ground at an unnatural angle. It was a miracle that he had withstood the force until now.
Yet the warrior still looked relaxed, with the same manic grin on his face as before, still with a halberd pressed against the armor around his throat. He still swung his axe at anyone who would dare approach. Of course by now, no one dared anymore. Who would dare close in on such an inhuman beast? Who would be dumb enough to join the three soldiers who already lay at the monster’s feet, struck down by the vicious blows from the beast’s axe?
While Qhatuq wouldn’t hold out much longer, the warrior was just playing with him. Clearly, the beast could have just taken a step back to free himself from the halberd and then end the veteran scout’s life any time he wanted. The beast was just toying with them, confident in his superiority. Pure strength overwhelmed skill and determination. It was just a matter of time until the beast would get bored and end Qhatuq’s life.
Someone needs to do something.
Yet the soldiers around were either busy with the other warriors charging their lines, or were too intimidated by the old warrior’s ferocity to get close.
Damn it, I really am an idiot, Taki thought, before he screamed a broken, high-pitched scream and charged his enemy with his improvised spear.
Maybe it was fear, or maybe the cold air blowing in his face, but Taki could not even keep his eyes open to face the beast. He squinted and screamed and ran, until his blurred vision was entirely filled with the red of the warrior’s armor. Then all he did was thrust forward, and pray.
Please just hit something.
Somewhere, someone must have heard his prayers, of that he was sure. Somehow, miraculously, his spear didn’t simply bounce off the thick armor, and somehow, impossibly, Taki wasn’t hit by a swing from the warrior’s axe. Maybe the Divines had smiled upon the rookie, or maybe the warrior had been busy holding off someone else at the exact right moment. Either way, Taki could feel some resistance, and then his bayonet slid through soft flesh.
When he opened his eyes again, he was face to face with the old warrior. The grin on his face was finally gone, replaced by a shocked, wide-eyed stare. The wrinkly, weary face of the old man didn’t look like he was in pain. Rather, he seemed to be confused. Taki looked down and realized the state the warrior was in. Even as a monster, he could still bleed it seemed.
Two small holes in the man’s armor were clearly from previous gunshots. One had hit him in his chest, and another in his shoulder. Taki wondered which one had been his as he stared at the wounds that were gushing red blood like mountain springs. The only reason they hadn’t seen the blood was the blood-red armor. The color had covered up the injury and had made the old man look invincible.
Still, even with all that damage, he was able to fight off ten of them by himself, without slowing down at all. The wound that had finally done the old warrior in was Taki’s bayonet that was stuck under his elbow. The bayonet had penetrated the weak armor at the joint and gone straight through. Taki didn’t know if he had hit the heart, the lungs or whatever else, but it had clearly worked. Even so, despite everything, the warrior still wasn’t dead somehow.
The old man lifted the axe in his right hand, like an immortal ready to pass judgment. Fear turned Taki’s limbs to lead. A reflexive jerk somehow let him drop his rifle. He fell back into the snow out of pure terror, but it saved his life. The old man’s weakened swing missed the scout by a hair, before a shove from Qhatuq’s halberd – still on the warrior’s neck – pushed the monster over. The immortal had turned into a simple beast again, one that was on the verge of death. The injured creature tumbled back down the hill and disappeared into the snow. This time for good, Taki hoped.
If this guy came back again after all that, he may really have been an immortal. Taki knew he wouldn’t have the strength to face the monster a second time. He didn’t even know how he had managed the first time. While Taki was still taking greedy breaths of icy air to calm his banging heart, Qhatuq was much calmer.
“Hey, are you alive?” he asked in a strained voice.
Taki looked over at the veteran scout, who leaned on his weapon, one leg dragged behind him through the bloody snow.
“I think so,” he said. “What about your leg?”
“Broken or dislocated. It won’t kill me quite yet.” Qhatuq frowned. Unlike the worrisome frown on his colleague’s face, Taki felt liberated.
He looked at the front line of the battlefield, or what was left of it. The warriors had driven into their ranks and disrupted their clean lines, but now, their momentum seemed spent.
After Taki’s charge, maybe inspired by his own heroism, many of their musketeers had installed their bayonets and charged to reinforce the lines. By now, it looked like they had just barely held, and caused heavy losses to the monsters that had attacked them with reckless abandon.
From here, Taki could see over a dozen pieces of red armor lying in the snow.
“Looks like we did it.” In the end, Taki laughed. With his muscles shivering from exhaustion, and with the smell of blood in his nose and several dead comrades around him, he still had to laugh for some reason.
All tension left his body when he realized that the battle was over. They had done it. They had survived the worst of it. However, he cursed his excellent ears when he heard Qhatuq mutter under his breath.
“Heavens, no.”
Taki looked back up to his comrade, who was looking towards the west, away from the river. When Taki’s eyes followed, he saw red once more. It was the same red armor that had just become sparse on their front line. They had just stabilized against the beasts attacking them, and now even more of them had appeared across the horizon.
“It’s a flank.” Immediately, Taki understood and thought, what happened to the men we sent to protect our side?
While he was still shocked by this new development, Qhatuq had already reacted.
“Retreat!” he screamed in a full voice, in spite of his injuries. Finally, Taki understood what a real battle was, and he was frankly glad for any excuse to get away from it. Although the defeat stung, at least they could get out alive. However, as he left to organize his unit of musketeers behind the front line for a planned retreat, he suddenly remembered something.
“What about you?” he looked back at Qhatuq and asked a question he dreaded the answer for.
“Me and a few others will stay here for now. Anyone in front, and anyone too heavily injured to retreat safely, will stay to cover your retreat. We’ll hold them off until you are safe.”
“No way! You-”
“Follow your orders, soldier, remember?” Qhatuq gave a miserable smile. “I can’t get away anyways, not with that leg. Now you go back to camp and report what happened here. Bring more reinforcements and retake the hill immediately. We can’t waste any time. Keeping the hill and preventing the dam here is more important than anything, more than any of our lives. Now go! And never forget what happened here!”
For a second, Taki wanted to respond again, but he saw the red in the distance draw closer, and then Taki’s leg that dragged behind his body, and he knew that his insistence would only get everyone killed. He couldn’t have said anything anyways, his throat choked as it was. Thus, Taki turned and led about half their troops south, down the hill and back towards their camp.


__________________________


The charge up the nameless hill that would later carry the name ‘cannon hill’ is widely considered the first military defeat of the southern kingdom’s line infantry against warriors in Medala’s history. By the end of the engagement, only 297 soldiers made it back to the camp to report on their defeat. Although the engagement was small and of minimal strategic value, the defeat broke the myth of the southern kingdom’s invincible army.
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Nov 8, 2022


Compared to the cold outside, the air inside the command tent of the southern kingdom’s army was warm and heavy. Not only did the large, burning braziers around the tent’s periphery heat up the place, but so did the many bodies inside. At the helm of them all, furthest into the tent, sat their king. At this very moment, he was receiving a report about their struggle to prevent another damming incident.
“As a result of the men’s efforts and the fast reaction of Corporal Quisuyupanqui, the hill has been successfully retaken, despite heavy resistance from the traitors. For now, Corporal Quisuyupanqui will be spending some more time to reinforce the defensive facilities along the river’s shore. With Corporal Quisuyupanqui’s great command, the traitors will never again get another chance to cross the river and endanger King Corcopaca’s glorious army.”
Sounds like I should just leave my job to this Corporal Quisuyupanqui, huh?
“Right. Okay, good. Thanks for that, good job. You can go write your report now, and hand it in later.”
Although he was annoyed by the messenger who had clearly been instructed to mention and praise his commander as much as possible, Corco didn’t complain about the little tricks. Instead, he just sat on his fancy, uncomfortable chair, with one hand holding his head. With the other, he waved away the messenger.
“Yes, my king.”
Once the man had bowed and left, the inside of the command tent turned quiet. To hear this important report, all the leading figures of Anila’s siege were present. That included Corco, Fadelio, Pahuac Villca and Lord Huaman, as well as the remaining twenty-six squad commanders of Corco’s army, and the sixteen representatives of the southern noble houses who were in charge of leading the army's warriors.
“Alright. Fadelio, once the report comes in, have someone replace every other mention of the glorious Corporal Quisuyupanqui’s name in the paper. I don’t wanna get annoyed and punish him for being ambitious.”
Some of the lords laughed knowingly, while Fadelio bowed and jotted down some notes. With that, the tense and heavy atmosphere within the command tent was lifted slightly.
“At last there is some good news,” Huaman said in a joyous voice. “It seems there is nothing more to worry about on our north-east.”
“I already said that those Anila traitors have no spine." Pahuac added, though his face still looked a bit grim. "None of this was any problem right from the start. Now all that is left to do is crush Anila's walls and take the city.”
“Right. So does anyone here have anything to add?” the king interrupted the beginning of a celebration. They were still in the middle of a war after all, and he didn't have so much time to waste with self-congratulatory nonsense. “Otherwise I’ll consider the issue of dams and rivers over for now, and we can focus on the siege again.”
For a second, everyone looked at each other, with nothing to add. Though to Corco, it looked like Pahuac Villca wanted to talk, before Fadelio spoke up first.
“I believe it might be prudent to spread news of this victory among the men.”
“Yeah, that’s right,” Corco ceded. “We’re long overdue a proper victory, so morale has been a bit flat. Take out some meat and wine, and organize a small celebration tonight. Is that possible?”
As Corco asked, he looked at Lord Huaman, who had officially been put in charge of the camp’s logistics. Though of course, the lord himself did little of his own organizational work. Instead the work was mostly overseen by Corco’s people, and some of Huaman's own men to show the king's trust towards his old ally. Still, even though he wasn't involved in the day-to-day affairs, he had a basic idea about the state of their logistics.
“Not a problem, King Corcopaca," he could thus answer with a raised chest. "Tonight, the camp’s coffers will be wide open, to celebrate another great victory on the kingdom’s path to full control over Medala.”
Before Corco could answer and encourage the lord, Pahuac finally spoke up, with something he had no doubt been long eager to get off his chest.
“You celebrate as if we are already out of danger. But rather than waste time with banquets and arrogance, I believe we need to assess our position more calmly.”
“And what is our position, General Pahuac?” Lord Huaman asked, seemingly unhappy that his shining moment had been soured. However, Pahuac didn't flinch at all and spoke in a low tone that filled the room and made the air heavy one more.
“Alone in enemy lands, that is our position. So long as we are downstream from this river, we are at the mercy of our foes. We cannot stay here like this, and we cannot waste our time on celebrations. We are far too vulnerable here.”
“Antila is an obstacle that cannot be circumvented,” General Scolo refuted, far more logical than Huaman. “We have to take the city if we want to reach Port Ulta. And without taking Port Ulta, the Arcavians will always have a nail stuck in Sachay. If we cannot take the port, the war will never truly end.”
“Could we not get supplies from House Llasto?” another commander asked and began to trace his thoughts on the map that was positioned in the center of the tent. “In that case, we could simply march south to circumvent Antila. Then march south-east until we reach Rufalasta on the south-eastern coast, and then attack north towards Port Ulta. This way, we circumvent their toughest defenses. And once the port falls, Antila would be isolated.”
As the man talked, he continued to look over to Corco, eager to show off his ability in front of the king. Clearly, it was a strategy that the commander had considered for a long time, something he was now ready to use for his advancement. However, Scolo shot down his idea immediately.
“Impossible.” the veteran mercenary shook his head. “It would be far too easy for our enemies in Antila and Aywabamba to harass us on our way south. We’d be exhausted long before we reach Rufalasta.”
“And Lord Llasto simply does not have the supplies to feed such a large army. The lord has been isolated, because he has sided with the crown in this civil war. Surrounded by enemies, he has had a hard time defending his lands, we cannot expect more from him,” Fadelio added. “Don’t forget that we can only stay here because of the roads we have built over the past three years. In case we leave our established supply lines and cannot force a quick decision, we would be in real trouble.”
As usual, Fadelio said the things Corco couldn't. With his current influence, the king had to be careful when he spoke in public meetings, so the attendant had become his voice ever since the lightning miracle.
“As I said, Antila cannot be bypassed.” Scolo repeated with a satisfied smile on his face, clearly happy that Fadelio was on his side. “We have to force a decision here to win the war.”
“So all we can do is stay patient and vigilant.” Corco concluded the discussion. Although he saw that the other commander was unhappy, he wouldn't put his men in danger just to make one subordinate happy. “Make sure there are no more tricks like the attempt with the dam. So long as we work steadily and don’t make mistakes, we’ll grind them down eventually. Which brings us right back to our starting point: The matter of the dam is handled for now, right?”
Usually, discussions were considered over once the king made his remarks. This time however, Pahuac still wasn’t done.
“I don’t like it,” he said. “We should do something, anything, to speed up our siege. We have wasted far too much time here, and the men are getting restless. Now we are wasting precious supplies just to keep them happy. And we now have to worry about getting flooded, which will further split our attention.”
“So what shall we do then?” Lord Huaman asked.
“Use fire, smoke them out of their damned stone box. Those Antila cowards are so scared that they always build their houses huddled together, to cram it all into their little walls.” Pahuac snorted. “A single bit of good kindling and all our problems are gone.”
“We’re trying to conquer the city, not destroy it.”
Fadelio frowned in response. Of course Corco himself couldn’t just openly feud with his allies, so he was forced to just sit and listen again. At least Fadelio was there as his representative, to help him express his ideas. Though of course, even Fadelio couldn’t reveal the whole truth. House Villca of Cashan and House Sucopia of Antila had been neighbors for centuries, and they had never been friends.
Throughout the generations, they had feuded over control of the Anticasa mountain range, and the lucrative mountain pass that led through it. To the Villca general, this would look like a chance to finally destroy their old enemies completely. If he could, surely Pahuac would want to raze the city and replace it with a little fort under Cashan’s control.
Thus, even though he found no allies for his radical ideas, Pahuac continued to prod.
“Then if you want to keep the walls, we throw some diseased goats or corpses over the wall. Once disease spreads in the city, they will have to capitulate.”
“But we are trying to conquer the people as well,” Scolo said. “We should avoid another tragedy like Kapra.”
“Our finances are already strained from supporting all the survivors of Kapra through the winter. If we need to add refugees from Antila, as well as the potential spread of a deadly disease, our economy might collapse.” This time, Fadelio’s frown deepened. Corco understood why. This plan of Pahuac's was no longer just reckless, it was obsessive.
“And what if the disease spreads to our armies? Our camp is built in a compact manner as well. A disease could hit us harder than our foes,” Huaman added.
“This cannot be done, and that cannot be done!” Pahuac shouted. His fist landed on the table with enough force to scatter the paper. “We have been sitting here for half a moon, with no progress! While we sit, our foes gather more reinforcements in Port Ulta. The longer we sit, the weaker we look! Maybe the two northern kingdoms will decide to join the traitors any moment now. I say we turn the damn city into a coffin if we have to! Just end the war now, and reduce our losses before they can try any more tricks!”
“Lord Pahuac, what more tricks can they try? There is only one river near Antila,” Huaman laughed.
“That’s right. We cannot-”
Before Scolo continued his complaint, he was interrupted by a shout.
“Stop.”
Finally, Corco intervened. Although he had no plans to massacre one of his kingdom’s cities, he also didn’t want to see one of his allies isolated and bombarded by his own people. They would have to work together for a long time in the future, so he would rather not let Pahuac leave his tent with a grudge. As soon as Corco spoke, everyone else went quiet. This time, no more interruptions would be permitted, that much should have been clear from the king's stern face and tone.
“General Pahuac. Your plans are all feasible in theory, and I understand your urgency.” As the king tried to pacify his ally, he slowly stood up. All eyes were on him. Some looked unhappy with his conciliatory words, but he couldn’t be too one-sided here, or Pahuac would never listen.
“However,” the king continued, “we cannot afford another blow to our kingdom’s reputation. All this time, for years, we have been considered weaklings, or heretics, or barbarians, or traitors. All of those stories have been spread straight from Arguna, straight from within the Moonlight Zigurrat.”
Normally, the king would simply give his orders at the end of a discussion and leave it at that, but since Pahuac had to be pacified, Corco took his time to explain his thoughts in detail.
“Now, we finally have the chance to fight back. We’ve won over a significant portion of reformers within the priesthood, and the open rebellion of some of our lords and their subsequent slaughter of Kapra finally gave us the moral high ground. At least for a while, no one can smear our good names, not even the elders in Arguna. At least this time, no one can deny that we are the good guys. That’s important diplomatic capital. It allows other lords in the north to work with us without being ostracized. It also makes us even more attractive to immigrants from the north. Even if the walls of Antila are tough to crack, these are advantages that I’m not willing to give up for a quick victory.”
Corco paused for effect. When he saw that Pahuac was about to say something, he quickly interrupted him. Clearly, the younger Villca still wasn’t convinced.
“Plus, if we take the city over intact, we can use it as a supply point to march east more quickly. At that point, we would have broken the enemy’s main force, and we would stand right in front of Port Ulta, with a stable supply line behind us. So the war will be decided right here, one way or another. Anything after that will be an encore at best.”
“I understand. However, it would still be to our advantage to solve Antila as quickly as possible. The longer we are stuck here, the more chances there are for matters to go awry, here or elsewhere. Any changes could endanger our assured victory.”
This time, Pahuac was no longer screaming. However, he was still insistent. Yet in the time he had been talking, the king had come up with a solution that would make both sides happy, at least he hoped it would.
“That’s exactly right. We can’t wait forever,” Corco agreed immediately. “But there’s at least one area in where time is our advantage, rather than theirs. Just look outside. Winter has finally come to an end, and the snow has started to melt.”
“Is that an advantage?” Huaman asked. His confusion was understandable. After all, the southern kingdom’s army was better supplied, and even wore white winter coats that made them almost invisible against the snow. In open combat, their advantage would shrink once the snow was gone. Still, Corco was optimistic.
“Sure.” He shrugged, pretending a surety he didn’t quite have. “Once we’ve drained all the water, our digging work will become much easier in the defrosted earth. We’ll be able to get deeper too. The ground is finally ready for some proper projects.”
Of course, there were other strategies, mostly weapons he could employ to win the battle more quickly. However, there were many more wars ahead of them, and he didn't want to give his enemies any ideas before he was ready to face them. For now, this plan would have to do. Thus, Corco forced a natural looking grin again, to pretend certainty, and then turned to the stubborn Villca general.
“Pahuac Villca, you will be my general in charge of our general attack. Get us close to the walls and keep our enemies busy. Don’t give them time to think. In the meantime, General Scolo will get to work underground. Dig under the walls, and use gunpowder to collapse them from below.”
Immediately, Scolo laughed. “One good boom and their precious wall will be nothing more than rubble.”
“So then that’s the plan for now," Corco concluded as he sat back down. "If we can keep our purpose hidden for long enough, this war will end in a month at most. Can you help us achieve our goals, General Pahuac Villca?”
Although it was a question, Corco's strained tone and stern face should have made it clear to everyone that he wasn't asking any more. He had already done a lot to pacify the general. If Pahuac still made trouble at this point, the king would just send him back to Cashan. However, it seemed like the general had finally received the memo.
“Of course. You do your dig. I shall play with those Sucopia bastards as long as you want to. And if we happen to kill all of them before you are done with your tunnel, you should never complain.”
At last, Pahuac had a smile on his face, which let Corco sigh in relief. At last, he had managed to pacify his retainer and refocused their efforts on what was important. Thus, the commanders of the southern army spent the next four hours working out the details of the plan, until everyone had concrete orders to relay to their subordinates.
Finally, with their new plan set, Corco could end this strategy meeting. After the commanders had left his tent, the weary king continued to sit on the uncomfortable chair that was ‘necessary to show the king’s prestige’ and ‘not that bad’. Fadelio’s words, not his.
With his hands still restrained by his heavy gloves, the king picked up the reports from his wife back home in Saniya. Since the ‘lightning miracle’, he had learned that there was never enough time during a revolution, and always more to do. Now, he couldn’t even meet his own wife anymore.
Maybe I should have just let Mayu take over and retired. He couldn’t have been that bad, right?
As he mused idly, the king of the south got back to work.


Hermit's Notes: I'm wondering if maybe I overdid it with the corporal's cartoonishly long name.
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Freezing cold sapped Chalco of his strength, and a heavy weight on his back pulled him down, closer and closer to the snow-white ground. Yet he struggled on, step by step, as his fingers lost feeling and his limbs lost strength. He felt like he tread water, like he stood still. Every step led him to the same place again, with no way forward. At last, there was a change. A thunderous sound from behind. When he turned, the giant wave of blood was already upon him. With a start and a scream short of breath, Chalco awoke.
In his hands he felt the rough, thin straw from the cheap mat he had slept on. It brought him back to reality. Although he had slept on the mat for a while now, he still wasn’t used to it, neither to the feel, nor the musty smell.
“Oh, our royal lord is finally up.” A voice fully brought him back to reality.
He flicked strands of straw off his right cheek and looked at the four warriors who had just entered through the rickety door of the half-collapsed house.
“Looks like everything was quiet for you, huh?” he determined. Since there were still four of them left, at least none of them died or got injured today.
“The usual, not too bad.” The rude warrior who had woken him shrugged.
“How unfortunate that you survived another day,” Chalco said.
“Maybe we will get lucky tomorrow,” another warrior joked. The first gave him a dirty look, before he turned back to Chalco.
“Well, good luck to you too,” he said. “I am so done today. Need to take all the sleep I can get.
“Have fun sleeping in my filth,” Chalco joked, as he went to the front of the room, where he had stored his family armor.
“Just how I like it,” he heard from behind, but by then he was already focused on his work. He had to get ready soon or there would be trouble. When he had fought for the completion of his dam, his family armor had been well taken care of, in pristine condition. Now, the brilliant red metal was a dull, dirty brown, and the shiny surface was all scratched up.
“You up, boss?” he heard a voice next to him.
“Good morning, Qori. Help me put on the armor.”
“You got it, boss.”
While the two helped each other put on their armor, just like every day, Qori made conversation, just like every day.
“You think they will send us some more support today, Boss?”
“Who knows?”
Little hope of that.
“Well, one of Sucopia's tiger guards said we would get support today.”
“They have been saying that we would get support for a while now, and it never comes,” Chalco replied in a tepid tone. He really was completely over their leadership. All trust was long gone. By now, the only people he still trusted were former subordinates like Qori here.
“True. But maybe today we’ll-”
“Shut up!” a voice shouted from further inside the room. “Do it outside. People are trying to sleep.”
Without another word, the two of them finished with their armors and finally left the house. While Chalco was just silently walking, Qori continued to chatter.
“All I am saying is that we really need support. I mean, you should not be here in the first place, boss. It is fine for us ordinary workers to be used like this, but you are not a fighter, you are an architect! You have been here so long, I am sure that you will be pulled off soon to do some important work. And then I would be all on my own.”
“Somehow I doubt that will happen,” Chalco sneered. He had also lost all hopes of a promotion.
A month had passed since the architect had retreated from atop the nameless hill next to Uskaylla River, together with the survivors of the brutal battle, Qori among them. Since then, Chalco hadn’t been involved in any more attempts to disrupt the southern kingdom’s camp, neither raids nor construction projects.
Plenty jobs like that had been available in that time, work he was suitable for. That didn’t matter for him of course, since he had been demoted to a common fighter as soon as he had led their remnants back into the city. From what he had heard, the southerners brought another 1000 soldiers to the hill not long after they had left. Their losses had been heavy, and their stay on the hill would have only resulted in further senseless deaths, just like Pari had predicted. Even so, they had still been blamed for ‘retreating from guaranteed victory,’ as Lord Sucopia had called it.
Of course that was nonsense, and many of his fellow warriors who had been part of that operation were outraged, but Chalco hadn’t complained with a word. Not only was he aware that complaints would go nowhere, he also knew why their masters had assigned the blame to them.
They themselves would surely be at a wit’s end right now, cornered and with no way out. Lord Ogulno especially had lost his land and position, and was now only left with a thousand warriors or so, as well as all the gold and silver they could carry across the Midland Hills. The other lords in the city were struggling as well. All of them had their backs against a wall, and their future looked grim.
To at least prove their own competence and keep their armies hopeful and loyal, they were not allowed to make any more mistakes. Already, their troops had seen so many daily deserters that strict curfews had to be enforced in the city.
Thus, any failed operation could only be the fault of the ordinary warriors, never that of the great lords. In that sense, he understood their position, and that the lie was necessary to stabilize the army. He wasn’t even particularly angry with his master.
Still, he would rather have worked in his field, reinforcing their defenses to preserve Antila, rather than help destroy it. Though as he walked on the crumbling steps up the city wall, he once more felt the helplessness of his position.
War had left indelible scars on Chalco’s hometown. Covered in his family’s armor, he stood atop a wall he had help build over the past three years. With new materials and new construction methods, it had been one of his proudest achievements to date. He had even spent several months in Saniya and Qarasi Castle, just to study their new ways of building, before he returned to apply them in his home.
Back when the work had been finished, it had been pristine, a shining beacon of progress for his home. Now, deep hollows and grooves had riddled the crumbling structure. For now, the outer wall still held firm, though he really didn’t know for how much longer it would withstand their enemy’s glut of iron cannons.
At least that was one thing they had learned from their failed counterattack up that nameless hill a month ago: They had found one of the many secrets behind the southern kingdom’s eerie strength.
In the process of their retreat, they had brought with them the three cannons that had been the cause for all their trouble. Although three cannons changing hands wouldn’t make much of a difference in a war as large as this, they finally learned that the cannons made in Saniya were not the expensive bronze cannons that everyone else used.
Instead, the craftsmen of Saniya had somehow managed to build cannons out of solid iron, disguised with a thin layer of bronze to trick the eyes of all the fools who had fought them for the past three years. All this time, their ability to field so many cannons had been a mystery. Chalco for one had just assumed that they could afford all that bronze due to Saniya’s now legendary wealth. The new knowledge hadn’t really lessened his punishment, but at least they now knew better.
At least now, he knew how their enemies could afford to keep shelling the walls with such ferocity every day. Not that it really helped them this very moment.
Depressed from his own thoughts, Chalco trudged up the internal stairs of the wall. As he looked at the pieces of stone crumbling down from the ceiling, he wondered if it had been a good idea to design like that. Yes, they were better defended from attackers, and the stairs were easier to shut down in case their enemies ever took a section of the walls, but the stairs wouldn’t be any good once they collapsed.
Not that I can change anything anyways.
Frustrated as he was at his new position, Chalco just sighed like he had done so many times over the past month. Finally, he reached his assigned section of the wall. This was the place they had been in charge of for days now, a section in the west of the city, a bit south-east from the enemy camp and some two hundred steps south of the western city gate. All they had to do was defend their small spot of the wall until they received new orders.
That sounded easy, but had become real trouble, especially since their numbers kept shrinking. They had been six people at first, but by now, one had died, another had lost an arm, and the last two had fled the city with their families in the dead of night.
For the past three days, only Chalco and Qori had been in charge of the walls, with no concrete word on any reinforcements. That’s why he was so surprised when he saw two figures in shiny red armor waiting for them in their usual position.
“You are Warrior Chalco de Sucopia?”
“The very same. And who are you?”
“Master Chalco, we are fresh warriors who have been assigned here to defend Antila from the heretic king's vile commoners.”
“See, I told you it was a good day today.” Qori slapped Chalco’s shoulder, before he turned to the new reinforcements. “Welcome aboard.”
Although he wasn’t quite so optimistic, the architect was still glad to get any help he could.
“Right. In that case- Wait.”
At least he was until he got closer and got a better look at the faces underneath the fancy armor. First Chalco noticed that these two were half a head shorter than him, although he wasn’t particularly tall for a warrior in the first place. Then he took a closer look at their faces.
One had a face that was completely smooth, as if he had just shaved himself with the sharpest knife in the world. The other had a beard, if a few, scraggly hairs around his upper lip could ever count as one. Worse yet, he couldn’t see any tattoos on either of their arms.
“Wait. How old are you?” he finally asked the unbearded one who hadn’t spoken up so far.
“Eighteen?” the beardless warrior asked, as if Chalco was supposed to know the answer. With a frown, he turned to the other of the pair.
“Master, we are old enough to carry an axe. That should be enough, should it not?” the child replied.
“Why are they sending children?” Qori asked in confusion, mostly to himself. After all, Chalco certainly didn’t know the answer to that question either.
“Are you playing a prank on us here, children? Don’t tell me we are meant to take care of you because you sneaked out of the house looking for adventure.”
“Excuse us, but-” beardless tried to speak up in a low voice, but was overwhelmed by a boom from the cocky kid.
“Do not insult our honor, master!” he shouted a wet reply straight in Chalco’s face. “We are proper warriors, ready to fight the vicious and heretical king to the death.”
Rather than get upset at children, the architect calmly took a step back and tried to reason with the child.
“You’re not a proper warrior without your maturity rites. Have you had your ceremony yet?”
“No, but we will have one soon, and that is why we are here. Lord Vareo decreed that any young warrior of Port Ulta will have to defend his homeland, his master, and his family. If they cannot stand up for their land in times of crisis, how would they gain the honor of calling themselves adults?”
“So you only get your ceremony once you’ve served your time in the war?”
“Serving in the war is a great glory, and we are glad to offer our strength.
Finally, Chalco understood what was going on. These kids were being blackmailed by their master, to fill out the dwindling numbers of warriors atop the walls. Now that he knew that they were just more unfortunate victims of the war, he had even less energy to argue with them.
“Fine, just don’t get yourselves killed,” he said, and sat his weary body down on the wall, leaned against the cold stone. Yet just as he had gotten comfortable, a familiar call forced him back up.
“Positions!”
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“Positions!”
The usual shout woke Chalco from his thoughts. He stretched out his hand and Qori stepped forward to help pull him up.
Is it already here? They’re a bit early today.
Just as he had the thought, the loudmouth child interrupted him.
“Quick! The heretics are coming!”
Annoyed, the architect looked over to the kid who had already drawn his weapon.
“Calm down, boy,” he said. “Do you want to throw your fancy axe down the wall? Put that thing away, and follow me.”
“But-”
“No, I am the most senior member of this group, so I will be in charge. If you fail to follow my orders, you will be punished later. Understood?"
Although the kid glared at him, he finally managed to squeeze out an "understood."
“They’re coming!” he heard Qori shout.
"For now, just remember one thing: Keep your head down,” Chalco said to the boy and sped towards his designated position. After he was done talking, he had already reached his spot on the walls, the same spot he had been defending for several days now.
With concern he looked out at the fields in front of Antila’s walls. Just like the walls themselves, the fields had been riddled with scars by their enemies. In order to get closer to the city defenses, the enemies had dug trenches in awkward, criss-crossed patterns. It was an approach Chalco had never seen before, but it was scarily effective. Enemies remained in cover until they were almost to the walls, which minimized the advantage the defenders had.
“What do we do now?” the timid child asked.
“Well, just grab a weapon of your choice,” Qori replied. “But be careful, they have to last us the day.”
At the same time, the veteran pointed to the barrels set up against the crenelations. When they had first been assigned to this place, the barrels used to be filled with javelins, enough for them to throw until their arms fell off. That had been a month ago.
Now, they left with about forty improvised, poorly balanced spears and some rubble from the destroyed buildings in the city.
“Unless a miracle happens and the armory remembers us, this will be our ammunition for the day,” Chalco emphasized again. “So we have to be strategic with our throws. Are either of you good with a javelin?”
The cocky child tried to raise his hand, but Chalco could tell that he was just showing off again. His second of hesitation was enough for the architect to make a decision.
“Alright, so you will be throwing stones for today,” he determined. “And none of you start throwing before I do. At this point, we cannot waste as much as a single stone.”
In fact, Chalco would have rather not let the children participate at all. Forcing them to join the war was irresponsible from their master in the first place. But the reality was that they could really use the help. Thus, after he had given his instructions to the children, he simply began to observe the attack again. It took a while, but he could finally see the shadows of the enemies move closer within the trenches.
Their flags moved in as well, to signal a general attack on the western section of the wall. At least this much of their sign language had been deciphered since the start of the war, though it wasn't a surprise. In this position, the lower cement wall had been heavily damaged already, so their fire power in that area was reduced.
In anticipation of the attack, Chalco ducked behind the crenelations. He pulled down timid kid with him, who simply had stared at the battlefield like an idiot.
Soon, the shot of cannons followed, from within the trenches, followed by the shot of muskets. From the vibrations he felt through the stone, it seemed like some had splashed against his section of the wall, but he knew he was safe behind the twelve hand-lengths of concrete. At first, this battlefield with the constant noise and danger had been unbearable for Chalco, but now he was numb to it all.
He just waited until the first three salvos of the enemy were over. By that point, they would usually slow down since they would have finished their advance. So he took the chance to glance past his defenses and onto the battlefield. He spotted one enemy soldier who had his elbows out on the dirt that was the edge of the trench, carefully aiming with his rifle for any enemies that would pop up on the wall.
Probably a new recruit.
Someone with this little self-preservation would either learn quickly, or wouldn’t live long on the battlefield. It was Chalco’s job to make sure the second happened. He gauged the distance and realized that a stone wouldn’t be enough. So he picked up a javelin. Remembering the position from before, he only leaned over the wall for a second to throw before he fell back down.
Damn.
As he sank back into cover, he watched his spear sail past his opponent’s arm by a mere finger’s width and then burrow into the muddy wall of the trench behind him. Now, the rookie would learn his lesson and duck away. He wouldn’t get another easy shot like this.
Again, Chalco returned to his cover position and observed. It seemed like their exact position wouldn’t be the main target of attack this time. Every day, the enemies would concentrate their fire on a specific, small section of wall, to cover for their workers who would deepen and lengthen the trenches, to further close the distance to the city. And every day, their position would change, to make early preparations impossible.
Of course, their own troops could not allow the enemy to burrow unimpeded, so these attempts would be met with fierce resistance. Rains of projectiles would go down on the enemies, and the new cannons Antila had received from the foreigners and from Huaylas would focus on collapsing the new earth works. Sometimes, lords would even lead raids outside the walls if the situation was particularly dire.
“Quick, we have to do something,” the loud kid shouted. Chalco looked over and saw him trying to get up, held down by a disinterested Qori.
“No moving until told otherwise!” Chalco shouted. “If you leave your position without orders, that is treason!”
That shut the kid up right quick, so Chalco could go back to observing. To be honest, they were holding out much better than Chalco would have thought. After being ground down like this, Chalco had thought that they would have long fallen apart under the pressure of the enemy attack. However, they had somehow managed to survive for a month. Not least because they had a real monster on their side.
About a hundred steps away from him, Chalco could see the imposing figure of the faceless demon the foreigners called ‘Herak of Balit’, surrounded by his ‘knights’, foreign warriors armed with their own muskets and bows. Their strength and precision were above even the soldiers of the southern kingdom, and they always moved to wherever the enemies tried to advance at the first sign of an attack. They had been instrumental in protecting Antila throughout the siege, no one more so than their leader Herak.
The creature stood tall, half a head taller than even his warriors. He was impossible to overlook, even now that he had colored his mask of bronze black to hide from enemy shooters. Many said that the bronze mask was meant to reflect the sunlight back into the eyes of his enemies.
At least that was the current rumor going around for the stranger’s weird dress. Others included barbaric foreign customs, or the face of a demon hidden underneath his mask.
Either way, the foreign lord’s presence gave calm to all those around him. This wasn’t down to some unrealistic horror stories, or the belief that a real demon may be on their side. It was due to presence, and strength.
As they watched, huddled behind the safety of the walls, the lord stood high atop a tower recessed behind the main walls, covered by specifically designed walls filled with narrow slits for the lord's arrows. Tall and proud he stood, his giant war bow in hand, as he loosed one arrow after another. Every time an arrow landed, it would weaken the attack down below. Every shot would kill a man.
Maybe that was an exaggeration, but it surely felt like it. Herak’s presence itself, with his rate of fire and deadly precision, was more intimidatingto their enemies than an entire battery of cannons. Even more, the arrow’s slower flight speed allowed him to fire at an angle, which made the trenches of the enemies far less useful.
As usual, the texture of the battle changed as soon as Herak appeared. For hours on end, the southern army outside continued to prod and attack Herak’s area of the wall. Yet in all that time, Chalco and his people were never once called over to reinforce the main direction of attack.
All the enemies could do was slowly dig in further, under heavy fire. Every once in a while, someone would come closer to Chalco to check if the area was still manned. Every time, they would be rebuffed with projectiles from above. Bit by bit, the barrels got emptier, but they were never in any great danger.
By the time Chalco could see the bottom of the barrel, the enemy troops began to retreat back along the scars they had dug after hours of prodding and skirmishing. Once more, they disappeared along with the evening sun.
As had become custom, the enemy was just posturing, and nothing was achieved in their attacks. Later, the night shift would go out and fill in the trenches of today again, but that wasn’t Chalco’s concern.
“We did it!”
“Yeah, you run, you cowards!”
The young people were leaning over the walls and cheering their retreating enemies. Chalco just watched them in silence. When Qori wanted to step up and stop them, he held his arm.
“Let them.”
“They should know what’s coming to them,” Qori insisted.
Of course the veteran was right. Today, they had been lucky that they hadn’t been the center of the attack, and that the attack had been particularly soft. However, they wouldn’t get so lucky every day. Still, Chalco couldn’t bring himself to ruin what might be the last fun in the lives of these kids.
“They may be better served with ignorance for now. Just let them have this one day. Let them believe that we are winning, at least for now. They will learn the truth soon enough.”
Exhausted from a day atop the wall, Qori and Chalco turned around and stepped down, back into the city. Meanwhile, the kids were still up there, celebrating their great victory. Just like the walls and the fields, the city itself had also been covered in scars. However, unlike the damage to the other parts of the city, these scars had not been inflicted by the enemy, apart from a few stray cannon shots that had crossed the walls by accident.
No, most of the damage here had been inflicted on purpose, by the mighty lords who had deemed to make Antila their battlefield, though they would surely claim that the one at fault for the damage was the southern king.
The kingdom’s army had long surrounded the city on three sides. All contact to the south, west, and north was cut off. As a result, all supplies had to be routed through the Uskaylla River, from Port Ulta straight into Antila. To make transportation easier, long, straight roads had been built from Antila’s river ports straight to the walls. Any house in the way of these roads was simply demolished, and the families living there thrown out into the streets. Conveniently, the lords then used the materials from the destroyed houses to barricade the gates, repair the damaged walls or chuck the pieces down to fight the invaders.
The local Chalco’s heart hurt whenever he walked down these roads, and Qori also kept a somber silence. This was no way to treat the people who had stayed loyal and remained in the city when they heard that an enemy army was approaching. On top of that, many of the houses here were important parts of Antila’s history, though the architect doubted that anyone else still cared by this point. Worst of all, the roads weren’t even helping. Even with all that space, they were still running out of materials. Slowly, bit by bit, the army of the southern king was strangling them to death, and there was nothing they could do.
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Like every day, Chalco and Qori lined up near the port to get the food assigned to their combat group. From behind, the two kids were catching up.
“Master Chalco, please wait!” beardless shouted.
“We are standing still,” Chalco replied in a weary tone. These children had far too much energy. Apparently, Qori saw it the same.
“Have you celebrated enough?” the veteran added.
“Master, should we not enjoy our great victory?” the cocky kid asked. At the same time, he looked down the slow-moving line of hungry fighters with a frown. No doubt he was unhappy about the numb indifference in the faces of the warriors.
“Some victory that was." Qori laughed mirthlessly. "What did we achieve today? We only staved off death for another day.”
“We drove the cowards back,” the kid shot back.
“Right. Have a look around. Does it look to you like we are winning?” An annoyed Qori pointed at the destruction all around him.
“These are necessary sacrifices for us to achieve victory! The harshest sacrifices are the most meaningful.”
“Right, tell that to your master who is still sitting at home in his mansion.”
“You-”
“Stop. Go get something to eat.”
Before the fight could escalate, Chalco interrupted them. They needed to work together if they wanted to survive the following days. And while they had been bickering, the architect had gotten his supplies from the warehouse official. Unfortunately, he didn’t have any Sila left to bribe the man, so they only got their standard rations.
“Thank the Divines,” the cocky kid said. “I am starving!”
Greedy hands pulled the small cloth bag out of Chalco's arms, and greedy eyes stared at their haul. Yet his anxious expression froze as soon as he saw their daily rations. A small handful of rice, two large pieces of moldy bread for everyone, plus a flask full of cold vegetable stew to share. That was all they had been offered, for four people.
“Is that it?” he asked in incredulity.
“That is what we get. If you want more, go ask the official.” Chalco only shrugged and pointed at the man with the snide face standing in front of mountains of food. No doubt he had made a fortune distributing food during the war, and no doubt he would do everything to protect his source of income. Thus, the cocky kid finally calmed down, and sighed in response.
“In fact, we should be getting food for six people, so the rations have not changed," Chalco explained further, as he carefully collected their supplies again. "Yet this amount was barely enough to feed the two of us. Who knows what we will do now that we have to feed two extra mouths?”
In fact, supplies had become the biggest problem for the coalition army in Antila. Their army was huge, far bigger than anything Antila had been designed for. Even worse, their troops consisted of mostly warriors. Any warrior would need at least three times the amount of food a commoner would use, even more so during times of intense physical activity.
On top of that, the enemy attacks never let up. Although they were under no threat of being broken, they had to throw, fling, and shoot a steady stream of projectiles down the walls just to hold their position. Even with all the destructive new roads and the river ships from Port Ulta running day and night, they simply couldn’t transport enough food and ammunition into the city to keep up with their demand.
While the two new kids were silently contemplating the dire situation they suddenly found themselves in, the veterans had their own way of dealing with the problem.
“Maybe we can organize something ourselves before we get too hungry to move,” Chalco mused as they walked away from the storage.
He was looking for a quieter place to distribute the food. Otherwise there may be conflict with another combat group. Now that all of them were starting to run low on supplies, the warrior groups had become a lot more aggressive. At first, the smart ones had stashed away some extra every day, and used their connections or family heirlooms to buy additional supplies. Now however, even they were running out. Chalco himself had only another two days’ worth of food left in his hidden stash.
“Spring’s coming.” Qori laughed. “The rats are gonna crawl out of their holes in search for food. That’s fresh meat right there, if we can catch it.”
The idea of the noble warriors of Antila eating the rats who used to live off their scraps made the formerly well-respected architect laugh.
“Hah, even the rats were smart enough to run away from the city by now.”
“Unlike our highborn masters. Maybe we would have been better off following the rats instead.”
While Chalco was dividing the food into four equal parts, both veterans laughed at the futility of it all, because what else could they do? At least they could find solace in the fact that they weren’t alone in their misery. At least they could forget their worries for a second while they were laughing. However, their new companions didn't see it quite the same way.
“How could you talk about your master like that!?” cocky kid shouted as he ripped the small package with his supplies out of the architect’s hands for a second time. “How dare you compare the noble lords to animals!?”
“Shhh, what if they hear?” beardless whispered nervously, trying to calm down his overexcited companion.
“Let them hear then!” cocky screamed even louder. “Let the lords hear and take these disloyal dogs away from here! We have no need for these cowards and heretics! We do not need them to fight the war for us! We did well enough all on our own!”
“Kid, there isn’t much fun left to be had here.” Chalco sighed. He was exhausted from standing atop the wall all day, exhausted from not eating, exhausted from hearing the same slogans day after day. Even more, he was exhausted from slowly losing hope time after time. He really didn’t have the energy to argue with children. “Talking down on the big masters is just about the only fun we have here. Do you want to take that away from us? And it’s not like the masters care anyways. Even if they hear about it, they’re too busy trying to keep the army held together. The last thing they need is a revolt caused by excessive punishment.”
“It is not right,” cocky insisted with the face of a child who was denied his favorite toy. “The master needs to be respected, always. That is why we are fighting the war against the heretics: To preserve the traditions and laws of the ancients. This is a holy war! If we cannot so much as practice the traditions we are fighting for, then why do we need to fight in the first place.”
My question exactly, Chalco thought, though he didn’t say it out loud to avoid further trouble with the kids. However, Qori didn’t seem to have the same inhibitions.
“In that case, you can go ahead and respect the master somewhere else,” he said in a bitter tone and spat on the ground.
“We will do that then.” the cocky kid shot back and turned towards beardless. “Follow me. We shall go find some proper warriors to eat with. These ones have lost their spirit and their honor.”
“But-”
Beardless looked at Chalco for help, but his companion interrupted him, not for the first time that day. “Follow me, I said. The air in the presence of these cowards stinks of rat.”
With that, the cocky kid took his companion’s shoulder and pulled him away from the two veterans. Without another word, Chalco sat under a section of the city’s internal wall to shield his body from the cold wind, and began to nibble on his hard, dry bread. At least that was one thing his warrior education allowed him to do: Unlike the commoners in the army, a cultivator had no problem with biting through rock-hard bread. It was a minor advantage, but in the face of modern muskets – the great equalizer – it was better than nothing.
“Seriously, these new recruits. All of them useless. How can they be this mindless?”
Qori complained, as he sat down next to Chalco. In response, the architect sighed and patted his companion’s shoulder.
“Well, they are children. No need to fret, they will learn eventually, if they live long enough.”
“Either way, the issue will resolve itself.” Qori offered a scornful laugh.
“Correct. And they are children, never forget that.” Chalco sighed again. It could have become his signature these days, if there hadn’t been so many others in the city doing the exact same. “No need to fight with a child. Rather than fighting with them, we should patiently teach them, to make sure they survive. They are no good to us dead.”
“Well, the way they are right now, they are no good to us alive either,” Qori insisted. “Just mindless servants with no proper skills.”
“In that case, we need to train them until they are useful. From the looks of things, the war should last a while longer. More than enough time to wait for the kids to learn and improve. Who knows, maybe one day soon, one of them will save your life.”
Rather than reply, Qori just grunted in disapproval and nibbled on his bread in silence. Finally, when he had half his portion down, he spoke up again, this time with another issue.
“I tell you, some day soon, they’re going to send us actual children in support. The kind that won't even be able to hold axes.”
For a moment longer, Chalco remained silent, as he watched a bird up above circle the city for a while, before it moved on towards the west.
“I guess that is the problem,” the architect finally said.
“What is?”
“I have been thinking for a while, you see. Our enemies are so strong, and everything their king has done seems so well planned, almost like it was divine providence.”
“You don’t believe that nonsense, do you?”
“What I mean is, are you not worried? They have been stuck in front of our city for more than a full moon now. In all that time, they have never let up their attack, and they have never tried anything else. Yet their king always has these grand plans. Do you believe someone like their king, who is known for being sneaky, could not come up with a better strategy?”
“So you figured out why they keep attacking, boss?”
Chalco nodded in response.
“I think so. You have seen what happened today. It took days for us to get reinforcements, and when we did, the people we were sent were practically children. We keep losing men, so we are bound to run low on available warriors.”
“So are the others though.”
Qori looked at his boss with suspicion, as if he had said something obvious, but Chalco shook his head.
“But the others are just commoners, that’s different,” he insisted. “Those commoners are cheap, and there are who knows how many of them in Medala. They can keep making rifles, and then keep using those rifles to train new commoners into fighters. How long does it take to train a warrior? Decades, practically a lifetime. Compared to commoners, there are simply too few warriors in the country. At the moment, all they are doing is trade their commoners for our warriors, and now we are so low on troops that we have to send kids to die for us.”
While he continued to eat, Qori just nodded along for a while and hummed in agreement, until he had fully processed what Chalco was saying. With an even heavier frown than earlier, he turned to the former architect.
“Wait, do you think that’s the plan?” he asked. “They’ll just keep clashing against us until they bleed us dry?”
“Maybe. Even something clever like that seems a bit simple for them, right? They say that their king has been touched by the Divines, so who knows what is going on in his head.”
“And that is someone we are supposed to fight? If he really has a connection to the heavens, then how would we ever win?”
“I care little whether he is a king or a god.” Chalco laughed. He had heard the rumors long ago, and had long come to his own conclusions. “All I know is that he is attacking our home. He aims to kill us all, and he has turned my wall into rubble. So long as he does not step back and cease his attack, that king will be my enemy.”
“I guess we have no choice, not anymore, with the curfews and such.”
Although Chalco’s speech was grand, Qori's retort encapsulated their helpless situation. Exhausted, the architect put down the rest of their food and leaned his back against the wall. Here, in the shadow of his once greatest creation, he liked to spend his time off. It would be a while longer until they had to wake up the night shift. Then they could warm up their soup in their sleeping quarters, and add the rice and get a proper meal in, before it was time to rest again.
On and on, day after day, with no breaks. The only change were their increasingly desperate situation, and the only reason he still stayed here and hadn’t run like so many others was because of his attachment to this city and its people.
Now he finally felt what it was like to be forced into war due to his principles. Just like Chalco was now determined to protect his home and his work from the enemy attack, Pari had been determined to defend his honor and his family’s position within the kingdom’s structure. Back during the raid up the hill, his determination had cost Pari his life. Who knew how much longer Chalco had until he would suffer the same fate?
As he mused over his own folly, his hands and back still against his wall, he reconfirmed his ideas. So long as the walls stood, there was no way for the southerners to achieve a quick victory. Thus, a slow war of attrition was the best they could do.
Suddenly, Chalco’s eyes opened wide, as he felt a vibration run through his fingers. Somehow, the wall was making noise. Like a living, breathing being, it rumbled under his fingers. He didn’t know if a projectile had hit the wall somewhere nearby, or if the building was just settling, but the sensation gave him a concerning idea. He twisted his neck to look up from within the shadows, up to his wall.
The more he thought about it, the more he realized that his wall was now the only thing that stood in the way of the southern kingdom’s troops. Without it, they would be forced into another costly open field battle. They really couldn’t afford another defeat like the one during the lightning battle.
So what if their enemies had been trying to remove the walls all this time, rather than just bleed them dry? What if their attacks that had seemed so dangerous to him had been mere distractions? Most people would consider it a joke, But Chalco had built these walls. He knew how they were built, and he knew exactly how they could be destroyed as well. And as he feared, his enemies, who had taught him these new construction methods, would know as well.
The more he thought, the more panic spread all throughout his body. His once numb mind sprang to life as he felt the threat of death loom over him, his city, and his greatest creation. He had to do something, anything! With no time to lose, he jumped up.
“What happened?” Qori looked up to the standing Chalco in confusion.
“Why did I not consider this sooner? I am an idiot,” the architect mumbled to himself.
“What’s wrong?”
“No time,” Chalco shouted. “We need to reach Master Sucopia, or any lords who have some power in the city. This time, they have to listen to me, even if I have to sell my soul.”
“Hey, wait!” Qori shouted at Chalco’s back. “What are you doing?”
“Protecting my home.” Chalco replied, more to himself than anyone else. If his fears were confirmed, he may just have been on the way to accelerate his own demise. If that sacrifice could save his city or his family, he would be okay with that.
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How peaceful.
For Corco, it was a guilty thought.
Looking out of the window of Lord Makipura's city manor, he saw green once more, now that the white blanket of winter had disappeared. Birds were singing over the lively sound of Rimas City's busy streets.
Ever since they had joined the Kingdom of the South, the people of Rimas had benefited immensely. Out of all the many immigrants from various backgrounds who traveled from the two northern kingdoms south to Saniya, most would take the land route. That had always been the case, since the Medalans were just naturally land-bound folk and not well-versed in naval combat, but it had become even more so since the pirates of the Verdant Isles had started fighting each other and turned the sea route between Sinchay and Sachay into a battlefield.
As a result, Rimas - which was the northernmost city of the southern kingdom and the last stop before crossing the Narrows - became an important stop for the commoners who were looking for a new life. Many would stay here for a while, as they recovered from the grueling journey through the central kingdom. They would buy new supplies and gather information on the southern kingdom they planned on making their home, before they would finally move on. In the process, some would even get stuck here. Like this, they created a constant flux of people in the city.
The commoners had brought wealth, liveliness and many new ideas to the old city. It had transformed Rimas from a militant border town on the edge of the 'civilized' northern kingdoms into a great city full of development potential within a few short years.
Certainly, for Corco it felt good to watch the lives of the people improve under his influence, even though their brothers were fighting and dying on the front lines of Antila right now. The thought comforted the King of the South and relieved him of his guilt, at least for a moment.
Corco sipped his tea and leaned back in his chair. For the first time in over a month, he could once again sit in a warm room, on a comfortable chair befitting of a king, and completely relax. Yet the calm didn’t last long.
Every time he relaxed, Corco had to think back to the fighting going on around Antila, the many citizens who were stuck there, who would die or suffered wounds that would never heal every single day. No doubt, this city had also sent off many sons to fight and die for his cause. Thus, as soon as he had leaned back and before he could truly relax, he straightened his spine and sat upright once more.
Let’s just get this over with, he thought and pushed his contradictory feelings aside. After all, he wasn’t here on vacation. He cleared his mind and sighed, something his host seemed to have misunderstood.
“Not to worry, King. The delegation should be arriving any time now,” Lord Makipura said.
“Sure. He can take his time. I don’t care.”
Since there was no modern transportation, and no instant communication outside of the few radios employed by Saniya’s secret service, meeting someone else wasn’t exactly a precise art in Medala.
Over the years, Corco had sometimes become frustrated by the lack of technology. When he had to wait around, he would sometimes lose his patience and lash out. That hadn’t been the case in a while, especially since he had improved communication in Sachay and lost some of his anger with age. Still, it seemed like rumor had spread among the lords, because Makipura still looked worried, despite the king’s insistence on the contrary.
The lord who had renounced the central kingdom for the south stood there half-bowed and rubbing his hands, with an awkward smile on his face. Ever since the start of the civil war, most of the lords had become a lot more careful around Corco. It proved the respect he had gained after the lightning miracle and cleaning up the traitors, but it came with its draw backs. Not only would it make the lords more careful, and thus less useful, it really made the king uncomfortable as well.
“Look, you don’t have to stand around all day,” Corco tried again, as he had many times since his arrival in Rimas, “Why don’t you just sit and-”
have a tea, he wanted to add, but a knock on the door interrupted him.
“Enter!” Makipura shouted, seemingly eager to have someone else with him in the room in case the dangerous miracle king would lose his temper and shoot lightning from his eyes.
One of Corco’s warriors entered, greeted his king and reported.
“King, the runners of Rimas have just returned. Pachacutec Titu Pluritac, King of the Center, and his delegation will arrive at Rimas within three hours.”
Finally, it was time for the fake brothers to meet once more. It would constitute the first direct meeting between medalan kings in years, and the first chance for Corco to find allies in his home country ever since the start of the Succession War. Finally, the time had come to end his political isolation.
“Let’s go,” he said to Makipura as he stood and put his half-empty tea cup in his warrior’s hands. “Let’s get ready to welcome our guest.”


-------------------------


The meeting between the two kings was arranged in the inner gardens of Lord Makipura’s manor. Since it was a discussion between two equal parties, two seats of equal height and size were prepared, seated across from each other on a short table filled with drinks, fruits and baked goods.
The last part had been Corco’s idea, especially the pastry and the drinks. With their turbulent history, there was a need to ease the atmosphere between the estranged kings, and the king thought that alcohol and sweets would do the trick just fine.
As he stood there waiting for his guest, he mused how he would face his fellow king. There had been many conflicts between them in the past, but now he was asking for an alliance, if only a temporary one.
Really, he wasn’t sure he could see past his fake brother’s - but real uncle’s - childish pride, or his petty self-entitlement. Maybe he would just blow up when he heard some dumb comment from Pacha, like he had in the past. With how immature the young King of the Center had been ever since the start of the Succession War, that seemed quite likely. Though at least Pacha had agreed to come here, which was a good start. Getting to talk was the first step to solving an issue, even if his opposite would be a stubborn bastard, a literal bastard in this case.
Though when the south gate to the internal garden finally opened and the King of the Center entered together with twelve of his warriors, Corco realized that he may have underestimated his uncle. If nothing else, he had underestimated just how much anyone could change when given enough responsibility and time.
Pacha's walk was measured and dignified. Gone was the arrogant swagger of his youth. Now, he looked like someone Corco had to be careful about.
It had been more than three years since the southern king had met his uncle Pachacutec. Back then, they had not spoken a word. They had only seen each other from the distance, across a battlefield not far from their current position. Back then, Pacha had pushed through two armies in an attempt to reach Corco, to cut off his head. Meanwhile, Corco had tried to hide in the crowd so that Herak couldn’t shoot him with his fucking bow. They had only made eye contact for a few seconds, before Corco's forces retreated and the battle came to an end.
Thinking back, it had been even longer since they had actually talked face to face. The last time must have been during their controversial duel, the one that ultimately split the empire in three and returned some of Corco’s rightfully owed power to him, against the wishes of the empire’s elders.
For Corco, the duel was now distant past. He was far too busy reshaping his nation and driving the Arcavians off his lands to care about old stories from back then.
Though as he saw his uncle again, he realized that the King of the Center would never in his life forget that duel of theirs. His right arm was carried in a sling, even now still injured from the moment Corco had broken it during their duel, all for a cheap pun. His hair, which Corco had cut off after his victory, was still kept short, even now. And his face had a hardness and bitterness that had replaced his green, self-assured grin of the past.
“Welcome, Brother! I am glad to see you.” That was a lie of course, but appearances had to be upheld between the would-be allies. However, it seemed like his fellow king’s desire to play 'pretend friendship' was even lower than his own. Pacha’s frown only deepened for a few seconds as he stared at Corco. When the merchant king got ready for his newest customer to just jump him, the young king finally replied.
“The King of the Center greets the King of the South.” Pacha said in a stiff tone, as mechanical as Corco’s new calculators. Clearly, he still held a grudge, after all these years. Or maybe he was just nervous, the little scamp. Either way, Corco simply pretended he hadn’t heard the provocative undertones.
Instead, he sat down and said, "Don't be shy, brother. Please, have a seat. I've prepared a welcoming present for you."
While the stock-still Pacha still stood on the other end of the garden, Corco turned to his side, where servants were already standing ready, with trays in their hands. From atop the tray, Corco picked up the mixing glass and put it on the table between the two.
Without a care for his impatient uncle, Corco filled the mixing glass with a few fingers of whiskey, then with steaming coffee, and sugar, and finally he topped the creation with heavy cream, all handed to him by various servants. Only then did he divide the contents of the mixing glass up between two readied mugs.
It was bad form to not prepare an irish coffee right in the glass, but presenting two different glasses right from the start would be rude at best, and could possibly start a new conflict at worst. He didn’t want to be accused of poisoning another king after all.
I just hope the cream won't mix into the coffee too much, he thought as he poured the drink into the two glasses and then added some precious cinnamon shavings for effect and smell. At some point during the process, Pacha had sat down without a word, but he just looked at Corco and didn't spare the drink even a glance.
“Come on, have a drink," the merchant king tried again, this time looking squarely at Pacha. "I made it myself. It’s got ingredients from three different countries across the world.”
Again, Pacha just stared, sitting in his seat stock-still and observing Corco.
"Really?" Corco asked. This guy didn't go brain dead in the meantime, right? "At least try it before you walk out of here," he finally said and picked up his mug.
However, even then, Pacha waited until the southern king had taken a generous swig from his mug, before he sipped a bit himself, mostly out of politeness. Almost immediately, his frown eased.
“Not bad, right?” Corco asked, with a big grin on his face. “You drink a lot of our new whiskey and coffee, and this is the perfect drink for the cold weather. So I knew you’d like it.”
“How?” Immediately, Pacha’s frown returned. Although Corco knew that his answer would upset his opponent, he felt the move was worth the risk. In Corco's experience, honesty could often disarm opponents with ease, especially when it came unexpectedly.
Thus, he shrugged his shoulder and said: “Ah, my spies told me what kind of food and drink you like.”
“What!?” The frown turned to anger as Pacha stood with a growl. Corco, meanwhile, just took another sip from his drink.
“Oh come on, don’t tell me you haven’t tried to place any spies around me. Should I guess who it is?” Corco winked. Being open would go a long way here, and honesty had always been Corco’s best method for negotiations. It would cover for his lack of sophistication. Indeed, the merchant king’s casual attitude almost immediately caused the hero king to calm down.
“No need.” Pacha sat back down and took another sip, now much more comfortable in his posture. At last, it looked like the worst of it was over. With Pacha seated and relaxed, they could finally start their proper talks.
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After Pacha had finally relaxed, the two kings just sat there for a while, and warmed their body with the hot irish coffee in their hands. Finally, the hero king looked up again. For a few second, he eyed his fellow king, before he said, “I can never tell what you are thinking.”
“That’s the idea.” Corco laughed. “Anyways, what’s up with you?”
“What?”
Again with the frown.
“Well, just asking how you are doing up there,” he said, and suppressed the desire to make fun of Pacha’s confused face. “You see, we’re pretty isolated down here in the south, so I rarely get to talk to anyone from either of the northern kingdoms. It’s a good chance to catch up on gossip.”
“You want gossip, king?" Pacha asked, as a sneer formed on his face. "The central kingdom is in trouble, in no small part due to the miracle king of the southern kingdom.”
“Thanks for the compliment.”
“It was not a compliment.” Pacha snorted, but continued enjoying his drink anyways. “The people of my lands are in distress, some have risen in revolt. Your little miracle has caused endless trouble for all of us. Not least of all, your aggressive priests have started to show up in the central kingdom, and even in Arguna, to preach their made-up stories and seduce my people to their heretical ways.”
“Rather than complain, you should try working with the new movement among the priests,” Corco tried to help. “They’re way easier to control than the old guys. All they want is to go back to helping people, like the Pacha faith used to be in the old days. I don't need priests who play politician. Those fossils in Arguna have been overreaching their position for a while now.”
“You liked the priests well enough when they helped you steal the throne.”
Pacha’s voice was sour for a reason. Back when they had fought over the throne succession, Corco had conspired with the priests. At the time, the only reason Pacha hadn’t become king was that he had been framed by the priests. During the old emperor’s second funeral, a fake sign from the heavens had cost Pacha a throne he already had secure. Yet Corco had no shame for his past actions.
“Well, sometimes you have to make strange allies in a pinch,” he said instead. “Isn’t that why you’re here?”
“To be frank, I still do not know why I have come to this place. What is it you want, exactly?”
Although Pacha would know that Corco wanted an alliance, the messengers hadn't mentioned any details, for fear of spies.
“Well, I feel like we can help each other,” Corco thus began.
“What help could someone like the great merchant king provide the central kingdom?” Pacha said, straightforward and unhappy.
“Well, I’d say that for once, our goals align, right?”
For a second Pacha pondered over the words, before he slowly nodded.
"Continue."
“We both want to deal with the Ichilias, that's a fact. They've been a thorn in my side for years, and they have prevented you from controlling your own kingdom all this time. Now, they have lost most of their army, their lord is dead, and I hear that their successor is stuck in Antila. If you could just march over and pressure Huaylas, we can breathe easier in our siege of Antila, and you finally get your own kingdom under control.”
This was a mutually beneficial deal, as far as Corco was concerned. Ever since Pacha had become king, he had never really been able to rule beyond the borders of his direct lands. Instead, he had always had to wrestle the Ichilias for control over the remaining estates in the central kingdom. However, it seemed the hero king underestimated the value of Corco’s offer.
“Hah, I hear your siege isn’t going well.” He forced a mocking laugh as if he was in the stronger position during these negotiations. “Maybe your army is not quite as invincible as you thought.”
“Maybe.” Corco shrugged, as the constant smile finally dropped from his face. “Wanna try?”
Faced with the threat of war, Pacha’s familiar frown returned once more. A heavy silence filled the air as tension between the kings rose. Before anything unreasonable could happen, Corco laughed, far more natural than his inexperienced uncle.
“Haha, just kidding. There’s no reason for us to be at each other’s throats, is there?”
Finally, Pacha leaned back in his chair again. Although he didn't talk it looked like the worst part of the negotiations were over. Corco had called Pacha’s bluff, and the King of the Center had flinched. As far as Corco was concerned, Pacha had proven that he had no desire to fight, so the only reason for him to come would be an alliance. Finally, it was time to play his cards.
“I mean, wouldn’t it be much nicer to deal with House Ichilia than with me? Those guys are always stirring up trouble. Would be nice to cut them down to size?”
“That is easy talk, and hard work.”
“So how about I make your work a bit easier for you?” Corco asked. A piece of metal from within Corco's sleeve landed on the table and shook the mugs atop.
“This is…” Pacha trailed off, as he stared at the shiny seal lying before him.
“Yes, it’s the official seal of House Ichilia,” Corco responded. “Loreius Ichilia calls himself the new lord of Huaylas, but he doesn’t even hold the family seal. They lost it in an unprovoked attack against a foreign kingdom, a great shame for their house and for the central kingdom. That should be enough cause for you to rescind some of House Ichilia’s powers, or even some of their land, right?"
Again, Pacha returned to silence, and gave Corco a critical look.
“Take it,” the miracle king insisted, “it’s a gift.”
“Why,” the hero king finally said.
“As I've said, we both benefit. My siege gets easier. Plus, at least we both carry the same name, right? I’d rather you or Amautu take over the empire than the Ichilias or the Arcavians.”
“I know little about the Arcavians, merchant king. On the matter of Arcavia, you should be the expert,”
Corco ignored the provocation and retained his smile.
“You're the one who has been working with them for years,” the merchant king replied.
“No, the Ichilias have,” Pacha shook his head and looked up at the sky. “I have tried to keep my distance. I have always questioned their motives. You are the one who has lived with them for years.”
“Yeah, and that’s why I don’t trust them either.” Corco laughed. However, Pacha didn’t follow his nephew's lead. His face was still an immovable mask, though he didn’t seem cross with Corco this time.
“Either way,” he said as he leaned across the table like he was about to start a conspiracy, “be it Ichilias or foreigners, the one I trust the least is Amautu. You should not hope for him to win our contest, no matter what.”
“What, you’re not getting along anymore?”
Corco knew that there had been repeated friction between the two northern kingdoms. However, he had no idea that their relationship was this bad. Though that was based on the assumption that Pacha wasn’t lying to him right now. Either way, a bit of prodding would offer a good chance to scope out Pacha and Amautu’s relationship. To Corco's surprise, the young king didn't need any more prodding before he spilled everything.
“This is not a matter of getting along.” Pacha frowned, seemingly searching for his words. “He is creepy, and I do not trust him.”
“Like what? Examples please.”
“His warriors come too quickly, and too many,” Pacha replied like an oracle. Corco was really getting annoyed by this new, 'stoic silence' model of the central king.
“So he trains a lot of men?” he asked back in a lighthearted tone.
“No, I said they come too quickly. Their training time is too short, it is not normal.”
“I’m not afraid of a few warriors.”
After all, no matter how many warriors Amautu had, he would never keep up with the training speed of the southern kingdom’s armies. Maybe Amautu had received a good cultivation technique from his Chutwa allies, but it really wasn’t an issue for Corco’s army. Yet Pacha shook his head again.
“And what if someone can train warriors as fast as your kingdom can train commoners?” he asked in a deep voice of dread. He didn’t seem like he was joking. From his eyes, Corco could see many nights lying awake in search of solutions to an impossible problem.
“That’s ridiculous. He’s just tricking you, right? How could anyone do that?”
Corco was reminded of the immortals of the persian empire, who always topped up their numbers whenever someone died. This way, enemies would only see their numbers stay the same in every engagement, and then think that they were truly immortal. Though he somehow doubted that Pacha and all of his warriors and servants would fall for such a simple trick.
“I have yet to ascertain as much," the hero king said. "My spies seem less capable than yours.”
Maybe Pacha was bitter over his lack of support, or maybe he was hinting at another cooperation, but Corco said: “In that case, I'd like it if you kept me informed id you find out anything,” and left it at that.
His resources were limited, and the methods of his spies were special. For the longest time, his intelligence system had been his only solid advantage over his brothers, and he wouldn't diminish that with an ill-conceived cooperation. A strong Amautu was mostly Pacha’s problem anyways, so he wasn’t too bothered, even if the information turned out to be true. Yet the hero king wouldn’t let up in his attempts to discredit the scholar king.
“It is not only that,” he said. “There is also the issue of the Chutwa scholars. They have gained more and more influence in the northern kingdom over the years. By now, they control almost everything. The northern lords who do not want to convert to the chutwa faith are marginalized, sometimes even ruined. Those Chutwa scholars and their disciples are now everywhere, sitting in every single noble manor in the north, watching every move. The more I hear of Amautu’s actions, the more I suspect that he is planning something big.”
Finally, Corco realized what Pacha had been implying, what he had really meant by 'creepy' and 'no trust'. The realization made his blood run cold.
“Wait, you think he’s trying to sell the country as a slave state to the Chutwa?” he asked, although he knew the answer. Pacha just nodded.
“But… that would be bad for him, right?” the king tried to reason. “Why give up his power to a foreign force?”
“Maybe he believes that it is the only way for him to win.” Pacha shrugged. Clearly, he was already convinced of Amautu’s plans, or he had suddenly become a very good actor. “Or maybe he has spent too much time with the Chutwa. As far as I am concerned, the damned scholars made him lose his mind a long time ago.”
In the end, Corco thought back to Amautu’s actions in the past, and to his teacher Ichtaka. And it wasn’t like he had received absolutely no news from the north. What little he had heard, from his spies and from northern lords who felt suppressed by their king, fit well with Pacha’s speculation. As little as he wanted it to be true, the speculation seemed more and more likely.
“Yeah, maybe you’re right,” he finally conceded.
“Just be careful of the northern kingdom,” Pacha emphasized again in a heavy tone, and emptied his drink.
Maybe, this meeting will be more useful than I thought.
Amautu's plans to take over all of Medala with foreign help could prove a grave threat to his ambitions. Of course, Corco had his own plans for the future of the empire, his own strategy for conquering the other two kingdoms, though he would never admit as much to a fellow king. Still, learning of his rival’s plan was of great help, and made him realize that Pacha was a valuable ally to have, if only for a time.
“I will,” he finally said. “Thanks for the tip.”
For a second, the air was heavy again, as both kings were worried for the future of their home. In the end, it was the merchant's turn to break the ice once more.
“Another drink?” Corco asked, and held up his best bottle of whiskey in a cheery voice.
“Please.”
Finally, Pacha managed a smile as well. With gifts exchanged and secrets shared, and with some alcoholic support, the two fake brothers finally managed to talk like family. Thus, the kings continued to drink deep into the night.


Hermit's Notes: With that, I'm finally caught up on all of the advanced chapters. I might not update any more new chapters for two weeks or so, while I work on the rewrite for Book 1.
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A General Update on Things
A General Update on Things
Nov 27, 2022


Hello, Hermit here.
So, since it's been a while since I posted anything new on here, I thought I might as well write out a general update on some stuff that has been happening.
New Chapters: Since I'm now officially out of advanced chapters, I started writing new ones again recently. I'll update one or two tomorrow, to stay ahead of the curve a bit. The current book 6 might have another ten or so chapters left, so there's actually not much left until we get into some new, exciting stuff. More kingdom building, so look forward to that.
Amazon Rewrite of Book 0: Has been shockingly slow, since I had to completely rewrite large sections, mostly the travel chapters were kind of a disconnected mess. By now I've finished more than half of it, depending on how fast I can work on the new chapters, I may or may not get the official amazon release for book 0 done in December.
Discord: I'm frankly unsure what's going on there, since their support doesn't answer me, and hasn't done so in three weeks now. I'll keep you updated, if there is anything to update.
Maps: Currently working on a new map or two, those might be done some time next week, I think.
Other stuff: I might work on some other projects if I have time left over and feel like it, so don't be too surprised if weird stuff happens to appear here. Either way, Enlightened Empire has priority, and I won't do anything before guaranteeing the output for that one.
I think that's everything for now. So... look forward to all that.
Cheers,
S.H.
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Chapter 403 - Approach
Chapter 403 - Approach
Nov 28, 2022


Drip, drip, drip.
Water droplets created a rhythmic beat in Taki's ear. After they escaped the damp ceiling, they fell down through the dark and humid air. Finally, they added to the shallow stream of water, reaching up to the ankles of those who splashed around in it. Every once in a while, a drop of sweat would join in and add its own drip discordant noise, hidden within the ceaseless assault of ceiling droplets.
Against the water fought a squeaking machine. On both sides, two men were aching in effort as they moved the metal pieces against each other, creating a subtle friction, too silent for most ears to hear, though the rhythmic thumping certainly wasn't. The whole construction stood towards the entrance of the tunnel, elevated upon a small wooden support that rattled constantly under the intense movement. A pipe was attached to the machine and led into the water on the ground, where it sucked up the liquid. Whenever it threatened to win against the constantly rising water, a small gurgle escaped it, before it was once again filled with water and fell silent.
And then there were the sounds of the humans, not the loudest in the tunnel, but certainly the most numerous. People splashing in the water, the sound of the pickaxes hacking away at the harder clumps of soil and occasional rocks, the sound of the 'military-grade spades' of Saniya's soldiers that were digging through the earth, the small clanking of the bucket's handle as it was passed from one hand to the next, in a chain that would eventually lead back out into the light.
There were also hammer hits whenever soldiers further back hammered wooden beams into position, designed to hold up the precarious path they had opened up for themselves. And of course, there was also the constant heavy breathing, the aching and groaning of all those who were hard at work, for victory, and for a swift end to their misery.
Altogether, these noises big and small formed the soundscape of the tunnel the soldiers of the southern kingdom had dug underneath their own trenches, and underneath the entire battlefield. In their efforts, they had come ever closer on their way towards the accursed walls of Antila, which had given them so much grief over the past months. All this time, the soldiers of Saniya were working hard, just to one day overcome this last obstacle on their way home.
Of course, none of that had anything to do with Taki. In defiance of the hard workers around him, he simply stood there, half a step behind the first line of diggers, with one ear on the opening in a metal cylinder, with its other end pressed to the dirty tunnel walls. All this while, he had done so alternately to his left and too his right.
Although the air inside the tunnel was stifling, and he himself had a hard time breathing, although he was dirty and his shoes were filled with water, he still couldn't complain. At least he didn't have to slave away like all the others.
At first, Taki had wondered what a scout was supposed to do inside a tunnel. Even with the dim oil lamps they had hung up on the wooden beams along the walls, he still couldn't see farther than he could throw, and he couldn't throw very far. Then, when his commander had explained the details of his assignment to him, Taki... still hadn't come any closer to understanding.
According to his superior, he was down here in the darkness mostly for his good ears, and was tasked with 'counter intelligence'. It wasn't a term he was familiar with, and he wasn't entirely sure his commander knew any better than him. Either way, it seems like the term had come directly from their king, so both men just pretended they knew what they were talking about and moved on with their days.
In the end, he got lucky and had received slightly more detailed instructions from higher up as a result. Though even so, his assignment still wasn't anything great. All he had to do was listen for anything 'suspicious' in the walls around them. That was easy enough, he thought. Though of course, he hadn't heard anything so far, not even after weeks of digging. Earth worms weren't in the habit of throwing banquets, after all.
If anyone asked him - which no one did - it wasn't a great assignment. Certainly, it was nice and safe compared to working in the combat zones, but it also gave him far too much time to stew in his own thoughts. Every time he closed his eyes for too long, he remembered the end of their tragic battle near the dam. Then he'd remember his cowardly escape, how he had left his comrades to die up there. Every time, he saw Qhatuq's determined face, shouting at him to follow his orders, and then the veteran's mangled foot dragging behind him in the snow.
Again, Taki opened his eyes. The image of bloody snow faded, and the dim light of the oil lamps returned. Again, he filled his lungs with the turbid air, and shook his head to dispel the demons in his head. Rather than this torment, he would have preferred to stay out in the open and fight for his life. Still, duty was duty, and he would be damned if he failed to follow an order one more time in his life. Thus, after the rushing blood in his ears had calmed down somewhat, he closed his eyes again, and pushed the side of his face against the cold, wet metal once more.
This time, he heard a noise as soon as he concentrated.
Vaguely from the right and back, he concluded after a short pause.
Somewhere over there, he could hear a scratching or scraping. For a few more seconds, he concentrated on the sound. All other noise around him slowly faded away as he managed to zero in on only the noise he wanted. It was a skill he had always possessed, something that came natural to him. There it was again, a crack this time, and then a low rumble, far clearer than before.
Someone's moving earth, he finally concluded. Again he just stood there for a few seconds, and just thought. First off, he couldn't be hearing the workers in any of their other tunnels. He had heard one of them early on during their build, but they had since diverged and moved into different directions. By this point, all of them were too far away to be heard from here. It also wouldn't be an animal like a mole. They simply wouldn't make that much noise. That left only one option.
They know what we're doing, and they're coming to stop us.
Now he finally understood what 'counter intelligence' meant. Using his ears to counter the enemy like this surely was quite intelligent. Now that the mystery of his assignment had been solved, all that remained was to fulfill his orders. With haste, he turned around, and squeezed past the workers in the narrow tunnel. Thus, he rushed towards the outside, to report to his commander.
__________________________


"Alright men, not much farther now! Keep digging!" the energetic shout rang through the tunnel, though it was only answered by some muffled grunts.
At last, Chalco had returned to his old position as an architect. After he had bribed enough people with the rest of his hidden supplies, he had somehow managed to make his way into the lord's manor. There, he had once more stood front of his master Sucopia, just like on the day of his demotion. Unfortunately, just like that day, his master hadn't been interested in any new problems and had flat-out ignored his concerns about a potential tunneling plan by their enemies.
If the scary foreign lord Herak hadn't overheard them by chance, his concerns would have simply been brushed aside. However, Herak had heard him, so he had been pulled off wall defense duty after he had laid down his concerns about the enemy actions, as well as possible counter measures. Just like that, he was finally back to his old position as an architect. His first assignment: Digging.
Over the past ten days, he had been assigned around a hundred men, the same as his previous dam project. All of them were strong, healthy warriors, about as strong and healthy as one could expect from the current state of their army. Of course, Qori was the only one among them whose participation Chalco had personally requested. With such a strong team assembled and back in his element, he was not afraid to compete with the enemy.
Though obviously, the digging teams of the southern kingdom had their advantages. From the extensive trench systems they had built, Chalco could tell that the southern kingdom had better digging tools, certainly better techniques, and undoubtedly more experience than his own men. However, Chalco had his own advantages as well, to make up for any of their faults.
First off, and most importantly, he himself was not only an architect, but also a local. He had built much of Antila himself. Whatever he hadn't built, he had studied extensively during his apprenticeship. As a result, he just about knew every building in the city, and every spot of dirt outside of it.
He knew exactly where deep wells and cellars lay along the wall, places he could use as starting points for his tunnels. He also knew quite well about the ground around Antila, which parts had soft soil and which had solid foundations.
As a result, he could make educated guesses on which parts would be easy to dig, and which parts would be impossible to get through. He had also been part of the team that had reconstructed the old canal system that supplied water to the fields around Antila. As a result, he also had a pretty good idea where the melt water would drain in the spring. On top of that, the southerners would mostly use commoners for their digging projects, while Chalco had an army of warriors at his disposal. In the tight tunnels, strength couldn't be made up for with numbers.
With his knowledge, he could guess which routes enemy tunnels would take towards their wall, and he could design routes that would intercept them. Finally, with his large warrior force, he could then simply tunnel faster to destroy their plans.
If they found the enemy tunnels where he was expecting them, then they would be the heroes who had saved the city. If they didn't find anything, then at least they had dug a secret tunnel without knowledge from their enemies. If nothing else, they could use the new tunnels to raid the outside and push back the trenches again. Maybe they could even escort some civilians outside the walls to prevent any more meaningless deaths.
Whether he would be a hero or not, the deciding moment would be here soon. They had already dug around two hundred paces through the earth, at a depth just barely above the level of the local water table during the spring melt. They were working in ankle-deep water, so everything was well on-course. They had long made their way out from under their walls, and had now angled to the north, towards what Chalco thought would be the most likely path for their enemies to take through the earth.
After noting down their progress once more, the architect looked up from the improvised map he had hand-drawn over the past few days, and looked at their work. The men were working hard, but their tools really held them back. They were digging with rusty picks, shovels meant for shoveling manure, hoes, and just about anything else that was vaguely shaped like a digging tool. Still, the strength of his workers guaranteed steady progress.
Through the use of bucket chains, they transported the earth back out of the tunnel, where it would be dumped down the massive old cistern they had used for their construction. They had started digging halfway down the cistern, so there was still plenty of room left for all the earth to go. The little shortcut had made their work a lot easier, though the hole was about to fill completely at this point. According to his rough estimates, that also meant that they had almost reached their goal.
"Boss, we think we heard something!" Qori shouted as he squeezed his way past several other warriors to reach Chalco's position in the back.
"Show me," the architect simply said, and followed Qori to the front. Whether or not their previous work would be useful, he had to see for himself.
When he reached the front, the tunnel was so narrow that he could only crawl. Since the tunnel was designed at a slight downward angle, the water pooled much higher here. The other workers had gone out of the way by now, so he could go ahead by himself without squeezing too hard. Down on his knees, he crawled to the back wall, his head held high to avoid the muddy water.
By the time he reached the back, only his head and shoulders still weren't completely soaked, while the rest of his body slowly lost its strength in the cold water. Even so, he calmly put his ear against the earth. He wouldn't be in here for long anyways. Indeed, he heard the noise almost immediately.
Somewhere in front, he could hear a dull, rhythmic thumping sound. Although there was nothing else he could find, his ears were far from the best with in their teams. Just feeling the unnatural vibrations in the ground all but confirmed his suspicions, so this was enough. As quickly as he had entered, he crawled out of the hole backwards, and soon returned to the light.
At first he was glad that he had escaped the grasp of the icy water, but soon he frowned again. Although it seemed like their plan would succeed soon, Chalco felt no joy. Rather, if what he had heard was real, his worst fears would be proven right, and he would soon open up yet another bloody battlefield for his fellow warriors to die on. Still, in the protection of his home, what other choice did he have?


Hermit's Notes: Later than I wanted, so the next chapter will have to wait until tomorrow, though there might possibly be a third, it everything goes to plan.
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Chapter 404 - Dirt and Blood
Chapter 404 - Dirt and Blood
Nov 29, 2022


When Chalco left the confines of the tunnel's terminus, several people were already waiting for him. Next to Qori stood a warrior whose family had become famous for their impeccable senses for centuries. As a result, many of them would be employed as eagles by their masters, and this one was no exception.
"There is thumping," Chalco confirmed, and then turned towards the eagle. "Is there anything else of note that I have overlooked?"
"No, commander. There is only the thumping you have heard, no other sounds from humans or animals. However, this much should be enough. Although the exact nature of the sound is unknown, it certainly is not natural, and it originates from somewhere underground, not far from here. According to our guesses, the enemy might be using a large underground siege weapon operated by several people at once to dig out their tunnels. That should be the sound we have heard."
It would certainly fit their usual resourcefulness, Chalco mused. However, this wasn't the time to praise the enemy.
"Is it possible to tell which direction the sound is coming from?" he asked instead to focus on the important issues. Before they continued digging, he had to know if they were going the right way or wasting their time.
"it should not be far from here, somewhere in the front. According to this servant's estimates, their tunnel should still be slightly deeper than this one."
"Outstanding. In that case, we shall keep our heading." Once he was done with the eagle, he turned to his trusty helper. "Qori, it looks like our tunnel is about to make contact with the enemy. Go back above ground and ready the materials we have prepared for the breakthrough. Also, tell the warriors outside that it is almost time to for their raid."
"Done and done, boss." After a sloppy salute, Qori turned to fulfill his orders. With some time left, Chalco once more stared at the map in his hand and tried to estimate the path the enemy tunnel would have taken to come here. However, he couldn't concentrate at all.
Although his plan had succeeded to perfection so far, he still couldn't force a smile on his face. Even in case of a victory here, they would only delay the inevitable for a few days longer. Though maybe, he hoped, a catastrophic failure of the miracle king's plans would prove him to be mortal, and would make the southerners less eager to throw their lives away for him. Maybe then, they would be able to negotiate an acceptable peace. It was the only thing he could cling his hope to, especially with what he would soon force his comrades to go through.
Not long after, his men managed to break through into another tunnel. Their success was immediately obvious, even from a distance. Firstly, Chalco could see another light source shine towards him from the front, and secondly, he immediately felt the water around his ankles move as it was sucked down into the newly opened hole.
They had angled their tunnel down for a reason, and they had built it higher up on purpose. All the planning had been to make sure they would make contact with the enemy tunnel slightly from above. In this way, all the water that they had accumulated in their own tunnel would immediately flood that of their enemies further down. At the same time, the rushing water would also rapidly increase the size of the hole to facilitate a fast raid into the enemy tunnels.
While they waited for the water to rush through, warriors nailed several wooden baskets into the soil near the opening. By the time the opening was large enough to let through air above the rushing water, the baskets had already been filled with oily, green tinder.
"Light it," Chalco ordered, and watched as the baskets were set ablaze. Immediately, the fires produced orange flames, and - more importantly - thick and irritating plumes of smoke. Three strong warriors stood next to each other to cover the entirety of the tunnel, and then alternately operated billows he had swiped from a blacksmith and remodeled for his purposes. The powerful air pushed most of the smoke out of their own tunnel, and into the tunnel of their enemies.
This way, they could make way for their raid no matter how the southern kingdom's people had planned their construction. If the southerners had built their tunnels with a downwards slope, the water would quickly fill up the end of the tunnel. It would force them back and would render their rifles useless. At the same time, all the water would compromise the structure of their tunnel, and possibly collapse it, which was all Chalco wanted to achieve in the first place. At the same time, a downward slope would let the smoke escape out, which would also reveal the position of their entrance to their outlooks atop the wall.
If instead, they had built with an upwards slope to prevent flooding and hide their entrance, the smoke would fill the end of their tunnel and drive them back as well.
Either way, it would open up the space and let the readied warriors launch a raid without interference from the tricky and annoying soldiers of the southern kingdom. Even if the enemy had heard them coming in advance, it would certainly disrupt their preparations.
Looks like they're sloping upwards, Chalco thought.
By now, he was no longer standing in water. Instead, his boots had sunk into the deep mud. That meant that the water in their own tunnel had all disappeared into that of the enemy, which also meant that they would have to intensify their efforts with the smoke.
"Light more fires! Replace the men on the billows!" he ordered. As time passed, more and more smoke was pushed through the man-sized hole, and disappeared into the enemy tunnel. By now, they had replaced the warriors in charge of the billows three times.
"Good, that should be plenty," Chalco finally said. In response, the warriors let go of their tools and fell back, while they twisted their arms back and forth to relieve their aching joints.
"Have you finished at last?" a haughty man in armor asked Chalco as he watched the warriors retreat while the last smoke fires burn down into a smolder.
"Of course, commander. Now I can guarantee the safety of your men. By now, the heretics should have either escaped out of their tunnel, or lost consciousness."
In response, the commander only offered a snort and walked away to organize his troops. Although it was obvious from his attitude alone, he was the man in charge of the troops that Qori had called. They had stood ready near the entrance to their tunnel all day, waiting for the success of Chalco's operation, to take the credit for all his hard work.
Of course the great lords wouldn't allow Chalco to lead a raid after what had happened during his last project. Though he preferred to believe that his status as an architect was too important to risk his life in a minor engagement like this.
Either way, the commander got his warriors ready to storm through the opening, as soon as the smoke had cleared a bit more. If there was no resistance, they wouldn't have to stay long anyways, just long enough to collapse the tunnel.
Many of the warriors looked dirty and muddy from their short time below ground, and their armors had become dull from the many previous days of combat atop the wall. However, their eyes were still sharp, their faces still eager.
Within the tunnels, most advantages of the southern army would disappear. Underground, there was not enough room to properly wield the long axes Saniya's commoners liked so much. At the same time, most combat underground would be fought at short range, which made their muskets far less useful. Finally, the tunnels were narrow. Most combat was one-on-one, with little chance for the southern army to make use of their clever formations. Down here, warriors would have a decisive combat advantage over the commoners once more, and they clearly relished the chance to get revenge for their hurt pride.
Thus, Chalco watched them disappear into the darkness one by one, each pushing their front man's back in eager anticipation. As soon as the first few had entered, a loud bang followed by screams shocked the architect. Not long after, the sound of fighting started.
How are they still alive in there? he wondered, both confused and terrified by the resilience of the southern kingdom's army. Still, the work had to be done. Thus, to protect his home once more, he took up a hammer and led his workers into the enemy tunnel, after the warriors, to do his duty.
__________________________


Taki looked at the battle before him with a frown. At first, everything had gone to plan. He had informed the commander of his guess, and General Scolo had reacted immediately.
Outside the tunnel, their warriors and soldiers had been standing ready for combat ever since they had started digging. As soon as they were called upon, they had quickly entered the darkness, just like they had practiced countless times, and had then moved into formation. At the same time, all the workers had cleared out. In the tight tunnels, their coordination was key to their swift movement.
Although the water rushing in through the opening had been a surprise to Taki, it clearly hadn't been one to their commander. Unlike all the other workers, those manning the pump had remained, and a second pump had been added in preparation for combat, just in case. Thus, the water had barely risen at all, and by the time the enemy warriors flooded in, the water didn't inhibit their movements in the slightest. Of course, the smoke coming from the hole was no problem either, as it harmlessly cleared out of the tunnel above their heads.
Once the smoke had been dealt with, it became obvious that Antila's warriors would come next, which made their work simple once again. The first row of enemy warriors was solved with a salvo of flintlock fire. This time they carried the special, water-resistant weapons that Saniya's master craftsmen could only produce in small quantities. All the shooters were experts at their work as well, so none among the first wave of invaders survived.
Though of course, the rifles ultimately had limited use in the narrow corridor. And Taki also realized another problem as soon as they fired. Plumes of biting, white smoke filled the tunnel almost immediately. If their flintlocks were to shoot a few more times, they may just smoke themselves out anyways, so one salvo to lessen the morale and momentum of the enemy would have to suffice.
However, this still didn't deter the antilan troops. As the musketeers retreated from behind the formed lines and left the tunnel, more warriors entered through the newly opened hole and flooded in.
Soon, a war between warriors was staged. This time, Taki had no arrogance about the chances of normal soldiers against the old dominant forces of Medala's battlefields. Though of course, Saniya and its allies had its own warriors by now, and made good use of them. The warriors of the king's allied lords caught the brunt of the attack, and fiercely fought their counterparts for every step of dirt within the narrow tunnel.
Though even here, the well-trained commoner troops of Saniya still had their uses. To maximize their effectiveness, their commander had devised a formation that was tailored for combat in the tunnels.
First stood a line of two warriors, with broad shoulders and thick armor. Their shields were heavy and their weapons were short and thick, to stop a charge and then deal maximum damage at minimum range. Behind the warriors stood a row of three soldiers with long, thick pikes. Thin, unarmored, and with their bodies angled to the side, the three commoners just barely fit next to one another in the narrow corridor without getting in each other's way.
While they couldn't control their weapons well from their tight, stiff position, they carried their weapons overhand and rested them on the shoulders or shields of the warriors in front. This way, they saved strength and simply had to blindly poke forward. Their simple attacks created a constant threat and obstacle for Antila's warriors, who would already be no more than evenly matched against the warriors of the kingdom.
With admiration, Taki stared at the man next to him, General Scolo, who had devised their entire strategy. Making full use of their advantages, even in disadvantageous terrain, this man was surely a genius of military command. However, the genius didn't look proud of his achievements. Instead, a deep frown dominated his face.
The battle had mostly gone to their plan, just one thing they hadn't predicted: The determination of the raiders. Although the warriors of Antila had seen their first wave destroyed by a flintlock salvo, although they were at a disadvantage in close combat due to the general's tactics, they had not backed down at all.
Every time they were hit, they did their best to trade blows. If that was not enough, they would hold onto their foes to create a chance for the warriors behind them. Their desperation turned the orderly battle into a vicious brawl. The ferocity left no time for retreat, and it left no time to recover the wounded.
At this moment, two of Saniya's formations, with two warriors and three soldiers each, had already been annihilated, and the raiders were currently stuck on the third. The losses of the antilans were only heavier. As they fell, all men ended up in the muddy ground. Without a choice to back down, the soldiers on both sides continued to fight their battles on top of the mangled bodies, trampling them into the ground, and turning injured men into corpses. It was a horrible, vicious sight, and the fact that the kingdom's army was exchanging lives at a slightly favorable rate didn't make Taki happy.
In their desperation, the warriors of Antila had managed to push back their formation repeatedly, but it looked like they had finally run out of strength. Some forty meters away from the tunnel's terminus, General Scolo's third formation finally held firm.
Suddenly, one of the enemy warriors pushed hard against the shield in front of him to gain some space, turned his head and shouted: "Collapse it! We cannot push them further!"
Immediately after, Taki could hear a dull thud from beyond the battlefield. The one thud was soon followed by several more. With his extraordinary ears, he could tell right away just what they were doing back there.
"They are hacking at our support beams!" he shouted towards General Scolo, "They're trying to collapse the tunnel!"
The general didn't respond with the urgency he was expecting. Instead, his frown only deepened. For a few seconds he just stood there, while Taki got more and more nervous with every single hit of axe on wood in his ears. Finally, when the scout felt that his nerves couldn't take it any longer and he wanted to escape the claustrophobic tunnels before they became his grave, the general gave his orders.
"Steady retreat!" he shouted towards the front. "That's enough."
"Why-" Taki whispered, but held back his question in the end.
'Why are you not trying to prevent them?', he wanted to ask, but questioning a general wouldn't do him any good. Not to mention, the orders had been given, and couldn't be defied even if they were wrong. That much, he had now understood. And as he looked at the crushed bodies lying underneath the combatants, he also understood the decision. Maybe, the price they had to pay to preserve the tunnel was too high this time. And maybe, they could not preserve it even if they tried their best.
Thus, not long after, the back half of the tunnel began to collapse. Several enemy warriors in the back screamed for a moment, before they were buried under several tons of earth. Only the foremost warriors of Antila had escaped the disaster. Though as they realized that their duty was fulfilled, they immediately dropped their weapons and surrendered.
"Good work," The general commented in the same cold voice as before, as if he hadn't seen all those people die right in front of his eyes. "Take in the prisoners, check if there are survivors, and move back out. There is still much we can improve about our tactics."
As he heard the cold words that spoke of future battles in the other tunnels, a chill ran down Taki's spine. He understood that the war below ground had only just begun, and it would only get bloodier and dirtier from here.
Hermit's Notes: I feel like I went into too much detail about formations and construction methods, which really slowed down these chapters. I'll try to be more concise from now on.
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Chapter 405 - Masters of Fate
Dec 1, 2022


"In the end, inspired by the great Duke Herak, our men managed to push back the cowardly foes. Thus we have managed to destroy the tunnels of the cowardly moles once more. Whatever dirty tricks they attempt in the future, our walls shall never be broken so long as the great Duke Herak controls our destiny!"
While the arcavian commander spoke of his master's great achievement, Herak simply sat by the side and looked like he was about to kill someone. Though that wasn't anything new.
When the servant was done heaping praise upon his master, he bowed and left the banquet hall. As usual, Lord Curichi was the first to break the silence in their 'strategy banquet'.
"As expected of Lord Herak," he said, and raised a glass of wine.
"Truly, a great achievement! With this level of defense, our cities shall never fall," Sucopia added, a blind fawning expression on his face.
"And how many men did we lose this time?"
A sudden discordant voice interrupted the jubilant atmosphere in the warmly lit banquet hall. Loreius Ichilia looked at his 'fellow lords' with disgust, before he turned to Herak again. By this point, Loreius was the only one in the room who still spoke Medalan.
"How many were lost this time in Antila's great, courageous defense?" he repeated his question. His voice was sharp and his eyes stern. Although looking at the beast made him uncomfortable, he knew that a show of strength was the only way to get a proper answer.
"Seventy-four," Herak finally replied after a lengthy stare. His tone was calm, as if he had been asked how many repetitions of his training exercise he had finished today. To him, these losses seemed merely an everyday occurrence.
"And does that include the commoners, or have we lost seventy-four warriors today?" Loreius continued to probe.
"Only warriors, of course." Herak huffed in response, either impatient at the questioning or insulted at the implication that commoners may be worth something. Loreius didn't care either way and continued to question.
"And does that include the injured?"
This time, Herak only snorted. His answer was clear.
"Now, now. Brother Loreius, there is no need to be so defeatist all the time!" the cowardly Curichi barged into a conversation that had nothing to do with him.
"This lord is not your brother, southern barbarian," Loreius shot back. "How, exactly, are Antila's defenders expected to win this war if their losses pile up like this every day? This lord has asked the same many times before, yet you have never come up with a solution. All you have done is sit here, praise others, and drink your wine."
Just as Curichi wanted to raise his cup again, he heard the final words. With a sour face, he lowered the cup without taking a sip.
"Then, in the opinion of the wise 'Governor' Ichilia, what should be done better?" he asked for once, instead of getting inebriated again.
"If the decision were left to House Ichilia, Antila would have negotiated a peace deal with the southern kingdom long ago." Loreius shot back immediately.
While it seemed like the most reasonable response they could give, Loreius soon realized that his words had led him into a corner. This time, it was Lord Sucopia who refuted Loreius.
"Ha, has House Ichilia not sent out its servants long ago, to speak with the heretic king in private?"
Finally, the young Lord Ichilia was silent. How could they know what his wraith warriors had been doing? He had only used his elite spies for communication, and they had only moved at night.
"Are you confused, great Lord Ichilia?" Sucopia said, a sneer on his face. "The great Governor of the West may be looking down on the barbarians from the south, but this lord is still the master of this city. Not only does every man in this room know that Ichilia servants were sent to negotiate with the foreigners in private, this lord also knows that none of them have ever returned with success."
"Ha, the great lord Ichilia crawls on his knees to his father's murderer and begs for forgiveness! How rich!" Curichi added, together with a fake laugh. Such humiliation from such a flawed man was too much for Loreius. Rather than deny the accusations, he stood up, throwing over the wine in front of him in the process.
"Someone had to do something!" he shouted while the red drink soaked the elaborately woven table cloth. "There is nothing to gain here by just sitting around as our army is ground down day by day! Will father return if we get irrational? Better to leave this place with our strength intact, and live to fight another day!"
"No, no more running!" Herak suddenly shouted out of nowhere. His fist went down atop the large banquet table, which knocked over whatever was still standing atop. At once, the entire room was silenced.
"There are always ways to obtain victory, even in the most dire of times." Herak growled towards the three lords. "Hand over your men, let me lead a breakthrough. We only need to reach the merchant's ostentatious tent in the center of his army and kill the little bastard. Then, when they are confused, we will rout their entire army."
"I will not hand over my fate to a desperate throw of the dice," Loreius immediately said. Over the past months, the young lord had slowly won over more and more disgruntled warriors. There were many among Antila's defenders who had lost their masters in their rebellion and were looking for a new home. Which home could be better than Huaylas, which was both wealthy and far away from the king they had betrayed?
"Yes, there is no need to make any rash decisions." Sucopia agreed this time, and even Curichi sheepishly nodded his head. Although both were scared of Herak, it seemed like they were still not willing to hand over their power to a foreign force. At least they weren't completely lost yet. However, Herak wouldn't let up.
"In that case, simply hand over the coward," the duke continued. "We will negotiate peace with his body, and ambush their king in the process." While he spoke, Herak looked at a dark corner of the room.
There sat Ogulno, lord of the copper hill, though he had done his best to hide his presence. All throughout the meeting, he hadn't said a single word, and just stared at all of them with wide eyes and pale face. Loreius knew not why the man still came to their meetings, or if he was still fully conscious in the first place.
Clearly, the loss of his territory, as well as the forced sacking of his own home by his fellow lords, had done great harm to his mind. Even now, when they were talking about his very life, he simply remained silent and watched, fully resigned to his fate. When the other two stayed silent and looked pensive, Loreius once again had to be the one to oppose the foreigner on their own land.
"No," he simply said.
"Why not?" Curichi stood up to add gravitas to his words, now entirely a sprachrohr for Herak and nothing more. "The heretic king wants Lord Ogulno so he can be punished for his crimes. Why not simply give in to the demands in exchange for a chance at victory, or at least a chance at temporary respite?"
"It is not only him King Corcopaca is after," Loreius replied. Ogulno hadn't been the main force behind the sacking of Kapra, and by now everyone in Medala knew it. "Will you give up yourself and Sucopia as well to find respite?" With a sneer, Loreius watched as the loudmouth lord sat back down again, where he made himself as small as possible once more.
As soon as Loreius thought he had resolved their conflict, the manic Herak spoke up again.
"Then give me more people," he said. "The merchant loves 'his' people, does he not? Then we will take his people, and throw a hundred off the wall, every day, until he ceases his attacks and accepts negotiations."
"Ridiculous!" Loreius shouted. Once more, he had lost his cool. How could these people fall so fast, so quickly?
"Why? This seems like a splendid idea." Curichi immediately agreed, of course. Loreius hadn't expected any better. However, when he looked at the master of Antila, the man whose people were about to be sacrificed for a dubious chance at temporary peace, he was shocked at his pensive face.
"So long as only the commoners have to die-" he started, which caused Loreius to blow up.
"What nonsense is this!? Where has your honor gone, that you would do something so cowardly without hesitation!?" he shouted. "Fear has blinded you! You have no idea what words you speak anymore! All you do is hide in your mansion, enjoy your banquets, and blindly follow this man, who is little more than a beast!"
As he screamed, he pointed at Herak, who only growled in response, seemingly oblivious to the insults. At the same time, the two lords who had been so enthusiastic about besmirching their honor sank back into their seats, and looked like little children who had been disciplined by their tutor. Once he had dealt with the cowards, Loreius turned towards Herak, the only other man in the room who still stood upright.
"And you, foreigner," he said, his voice deep and dangerous. "You may not have to consider anything, no honor and no future. For you, all that counts is to kill a king of Medala, because you were tricked by a merchant once."
Finally, Herak reacted, though only his eyes widened a bit. Still, Loreius noted it with satisfaction before he continued.
"Yes, you are not the only one who can bribe people for information," he said towards Sucopia, and then looked at Herak again. "A fake salt mine, was it? How much money did you lose that you would ignore all else and hunt the man to the ends of the earth?"
For a few seconds, Loreius let the cowards and the beast steep in the silence. For him, this was a rare victory after days of frustration. Finally, after all his plans had been blocked by Herak and his path towards the future looked increasingly narrow, he had snapped and unloaded on his fellows. While it felt good, he had to reconsider their allied status in the near future. For now however, he simply relished in the moment and continued to unload his frustrations onto Herak.
"The duke's erratic behavior was quite simple to understand once your grudge against King Corcopaca came to light. Duke Herak has no interest in winning this war, has he? All he wishes is simply to kill the king by any means necessary, and then to disappear back to his own estate across the ocean. However, every other man in this room has to live on this land in the future, as we have lived here for generations. A lord who would openly kill his own king will be damned by all of high society, one who would throw away his subjects or his fellow lord to win a meaningless battle will at least be spurned, and none of his subjects will ever come under his full control again. We cannot afford to be reckless, and we cannot win at any price, because the price to be paid is far too high. Whatever you plan to do, Duke Herak, you will have to do it without the participation of House Ichilia. Now, if my 'fellow lords' wish to join the foreigner in his foolish quest for vengeance, then this governor shall not stop them. However, at least they should consider the consequences of their actions, before they foolishly ruin their family names and estates, which have stood on these lands for centuries."
Without another word, Loreius stormed out of their meeting. He could no longer stand the look of the cowards who were willing to throw away their family's future, all because they were afraid of some little king and some mean-looking foreigner. He had watched long enough how this Duke Herak had done increasing amounts of damage to the prestige of Medala's nobility, while he personally took more and more power from them. He wouldn't stand for it any longer, even if their situation seemed hopeless.
No, what he needed now was another plan, one that didn't factor in his hopeless allies, one that would lead him out of this hopeless position. This time, he was only up against a beast, a fool and two cowards. Surely, it wouldn't be too hard to come up with something.
Thus, he quickly returned to his temporary residence in Antila and began a tactical meeting of his own. Although he wanted to throw it all away and simply leave the city to it's own devices, he was unwilling to leave Antila in failure. If he left in his current position, it would harm his reputation, something he needed if he wanted to restore his estate's power quickly after his father's death.
On top of that, many of his warriors were still held captive by the southern king. If he couldn't gain a more favorable position in this war, he would have to pay a fortune to regain their lives.
Not to mention that his situation wasn't quite as hopeless as it seemed. After all, he was still in negotiations with Pachacutec. Once the King of the Center joined the war on his side, Saniya would be stretched on two fronts once more, just like Loreius had planned from the start.
On top of that, his negotiations with Corcopaca weren't hopeless either. In the end, he himself was not one of the king's main targets after all. Yes, House Ichilia had been the spider at the center of the conspiracy against Saniya, but he could just blame his dead father for everything. That way, King Corcopaca could easily accept negotiations with him without losing face.
Rather, a strong and healthy Huaylas would help the southern king balance out the strength of his fellow king Pachacutec. Really, he was already sure that his enemy was eager to forgive him and accept a peace deal. Loreius simply had to give him the opportunity.
What does the southern king need to end the war?
And what does he want to end the war?
These were the two fundamental questions Loreius needed to answer. If he could provide both, there was every chance for a mutually beneficial peace between Saniya and Huaylas.
The southern king's wants were simple. Clearly, he wanted to remove all foreign forces from Sachay, and take full control over southern Medala. On top of that, he wanted a powerful position within his own kingdom, one that his lords could no longer oppose, one that would make him an absolute ruler, rather than 'first among many'.
These wants would soon be fulfilled, as far as Loreius was concerned. So long as Antila surrendered, the door was open for Saniya's army to march all the way to Port Ulta and take full control of the south. With the loss in prestige for the lords and the gain in prestige for the miracle king throughout this conflict, Corcopaca could easily force harsher controls and fewer freedoms onto his lords, just how Amautu had done in the north.
However, the king's needs were a trickier problem to solve. As a king, he had been disrespected by his fellow lords, who had risen against him in open rebellion. Even worse, he had publicly vowed to hunt down those who had sacked Kapra. Thus, if he did not want to look weak and lose the prestige that he had so painstakingly built for himself, he needed to capture and punish the three lords Ogulno, Curichi and Sucopia before he could end the war.
Of course, those three lords would never agree to such conditions, and thus the war had continued in its hopeless state until now. This was the core conflict that had remained unsolved until now.
However, it was no longer unsolvable. While Sucopia had bragged about his power in his city, there were still many things that had escaped his eyes. By now, their army was barely holding together in the first place, and Loreius controlled a good portion of it.
There were many warriors who were happy to become tools if it meant an end to the fighting and a stable position within Huaylas. Now, all he had to do was find some willing tools, and then strike at the three lords all at once. During the next tactical meeting, his tools would take control of the other lords, and then present them to the southern king. The insufferable Herak's imprisonment would be a little bonus on top.
Thus, he got to work and ironed out the details of his newest plan. After several hours, he was finally satisfied with the results.
An exhausted Loreius looked up from the paper on which he had jotted down his thoughts. Finally, he had brought some structure back into the chaos. Finally, he once again had a plan. As he held the paper to the flame of a candle and watched it burn, he looked into the crystal mirror hung up on the wall, the expensive toy that Sucopia had bought from Saniya with money that had then fueled their army.
When he had arrived here, Loreius had still been corpulent. He had always been proud of his ample physique. It was prove that the rich young master of House Ichilia could allow himself to eat so much and move so little that he could put on weight even as a cultivator. Now, however, most of his fat had disappeared. His clothes hung loose, his body was haggard, and his eyes were sunk deep in their sockets.
Soon, this will all be over, and I will be able to return home with dignity.
However, when he left the room to send out his men to contact the appropriate tools he had designated, he found his attendant waiting for him outside the door.
"Master! You have reappeared at last!" As soon as the servant ran up to him, Loreius knew that more trouble had come to his door.
"What happened?"
"Master, an wraith warrior from our new network has visited some time ago. He left the message here, and I allowed him to use the visitor's room to rest."
Before, when his father had died, it had taken half a moon until he had finally received the news of their loss. Since then, he had rebuilt his family's eagle network. They didn't know the south like the locals did and had no foundation here, so their losses had been considerable at the start.
However, once he had thrown enough men and enough money at the problem, none of these had been issues. By now, he could guarantee that any changes in Huaylas would reach his ears within a few short days. Of course, such a costly connection wasn't used casually. No, if his eagles and wraiths had run all the way here, then something big had happened back home.
"Why was I not informed of this earlier?" he asked as he grabbed the note from his attendant's hands.
"Master specifically asked for no disturbances, so this servant would not dare."
"Of course."
It seems I will have to replace my attendant once more.
Rather than bother with his irresponsible servant for now, the news was more important. All his best-laid plans were useless if he didn't have all the facts at hand first. That much had been soundly proven by this war. Had he known of Saniya's true military strength, or of their secret connections with the rebellious priests, he would have never started this war in the first place.
As he rued the past, he read the message, and then crumpled it in his hands.
"Coward. Idiot! Failure!" the first word, he whispered, the last he screamed.
"Master?" the man who would soon not be his attendant called out carefully. Although his concern and fear were useless, at least the words helped Loreius calm down somewhat.
"Our idiot King of the Center has decided to pull together his troops. It seems  he will march on Huaylas soon, under one made-up justification or another."
Without even looking at his former servant, he threw the message to the ground and left the corridor, towards the resting messenger who would have more information.
If what he had just read was correct, it seemed like he would have to leave Antila as a defeated dog after all, with no plan, and with no deal in place with either king. Now that the die were cast, the best he could do was take his men, scramble back home, and somehow prevent the complete collapse of House Ichilia.
As he stormed away, he spared only a single last thought to the brave defenders of Antila.
It appears the beast will finally get his will as the kings of the cowards. I will have to take my leave in haste. This city will not last much longer with a monster at the helm and no one to contain it.


Hermit's Notes: Another very long one. It has been pretty tough trying to tie up all the loose ends at the end of the book. Getting closer though.
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Chapter 406 - Termites
Chapter 406 - Termites
Dec 5, 2022


Drip------Bang----Drip---------Aaah!------Boom-----Crash
-------Charge!-------Grrr-------Boom-------Drip---Nooo!---
---Splash---Aaah!-----Drip----Bang-----Hold!------Woof-


Did I hear a dog?
No that couldn't be right. Making out any sounds within this mess was impossible. A vile cacophony of noise was already assaulting Taki's ears, and now he was even imagining things. As usual, he tried to concentrate on a single sound, to isolate one so he could confirm whether or not what he had heard was true.
Drip-----Bang------Over here!-------Drip------Grrr-------Boom!
--------Splash!--------Retreat!----------------Drip---------------------
Yet this time, it just wouldn't work. No matter how hard he tried, his attempts to concentrate only gave him a headache. Over the past two weeks, the soundscape of the underground tunnel had turned into indecipherable chaos. There was no saving it anymore, since the underground battlefield had been completely transformed over such a short period of time.
Ever since their first encounter underground, the two armies had invested more and more manpower into tunnel construction. At first, Saniya's troops had been slow and careful, investing not too much to keep their tunneling operations a secret from Antila's defenders. Now that they had been uncovered, there was no more reason to hide, so they simply increased the number of men and underground routes.
At the same, Antila's defenders now knew of their plans, and they knew that their defeat would be sealed if they didn't prevent the tunneling work. Thus, they threw everything they had left into the dark holes of the underground in order to prevent the worst result. 
After a massive transformation from both sides, the tunnels which used to be so well-planned and orderly had become unrecognizable in a short period of time. While before, they had tunneled like moles, now both sides were burrowing like termites. After weeks of fighting between the two sides, their respective actions had led to an ever-escalating underground arms race. 
As part of their new defensive tactics against foreign interference, every tunnel dug by Saniya had to be accompanied by a much smaller side-tunnel. Such an additional tunnel would act as a shield. In case of a breakthrough accompanied by flooding, the side tunnel would flood first and leave plenty of time to retreat the forces in the main tunnel. In case of a breakthrough with warriors, the side tunnel would trap any would-be attackers inside, making them easy to surround and eliminate. 
However, their enemies had soon responded to these new measures and started to build multiple tunnels as well, to flank their prepared positions. Then, some of the half-collapsed tunnels from previous engagements were also used to reconnect with the new ones, to open up avenues of retreat and attack for Saniya's troops. All the while, Antila's troops had built several fake entrances, which were meant to lure a small number of Saniya's warriors inside Antila's walls and then collapse the whole corridor from above. It was a tactic that had only yielded significant results once, but it had also prevented stronger counterattacks through the existing tunnels of Antila from Saniya's conservative commander.
After all of these moves and counter-moves, the few, simple routes underneath Antila had turned into a giant, chaotic maze. Taki was sure that only General Scolo, with his room full of underground maps, still fully understood what was going on down here. Even a scout like him, who had spent every day underground since the start of their construction, would sometimes get lost in the minor routes.
Within this labyrinthine construct, the sounds of fighting, the sounds of water, the sounds of the exhausted workers all combined to create a formless noise that even Taki's great ears got lost in. By now, his greatest talent was completely useless.
Even though his talents had ceased to be useful, he was still assigned to the tunneling crews. Maybe his commander had simply forgotten where he was in the chaos, or maybe he was too busy solving problems to bother with a minor role like him, but either way, Taki had been stuck down here.
After days of inactivity, he had been sent on an important and meaningful mission, for this underground hell would soon disappear in violent glory, and him and all the other soldiers would finally be able to go home. Because as of two hours ago, their tunnels had finally reached the stone foundations of Antila's walls.
Thus motivated by his work, Taki tried to filter out the constant noise in his ears and simply looked down into the dark gray mud that rose up his boots. Although its color was hard to discern in the dim light of the oil lamps, it still reflected the battlefield as a whole. Everything was dirt and water and blood, a hellish place, where only the strongest minds would prevail.
When he was stuck in his thoughts, he stumbled, maybe on a rock, or on a deeper puddle within the mud. He really couldn't tell, since his feet had long gone numb from the cold. Somehow, he held onto the wall with one hand to prevent his fall. At the same time, he held the barrel on his back with the other, wedging it between his body and the wall.
That was close.
Cold sweat dripped from his brow and into the mud down below. If he let go of the barrel, it might get wet, and then the powder inside would be useless. Now that they had reached the walls, there was only one thing left to do: Pile up a mountain of gunpowder, and then blow up the foundations. 
Since he was a scout who had been down here for weeks and knew the tunnels better than most, he had been given the orders to help carry the barrels. He hadn't complained about his new assignment, since at least he would be useful again. Of course there were also workers and soldiers who had been in these tunnels with him all this time, but both still had their duties. Unlike the useless Taki, the soldiers especially were fighting hard so that the scout could fulfill his mission.
Somewhere to his right, the noise was even louder than elsewhere. Not only was the sound louder, it was also more intense, with far more human screams than anywhere else. If his ears hadn't completely given up on him, Saniya's troops were protecting the side tunnels again, and it seemed like the fighting was intense. However, the sounds were muffled, and far away, so it seemed like the main tunnel was still safe for now. 
Even so, he reflexively looked down at the signal flare stuck in his waistband. Normally, it would be used to signal for help if he encountered danger during his scouting runs. Down here, it was completely useless. Down here, he would have to survive on his own.
He knew which way to go, since he had gone it countless times over the past months. Spurned by the distant danger in his ears, he trudged forward, every closer towards the walls that would end all of their suffering. Yet things could never be this simple in this blasted war.
Out of the darkness, a glint of light shot towards Taki, who stumbled back on reflex. When he looked up, he saw the axe head that had sailed past his neck by a hair.
Blast, how are they here already?
Weren't they still fighting in the side tunnels? How had enemy soldiers made it into the main tunnel to block his path? However, as he looked closer, he realized his mistake. Although the clothes were dirty and hard to identify in the dim light, the attacker in front of him undoubtedly wore the white uniform of Saniya's army.
"Aah! Die, you bastards!" Taki's ally screamed, as he raised his axe once more to attack.
Has he gone mad? 
As the man got closer and Taki saw his unfocused eyes flit around the tunnel, he realized that he was exactly right. This wouldn't have been the first warrior Taki saw lose his mind down here.
"Stop! We're on the same side!"
As Taki backed up further, he shouted to bring the man back to his senses, against his better judgment. Of course, it was no use.
"Stop coming! Just die already!" the man screamed, and continued to swing his weapon at imaginary foes.
What now? Taki wondered. The man was clearly confused, but Taki was neither able nor eager to talk it out any further.
Just as he was hesitating, he felt the barrel on his back bump against the tunnel wall.
This is it, no more retreating. Let go of the barrel, and fight back. 
He made the decision in a split second. Even if the powder got wet, he could always just return and get a new barrel. For now, his life was more important than his mission. His fingers had just begun to lift away from the wood, when once more, a single sound peeled out of the droning noise.
Grrr!
There really were dogs!
A giant, black beast charged through a side tunnel and leaped onto the confused man's arm. The animal bit down and wouldn't let go.
"Aaaah! Stop!" the confused man screamed in pain, while Taki still stood there with his back to the wall. Where had this dog come from? Who had unleashed it into the tunnels?
Doesn't matter.
Whatever was happening here, he had to get some distance between himself and danger first. Thus, he once more grabbed his barrel firmly, and stepped over the tangled, screaming, and growling bodies. Soon he charged ahead, once more into the darkness, and left behind the screams and growls. Soon, they rejoined the maddening cacophony of the tunnels once again.
There were no more interruptions on the way, so it wasn't long until he reached the end of the path. Before him was a narrow tunnel, dug so freshly that it still hadn't been fashioned with oil lamps at its very end. Through the dim light from the lamps behind, Taki could just about make out the dirty, gray stone at the very end.
There it finally was, Antila's wall, their greatest foe. And before it, his predecessor baggage carriers had already placed half a dozen barrels of gunpowder atop a wooden support that would keep away the water.
"Finally another appears," a relieved voice said. It had come from a man who had stood half-hidden behind the barrels.
"You are?" he asked, as he took a defensive stance, ready to drop the barrel and run at any moment. Although the man wore their uniform, Taki was no longer eager to trust appearances after what had happened earlier.
"I'm chemist Shulla, apprentice to Master Bombasticus, in charge of the explosions here," the young man said. "No one has come for a while, so I was worried. But with your barrel, we should have barely enough. No more time to waste, so put your cargo over there." He pointed at a spot atop another two barrels.
Taki walked over and labored to get his barrel on top of the others. Luckily, Shulla gave him a hand.
"Thank you, master," he finally said, glad to be free of his load.
"Of course. No time for the good part," the man said, as his eyes lingered on the barrels for a few seconds. Only after a while could he tear himself away and look at Taki again. "Now, you stay here for a while, and make sure that the barrels don't get wet, and that no one shows up to ruin our fireworks. Who knows how far away these rubes are now, always so eager to ruin our scientific endeavors."
"Wait, alone?" Taki asked in shock. "What will I do if they show up with more than one man?"
"This master would suggest you improvise," the man said, as he began to fiddle around with the barrels, though Taki couldn't quite see what he was doing in the darkness.
"And what will you do in the meantime, master?" Taki tried again. He couldn't be left here all alone, could he?
"My job," the master replied as he raised a coil of twisted rope in his hand. One end of the rope had been divided into several thinner strands, which then led into the barrels. At the moment, Shulla took another loose end and fed it through the hole atop Taki's barrel as well.
"Now I'll be laying the lute to the outside. Once this blows up, it will consume all the oxygen in the tunnel, and the shock wave will spread a long distance, since the pressure has no easy path to escape. There's a chance that the whole tunnel system will collapse, so I'll have to lay this all the way to the outside. Before the lute's turned on, I'll send someone to bring you out, so don't worry."
Although Taki didn't quite understand, it seemed that this master would have to travel through the chaos of the tunnels. Maybe staying here until the work was done would temporarily be safer.
"Understood, master." Taki said. "I will do my duty."
Thus the scout saluted, and the master nodded his head as he walked back out of the tunnel, the slowly unrolling rope trailing behind him. Meanwhile, Taki nervously stood in front of the barrel and fiddled with the supplies around his waist. Apart from the short dagger he had brought along just in case, there really wasn't anything useful. He couldn't clobber an invader with his telescope or amber glasses, could he?
In the end, he just sat atop a barrel and stared at the empty corridor. From the sounds he could hear, the fighting was still a good bit away from him, which filled him with hope.
After all, he wouldn't have to hold out much longer and their victory would be guaranteed. All he had to do was protect these barrels that no one else knew about. Surely, this would not be a difficult task, would it?


Hermit's Notes: Tried to do something a bit unique with the sound effects at the start... but the formatting was a nightmare. Please tell me if it looks weird on your screen, I might have to change that.
Also, due to various reasons, I've made relatively little progress over the weekend (partially due to lack of time, and partially due to laziness). So the promised map might come a bit later, maybe tomorrow. See ya then.
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Antila Siege Diagram
Dec 8, 2022


Hey, hermit's here. 
Here's some images that should make visualizing the siege in the most recent chapters a bit easier. As I was making these, I realized that I can't actually post the most useful one yet, since the relevant chapter hasn't been written yet, so I will update this post with a fourth, more useful, image once that becomes relevant.
Also, new chapter coming soon, hopefully tomorrow. As always, finishing off a story line/writing a finale to anything is an absolute nightmare, so it's taking a bit longer than I thought it would. Almost through the very difficult part though, which means that I'll be able to churn out chapters at a good rate pretty soon-ish. 
Fingers crossed.


Edit: Added the new image, the one that's actually useful because it contains the location of the hidden tunnel.
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As if he was stuck in a bog, Chalco was felt like he was slowly drowning in his desperation. At first, he had thought that his task would be easy enough: Just collapse the tunnel their enemies were trying to dig. The day they had succeeded in destroying the first tunnel, he had celebrated for the first time since the start of the war.
Although their losses had been heavy, he had been convinced that their enemies would become discouraged by their show of bravery from the on. Soon however, he had realized that there were multiple tunnels their foes had dug already. Still, those would only require some minor, additional effort.
His task had still seemed manageable then, but it had since spun completely out of control. Every time he thought he had a handle on the enemy, they either increased their efforts - throwing more men and materials underground - or they would come up with new tricks to foil his desperate attempts to defend his home.
And with every expansion of the conflict underground, Antila had to sacrifice more of its sons to retain a balance and prevent their complete collapse. Thus, their losses just kept climbing more and more, and yet the enemy tunnels crawled closer and closer to their walls anyways. By now, their position seemed truly hopeless. Even so, Chalco had neither the time nor the interest to consider giving up.
At least let my wall stand until the war is over.
That was the last pride he clung to. His hopes of saving his city had long been dashed. He no longer had any illusions about a reversal of fates, and was simply looking forward to their eventual defeat, so he could finally rest.
Though if there was nothing else he could do, at least he would hold off the tunnels long enough so that Antila's troops would surrender before his walls collapsed. At least this way, not all his work would have proven worthless. That was his pride.
Yet at the moment, even that modest goal looked like an impossible dream. While he stood there, with an axe in his hand and a small troop of his workers behind him, the warriors of Antila were once more fighting and dying before him.
Here as well. How are we supposed to get through this?
Like always, warriors were pushing and shoving against each other in the tiny corridors underground. This had been going on ever since the southern army had begun to connect its individual tunnels to create a large network.
With the heavy armors and shields the warriors wore, as well as the lack of space to maneuver, these battles almost always turned into pure contests of endurance. Not even the southern commoners with their sharpened sticks could change anything about that. As the warriors got more experience in this style of battle, they began to last a lot longer without major losses. Sometimes, it would take hours until any position within the tunnels got overwhelmed by a side. And so long as both sides still fought, there would be no going past them, since they would block the entire passage.
As Chalco tried to recall the approximate layout of the underground maze in his head, Qori returned from within one of the passages ahead.
"This one is blocked too, boss. Looks like the fighters will take a while until they are done," the warrior said. "So where to now?"
"This is troublesome," a hesitant Chalco replied after a long time of indecision. "Assuming the enemy's plans have not changed, we can suspect that their main tunneling direction should be right ahead of our position. There are three side-paths available that we could take to reach the position. However, we have checked all three paths, and all are currently blocked off by combatants."
"What about taking a detour?" Qori asked. In response, Chalco shook his head and explained.
"The workers only opened this new direction of attack two days ago. We have not had time to build any circumventing tunnels, and we do not know enough about the enemy tunnels in this area to traverse them. Who knows where we would end up if we just marched based on instinct."
"So we can do nothing until someone wins in these tunnels," Qori concluded.
"That is the long and short of it." Chalco nodded and crossed his arms.
Although they could do nothing at the moment, he was still calm. After all, this wasn't the first time they were stuck like this. In the narrow, crowded underground battlefield, most combatants were forced to do nothing most of the time.
In the early days of the war, this inaction had made Chalco nervous. Every time they were stuck like this, he would order his workers to start tunneling alternate paths, or help the warriors in their contest of strength by pushing from behind. However, most of their 'help' had shown no effect, and had only tired them out at critical moments. So over time, he had learned that it was smarter to just calm down and wait for the opportunity to show their best.
Thus, a relaxed Chalco stood there quietly, waiting. Only nervous shuffling and coughs in the corridor behind him reminded the architect of the workers who had come with him.
"Stay lively, men!" he shouted as he turned his head. "Only a matter of time until our guys break through. So we need to be sharp, sharp enough to cut off the claws that are grasping for our homes when we get the chance!"
Although his speech was vigorous, his men only reacted with some lazy grunts. Clearly, the weeks of constant work and fighting, coupled with the increasingly dire food situation in Antila, had eroded their earlier enthusiasm. Though the fact that he had made similar speeches many times before probably didn't help either.
At least in that regard, his overenthusiasm of the past had been useful. If they had some work to do, his guys wouldn't have to think about their hopeless situation all the time. As it was, their numb reaction felt dangerous. They wouldn't follow his orders much longer, and might just rout without enemy contact.
Just hold on a bit longer, Chalco prayed in his heart. Just until the guys above have given up.
As soon as he had the thought, it seemed like his prayers had been heard.
In front of him, the low grunts of strenuous, long-term combat changed. First, sounds of dogs mixed in with the rest. Not long after, sharp screams pierced through the noise of the tunnels and replaced all others.
They're here! Finally!
"Let's go!" he shouted towards the workers behind him, and then rushed into the tunnel from which he heard the shrillest voices.
For days, Chalco had watched as the war hounds of House Vareo had been transported over to Antila, and then retrained, specifically to support them underground. Back then he had asked one of the tamers of House Vareo how these beasts would even distinguish between the troops of Antila and Saniya in the chaos down here.
'They all smell the same,' was it? Chalco remembered.
Apparently, Saniya's troops were given soap as part of their standard rations, and indeed, they had found soap on many killed and captured enemy bodies. Although Chalco didn't understand why they would need such a luxury item during a war - and although he had been jealous of their strong supply lines that could afford to transport such useless products - he was now glad they got them.
Since all of Saniya's people were using the same soap, all of them smelled the same, and the dogs could be trained on all of them. As Chalco's worker team charged through the tunnels, he immediately saw the effects of the long training.
The dogs had been released from one of the many hidden entrances he had built over more than a full moon of work. As soon as the hounds entered the complex caverns, they changed the nature of combat underground. From one moment to the next, vicious beasts rushed through the darkness like ghosts and attacked anything they were trained on. As the beasts used side tunnels and small holes to attack from unexpected angles, the clean formations from before were torn apart and made way to unplanned chaos.
At last, Antila's troops had gained a temporary advantage, though Chalco knew that it wouldn't last for long. He wasn't sure how it would take for the southerners to deal with the hounds, but they certainly could only play a trick like this once. Most of these animals would never see sunlight again.
However, Chalco couldn't dwell on their fates. If he wanted their deaths to at least be meaningful, he had to fulfill his mission. At least that the hounds had made much easier than before. Within the chaos, Chalco's crew finally found a chance to move forward.
Slowly, they made their path north, ever closer to what he expected to be the position of their enemy's main tunnel. Every once in a while, they would see soldiers from either side, stuck in combat with each other. At other times, small packs of hounds would rush past them, mere black shadows rushing along in search for prey. Sometimes, they would have to wait for a while, but it wasn't like before. The sluggish underground battle had since come alive, and stalemates were quickly resolved within the chaos.
Finally, after a long and careful walk that avoided all threats, they saw something Chalco hadn't seen in days: A several steps wide tunnel, one which was high enough that he didn't have to bend down all the time. It was lined with wooden beams at even spacing, and lit up brightly by precious oil lamps all along the walls. Even the floor had been flattened and planed to make transportation easier and tripping less likely. Though of course, it had since turned into a muddy mess after days of neglect.
This had been the construction method for Saniya's tunnels early on. Since then, they had been forced to take many shortcuts to speed up their progress. Either way, the downright luxurious state of their surroundings told them that they had arrived at their main target: They had finally entered the third of Saniya's main tunnels.
Though when they arrived there, Chalco was shocked to see not a single soul in sight.
Has everyone disappeared to fight elsewhere? he wondered, though only for a moment. There was no time to lose after all. It was better to take advantage of the short peace so long as they could work undisturbed.
"Let's get to work!" he shouted thus. Immediately, Qori stepped up next to Chalco and shouted at the workers.
"Hear that, you lazy louts!? Bring down this one little tunnel, and then we all get to go back home for a full meal!"
Compared to Chalco's impassioned speech from earlier, Qori simple enticement was far more effective. As soon as they were promised a decent meal, the men got to work again.
As he watched the workers put axes to the wooden support in eager anticipation of a full stomach, the architect was saddened that a simple meal would be enough to motivate his men to such an extent. Antila had already fallen so far that basic necessities were treated like luxury goods. Meanwhile, the southern kingdom soldiers were still using enough soap that the dogs could smell it on them.
Their poverty was something Chalco felt deeply ashamed by, since he was responsible for all these men, his workers. However, it wasn't something he could change anything about. He himself hadn't had a full meal in quite some time, not since he had to give up his stash. Moreover, at this moment, he had far greater concerns, like their exact position, and the structure of this tunnel they had found themselves in.
To his left, he found a short section of tunnel that soon swerved left around a corner, so he couldn't see very far. To his right, the tunnel continued for a while, before the wooden supports and oil lamps along the walls disappeared. The end of the tunnel was covered in darkness, truly concerning. After all, this tunnel led towards the east, the direction of Antila's walls.
"Qori, get some men to stay at the corner over there," he said as he pointed to his left. "We need early warning if someone shows up."
Once he had finished his orders, he walked towards the right, towards the darkness.
"Boss, where are you going?" Qori asked, as he watched Chalcos follow the tunnel's east direction.
"We have to find out how close they have come to the walls. If they are farther along than our estimates, then we will have to increase our efforts in the future. My return will be swift. Qori will be in charge until then." After Chalco was done with his instructions, he continued on.
In truth, he only barely managed to keep his voice steady due to anxiety. And the farther he walked, the more confused he became. How far had these people dug already? This was closer to the walls than he had ever imagined even in his worst case scenarios. In his haste, he tripped over his own feet, and landed in deep water with his hands.
What is this, a side tunnel? he wondered, as he stared at the dark hole that had been dug out in the walls of the tunnel. Apparently, the Saniya people didn't have time to pump out all the water anymore. Instead, they were digging side-tunnels and let them naturally fill with water from the main tunnel to drain all the liquid. Maybe that was how they had been making such quick progress.
When he stood back up, he stared at his feet and realized that a piece of rope had entangled itself on his boots and caused his fall. Although he didn't know what it was used for, he freed himself and quickly marched on.
Shocked and confused, he continued to walk along the main tunnel, ever deeper. Once he had walked deep enough, the light from behind made seeing in front almost impossible. All the lamps had been left behind, so he could no longer see what was in front.
We cannot be far from the walls now, but it appears no one is here at least, he thought. They could never have reached them yet, could they? It appears the hounds have interrupted their work. We just barely prevented the worst.
Just as he finished his thought, a noise came from behind.
"Enemy attack!" he heard, before chaotic noises from his workers followed.
What happened? Again he looked down at the thin rope that ran across the ground all along the tunnel. Damned idiot, did I trip an alarm?
Rather than blame himself further, he clutched his axe tightly and rushed back. By the time he could see his men again, they were already engaged in combat. They were positioned right up to the bend on the other end of the tunnel. In lines of three they stood, somehow trying to hold off their enemies with tools made for construction.
Opposite them stood only two, but they were armed heavily. The warriors carried short axes and wore heavy armor. On their hips, they also carried two short muskets each. These special soldiers called 'grenadiers' had been deployed by the southern army since half a moon ago, and they had proven deadly effective in close quarters.
Damn, damn! Why them, of all people?
Whenever they ended up in a clinch with the enemy, these warriors would just draw their ranged weapons and shoot at point blank range. The short and heavy pistols were enough to punch through any armor at short distance, and the grenadiers carried enough powder and shot to last all day underground.
Desperately, Chalco rushed forward, to support his men before they would be taken apart. Yet before he even got close, he saw Qori behind the front line pick up a rock off the ground.
"Give it all you got!" he shouted. "They are only human too!"
With that, he chucked his stone over the workers, towards the heavily armored foes. Yet the stone didn't even hit the armor. Instead, it ricocheted off the ceiling and landed on an oil lamp on the wall. Straight away, all the oil stored in the lamp ignited and poured onto one of the grenadiers.
A sharp scream, high and shrill as if it came not from a human, filled the tunnel immediately. The burning figure lit the tunnels brightly as it flailed around. Straight away, the workers retreated to take their distance from the man, but it was already too late. Before they had taken more than a few steps, the powder stored on the man's back ignited.


Hermit's Notes: Finally got this chapter done, I think it turned out all right? (Although it also duplicated, which is worrying)
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As if a giant hand was sweeping through the tunnel, Chalco was pulled off his feet and fell backwards. He heard a boom, and then only ringing in his ears.
When he looked back up, he saw that his men were lying on the floor as well, their life or death unknown. Chalco wanted to run back and save them immediately, but just as he tried to get up, he felt a deep thump from the ground between his fingers. As an architect with, by now, extensive experience in tunneling, it was all he needed to come to a horrible conclusion.
Oh no, they've managed to dislodge the supports already. When he looked at the place of combat, he could see that several of the supports had broken apart. Maybe his men had already started to dismantle them, and the explosion was the last rice grain that had sunk the boat.
The vibrations he was feeling between his fingers came from the earth that had begun to shift all around him. If it didn't settle itself soon, there would only be one outcome. The whole tunnel was about to go down.
As soon as he had the thought, several small clumps of dirt fell from the ceiling and covered his head and shoulders.
Oh Divines. Don't let me die like this.
Sure, the priests would claim that dying underground, closer to the underworld, was better than almost any alternative, but he still didn't want to be buried alive under tons of earth. Yes, he had thought before that his current life was miserable and hopeless, but now that he thought about it, he preferred a miserable life over a miserable death.
Confused, he looked around, and finally found some hope to cling to. In the dim light of the lamps, he could see water shimmer right next to himself. It was the flooded side-tunnel that he had almost tripped into earlier. Rather than trust the slipping structural integrity of the earth above him, he chose to trust his lungs.
"Run, the tunnel is about to collapse!" he shouted to warn his men. Although he couldn't hear anything, and didn't know if his people were even still alive, it was the last thing he could do for them. Then, he ran to the side tunnel and dove into the water.
Darkness enveloped Chalco. With no sound and no sight, he would have thought that he had left his body behind completely, if he hadn't been so miserably cold in the icy water. However, he didn't panic. He knew how the southerners had built their side-tunnels, so he knew he could make it through if only he remained calm.
Thus, he grabbed the rough earth to the side of the tunnel, and followed along. First down, and then soon back up. When he was half-way, he felt the earth shake violently. Something had collapsed, but he had no time to care. Instead, he continued to feel his way through the darkness until he emerged on the other side.
When he did, he took a deep breath of air to calm his burning lungs. Finally, he crawled out of the water, and used the wall to get back to his feet. Maybe he was still in the same tunnel as before, the one that may have been collapsed by this point. Everything around him was dark, and cold. He stood crouched as his arms clung around his shivering torso to warm himself. Frozen and terrified, Chalco thought just for a second that he hadn't survived his dive, and had in fact drowned and entered the underworld.
Finally, the cold in his body lessened slightly, so he stood back up straight, and felt for the wall again. The rough and wet earth was the same as anywhere else, and his eyes wouldn't get used to the darkness. There was no light to be had anywhere, and he had no idea where he was. Out of options, and unsure if he was even still alive, he finally called out, not too loud so he wouldn't disturb the damaged ceiling any further.
"Hello, is anyone there?"
In response, a sharp hiss sounded, and a bright, red light illuminated the entire corridor.  The tunnel was now flame-red, as was the rubble that was lined up behind him and blocked his path. To his left, he found the side-tunnel he had used to save his life. Now, in the red light, it looked like blood. And in front, he finally saw the end of the tunnel.
Towards the end, the wide corridor narrowed, and it was lacking all supports. However, he couldn't tell whether or not the tunnel had reached the walls, or even if this was still the previous tunnel, because its end was covered by a number of barrels.
Atop the barrels sat a young man who held a bright red flame in his hand, which made his face hard to distinguish, while his whole bearing appeared ominous.
"And who're you?" the ominous being asked in a tense voice.
"This master..." Confused, Chalco looked around the place, before he blurted out: "What is this place? Have I reached the underworld?"
As he spoke, he walked a few timid steps towards the figure. Only now did he notice that the ominous creature wasn't all that tall, or imposing, and that he wore the uniform of Saniya that Chalco had become so familiar with over the course of the siege.
Now he wasn't quite sure why someone in the underworld would wear a uniform from Saniya, though he suspected that he may indeed still be alive.
"Well," the uniform leaned forward, maybe to measure up Chalco or to look at the destroyed tunnel behind them. Only then did he continue, his tone now less demanding, a barely audible tremble hidden within. "It seems like this is it, then. You can't see any holes back there, can you? Any way to get back out of here?"
Finally, Chalco fully believed that he hadn't landed in the underworld quite yet. This was just another soldier of Saniya, who was as lost in the tunnels as he himself. Again, he looked at his surroundings, but didn't spot anything of note.
"No," he finally replied. "Not apart from the water hole in the side-tunnel over there. Though it is not a path worth attempting. Its terminus should have already collapsed by now."
"Well, fine. Just means that I'll have to end it early."
As he spoke, the warrior swung around the stick that still had a bright red flame growing out of it, and in the process illuminated the area behind him. Finally, Chalco could fully confirm his position, since he recognized the smooth stone texture behind the man. They were standing right next to the foundations of Antila's walls.
Just as he realized as much, he also realized why a soldier of Saniya would be sitting here. Only a split second later, he understood what was in those barrels, too.
"Wait!" he shouted, before the man put the light to the rope that turned out to be a lute. "You will kill us all!"
"Yes, but we'd die anyways," the uniform said. His shoulders were low, his voice defeated. "And it's my orders."
"No! You cannot die for something as useless as orders, can you?" Chalco tried again as he took another step forward. His death was already sealed, but at the very least, he could still prevent the destruction of his life's greatest work. "Why die for an empty cause that has nothing to do with you? Only because your king told you?"
"Wait, Aren't you one of the traitor guys?" the uniform shot back. "Don't deny it. I can tell from the way you talk all uppity."
Chalco tried to make another step to prevent the man from doing anything rash, but the uniform lowered the flame in his hand even further towards the barrels.
"One step more and I blow us up right now," he growled. "Now answer."
"Yes, it is true," Chalco relented. "This master is part of Antila's brave defenders. However, both of us are still Medalans, still men of Sachay. Both of us are the same, is that not what your king has been preaching?"
"Now you're talking about peace and unity!?" The uniform shouted, and little kernels of dirt loosened off the ceiling and walls in response. "It was you bastards who caused all this! If you hadn't tried to kill our king and destroy our city, no one would have had to die! If you didn't sit here behind your damn walls like cowards, how many lives could have been saved? You say my death is useless? How many people died for no reason in this war? It's already over, you've lost, but you still keep going, until no one's left. Is your pride worth that much!? You know that we've had to expand our mass graves again last week!? If it wasn't for you, none of them would be dead! You hear me!? Not Qhatuq, and not me! And it's your fault!"
By the end of it, the commoner was screaming, barely in control of his faculties. In panic, Chalco stepped back and lowered his stance, all to calm down the mad commoner who was about to collapse the ceiling with his rage.
"Of course, I admit, it is all my fault," he said. Now Chalco's voice was trembling. "Just take away the flame. Not all hope is lost. We can still be saved if we just hold out here for a while. We can still survive. Just claim that your red flame got wet and failed to start. None of your commanders would ever have to know the truth."
"You really think we'd survive long enough for rescue to arrive? You're dreaming."
"When the tunnel collapsed earlier, I also survived by swimming through the water hole. All hope appeared lost, yet here I stand."
For a second, the commoner just stared at him, before he mumbled: "That's right, better to try something than to do nothing."
Though the commoner was talking more to himself, Chalco could still hear him. All of a sudden, the commoner off his barrel and walked towards Chalco.
"Good, so you have finally seen reason," the architect said, but before he could be too happy, the commoner bent down to the ground, and lowered the flame stick onto the lute.
"Please stop. What are you doing?"
As Chalco spoke, he realized that the flame had begun to sputter, and lose intensity. Under the fading light of the red flame. the man's grin looked like a true demon of the underworld.
"I'm Improvising," he said, before he dropped the flame onto the lute and began sprinting towards Chalco. A second later, just before the stick went out, a flame ignited on the ground. Horrified, Chalco watched as the flame slowly traveled along the ground, towards the barrels filled with explosive powder. Before he could do or say anything, the expanding figure of the commoner running towards him blocked his sight of the flame completely.
"Your water hole!" the shadow shouted. "Run!"
Before he could even think, Chalco reacted on instinct. He turned around, and rushed towards the side-tunnel again, exactly where he had just come from. Maybe if he had been calmer, he would have had the composure to just overpower the commoner and then step on the little flame before it reached the barrels. Maybe he would have even thrown himself onto the flame, rather burning himself to death than let the commoner from Saniya win.
But in this moment, he no longer thought about Pari, or about his wall, or about his home. Faced with imminent death, all his body could focus on was survival. Thus, he once again jumped into the flooded side tunnel, head-first this time. Right after, the commoner followed.
Seconds later, the lute burned down and disappeared into the barrels.
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The earth itself trembled and threw every single man on the battlefield to the ground. When they rose to their feet, they saw a plume of muddy dirt rise in the air, together with an eardrum-shattering boom. The primitive and violent fireworks signaled, in essence, the end of the southern kingdom's civil war.
Once the fireworks had died down, the full extent of the damage became immediately obvious. Antila's solid outer wall, up until then an insurmountable obstacle for the attackers led by General Pahuac Villca, had now crumbled into pieces. With the foundations underneath removed, the stone just slid down like snow in an avalanche. Thus, the insurmountable obstacle had turned into a convenient ramp up towards the old inner wall.
For an hour or so, both sides ceased combat. Both were still in shock at first, and then busy trying to save those who had been injured in the blast. At the same time they did their best to reorganize their troops. In the end, the southern kingdom, with its stricter organizational structure and better communication between units, managed to return into formations first.
As soon as the assault troops around Pahuac Villca were ready, they began a relentless attack upon the weak point that had finally opened up in a city defenses which had proven so frustratingly tough up to that point. To stem the tide, the defenders could only throw away more and more of their men in response. As they steadily lost ground, they filled one hole after another with bodies.
By now, the end of the battle was truly in sight. Everyone who watched the storm that day knew that it would be at most, only a few days more until the defenders were fully driven out of the city. One way or another, the war would end by then. The only question was, what kind of ending would it be?
__________________________
Heavy boots splashed up water and dirt as the warriors marched along the muddy road. Several crows took off from a fence built along the street and flew in the air, startled by the noise. With loud caws, the birds complained of the mistreatment that they had received at the hands of the retreating army. Although it was dreary, the image was still vivid, full of life. Even here, in the cold and nasty south of Medala, spring had finally arrived. It would have surely eased the transportation problems of Antila's army, if only it had still mattered.
At least spring has sped up the warriors' march.
Loreius Ichilia leaned out of his palanquin and looked back at the small army that was following him. In the end, only a bit over a thousand men had left Antila with him, including the four personal guards who were carrying his palanquin. At first, he had thought that he had firm control over a third of Antila's troops. He thought it would have been enough to leave the city without problems. Thus, as soon as he had made the decision to retreat, he had acted immediately. Indeed, when he had called his men together, almost all of them had appeared.
However, just as he was about to reach the harbor, commandeer some ferries and cross over to the safety of the eastern shore, he had been ambushed by the remaining troops in the city. Apart from a handful of guards on the wall, almost everyone seemed to have come and make things difficult for Loreius.
Of course, that wouldn't have been a problem had his men only remained steadfast. Yet as soon as they faced the slightest adversity, more than half of his warriors immediately left him. Not that he had ever trusted these men who had already abandoned their old houses to follow him, but he had still been angered by their cowardice.
It had only been thanks to his swift tongue that he had managed to stabilize the remaining men and retain some semblance of a force. The over one thousand troops he had been left with weren't much compared to the entire army who had surrounded them, but they had still been enough to make some trouble.
If they were pushed to a corner, they could always fight back, thus weakening the main forces remaining in the city further. Worse, if the enemy army heard the fighting in the city, a simple charge at night would have been enough to storm the city immediately. Thus, the defending lords led by the beast Herak had no choice but to let him go in the end. Still, Loreius could hardly call his dingy escape a success.
Maybe, he thought, he had underestimated the other lords in the city. In the end he was at least glad that he hadn't gone through with his plan to capture them. Otherwise, it may have ended poorly for him. At least now, he still had enough men left over to put some pressure on Pachacutec, once he arrived back north, that was.
He planned to reach Port Ulta first, to resupply and gather more information about the happenings in the central kingdom. From there, he would hire ships to transport his men to the southern parts of eastern Medala, which was land nominally under control of the central kingdom.
With his army's sudden appearance in the estates of Pacha's subordinate lords, he could pressure the young king to halt his advance towards Huaylas. At the very least, his allies would no longer be willing to lend their warriors for Pacha's invasion of Huaylas if their own estates were in imminent danger.
Once the situation was temporarily stabilized, he could cross the mountains, enter Arguna, and then argue for his rights in front of the elders of the Ziggurat. For now, that seemed like the best course of action to retain his status as head of House Ichilia and Governor of the West, and his best way to retain his family's power and preserve a chance for revenge.
For now, the first step of the plan had almost been completed. When he looked through the curtains of his palanquin towards the front, he could already see Port Ulta in the distance.
The Port was a large city by the standards of the south, which made it look a bit quaint in Loreius' eyes. Around the mouth of the Uskaylla River, the water had eaten away at the soft rock of the coastline, and had created one of the greatest natural harbors in Medala. Thus, the small city with the low stone walls and the tightly packed, miserable looking wooden huts had been placed here to serve as an anchor for ships. To the city's north were the extensive Ulta Caves, one of the great wonders of Medala, and in the past a hideout for the shameless pirates who had founded the city.
Already, Loreius could barely contain his excitement to see the great architecture that the high-born ancestors of this mighty city's people had left behind. However, before they reached the dingy pirate town, he saw another high-born group coming towards them. Their high status was easy to determine, since they also traveled across the landscape with a palanquin in tow.
As was was customary in Medala, the two troops slowed down when they came close to each other. After all, it would have been rude to avoid a conversation if two men of status met in the wild like this. Since the other side only had a small delegation of a few dozen people, Loreius wasn't worried about any dirty tricks. Thus, he ordered his men to slowly move closer to the opposite palanquin. When the two were next to each other, he opened the curtains to his side, and waited. Right away, the other side opened his curtains as well, and revealed his identity.
"Lord Padrava," Loreius said. "What fortunate meeting on this spring day."
"Likewise, Governor Ichilia," Padrava replied.
Margrave Hakon of Padrava was the representative of the other arcavian country that had cheated its way into medalan affairs with money and trickery. Thus, the margrave's status was considered equal to Herak. However, Padrava had been a lot less aggressive compared to his arcavian compatriot.
While the beast had been busy fighting in one local war after another, Padrava had mostly just attended the banquets of various lords and quietly made money through trade. Thus, Loreius was shocked to see the foreign lord travel towards the combat zone that was Antila, especially with such a small delegation.
As Loreius was still thinking about Padrava's goals for his trip, the foreigner had already continued the conversation.
"Governor and his men have not come from Antila, have they?" he asked.
"Indeed we have, Lord Padrava. There seems little point in continuing the fight, so this governor has decided to retreat early and spend his time in a more productive manner."
Of course he wouldn't tell the foreigner about the imminent danger Huaylas was in. There was a good chance that Padrava knew already, since he had just come from Port Ulta and news would travel to the ports first. Though if he knew, at least he had the tact to not say anything.
"In that case, could Governor inform me about the state of battle in the city?" Padrava asked instead
"The state of battle..." Loreius thought for a second, before he guessed the foreigner's intentions. "Lord Padrava should not plan to travel to Antila, correct?"
"Yes, that is exactly where we are headed." Padrava replied, a frown on his face. "This time I have come to end this pointless and expensive war, to the benefit of both sides."
"Is that so? In that case, this governor wishes Lord Padrava all the best. However, it seems doubtful whether such a mission could succeed." Bitterness spread in the young governor's mouth as he spoke, reminded of his own failings once more. Over the past moons, he himself had tried for peace many times. Not once had he even been heard, let along succeeded in brokering a deal.
"Oh, and why is that?" Padrava asked.
"The southern king is too stubborn, and too greedy for success. At the same time, Antila was about to fall when this Governor's men left the city. Why would King Corcopaca agree to end a war when he can already see victory? Not to mention, Lord Herak has shown singular focus on victory. This Governor doubts if Lord Herak would ever consider peace in the first place. Oh, Lord Herak controls most of the soldiers by this point," Loreius added. He looked forward to seeing a troubled face, but instead, Padrava looked relieved.
"In that case, a peaceful resolution should not be a problem. I have come with sufficient weight behind me. I am sure that the young king will at least listen to our improved conditions. In fact, we have even brought some additional gifts to sweeten the deal, and to pressure the king's allies."
As he spoke, Padrava gestured behind him with a smug grin on his unhealthy, pale face. When Loreius leaned out of his palanquin and looked towards the end of Padrava's delegation, he spotted a young man in chains with a miserable scowl on his face. Although he wasn't too familiar with Sachay's politics, Loreius still recognized him as someone of great identity.
"Epunamo Villca?" he wondered.
The oldest son of House Villca and rightful heir of Cashan, the man who had been protected by the Arcavians in Port Ulta all this time, was now given up just like this? Without having to ask further, Padrava answered the young governor's concerns.
"Yes, indeed. Now that it appears as if the entire south will fall into the hands of the southern king, there is little chance of regaining control over Cashan. This chess piece has lost its value as a result. However, it can still be played to pressure the king's allies. I am certain that the Villcas within the southern kingdom's army would be glad to end the war in exchange for this man. Without strong support from the Villcas, the king's army will be weakened. Not to mention that their supplies are routed through Cashan. Thus, the king's position in subsequent negotiations would weaken as well."
"Again, if Lord Padrava can get your Lord Herak to agree," Loreius replied, still not convinced that this pale-faced foreigner could do what even he had failed at.
"That, in fact, should be the least of our problems," the smug foreigner said, and held high a letter sealed with red wax, marked with a seal Loreius had never seen before.
"This time, King Tolmar of Borna has personally sent correspondence," Padrava explained. "The king has been worried about his brother Herak. It seems that in the duke's absence over the past years, the king has carefully maneuvered within his domain, and has finally managed to restore his brother's honorable status among Borna's nobility. Though the details elude me, there is no longer any excuse to uphold Duke Herak of Balit's exile. Surely, the duke would be happy to return home immediately, rather than being forced to continue this pointless war in foreign lands."
Hidden by the curtain, Loreius clenched his fist in annoyance, but when he replied, his voice was still calm.
"It seems Lord has considered everything carefully," he said. "In that case, we shall no longer hold Lord Padrava here. This Governor wishes Lord a successful negotiation."
"Thank you, Governor Ichilia. A good journey to you as well."
Once the palanquin was closed up again - and once more made its way towards Port Ulta - Loreius closed his eyes. Immediately, the manic eyes of Herak entered his mind, and just wouldn't leave him. Finally, the beast would no longer be here to maraud around Medala as he pleased . However, with how far the creature's mental state had deteriorated over the course of the siege, he wondered if Padrava would still be in time to save him.
If he was honest, Loreius Ichilia hoped the smug foreigner would be too late, so that he too could taste the defeat they had all become so familiar with.
Hermit's Notes: Surprise, the war isn't quite over yet. One more chapter of fighting, and then a bunch of Epilogue until the end of book 6. At least one more chapter tomorrow.
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Three days had already passed since the collapse of Antila's outer walls. By now, Saniya's troops had taken full control over every portion of the newly built star fortress that surrounded the old city walls. Atop these outer walls, they had already built reinforced positions, which they had even managed to defend over night. From within these positions, Saniya's soldiers were now ceaselessly storming up against the inner wall, like waves against the sides of a singing ship.
Since this morning, the southerners had even added cannons to the fortifications. From such close range, they could fire at the old city wall with impunity. As the last remaining defense of the city, it did not remain standing for long.
Since the inner city wall was an older construction from the days before cannons had conquered the battlefields of Medala, it was never built to withstand such powerful impacts. After only a few hours of bombardment, it had already partially collapsed under the cannon fire.
Thus, a continuous ramp had been created from the bottom of the outer wall all the way to the top of the inner wall. This passage was now funneling more and more soldiers of the southern kingdom into the last bastion of the allied forces that stood against their king.
Excited about their impending victory, the southerners charged up without pause, driving back the overwhelmed defenders wave after wave, as they pushed further and further into the city. Soon, the water would fill the ship completely, and cause it to sink.
Very good, just as expected.
Duke Herak of Balit watched the battle with great satisfaction. This was the first time he had had such a clear view of the siege from the outside. After all, he was no longer watching the battle from atop the walls of Antila. Instead, he was now hidden behind the hills west of the city, where he watched the last day of the war unfold from a save distance.
Behind him stood an army of about five hundred, elites made up of his own knights and the strongest, proudest remaining warriors among the allied armies of Antila. Behind them, the last stragglers of his raid group were just crawling out of a dark hole in the ground. The hole was well-disguised, hidden between the western hills and covered by branches and mud, far off from any battlefield or points of interest. It had been specifically built here to circumvent the merchant's army, and to deceive the eyes of his scouts.
Back when Herak had approved the request of the architect to start tunneling underneath Antila, construction of this tunnel had been his main goal. Of course, preventing the collapse of the wall had been a part of it too, but the duke had no longer had any illusions about winning the war by that point. No, rather than trying to win, he just wanted to gain some time. With more time, he could collect some additional cards to play during his eventual counter attack. Now, it was finally time.
Thus, while the architect had kept up his attempts to collapse all of Saniya's tunnels, he had also circumvented the entire underground network to create a single outlet for Antila's trapped forces. Through this outlet, Herak would now lead their final counterattack.
Once he had inspected his men to make sure all had made it out, he looked north-east, once more towards the enemy army. In their enthusiasm for glory - and possibly their desire for the plunder which awaited them inside Antila - almost all men of the southern army had balled up around the now defenseless city. For a myriad of reasons, no unit wanted to miss out on the final moments of this great war.
At this rate, the defenders wouldn't hold out until sundown, especially now that they were lacking most of their elites, as well as their commander. However, they wouldn't have to last much longer to cover for Herak's plans.
As he looked further towards the north, a wide grin formed on the duke's face. Somewhere underneath his mask, some of the thin, stretched-out skin burst again, and a trickle of blood ran down his cheek and towards his mouth, a familiar feeling.
As he watched the well fortified enemy camp, and even more so the southern army's command tent high up on a hill within, he licked his own blood off his lips. The iron taste excited him, and let him anticipate his immediate future. Within that tent, only a few hills away, he would find his arrogant nemesis, the little merchant who had created so much trouble for him throughout the years.
All he had to do was kill this one, weak man, and then Herak would be able to return back home. With the little king dead, he would restore his damaged honor, and he would also sow further chaos in Medala. With a single move, he could create a fertile field for other Arcavians to reap more benefits in the future.
Of course, this wasn't the only reason for Herak's operation, maybe not even the main one. Instead, he had come for revenge, revenge on the fat little merchant who had continued to defy him for years, who was responsible for his exile, who had made his last few years hell.
Finally, the day had come. Finally, Herak would get his revenge. That wouldn't save the city of course, nor would it change the outcome of this war, but none of that had ever mattered to the Duke of Balit anyways.
Once all his men had left the darkness and got into formation, he immediately gave the orders to advance towards the tent with the ostentatious purple flag on top, on towards his victory.
"Enough rest, form up!" Herak shouted towards the men who had only just caught their breaths after their escape from the claustrophobic underground world. With an impassive face, he watched as the men stood and slowly got into formation.
About one hundred knights, some four hundred local warriors. That should be enough.
As soon as his men were lined up in two distinct squares of different sizes, he gave his next orders.
"Now, march north! Let's break through their walls, see how they like it! Then we kill their heretical king, and end the war!"
Once the simple words of encouragement were spoken, he turned around, and led their march northwards through the hills. There wasn't much need to motivate the men anyways.
They were far behind enemy lines by now, and their only retreat away from the enemy was to the west. All they would find there were the empty midland hills that had already killed many warriors on their harsh march from Kapra to Antila. If they valued their lives, these barbarian natives would fight with everything they had. Of course, there was no need for Herak to worry about the loyalty of his own knights.
As he walked, the duke checked his own equipment one final time. His armor was lighter than usual, easier to maneuver in. Though of course, it would still be enough to block the attacks of the commoners the merchant loved to put his trust in.
He also had only brought five arrows with him, since his bow would only be useful for a shot or two. After all, he wasn't expecting to fight at a distance for long. As they were a marauding party, they would close in quickly and fight for a swift victory. For everything else, he would have to rely on his old broadsword, a gift from his brother, one that he had yet to draw ever since he had set foot on these barbarian lands. Maybe he would even get the chance to draw his dagger if he was ever stuck in a close fight, though he didn't expect that much resistance.
However, compared to his melee weapons, the bow proved necessary almost immediately. As soon as he spotted a glint in the distance, he drew his giant, black war bow from his back in one fluid motion. With his extensive combat experience, he knew exactly where the glint had come from. As expected, when he focused more on the source, he quickly spotted a small team of two men, peeking over the hill in front with their telescopes. Ever since spring had come, the southern scouts weren't camouflaged nearly as well by their white uniforms anymore.
The duke's experienced hands pulled an arrow from the quiver behind his hip and drew the bow to its fullest. In response, the scouts stood up. Maybe they wanted to dodge his attack, or maybe they were trying to flee. Either way, it was clearly the worst possible reaction, as it exposed their whole bodies to the duke's deadly projectile. Herak's arrow flew true, and bored straight through the first scout's throat.
Four left.
Yet before he could draw his second arrow, the second scout wizened up and immediately threw himself to the ground, following his dead companion. Thus, both went out of view, hidden behind the hill's crest.
Damn barbarians, how are they still so vigilant?
Most scouts of the southern army would be farther away from the main camp, spotting for any possible flanking movements from enemy armies. That was the reason they had been able to get this close unseen, their tunnel had undercut most of the enemy scouts. However, it seemed that even now that victory was in their grasp, the southerners retained a minimum level of vigilance.
Even so, while he was annoyed that they had been spotted this early, it wasn't like he hadn't expected resistance. A proper sneak attack would have been preferable, but he was fully prepared to break through with strength if it proved necessary.
After all, almost all of the merchant's men were still tangled up on the front lines. By the time they would return to their camp, everything would already be too late.
Thus, as he watched the bright red flame rise in the air from atop the hill, he turned to his men and ordered in a calm, powerful voice: "Speed up!"
Without any resistance, his men crested the hill the scouts had been stationed on, past the dead body and discarded flare. Finally, they once again saw the goal of their journey.
Down the hill, the south-eastern portion of the enemy camp lay right before them, only a few dozen steps away. The camp was ringed with a wall made of wooden palisades, twice as high as a man.
The forest of tents behind the wall was no longer visible from here, nor were the graves and medical tents beyond them. What was visible, however, was the trench filled with wooden spikes that surrounded the entire camp. That would be their second obstacle. The soldiers standing atop the walls, half hidden by the palisades, would be the third. No doubt they stood ready with their little rifles, eager to kill more superior cultivators through cheap means. Herak had long expected both obstacles, and had prepared well for them.
However, he would have to overcome another obstacle first. As Herak and his men marched down the hill, enemy soldiers swarmed out of the camp and began to line up. Maybe a thousand commoners in total were squirreling to line up between the wall and Herak's troops. As usual, halberds stood in front, with flintlocks behind them. At the same time, a total four hundred warriors poured out of the camp's exits. In the process, they were split in two, with about two hundred attempting to line up on the left flanks and right of the commoners.
More than I thought.
If he was honest, Herak found their quick response impressive. Even in the face of imminent victory, they had retained plenty of power to protect their camp. Together with the men on the walls, they had three times the numbers of Herak's little troop. Still, even that changed little. He had spent many days watching the armies of Saniya, and he had long identified their weaknesses.
He spared one last glance towards the east. Over there, towards Antila, the southern army's reserve troops were scrambling to get back to the camp, desperate to reinforce the defending troops. However, they would no longer be a factor in this war, not if Herak's plans were to succeed.
"Charge!" the duke screamed, and pointed straight at the center of the enemy position. Today, he had brought every last resource left in Antila, as well as everything he had learned since the start of the siege. His goal was only one: To kill the King of the South.


Hermit's Notes: So I was planning to post this chapter two days ago, and then I realized that one chapter wouldn't be enough. And two won't be enough either. By now, this will either be three or four chapters, depending on how the revisions go. Unless something major happens, there will be at least one more tomorrow.
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"Charge!" At the same time as Herak's command sounded across the battlefield, he himself stopped and pulled out his bow again. While the four hundred native warriors charged ahead towards the camp, his own knights formed around Herak. At the same time, twenty of his knights began to ignite torches, just how they had previously been instructed.
Usually, medalan battles would open with a skirmish from commoners to sound out the enemy and weaken their morale. Those tactics had been completely abandoned ever since they had proven useless in several battles against Saniya's commoner soldiers.
The southerners loved to open with salvos from cannons or muskets. These attacks did far more damage and were far more harmful to morale than the previous skirmishes.
However, Herak's attack had come so fast and from such an unexpected direction that neither the enemy cannons nor their formation of musketeers were quite in position yet. The warriors of Antila were lightly armored, and far more mobile than the usual troops. Yet due to their fast movements, the powerful ranged soldiers of the southern kingdom failed to take advantage of their weakness.
With all other forms of ranged combat temporarily out of the picture, Herak's war bow alone reigned supreme. Right before the warriors on both sides clashed against each other, Herak fired his first arrow. Once more it flew true, and hit the man standing to the right of the commoner formation in the chest.
Three left.
Of course, Herak hadn't just hit anyone at random. The southern army was organized in units of one hundred, and every unit would have its commander marching to the unit's left. His uniform would also have slight differences that were possible to spot once he knew what to look for. These were details he had slowly determined after many months of observation. Now the knowledge had allowed Herak to target the southern army's commanders directly, just how their own had been targeted before.
Right as steel crashed into steel on the front line, Herak fired a second arrow, and killed off a second commander.
Two left. Just enough.
Once more, Herak put away his bow. He still had some arrows left over, but he would need at least one later, and his purpose had already been achieved. Thus, as he put away his bow, the duke faced his knights and once more shouted, "Charge!"
This time, the rest of his men also began to move towards the enemy, following Herak's lead. Unlike before, he would not hide behind his men, but lead from the front. Maybe the cowardly generals of the southern kingdom would always stay behind and watch their men die for them, but Herak would never give up his pivotal role on the battlefield. How would he be able to lead by example if he always stayed back? How would he prove to his men that he was worthy of loyalty if he never showed that he was willing to die with them? Today, not only his own knights, but all soldiers of the southern kingdom would feel their determination.
By the time Herak and his knights closed in on the enemy formation, the medalan warriors under his command were already fully engaged in combat. Half of them had clashed against the equally charging warriors on the left flank of their opponent's formation. The other half had continued on past the warrior formation and engaged the stretched square of commoners in the formation's center.
Like so many times before over the course of this siege, Herak was impressed by the effectiveness of Saniya's commoner armies. Although they hadn't been prepared well and failed to take advantage of the power and long range of their advanced rifles, their halberdiers still managed to hold firm against the warrior charge.
Of course the attack this time was weaker than a full warrior charge. After all, their troops were only lightly armored and not as heavy on impact as usual. Not to mention that half of them had also been held up by the enemy flank, which left the remaining men disorganized as they closed in. Still, no other commoner formation that Herak had ever seen would have managed to withstand the impact of true warriors like this. Their formation barely buckled before it reclaimed its shape.
Soon, the first sporadic shots of musket fire also mixed into the sounds of battle. Protected by the halberds, the muskets behind slowly began to exert their strength. As a result, balance the combat began to tilt. At first, the commoners had been pushed back by the warriors, but now it looked like the outcome of battle hung in the balance. If nothing changed, victory would be decided by grit and morale.
However, the right flank of the enemy was still not engaged. Instead, the two hundred warriors were circling around to hit Herak's main force in the flank. If that were to happen, the encircled warriors wouldn't last long, but Herak didn't care about the fate of the native warriors. To him, they had always just been a decoy to buy him time and create a chance for victory. He didn't need much time, and his chance had already presented itself.
No matter how strict discipline was, no matter how good the plans, in the end, all would have to bow in front of the unpredictable chaos of real combat. In real combat, old habits would always rear their heads again, no matter what instructions a commander may have given beforehand.
Thus, as soon as the warriors of the southern army entered chaotic combat against opponents of equal caliber, they reverted back to their old instincts. Instead of retaining their formation to stabilize the front line or flanking their opponents to relieve the center, they had charged straight ahead and engaged in scattered one-on-one duels with their enemies. These honorable, hot-blooded fights were exactly the way they had been doing battle for countless generations, an instinct that was ingrained in their very blood. Thus, they charged forward every chance they got, drilling ever deeper into Antila's warrior formation.
In contrast, when faced with a strong charge from a powerful foe, the commoner soldiers of Saniya had retreated. To their credit, even the commoner units which had seen their commanders dead or injured from Herak's arrows hadn't collapsed immediately. Yet it was only their training that kept them together.
The habits of these commoner soldiers were also something that Herak had observed closely over the course of the siege. When faced with strong opposition, their training was simple, but effective. Small units of one hundred would form up into a tight square, with halberds on the outside and flintlocks on the inside. Then, they would slowly retreat as the muskets fired and the halberds defended. It was a well-planned tactic that had proven highly effective in preserving the formation, as well as guaranteeing the safety of the commoner soldiers. This was even more true considering just how vulnerable commoners were in open field combat against real cultivators.
This time however, their training would prove their weakness. When the south's warriors had charged ahead, their commoners had retreated at the same time. Even worse, commoner units whose commanders had been shot by Herak had been the ones to link up the center of the formation with the warriors on their left flank. Without their commander to regulate their behavior, they had fully reverted back to their training and retreated even further than other units in the face of the warrior charge.
Thus, the tactics meant to preserve the integrity of the defensive line had instead ripped a deep hole into the intersection between warriors and commoners. As the commoners retreated and the warriors advanced, that weakness continued to grow further and further. By the time Herak arrived, the two formations were connected by a mere sliver of thread.
Together with his hundred arcavian knights, Herak would prove the sword to cut through that thread in a single strike. Instead of engaging the flanking enemy on his left or supporting the disjointed Antila warriors in the center, Herak and his men charged right into the gap between commoners and cultivators. It collapsed without any discernible resistance. Herak just ran through the gap, while the handful of enemy warriors left to fill the hole were easily overrun by his knights. Suddenly, the stable formation of the southern army had been broken, and their troops had been split in two, while Herak and his hundred knights found themselves in the back of the enemy formation.
By this point, the common response would have been to turn around, encircle the enemy, and then rout them. By the time the flanking warriors got involved, the battle would already be decided.
Anyone else may have been tempted by the opportunity, smug that his tactics had finally overcome the invincible armies of Saniya in a major battle. Herak, however, knew better.
It wouldn't be long now until the reserve troops from the front line would come to join the battle on the southerners' side. By that point, thousands of additional troops would join the fight against them. No matter how good their tactics were, they would have no chance against such numbers. No, this mission had been a one-way trip from the very start. All they could do was advance, and hope that they would reach the enemy's command tent and capture their king before they were caught by their pursuers. His plan only offered a slim chance of victory, but for now the path ahead of them looked clear.
As soon as they had broken through, there was nothing but open space between them and the walls. Of course, there was still the thin trench covered in spikes, but that was more of a deterrent against climbing efforts, and no real threat for cultivators.
"Launch the powder!" Herak shouted.
Immediately, twenty of his knights came forward, all of them with large packages of straw that they carried in modified javelin launchers fastened to their arms. The straw was ignited by the torches other knights had previously ignited. As soon as the straw began to burn, the knights immediately threw their dangerous cargo towards the walls. Even before all the packages reached the walls, some of them exploded, and spread burning straw, sharp shards of pottery and the smell of gunpowder throughout the area.
Inside the straw was an urn of pottery, which in turn was filled with compacted gunpowder. Once ignited, the fire would spread across the straw on the outside, then either the heat would crack the clay and enter inside, or the powder would simply get too hot and explode on its own. However, most would break or crack upon impact, and explode then. The packages were large and heavy, so much so that only cultivators could throw them. As a result, their explosive power was also immense.
Boom!
One after another, the urns found their target. While the first few hadn't done any damage, subsequent urns landed right inside the trench, or next to the palisade wall. Aside from functioning as an improvised lute, the straw also guaranteed that the pots wouldn't roll away or break apart to spread around the compacted powder too much after landing. This way, the impact of the explosion would be maximized.
It was a strategy devised after seeing the southern kingdom's use of gunpowder against Antila's wall. Once more, Herak was determined to turn the dirty little tricks of the merchant against him, though the price was steep. This one attempt had used up all the remaining powder in Antila's arsenal.
In return, the effect was considerable. As more bombs exploded, the earth inside the trench was blasted away. Not only was this the wall of the trench, it was also the foundation of the palisades. As the foundation became less and less stable, several pieces of palisade began to lean. One had been directly hit by an exploding urn, and had broken off around the middle as a result. Better yet, the defenders atop the wall were thrown off their feet from the intense, continuous impact. Now they could no longer provide protection to the camp. The last defenses were gone.
At once, several palisades began to lean to the sides. All of a sudden, several holes had opened up inside the insurmountable obstacle. Although they would still be difficult to cross for ordinary commoners, it was no problem for cultivators.
"Charge!" Herak shouted one final time, and then waited for his men to move. Several of his knights got into position in front of the wall, their backs to the palisade and their hands locked together to create a footrest in front of their torsos. Immediately, the remaining knights charged up one after another. They jumped off the locked hands of the readied knights, and were then catapulted up, into the holes in the wall's defense. Some then entered through gaps in the remaining wall, while others continued to run up the leaning palisades.
Thus, several warriors managed to reach the top one after another, where they would fasten ropes for the remaining knights down below to travel up. Within seconds, Herak's knights had conquered this seemingly tough obstacle, with no losses. Soon, all of them would reach the relative safety of the empty enemy camp on the other side.
As for the native warriors of Antila who were now being encircled by the defending army? That was no longer any of Herak's concern. By now, he was only focused on the future. So what if a few barbarians had to die for his future?
In eager anticipation of the merchant's terrified face, he himself followed the first charge of his knights and jumped off one of his men's hands through a hole in the wall. Thus he overcame the final obstacle that stood between him and the merchant. A grim smile of determination formed on his face. By now, surely nothing could stop him anymore.
However, his grim smile only lasted a second. As soon as he crossed the palisades, he spotted a second spiked trench, built some three steps behind the original wall. At the moment, several of his knights had already landed inside. Pierced by the sharpened wood and the force of their own momentum, some howled in pain, while others were already silent.
Worse yet, another line of commoner soldiers stood at the edge of the spike pit with a chaotic assortment of weapons at the ready to intercept them.
How many layers of defense did they have prepared? Herak cursed in his heart. However, he didn't have much time to feel anger.
He was still stuck in the air, falling to his death and surrounded by enemies.


Hermit's Notes: What a cliffhanger. I think that's the first time that I end a chapter with one character literally in the air. 
Grand finale of this arc tomorrow (might end up as two chapters still).
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Herak was falling towards his certain death. Even if he could somehow survive the spike pit below, he would surely be dealt with by the soldiers waiting for him beyond the spikes. Yet only for the smallest fraction of a second, Herak resigned to his fate.
Not here!
He would be damned if he gave up like this! He hadn't come this far, gone through so much suffering in these foreign lands, only to fail now, at the last hurdle. He would get his revenge, and he would get back home. Not even death itself would stop him.
As anger replaced fear, he realized that there was still a way. He wasn't the first to jump the palisades. Before he had entered the enemy camp, his knights had already paved a thin path of survival that he could squeeze through.
Thus, as he fell, he slightly adjusted his legs and brought them back underneath his body. Right below him was one of his knights, his torso and limbs spiked onto the sharpened, wooden poles in the trench. The deft turn allowed Herak to land right on top of the spiked knight's back. His left foot sank into the knight's leather armor, until he felt a sharp sting in the sole of his foot, joined by the equally sharp scream of the knight beneath him. He only kept his weight on for a moment, before he pushed off and catapulted his body past the trench. With the monumental effort done, he lost control in the air, and rolled in the mud beyond the spikes. Finally, he used the remaining momentum to get back up to his feet. When he rose again, another sting came from his left foot.
When Herak looked down his left leg, he found a trickle of blood escape from his left boot's sole. During his acrobatics, the additional weight must have pushed one of the spikes through the knight's body and into his foot.
Doesn't matter. Keep going.
When he looked around, he realized that he had been surrounded. As he pulled his broadsword from its sheath, his eyes flitted left and right to assess his opponents.
Five in front, no one behind. All commoners. Should be easy.
Defense was a bad idea with such disadvantageous numbers. Instead, swift offense would allow him to isolate overwhelm them in smaller fights. Thus, he would quickly eliminate them one by one before they could react.
These soldiers were the last obstacles between him and that tent, this time he was certain. He would no longer be stopped. Once he had made a plan and steeled his determination, Herak put power in his feet to charge straight at the commoner furthest to the right. When Herak had drawn his sword, this one had been the only soldier to step back, thus creating more distance between himself and the others. With such a clear opening, this fight would be easy, Herak thought.
Yet just as he tried to rush forward, the stinging pain from before returned to his left foot. His left buckled slightly, and his charge veered off course, his entire body off-balance and threatening to fall altogether. As he slowed down, it gave another commoner next to Herak's target the chance to step into his path, axe in hand. With both hands, he made a wide swing.
Idiot, have you never held an axe?
Maybe the commoners here had just grabbed whatever weapons they could find to prepare their improvised defense, or maybe they were new recruits. Either way, the one who now stood in Herak's way seemed like he didn't even know how to properly hold onto his weapon.
Although he was off-balance, although he couldn't avoid the hit, Herak still retained his calm. As the axe head closed in on his left side, he simply raised up his left arm. In response, the axe, now angled incorrectly, harmlessly bounced off Herak's shoulder armor. The hit was still heavy, and his arm would no doubt hurt tomorrow, but it hadn't done any lasting damage. Even more, it also left the commoner wide open to a counter.
While the commoner's axe was still high up in the air after the deflection, Herak used the momentum from the hit he received to pull himself upright and regain his balance. At the same time, he thrust his broadsword forward, both in attack and as a counterweight, to control his momentum.
The heavy steel of the broadsword, sharpened to a thick point that wouldn't snap even after a hundred thrusts through leather or metal, broke through the commoner's thin cloth armor like it wasn't even there. With wide eyes, the commoner who had been run through by the blade stared first at the sword in his chest, and then at his killer's face hidden underneath the mask. Life left his fingers as his axe overhead slipped off and harmlessly fell to the ground behind him. Herak just grinned in response. In a single motion, he had removed a foe and corrected his terrible posture.
However, he didn't have much time to admire his work. As soon as he had dealt with one, two more commoners were coming at him, one from the right and one from the left.
One more axe, plus one halberd. The second one is a problem.
In comparison, the axe-wielder would be easy. The axe-wielding soldier on his right had already proven a coward before, and these commoners had no apparent training with axes. However, he had seen them expertly work halberds many times throughout his battles against them. Thus, he twisted his body to his left, the impaled soldier's body still stuck to the sword, propped up by Herak's grip alone. As a result, he pulled the squealing commoner with him, and pushed him towards his halberd-wielding ally. At the same time, he made a few large steps forward, away from the axe-wielder and towards the halberd. As he moved ahead, his body was covered by the commoner on his sword who already lay in his death throes. It was his first time using a human as a shield, but he had plenty experience with tower shields. The principle was the same.
Hidden behind the body, he didn't see what the halberdier was doing, but he didn't need to. After all, as he closed in, he didn't feel any resistance from the other side.
Obviously, the commoner had failed to attack before Herak had closed the distance. He could have swung his halberd overhead and bring its axe head down precisely behind the body and onto Herak's shoulders or head. Although he hadn't done so, it would have been a high risk move in the first place, one that was only possible with the strength and skills of a cultivator. However, he had also failed to use his weapon's spear point to simply spike Herak's hostage and keep his distance, which would have required nothing but determination. Be it strength or spirit, this commoner was lacking both, and it would be his end.
As he charged forward, Herak drew the long dagger on his belt. Before the halberdier could react, the duke felt the soldier he used as a shield bump against someone on the other side. Already, he was deep inside the ideal range of the halberd, the weapon now useless. Unlike the confused commoner, Herak knew exactly what to do. The sharp metal gleamed as it cut through the air, past his shield of meat, and then towards the helpless commoner's side.
The steel cut deep, underneath the ribs and through the flesh, towards the important organs protected by the rib cage. Herak's movements were calm and well-trained, without emotions. This commoner would just be another in an endless series of dead that the Bear of Borna had produced throughout his life.
One scream turned to two, and both his target and his shield finally fell to the ground together. His sword was lodged and the bodies tangled, so he simply let go of his main weapon. He still had his dagger after all, and there were weapons everywhere. As soon as the frontal threat had been dealt with, Herak turned to the axe-wielder who had tried to keep up behind him.
Just a few steps had been enough to increase the distance between them, so Herak had plenty of time to turn and face his timid opponent. Again, this commoner showed his amateur axe swing, just the same as the first.
Too easy, Herak thought, as he took a single step forward and to the side. As a result, the deadly axe head helplessly sailed past his body. When the commoner tried to raise his weapon again, Herak simply trapped it under his armpit. At the same time, he stabbed forward with his blood-stained dagger again. Thus, the third target fell just like the second had. This time, the commoner stared into Herak's face with blood-shot eyes. Defying his previous cowardice, he let go of his axe and held Herak's dagger in both hands, in an effort to trap the duke's weapon inside his body.
It was a noble attempt, but the duke had nothing but contempt for it. Even to show the noble spirit of sacrifice, one needed the bare minimum qualifications. It was something this commoner lacked, just like all his brethren. With a single, forceful jolt, Herak pulled the dagger from the helpless commoner's grasp. How could a simple man ever compare with a noble in strength?
The man's desperate, confused look as he sank to the ground made Herak's grin widen. Maybe in his final moments, the commoner had understood the true difference between them, a gap that couldn't be made up for, not even with modern weapons. Now, he thought leisurely, it was time to clean up the rest.
However, just as he got ready to turn and retrieve his sword, he felt something hit the back of his legs with great force. Although the hit didn't pierce his armor, his right knee buckled and collapsed from the impact. Once more, Herak landed on the ground, this time with his knees in the dirt.
Got too excited.
While embroiled in combat, he had forgotten that there had still been two commoners left in his vicinity. Now, he had been punished for it. To rectify his mistake, Herak let go of the axe that was still held in his armpit, and at the same time lowered his head and rounded his back. His armor was thinner than usual, but it was still leather covered by chain mail, far too thick to break from the untrained hit of a weak commoner. Thus protected, he felt safe in picking up the axe he had just dropped, this time by its handle. Now that he was properly armed again, he would show these commoners how an axe swing was supposed to look.
As he did so, he felt another hit onto his back, which deflected off his rounded back without doing any damage. Then a second followed, with more force than he had thought, but it wasn't enough to stop him. In response to the attacks, he blindly swung his axe backwards to create some distance. In the same motion, he stood up with a half turn that increased the distance to the foes behind him. The pivot onto his injured foot hurt, but he simply grit his teeth through it.
Still more left.
This time, two commoners stood opposite him. One held a halberd, and there was yet another one with an axe. He thought that maybe the axe wielder was the one who had hit him first, and that the halberd had hit him second. After all, the back spike of the halberd's head was still covered in blood, his own, he presumed.
Damn. Careless again.
Only now did he feel his back grow hot. Maybe the sharp spike of metal, leveraged on the end of a long stick, really had been enough to punch a hole through his chain mail. Though it wouldn't change much. For now, he still didn't feel restrained in his movements. And even when injured, these commoners would have no chance against a true knight.
Clearly, his foes had learned from their mistakes and didn't charge at him again. Instead, they looked determined to drag out the fight. Motionless they stood together, one eager to keep Herak at a distance and the other covering at close range.
Bastards! You think you can oppose me!? You think you can injure me!? Who gives you the courage!? Your merchant!?
The more he thought about their arrogant attitude, Herak ran at the commoners, his vision filled with blood. As the halberdier put his spear in the path and braced for impact, Herak suddenly threw the dagger in his right hand. As he switched the axe from left to right, the commoner with the halberd dodged the projectile.
However Herak had never expected such an obvious attack to kill a trained soldier. As the commoner jumped away to dodge, he also increased the distance to his companion and lost grip on his weapon. Now, it would be a one-on-one fight, at least for a few seconds.
More than enough.
The axe-wielding commoner panicked as he saw Herak run towards him. Like a child, the coward actually closed his eyes and tried to hold off the duke with blind, horizontal swings. With the experience of many battles, Herak simply judged the distance, waited for the commoner's swing to barely pass by in front of his body, and then lunged in for his own counter.
Like before, the duke's axe sliced into the commoner, this time his dominant arm. His eyes wide from shock, the soldier screamed and let go of his weapon.
Truly trained like a commoner.
In large groups and with good weapons, these people may have been considered a threat, but like this, nothing had changed at all from the old days before gunpowder. Herak thought so as he brought down the axe a second time, this time into the gap between the commoner's neck and chest. All sounds from the commoner stopped, as he stood like a puppet. Yet Herak spared him no glance, for there was still one left alive. And worst of all, it was the man who dared injure him. He had come to this camp for revenge, and he would get it. The next soldier would be a mere appetizer.
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Chapter 413 - Cotton
Chapter 413 - Cotton
Dec 17, 2022


Finally, it was time for Herak to enjoy his revenge. However, when he pulled on the axe to retrieve it from the recently slain soldier, he could feel the weapon brush against bone. The axe was stuck. He had never liked using axes, and this was the reason.
Time is of the essence.
Rather than try for the axe again, he instead grabbed for the first thing in his view that looked vaguely like a tool for murder. His right brushed past the shocked eyes of the dying commoner, into his hair and up in the air, as Herak ripped the helmet off the commoner's face. Their armor was almost non-existent, but the southerners still wore solid helmets of metal. When Herak stood up and turned again, only a few seconds had passed since he had thrown his dagger.
In the meantime, the second commoner was still struggling to get up while holding onto his comically long weapon. His pretty white costume was stained with mud. Now he looked as ridiculous as his attempt to kill Herak. Before the commoner could react, the lord had jumped onto his body. Both landed on the ground, with Herak on top, as he brought down his helmet-covered right onto the commoner's face again and again.
"You dare stand in my way!? Do you!?" Herak shouted at the mess of red underneath him. "None of you shall obstruct my path! None! Your merchant will die! And I shall return home once more! Arcavus be my witness, I will escape this god-forsaken land! You dare prevent me!? Dare harm me!? Are you satisfied with your reward for bravery!? Is this what you wanted!?"
Finally, Herak woke up from his mania, and looked at his work underneath him. The mixed up mush of flesh, brain and bones no longer resembled anything human. Even for him, who had seen and done many acts of barbarity, it was a repulsive sight. With heavy breaths, he tried to control his pumping heart, to limited success.
When Herak got back up on his feet at last, the helmet in his hand had been painted red, and his right shoulder felt sore from the repeated strikes at the ground. Even so, there was still work to be done. He had wasted too much time on a corpse already.
To catch his breath and reassess his position, he finally looked around again. All this time, his focus had only been on his immediate surroundings, so now he had to check for more enemies who may have appeared in the meantime. To his surprise, most commoner soldiers in the immediate vicinity had been cleaned up already.
While he had been busy turning his five commoner opponents into pulp, more and more of his knights had managed to make their way past the walls as well. The obstacles the merchant had put in their way had been great, but not great enough to stop his army of elites. Once they had passed the wall and trench, they also got involved in combat with the readied commoners, but most of them had resolved their own fights by now.
Apart from a few who were still stuck in combat or holding back the sporadic enemy reinforcements at the edges of their position, the others had begun to form around Herak again. All in all, he still had about two dozen men to work with.
"Spread out! Buy us more time," Herak ordered, before he turned towards the head knight of the group. "Taarken, your group follows along and helps me break through to their command tent!"
Although he would have preferred to have Felian Northdale here with him, his usual head knight was still fighting against pirates on the western islands. Thus, he had to make do with Taarken. However, all his knights had been carefully selected, and were more than capable. Thus, the men were organized quickly.
In response to the orders, most of the remaining knights rushed into the enemy camp, to create as much chaos as possible. None of them needed any further instructions. They would make the best decisions on their own. This was real training, and real loyalty, unlike the machine-like nonsense the commoners of Saniya had been instilled with by their merchant king. For once, Herak thought, he would be the one to teach the merchant a lesson, though it would be the last of his life.
As the men spread out, Herak picked his broadsword back up - as well as the bow that he had dropped at some point during the previous scuffle - and made his way into the camp as well. Unlike his knights who would enter and then search for targets to disrupt, Herak's goal had been clear right from the start. Even in the camp, surrounded by tents to block his view, the tall flag atop the southern army's command tent was still clearly visible. There, he would find his nemesis, and finally slay his demons.
The camp of the southern army was clean, and well put together. In contrast with the state of a typical military camp, none of the tents were put up randomly. All of them were built in straight lines, with clear and straight corridors to connect them. Everything had order. Surely, this was a great system for quick mobilization, and it would make managing the troops much easier.
However, it also made it much easier for intruders to spread chaos within this order. Even more, it also made Herak's path remarkably straightforward.
Another lesson to teach the merchant.
Without any interruptions, Herak and the five remaining knights around head knight Taarken simply marched north, towards the tallest hill within the camp walls. Over there, he could already see the large command tent of their merchant king, and his ostentatious, purple flag that smelled of copper even from here.
So close. Almost there.
Unconsciously, Herak's feet sped up, all his mind bound by that tent atop the hill alone. Like a maelstrom it pulled him in, towards his destiny, towards freedom. Yet from one second to the next, the world turned and he lost his vision. By the time he came to his senses again, there was a buzzing in his head, and he lay on the ground.
What happened?
His ears rang, so he couldn't hear anything, and he couldn't see from his left eye anymore. Confused, he looked around and saw that his knights had already killed another one of the southern soldiers. Another axe wielder. One of his knights helped Herak back up on his feet. With his vision blurred, he couldn't tell which one.
Once he stood again, the duke felt for the side of his head where he had been hit. By the time his fingers ran across sharp, jagged metal, he finally realized what had happened.
He tried to take off his mask but it was stuck to the left side of his face. A bit more force removed it, and pieces of his skin and flesh with it. Finally, he held the mask in front of his good eye and saw that the bronze had been completely ripped apart along his left temple. This wasn't the kind of damage a commoner could cause, not even with leverage. This attacker had been a cultivator.
Clearly, the enemy warrior had waited around one of the tents and then hit his head with an axe when he had rushed past. In the end, Herak had paid a heavy price for his carelessness. His vision was blurred by now. One of his eyes had shut as blood from his head wound had gushed over it. However, despite the severity of the wound, his head barely hurt. Instead, it felt as if the entire world had been covered in cotton, dampened, as if he was about to drift away.
No, not yet.
The mask that had protected the duke for so many years, the one that had been both a curse and a relief, finally slipped from his fingers. Once more, Herak stared at the tent atop the distant hill as he squinted through his blurred vision.
Almost there. So close!
Determined to see things through to the end, he turned to his men.
"Charge," he shouted as clearly as he could, in order to reassure them. He wanted to say more, but had trouble thinking straight. All that kept him going was that tent at the end of his vision. The group sped up, and soon began to charge up the hill. Immediately, Herak saw his final obstacle: Another four guards stationed in front of the tent's entrance. How many final obstacles had that been? Would there be another one? He didn't know, though he barely knew anything by that point.
Again, warriors.
As if on instinct, Herak pulled his bow off his back. His best weapon to face a worthy foe. As he nocked the arrow and took aim, everything in his vision began to slide around, like they were fighting on a ship's deck. Only the tent alone remained in focus. He fired a shot, but wasn't sure if he had hit anything.
One left. Need to save it.
From the beginning, he had planned to save one last arrow in case the cowardly merchant were to run away and he had to chase him down. However, by this point, his thoughts weren't so clear anymore. Herak operated merely on instinct.
While he had been busy trying to steady his arm for the shot, his men had charged ahead and engaged the other warriors. Thus, Herak had the chance to simply run past everyone, towards the tent's entrance. In truth, he barely noticed the enemy warriors anymore, so focused was he on his goal. Had he noticed that the guards were the newly established grenadier troops, who were more than a match for his knights, maybe he would have supported his men instead. However, his mind no longer noticed such details.
In fact, their counter attack was almost pointless by now. They had lost all of their elites in the attempt. He alone entered the tent, heavily injured, to fight a cultivator who was still in good health. And that was the best case, in which he would find the merchant in his tent by himself.
If Herak managed to take the king hostage, he would have been in no state to make it back out of the camp by himself. If he killed him, then he would never make it out of here alive, let alone return back to Borna. However, none of that mattered anymore. There was only one thought left for Herak.
Kill
Kill
Kill
Like a curse, the one word kept swirling through his mind, once for every time his head pulsed from the dulled pain. Finally, he had reached his goal, finally, he would give the merchant his just deserts.
With all his remaining, considerable strength, Herak gripped his broad sword tightly and charged into the open tent. Yet what greeted him was not the terrified face of the fat merchant. It was a deadly boom that cut right through the cotton and hit the beast like thunder.
"Huh?" Herak uttered a single noise, as he looked at the man who knelt opposite him, a long rifle in his hands. He didn't know who this arcavian in the white uniform was, but he certainly wasn't the merchant king. At last, he understood that Corco had never even been here. Everything had just been a delusion, he had never had a chance.
Finally, Herak looked down at his own body, and the large hole that had opened up in his chest, the one breached by the rifle. At last, the fog lifted and his mind cleared. He thought back to his home, to his brother and his lands. He wanted to return, smell the air of Balit's forests again. He wanted to warn his brother, and his fellow nobles, about the danger of this southern kingdom, about the unstoppable threat they would pose soon if they couldn't be stopped now. However, everything was too late, and no more sounds left the duke's lips.
At last, Herak sank to the ground, never to open his eyes again.
Thus died Duke Herak of Balit, hero throughout his life, beast in his final days.


Hermit's Notes: Yupp, that's the end of one of my favorites, as far as characters go. The one planned chapter turned into four, but I wanted the death to have sufficient impact.
I know many readers wanted him to stick around, maybe go back and modernize Arcavia. However, by this point, Herak has already lost at least three times to Corco, and that's if you only count the major defeats. If he kept losing, I felt like he would threaten to turn into a bit of a joke character, and I didn't want that.
Also, with this, all the battle scenes of book 6 are done. Just a bit of housekeeping left until we can move on to book 7. :D
Oh, and finally: Since I've managed to get a week ahead on releases, I might not post another chapter for a few days, as I work on the book 0 rewrite again. Might post a few chapters from that though, if I get them into a readable state by then.
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Chapter 411 Illustration (Spoilers obviously)
Dec 22, 2022


Heyho, here's some image to better visualize what's happening in chapter 411. Hope that's useful. There's also gonna be a new map on the new borders soon-ish, once the epilogue for book 6 is done.
Oh, and I may as well use this post for some minor updates: 
1. rewrite of Book 0 is going okay, I may post a couple of new chapters on here before the end of the week. IF I post, it'll be a whole number of chapters, so that's exciting, maybe.
2. I've also finally updated the previous diagram post with the final image, which contains the hidden tunnel, for context.
3. Depending on how much time I have over the holidays, there may be some extra surprises waiting over Christmas. No promises though.
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Chapter 414 - Cleaning up the Rubble
Chapter 414 - Cleaning up the Rubble
Dec 26, 2022


A day after the charge that broke Anitla, the fires in and around the city had finally died down. By now, the former battlefield was largely pacified, and safe enough for the king to inspect his new holdings, with protection of course.
Thus, Corco — together with Fadelio and General Scolo, and surrounded by a hundred guards — finally crossed the star-shaped walls of Antila that he had first observed almost three months ago. However, despite their victory, the discussion of the visiting party wasn't too happy. Rather, the events of the previous day still lingered on.
"Luckily, you weren't there when that maniac attacked, boss," General Scolo said. "I thought my heart would stop when I saw that Herak rush in, all bloodied up from head to toe and with that monster-like face of his exposed."
"Well, why would I stay in that tent all day in the first place?"
Of course, the careful Corco would never stay that close to the front line unless he had to. He wasn't suicidal after all. There had been far too many attempts on his life in the past, so he had always been careful. Rather, during the final charge of the southern kingdom's combined armies, he had been far behind their troop tents, and even behind their medical tents. The logistics unit at the very back of their main camp had always been the most well-guarded part of their defensive setup, so that was exactly where he spent most of his days while he handled administrative work.
This time, his habitual paranoia had really paid off. Maybe Herak had heard from some of his captured Saniya troops that he was staying in that command tent near the front line. At least it would explain why he had been so confident in his suicidal attack. Those captives wouldn't have lied though, since most soldiers of the southern army thought that their miracle king was staying near the front line to watch over them in battle.
If course, that was just a convenient lie he had told the army. His presence would motivate the troops, or so he had been told, but there was no need to actually be there. So long as the common soldiers believed he was, that was plenty.
Thus, just flying his family banner atop the command tent had been enough to fool his troops, and — quite conveniently — the enemy as well. While it had been a simple safety move for Corco, he had never expected that his careful handling would double as bait and attract one of his greatest headaches.
"I'll breathe much easier now that Herak's dead," Corco said. "At least he'll stop stealing all my ideas from now on. This time as well, the tunnels, and the bombs to destroy the wall, that guy just kept copying me."
There was a good reason Corco was careful with the spread of new technologies, especially when it came to weapons. His opponents would often adopt his innovations quite quickly, thus negating his early advantages. In some cases, their creative use of his technologies would even create unexpected problems for them, just like Herak had done on the last day of the siege.
"On that note, some of the strategies used during the duke's charge have revealed significant flaws in our military system," Scolo added. "I believe we need to rectify the way our army is organized."
"That's right, there is certainly a lot of work to be done in that regard," Corco agreed. "Our soldiers are far from invincible, no matter what anyone else thinks."
Although the king talked at ease, he broke out in cold sweat every time he thought back to Herak's attack. Such a small number of elite warriors, armed with some half-decent weapons and a clever strategy, had been enough to break through almost their entire camp just like that.
"Yes, boss," Scolo agreed. "I have already compiled a few preliminary ideas, and was hoping we could talk about them."
Clearly, their setup was far from perfect, and the army would have to go through a major rectification very soon. However, that would be an issue for another day.
"Not for now," Corco thus disagreed and shook his head. "Talk about military reform will have to wait until the end of the war anyways. Don't forget that we have still have to take down Port Ulta."
"Of course, boss," Scolo replied, obviously aware that they couldn't just reform their army while they were still stuck in a war.
For one, changes in their structure would create chaos inside their army, chaos that would be easily to exploit. Apart from strategic concerns, any changes in their military technology had to be weighed carefully as well. It was best to improve their weapons technology and tactics gradually, so they would always stay just one step ahead of their opponents. Otherwise, they would waste their advantages early and would fail to overcome their enemies before they adapted and caught up.
Thus, since the was was still going on, there was no need to consider changes right away. In addition, Corco had no leisure to consider problems that far into the future anyways. Too pressing were the problems of the now all around him. On their walk through the city, they had finally left the almost empty area right around the destroyed walls, and had entered the outer city's living area for the commoners, or what was left of it.
With distress, the king looked at the misery around him, stunned into silence.
The city of Antila had turned into ruins. Entire rows of buildings had been torn down in the name of defense or transportation. Whatever houses had been left had been occupied by warriors for months. Preoccupied with their participation in a losing battle, they had shown no regard for the longevity of the buildings. As always in medalan wars, the commoners had been hit hardest in the aftermath.
Poor and desperate people were shuffling around on the streets like walking dead, most now homeless. Compared to the usual adulation that greeted Corco wherever he went, their eyes only looked upon their new ruler with fear and desperation.
"Master, I think it would have been better to move by palanquin," Fadelio said, while he looked around the restless crowd with concern. However, Corco brushed him aside.
"You know I don't like those things. We have enough guards with us anyways, so no one will be able to touch me. Plus, hiding behind a curtain would just shield me from uncomfortable looks. But I need to see the consequences of my own actions at least once. That way I'll be more careful in the future."
Again, the king's delegation walked in silence, maybe contemplating whether their master's words were too dreary for a victor. Neither of Corco's subordinates wanted to comment on the current state of the city, nor did they think it would be useful to blame themselves for it. This was war after all, and it was impossible to meet the idealistic standards of their king. However, Corco didn't care about their concerns. Instead, he would do whatever he could to alleviate the pain of the people, if only to make himself feel better.
"What about the looting, have they stopped?" he asked, towards Fadelio this time. While Scolo had been tasked with the main camp's defense during the final charge, Fadelio had been sent out with the front line troops, to keep the overenthusiastic General Pahuac in check.
After entering Antila, the southern kingdom's army looted the city, predictably. This was of course normal in Medalan warfare after all. Still, Corco didn't like it, especially not when it was done to a city that he intended to incorporate into his kingdom.
"Once our army crossed the walls, they spread throughout the city immediately," Fadelio explained. "There were still many pockets of resistance, so it was impossible to focus on internal rectification straight away. It also seems like General Pahuac tacitly approved the looting that happened throughout the city, though at least he did not participate himself. For now, the looting has stopped. Most men should have understood their assignments, though I expect some men will still go out to make a killing tonight."
"So what's the problem?" Corco asked.
"Habit, for the most part. Most warriors are used to a certain type of warfare. Looting a city after conquering it is just part of what they do. They aren't paid for their services after all, fighting for their masters is their duty. So the only way for them to make money is through looting. In comparison, our soldiers draw a regular wage, and a bonus in times of combat. That makes our local saniyan troops easier to control. In comparison many warriors have ignored their orders and looted anyways. Especially now that they'll be allowed to own property per our new constitution, they'll need money more than ever. So I don't think they'll stop just because we tell them to."
"What about General Pahuca?" Scolo asked. "He was very eager to raze Antila. Has he not been involved at all?"
"No, when we first entered the city, the general was eager to do additional damage to House Sucopia's territory, but only until I conferred master's orders, as instructed. After that, he held back, and none of his direct troops were involved in any more looting either."
"In that case, the problem isn't big," Corco concluded. "We just have to get the warriors out of the city. If they're not here, they can't loot the place. Send them to Port Ulta as an advanced party, send them to protect the medical camp or the supply lines, or disband them to send them home, just make sure they don't stay here. Scolo, can you do that?"
"Of course. I would have to coordinate with Pahuac and Lord Huaman, but that shouldn't be a problem. Though I wonder if it won't make us unpopular with the warriors. We're effectively taking money out of their pockets, or at least they would see it that way."
"That's probably not wrong," Corco admitted. This was a problem he had failed to consider. For a few seconds, he tapped his chin as he thought. At the same time he looked past his guards, at the objects of their discussion.
By now, they had entered Antila's inner city, a place where only warriors were allowed to live. Predictably, this part of the city had survived the siege with minimal damage. Compared to the outer city, the homes of the warrior families behind the city's inner wall had been almost untouched by the invaders as well as the local defenders.
By now, some of the former enemies were even grouping up. They stood together on the street  in small groups and gossiped, as if they hadn't tried to kill each other just yesterday. Only the unhealthy complexions and unhappy faces of the losing side betrayed their prior allegiance.
This sort of mutual respect was certainly also a part of Medala's warrior culture. As he observed them, Corco realized just how close the warriors were with each other, even those of different houses. Although modern weapons would eventually make their way of combat irrelevant, for now, they were still a military and political force to be reckoned with. Offending all of them at once would do him no good.
"In that case, we need to reward them separately for their participation in the war," Corco finally came to a conclusion. Fadelio wanted to complain at first, but the king already raised his hand to preempt his attendant. "I know what you want to say. If our finances can't afford the extra expenses, then come up with something else. For example, we can offer them discounts if they want to buy land or property in my territory. They can also get a special badge or something once the war is over. Honor is something many warriors value more than gold, so that should alleviate the problem somewhat as well."
"In that case, I think many warriors would be grateful, rather than upset," Fadelio remarked with a smile. "With a discount, many of them will also move to Saniya once they are free to decide where they want to live."
"Yeah, and it puts more pressure on the lords," Corco added. "If they don't want to disappear, they have to go along with our reforms, since even the warrior class they have relied on will turn towards us once we offer enough benefits. And it's a good idea to pacify all major classes anyways. I mean, we're planning to rule the south, not destroy it in a violent revolution. There's no point in conquering this place if entire classes become our enemies in the process. Those enemies will be part of our population after all, and having that many enemies live in our city sounds pretty dangerous to me."
Again, the king's two attendants were silent as they digested the king's words, words which envisioned a future years away. There was much to consider in this regard. After all, Corco's planned social reforms had no precedent, neither in this life nor any other he remembered. With his extensive experience, the king could make educated guesses and guide society into a productive direction, but he really felt overwhelmed sometimes. No wonder his subordinates — who did not have his otherworldly experience — were struggling sometimes. Corco however didn't care if they understood his point right now. There would be time for reflections later. Until then, there was still much left to do.


Hermit's Notes: First of many epilogue chapters. I've written detailed notes, and man, there are a lot of loose strings left to resolve. 
Also, progress on other stuff has been good, and I'm like 80% that I'll be able to post something extra again tomorrow. See you soon.
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Chapter 415 - What Remains of Our Past
Dec 28, 2022


After a long march through Antila, Corco and his two subordinates finally arrived at the goal of their journey.
In comparison to Antila's ruins in the outer city, Lord Sucopia's luxurious manor looked like it had just been renovated. Although there were some traces of combat left from the previous day, they were very all rather minor.
By the time Saniya's troops had overcome the outer city walls, Antila's defenders had long been exhausted. As a result, the handful of warriors still stationed at the inner city walls and the lord's manor had only held out for a short while before they had surrendered.
Since the manor was built on one of the few elevations in the entire city, it was possible to overlook the entire city from the extensive front garden. Surely, this would have been a majestic view several months back, with the port on the left and the sprawling city on the east, and the endless fields beyond the wall. Now however, Corco was no longer presented with beauty. All he saw were the consequences of his actions.
From here, the destruction of the city was even more obvious than it had been up close. Apart form the three giant corridors that had been carved through the outer city by the defenders, almost every other house had also been damaged to some degree. For a while, he struggled to find a single building that wasn't partially destroyed. Although Fadelio had said that the fires had been put out already, he could still see smoke rising in several places.
Or maybe that's just homeless people making fires out in the streets, he guessed. Even further in the distance was the mountain of rubble, which had once been the best defensive system south of the Narrows. Further, beyond the wall, the former fields of the city were now just a waterlogged mess of trenches and mud, unsuitable for any kind of farming.
Faced with this depressing view, Corco felt regret for his actions once more. His own decisions had caused all of this chaos, as had his own mistakes. If only he hadn't been so radical in his reforms, the other lords wouldn't have felt forced to rebel. If only he had been faster in his attacks and caught the remnants of the rebel army before they reached Antila, all of this could have been prevented.
However, there was no changing the past, and he didn't think he would change anything anyways, not even if he had a time machine. Instead, he would just have to live with the consequences of his actions.
After he had failed to drive away his dark thoughts with a sigh, he turned around, back towards the manor which housed the main seat of House Sucopia. Nothing would please him more than to just enter the building and leave behind his troubles for some cathartic vengeance. However, before he could enjoy his afternoon with some revenge, he would have to finish his work first. He had never been one to delay his duties, and he didn't want to develop the habit.
"Anything left to take care of before we go in?" he thus asked his attendant. "I don't wanna be distracted while I'm having fun."
Fadelio looked down on the list which contained their itinerary for the day, before he replied.
"There is still the topic of food supply."
Again, Corco sighed, before he looked at the destroyed fields in the distance once more. "Okay, how bad is it?"
In response, Fadelio collected himself visibly as well, and then delivered the bad news.
"In terms of long-term food production, there are some issues. It's still spring, so there is plenty of time to sow the crops for summer harvest. However, all the farmland around the city has been thoroughly destroyed. The trenches and tunnels need to be removed or repurposed as irrigation canals, but the spring water has already filled most of them, so everything is waterlogged now. It seems impossible for us to clean up everything in time for sowing. I suggest we forget about wheat and turn the surrounding land into paddy fields. That way we might have a bit less work, and recover some food production by the fall of this year."
"So it's not that much of an issue," Corco concluded. "Once we take Port Ulta, we can just supply the city from the river until the farms have recovered. At most it'll cost us a bit more money."
However, there is a also massive shortfall of grain in the short term," Fadelio burst Corco's bubble. "Antila's storage is almost entirely empty, and further deliveries along the Uskaylla River from Port Ulta have stopped now that we've taken the city. Although the local population has gone down considerably since the start of the war, feeding the remaining people with our supplies alone will put a lot of pressure on Lord Huaman's logistics system. If we invest too much in this area, it might delay our next march to the east."
"Then delay it," Corco waved away Fadelio's concerns. "We have the war won anyways. I'd rather drag it out for longer than seem callous towards my own people. Not after the reputation as great unifier I've just built. So that's a compromise we'll have to make."
"Very well."
While Fadelio wrote down his orders, Corco looked towards the manor once more.
"So is that it?" he asked again. This time, Fadelio gave the answer he wanted to hear.
"Yes, that is the last item on today's schedule." Fadelio said with a smile, and then pointed towards the manor. "If you want, you are free to go in and meet our honorable guests, master."
Although it was a bit strange for Corco to do his work out in the open like this, he really couldn't stay in his tent any longer. For one, he needed to see the city for himself to get a more accurate picture that wasn't clouded by sycophantic reports. More importantly however, he had come to hold responsible those who had caused this war, and more importantly, had caused the horrors he had seen in Kapra. He would never let go of the chance to administer this justice directly, even if he had to do his work while walking. Finally, they were done with the work, so it was time for the fun part.
As Corco passed through the intricately carved portal of the manor's main entrance, he thought back to the destruction he had seen back in Kapra, as well as the destruction he had just seen on his way here. At the thought of all the pointless blood and fire, his own blood started to boil again.
"What about our guests?" he asked with a grim wrath brewing in his stomach. "Are we sure we caught everyone?"
"Sucopia sent his family to Arguna in advance, but both him and Lord Churici were caught without any resistance," Fadelio replied. "Both were dead drunk when we arrived, and made no attempts to flee the manor. Though I wonder if they even understood that they had lost the war."
"Good, I wouldn't want to deny them the chance to stand trial for their crimes. What about my uncle?"
Although the other two lords were just as responsible for the massacre in Kapra — as well as the tenacious local defense — Corco was still more concerned with Ogulno, his own uncle. After all, the lord of the copper hills had been instrumental in the civil war from the very start. He was the first to organize resistance among the southern lords towards their new king. Not to mention, Ogulno was the only one whose punishment the king had vowed in public. Luckily, Fadelio's words eased Corco's concerns.
"Yeah, he just sat in his room when our troops arrived, and didn't offer any resistance. Although he didn't seem drunk, he has yet to respond to anyone, and neither has he moved. If you want, we can go there right now,."
Maybe others would have said 'no need'. Maybe they wouldn't have wanted to embarrass an already defeated foe further, or maybe they would have wanted to appear magnanimous towards their subordinate or family member, but Corco felt a dark pleasure at the thought of the mass-murderer getting his just desserts.
"Yes, please," he thus said, and followed Fadelio up the stairs. At the end of a long corridor was another large, ornate portal, behind which House Sucopia would accommodate only its most important guests. The presence of guards in front of the door, members of Saniya's line infantry, proved that Ogulno was still behind, stewing in his own regrets. Although Corco was excited to enter, something unexpected happened before he could. An unexpected bang rang out from within the room, to everyone's shock. Immediately, chaos erupted throughout the manor.
"Everyone back!" Fadelio shouted as he threw himself on top of his master. At the same time, more guards poured out from every corner of the manor. Meanwhile, the guards at the door entered the room to investigate, panic on their faces. They would be held accountable for any mistake, after all. However, the first shot remained the only one for a long time, and no hidden attackers were found anywhere nearby. Thus, it didn't take long until everyone had calmed down again.
"I'm fine, I'm fine," Corco shouted, and stood up under aching pain. He gave his attendant a nasty look as he tried to straighten out his robes again. Once he was somewhat presentable once more, he saw a guard return from inside Ogulno's prison.
"What happened in there?" the king asked, and walked up to the guard.
"Great king, the inside is safe. Though it may be best to see for yourself."
Curious, Corco entered the room, and saw his uncle lying in his own blood. Next to him lay a pistol, the obvious culprit of the crime. Clearly, Ogulno had used the pistol to end his own life. However, for now, the king couldn't consider how Ogulno got his hands on a gun while in captivity. Because despite his best efforts, the lord of the copper hills was still alive.
His breath rattled, as every exhale of air was accompanied by a small squirt of blood that shot out of his neck, as well as a wet sound that made even Corco queasy. At this pace, the great lord would slowly drown in his own blood, and there was nothing anyone could do about it, even if they sent a doctor straight away. Wide-eyed and pale-faced, the lord simply looked up at his nephew, his reckoning.
His eyes told Corco of fear, and pain. Yet even more, they told him of deep regret. After all, Ogulno wasn't some random idiot. He had been a well-respected lord once. However, when Corco first arrived ion the south, he had bet wrong once and opposed the sudden king above his head. As a result, everything had escalated, and finally there had been no way out except rebellion.
Maybe the lord of the copper hills regretted his decisions even more than Corco did.
"What a failure I am. Can't even die right." Ogulno forced a few sounds out of his half-destroyed throat, his words barely audible by now. "Please, end it." he added, and closed his eyes to offer his destiny to the victor.
Although Corco had looked forward to his revenge just moments earlier, he hadn't expected it to look like this. Although he didn't feel the satisfaction he had expected, he didn't feel pity either, nor remorse for any of the pain he had inflicted to the noble lord.
Instead, he only felt a slight sadness over another life that had been wasted for no good reason, and relief that the war would soon be behind them. Silently, he swore that he would no longer allow any more pointless deaths. From now on, he would be more careful, and never again let his political power slip out of his control like it had this time.
With his determination made, he grabbed the pistol he always carried on his waist for protection, and cocked back the hammer.
"At least this one request, I will fulfill you, uncle," he said, and ended the lord's suffering. Although he didn't know it yet, it would be the last shot fired in the southern kingdom's civil war.
Once the deed was done, it took a long time for Corco to compose himself. When he left the room again, the hallway was still crowded with soldiers and warriors, but everyone was dead quiet. Finally, Fadelio had the mercy to walk up and break the silence.
"Master, an arcavian delegation has arrived from Port Ulta. They want to negotiate peace."
However, Corco was in no mood for any more diplomacy, not for today.
"Tell them to wait until tomorrow. Now that we've taken Antila, there's no more need to rush."
As he left the manor, to leave behind the queasy feeling in his stomach, the king wondered if tomorrow, the arcavian delegation would regret their actions as much as he and his uncle had. Just a bit, he was looking forward to it.
Hermit's Notes: I might update the next regular chapter tomorrow instead of in two days if things go well. 
Also, you may have noticed that I didn't end up posting more of Book0. I honestly underestimated how much work those chapters would be, though now I'm almost done (just need to proofread 3k words), so I can pretty much guarantee that I'll finally post it tomorrow. It's gonna be a big one.
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Dec 30, 2022


The medical tent at the back of the southern army's main camp smelled of sweat and blood. Row upon row, soldiers lay on their straw mats and silently told of the war that had just come to an end. Among them lay two whose status was quite unusual, though they also couldn't have been more different.
One was a former scout, whose exploits would no doubt make him a hero after the end of the war. However, the status of the man lying next to him was even more peculiar.
"Alright then, Master Chalco. It looks like you have recovered well. You should be able to eat solid foods again, and your wounds have all scabbed over nicely. Just stay here and drink plenty of fluid for a few more days, and you'll be right as rain."
After the doctor had given his diagnosis to the warrior who used to be his enemy mere days ago, he left for the next patient. Surely, he would have many more to visit over the course of a day. Despite the man's friendly demeanor, Chalco couldn't help but consider just how many he would have to bury today alone, or how many had already died under his care.
"It's no wonder you guys won the war," he finally said as he lay back down on his cheap mat.
"What are you talking about, mole rat?"
In the bunk next to Chalco, Taki the heroic scout sat up as he replied.
"What a rude nickname you have given me, ear worm."
However, Taki sneered at Chalco's complaint.
"You kept calling our men moles and rats, just because we were better at digging than you. So you started it! And who's 'ear worm'!?"
"Whatever you say, ear worm." Chalco laughed. "You know how you got that name."
Before Taki could assault his ears again, Chalco preceded his next, screamed complaint.
"The doctor told you to rest, did he not?" he said. "Maybe you should listen to your experts."
For a few seconds, Taki returned a dirty look, before he sank back down onto his straw. Finally, there was some peace and quiet. Although the two were arguing, it made Chalco smile. Never had he expected to spend casual days like this with a commoner. However, compared to the miracle of their return, commoners and warriors getting along wasn't much of a shock.
The barrels of gunpowder that Taki had exploded had also destroyed Chalco's precious wall. At the time however, he had had no idea about any of that, nor had he cared. Rather, he had been under water already, and had just barely survived the explosion as a result. Even so, both him and Taki had been stuck under water, and in absolute darkness. In his attempt to feel around for some orientation, he had somehow got a hold of the unconscious body of the commoner who had gotten him into this mess.
Against his better judgment, Chalco had taken him along, and saved his life. After a desperate struggle, he had made it back out of the water at last. By pure chance, he had found a little pocket of air and a dry spot to stand on before he had run out of breath or strength.
Even so, he still hadn't been able see a thing, and Chalco had had no idea how to proceed. In the first place, he hadn't known where they had been at all. Since the original main tunnel of the southern army would have collapsed from the explosion, he had doubted their position to be anywhere near reinforcements.
After he had felt around for a while, he had also realized that they had been completely locked in, with the only way in and out of their cave being the water hole they had escaped from just before. It had taken hours until things finally turned for the better. More precisely, it had taken until Taki had woken up again.
This commoner somehow had better ears than almost all cultivators Chalco had ever met. Thus, he had been able to knock on the walls around them in search of hollow or weak parts. Finally, armed with a sense to rival their missing sight, they slowly began to make their way through the earth.
Taki would use his ears to check the road ahead for weaknesses, and Chalco would use his expertise in building these very tunnels to plan their advance. Thus, they had slowly made progress through the ground. Not only had they been exhausted and injured, they had also been forced into slow, careful progress to prevent a additional tunnel collapses that would have killed them both. Only the dirty water they had swam through had kept them alive in the end. By the time they had returned back above ground, almost three full days had passed. Their injuries had gotten infected, and both men had been completely exhausted.
Although Chalco had made his way outside, he hadn't been happy about his survival for too long. Because by the time they had returned, the war had been practically over. The city's walls had already been stormed. There had been no turning the tides anymore, no desperate last struggle Chalco had prepared himself for. In the end, the two had just been brought into one of the medical tents of the southern army, where they had experienced the end of the war in peace, though also surrounded by nasty smell and occasional screams of pain.
While Chalco was still sentimental about the past, his newest companion had already forgotten about his doctor's orders again, and was chattering away as usual.
"I just don't get what you mean. How did we win the war because of the doctors," Taki mumbled as he sat back up yet again. "We were the ones fighting and dying on the front line. What in the underworld did that guy do?"
"It is more than just the doctors." Chalco shook his head, almost too lazy to explain. However, he had nothing better to do, so he thought he may as well substantiate his thoughts. "You were not on the other side, ear worm. Only someone who has fought in Antila would know just how different our treatment was."
As he remembered the ruined house he had slept in for months, he stared up at the clean roof of the tent, tinted in a shining yellow from the midday sun.
"So what was the difference?"
"Well, Antila had no medical tents, for one. In fact, no one in that city has seen single doctor since the start of the war. Maybe our masters did, but they surely were not sharing them with us walking dead. Something like this," Chalco motioned around him. "a professionally organized medical tent, with real doctors and real medicine for every single military unit in your army, that is ridiculous luxury, unheard of in medalan combat."
"So how did you guys handle your wounds if you had no doctors?" Taki changed to sit cross-legged and turned towards Chalco, clearly interested.
"Most men in the allied army were cultivators," Chalco gladly explained to his eager listener. "Cultivators just sleep off the lighter injuries. For heavier ones, most warriors know how to handle them, to some degree. When one spends a lifetime in combat, they collect much practical experience after all."
"Didn't do you much good, did it?" Taki laughed, as if the southern army's victory had been solely his achievement. To be honest, Chalco was dismissive of the scout's 'hero' title. Though he would never say so, since he didn't want to upset his new companion, he was convinced that the southern army's victory had been inevitable from the start, hero or not.
"You say that, but we never really had a chance. I understand that even better now that I have seen your camp. I told you, it's not just the doctors. I have never seen such a well-organized military camp. And I have not eaten this well since the start of the war either."
Chalco sighed. Had he known about the absolute difference in overall strength earlier, maybe he would have helped the southerners win the war sooner, instead of trying to prevent them all this time. Maybe that way, less of his home would have been destroyed, and fewer of his friends would have died. However, someone seemed blissfully unaware of his privileged position.
"Actually, the food's been getting worse," Taki moaned. "I heard we're supplying the refugees from the city. Why not feed the soldiers who won the war, rather than those enemies?"
"See, that's what I meant. Our standards are different. How could you ever complain when all your food is clean, and fills your stomach." For a second, Chalco thought on the second part of Taki's statement, before he continued in a somber tone. "But it is good that your king takes care of Antila's survivors, at least."
In response, Taki grinned. "Hey, he's your king too now."
"I suppose that is the truth. It has become more and more obvious why his subjects seem to revere him so much. As soon as the fighting stopped, he did everything he could to help the people of Antila. Our own master has never treated us this well, not even the warriors, let alone the commoners. And ever since the start of the war, our life has become even worse. Most people were little more than fodder to our noble masters."
Today, the two of them had been allowed to walk around a bit for the first time. 'Light exercise', their doctor had called it. In the distance, they had been able to see the burning remains of what once had been Antila. Of course, from their vantage point they had only seen everything this side of the outer wall, but that had been more than enough.
Fires could be seen raging beyond the walls, or what was left of them. Chalco's greatest work was little more than a mountain of rubble by now, no longer salvageable, and the trenches that surrounded the city were filled with former citizens of Antila, now without a home. Surely, the inside of the city would look even worse than it had when he had last seen it, and it had already been in ruins then.
Thus, a depressing silence covered the entire tent, as Chalco mourned the destruction of his home, and the death of those who had stood to defend it.
"So what do you plan to do now?" Taki finally said, in an annoyingly chipper voice.
"What could this master do?" a mirthless voice came back. "The city is destroyed, my family has perished in the war, and my greatest work has been shot to ruins by those blasted cannons. Where to go from here, maybe only the Divines would know."
"Well, it's not that bad, is it? At least you're still alive." When Taki saw Chalco's nasty look, he clearly realized that he had said something wrong, so the scout flinched back and changed his tone. "I mean, maybe you can try to rebuild your city yourself, right?"
If only things were that simple, friend.
While Chalco only sighed in response at first, he knew that the scout wouldn't stop asking questions anyways. Thus, he tried to distract him with his own question.
"And what do you plan to do, ear worm?" he thus asked.
"Well, once I'm better, I guess I'll go back to Saniya. Maybe I'll find something to do where I don't have to kill people. I don't like war." Taki's simple statement resonated deeply with both men. "But first, I'll have to find out if Qhatuq has family living somewhere. If he does, I want to make sure they're taken care of. And even if I can't find a body anymore, at least I want to erect a small beacon for Qhatuq somewhere. At least that much, I owe him."
Of course, Taki had told Chalco about his dead companion Qhatuq before. Since he had died on the same hill Chalco and Pari had tried to take, the architect thought it prudent to just stay quiet and keep his involvement in the battle a secret. Thus, both men turned silent for once. Yet only seconds later, the somber moment was interrupted by a sudden shout from their right.
"Who's dead, huh, rookie?"
Without either of them noticing, a figure had appeared at the entrance of the tent. The man was a bit short, and quite thin and pale, but he still carried himself like a soldier. That was the case even though he was missing a leg, and walking on crutches.
"A ghost!" Taki screamed, and scrambled off his mat in shock.
"Shut it, rookie!" the one-legged figure shouted back. "You're the ghost!"
For a second, Taki only stared stupidly, before he finally reacted.
"Wait. Qhatuq? It's really you?"
"Who else could it be, idiot? I see you're still not the brightest." the one-legged soldier said, this time with a sneer on his face.
"Quatuq! You're alive!"
From one moment to the next, Taki's eyes lit up like stars. As if he wasn't injured at all, he jumped back to his feet and rushed at the new arrival for a hug.
"That's what I said. Now stop pushing me, you're gonna shove me over!"
As Qhatuq tried to hold off the overenthusiastic Taki with one hand, he struggled to stay upright by holding onto his crutches with the other. Finally, the young scout managed to calm himself a bit and took a step back.
"Wait, your leg," he finally realized in shock. "What happened?"
"Well, turns out, they didn't kill me on that damned hill. They did catch me though, and then sent me back to their city. They asked some questions, but how much can they get out of a normal soldier? Just in case they wanted to trade me for one of their guys some time later, they kept me alive, since I'm technically an officer. They didn't try very hard with the keeping alive part though. Starved me half to death, and they didn't fix the ankle I broke in the fight, so it festered and they just took it off."
"That's horrible. Are you..." For a second, Taki tried to read in Qhatuq's impassive face, in search for words. However, finally he only came up with: "How are you?"
"Lighter." Qhatuq laughed, before he continued in a somber tone. "I'll survive somehow."
Chalco was impressed by this commoner's resilience. In comparison, what right did he have to complain? If nothing else, he still had all his limbs, as well as the entire rest of his life, to regain what had been lost.
"Anyways," Qhatuq continued, "Our guys took the city and freed all the prisoners. I was told you had somehow survived even without my supervision, and so I came over to see how you were doing."
"Ah, I'm great!" When the talk came back to him, Taki finally perked up, and pointed at his chest to show off his achievements. "I'm a war hero, you know?"
As the two friends shared an emotional reunion, Chalco felt like an outsider once more. As an enemy combatant, he had, of course, always been one. Still, he felt uncomfortable just lying here and intruding on the moment.
I should go see if Qori survived the final days, he suddenly thought. I hope he didn't try to be a hero.
Beyond the safety of his friend, he also thought about his own plans for the future. Considering the way he had been treated by the enemy so far, he doubted that he would become a prisoner, at least not for long. So he had his freedom, and he had his health.
Still, staying here didn't seem like an option for now. The city was almost completely destroyed. He wouldn't be able to rebuild it, not in an entire lifetime, not by himself. However, he didn't know where else to go. Only now did he realize that he knew far too little about the world outside of his medical tent.
"Excuse me," he finally interrupted the talk between the friends. "Qhatuq, was it?"
"Yes. It seems like you saved this idiot's life." the one-legged man replied. "Thank you for that."
"Ah, for the most part, I was focused on saving this life," Chalco pointed at his chest. "In the process, another one may have been saved, and he may have even helped out in the process."
"Well, either way, I think we owe you a favor," Qhatuq said. It seemed like this commoner  had much better manners than the irresponsible ear worm.
"In that case, could you tell me what is happening on outside? What will happen to Antila in the future?"
"Well, I was also only released yesterday, so I don't really know." Qhatuq frowned. "Though I heard that our king is negotiating with the foreigners these days. It looks like they're willing to pay a massive compensation to end the war peacefully."
"Looks like we'll finally be able to go home then," Taki added.
"That is good new," Chalco agreed.
Inside however, he felt nostalgic again. No matter how much money the Kingdom of the South would receive, their king certainly wouldn't use it to rebuild his home. And if he did, surely that wise king wouldn't entrust the rebuilding project to someone who had fought against the southern army mere days earlier. Since Chalco had been to their capital before, he knew very well just how many capable architects Saniya had. They wouldn't have to rely on him.
Maybe, he thought, the smartest move would be to go to the southern capital as well, to prove his worth, and to accumulate strength. Then one day, he would return to Antila, the place of his birth and seat of his family, and restore it to its former glory; no, even greater glory than before!
First however, he would have to find out if Qori was still alive. In the strange lands he would soon enter, he surely could use a trustworthy friend by his side.
Hermit's Notes: Finally finished up this story line, I hope it was a satisfying conclusion. I always wanted for Qhatuq to survive, though I originally planned to let the other two die under the collapsed wall. I sorta changed my mind last minute, and I'm not sure if I've trivialized the war a bit that way, since everyone seems fine in the end.
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Dec 31, 2022


On the Forty-Seventh Day of Spring, in the sixth year of the Era of Strife, the civil war within the Southern Kingdom of Medala ended with the signing of the Peace of Antila.
In the final peace agreement, the two arcavian kingdoms of Cahlia and Borna gave up control over Port Ulta, their only possession on medalan territory. At the same time, the kingdoms agreed to retreat their fleets from the Verduic Sea, which acknowledged the Sea as Medala's sphere of influence for years to come.
Although the arcavian side was not willing to admit defeat in an official capacity due to the impact such a loss would have had to the oversees projects of the countries, a nominal payment of war reparations was deemed acceptable by both sides, as it implied an admission of guilt from the two kingdoms.
In return, the arcavian side retained full access to the southern kingdom's markets, and all prisoners of the southern army were returned unharmed, and with no further hostage payment, as was custom at the time.
Although the southern kingdom emerged victorious from the war, direct combat in foreign lands had proven far too costly and inefficient for the arcavian side. As a result, they were equally happy with the agreed terms, eager to return to a pre-war relationship with Medala in pursuit of a less aggressive oversees strategy.
- excerpt from 'A Comprehensive History of Medala Part III: The Era of Strife'
__________________________
"Impossible! The sons of Arcavus would never agree to such humiliating terms!" Hakon of Padrava screamed. At first, he had shown up all happy to see his former ally Corco. He had even looked happy when he had seen that Antila had been lost already, though Corco could tell that he was secretly clenching his fists.
However, once they had retreated into this quiet room of Lord Sucopia's manor to begin negotiations and Corco had presented his kingdom's conditions for an end to the fighting, the margrave had immediately lost his composure. Yet in contrast to the screaming Lord of Padrava, Corco remained calm, seated with his legs crossed and a tea in front of him, as if he was on a summer outing in the countryside.
"That's what happens when you lose a war," he explained. "You get humiliated. How is this a surprise to you, Hakon?"
As always, he would be polite and patient towards his friends. Back when he was still a merchant in Arcavia, Corco had cultivated good relations with Hakon of Padrava, so he kindly reminded him of the current power imbalance between their sides. Although the lord seemed to take the hint rather poorly, he finally sat down after a few more seconds of huffing and puffing.
Meanwhile, Fadelio was quietly cleaning up the mess around their guest.
"Even so, these conditions are too much," the margrave finally complained. "I understand returning control over Port Ulta. That was a condition I was willing to offer in the first place. However, forcing all of our merchants to leave the territory without compensation is too much."
"Kindly fuck off, will you?" Corco made another well-meaning offer. "You know how these guys got that land, and the dumping prices they bought it for. I understand that Devaerter and the other greedy bastards will make trouble for you back home for recovering the money that they've rightfully robbed from my people. But again, that's what you get for losing the war."
However, in the face of reality, Hakon still insisted on arguments.
"It is not a matter of money alone. These merchants cannot simply be forced to take their business and leave from one day to the next. It is unjust."
But all those Medalans displaced in the war could do that no problem, right?
Although Corco was annoyed by Hakon's shamelessness, he slowly sipped his tea to stay level-headed. Thus calmed by the soothing bitterness, he made a new offer.
"In that case, they are free to repurchase the land they've just lost. They'll just have to pay market prices this time. It's prime real estate in my kingdom's best port on the east coast, so they better pay what they owe."
"If the southern kingdom wishes to negotiate like this, humiliating a country that has always remained a staunch ally, then there is no need to talk at all."
With another huffed complaint, Hakon jumped up again to leave the negotiating table. Meanwhile, Corco still calmly sipped his tea.
"Alright, that's fine too," he said. "In that case, I wish you good luck trying to defend Port Ulta once our army starts marching east."
In Hakon's most eloquent response yet, he just grumbled under his breath for a few seconds, before he sat back down yet again. After all, the Arcavians were much more eager for a peace than Corco right now. Now that the cheap bluff had been called, the king once more explained his opponents position, out of the goodness of his heart.
"Listen up, friend, since I won't repeat myself again. Right now, you still have a few cards left to play. Not many, since you delivered Epunamo Villca straight to our hands, but still, a few. There's still things I want that you can provide us with, like an intact Port Ulta. But if you don't sign something soon, the only choice you'll be left with is unconditional surrender. Once we reach that point, you can forget about routing your trade lines through my lands at all."
Finally, the threat of sanctions to Cahlia's economic lifeline showed results. Hakon sank into his seat, visibly deflated.
"Fine. However, we will not pay this ridiculous compensation. These numbers are unacceptable."
In response, Corco raised his tea-cup in the direction of the open window.
"Look outside," he said, much to Hakon's confusion.
"Pardon me?"
"I'm asking you to look out the window," the king repeated. "It's a simple request."
Finally, Hakon stood up for a third time in minutes, and walked up to view the outside. Although the king remained seated, he knew exactly what the city looked like from here. After all, he hadn't chosen this room at random. From this high vantage point, his guest would have a perfect vantage point over the ruin that was once Antila.
"This is the horror your country has caused in mine," Corco explained, his voice now cold. "So, as far as I'm concerned, our offer is perfectly reasonable. We've made our own calculations. The amount of reparations stipulated is equal to the amount of money we will need to feed, clothe and shelter the people who have suffered from the destruction of Kapra and Antila for a year. That is a cost we will have to bear as they slowly rebuild their homes."
Of course, the figures were inflated to account for futuer negotiations. However, It seemed like Hakon had more pressing concerns. He spun around to face his back on the ruined city and shouted: "That had nothing to do with our kingdom!"
Anxiety written all over his face, the margrave walked towards Corco, which prompted a response from the guards around the king as well. First however, Corco's fist landed on the table. Now he had finally lost his patience with Hakon's deceptive arguments. Luckily, the cup was already empty, so it spilled no tea when it fell over from the impact. Everyone else froze as the king berated his former ally.
"Neither Mayu, nor House Ogulno, nor the pirate lords of the Verdant Isles, nor any of the others would have dared to stab us in the back if they hadn't been secretly supported by you!" he threw the truth in Hakon's face. "While Kapra was razed by those lords who acted with your tacit approval, your own knights were still pretending to be bandits in the midland hills, covering the advance of the rebels and creating fake internal issues, which the traitorous lords used for political capital. So don't give me that 'nothing to do with us' shit. Say again that it had nothing to do with you, just one more time, and you'll have to crawl back to Port Ulta on all fours."
Throughout his speech, Corco's voice grew quieter, but also deeper. Yet despite the pressure, Hakon was still stubborn.
"I can guarantee on my honor, the kingdom of Cahlia was never-"
"Fuck you. Borna was involved then," the king interrupted him quickly, in an even calmer, quieter voice.
"However, we are separate kingdoms," Hakon tried again, but Corco wasn't fooled. Instead, he simply pointed out the truth to uncover the cheap lies.
"Yet here you are, ready to sign an agreement on their behalf."
"You killed Duke Herak of Balit!" Hakon argued, fake indignation on his face. "Now that their leader has been so viciously slain, there is no one else left who could sign for the Kingdom of Borna."
All the melodrama somehow calmed Corco down again. Even after all these years, he was still too quick to lose his cool. Now however, his mind was clear once more, and the margrave's ridiculous arguments almost made him laugh.
"Oh come on," he joked. "Since when have Cahlians and Bornish ever been friends? I got rid of an enemy for you, you should be happy. You're not gonna hold that against me, are you?"
Finally, Hakon was speechless, so the king continued the conversation for him.
"I get it. You guys were betting on both sides. One kingdom supports a policy of violent conquest, and the other continues to play friendly with us, in case the first plan doesn't work out. But you got too greedy too fast. Now that one side has failed so spectacularly, you'll both have to pay up. Tough luck."
Such a sudden encounter with the truth seemed to have shocked Hakon awake. Rather than rage around the room some more, he silently returned to his seat. Only after a few seconds of deep thought did, he reply again.
"Even so, paying this much will be impossible for the kingdom," he finally replied after coming up with more lies. "Yes, the kingdom's finances are abundant, but this is not only a matter of money. It is also a matter of prestige."
Of course, Corco understood the argument, and it was actually a pretty decent one this time. For years now, overseas trade and expansion had been the main foreign policy direction of Cahlia. If they had to admit to such a costly failure, their king's entire long-term strategy would be put into question. However, Corco had the perfect solution for the problem.
"In that case, we can just give a public figure that's much lower than the real number," he suggested. "That way you can pretend that your little overseas plans are still going well. You will be paying the proper sum, of course. I won't pay the tab for the crimes you've committed."
Once again, Hakon had to sigh.
"Very well," he said, now completely deflated once more. "However, the final demand in your offer is simply impossible. We cannot be asked to remove all of our ships from the Verduic Sea. Ever since our merchants have begun to use trade routes from Medala to Chutwa, they have repeatedly become victims of pirate attacks. Our ships are only present in the west to protect the property of our citizens. Denying us basic protection is unreasonable."
"If you didn't want pirates, you shouldn't have supported the pirates there to start a pirate war. Just a little tip for the future." Corco almost laughed at Hakon's miserable look. "If your people feel unsafe, then maybe once your guys disappear, the lord of the Verdant Isles can win their civil war, and then pirate activity will slow down immediately."
Though of course, Corco didn't have to mention that the lord of the Verdant Isles was his wife, or that the only ones who would be safe from pirate attacks in the future would be the merchants who had routed their trade through the southern kingdom. Naturally, both parties at the table understood the truth very well.
Once Sumaci won her war in the west, the safety of the trade route would be completely under control of the southern kingdom, thus bankrupting the arcavian strategy of playing the medalan kingdoms against each other.
Almost brought to tears, Hakon tried one last time. This time, he no longer appealed to reason. All that was left was emotional blackmail.
"King Corco. Please look upon our past relationship and show leniency. I cannot go back and present such a deal. If I am held responsible for ruining the king's plan, even my title could be in danger. Remember how I helped you back when you were still a merchant in Arcavia. Please help me out at least on this final point, for the sake of our old friendship."
However, Corco only had a cold sneer to offer in reply.
"Helped me out?" He scoffed. "You mean when you bought my property at rock-bottom prices once I was forced to rush back home?"
Before Hakon could argue again, Corco interrupted him.
"And if you want to talk about scamming Herak, that cost you nothing, and even benefited you. We can stop talking about the pirates now, since I won't budge on this point. My wife is involved in that war in the Verduic Sea, you know? She's the rightful ruler there. Mark my words: There can be no peace between us so long there's still a chance for you to support her enemies again."
Finally, Hakon sighed one final time, before he picked up the feather quill to sign the preliminary agreement between both sides. Of course, their officials would work out the exact details of the contract, but with this signature, the war was as good as over.
Finally, as he watched peace return to the lands which had seen so much war as of late, a genuine smile returned to Corco face.
"On the plus side, at least all your guys stuck in the Verduic Sea finally get to go home now, right?" he joked in front of his defeated opponent. "I'm sure they will be very happy to hear that."
Though at least for one of the brave Arcavians who were fighting for their lives among the Verdant Isles, such news came a bit too late.
__________________________
While the great lords were fighting over benefits in Antila, an entirely different conflict was being staged on an unnamed island in the center of the Verdant Isles.
"Let go," Felian Northdale ordered in a stern voice, while trying to drag a small, one-man sailboat towards the shore. By now, he had spent years in the wet heat of the Verdant Isles, fighting a losing battle with no supplies and no men. In the process, his master Herak of Balit had blamed him for every single failure, especially those that had been the duke's fault. Now, finally, after years of patience, Felian was done.
He would just leave their latest battlefield, and live the rest of his days in peace and quiet, on some uninhabited island somewhere. At least that had been the plan. Unfortunately, Felian's equally unlucky attendant had spotted his attempt, and now he was desperately holding on to the other end of the boat.
"Sire, please," Attendant Arlon begged. "We cannot continue without you."
"Bad luck, you will have to," Felian just said, and pulled the boat another half foot further down the beach.
"But sire, the men need you. We are all relying on you."
Strangely, Arlon wasn't even talking about desertion, something Felian was grateful for. After all, he had given too much over these years, and their situation was too dire. Now he knew that no one would really blame him for abandoning his unreasonable lord. Still, despite the gratitude, Felian remained unmoved.
"Rely on someone else," he said, as he continued to pull the boat towards the water, despite his attendant's best efforts. Gravity was on his side, so he would win out sooner or later.
"Sire, lord duke has relied on you so much, surely you will receive a great reward."
Now, the attendant was trying to appeal to Felian's greed, but the knight wasn't fooled.
"Oh, what will it be this time? Another impossible mission, half a world away from my home?" he laughed bitterly. "Forget that. Before that damn duke shows up again, I have to disappear. Otherwise, I will be tasked with yet another impossible mission. The worst thing I did in my life was show my ability in front of that bastard."
Although he insulted their master, neither man was shocked, nor mentioned another word of it. Instead, Arlon's face became determined.
"Only if I cannot stop you from leaving, sire," he finally said. For a second, the two men stared at each other, as Arlon's plan slowly dawned on Felian.
"Help!" the attendant shouted towards their camp further inland.
"Fine, fine! Shut up, will you!?" Felian begged. Once Arlon had finally stopped shouting, the knight sighed. It looked like he wouldn't be allowed to go until he had explained himself.
"You want to know why I want to leave so badly?"
In response to his question, Arlon just nodded.
"Apart from all the everything, the endless war, the disease, the constant exploitation, never getting rewarded for my hard work... apart from all of that, I've received a letter."
He pulled out the letter from his breast pocket and threw it in Arlon's general direction. Although its contents were extremely private, Felian didn't care. He wasn't expecting to meet his attendant again anyways, or anyone mentioned in the letter, for that matter.
"That letter that was delivered with the last batch of supplies." The attendant understood.
"Yeah. It came from my family," Felian explained. "Looks like my fiancee got married recently."
Arlon picked up the letter and began to read.
"But sire, you are still here," the attendant replied dumbly after a while, which almost made the accomplished knight laugh.
"Yes, I noticed that," he finally said. "Anyways, I have decided that I do not want to return home. From now on, I would rather rely on myself than rely on others, least of all that bastard Herak. Before he can force me into any more impossible tasks, I would rather leave and strike out on my own. Worse, what if he rewards me with a return and I am forced to meet my fiancee's new husband? If you have ever considered me your master, if you have ever felt indebted to me, I would like you to make good on that debt now, and let go of the boat."
Finally, Arlon looked back up from the letter. His hand slid off the boat's hull, and he stepped back.
"Sire, what will you do in the future?" he simply asked. In response, Felian looked out into the Verduic Sea, the place which had brought him so much misery, but suddenly smelled so much like hope.
"I don't know yet," he said. "But this is something I should have done years ago. With my fate in my hands again, I am sure there will be many sunny days ahead.
Thus, his hands firmed on the boat again, he finally managed to push the vessel into the water. Not long after, Felian's last battlefield disappeared on the distant horizon.
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With the signature of the Antila Agreement, ripples of peace spread throughout Medala.
After half a year of unrest, Sachay was the first to escape the clutches of war. Once Antila was taken and the Arcavians had surrendered, the King of the South continued to travel to the estates of each rebellious lord to force the old families of Sachay into submission one by one.
Shortly after the king's new constitution had been forced upon his lands, peace spread throughout the central kingdom as well. Only the north, which had never been at war throughout this period of unrest, had remained unaffected by the peace in the south. Though of course, that didn't mean that they didn't care about the events in the remaining kingdom.
"Thus, it appears as if the foreigners have completely retreated from Port Ulta, and Lord Vareo has surrendered, in exchange for the guaranteed safety of his family's position at the head of their estate. For now, it is unknown what deal was struck between the foreigners and the southern king, though we believe that they were guaranteed continued trading rights in return for a swift peace. Although we have attempted to confirm as much with the foreigners, they claim to be unaware of the actions of other foreigners in the south and supposedly cannot tell us any more details."
In a brightly lit room in the lord's manor of Challwala, the largest port city in northern Medala, a warrior named Inkasius, dressed in a white robe, stood at the foot of a series of steps and recited the northern kingdom's intelligence to those sitting above.
Though strangely, the master of the manor was not present to hear it. Lord Betucio, Governor of the North, had long been banned from joining the meetings of the kingdom's leaders. Much to Inkasius' chagrin, Governor Betucio had criticized his king's orders one too many times and had caught the ire of the Chutwa scholars. Though of course, Betucio would have never arranged his room in such a disrespecting manner had he still been present.
The remaining leaders of the northern kingdom were only two. Both sat on white stone chairs high above, five steps elevated from Inkasius' position, and half covered in shadow, which allowed them to look down on him.
"As always, those foreigners are false snakes who act in a two-forked manner. Only their ancestor worship is good about them," complained a middle-aged man with a long beard and bushy eyebrows from above. Although he was a figure who was so unknown that Inkasius didn't even know his name, he sat right next to the King of the North, Amautu Titu Pluritac, who wore the same dress, and complained just the same.
"Those barbarians surely believe that they are better off working with those southerners, rather than with us. As always, we appear too weak in front of the unlearned."
For a few seconds, the king tapped on his armrest, before he finally addressed the warrior at the bottom of the steps.
"Has the problem of the bandits still not been resolved, disciple?" he finally asked.
Another unsavory Chutwa custom.
These days, no one was allowed to get close to the King of the North unless they were his direct disciple. Inkasius didn't understand it all very well, since he had no interest in the Chutwa nonsense. Still, he swallowed his pride, wore the robes and learned the rituals. After all, he would much rather pretend and stay close to the center of power than be one in a sea of warriors with no ambition.
However, the king's question was a problem for Inkasius, since the answer wasn't something Amautu would want to hear, and he knew what had happened to the king's last 'head disciple'.
Thus, the warrior tried to lower his head in response. However, not a single word came from the two people up above. Despite the warm spring temperatures in Medala's north, he felt a chill infect his bones. Finally, he had to bite his teeth and reply with the truth.
"Great Master, this useless servant has already sent out many hunting groups to catch them. However, these bandits seem to know of our arrival every time, often before we move out. Each time, they hide in local mountains and forests, where they cannot be caught, and they remain there until our own hunting parties leave once more."
"Useless." Once again, the scholar next to Amautu replied before the king could. Yet he remained quiet after a single word, though the one word had been enough to make Inkasius flinch. Although he didn't know his name, the warrior knew that this man was the head disciple of Amautu's teacher, and thus also the king's 'senior brother'. During every meeting, he was eager to prove his higher status by interrupting or even by giving orders against the will of the king. For now however, it seemed like he was content with simply making his presence felt. Thus, the king had time to voice his useless complaints towards his own head disciple first.
"Those damned land owners are making trouble again. No doubt are they working with these bandits in defiance of their leaders. It seems like this scholar has been too lenient towards them. We should prepare a show of strength, to remind everyone of our own force. Head disciple Inkasius, send my scholastic guards to these 'lords' who hide their ill-gotten wealth under my protection. Ask them to provide one hundred warriors each for further advanced training in the scholastic methods."
The words were spoken easily, but they were difficult to fulfill. Like in the past, Inkasius tried to voice his concerns.
"Master, another one hundred would be..." in the end he trailed off as he saw his king's expression darken.
"What would it be, head disciple?" the king asked in a low and threatening tone. Much unlike the past, King Amautu was no longer eager to listen to his advice. Finally, he could only bow his head again.
"Disciple obeys master's orders," he finally said, while suppressing a sigh.
"Very good," the king said in a much happier tone. "Tell them that it is necessary to replenish our numbers because of the constant bandit attacks. That will make them understand the consequences of siding with our enemies and hindering their own path towards enlightenment."
"Of course, master. A wise decision as always."
Once more he looked up to judge his king's mood. From his grinned nod, it seemed like Inkasius had managed to pacify his lord for now, though he felt farther away from power than ever, despite his best efforts.
"Then-" Amautu began in a chipper tone. However, a sudden voice from behind the king froze the harmonious atmosphere once more.
"This... 'constitution'."
Behind the king's throne, only darkness could be seen. Even so, Inkasius knew exactly who was hidden there. Before the warrior could react, the king's senior brother had already jumped from his illegitimate seat next to the king, eager to berate his inferior.
"Did you not hear, you oaf!? Master wants this 'constitution'. For your own good, this humble student hopes you have brought it with you!"
Luckily, Inkasius had come prepared, or he would not have escaped physical punishment. The flustered warrior fumbled in his clothes for a few seconds, before he retrieved a scroll from within his impractical, white robes.
"Ah yes, we managed to get a copy, since they are freely distributed within Saniya," he said, and closed in to hand the scroll to the man in the shadows. However, the king's fellow disciple raised his hands to stop him halfway up the steps. It seemed like even this level of contact was forbidden now.
Instead, the scholar with the bushy eyebrows took the scroll himself and then held it towards the darkness with both hands and a bent back. Finally enticed by prey, an old figure bent forward from within the shadows. At last, the great scholar Ichtaka, famous teacher of King Amautu, made his presence known.
With great reverence, the great scholar's student waited on his teacher, seated even higher than his disciples. Once Ichtaka had received the scroll with his bony hands, he slowly retreated back into the darkness behind him. As he read the scroll, not a word escaped from the old mystic.
Even after seeing him so many times, Inkasius was still uncomfortable, unsure how he was meant to act towards this foreign man who wielded so much power at a medalan court. However, before he could think too deeply about the changes in medalan politics, Amautu spoke up once more, as if nothing had happened just now.
"Now then, Disciple Inkasius. Explain what has happened in the central kingdom. So far, nothing but rumors have reached Challwala."
"Very well." Still shaken by his encounter with his grand master, Inkasius had to compose himself for a few seconds, before he could continue. "After House Ichilia's forces were wiped out in the south, King Pachacutec pulled together his own warriors, as well as calling upon those from the remaining houses within the central kingdom. Their goal was to march onto Huaylas and remove House Ichilia entirely. Yet only days after the king's army was assembled, the young Lord Ichilia returned to eastern Sinchay by boat, with a large force of warriors in tow. All in all, it was suspected that he had managed to gather around three thousand men under his banner."
"More than expected," the king added, before he motioned Inkasius to continue.
"However no more than a trick from the young Lord Ichilia," the warrior corrected his master. "Later, more than half the men in this army proved to be fake, mere commoners disguised with cheap equipment Ichilia purchased in Port Ulta. Though by then, the eastern lords had been fooled successfully. As soon as they heard about the landing, they withdrew their troops from the central army to protect their lands. This in turn led the central king to slow down his advance towards Huaylas, in fear of further variables. There has been significant political wrangling in Arguna ever since. Both sides have wasted much silver in the Moonlight Ziggurat. Ultimately, it appears as if House Ichilia will retain its position among the noble houses, in return for a large amount of compensation towards their nominal king. Nevertheless, Loreius Ichilia seems destined to lose his title as Governor of the West, at the very least, and House Ichilia's attempts to wrestle control of the kingdom from their king seems to have failed for good."
"Hmph. It seems like my brothers have already dealt with the governors in their lands, while I am still stuck with mine."
Faced with his king's annoyed outburst, Inkasius really couldn't add anything. After all, he couldn't well say that the main reason there was still unrest within the northern kingdom was his king's slavish insistence to replace all traditions and religion of Medala with those of the Chutwa Empire. This sort of talk would certainly get him punished, especially in front of Grand Master Ichtaka. However, the next report he had to make wouldn't be much better for his king's mood.
"in addition..." he hesitated, although he knew that it would only buy him a few moments.
"What? Out with it!" An impatient Amautu asked once again.
"Lord Instea has also entered Arguna under King Pachacutec's protection."
Of course, everyone present would know what that meant. If nothing else, King Amautu would be well aware of the implications. Back during the first conflicts between the northern and central kingdom, House Instea had switched sides, together with House Gratidia had switched sides. They had left behind the chaotic, illegitimate and unstable rule of Pachacutec in the central kingdom, and had joined the stronger and more legitimate Kingdom of the North instead.
However, it had only been three years, and it seemed like one of them was already regretting his decision. It was only another in a long line of disobedient moves from the lords of the northern kingdom. Although Inkasius knew that they were simply desperate in the face of a king who tried to turn them into slaves of a foreign power, their king reacted with an indignation as if they had simply betrayed him for no reason.
"Again!" Amautu shouted, more annoyed than angered. "These blasted barbarians dare to defy me once more! Do they not understand that we only want the best for them!? Why would they continue to make trouble when we want to enlighten them!? Do they want to remain as fools forever!?"
At last, it was no longer up to Inkasius to reply to his irate king. Instead, the king's senior brother leaned forward, finally speaking up once more.
"In that case, junior brother, it appears as if we cannot rely on the local forces any longer. The attempt to let them see the light has failed. If the scholastic union wishes to convert them to the right side, more forceful methods are required, as well as outside support. Thus, junior brother should quickly make a decision on his future partner from among master's recommendations."
Of course, the choice of marriage partner was a big deal for any king. However, Amautu had been forced to choose between a few kingdoms in the north-west, all of which were dependencies of the Chutwa Empire. The choice, ultimately, was meaningless, since all potential partners had already been vetted by Amautu's master Ichtaka.
Everyone understood what this sort of union would mean for Medala and its status as an independent country, which was just another reason for the lords to oppose their king's actions. Even Amautu, a man so thoroughly taken in by the scholars, seemed to understand that he couldn't just give up all his power like this. Yet he couldn't just defy his senior brother's words without offending their master. Thus, Amautu ignored him for now and instead asked his servant another question.
"And what about the western islands? Will the Arcavians retreat from there as well?"
"Indeed, that appears to be part of the agreement with the southern kingdom," Inkasius replied. "Without support from the foreigners, the pirates will eventually lose to the southern kingdom's fleet, that much seems inevitable. However, the various pirate leaders will not give up so easily. There are many islands in the Verduic Sea, and these pirates know the terrain very well. Disciple suspects that the defeated pirates will hide within coves and hidden bays. From there, they will continue their resistance against the southern kingdom's forces. Surely, chaos will reign in the west for a long time to come."
Again, Inkasius brought bad news, but at least it wasn't anything that would significantly worsen the north's position in the short term. Just as Amautu leaned forward, presumably to give his orders in regards to the islands, the king's teacher behind him once more bent forward, back into the light.
"Troublesome..." the old man mumbled while holding the south's constitution in one hand. Immediately, Amautu's senior brother jumped up from his seat in response.
"What is it, master? What have the barbarians written?"
"All people shall be equal from birth. Special protections for commoners, and a particular focus on the importance of their king and worldly government. Their system appears legalist at a glance, but it is filled with lies." Thus the old legalist Ichtaka summed up the value - or lack thereof - of the new laws of the south. When Inkasius had read them, he had thought they were quite reasonable, but then again, what did he know compared to this great scholar? Though honestly, they were probably just upset because the constitution left no space for a special status for Chutwa scholars. The reaction from Ichtaka's head disciple confirmed as much.
"Then it ignores the inherent dangers of leaving the fate of the country to the commoners and the nobles, while denying access to power to those most suitable to wield?" the senior disciple added.
Of course, those most suitable ot wield power were the scholars, who had trained in the art of governance from a young age. Though of course, that didn't have to be said in this room. Apart from Inkasius, everyone here was in full agreement with this assertion.
"Indeed," Master Ichtaka said. "It appears as if these poor souls are even more lost than their barbarian brothers further north. The scholar's unioon should do everything in its power to guide them back to the right path."
Thus, without a word from the king, the northern kingdom's new policy direction had been set. Although Amautu had wanted to focus on internal rectification and his ongoing conflict with Pachacutec for a while now, it seemed like the number of their goals would increase again, further splitting their focus and reducing their effectiveness. As if on queue, the already overwhelmed Inkasius received even more work.
"In that case, go and collect as much information on that kingdom as possible, head disciple," Amautu ordered. "We will have to know more about the extent of their folly before we can teach them of the right ways."
At least Amautu had done his best to stall for a while. Maybe they would gain some time to focus on important matter, before they were once again distracted by the endless spread of the Chutwa faith. Glad that his king had subtly resisted the foreigners for once, Inkasius replied with a smile.
"Disciple obeys, master."
Finally, the warrior bowed and turned, to leave the room which made him so uncomfortable. In here, his king's senior brother and his king's master sat in darkness and schemed the country's future, to make a mockery of everything Medala stood for.
As the warrior left, he briefly thought back to the Verdant Isles as well. He still hadn't received any orders with regards to the region, though he would be damned if he reminded his king. After he had received today's pile of impossible orders, he wouldn't want to make any more work for himself. In the first place, with the different pirate forces still embroiled in a lengthy, costly tug-of-war, the Verduic Sea didn't seem like a pressing issue.
It seems those islands will not matter much for some time to come, he erroneously thought.
_______________________
While the world was changing rapidly several hundred kilometers to the east, everything was still as usual in Rasacopa. Ever since the fleet of Saniya had gotten involved in the war and the former Captain Tayali had been removed from power, the fighting had moved far away from the Green Island. Thus, war had spread from the Green Island, and the entire rest of the Verduic Sea had become a battlefield.
Shortly after, their new Queen Sumaci had left as well, to support her husband in the war he was fighting at home. Meanwhile, her own war in her own country still remained unresolved. However, the people weren't too unhappy with their current situation, despite their leader's neglect.
After all, they could barely feel the traces of war by this point. Ever since the combined fleets of the medalan king and the Green Queen had secured the route between Rasa Bay and Saniya along the islands of Yua and Iska, normalcy had been reinstated in Rasacopa.
Since most soldiers had come from Saniya by this point, no more people were being recruited into the war, and prices had begun to drop as well. Especially food had become cheap with the influx of fertilizer and cheap grain from Saniya.
Even more, most people had too much work to do, so they didn't have time for idle thoughts. Before their ruler had left, she had ordered a number of large public works projects, which had kept everyone busy so far.
By this point, the island was mostly running itself. Saniya's General Paec was still around, but he was too busy fighting the war against the other Verdant Kings throughout the islands to focus on local administration. Meanwhile, Lady of Green Sisa would rarely get involved in politics in the first place.
Now, months after their queen had left, the queen's orders were still being carried out dutifully, even though some of them had become unnecessary long ago.
And so it came to be that the eagles of Rasacopa were stuck in the middle of the jungle in the center of the Green Island, in a place with no name, because no human had ever set foot there. At first, their goal had been to surveil the land slated for deforestation. On those lands, between Rasa Bay and Amchay point to the south-east, the queen had been planning to plant cotton and other crops for export or refinement in the newly built manufactories.
However, the scouts had eventually surveiled all the lands in that direction, and the workers couldn't cut down the forest fast enough to catch up. Thus, since the eagles couldn't be asked to just sit around, they had been told to 'just keep going' by overworked bureaucrats.
By now, they had already investigated land deep into the forest, far away from any human settlements. And there, they made a discovery which would fundamentally change the very civilization they had come from, forever.
"Hey, what do you think this is?" one of them shouted, as he picked up a dark stone and turned it in the light which shone through the thick canopy of the primeval forest above them. Soon, a second eagle joined the first, and picked another, similar stone off the ground. He rubbed it between his hands, and the black rock left a slightly oily, black powder behind.
"Looks like coal," he stated in a voice that didn't care. Despite their massive find, neither man had any idea what kind of epoch-changing discovery they had made.
"Well," the first added with a shrug, "at least we will have something to report today."
Thus, the two eagles left the area, with a few black rocks added to their backpacks to prove their discovery.
At a much later date, even more people would return to this unnamed piece of land in the middle of the jungle. Even later yet, all the trees would make way for the largest manufacturing hub in the world.
Although most people within the twin kingdoms of the Green Island and southern Medala were still just as unaware as the coal's two discoverers had been, times were slowly changing, irreversibly towards the future.


Hermit's Notes: There we are, the ending of Book 6, something I had to work on for a while. This used to be like 3 chapters, but I somehow condensed it down to one, since it felt like I was droning on too much (though in the end it's still almost the length of two chapters anyways). I also just wanted to get the book done, since it really dragged on towards the end (in my opinion)
Also, this chapter came a day late, since I spent a couple days organizing and re-planning my outline for Book 7. It might end up with a more complex structure than this one, so it's been a lot more work than I thought. First chapter of that book will probably come tomorrow, unless I decide to spend another day shuffling chapter ideas around.
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Political Map of Yakuallpa and Surroundings (Spoilers for the end of Book 6)
January 6


Hello, hermit here.
Here's the updated political map for the epilogue of book 6.
I may have to zoom the map out in the next iteration, since more and more outside forces are getting involved, though for now, this one still seems sufficient.
Colors are the same as before: 
Light blue are areas directly controlled by Corco.
Dark blue are other areas of the southern kingdom.
Red are areas of the central kingdom.
Yellow are areas of the northern kingdom.
Purple is Arguna, controlled by the elder council.
Green is new, they're areas controlled by the Green Island under Sumaci.
Apart from Corco's increase in territory, notable changes are Port Ulta changing hands (and thus removing the Arcavians from the map), and one noble house south of Arguna returning from the northern to the central kingdom.
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Chapter 419 - Funerary Festival (Part 1 - Start of Book 7)
Chapter 419 - Funerary Festival (Part 1 - Start of Book 7)
January 10


Unlike other rituals for the dead from around the world, Medala's Funerary Rites were not only about dealing with loss, or about remembrance. Rather than treating the dead like they were lost, Medala's funerals treated them like warriors going into battle. After all, their beliefs told them that the dead would make a long, arduous journey through the underworld, until they joined the stars in the sky.
Thus, writing eulogies on the dead was considered pointless. By the time of the funeral, the dead would already be on their way, so they wouldn't even hear the celebrations in their name. In the end, most bereaved would just remember their dead in shrines and private beacon lights long after the funeral, once they believed the dead had completed their journey.
Rather than death or remembrance, decay itself took center stage for much of medalan funeral proceedings. Since the medalans believed that the state of the body's decay equated to the dead's progress on their journey, faster decay symbolized smoother travels. Thus, those who could afford it would use expensive methods to help speed up the journey.
In many cases, the dead would be covered with a wet cloth, sometimes even soaked in sugar water. Of course, these methods were only accessible for the very rich. Ordinary commoners could not afford such luxury as sugar. Even an ordinary piece of cloth was a valuable item in normal families, not to mention the sorts of shrouds the rich would use, ornate and covered with scenes from their lives or fancy weapons or companions who were meant to help the dead on their path.
On top of that, the quickly rotting bodies would have to be buried deep underground to prevent diseases. Thus, any proper burial would cost even more. Often, the noble houses of Medala even had their own family crypts or monuments, which was even more out of the question for a commoner family. All they could usually afford was a nameless spot in a mass grave, a simple hole in the ground.
This time however, things were different. In an open field south-east of Saniya, in late spring during the seventh year of the Era of Strife, the largest funeral in the history of Medala was being held, and no expenses had been spared. Much unlike the grand spectacle of the occasion, most of the dead were commoners, much to the shock of the established powers in the north.
One day very soon, this plot of land would be transformed into Medala's first public university. While the rebellion of the lords and the subsequent civil war had caused the construction to halt for half a year, the war was now over, so work would soon resume.
For now however, this area would serve as a place of remembrance for all those who had fallen in Sachay's civil war. As it was a planed and cleaned piece of land close to Saniya, it had been deemed the ideal spot.
At the moment, the young high priest Watachay, the man who had stepped out of Rapra Castle engulfed in lightning together with the king half a year earlier, was finishing up the rites for the fallen of the war.
Massive banners of cotton were draped over the dead soldiers who had been lined up in long rows, and then the cloth was sprinkled with sugar water. All of it was done by one single priest, the young Watachay, alone. As he walked along the rows of the fallen and generously wetted their covers, he spoke of the names and lives of every single man. One by one, he made those present in the audience aware of what had been lost. Despite his youth and good health, the priest was already exhausted, and his muscles and throat sore from the work which had already taken from morning till evening.
Every time an entire row of deceased had been covered and moistened, the dead would be let into the earth by their fellow soldiers who had survived the ordeal of the past year. After, the dead would be covered with soil by apprentice priests. Some time after today, a solid stone floor was planned to be built as a cover for this particular mass grave. Metal plaques would be inlaid into the stone to commemorate all those who lay here. Though of course, most bodies from the war never made it back home.
Due to logistical issues, and due to concerns over potential plague outbreaks, most soldiers who had died during the siege of Antila had long been buried in mass graves across the Anticasa Pass by this point. While the soldiers had dug trenches to save their lives on the front line, they had also dug graves in the back to save their souls. During the worst, most costly days of the war, the bodies even had to be burned, since there had not been enough manpower left for even a basic burial.
Though of course, these soldiers hadn't been forgotten in this, the largest funeral in Medala's history. Compared to the graves of the fallen, which only the friends and family of the dead cared about, the real centerpiece of this funeral was the large statue which had been erected to honor all those who had fought for the future of their country, whether or not their bodies were present. Of course, another monument was planned near Antila, but it was nothing compared to the splendor which had been constructed here.
A large pool had been built in an open plaza of the future university, filled with one hundred fake fish cast from bronze. From the center of the pool, a large figure rose, made up of carved soldiers in the uniforms of Saniya and Antila. Mixed in between them were also many other classic symbols of death, like ravens and turtles. Supported by these good omens, the carved men strove upwards, their hands and eyes reaching towards the sky, the goal of their journey.
In addition, dozens of small beacon shrines had been erected along the sides of the monument, meant for the bereaved to mourn their fallen family members, whether or not they had been buried here. Of course, many families would erect their own beacons at home as well, but not everyone had the money to do so.
Thus, the beacons were a gesture of inclusion for those who could not afford to construct their own shrines. Even more, there were many soldiers who had died in this war without leaving behind any family at all. Thus, every shrine would also get regular visits from apprentice priests, who would clean the shrines, the monument, and pray for the fallen of the war, especially those who had no one else to pray for them. It was the first hint at social security in Medala. If nothing else, those who had died for their country would at least be taken care of in death.
Much money, as well as innovative building techniques, had been used to make sure the statue and the beacons would be finished in time. Yet this was only the most obvious expense of today's grand celebrations.
Throughout the day, over one hundred thousand people had come to stand witness, all of whom had received food and drink for free as well. Thus, it had become the largest funeral in Medalan history, with no comparison. In addition, it was also a massive show of wealth from the King of the South, as well as proof of his care for his soldiers, and the commoners under his rule.
Though for now, the king himself was still surprisingly absent from the proceedings. Of course, he couldn't be asked to stand out in the sun for an entire day and listen to a priest drone on all this time. Not only was he a busy man who had only just returned from a long and grueling military campaign, he was also — through the nature of the lighting miracle — at least an equal to the reformed Pacha faith's high priest. As both of them had stepped through the lightning at the same time, their religious status was the same in the minds of the people.
Thus, Corco couldn't stand at attention while Watachay did important work, since it would have harmed his prestige, or so Fadelio had explained. No, the king could only appear at the end of the funeral, to hold his own speech, and show some simple gestures of respect and condolences towards the fallen. Afterwards, he would lead the prayers for the dead into a celebration of victory, which would last all night. At some point, he would also distribute some medals to the heroes of the war.
With a few simple actions, he would thus put an official end to the times of war in the south, hopefully ringing in long days of prosperity instead. Though for now, he still had to wait until Watachay got done with his burial business.
Since he couldn't appear himself, the king was still hidden within one of the unfinished university's already completed buildings. In here, he was supposed to prepare for his grand entrance. Though he had a hard time focusing on his preparations, since months of work on the road had eaten away at his patience, and he was distracted by the company by his side.
At the moment, there were only two people left in the king's dressing room. Normally, dressing the imperial family would have been work for Corco's personal servants. However, the king of the south had never really liked getting dressed by others in the first place. Today, his appearance was especially important, so he had reluctantly accepted their service at first. In the end however, he had sent them all out anyways, since they would only have gotten in the way of the long-awaited reunion between husband and wife.
"Are you alright?" Corco asked as he sorted out his long robes. For the ritual, he had put on fancy silk of purple, with a woven artist's motif of the underworld at the bottom and a starry sky above. The robe alone probably cost more than the yearly income for ten medalan families. On top of that, he was meant to wear his royal paraphernalia, including his cheap crown. At the moment however, all of his accessories were lying around who knew where, and his nice robe loosely hung on his frame in disorder. As he stared into a fancy mirror and plucked at the cloth in a vain attempt to make himself presentable again, a voice glowing with satisfaction finally replied to him from behind.
"Yes, I am very well."
Past his own reflection in his mirror, he could see his wife Sumaci, her clothes and hair as tousled as his own. Although they had to prepare for their own part in the funeral soon, they still had taken out the time to enjoy their own reunion after months apart.
Edit: First chapter of two, since I crammed in too much and it got too long. 
It's also the first chapter of the next book, which will heavily focus on internal development of all kinds (mostly economic and social). The chapter has been delayed a lot as I was changing my approach to this book compared to the others. That's something you'll probably see by chapter 421 coming tomorrow or the day after (unless I have another idea again and change all my plans).
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Chapter 420 -  Funerary Festival (Part 2)
January 10


As Corco's wife stared back at him through her own mirror across the room, with her enticing eyes, Corco felt impulsive again. Though just as he turned around to continue their previous activities, Sumaci seemed to notice his plans and tried to change the topic.
"Right, let's go over the itinerary one more time, in case you forget," she said as she turned towards him as well. At the same time, Corco walked up to her.
"I never forget anything, my dear student," he said, while holding her hand. However, Sumaci brushed him off and patted his cheek in a cheeky way.
"Well then we should go over it in case I forget," she replied as she turned back towards her mirror. "We really don't have much time left."
"Fine, there's not much to it anyways, right?" Corco walked next to her and continued to fix his robes in the mirror. "I just go out when it's my turn, hold my speech-"
Before he could continue, he was interrupted by Sumaci again.
"By the way, I finished looking over your speech for you," For a few seconds, she rummaged in a dresser next to her, before she pulled out a few pieces of paper and held them towards Corco. "I have marked any problems I could find, but there is not much. I think the best part was the one about sacrifice."
The king started flipping through the speech he had written while he was still on the road, busy gaining control over the estates of the rebellious lords. He had an exceptional memory and plenty of experiences with public speaking, so he didn't really need to look at his own nonsense again. Instead, he skimmed through to check out the nonsense his wife had added for him, especially the sacrifice portion she liked so much.
"'Those dead now lie here, to form the foundations of this house of learning. Just the same, their sacrifice shall be the foundation of our bright future,'" he quoted himself with his head still buried in his own writing. "I wasn't sure I wanted to keep that. It felt disrespectful towards the dead."
"No, I think it's necessary," Sumaci responded. "In the first place, you're not writing for the dead. You're writing for the bereaved, and the survivors of the war. Both need to believe that those people died for a greater purpose, the soldiers and the civilians. Seeing literal foundations under their feet and then imagining the positive impact their sacrifice will have on the future... it's cathartic."
Although he was sure Sumaci was right, Corco still didn't really feel comfortable with his own written words. He would later decide whether or not to include that part in his speech, but he certainly didn't feel like talking about it anymore right now. Instead, he decided to continue going through his itinerary for the day.
"Anyways... after the speech, I just give out the medals, shake hands and shortly talk to all the soldiers who will get their medals in the war. Fadelio is gonna do the details of who gets what, so I just have to pick up whatever is put in front of my nose and pin it onto whoever walks up to me. But at least, I've remembered the names of everyone, so I won't look like an idiot."
"Anyone interesting?"
When Corco looked back up again after skimming through his speech, he saw that Sumaci had already fixed her clothes, so he threw his speech onto the dresser and started fiddling with his own again to catch up.
"Not really. Wait, I think one of the guys called Taki who gets the silver triquetra - that's the highest honor one - blew up a bunch of gunpowder barrels point blank and survived."
"Then we'll definitely have to ask him about his experience later. I want to hear the whole story." Sumaci smiled in anticipation. At the same time, she pulled Corco around by his shoulder until he faced her, before she helped fix his collar.
"Already on it, my dear student," the teacher said and tapped his temple.
For a few seconds, there was quiet between them, until Sumaci stopped fixing his clothes and asked: "Are you sure you're not forgetting anything?"
"I don't think so..." Corco said, though he still mused what he could possibly have overlooked. Meanwhile, Sumaci stood there with her hands on her hips and an annoying smirk of triumph on her face. This was ridiculous! Corco had to defend his honor as a teacher, so he thought hard and finally remembered.
"Oh, right. I still have to open up the music performance, right?"
Since they had planned a funeral that would lead into victory celebrations for today, the transition between the two was difficult to manage. How would one go from somber remembrance to celebration? In the end, Corco had decided to guide people's emotions with some music. After his speech, a performance would start in memory of the dead, and then seamlessly lead into music of triumph. Before people had time to think, they would already be in a much better mood. Only then would Corco give out the awards for the heroes of the war.
While the king was still organizing his thoughts on the itinerary, the queen had already moved on.
"And we should try to look presentable too, while we're at it."
Thus, she pulled a turned over chair off the ground and sat on it in front of the mirror. However, when she pulled out the delicate ivory comb from her dresser, Corco took it from her hand.
"Working on it, noble queen."
For a while, the two were silent, as Corco combed his wife's hair. After a while, he realized that Sumaci was starting to purse her lips in the mirror. Before he could wonder whether he was doing something wrong, the queen complained about something else.
"I still don't understand why we have to let those lords get away. They started a rebellion and now they will still keep control over their territories."
"They're not getting away." Corco shook his head. "They just get a stay of execution until we have enough officials to do all their work for us. For now, we don't have enough as is. Now that the war is over, we'll have some leftover manpower, but those guys will have to enter the new territory to take over the books right away. At that point, our lack of bureaucrats will once again be our main bottleneck for growth. With the books under control and the lords away from home, they won't have much control over their territories anyways."
In fact, the new system of the southern kingdom was far more centralized than Corco could have hoped a year back, despite Sumaci's complaints. After the end of the war, all territories within the southern kingdom would have to adhere to Corco's new constitution, which guaranteed basic rights to all citizens of the kingdom. At the same time, a supreme court would soon be established in Saniya to uphold the law, which meant the courts of Saniya would have judicial power over every estate within the kingdom.
Even more, all lords who hadn't allied with Corco before the lightning miracle would have to leave their territory, to live in a quasi-exile in Saniya, while Corco's own officials would go to these estates. Ostensibly, they would only go there to supervise the lands of the traitorous lords in order to prevent future rebellions. However, without the ruling family present and full access to all papers of the estates, they would wield significant power. After some time, these officials would let Corco control those lands directly. Even more, he had established a system in which the officials at every estate would change once every six months, so his own workers couldn't collude with the locals for money or power and had to stay loyal to Saniya. Still, it appeared that wasn't enough for the queen.
"I mean, I understand that we're lacking men," she said. "Still, we could have already changed the de facto leadership status of the remaining lords to be directly subordinate to us, at least on paper. Those lords could still have continued to govern so long as we are lacking manpower, and then we could have replaced them once they were no longer needed. Now that their old-fashioned rule has been confirmed by you, they have an excuse to stay in power for a long time to come. I doubt they will be dumb enough to make trouble for us again. So we won't get another chance to get rid of them and centralize power completely."
"I don't think we need to," Corco said. "I mean, these guys stuck with us when we looked our weakest. They've certainly proven reliable. And I can't mistreat them, or we won't have any allies anymore in the future. Plus, those guys can use their old influence, especially with the warriors, to help us stabilize the country while we grow. In the future, if everything develops the way I want, those ruling families will disappear eventually, and they'll just naturally lose power, without any conflict and without any problem."
However, apart from the king's allies, there was still one notable exception to the rule, which still seemed to bother Sumaci.
"At least you could have gotten rid of Vareo," she complained again. "Port Ulta was our enemy too, right? Weren't they even more responsible for the war than many of the other lords who got punished? That's where all the arcavian soldiers came from, and all the supplies for Antila. And yet he still gets to rule his city with almost no supervision?"
As she spoke, Sumaci opened the dresser again to pick out some jewelry for the upcoming occasion. Meanwhile, Corco was done with her hair, so he went to the corner of the room, where they had thrown their crowns in the heat of battle earlier.
"Well, Port Ulta wasn't part of the southern kingdom before the war," he explained. "They were nominally part of the central kingdom, an enemy country, so they're free to fight whoever they want. Those are the rules of engagement that me and my fellow medalan kings decided on, at least informally. I could weaken and even destroy those other houses because they broke their oaths towards their king first. I can't do the same with Port Ulta, because they technically haven't done anything wrong, based on Medala's current code of conduct. Plus, we've already lost House Ogulno, since the remainder of the family will probably not go back to Kapra. That also means losing their vote in the elder council back north. Politics in Arguna will be hard enough as is. After losing an ally in the capital, it's a good idea to keep House Vareo around, so long as they support us there. That way, we just replace a vote, instead of losing one."
By now, Corco had come back in front of the mirror and handed Sumaci her crown. Now all he had to do was pick out some simple jewelry for himself and he would be done with his preparations.
"Are those political games in Arguna really so important? We're focused on the south anyways," Sumaci noted.
"That's true, bur only for us. For most Medalans, Arguna is still the center of the world. If we lose our presence there completely, it will be misinterpreted as weakness, which will weaken our influence over the people in the north. And those are my people too, just like the southern kingdom's citizens. Sooner or later, once we have the bureaucratic strength to control them all, we'll have to bring them back into the fold. And for that, we need a good standing with the general populace. That'll make our takeover easier to accept, with less resistance down the line."
"In that case, I didn't say anything. You seem to have thought a decade farther than anyone else, teacher." After her compliment, Sumaci checked both of their figures in the mirror one final time, before she sighed. "I really don't like these stiff occasions. Let's just get this funeral over with, so we can go back home."
Although Corco agreed with Sumaci's mood after half a year on the road, there was something he was even more interested in.
"Talking about home, what's happening in Rasacopa? Any news?"
Since he had been busy with the war here, he didn't have time to check up on the situation in the Verdant Isles very much. However, Sumnaci's shrug told him that there wasn't much to report on.
"Nothing important," she confirmed his guess. "The Blue King Raoman Inkasa has apparently hinted at a peaceful resolution, but he's still in hiding, still attacking our transports like the coward he is. Since he's fled the blue island Palanta, we don't even know what island they're coming from."
"Fucking pirates..." Corco complained, which earned him a nasty look from his wife. If Raoman, the Blue King, was a pirate, then surely, Sumaci, the Green Queen, was one as well. Thus, he simply completed the sentence to save his hide. "...is my favorite thing to do."
Yet somehow, his wife still just stared at him. At least she looked more bemused than upset now. Maybe she was also thinking about their previous activity again, since she started to blush again.
"Sorry, the joke was just lying there," Corco continued talking to himself, and his mouth once more continued the thought before his brain could catch up. "Just like a certain pirate queen."
This time, Sumaci hit him in the shoulder after the reminder of their madness from earlier. Even so, she didn't say a word. Just as Corco was feeling frisky again, and his horniness threatened to ruin their preparations, he was saved by a knock on the door, and a servant's reminder that it was soon their turn to appear in front of the adoring public.
"Oh thank every god, fake and real." In his head, Corco thanked their servant as well, before he turned to his wife, whose face had returned to a regal paleness. "Looks like we'll have to get going. Ready?"
"Of course, my king." she said, a bright smile on her face, the kind he had missed the most throughout his campaign. "Lead the way."
Thus, the couple left the house of learning they had misappropriated, to lead a death celebration party.
Hermit's Notes: Today I learned how to write horniness... I think. There was conflicting information in my research. Also, I may post the country's constitution as an extra on here at some point. I'm still fighting with several points that I'm unsure about. If I can't come to a conclusion soon, I might just post some important excerpts first.
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January 12


A familiar pillow pressed against Corco's back. At last, the King of the South could sink back into his familiar seat, with the familiar desk of his familiar study in front of him. As far as he was concerned, he would have loved to just close his eyes and enjoy the long-lost sensation in quiet for a bit. However, there was no time to lose. As always, things needed his attention, and people presented him with problems he had to solve for them.
Thus, he once again focused on Fadelio, who had been presenting a summary of the southern kingdom's territory's development over the past year. This meeting was something that should have been done at the start of the new year already, but the war had still been going on at the time. Thus, they were more than two months late on their year-end review and next year's budget this time.
"All in all, the officials have already taken up position within the various estates of the rebellious lords," the attendant explained, with his trusty notepad in hand. "There have been some minor issues with local resistance, but every group of officials we have sent our has been accompanied by one squadron of soldiers, so no one should be dumb enough to harm them directly. Otherwise, they would be declaring war on the crown again, and I doubt anyone would dare to do that, at least not for now. There shouldn't be any need to get involved directly from our side any more, at least not until our officials have gained a foothold in their territories or something major happens."
The first to comment on Fadelio's report wasn't Corco, but Brymstock, the southern kingdom's head of the central bank and minister of finance.
"That would be for the best. Not only would another direct intervention be expensive after we've demobilized our main force. I'd also preferred if we wouldn't lose any of our workers. My office has been almost deserted after so many were pulled away to supervise the new lands, and retraining them is a pain already. The more workers we lose, the more expensive it will be to keep our offices running."
Apart from Corco's minister of finance, other important government officials were present as well. Of course Sumaci was there, as was Antaya, the mother of Fadelio and Tamaya, as well as head of the ghost warriors. Much of the information Fadelio had summarized so far had been collected by her men. Normally, Atau would have been there as well, but he was still busy fighting the pirates in the Verduic Sea, so he had to miss out this time. Maybe it was for the best, Corco thought. This way, at least he wouldn't meet his prospective mother-in-law prematurely.
"Also, people dying is bad in general," Corco added on top of Brym's utilitarian comment, before he waved towards Fadelio. "Anyways, continue."
"From my side, this would be the last issue which needs mention. At least for now," the royal attendant concluded. "There is another major problem that I have become aware of since my return to Saniya. But it should not be considered part of the year-end summary, so I have placed it towards the end of today's itinerary."
While Corco had continued to travel the country and subdue individual estates, Fadelio had returned to Saniya right after the end of the war. As a result, the king wasn't surprised that his attendant had stumbled onto problems he himself wasn't aware of. Although he was curious what was so important that it had to be mentioned at their budgetary meeting, it would be better to continue with the year-end summary for now, or they could get mixed up and forget something important.
"That's fine then. So who's next?" he asked as a result.
"That would be Brym with last year's finances." Fadelio motioned towards Brym, who sprang up from his seat and began his prepared speech.
"Yes, there are good news, and terrible news," he opened with a devious twinkle in his eyes.
"Right, just start with whatever you think would lead to the most poignant speech," Corco complained in response. Although he knew that his own education was responsible for Brym's overly dramatic personality, it still annoyed him sometimes.
"Well, the good news is that our fiscal revenue has increased compared to last year," Brym continued, his smile still as bright as if he hadn't heard the complaint. "The terrible news is that almost all of it is gone already. Compared to last year, our total income over the four seasons from spring of the sixth year to spring of the seventh has gone up a bit to about 29.8 million Sila. Those numbers are composed of income from seigniorage, tax income from agriculture, profits generated through trade from the businesses owned by the crown, tariffs received from foreign merchants, as well as other miscellaneous taxes. Of course, gifts to the royal family like those received during the royal wedding are private property and thus not part of the budgetary calculations."
Unlike Fadelio, Brym didn't seem to need any notes to remember all the numbers in his head. Without pause, he continued the summary.
"First, our income from seigniorage has increased significantly. We have taken in precious metals worth about 4.28 million Sila, and in return we have minted coins and printed bank notes worth around 13.48 million Sila, thus bringing our net income to about 9.2 million Sila. It should be noted that the increased activity of the mint has been necessary since there has been a considerable increase in commercial activity in Saniya and Harkay over the passing year. We needed to mint more money to keep up with demand and prevent a cash shortage. Since we have closely monitored demand and restricted our use of the presses, we shouldn't expect significant inflation for next year."
Seigniorage, or the money a government would naturally make in the process of minting coins or printing bank notes, was always a significant part of any sovereign government's income. However, ever since the introduction of paper money in Medala, this number had gone up significantly and now made up the largest portion of the total yearly budget.
"Agricultural income is up as well, since a lot more land has been opened up in the Chawir Marshes once again. As mentioned before, the amount of arable land on the territory now totals over 62,000 hectares. Although we do not receive money from agriculture directly, the total amount of grain or comparable products we have received in the form of taxes or rent over the past year was 27,000 tons. The largest contribution to that number is rice, then barley, wheat, and beets. There are various other products as well, but they only amount to less than eight percent of our income total. The details can be found in the report I have sent to the king's office."
Brym waited for Fadelio to nod in confirmation, before he continued.
"Although our total crop yields are up by 17% compared to the previous year, we have experienced a sharp increase in population, which means that the amount of crops suitable for exports have only gone up by about 7%."
Over the past year, immigration from the north once more made up most of the population increase in Corco's territory. This year alone, almost 30,000 people moved to Saniya and Harkay. As a result, just the population of the Chawir Marshes alone had reached a staggering 225,000, a far cry from the low-point of 80,000 right after Corco had taken over the estate.
"In addition, average food prices have gone down since the introduction of fertilizer," Brym continued the bad news. "As a result, our fiscal revenue from grain exports has shrunk slightly last year, down to about 7.1 million Sila. I suggest we that we stop exporting our fertilizer, especially to the northern kingdoms. Such measures support our enemies, and the profits from the trade with fertilizer get eaten by our reduced income from food exports."
"Denied," Corco said, before he explained in detail. "The people in the north are my people as well, so I want to make their lives easier if I can. Lower food costs also increase fertility, which will be good for us long-term. The sooner we start increasing the country's population, the larger the benefits will be later down the line."
"Not to seem heartless, but that seems like a poor reason to support our enemies," Fadelio said.
"Who said we're supporting our enemies with the fertilizer?" At the thought of his grand plans, Corco had to grin. "This is part of our long-term strategy, so I can't accept the cessation of fertilizer exports."
In response to the king's cryptic announcement, everyone was just staring at Corco, waiting for a more detailed explanation.
"Right. I guess everyone should know about this, since it's an importtant national strategy, but know that this is highly confidential. So everything said from here will not leave this room. Miss Antaya, if you please."
Corco motioned towards the head of his intelligence service. Of course, it was necessary for her to know about the country's long-term strategy, since intelligence had to be prepared long in advance. Thus prompted, Antaya bowed and dutifully explained to the room.
"Very well, King Corco. The fertilizer plan is very simple, though it will not bear fruit until years, or decades, later. At first, fertilizer will be exported, which will increase the yields per hectare for every field in Medala. As a result, all lords of Medala will generate greater income, even those in the north. However, by next year at the latest, the price of grain will be reduced back to an appropriate level, as there will be a large oversupply. Even estates which could not feed their population before will now be able to do so. Thus, demand for grain will be reduced appropriately. This is step one of the plan: By this point, the income of the lords will be back to its pre-fertilizer level, due to the reduced prices. However, they will still have to continue buying our fertilizer. If they do not, their income will shrink even further. Thus, they have gained no long-term benefit, while the kingdom has increased both its influence in the north as well as its income. Part two of the plan is speculative, and its completion lies far in the future. Since it is based on the king's own estimates, King should be more appropriate for any further explanations."
With this, Antaya bowed again, and motioned back towards Corco. For a few seconds, he just stared at the woman who had so much power and spent so little time in Saniya. Yet before the atmosphere could get too tense, he sighed.
"I guess I'll take it from here, since my own head of intelligence doesn't trust my judgment," he said. Back when he had told Antaya of his plan, she had been skeptical, since much of it was based on knowledge unknown to the woman. In that case, he would just have to let time prove him right, and handle the explanation by himself in the meantime. He was a better talker anyways.
"So, part two of the plan is based on a simple assumption: Once food is cheaper, people have more children," Corco explained. "That's not a hard and fast law, but at least in pre-industrial societies, population numbers go up as soon as food prices sink or people start making more money. Eventually, an equilibrium is regained, one in which most families struggle to feed their offspring. And then the population boom stops again. After the introduction of the fertilizer, I expect something similar to happen in Medala. In fact..."
Corco stretched his hand over to Fadelio, who wordlessly handed him a piece of paper from his notes. As always, his attendant did a perfect job at simplifying the king's work. Thus, Corco just had to read the numbers off the paper as he continued his explanation.
"Apart from our population increase through immigration from the north, our increase through births alone is seven thousand. That means our natural growth rate is also up significantly, from roughly 1.4% to roughly 3%. The numbers are a bit iffy since we are still lacking data, but it's good enough to draw a preliminary conclusion that my assumption is correct: Over the next decade at least, we can expect a massive population boom in the southern kingdom, and I expect the numbers will look similar in the north."
For a second, Corco glanced around the room to make sure everyone was still listening, before he continued.
"Since that's the case, the population of the northern kingdoms will explode as well, which just means that they'll need to use more grain to feed their own population. Over time, all the increased yields from the use of fertilizer will have to be used for their own population, so the times of great export and great profits will be over. At that point, it's all too late for them. Their economy will be fully addicted to our fertilizer. In case we manage to protect our fertilizer production methods until then, all other lords of Medala will be dependent on us, even the ones in the north. They can't just let their people starve after all, or they'll risk revolution. Since... basically forever, a lack of affordable food is the main reason revolutionary ideas have spread. So, by that point, we'll have the northern lords in the palm of our hand. We can increase fertilizer prices to slowly squeeze them to death through economic sanctions, or incite revolution to remove them from power quickly. Though I don't even think we need to go that far, considering the soft power we would wield in the north by that point. If we play our cards right, we will be able to take over the northern kingdoms without any further bloodshed at all."
For a while, there was silence in the room. Corco leaned back into his chair in satisfaction, while the others digested what they had just heard. Finally, Brym was the first to comment.
"What an inspired strategy. I would have expected no less of my big bro." As he spoke, he also clapped his hands, though no one else joined in. Still, Corco thought that maybe he had also done some things right when it came to Brym's education. However, the same couldn't be said about his favorite student.
"It is a good plan," Sumaci began in a promising way. "However, it seems too idealized. Too much has to go right for this plan to succeed. And who knows what will happen in the next decades until the population catches up with the food prices?"
Not only his student disappointed him, even his own servants stabbed Corco in the back.
"I agree," Antaya said. "Protecting the secrets of the fertilizer has been one of the main missions of the ghost warriors over the past few years. While we have managed to protect the secret so far, it has provided considerable difficulty. Sooner or later, there will be a mistake somewhere, and the secret will be exposed. Such matters seem inevitable. Even more, if the lords of Medala truly became as dependent on fertilizer as King described, they would stop at nothing to escape their dependency. In that case, the work of the ghosts would become even more unbearable."
These additional reasonable concerns from his subordinate worsened Corco's mood further. Why could none of these people just solve these problems themselves, instead of ruining his perfectly good plans with them? Although he knew that both Sumaci and Antaya were right, he still didn't like the implications. Was it truly impossible to achieve a peaceful ending to this Era of Strife? After experiencing such a brutal war, this wasn't something he was willing to believe. And yet, as if he had just waited for his opportunity, his trusted friend was the last to jump in and burst his bubble.
"Indeed, the plan seems a bit too... idealistic," Fadelio concluded. "Rather, I believe that with the way the kingdom is developing, we will soon have the strength to overpower the two northern kingdoms combined, and quite easily at that. There shouldn't be a need to wait for decades until we reunify the Empire of Medala."
Although he worded his criticism more carefully, Fadelio couldn't hide his favoritism towards his mother. Again, Corco was grumbling internally that reality once more stood in the way of his perfectly good plan. Outnumbered even among his own, he finally had to concede defeat.
"Fine, I guess the plan is the best case scenario, and is unlikely to be realized. But just because ideals are hard to achieve doesn't mean we should give up on them. As far as I'm concerned, it's still our best shot at a peaceful unification. Plus, in the short and medium term, we can't annex any more territories anyways. Our administration is stretched as it is. So until some major event makes the fertilizer plan impossible, it will continue to be national strategy."
For a few seconds, Corco looked around the room. Although he heard no more complaints from among his trusted advisors, he also was no longer in the mood to continue talking about his grand plans.
"Anyways, it seems like we've gone off topic quite a bit," he said instead, before motioning towards Fadelio again. "Where were we?"
Luckily, his attendant still had his trusty notepad with him, and so he took a quick look, before the yearly budgetary meeting continued.
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Inside Rapra Castle, the year-end summary of the southern kingdom's government continued. Once Fadelio had organized his thoughts, Brym was given the floor once again, to continue his account of the accounts.
"As previously stated, crop yields are up by 7%, mostly due to an increase in the total area of farmland. For the next year, we can expect this trend to continue. The incentives we have put in place for the local farmers — reduced taxes for every piece of unclaimed wilderness they convert into farmland — are still enticing for them, and it seems like the farmers are still not completely working at capacity for now. However, with the continued migration of local farmers into the city, we will reach a limit in this regard soon. We might want to either entice more people to stay in the countryside, or entice new people to move there. Otherwise our increase in farmland and corresponding yields will reach a bottleneck soon."
"Actually, there are already plans to that extent on the table. Maci, if you would, please."
With that, Corco motioned towards his wife. It had been her idea to begin with, so she was best suited to explain it. In response, Sumaci stood up from her seat to Corco's right and stepped up to the desk to introduce her plan.
"Ah yes, I believe there is a valuable, unused resource in both the Green Island and the southern kingdom, and that resource is fallow land. We've been eager to clear out the marshes to create more farmland, but as a result of the war, hordes of commoners have already been displaced in our newly occupied territories, and they have left their land behind, and unoccupied. At the same time, the Green Island has made a concerted effort to clean out the forests around Rasacopa and turn them into farmland as well, which will require additional manpower."
For a moment, Sumaci paused, possibly to gauge the reaction in the room. Luckily, there was someone dedicated to keeping the itinerary on track, someone who could succinctly summarize the policy.
"So, since we have such an abundance of land, and a lack of people to work it, we just provide incentives, like free farmland and tax reduction, for people to move there and work the land again," Fadelio summarized Sumaci's plan.
"Exactly. How about we grant every household one hectare of land for free after moving here and clearing the land? Afterwards, they shall be exempted from taxes for the next three years. Those were the figures from my preliminary write up, though the details may need some more consideration. This way, we are sure to increase our rural population, as well as our total area of farmland in the short term."
"That seems feasible, though I'm a bit worried that the tax breaks would set a bad precedent." Of course, Brym was once more the one with the financial concerns. "In fact, I wonder if such strong tax incentives are even necessary in the first place? If we exempt them for so many years, they will have an exorbitant amount of grain left over after the harvest, far more than their neighbors. It's an amount that won't be an extra incentive to most, since they would be able to survive comfortably on much less. At the same time, it will make their neighbors feel unbalanced, which will lead to social unrest, or a need for even further tax cuts to every farmer in the surroundings. In the worst case, our total yields will soon go down, not up."
While it sounded like Brym was concerned with social unrest for a seconds, it all still boiled down to money in the end. Corco wanted to argue for his wife's plan at first, but Sumaci was way ahead of him in this regard.
"No, I disagree," she said. "I wasn't planning to let former farmers return from the city back to their own land. The people who are meant to go there will be unfamiliar with the life of a medalan farmer, so they will need time to adjust. WIthout reduced taxes, they might just starve to death during their first winter. I assume that's not something we want."
In the face of Sumaci's biting sarcasm, Brym still showed no weakness.
"It would be better to get experienced farmers into the land after all. There's plenty who only went to the city recently, and even more stuck in refugee camps, so we are not lacking in potential candidates. Since they already have the experience, we won't have to reduce their taxes, and everything will be much smoother. Again, I fail to see the point of this policy."
"That's because I haven't mentioned yet who exactly this plan is intended for." Faced with Brym's repeated criticism, Sumaci grinned as if she had lured him into a trap. Corco couldn't have been prouder of his student. "Our offer for free land and reduced taxes in the southern kingdom will only apply to citizens of the Verdant Isles. And Inversely, only those from the southern kingdom will be eligible for land on the Verdant Isles as well. This way, we kill two birds with one stone: In the short-term, the problem of lacking peasants is solved, though with slightly reduced efficiency. In the long-term, this policy will support our efforts to unify our two kingdoms some day in the future."
Finally, the full scope of the plan was revealed. Ever since Sumaci had taken over as the Green Queen of Rasacopa, she and Corco had come up with plans to smoothly unify their territories one day. Sumaci's farmer exchange program was an important first building block in this regard. Maybe Brym felt how important this plan was both to the queen and the king, so he didn't argue anymore. Instead, more critique came from an unexpected source.
"Not to doubt Queen's words," Antaya said, her head bowed deeply so no one could see her face. "However, will such a plan truly be fruitful? After all, they are different people, from different kingdoms. If they are simply forced next to one another, their differences will simply be amplified, which will only cause more conflict within the kingdom. In fact, this servant allows herself to pose the question whether or not it is possible for Medalans and Verdant Folk to unify at all.
"Why not?" Sumaci shrugged her shoulder, clearly unfazed by the criticism. "You can raise your head, by the way. And I'm sure you have been told before that the manners of Arguna aren't appropriate in this room."
In response, Antaya raised her head, though her face was still a stiff mask.
"We are both Yaku," Sumaci continued to explain. "Both you and me, both the people of Medala and the Verdant Folk. We have the same religion, and we speak the same language, though with different accents. Our ways of life might be a bit different, but I believe that's only due to our respective environments. A verdant farmer will be fundamentally no different from a medalan farmer. Rather, I believe there is less difference between the Verdant Folk of Rasacopa and the people of Sachay, than there is between those of Sachay and those of Arguna. As you can see, there are already stark differences within Medala, and yet its people have been united for centuries. All we have to do is playing down our differences, while emphasizing our similarities. Now is the best chance to do so. After all, the crown's authority has never been greater. There's plenty of land to go around, too. So in the short-term, there won't be any complaints from locals that their rightful property has been taken by foreigners. Once the exchange is completed, the two groups will start living together, learning from each other, and intermingling their family trees. By the time they have reason to complain, the two groups will already be deeply intertwined. By then, an integration of the two kingdoms under one crown will be a mere formality."
"Well, I'm convinced," Corco said, a smile on his face due to Sumaci's strong speech. "Anyone have any more objections?"
For a few seconds, the king looked around the room in anticipation of more arguments. This time though, no one said anything, of course. Not only had the original plan come from their queen, their king had now also given his explicit support. This land exchange policy would go through even against resistance and legitimate concerns from the ministers, so there was no reason to upset the rulers of the twin kingdoms over a losing battle. As far as Corco was concerned, it was worth it to go through with the plan, even if it reduced their tax income from farming for a few years.
After all, Maci's strategy solved a lot of their problems, and he didn't even have to come up with it himself. This way, they'd manage to unify the culture and language of several people, long before the idea of nationalities or nation states ever became popular in this world. By the time some sort of nationalist thought would arise, Medala and the Verdant Isles would already be one, unified, mono-ethnic country, despite their diversity.
Though that much was still far in the future. For now, the issue of farmland expansion had been decided, so Brym could continue with last year's fiscal report.
"In terms of trade, our income for the first half of the year was still acceptable, despite the fighting going on in the Verduic Sea," the young minister said. "However, the chaos in Saniya and the subsequent war closed down all our borders. Both transient trade from the Arcavians as well as our exports into the northern markets have been impacted, which has significantly hampered our income in this regard. As a result, our total income from tariffs is down almost 40% to about 2.4 million. Though since the war is finally over, we can expect the numbers to return back to normal, even more so if we can manage to pacify the Verduic Sea as well."
"Right, that's why for now, we'll focus on internal rectification," Corco restated their medium-term policy goals. "As far as foreign policy is concerned, we'll focus on the Verdant Isles, to make sure the war there ends as quickly as possible, while also minimizing the impact of piracy from the other colored kings. Ah, but that reminds me." Corco turned towards Antaya, "If you have spare capacity, send some more people to check out the general mood in the northern kingdom. We won't act on them for now, but strange things seem to be going on up there. If we want a chance to act once an opportunity presents itself, we need to know enough about them first."
"Very well," Antaya said, and bowed again.
"We can also use our shops in the north to gather additional information," Brym added, clearly happy that he could prove the usefulness of his shops.
"Good idea. I guess it's time we made proper use of them."
Years ago, Brym had begun to open up 'Wonders of the World'-shops in the northern kingdoms, nominally subdivisions of the Fastgrade Merchant Company. Ostensibly, they were just places which sold goods from the southern kingdoms in the north. However, in Corco's plans, they were also places to influence the local culture, as well as a potential gathering spots for spies. By now, the shops had spread all over the two northern kingdoms and had established a strong reputation among the medalan people, so it was finally time for them to play their true roles.
"Then I will note this down, though I would prefer if I could finally finish my budgetary report," Brym complained.
"Sorry about that. Please continue."
"That's fine, we're almost done anyways. There's only the miscellaneous taxes left, which make up only a small part of the total budget, though we received a small uptick, up 5% to 3.3 million. Thus, the total for last year comes out to 29.8 million Sila. Although it is not included in last-year's revenue yet since it happened too late, we have also received a considerable sum in reparations courtesy of our peace agreement with the Arcavians. In total, 4 million Sila have been sent to us already, and if they keep their word, we can expect another 2 million Sila over the course of the year. While not technically part of last year's budget, the silver is already in our coffers, so we should work with it as soon as possible, and include this one-off income in our budget for next year. Which brings us to this year's expenses."
Brym paused for a while until Fadelio was done writing, before he continued.
"I won't go into any more detail regarding expenses, since it's too depressing." the former merchant chuckled, but no one else looked like laughing. Out of courtesy, Corco tried a polite smile, at least. After an awkward pause, Brym cleared his throat and explained further. "However, the main bulk of our budget for last year was dedicated to the war, obviously. Both the purchase of supplies and the wages for the soldiers were a significant burden on our country, as was the act of rescuing the refugees from Kapra. All in all, we have run a significant deficit last year, for the first time in the southern kingdom's history. Despite our strong increase in revenue, our total financial reserves have been reduced to only 8.46 million Sila, not including our precious metal reserves."
The bad news after the bad joke dampened the mood in the room further. However, Brym made no attempt to brighten the atmosphere at all.
"Oh, don't worry, it gets worse" he said instead. "For next year, we can predict that our income will increase significantly, and some of our expenses will be reduced as well. Not only have we begun to restore trade, which will increase our revenue, we have also overcome the war at last, all of which are good things. However, according to our new plans for a military reform, more than half of our current standing army will be decommissioned, which will be prohibitively expensive. Even worse, the plans for the new reservist system are too extensive as well. The implementation of both plans at once would eat up our entire available budget for the year, and possibly cause an even greater deficit than last year."
After the end of the war, there were a lot of problems to fix in the southern kingdom's military system. Corco, together with an advisory staff which included his generals, had already worked out a rough direction for these reforms. For now, they would decommission most of Saniya's 30,000 commoner soldiers. Only about 12,000 would be retained, while the rest would be turned into reservists. After all, there was no longer any need for such a large army.
About 2000 soldiers would be retained in Qarasi Castle, which was enough to hold off attacks from the north. Now that there was no enemy territory left in Sachay, there was no more need to protect any other borders. Even the shores were mostly safe, since the Arcavians were retreating from the Verduic Sea and Governor Ichilia's little adventure had destroyed most of the central kingdom's fleet. The remaining 10,000 soldiers would stay in Saniya, mostly as a deterrent against any more local unrest from overambitious lords. However, after all the rebellious lords in the south had been cleaned up, chances of more trouble than a few bandit attacks were small.
In place of the regular army would step a reserve system. In the long run, this system would save them a lot of money, while massively increasing their army's strength. The large number of troops would also allow them to take advantage of their advanced production technology. For now, every man aged 18 would spend a year with the military for training, and then join the army reserves and do occasional drills until he turned 35. This way, a short-term mobilization would be enough to assemble a massive force in times of war. Of course, building such a system was expensive, but Brym was clearly exaggerating.
"I get that we would have to spend some money to build up our reservists," he argued. "But we're not training all of our reserves at once. We're starting with only one birth year, so that shouldn't be too many, right? Plus, how are we spending money on the troop decommission? Since we have fewer soldiers now, we should be saving a lot compared to before, right?"
However, the greedy minister of finance shook his head. "That might be true in the long-term, but for next year, we need to find a place for all the decommissioned soldiers to stay first. Otherwise, we would risk great social unrest. So there will be a need to launch veteran support programs together with the new draft system. And building the draft system itself will be a huge cost point as well. According to my estimates-"
"Alright, fine. I get it," an annoyed Corco interrupted his ward. "It's going to be expensive. Got it. If I want details, I'll just read your report. Still, this is something that needs to be done. We're safe for now, but we need to stay vigilant. We're still surrounded by enemies after all. So the draft system needs to happen."
"All I'm suggesting is that we suspend the implementation of the reforms for one year, until our finances are healthier."
"We can't do that." Corco shook his head. "It's going to take a few years until we've built up sufficient reserves from the draft system. Until then, we'll be weaker than before. Now that our enemies have been intimidated by us, we need to take this chance, or we won't get another. So, the sooner we start with the reserve system, the better."
After a lengthy back and forth between the king and his minister, they had moved no closer to a conclusion. Just as the argument threatened to get bogged down in details, someone had mercy to offer a different solution.
"In that case, maybe we could roll out the draft system only in Saniya and Harkay for now," Fadelio offered. "In the first place, we are lacking the officials to handle a country-wide draft. In Saniya, we already have our military training facilities. And all the territory's youths are here for their compulsory school education, so it'll be easy to draft them, just hand them a draft letter on their last day of school. Also, almost every family's already registered with the government after our last census, so costs would be modest, and the effect would be good. This way, we can also iron out any remaining kinks in our draft system, before we expand to the rest of the kingdom."
Finally, Corco sighed and relented.
"Fine. I guess that's better than nothing."
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As the budgetary meeting continued, Corco got increasingly upset by their weak financial situation. Why had he spent so many years improving his country's income when they still ran out as soon as he wanted to spend a little. Annoyed, he questioned Brym. Surely, his money-hungry ward was exaggerating their problems.

"I don't see how we have so little money," the king began. "I know the war was expensive, but it's not like we won't have any money coming in for next year. I mean, we now control an additional ten noble estates directly. Surely, that would massively improve our income too, right?"

However, Brym quickly dashed Corco's hopes.

"It's true that we have also significantly increased the total territory under the crown's control. That alone will lead to a sharp increase in revenue, but that will only manifest in the long-term as well. Nominally, those territories are still in the hands of the local lords. Although we can press some wealth from them in the form of taxes, and we can probably gain some of their grain harvest, it's not harvest season yet. Until then, controlling these lands will also be accompanied by some costs, which means that we won't have much left to spend on frivolous projects."

"I don't think we have any frivolous projects planned," Corco complained. "Everything we've decided on so far is absolutely necessary."

By now, the king sounded more stubborn than determined. Even so, the stingy Brym remained steadfast in the face of his big brother's desperation. One by one, he listed off all expenses on his fingers.

"We are already committed to rebuilding Kapra and Antila, as well as taking care of all the refugees from the two cities. In addition, we have plans to further strengthen the navy to deal with the situation on the Verdant Isles. Then there is the planned reorganization of the army, which will come with significant costs, even with the previous compromise suggested by Fadelio. On top of that we have the extensive infrastructure projects we've planned, including free public schools in all our new territories, as well as new highways and beacon towers to Port Ulta and a connection through the midland hills from Kapra to Anticasa in the north and Rufalasta in the south. Today alone, we have also added more administrative cost through Queen Sumaci's new subsidies for farmers. Even with our increased funds, and even if we add no more policies and encounter no emergencies throughout the year, we do not have the financial means to afford everything. At the current pace, I estimate that we will run out of financial reserves by late autumn or early winter. At that point, we will either have to start printing money or sell our precious metal reserves, both of which could collapse our currency. Instead, I believe it is more prudent to reduce spending. At least a few of these plans need to be cut or delayed, or the kingdom's next winter will be a catastrophe."

In response, the king frowned deeply and leaned forward. His elbow on his desk, he began to tap his lip as he thought deeply. These issues were too severe, and not something he could just brush away with another casual order. Brym was certainly exaggerating a few things, but most of what he said had to be the truth. Since Brym had spent most of the war in his finance division, or in the central bank, he knew more about this topic than anyone else. Corco had no reason to distrust his assessment. They really were running out of money.

Faced with such a reality, Corco was in a dilemma. All these projects were necessary early steps for their future development, so the king really couldn't cut any of them without affecting their next course of action. Of course, further printing of money was out of the question. He didn't want to turn his shiny new paper currency into Zimbabwe dollars after all.

So, since both choices offered by Brym were impossible, he came up with the only remaining solution to the problem.

"Right," he finally said after coming to a conclusion. When he looked back up, the entire room was staring at him with bated breath. Still, the best the king could offer for now was the obvious: "Anyone got any ideas on how to increase our revenue then? Short-term solutions preferred."

"We could always blackmail the rebellious lords some more. They still have plenty of money left, and no more power to resist us."

The first suggestion came from Sumaci, a true pirate's idea.

"No," Corco denied without a second thought. "If we squeeze the lords too hard, they won't cooperate and it'll be harder to take over their territories. Also, our allied lords will become nervous too."

"The most obvious solution would be additional taxes," Fadelio tried.

"Or we could try issuing some bonds," Brym added. Immediately, the king's face lit up. Maybe there was hope yet for the southern kingdom's minister of finance.

"I like the idea of bonds," the king said. Although bonds were something no country in the world had ever done, Corco had taught the basics of finance to Brym, so his ward was well aware of the concept. With the issuance of bonds, the government would essentially borrow money from their citizens. In their current situation, it was akin to a spring of wealth. Though once his head cooled down a bit, Corco realized the limitations of the idea.

"Still, it'll be the first time we do something like this. The people won't be familiar with it, so they won't be too enthusiastic."

"Yes, we certainly won't be able to fill our entire shortfall with just bonds," Brym conceded.

"Still, it's better than nothing," Corco said. "Make a plan for the issuance. Since it's the first time, we need to be careful, especially in terms of marketing. Apart from that, it seems like our only choice is a tax raise, if no one has any better ideas. Though we can't just raise our taxes blindly. First, we'll have to assess what can, and should be taxed. I want a detailed report on my desk as soon as possible. Only tax things we want to disincentivise, don't tax anything just because it would make us a lot of money."

This was a common problem with governments that Corco wanted to avoid. For example, if they just raised taxes for the country's farmers, they would immediately fill in their financial shortfall and even have plenty left over. However, they wanted to attract new farmers into the countryside at the moment, and such a tax would achieve the opposite.

Thus, while taxes were certainly the best method to solve their money problems, they came with their own host of issues. It would take weeks to assess possible plans until they could work out a proper policy. Just when it looked like they wouldn't come to any results today, Fadelio spoke up again.

"Actually, I believe there is a fast method to raise a lot of funds in the short term, without harming our long-term plans." As soon as he said it, the king's attendant and prime minister drew the attention of the entire room. "It pertains the matter I already mentioned earlier, the problem I have discovered before."

"Out with it then," the king said, impatiently grasping at the offered straw.

"At once." Fadelio seemed to collect his thoughts a bit and flipped through his notes, before he finally spoke up again. "When I returned to Saniya, I read through some reports and noticed that the profits and production volumes for several of our manufactories have gone down. I made some spot checks already, and it seems like many of them are running at low efficiency. For now though, I have yet to find the exact reason."

"Then just get more people to supervise, and our income will be up immediately," Sumaci said.

"We don't have enough officials already, remember?" This time, Corco was the one to dash everyone's hopes. However, he wasn't discouraged. Rather, he felt like he already knew what the problem was, and where the solution lay. Although he thought they could wait a bit longer for this monumental step, now was as good a time as any, and they really needed the money. Though before he could come to a final decision, Fadelio explained further to make up Corco's mind.

"There's also a limit to how much we can supervise in the first place," Fadelio added. "After all, demand for our products increases every year. At a certain size, these businesses just become too unwieldy to control completely. That leads to poor efficiency and corruption in unseen places. At least that's my working theory for the problems. As a result, I believe it would be for the best if we simply sold all nonperforming manufactories to private citizens. This way, we would immediately solve all of our money problems, and since the profits from these businesses are poor, our long-term revenue would barely be affected."

For a while, everyone was silent, all with their own thoughts. Antaya would surely consider the risks involved to Saniya's security should manufactories in some places change hands. As always, Sumaci would think about ways to implement similar ideas in her own kingdom. Meanwhile, Brym just stood there, empty shock on his face. However, although Corco knew that this next decision would be a heavy blow to his young ward, he still did what had to be done.

"In that case, I guess it's decided. From today on, we will stop trying to be merchants."

This time, Brym stared at him, wide-eyed and speechless, searching for words of protest. Yet before he could gather a coherent thought, Corco spoke up again.

"I know what you're thinking," he preempted the complaints. "In Arcavia, we went through too much and fought too hard to reestablish master's merchant company. Throwing that away seems like an insult to my master, and to your father. But we're a country now. we can't keep operating like a merchant company."

Of course he knew what these words meant to Brym. When he was still just a kid, his father was unjustly murdered and robbed of his life's achievements. All the old Gerrit Fastgrade had left behind for his son had been the merchant company under his name, or what had been left of it. Now, Corco was asking him to give up the last token of his dead father. Though of course, Brym's guardian wouldn't really be so cruel.

"Don't worry, we won't have to give up everything," he said. "We'll still retain the stores around Medala, as well as all of our high-profit manufactories, at least. I was your father's student too, so I won't just let his name die."

After Corco's reassurance, Brym looked better almost immediately.

"And sooner or later, this step became inevitable," the king continued his explanation. "As any business grows larger, it also becomes more unwieldy. just like Fadelio said. Apart from inefficiencies due to interlocking processes, the more we profit, the more incentives those at the bottom have to skim off the top. To fix either problem, we'd need ever more supervisors to stay efficient and to keep everyone in line. Though of course, those supervisors could just be inefficient or corrupt themselves, so we need even more to supervise the supervisors. Eventually, we'll reach a limit and become unprofitable. It seems like we've now reached the limit of our state-owned production model, so it's time to transform."

"I understand," Brym finally said. He sounded a lot more composed than Corco had thought, and even offered a small smile. "In that case, I will make a comprehensive list of all our companies and get rid of all non-performing assets. There's plenty of private businesses in Saniya already. Most are just small, private workshops, but there's already a few privately owned manufactories. Surely, many of our citizens will be eager to snap up our large shops as soon as they are on offer."

"Yeah. You should talk to Fadelio and the people in the industrial division about the details. Don't rush into it, our money problems aren't that pressing just yet. However, make sure that you don't include essential industries in your list."

"I am not sure I am familiar with the term," Brym said.

"I assume that it would include anything related to warfare, like the steel mill and weapons manufactories," Sumaci explained. After all, she was also one of Corco's students. As a former princess, her classes had been more focused on power politics, so she was familiar with the concept. "Since the crown is at its most vulnerable during a war we'd be easy to exploit and our costs would explode If we had to buy our weapons from a private company at that time."

"Not only weapons and steel production, essential industries also include food production and finance," Corco added. "'Essential' means anything a private citizen could use to blackmail or even control the government under the wrong circumstances."

Immediately, Brym uncerstood.

"So I guess that was the main reason why we built the central bank," he said, before Corco concluded the argument:

"And that's why both it and the mint will always remain fully owned by the government."

Finally, some harmony had returned to the room. Their biggest problem had been solved, and everyone seemed to have a unified vision of their future. However, there was still a single discordant voice remaining.

"This all appears excessive," Antaya said, once again with a bowed head despite the earlier reprimand. "So what if these commoners take advantage of war and make some money? In the worst case, they will be rich, but what can they do with their ill-gotten wealth? As long as they live in this kingdom, they will be in our hands."

"In the short-term, that may be true," Corco said. "But money is power after all, and our constitution and written law guarantee the security of all our citizens' property. So we can't just take their stuff without justification, if you were implying that. In any system, wealth and power will eventually accumulate more and more, in the hands of very few. That's because more money breeds more power, and more power breeds more money. So eventually, the country will be run by a handful of people who have accumulated all the power and wealth in their hands. At that point, the country no longer serves the benefit of its people, and it no longer operates to make itself stronger. Instead, it will only serve the interests of a select few, to the detriment of everyone else. By that point, the country isn't far from collapse."

"In that case, we could simply monitor these rich and powerful men," Antaya still argued, a smirk on her face. "Everyone has a dark secret they wish to hide, these greedy people more than most. We can use these secrets to control them with ease. Thus, please rely on the ghost warriors to do this work for you, my king."

Once she was done with her sales pitch, Antaya's bow became even deeper. However, Corco wasn't impressed.

"I'd rather not spy on my own people if I can avoid it," he said.

And I don't want to give too much power to my secret service either. In the end, it'd just be you with all the power.

"It's not a pressing issue anyways," Corco said instead of his true thoughts. "These processes of accumulation happen slowly, over many generations. Most likely, no one in this room will live to see this power imbalance ever become a problem. However, I'd rather not have my ideal country collapse a hundred years after my death. That's why I want to implement some measures to handle the issue now, since we still can at this point."

"So there are solutions to this rule?" an inquisitive Sumaci asked.

"Of course there are," Corco replied ion a smug voice, happy to act as a teacher again after a long time. "For now, our societal structure is still pretty flat, so we can implement all kinds of measures against this accumulation before any private citizen becomes too powerful to trouble us over it. Apart from retaining a controlling stake in essential industries, there's a number of other solutions as well. Since we have a lot of time though, there's no reason to implement everything all at once. Still, some ideas fit neatly into our short-term policies. First off, let me tell you all about worker cooperatives."

Thus, through the small meeting of a few people, the kingdom's future took shape, to influence the lives of millions.

__________________________


Year-End Summary

Name: Kingdom of Southern Medala

Year: 6th Strife

Population: 4.15m (+6.25%)

-----Royal Territory: 225,000

Income: 29.8m Sila

-----Seigniorage: 9.2m Sila

-----Grain and Agriculture: 7.1m Sila

-----Direct Trade From State-owned Businesses: 7.8m Sila

-----Tariffs: 2.4m Sila

-----Other: 3.3m Sila

Treasury: 8.46m Sila

Precious Metal Reserves: 55.2 tons of silver

Debt Ratio: 0%

Standing Troops: 12k commoners

-----Reserves: 18k commoners, 16k warriors

Steel Production: 230 tons

Farmland: 62,000 hectares

Yield: 0.9 tons per hectare

Literacy Rate: 17%



Hermit's Notes: Yes, you've seen that right: We're now also a system novel. 

I probably won't do a dry write-up like the previous three chapters again. I already cut out about 4k words to shorten the whole thing and it still ended up this long. Though I will update the stats sheet at the end every time a year passes in the novel. 

Working out all the details took a lot of effort, but now I have everything in one place, so the next one should be easier.

Also, I changed a few numbers from chapter 421, since I had forgotten how heavy Sila coins were (it's about 3.4 grams).

Finally, there might be some discrepancies between the chapters and the stats sheet at the end, but those are all due to different ways of counting (eg Brym mentions the natural population growth of the Chawir Marshes, while the stats at the end include the total growth of southern Medala including immigration).
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Chapter 424 - Dreams
Chapter 424 - Dreams
January 17


The sharp smell of gunpowder covered his nose, like a snowy blanket over his surroundings. A constant, steady noise filled his ears, like endless waves made by humans and machines. The brown mud of the trenches and the light gray of the insurmountable walls in the distance drew in his eyes, like an inescapable whirlpool. His entire being was enveloped by familiar senses.

Alcer was back on the battlefield.

Confused, he stared around, while his cold, wet, dirty hands clutched around his rifle's stock, the familiar weapon held close to his chest in vain comfort. Suddenly, a sense of danger erupted and made all the hairs on his body stand up at once. Somewhere in front of him, atop that cursed wall, he could feel a familiar, malicious gaze filled with evil intent, filled with thoughts of vengeance. He knew, at the end of the gaze was a black arrow, aimed straight at his heart.

Terrified, Alcer dropped down, back behind the protection of his trench. His heart pounded all the way through his chest and back. His spine transferred every single heartbeat into the cold earth it was pressed against. His fingers were shaking like leafs in the wind, from the cold, or from fear.

He couldn't shoot like this, his aim would be no good. So before anything else, he had to calm down. Like he had practiced so many times, he drew a deep breath of the cold, dirty air, to ease his heartbeat and his shaking fingers.

However, before he could come to a rest, he felt another gaze. Another arrow aimed straight at his heart, to his left.

There aren't even enemies there. Where did they come from?

Still, he had no time to think. Though his hands still shook, he ran through the trench and hid behind a corner, to escape the second gaze. Yet this time, he hadn't even sat down when he felt a third from the right, and then another from the back, even one from above. Thus he continued to run through the labyrinthian trenches of the battlefield, in search of protection. Yet no matter where he turned, he never felt save. Wherever he went in his frantic escape, the eyes were watching him, arrows ready to shoot.

I can't keep running! he suddenly remembered. I have to save my comrades!

Yes, he was responsible for saving the entire army. The fortune of his life-and-death-companions on the front line depended on him alone. His mission came first, so the fear would have to wait.

Thus, despite the fear, he finally stood up straight and looked over the trenches. Immediately, he could feel dozens of gazes upon him, all accompanied by an arrow, all with intent to kill.

As best he could, he ignored the feeling and raised his rifle. This was a movement he had performed countless times, something he was intimately familiar with. The routine gave him comfort. All he had to do was search for an enemy officer, and then pull the trigger. An easy task, even in his poor state.

Thus, he ignored his beating heart and looked towards the front line. Up ahead, between the trench and the wall, his fellow men were fighting and dying, desperately trying to hold back the monsters they called warriors, as they ripped through their ranks.

Have to be quick, or it's too late!

With routine eyes, he scanned the lines of the beasts for targets. Almost immediately he could spot an officer, with armor expensive enough to buy Alcer's life, and the lives of another ten men like him. Somehow he knew: all he had to do was take him down and he would rob the charge of its momentum.

He ignored the jitter in his hands, breathed out, and fired, the same as always. However, this time, the target at the end of his shot did not go down like he expected.

Missed.

Still, Alcer had to remain calm. Again he took aim, this time with more care. Again he fired, yet again he missed. Shot after shot left his rifle, yet he couldn't hit the officer, not once. He changed targets, but the results were the same, his bullets simply sank into the enemy's lines like a pebble into the sea.

By now his fellow men had been completely overrun. At such close range, normal people had no chance against these monsters.

Desperately, they tried to fit their bayonets into the barrels of their rifles, yet one by one they failed. Some saw their bayonets crumble in their hands, or they wouldn't fit, or the men would get killed before they could finish the complex operation.

Soon, all Alcer could see was the red blood gushing from their bodies, and all he could do was stand there an watch, helpless. More and more the blood rose, until his entire vision was a sea of red, covering even the evil wall, and the sky beyond. Before he knew it, the red was above him, a giant tidal wave of blood that came crashing down onto his frail, mortal body. Before he could even scream, the wave broke, right over Alcer's head, and then everything went dark.

__________________________


A scream awoke Alcer before he realized that it had been his own. His heart was racing, eager to jump out of his throat. Confused, he looked around the familiar room, the cheap wooden floorboards that creaked with every step, the tiny window without any window panes, and the hard bed with the itchy blankets which were in complete disorder after a night of tossing and turning. Finally, as he recognized more and more of his surroundings, the panic began to subside.

Just a dream.

He was home, and he had been home for quite some time now. It had been two months since he had left the battlefield, yet the battlefield had never left him.

Even so, he couldn't get hung up on these things. From what he had heard, others had suffered far worse than him after their return from the war. Compared to them, who were still part of the army reserves, he would never have to return to the battlefield again. Of that, he would make sure.

As his hazy memories drove off the horrors of last night, he recalled that today was a big day for him. Finally, he would be able to move one step closer to his dream: His own business, and enough money to live a comfortable life and start a family.

For the past several years, he had dedicated his life, and risked his body, for his king and his country, one dangerous battle at a time. He had fought in northern Medala, in the south, and even on the distant Verdant Isles with its inscrutable jungles. In the process, he had achieved many great things, and the little dock hand Alcer had turned into a ensign and hero. Over the past months, he had made good use of the rewards he had received for his achievements. Today was the day all of his sacrifices would finally pay off, the day he was determined to turn his fortune around.

As he thought of his plans for the day, he swiftly washed his face and body in a basin of cold water next to his bed. Briefly, the cold, wet cloth reminded him of his uniform during the worst parts of the war, but he pushed the thought aside. Instead, he quickly wore his best clothes — the ones without holes in them — packed a stack of rolled-up documents as well as an unusual bayonet into his old blanket, and made his way out of his house.

I've dreamed of bayonets again, Alcer realized during his preparations. Better get this over with quickly. All this worry is only making the dreams worse.

With a much calmer heart and a tinge of hope, he stepped out into the rainy courtyard. With the blanket still under his left, he pulled his collar closed with his right and stepped out of his little yard. Luckily, he didn't need a third hand to open the door, since his yard was always open, just like most yards in this neighborhood.

"Good morning, Ensign Alcer," he heard as soon as he stepped outside. From across the street, a man with gray hair along his temples and a permanent smile on his face waved at him from within his own yard, his own door open as well, of course.

"Good morning, Chief Machao," Alcer shouted back. "I am not a ensign anymore. I quit, remember?"

"Haha, to us, you will always be the ensign. You are the hero of the neighborhood!"

From the chief who represented the neighborhood, those were big words. After all, their chief even had the right to send complaints and proposals to the royal offices directly. In this regard, all neighborhoods of Saniya were unique. Some chiefs were elected by all neighbors, others simply filled the position with the patriarch of the largest family in the block. There were as many different regulations as there were communities. Though in this case, Hakumuy neighborhood had picked Machao to represent them. In fact, Machao had left the community shortly after the miracle king had taken his throne, presumably to do some secretive work for him. What kind of secret work a potter could do for a king Alcer didn't know, but it was a fact that Machao had lived on Saniya's three islands for a while, and had only returned a year ago.

Thus, the high praise from the respectable old man with connections to Rapra Castle made Alcer uncomfortable, so he awkwardly changed topics.

"Quite the weather we're having today, huh?"

"Yes, though I heard it might rain later today."

For a resident of Saniya, the current drizzle could hardly be described as rain. Though Alcer laughed at the lame joke, he realized that he had run out of things to say again. Before things could get too awkward, the neighborhood chief proved his savvy again, and picked up another topic.

"So what are you doing today? Off to the patent office again?" Machao asked.

Alcer showed a genuine smile. He knew that the chief cared about the success of all the residents here. Together with his cautious nature, it was the main reason he had been voted chief. "No, they finally sent their reply yesterday. Today, I am off to start my business."

Alcer had been more surprised than anyone at how quickly his application had made it through Saniya's patent office. His idea had been fast tracked through the process. As a result, he had been able to present his invention in person two weeks ago already. Even approval had come swiftly, and without any trouble. Since yesterday, he was already the proud owner of a registered patent in the royal patent office.

Though of course, he didn't know how far he would have made it without help from the veteran's office. The veteran's office was a new institution in the kingdom. It had been established after the war, apparently to help decommissioned veterans smoothly return to society. For the most part, it would act as an intermediary to help find work for those soldiers who hadn't learned a trade before the war, and didn't have a place to return.

However, the office had also helped Alcer in his quest for his own business. In fact, their help had been invaluable so far, and in the future, they would help even further.

With their support, he was now only two steps away from his dream. First, he needed the means to mass-produce his patent, and then the money to start the business in the first place. Yesterday, he had begun work on the latter step. Today, with some luck, he would completely take care of the former.

After some more small talk, the chief finally let Alcer go.

"Then I will not keep you. Good luck in your endeavors, Ensign," he said. "Don't forget your neighbors once you are rich and successful."

"I would never dare, or old Anka would chase me across the city with her broom. Please let me invite you to a drink tonight, then I can tell you how it all went."

After a wave, he excused himself and made his way through their neighborhood. This was a place he had lived in for a long time, ever since before the rule of the miracle king. However, back then, 'neighborhood' hadn't been an official term yet, though that had changed with Saniya's full reconstruction.

One of the king's first measures in the face of Saniya's growing population had been to tear down the city defenses. Every seven hundred meters or so, the wall had been broken through to make way for wide and smooth roads, which the citizens now called promenades. These promenades led either along the Mayura River, or towards it, and in the process had eroded away more and more of Saniya's former protection. Only several shorter sections still stood witness to the city's old outer wall, making way for the new face of the city.

These wide roads divided the city into many, equally sized square areas. Each square had been decreed as one neighborhood by the king's order. While every neighborhood would have to adhere to the laws and regulations of the city as a whole, they still had considerable freedom within the borders of their own little community. For example, the layout of buildings, and what sort of businesses to allow within their borders, were all an internal matter of the neighborhoods. Thus, no two neighborhoods looked exactly alike, all constructed by the will of its inhabitants.

All in all, the neighborhoods operated with similar autonomy to villages in the countryside. Of course, Alcer didn't understand any of the political considerations for such action from the king.

For him, this place simply made him feel at home. He had been living on this block for many years. The people here knew him, and he knew the people. Their Hakumuy neighborhood, with its towering poplar trees and picturesque, one-story houses with the arced layout, was always a calming sight to him.

The support from his neighbors had also helped him immensely after his return from the war. He couldn't even imagine how some of the others were handling their return without such support. Still, he wouldn't linger here for long, since he had arranged a meeting for today. He had to hurry or he would be late.

Once Alcer had left his neighborhood, he turned north onto one of Saniya's many new promenades. These roads were all unreasonably wide, with plenty of greenery along the paths, so much so that they felt like a piece of nature in the middle of the city.

According to some higher-ups in the army, these wide roads were mostly there to guarantee smooth troop movements throughout the city in case of war or rebellion, though he had also heard some business people complain about the waste of space. Even so, these very same businessmen made good use of what space was available.

The sides of these roads were often lined with their shops and businesses. Alcer himself had often walked down these roads and dreamed of a day when he would also have his own little space there. To him, a walk down the promenades had always lifted his spirits. Now, however, things were a bit different.

Ever since the end of the war, the face of the city had transformed considerably. A large number of people were about on the promenades, far more than before. Worst off, they didn't seem in a hurry to leave.

Some were eyeing passers-bye, clearly with evil intent, while others simply sat there and begged for the coin in his pocket. The destruction of Kapra and Antila had brought with them a massive influx of people, both good and bad. Apparently, the city was really aching under all the additional load. Alcer could tell that they were foreigners, since they were all huddled together under trees and overhangs to escape the iconic Saniya drizzle.

From a friend, Alcer had heard that violent crime within the city was up considerably. Now that he thought of him, it was already time for Alcer to meet up with this friend of his. Luckily, their meeting place was coming up immediately.

At the end of his journey, Alcer reached Saniya's Lightning Bridge, the only bridge leading onto the island of Sillu. It was the westernmost in the chain of three islands within the delta of the Mayura River.

Normally, these islands were off limits to ordinary citizens. Only inhabitants could enter this place, and those were an exclusive group. Only officials working in the castle, the workers of the king's most valuable manufactories placed within the islands, and the royal family of the miracle king himself were allowed on the bridge most days. Now that he thought about it, this exclusivity made the unassuming Chief Machao seem even more impressive. Someone ordinary like Alcer couldn't compare at all.

Luckily, today would be an exception. Today, Alcer would cross this bridge for the first time since the chaos of last year's winter solstice. In fact, the one who would make all this possible was already waiting for him. Leaned against the post of the road to put the weight off his bum leg was his old friend and greatest critic, who looked in Alcer's direction with that never-ending scowl on his face. Since his friend had come early, Alcer decided to greet him early to prevent the expected complaints.

"Killari!" he shouted halfway on his way to the policeman. "How good to see you!"


Hermit's Notes: 

Fun to rediscover all these characters. I wonder how many of you remember these ones? Alcer and Killari should be possible, but Machao is a bit of a throwback.

On a more serious note, Book 7 will have a more complex structure, with interlocking, individual stories set over a long period of time, at least that's the plan. So it's possible that some chapters will switch positions after I've already posted them.
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Chapter 425 - Partner in Crime
Chapter 425 - Partner in Crime
January 18


"Killari! How good to see you!" Alcer shouted, happy to meet his friend again after more than half a year.
Back in the day, the two of them had been comrades, who had fought together during the war against the central kingdom. However, ever since Killari lost a few fingers in the war, he had been forced to retire from the army. As a result, they hadn't met since the start of the war.
Though despite his injury, Killari had at least found new work as a police officer. Even now, he wore the uniform of Saniya's protectors, or harassers, depending on who was asked. Though if those two — protectors and harassers — were established camps within the police, then Killari would clearly be part of the latter.
"You're late," the policeman complained towards his good friend. "You're late and now my feet hurt."
As always, Killari was grumpy and rude. After all, Alcer was exactly on time, according to the large clock that had recently been installed on the bridge's guard tower. Not to mention, according to Killari's character, he wouldn't have arrived here more than a few minutes ago. Still, arguing wouldn't get him anywhere, so he just obediently apologized like he was expected to.
"Haha, sorry about that. I'll buy you a drink later, so please forgive me," Alcer said while slapping the policeman's shoulder.
"Hmph, didn't think our great hero even drank."
Although Killari's face finally showed a smile, his words were still rude. Alcer was unsure if his friend was jealous of his success, or unhappy that he hadn't contacted him until he needed something. Maybe it was just his usual, grumpy demeanor. Either way, his time wouldn't be best spent with an analysis of his friend's character. Instead, he used his trusted method of switching topics.
"Quite the weather we're having today, huh?"
"Yeah, though I heard it might rain later today."
After his reply, Killari belted out a laugh loud enough to attract attention from the passersby around them. Meanwhile, Alcer tried to force a laugh as well, despite the oddly familiar joke. Despite the hero's conflicting feelings, it seemed like the policeman was now finally in a better mood, so it was time to broach the main subject.
"Since it's about to rain, we best get out of the way before we get wet," Alcer said, although his clothes were already soaked from the constant drizzle. "You said you had organized a meeting?"
"That's right. I found the guy you wanted, and told him to meet us in an ale house half an hour ago." Again, Killari laughed, this time with a malicious look on his face. "I like having others wait for me. Doesn't that kind of stuff make you feel important?"
So that's why you were mad at me, Alcer realized when he saw Killari's grin. You just thought I'd be too early as usual. His friend was still as petty as ever.
"In that case, we'd better get going," Alcer said and stretched out his hand to help Killari stand up straight.
"Don't rush an invalid, great hero."
Rather than accept Alcer's goodwill, the policeman brushed aside the helping hand and stood up by himself. As if his feet didn't hurt any more, he made his way towards the bridge surprisingly quickly. Though of course, Alcer doubted they had ever hurt in the first place.
"So you're sure this guy is good enough?" the veteran asked, trying to make conversation. For some reason, Killari didn't use his friend's words of doubt to complain this time.
"You wanted to find a blacksmith, right? Well, this guy's learned from the best," he said instead. "Whatever kind of blade you want to make, he is your man."
While Killari spoke, he showed some papers to the guards at the bridge, who waved the two of them through.
"You owe me more than just one favor, by the way," the policeman continued as he put the paper back into his pocket. "I got in debt with a lot of people to arrange this."
Of course Alcer knew this was an exaggeration. Even so, finding someone on the king's islands, and then bringing someone unrelated over there in a private matter, wasn't something that could be done by just anybody. Surely, Killari had needed to call in a few favors of his own to make today's meeting happen.
Thus, Alcer obediently replied: "As always, I'm forever in your debt."
Back during the war, Killari had already saved him more than once. Of course, Alcer was also the one who got his friend his current position with the police, but that wasn't something worth mentioning among friends.
"You better believe you are," Killari scoffed, though he was smiling again, which probably meant that he was only half serious. "Oh, and when you meet the guy later, you should be prepared. He's a weird one, but I can guarantee his skills."
"You've already said that twice now," Alcer noticed. "What's so great about him?"
"He's the former chief apprentice of Master Asiro, the boss of the steel mill. Why do you think we're meeting him on the king's islands?"
This news was a pleasant surprise. Master Asiro was a well-known figure in the city. His mass-produced weapons had created the royal army, he had received the highest honors in the kingdom's first ever victory celebrations, and he was even a friend to the king, if rumors were to be believed.
The disciple of such a man would surely be outstanding as well. As the two friends crossed the Lightning Bridge, Alcer could barely contain his anticipation.
__________________________
Apart from Rapra Castle itself, almost all the buildings on the islands around it had been built only in the last few years. Thus, just like everything else on the king's islands, the ale house called 'The Tipsy Tradesmen' was brand new, squeaky clean, and brightly lit. Only a single drunkard slumped in the corner sullied the interior's pristine look.
Since the bright, open room was very easy to parse, Alcer didn't have a hard time finding their target. Apart from the drunkard, there were a few tradesmen in the middle of the room, noisily celebrating something or other, while another couple of young and old sat at the counter, either master and apprentice or father and son.
Beyond them, there was only the drunkard, as well as a young man with long, auburn hair, freckles and a small burn scar on his left cheek. The young man sat a bit aside from the tumultuous fun in the center of the room. If Alcer wasn't completely mistaken, this was the guy they were looking for.
"There's our man," Killari confirmed. "Let's go."
Yet before the two could get close, the freckled target jumped up and raised his hands.
"It wasn't me, officer. Honest," he shouted. However, Killari didn't seem interested in apprehending the suspect.
"Very funny," he just scoffed, before he turned to his friend. "Alcer, this is Mallku, trained metalworker and former chief apprentice to Master Asiro. Cheeky kid, this is Alcer, former army ensign and sharpshooter."
Maybe he had realized that no one would react to his joke, but Mallku simply let his hands fall onto the table as he plopped back down on his chair.
"So you are the famous hero this policer has been talking about so much?" he asked towards Alcer.
"Has he?" the former hero asked, while giving a gloating look to his friend. Wasn't Killari just too shy to admit how much he cared? In response to the tender moment, the policeman took a step back, with a face as if he had eaten a fly.
"Looks like I should get going," he said in a brisk tone. "You two have fun."
"You don't want to stay?" Alcer asked back. He hadn't wanted to drive his friend away with his joke. "I still owe you that drink."
However, Killari shook his head.
"No need. Better not have any outsiders here. You two have to talk about private business, right?"
"We do," Alcer confirmed. "But I thought maybe you wanted to join my venture as well. I mean, you know a lot of people from your time in the police, and I could need someone reliable in my new company."
"No to that, too." Again, Killari shook his head, though now he was smiling again, and he didn't even have to insult anyone to get there. "I like being police. I can harass people I don't like, and I can tell everyone what to do. My kind of work. If you're so desperate for more help, why not ask Kichka? That guy hasn't been doing so well these days."
Back during Alcer's time on the Verdant Isles, Kichka had been one of his subordinates. Most of his troop had died in the horrible jungles back then, but Kichka had made it all the way through somehow. Since he hadn't seen the guy in a while, maybe this was a good excuse to make contact again. While he was still thinking about his former subordinate, Killari had already turned and left towards the exit.
"Thanks for the tip," Alcer called after his friend, but he only snorted and left the ale house without looking back. While Alcer was still confused about his friend's inscrutable demeanor, the voice of Mallku interrupted his thoughts.
"That guy's always so grumpy," the young blacksmith joked. "Why can't he just confess?"
"Huh?" Alcer shot back, even more confused now.
"Anyway, I expect an invitation to your marriage." Before Alcer could even consider whether the blacksmith's words had been a joke or an insult, Mallku switched topics yet again. "Have a seat. I've already had two wines while I was waiting for you, so you have a lot of catching up to do."
Only now did Alcer realize that the table was filled with tankards. While Mallku held one that was almost entirely full, another three stood on Alcer's side of the table, filled to the brim. Although it would only be light wine this early in the morning, his mind would still fog up if he had to drink all of that at once.
"I'd rather we get to business right away," Alcer thus deflected, and placed the blanket under his arm on the table. "Once we come to an agreement, we'll still have plenty of time to celebrate."
"So that means you pay for the wine, right?" Mallku said, focused on the wrong thing.
"If we come to an agreement," Alcer stressed, as he rolled out the blanket. For now, he put the pieces of paper to the side, and picked up the bayonet instead. Once the shoddily made sheath was removed, he carefully presented his future towards Mallku.
"What's this, some kind of spear tip? What's with the ring? Why is it all crooked?"
As soon as the blacksmith took up the weapon, he began to inspect it from every angle while asking rapid-fire questions. Rather than answer them one by one, Alcer thought it would be faster if he simply explained everything from the beginning.
"It's a bayonet," he opened as he finally sat down in front of his three tankards. "I spent a lot of money to have it custom made by one of your fellow blacksmiths."
Although it was a bayonet, it looked nothing like the ones that were in use today. Rather than a straight spear tip with a blunt shaft at the end, the iron right behind the blade made two ninety degree turns, before ending in a metal ring. Since it was custom made, this prototype meant for his patent presentation hadn't been cheap.
"Well, if you spent a lot, you've been ripped off. It's shoddy work." Mallku casually disrespected his efforts as he ran his thumb over the blade's edge. "Anyways, I thought bayonets had more of a nub at the end, so you can shove or screw the thing into the barrel."
"This is an improved model," Alcer explained. "The ring at the end goes over the barrel, rather than inside it. That means the barrel remains unobstructed. You can even fire the weapon with the bayonet still attached. Although reloading is a bit cumbersome that way, it can be attached in preparation of a charge or defensive brace. Even better, this bayonet is far easier to install than the old version. On a chaotic battlefield full of nervous soldiers, that is an invaluable benefit."
"Huh," Mallku just said before he sank into thought for a while. Even now, it was impossible to tell if he was impressed by or dismissive of Alcer's invention, but at least he had stopped joking around. Finally, he put down the prototype and looked at his would-be employer.
"And you want me to find a way to mass-produce this," he concluded. Now that he was working, it seemed all his jovial manner had disappeared.
"That's right. Can you do it?"
Again, Mallku thought for a second, as he took another sip of his wine.
"Sure." Finally, he nodded. "Just give me some time, and money. I'm the second best metalworker in Saniya, so you don't have to worry about anything else."
That doesn't sound reassuring from a man who's drinking in the morning.
Now that Alcer had recruited his man, he thought it was time to test him in turn.
"Not to be rude-" he thus began, before he was rudely interrupted.
"You're about to ask something rude, right?" Mallku shot back, but Alcer was undeterred.
"-but if you are the second best metalworker here, why are you working with me? I thought you were working for Master Asiro."
"Well, the steel mill is miserably hot." Mallku simply argued with a laugh and another sip. "And the old man has been nagging me for a while to 'stop slacking off'. So here I am, doing some challenging work on my own initiative. To be honest, the old steel working job was getting boring too, so it was high time for a change of scenery."
Although the explanation wasn't really that convincing to Alcer, he didn't have time to question the talkative blacksmith further. Before he could, he was already the one to face more questions.
"I can definitely set up a manufacturing line for you, and I guarantee I'll be motivated since I have a point to prove. But do you even have the money you'd need for all this? I heard from the policer that you want to build a proper manufactory, right? A big one?"
"That's right," Alcer agreed. Up until yesterday, the topic of money would have embarrassed him. Today however, he could answer with his head held high. "I don't have the money for now, but I will soon. I was at the Tasa Bank yesterday, and they gave me some pretty promising conditions for a loan."
Again, Mallku looked up from his tankard, shock written in his face.
"That's a surprise," he said. "I mean, aren't they well-known known for rejecting people? To me, this plan of yours seems pretty risky. What if you can't sell this thing? What if someone just steals your bayonet and makes it cheaper?"
Rather than get annoyed at Mallku's suspicion, Alcer felt proud that he had managed to solve all of these problems before he ever considered production.
"Once we set up a manufactory that lets us build the bayonets at a decent price and sufficient quality, sales won't be a problem. I know a lot of people in the army. And no one who's fought in the last war is happy with their current bayonets, so it'll be easy to get this model in the hands of the right people and approved for purchase. They're rebuilding the army right now, so it's the perfect time to introduce new equipment, too. As for stealing the design, I already have a patent on it, so you don't have to worry about that."
As he spoke, Alcer handed a copy of his approved patent to Mallku, who put down his tankard and started to read.
"Anyways," Alcer continued in the meantime. "The Tasa people told me that they'll give me the money I need once I have a concrete plan for mass-production. That's why I'm here today. As soon as you make me a proper plan and an estimate on our expected cost, I can bring it all to the bank. They'll get me the money, and then I can start building my business."
As Alcer laid bare his plans for the future, his chest swelled with pride. However, in spite of his earlier zeal, Mallku just lowered the paper and stared at him intently.
"Hmmm..." he hummed as he leaned on the desk, seemingly in deep thought.
"What?" Alcer asked, put off by the strange behavior.
"Do you have anyone doing your administration for you?" the blacksmith finally asked.
"No, our business won't be large to start, so I will personally handle that part at first," Alcer quickly replied. To be fair, he hadn't thought that far yet.
"You're underestimating the work quite a bit. I've seen how many paper pushers we need in our steel mill, and your own workshop will be pretty big too, at least if you want to produce for the whole army."
"Then I'll just look for an administrator after we've started construction," Alcer offered a solution. "Those shouldn't be hard to find once I have money, right?"
"Actually..." Mallku drew out his word, and finally a grin returned to his face. "I know a guy who can help you with both the administration, and with your money troubles. You won't even need the bank's coin to get started."
Although the blacksmith's smile had begun to look a bit sinister to Alcer, he still couldn't resist and asked: "Oh? In that case, could you maybe introduce him to me?"
"No problem, that's easy."
Before Alcer could react, Mallku turned towards the drunkard in the corner and shouted across the room.
"Hey Kyunya! Get your drunk ass over here! There's a guy here who'll listen to your rambling!"
Hermit's Notes: More familiar faces.
While writing this chapter I remembered that Alcer has been promoted to ensign in book 6, so I corrected the previous chapter.
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Inside the 'Tipsy Tradesmen', Alcer was shocked by Mallku's sudden invitation towards the man in the corner.
Wait, the drunkard?
Before Alcer could rue his decision, the aforementioned drunkard, who had been slumped in the corner of the ale house up until now, had already stood up and staggered up to his and Mallku's table.
"What do you want now, you rube?" he asked." I just had a lie down and you are bothering me again already." Although the stench from his mouth unmistakably labeled him as a drunk, his voice was surprisingly clear, and his choice of words surprisingly polite, despite his rude tone.
Now that Alcer got a good look at this drunkard, he seemed young as well. Although there were dark spots under his unfocused eyes, there weren't any wrinkles, and his attempt at an unkempt beard amounted to no more than a stubble. With such an unreliable look, Alcer became more and more suspicious of Mallku's recommendation. Was this guy really supposed to help him with his burgeoning business?
"Wait, 'just'?" Mallku asked back, with an obviously fake look of shock on his face, wide-open eyes and all. "Last time I talked to you was yesterday evening. Friend, did you spend the whole night in here?"
"Night?" The young man's shaky voice trailed off as he looked around the room, until he eventually got caught on the brightly lit windows. By the time he looked back at Mallku, he no longer pursued his own missing time. Maybe he was embarrassed. "So why did you call for me? What do you want?" he asked instead.
"I want nothing," the blacksmith emphasized. With a gloating grin on his face, he pointed sideways at Alcer. "This hero here wants to hear your story. Tell him what happened to you. You know, bother him like you've been bothering everyone in here these days."
"What, so another one can make fun of me?" the drunkard furrowed his brow. Maybe he was contemplating the option for a bit, before he waved his hand in a vaguely dismissive manner. "No thank you, I would rather sleep another round."
When the drunkard tried to return back to his corner, Mallku finally stopped grinning. Instead, he half stood up and grabbed his guest by the shoulder.
"Wait," he said, finally in a serious tone. "This guy wants to build a manufactory, and he needs an administrator. Just stay and tell your story. Don't worry, friend, no one will laugh at you. Maybe there'll even be some work in it for you."
Again, the drunkard looked like he was thinking.
"Come on, we even prepared some drinks to moisten your throat," Mallku said, and nodded towards the three tankards of wine on the table.
Seconds later, the wordless guest had dragged another chair to their table and sat down. Now he was chugging the first of three wines, as Alcer watched in astonishment. Would this drunkard really be helpful to him? Rather, was he fine drinking this much wine first thing in the morning, and on an empty stomach no less? When he glanced over to Mallku with a concerned look, the blacksmith just waved away his concerns and motioned Alcer for patience.
Finally, the drinker slammed the empty tankard back down onto the table. Maybe Alcer would have been shocked, had he not gotten used to sudden noise over the past few years. Thus, he just patiently waited until the man was ready. Today, he had nothing better to do anyway, and he got used to waiting in his last employment. Meanwhile, the drinker brushed his mouth clean and rubbed his eyes for a bit, before he stared at Alcer. Despite his drinking problem, those eyes looked surprisingly clear as they observed him.
"So you want to build a manufactory, do you?" the drunk finally asked, to break the uncomfortable silence.
"Yes, I do," the veteran replied, while suppressing the urge to lean backwards, away from the stench. "My name is Alcer, by the way. I heard you are Kyunya?"
"You heard that right, master. Are you really looking for an administrator?" Again, Kyunya's voice was surprisingly polite, and hopeful. However, Alcer wasn't really ready to leave his new business in the hands of a drunk.
"I am. So I'm guessing you know someone you can refer me to?" he asked instead. Although Mallku had implied that this Kyunya was the man to help him, Alcer wouldn't be so silly to rely on him. Anyways, if he was an administrator, surely he would know more in the field, preferably ones without a drinking problem. When Kyunya hesitated, Alcer added another incentive. He grabbed a few coins from his pocket, held them out to the drunkard and said: "I can certainly make it worth your while."
In response, Kyunya frowned, only for a split second. Maybe he felt insulted, or maybe he contemplated the offer, but in the end, he didn't grab Alcer's outstretched hand.
"If you are looking for an administrator, I am certainly who you want. I guarantee that you will not find anyone better for the position," he said instead. "However, I do have certain conditions before I join your venture."
"What? Wait one moment." Alcer said, confused at the drunkard's leap in logic, as much as his confidence. "Why'd you think I would hire you in the first place? I don't know anything about you. And no offense, but your appearance does not inspire my confidence."
"Please excuse me, master. It seems I skipped a few steps. A bad habit." Kyunya bowed his head as he apologized. His politeness was wholly unsuited to his current sloppy appearance, as was his decorum. "First, I should introduce myself, properly this time."
Kyunya righted himself a bit, before he continued: "My parents gave me the name Kyunya, though since the last census it has become Kyunya Argo, as I hail from Arguna."
Everyone who had been in Saniya during the last census had added a family name to their title. Most people thought it was their king's gift to them, to make commoners and nobles more equal in status. However, Alcer was convinced that it had been the idea of some paper pusher in some lower government ministry.
Most likely, it would have simply been too difficult to differentiate between the hundreds of Kyunyas in the city without a second name. While Alcer was still thinking about all the other Kyunyas, the specific Kyunya in front of him tried to distinguish himself from them.
"During my time in the capital, I was already apprenticed to Master Rimaq, the best papermaker in all of Arguna. Several years ago, Master Rimaq was hired by the miracle king's men to come to Saniya and ply his trade here. We received outstanding accommodations, respect form the king, and even secret recipes for the fast and cheap production of high quality paper. By now, Master Rimaq operates the largest papermaking manufactory in all of Medala. Now he is no longer outstanding just in quality, but also in volume, the pinnacle of his craft. Throughout all this time, I was his head apprentice. In the manufactory, I was mostly in charge of handling the books, and overseeing everyday operations on the production side. On threat of repeating myself, I am your best choice, whatever position you need administering in your new business."
While it seemed like he was bragging, Kyunya's voice sounded low and his face looked bitter. Somehow, it convinced Alcer that he was telling the truth more than any confident speech ever could. However, he also noticed the problems with the drinker's self-introduction.
"But you're a papermaker, not an administrator," he remarked. "Wouldn't your main focus have been paper?"
"Yes, I am also familiar with paper making methods, though something tells me that this is not a service you will require, master." Kyunya glanced at the bayonet still lying on the table. "However, if you are worried about my lack of ability, you should rest at ease. Master Rimaq left all the unpleasant work to me. He was too busy being a big man in front of all the important people in the city. So while he entertained them in his new manor, I was stuck with these less desirable tasks. Pushing paper, rather than making it, you see."
By now, Alcer could smell the bitterness from across the table, and it wasn't just coming from Kyunya's clothes. Clearly, something had happened between master and disciple, and it was more than an unjust work distribution. Although Alcer only had the opinions of one party to go on, he still tried to get to the bottom of the conflict. If this desperate drunk in front of him really wanted to get hired, he would need a damn good story.
"Since you're so irreplaceable for your master, doing all the work on your own, why are you here drinking alone on an ordinary work morning?" Alcer asked. There was no point being polite. If this papermaker couldn't handle some scrutiny, there was no point continuing this talk in the first place. Apart from Kyunya and Alcer, the only people in the ale house — including Mallku — all seemed to be workers from the steel mill. After all, the steel mill only operated for about a third of the year and lay cold the rest of the time. However, a papermaker had no such excuse to spend his time drinking early in the morning while everyone else in the city was at work.
"Because I disagreed with Master Rimaq on how to run the manufactory from now on," Kyunya replied. He sighed and took up a second tankard now that the first was empty. As he drank, more restrained this time, he looked out the window. Finally, he put down the half-empty drink and sighed. "In truth, I have been antagonizing Rimaq for quite some time now, so I should have been prepared for this. The first grain was in the run-up to the lightning miracle."
"Do we need your life story?" Mallku asked. "We're just trying to recruit someone to help us run a manufactory, we don't need playwrights."
Confused, Alcer looked at Mallku. This Kyunya had been his recommendation, why was he so abrasive all of a sudden? However, when he looked over, he saw the blacksmith wink at him. Maybe this was the strange craftsman's way of helping out. If Alcer were to side with Kyunya against Mallku, it would surely lower his guard and bring them closer to the true story. After all, if they wanted to work together in the future, he had to find out if the young papermaker was reliable.
"No, I want to hear it. Please continue," Alcer thus said.
However, Kyunya was silent for several seconds as he stared at the table again. Finally, he took another big swig from his second tankard, before he continued.
"Did you know that those pamphlets full of lies were printed in our shop?" he finally asked in a low, shaky voice, as if he was confessing to a murder. However, Alcer was just confused.
"What pamphlets?" he asked.
"He is talking about the papers the priests from the north were handing out before the winter solstice," Mallku added, and his sneer revealed what he thought about the priests and their message. "You know the ones, about our king being cursed by the gods because of all the lightning and such."
Right, those hawkers.
Back then, those fake priests had been all over the promenades and bridges of Saniya to sell a fake future to them. Of course, Alcer also wasn't a fan of theirs.
"They were slandering the king, under order of those rebellious lords, who were trying to take the city away from him. And after the great king had done so much for me and Rimaq," Kyunya continued. His hands around the tankard clenched, but he didn't raise the drink. "I didn't want to take the priests' orders, but master just wanted the money and didn't care about anything else. So in the end, we did the dirty work for them. If you have ever been handed a pamphlet slandering our lord, I probably oversaw its printing."
"Wait, I thought you were making paper?" A confused Alcer asked. "You're running a printing press now?"
"The press just provides some additional income," Kyunya explained. "Since we already produce all kinds of paper, it was cheap to just buy a press and make some additional money with it. But there are too many presses in the city these days, so profit margins are low. As a result, it has never been more than a side business for us. Rather, the manufactory is still focused on papermaking as its core business, since profits in that regard have seen a significant increase."
That part didn't surprise Alcer. Even during the war, he had used paper cartridges every day. Though he wasn't too interested in pursuing this line of thought.
"If you were really the ones to make those pamphlets, I'm honestly surprised you're still around," he said instead. "Didn't you guys get arrested for treason after the Lightning Miracle?"
"No. Apparently, we didn't break any existing laws, even though we technically helped the rebels. At least that's what I was told by a judge in the least friendly tone you can imagine." Again, Kyunya sipped his drink after a miserable smile. "Rimaq also claimed that he didn't know what the pamphlets would be used for. He bribed a few people, donated some more money to the crown, and so we mostly got away with it. Though that's also why we had to move our operations to Sillu Island. We lost the trust of Rapra Castle, and it was easier to monitor us here. That was one of the conditions to keep master out of the labor camps."
"And that's only the first grain?" a shocked Alcer asked. If this was only the first problem, then how much worse would things have gotten until Kyunya lost his employ?
"After the start of the war, I wanted to enlist in the army." The papermaker nodded his head and continued his story. "I should have been more steadfast from the start, should have been tougher when denying the priests. Even more, I should have stood up to Rimaq, and threatened to leave if he insisted on taking the order. I know all that." Again, Kyunya drank from the wine. Just when Alcer wanted to console him, he slammed the empty cup onto the table and continued. "I wanted to make up for our previous mistakes, atone for my weakness, so I wanted to help our king win our war for us. I know it's silly, I have no military training. But I thought at least I could do some work behind the front lines. I could carry supplies, or help build things. I'm good with my hands."
"You shouldn't be too hard on yourself. At least you owned up to your faults and tried to correct them. I've seen greater men than you show less bravery in simpler times." Alcer offered some advice together with an understanding smile. Even among the soldiers, he had seen many who felt inadequate in their efforts. "Though I'm guessing your master didn't let you go."
"That's right. Master Rimaq just wanted to keep me around, since I ran a lot of the business by that point. And we also had to relocate our manufactory onto the island, which was something I was responsible for as well. Since Rimaq is my guardian, I would have needed his permission to go to war. Even if I had run away in secret, I would never have been allowed to enlist. So there was nothing I could do. I couldn't go, so I had to stay."
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As Kyunya's story continued, the atmosphere around the table became heavier and heavier. Just in time, the flippant blacksmith chimed in again.
"Well, we handled the war just fine in the end, even without you," he joked.
"Wait, you were in the army as well, Mallku?" a surprised Alcer asked. Before, when he had been introduced as a war hero by Killari, the blacksmith hadn't said a thing. Yet now, he no longer hid his achievements for some reason.
"Of course. Fourteenth Infantry Division, Private Mallku, at your service," he said and added a sloppy salute.
"Ensign Alcer, First Special Batallion," Alcer shot back almost on reflex, before he remembered his current status and deflated again. "I mean, I used to be, before I retired."
"Don't worry about it, I'm also out." The casual Mallku grinned. "Just reserve now. In the first place, I mostly just stayed in the back to fix rifles and cannons, so it's hardly worth mentioning."
While the two were talking about their time in the army, Kyunya looked more and more uncomfortable as he fidgeted in his seat. Rather than join in, he tried to continue with his story.
"Anyways, we won the war-"
"To victory!" Mallku suddenly shouted, and raised his tankard into the sky.
"Victory," the more reserved Alcer called, almost out on reflex again. While he was neither as enthusiastic as the blacksmith nor did he have a tankard in his hand, yet he still couldn't hide his pride at their achievement.
"Victory!" Voices from the celebrating craftsmen in the center of the room chimed in.
Meanwhile, Kyunya just raised his tankard in the air without a word. While Mallku and the craftsmen emptied their wine, the papermaker just stared into his third drink of the day for a while, before he let it back down onto the table and let go of the handle. While Mallku was still drinking, Kyunya continued, his voice even lower than before.
"We won, and then, a month ago, came the final grain that sank the boat," he said, but once again, Mallku interrupted him.
"Gosh, you could feed an army with that much rice," he complained. However, Alcer was quite sympathetic to this young craftsman by now. If nothing else, at least his attitude was proper. He didn't deserve this kind of treatment.
"Just let him finish his story," Alcer said, and added a stern look towards Mallku for good measure.
"Sorry," the loudmouth said, and looked over at Kyunya. "I apologize. Please continue."
"Thank you," he said, before he added a grateful nod towards Alcer. "About a month ago, an official from Rapra Castle came to visit our manufactory, straight from the kingdom's ministry of industry. He called all the workers together, including myself and Rimaq, and informed us that the crown would no longer operate our manufactory for us, and that the entire building would be put up for sale very soon."
"Wait, how come they want to close you down? I thought you were the biggest papermakers in the country?" Alcer asked.
"We are, but the great Master Rimaq had to find some way to pay for his manor." Again, Kyunya's bitter sneer from before had returned. "With all kinds of tricks, the man stole every coin he could from the business he had been entrusted with. Thus, we made less and less money for the crown, until, it appears, they finally lost patience with us. The decision to sell was irreversible. Though there was still a silver lining. Together with the announcement, the official also made us an offer: Instead of selling our manufactory off to some private merchant or great lord, who would just exploit us even worse than Rimaq had, we were given the option to transform our business into a worker cooperative."
"A what?" Alcer asked, confused by the word he had never heard before. Still, it sounded important, somehow.
"A worker cooperative," Kyunya repeated. "It's a business, just like any other. Only that there is no owner who takes the profits at the end of the month, neither the crown, nor the master who owns the workshop, nor some landlord who owns the building. Instead, the ownership is equally shared among all the workers, so all the profits at the end of the month are also equally divided among them."
"That sounds good," Mallku commented. "Would have got a lot more money for drinking and whoring than that pittance old man Asiro throws me.
"So your manufactory didn't make money any more, and as a result you would have just received everything for free?" Alcer asked in disbelief, but Kyunya soon shook his head.
"No, while we would have been required to pay nothing in advance, we would have been indebted to the Medala Central Bank. Still, we would have only needed to repay a small amount every month, until about seven tenths of the manufactory's current value would have been paid off. After that, the entire building, and everything inside it, would have been ours, profits and all. It was the perfect opportunity both for me, and for all the workers there, to make something of ourselves. If only we had agreed, we could have all lived prosperous lives. And yet..."
As Kyunya trailed off, Alcer realized what had happened, though he didn't understand.
"Wait, you didn't take the offer? Why?" he asked in consternation. How could anyone not take such a deal?
"Rimaq was against it, of course." Kyunya sneered. "I argued in favor, and tried to rally the workers behind me, but many didn't quite understand the official's words. Others didn't believe that such a good offer could be real, so they remained cautious. In the end, the official left while we were still undecided, and he told us that we had a week to come to an agreement and make an application at the castle. You know, in case we agreed to transform into a cooperative. After that, I spoke to the workers one by one and convinced a few, but it was all for naught. After a few days, master had bought some of the workers with bribes and cheap promises. By the time I noticed, he had intimidated even more into rejecting the offer as well. In the end, most workers were against the transformation, so nothing happened. As of now, our manufactory is still to be sold to the highest bidder. I hear it will be up for auction soon."
Thus, Kyunya seemed to have finished his story, or at least the most upsetting part of it. Slowly, his clenched fingers let go of the third tankard — still full — and pushed it to the side. As he sank back into his seat, he closed his eyes, his brows furrowed in irritation. However, Alcer still didn't quite understand the whole story.
"Wait, I get why your master would be against turning over his life's greatest achievement to the workers who used to be beneath him," he began. "But still, he won't be any better off if it's just sold to some other private citizen, right? Once he's no longer protected by the crown, some merchant will probably buy it and then take a much closer look at his books, especially at the source of Master Rimaq's sudden wealth. Wouldn't he be in trouble then?"
Finally, Kyunya opened his eyes again. By now, they were no longer bitter, or irritated, he looked furious as he stared at Alcer.
"No, I already know why Rimaq was so opposed, and what he has planned," he said. "None of your worries will be a problem for our great master, because he wants to buy the manufactory himself. He already has a loan lined up with those wolves from the Tasa Bank. He has planned it for a long time. Apparently, those bankers came to him even before the official arrived with the offer. I overheard them scheming about the takeover a few days ago. When I found out, I lost my calm and confronted him about it. Of course, he just denied everything and sent me home. When I came to work the next day, Rimaq framed me for stealing some minor goods to discredit me, and threw me out. Now, because my old master removed me in shame, I have lost my official qualifications as a papermaker. Do you understand? My future has been destroyed by my own master and those greedy wolves from the Tasa bank, for nothing but some coin."
At the mention of the familiar name of Tasa, Alcer's face changed slightly. However, before he could say anything, Kyunya had already continued.
"That is my first condition if you want me to work with you: You can't accept a loan from the Tasa Bank. Not to build your manufactory, and not ever. Or you will have to do so without my help."
Of course, Alcer immediately reminded him of the flaw in his brilliant plan.
"But if I don't take out a loan, I won't have the money to even start the business," he pointed out. "How will I pay you without a loan?"
"Not a problem, master. So long as you can accept my second condition as well, everything will work out, for both of us: Instead of a normal workshop, simply open up a worker cooperative."
For a second, Alcer was confused. How could he open up such a cooperative without having his own manufactory first? The officials wouldn't just give him one, right? After the second of thought had passed, he realized that he was still confused, so he had to ask for help.
"I don't understand. I don't work in a manufactory," he pointed out.
"No need." Finally, Kyunya had traded in his permanent frown for a smile. "Since I have been relieved of my duties, I have had a lot of time. Whenever I was not busy tasting the assortments in this fine establishment, I invested some energy to inform myself on the official's offer. It is possible to receive a loan for the founding of a manufactory from the central bank directly. This is far more reliable than a deal with those greedy Tasa wolves, and the conditions are better as well. All you have to do is prove that you want to start a viable business as a worker cooperative, and they will give you the money."
"That loan is only possible for those cooperatives?" Alcer asked, just to make sure. If he was honest, he would rather start his business on his own, without getting anyone else involved. The bayonet design had been his idea after all. However, Kyunya's answer disappointed him.
"Yes, the kingdom specifically wants to foster the creation of worker cooperatives. Apparently, it is one of the measures to help the retired veterans, since many of them were workers before the war."
Again, Alcer thought for a while without coming to a decision. He still wasn't convinced of the idea, but it wouldn't hurt to get some more information.
"In that case, what do I need to do?" he asked.
"Well, your business idea needs to be approved first, since the bank will not hand out free money for a loss-making business."
"That's not a problem," Alcer stated confidently. After all, he already had a product and a buyer lined up.
"In that case, you just need a minimum of ten people, all of whom need to be workers in that company," Kyunya continued. By now, he seemed completely sober. "Though if they stop working there, they automatically lose their shares, and if the number drops below ten during the loan period, there will be an investigation. Apparently, it's meant to prevent fraud."
At least in that regard, Alcer didn't care. He had no problem with working in his own manufactory. What else would he do with all his time anyways?. However, the conditions presented another problem.
"Ten people... that's a lot," he thought aloud.
"With me, we already have two here, master," Kyunya added.
"What about you, Mallku?" Finally, Alcer remembered that there was still someone else sitting at the table. When he turned towards the blacksmith, he was already greeted by a wide grin.
"Of course I'm in. Why do you think I asked this drunkard to come over in the first place?"
"Good, then we have three," Kyunya said. "I can bring a few more over from my old work. Do you know anyone else?"
"Maybe one." When he said so, Alcer thought of Kichka.
"Well, I can maybe grab a few more from the old man Asiro, but we'll need a whole lot more than just ten for this job," Mallku commented, less enthusiastic than Kyunya.
"To be honest, I thought we should start small at first, and then scale up when our operation is stable," Alcer argued, but Mallku wagged his finger in the veteran's face in an annoying manner.
"You want to sell this bayonet to the army, right?" he asked, to which Alcer had to nod. "They'll need tens of thousands of these things, because that's how many rifles they have. A decent blacksmith can make maybe three of these in a day, and only if he works efficiently. If all ten of our workers make three a day, that's only about ten thousand a year, not considering waste products or accidents. The army won't wait half a decade on their order. So we need sufficient numbers right from the start, or we won't get the army's order in the first place."
"The central bank also gives out larger loans if the number of registered workers for the cooperative is bigger." Kyunya added. By now, both craftsmen seemed fully on board with the idea. However, Alcer was still hesitant.
"Well, so far I haven't even decided if I want to do this 'cooperative' in the first place. How about this: I'll talk to a few people and think it over for a while. If I don't contact you in a week, feel free to do something else with your lives."
Thus, with a dampened mood at the table, Alcer paid for the wines he hadn't drunk and quickly left the ale house. For now, his head was full of new ideas. If he wanted to make the right decision, he had to be alone for a while, so he could order his thoughts.
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Chapter 428 - The Other Side
Chapter 428 - The Other Side
January 22


When Alcer left the promenade for the side road that led back to his familiar neighborhood again, he breathed a deep sigh of relief. Finally, he was back home. At once, he felt the pressure in his head and chest ease. However, he was still troubled by the meeting in the ale house.
What to do?
Even after he had spent his entire walk back in thought, he still hadn't come to a decision. While he felt like he deserved to own the business he had built by his own so far, he also wanted to help Kyunya get back on his feet, since he sympathized with his story. Still, that was no reason to hand over so much of his business to workers he didn't know, was it?
In the first place, he was sure that at least Mallku would do fine either way. Those two were friends, right? Surely, he wouldn't just let his friend starve to death. Was it really Alcer's responsibility to take care of them, to his own detriment, just because he could?
Then again, he didn't even know what he would do with all the money once he got rich. Not to mention, getting a loan from the central bank was certainly the easiest and safest way to go if he wanted his business to succeed.
He really was getting tired of thinking back and forth. Now that he had finally returned, he threw all thoughts away, at least temporarily. For now, he would just get home and relax after his long walk and even longer discussion. Anything else had to come once he was in a better state of mind.
At last, he could see his little house in the distance, slowly getting larger, though never larger than the extended shack it was. Once he made it big, the first thing he would do was to move into a more spacious home. However, as soon as he made the decision, he was reminded of Master Rimaq in his big manor, and his mood soured again.
Once again, his thoughts began to spin, and so he failed to notice his surroundings. Just as he was about to step into his open yard, a shriek made him turn in shock.
"Stop, young man! Are you so deaf that you won't hear me!?"
Behind him, Alcer saw a weather-beaten old face he would usually avoid whenever he could. Before him stood Anka, the resident shrew. Not that he minded the old woman during ordinary times. After all, despite her abrasive way of talking, she had helped him a lot when he had been less fortunate in the past. However, he really couldn't stand the constant nagging, nor her repeated attempts to marry off her niece to him ever since he had returned from the war with the questionable label of 'hero'.
"Ah, good afternoon, Madam Anka," Alcer replied weakly, as he tried to turn back towards his home. The plan was simple: Keep walking and enter the door before the woman could react. However, the plan shattered on the shrew's determination.
"Halt, I said!"
This time, Alcer had no more choice but to stop and turn around once more.
"I'm sorry, madam. I'm a bit tired these days," the insincere veteran apologized for his cowardly behavior. Meanwhile, the old woman walked into his yard as well. As she closed in, the broom in her hand began to emanate a malicious aura.
"I hear you are a big man now, getting your own workshop built and all," she said, while measuring him head to tow like an ox for sale. However, Alcer wouldn't be roped into her plans.
"That's an exaggeration," he lied. "For now, I'm still a penniless retiree. I'm sure your precious niece will find someone better than me."
I have seen through your ploy, witch! You won't burden your niece with a good-for-nothing, will you? Now show your disappointment, and be gone from this place!
However, the calm shake of Anka's head once more disrupted Alcer's escape strategy.
"No, I didn't mean that," she said, before she added: "Although you young people should meet up once, at least."
"Yes, maybe one day," the insincere Alcer replied in a much better mood. Now that the old woman didn't want to sell him off to her niece anymore, he no longer had to be so impatient. Thus, he replied in a friendlier tone: "Then what can I help you with, Aunt Anka?"
"Some suspicious stranger came here this morning, stood in front of your house, looked through the windows. All in all, like a bandit or other such lowlife. I came out to drive him away, and before I could hit him, he handed me this."
As she spoke, Anka held a small piece of paper out towards Alcer, who took it dutifully.
Tasa Bank, Alcer read quietly. You people keep appearing everywhere.
"You know the man?" Anka asked. Her broom was half raised, as if she would go out to hunt down the banker herself if Alcer didn't exonerate him right away.
"Ah, yes I do. He works for the Tasa Bank, so he shouldn't be anyone dangerous," he saved the man's life. "Thank you for giving it to me."
"He also said that... you should make your decision quickly," Anka tried to quote the man, while scratching her long, grayed hair with the broom handle "He said, their funds is limited and they cannot wait on you forever? It was something like that, I didn't quite get it. Does that mean you have business with this bank?"
"Ah yeah, something like that," Alcer replied thoughtlessly, which he regretted right away.
"I knew it," Anka shouted. Her judgmental look from before had returned, yet now she was even nodding her head, apparently happy with her purchase. "You will surely be a great man in the future, hero."
"Yes, thank you, madam," Alcer said while his eyes scanned the surroundings for an out. Before the situation could get any worse, his brain worked at high speed, until it found a suitable path of escape. "Since this bank business is an urgent matter, I have to go now take care of it. So please excuse me."
Thus, before the woman could sell off her niece again, Alcer had turned around and entered his home. When he heard his door close shut behind him, he sighed in relief once again. After he had thrown the blanket with his prototype and patent to the side, he took off his wet overcoat, and then sat at his only table, on top of his only chair.
Again he fell into thought, as he had done so many times today. All the while, he was turning the bank's card in his hand. The added time pressure didn't exactly make things easier for him.
For today, maybe it was better to take care of his social obligations and free up his mind first. He had to start untangling the mess in his head somehow, so he may as well start with his old subordinate.
__________________________


In Saniya, every neighborhood was different, with different characteristics and different atmospheres. Alcer knew that well. Even so, he was still shocked when he entered the eastern dock district for the first time since he had enlisted in the army all those years ago. While there had been quite a few layabouts on the promenades, things were even worse here.
Beggars and thieves competed for the cramped space. The roads were dirty and cracked from the constant movement of people and goods. At least the rain had stopped, so the puddles of water weren't overflowing anymore and no longer turning the crooked road into a river.
Within this mess were the dockhands, an army of workers who were struggling to move crates from one place to the next. They traveled from the distant forest made up of ships and their masts, to the warehouses all around him, and from there into the city, along the promenades and into every shop in Saniya. Meanwhile, these workers with their precious cargo had to be on the lookout for all those who seemed to just sit there with nothing to do for the day, those who were eyeing them from every corner at every moment. Most of them were just trying to survive, of course, but many would also use every chance to fill their bellies for a day, even if they had to kill a man.
This place, the place where Alcer had been working until he had joined the army, was the beating heart of Saniya, which pumped lifeblood in the form of goods into the arteries called promenades, and then further into all neighborhoods, to support the entire city. Apart from Rapra Castle, it was possibly the most important place in all of Saniya.
However, not much seemed to have changed since his departure years ago. Unlike the rest of the city, which was beautiful and new, this place still stank of fish and rust. The roads were still too narrow for all the goods to travel through, and there was still much vermin around, of both kinds. Of course, the roads had been expanded here just like they had been in the rest of the city, maybe even more so. Yet despite that, the harbor had only gotten busier and dirtier with the unstoppable growth of the city.
Although a frown developed on his face, Alcer ignored the familiar sights and stenches as he made his way towards the north side of the neighborhood. Here, he would find the cheap shacks of the dockhands, where a day laborer could pay two copper to spend the night with a leaky roof over his head.
Of course, he always retained his vigilance, watching dark corners and staying away from people as much as possible. He had come in the evening, since he knew from Killari that Kichka was working the morning shift these days. However, maybe that hadn't been such a good idea in retrospect. By the time he went back, it would be dark, which meant the thugs, pickpockets, and beggars of the harbor would be even more unscrupulous than they were already.
Despite his worries, Alcer reached the crooked shacks unharmed. Maybe they had been scared off by his sturdy frame for now, or maybe they had simply seen his cheap clothing and deemed him an unprofitable mark.
Most of the overnight shacks were newly built, though one couldn't tell from their outward appearance. In the wet, wind-swept environment, where salty rainwater would beat against the walls without cease, it took only a few years to turn these shoddily built wooden huts into barely standing, wind-swept shacks. Inside, he would find rows upon rows of workers, trying to rest up for their next shift at work. However, before he could even step inside, he had already found who he was looking for. Rather, he had been found by the very same.
"Captain? What are you doing here?"
When Alcer followed the sound and looked down, he spotted a familiar face, sitting huddled up inside a mangy blanket underneath the shack's short overhang.
"Kichka?" Although he looked in even worse condition than Kyunya, wrapped up in a blanket out in the open like this, Alcer still recognized his old subordinate, much to his surprise. What were the chances that they would meet just like this? Though for now, there was a more pressing question to be answered: "What are you doing out here?"
"No money," Kichka said bitterly. "Don't even have two copper to rub together these days."
"What are you talking about?" Alcer asked, still too confused to even consider helping up his subordinate. "Killari said you were working as a dockhand. How come you have no copper?"
Right away, Alcer thought of the worst, dice games, or wine. Although his downtrodden subordinate relieved his worries, his actual answer wasn't any better.
"I did, but the bosses didn't like me no more," Kichka whimpered, as his body curled up underneath the blanket. "You don't know how it is, captain. Damn war ruined me. Every time I'm in one of those damn warehouses, where one thing lies on top of the other all in a mess, those boxes start to look like that damn rainforest from back then."
Iskay Island, Alcer thought. The place where we fought together.
"Every time I enter one of those place, my chest goes tight and I get no air," a distraught Kichka continued to explain. "Whenever I heard something fall over or someone bang against anything in the warehouses, I'd go down for cover. Just like we used to do in the war. It happened a few times, and one time I dropped and broke some Chutwa glaze. So I gained a reputation. Those big bosses talk to each other, you know? Now no one wants to hire Kichka the madman."
Alcer was in shock. Was this how this city treated its war heroes? What was the veteran's office even good for then?
"Why didn't you ask for help? You could have come to me, or at least Killari."
"Can't involve the police, captain, even if he's your friend. It's better for both of us if we stay away from each other. But don't worry, captain. I'll get by. There's plenty of veterans at the docks. Lots of them work for young master Ekkoko now. We look out for each other, and we don't need anyone's help. We make sure that none of our own have to starve. They'll help me while I get that damned head of mine in order again."
Even now when he sounded hopeful, Kichka still had tears in his eyes. Even worse, it sounded like he had gotten himself involved with one of the local gangs. Originally, Alcer had just come here to check on his friend and maybe offer him a job in his bayonet business. Now however, Alcer was determined to get his subordinate out of here, before he got himself killed, or lost his mind.
"No, you'll come with me," he said, determination in his voice. At the same time, he pulled Kichka up by his arms.
"I really don't need it, captain." Although the homeless veteran said so, he still obediently followed his old captain's orders and stood up. "Don't worry, young master Ekkoko will take care of me. I know you don't have much money yourself, so you don't need to waste your time with me."
However, Kichka's consideration only made Alcer laugh.
"Hah, looks like you're not that well informed here. I'm also a big boss now. I came here today to hire you, so you won't need to rely on that young master whatever. Just rely on your captain instead. So come on, we're leaving. That's an order, soldier."
"Understood," he said, before he added in a whisper: "Thank you, captain."
After they had taken a few steps, Alcer saw his new companion make some hand movements towards a suspicious figure, who promptly retreated into a dark side alley.
With his new companion in tow, it appeared as if Alcer at least didn't have to worry about getting robbed anymore on his way back. Thus, the two safely left the harbor, and returned to a more pleasant neighborhood.
Hermit's Notes: I'm a bit worried that these chapters were quite slow (as I usually am), but apart from setting up the later story line, I also wanted to give a comprehensive overview over the entire city, in all of its facets (new and traditional, safe and unsafe, rich and poor). I hope you guys don't mind the slower pace.
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Excerpts From the Constitution of Medala
January 22


Hello there. 

No new chapter today. Instead, here's some extended excerpts from Medala's new constitution, the one introduced in Chapter 371 - Miracle.

I've been going back and forth on most of this several times, so I'm sorta text blind to it all right now. So there's a good chance that this thing is full of simple mistakes and typos. I'll fix them as I spot them.

You'll also notice that I didn't write down some of the more common basic rights, but only included the more interesting/unique stuff here. Just assume that anything obvious is written down in the actual thing. Note that I also included obligations on equal footing with rights, which is something that's either missing or unreasonably lumped together with the rights in most constitutions. 

Anything I put here is subject to change, of course.

Oh, finally: I make almost no mention of the government institutions here, which would come later in the actual document. I'll probably just put together a diagram of that at a later date, maybe some time next week, if you're interested. Since it's essentially an absolute monarchy, it won't be too complicated or interesting anyways, with the exception of the newly added high court.

Now then, I think I've wasted everyone's time enough. Please enjoy.


Preamble: Based on an exchange of ideas, the people of Medala have collectively agreed that these following fundamental rights are true, logical and self-evident: All humans are born of the natural world, free and equal, with a right to pursue personal personal growth as they see fit. As inherent human rights, the following shall apply to all humans who live within the borders of Medala.



INHERENT RIGHTS


Article 1:

a) All humans are born free and equal, through their very nature.

b) As such, all citizens shall not be distinguished in front of the law, wherever possible.

c) Their freedom shall not be impeded, unless said freedom impedes the freedom or safety of other citizens, or threatens the stability of the institutions laid out in this document.

Definition: For the purposes of this document, a human shall be a sentient being with the capability of complex communication with other citizens. This definition shall be refined further as problems arise.


Article ():

a) Inherent in the nature of all humans is a pursuit of betterment and personal growth.

b) As such, no laws shall be made which limits such pursuit for the individual, unless said individual's pursuit unduly limits the pursuits of others or directly violates the RIGHTS and OBLIGATIONS laid out in this document.


Article ():

a) All humans arise from nature. As such, all humans have a right to a basic education, so that they may strive to understand nature in all its facets

b) Such scientific pursuit shall not be inhibited or limited by law, unless said scientific pursuit directly violates other RIGHTS and OBLIGATIONS laid out in this document.


Article ():

a) As natural beings, all humans have an inherent instinct to connect with nature.

b) As such, access to nature shall be guaranteed for all citizens wherever possible.

c) Nature is to be protected and preserved.



INHERENT OBLIGATIONS


Article 1:

a) As citizens who enjoy all rights granted by this document, said citizens are equally required to adhere to all obligations laid out therein.

b) Any violation of said obligations shall be considered a criminal act, and may lead to a temporary or permanent suspension of several or all INHERENT RIGHTS, up to the suspension of citizenship.


Article 2:

a) As an institution naturally formed by humans for the purpose of mutual protection and security, the state's first requirement shall be its continued existence, as well as the continued fulfillment of its functions as laid out in this document.


Article 3:

a) As an institution naturally formed by humans for the purpose of mutual protection and security, the state's second requirement shall be the security of its borders.

b) As such, all adult citizens shall be required to serve in said protection, either directly or indirectly.


Article ():

a) The state's paramount function shall be to provide public goods to its citizens. Public goods shall include, but are not limited to, security of the border, security of the state's institutions, fire prevention and fire fighting services, access to clean air, drinking water, or nature, as well as all forms of infrastructure. This list shall be expanded as necessary.

b) All citizens benefit from public goods by its very definition. As such, they shall be required to finance said public goods. A failure to make use of specific public goods by individual citizens shall not recuse said citizens from financial obligations.

c) Any exploitation of public goods by private citizens to the detriment of any public good or to the detriment of other private citizens shall be considered a violation of an INHERENT OBLIGATION.

Definition: Public goods shall be services or material objects which support citizens in their pursuits, either directly or indirectly, and are available to every citizen without limitations, beyond those laid out in this document.



PUBLIC INSTITUTIONS

………


Some additional notes:

Unfortunately, patreon is trash, so it won't keep the formatting of the text. Just imagine everything is center aligned.

'Article ()' means that I didn't want to nail down a specific number for this article. While the order technically shouldn't matter, it totally does in reality.

Definitions are added in the constitution to prevent some legalese shenanigans (like how corporations are people in the US). Though I'm unhappy specifically with the definition of human, since cleanly defining it while including everything I want without adding anything I don't want is way too tough a task. I might update this part later if I ever come up with something better.

The mention of 'Medala' in the preamble technically includes the north as well, since 'Southern Medala' isn't mentioned once. So the document technically claims to speak for all medalans, which has some interesting implications on legitimacy.

The establishment of a high court is mentioned later in the constitution, in the portion about public institutions.

There is no direct mention of god or religion in the entire document. The only vague mention is the nebulous connection between 'nature', humans and science, basically making peace between the Pacha religion (which reveres nature), and empirical science (which aims to understand nature), before any problems can arise in the future.

Both the importance of money and property rights are heavily de-emphasized in the constitution. Although basic property rights are still guaranteed, excessive wealth almost guarantees that the rich guy will violate several points of the constitution.

The emphasis on individual freedom and equality implies a ban on slavery. Forced labor for prisoners is expressly not banned, as the kingdom is still heavily dependent on it, an ugly compromise Corco should hate.

The emphasis on nature makes sense culturally, but obviously foreshadows a huge conflict point once an industrial revolution gets going.
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Chapter 429 - Fog of War
January 24


"You're Alcer, are ya!?"
Again. Why is everyone staking out in front of my house?
By now, Alcer felt like he was back in the jungle, with enemies in waiting all along his hunting paths at all times, in search of a moment of weakness. Every time he thought he was safe, with his home in view, someone would jump him from nowhere. However, when the veteran turned around, he found that this particular enemy didn't look too threatening.
A burly man had been waiting around the corner of Alcer's house until someone had entered the yard. Now that the home's owner had appeared, he came towards him and Kichka. The new intruder was quite tall, maybe half a head taller than Alcer, but the army veteran had no reason to be afraid. From what he could tell, he certainly looked less of a threat than Aunt Anka.
"Are you from the bank, friend?" Alcer asked, smiling in the face of the guy's attempt at a scary face. "I received your note a few hours ago and already wanted to contact your people soon. So there was no need to come here in person. Still, I want to be a good host. Would you like to come inside and-"
"Shut it! I'm not from some bank, shorelander. I am the head guard of the great Master Rimaq, master craftsman of Sillu Island's great papermaking manufactory." Together with his prideful, booming voice, the guy sneered, and walked up until he was half a step too close to Alcer, an uncomfortable distance. "Master Rimaq sent me. He's heard about your little talk with that drunkard Kyunya."
What a strange guy.
That was all Alcer could think, really. What was a 'shorelander' in the first place? Since they were living in Saniya, surely they were all living by the shore. Rather, he couldn't even see the shore from his house. And what exactly would a craftsman need a private guard for anyways, multiple at that? However, there was no reason to spark a conflict with the man. Although he could already guess what this 'head guard' had come to do, his reply remained simple, yet polite.
"And what is your master's message?" His words were calm, his face without expression. Sometimes, calm confidence was enough to let thugs like this back off. This time, it didn't work.
"And Master Rimaq, in his benevolence, sent me to warn you," the shore guy continued, still as aggressive as before. "That drunkard Kyunya is a liar, and a thief. Don't trust a word he says. Whatever work you plan to do with him, you should stop right now, before you regret it."
Barely a veiled threat anymore, huh? Looks like this Rimaq is quite petty.
"And what if I don't take your advice?" Alcer asked, as he barely held in a smile.
Though at the same time, he tensed his body, and prepared to defend a sucker punch, or a suddenly drawn knife. He knew quite well how these sorts of people fought. However, the shore guy's response was milder than expected.
"Then I'll have to teach you some manners first," he said. "Show you that you can't just mess with the papermakers without getting cut."
As he spoke, the big man moved even closer to Acler, and held him by his collar. However, his grip was poor, and he made no attempt to protect his lower body.
This guy didn't spend a second in the army, Alcer concluded.
Any soldier trained in Saniya had also received extensive training in hand-to-hand combat. They would never have to rely on size and intimidation alone, and they would never be as unprotected as this man. Just when Alcer wanted to teach the idiot a lesson, the guy's unpleasant face turned to shock as he disappeared to the right.
As he had probably run out of patience as well, the previously ignored Kichka had grabbed the paper guard's arm and twisted it backwards. With his blanket around him and his huddled figure, Kichka must have looked like he was no threat. It was a costly mistake for the big man. Before Alcer knew it, his subordinate had brought the head guard to the ground and straddled his back, while he applied enough force to his bent arm to make him scream.
"Who do you think you are, fat man?" he shouted. "Did you think you could just mess with an army officer, huh!? You're not doing anything to the captain, not with me around!"
Faced with real fighters, the fake guard lost all his bravado.
"Aaaah! I'm sorry! I'm sorry! It was a mistake," he shouted, with tears in his eyes.
"You're damn right it was. You must have been sniffing to much of your paper glue to think you could come here and show off, right!?"
"Yes! I'm a glue sniffer! I'm sorry! I won't do it again!"
"That's better."
Finally, Kichka let go of the paper guard, who stood up and sheepishly rubbed his twisted arm. In the good tradition of his trade, he crumpled quite easily. For a few seconds, he viciously stared at Alcer, but Kichka stared right back, so he didn't dare take a step forward again. Still, it seemed like he hadn't really learned his lesson yet.
"You better listen to Master Rimaq's advice, officer," he finally said. "This isn't over yet."
With that, the guy turned around and ran as quickly as he could. He was probably expecting retaliation to his words, and he was right.
"How dare-" Kichka wanted to go after the guy and punish him some more for his nonsense, but Alcer held onto his old subordinate's arm.
"Let it go," he said. "He didn't really do anything illegal, not that he could. But if you go at him one more time, you might just kill the guy, and I don't want to deal with a murder happening on my doorstep. Let's just ignore the glue sniffer and go inside. It's been a long day."
__________________________


Once Alcer and Kichka had entered Alcer's home, both took a seat, as best as possible under the circumstances. After some debate, the retired officer ordered his old subordinate to sit on the only chair, while he had to make do with the bed. Once he had money, he would first buy a hundred chairs, he decided.
"Thank you for dealing with that idiot," the retired officer finally said.
"No need to mention it, captain. I know you could have easily dealt with him yourself."
Alcer really had no interest in bragging about his own prowess. He wasn't that good at close combat in the first place, and far more comfortable behind a rifle at a distance.
"No, you handled yourself well," Alcer commented instead. "That was a good submission grip."
For a second, Kichka looked happy with the compliment, before his body visibly deflated.
"I guess that's at least one good thing I have left from my time in the war," he said, and sighed, as his eyes wandered around the room. Whatever he had been thinking about, his mood seemed to have been restored once he finally looked back at Alcer.
"Maybe I can use that, keep troublemakers like that glue sniffer away from your manufactory, captain," Kichka said. When he saw Alcer's confused face, he rubbed his hair and explained further. "I mean, if you hire me, I don't want to be useless. I won't be much help with making paper, right? "
"Why would you think I'm making paper?" Alcer finally voiced his confusion, before he realized. "Oh, no, the paper guard from earlier didn't threaten me because I'm trying to take their business. They're not competition. That was about a different matter entirely. One second."
Rather than explain the complicated business between Kyunya and Rimaq — a business he himself hadn't quite understood yet — Alcer stood up again and put the bayonet prototype from the corner of the room onto the table. Surely, this was a more productive topic than vague speculation about who was lying between master and disciple.
"Rather than paper, this is what we're going to produce," Alcer finally, before he explained his new bayonet concept for the second time today. By the time he was done, Kichka was turning the prototype in his hands and observed it with an admiring smile, similar to Mallku this morning.
"You always were a sharp one, captain," Kichka finally commented and put down the bayonet. "We really could have used this thing in that damned jungle. You know, I also came up with a..."
Halfway through his sentence, Kichka's words broke off, and he looked to the side. His expression looked uncomfortable, his brows all scrunched up like that, clearly unwilling to continue. However, Alcer was intrigued.
"What did you come up with?" the curious veteran asked. "Maybe we can make use of it in our new company."
Already, Alcer was saying 'our' company. In his mind, the loyal, mindful, and troubled Kichka was a full member of his non-existent company already. However, this new partner was still lacking some confidence.
"No, please forget about this," he said. "Unlike you, captain, I'm not good at thinking."
"That'll be for me to decide, surely," Alcer countered, before he emphasized: "Out with it."
For a second, Kichka still struggled, but the subordinate just couldn't withstand his superior's stare.
"Fine," he finally conceded, with another sigh. "The idea had almost the same origin as this bayonet. That's why I thought of it when I saw this. You know how we had those ramrods, and then the cleaning rods for all the barrels. We kept losing them."
"That's right," Alcer remembered. "Every time we came back to our camp, we had to replace a few."
"Yeah. I was so useless, kept dropping them. Sometimes, my hands would shake so bad that I couldn't even get those fiddly things into the barrel at all."
That's nothing to be ashamed of.
That was what Alcer truly thought. Most men would struggle with their nerves during war, himself included. As far as he was concerned, Kichka had shown more bravery than most. Still, he knew that such comfort would sound hollow to the veteran, maybe even like an insult. Since Alcer really didn't know what to say, he remained silent and just listened.
"I thought about it. That moment when I was reloading kept going around in my head, how tense it all felt," Kichka continued, before he began to imitate the practiced motions of reloading his weapon. "I think the worst part was that I had to set the stock against the ground, and then look down, as I awkwardly tried to get that long rod into that thin barrel. Then I remembered your rifle, captain."
Ever since his time in Silla, Alcer had been granted an expensive rifle which used a bolt action reloading mechanism. Of course, he had continued to use the same weapon throughout the civil war, so he was intimately familiar with it.
"So I thought, why not do the same kind of bolt for the ramrod?" Kichka asked. "Imagine. The ramrod is inside the barrel, in a second chamber under the first one. It's on a rail, just like your bolt, except along the length of the barrel. And then, when you want to load or clean the barrel, just push the rod out a bit, spin it in front of the muzzle, and then pull it all the way down through the inside, and then back up. Done. It's faster, easier, and no more lost rods. I can even keep looking at the enemy ahead while I do it."
With his experience with bolt actions, Alcer had an easy time imagining it. Although he couldn't say much without the real article in front of him, since he wasn't a craftsman, he couldn't think of any problems with Kichka's invention off the top of his head.
"That's... a pretty good idea," he finally commented, before he moved on to the important part. "Do you have a patent?"
However, Kichka shook his head.
"No money for all that. And I don't even know if the idea is worth any salt in the first place. And how will I ever get this thing made? I don't know how to make a rifle. I couldn't have done that even at my best. It's worse now, with how I am."
After he had presented a barrage of problems, Kichka sank into self-loathing again. However, Alcer had a simple solution to all these issues. Not only would it solve problems for Kichka, it would also solve some of his own.
"Well, in that case, how about I help you? My manufactory is already in the weapons business. So why don't we make both of them together?"
When he had come to the docks, Alcer had just wanted to help his old subordinate. Now he had received help instead.
As he sat there, the fog which had covered Alcer's mind all day finally cleared. Bit by bit, he developed a plan, a plan for his own future, which would shape the future of the city. First though, he would have to confirm a few things.
Hermit's Notes: As usual, I'm a bit worried that this story line is dragging on, so do tell me if you're bored. It won't be much longer though, until we're moving on to something else... unless I change my mind again, which I tend to do.
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Chapter 430 - Informant
January 27


He hasn't shown up for months, and now he won't leave me alone.
Only a day after Killari had taken time out of his busy day to get his hapless old friend Alcer acquainted with an unreliable blacksmith, they were already meeting up again. Of course, the former ensign was the one paying, which was the only reason Killari was here in the first place. Or rather, he still wouldn't have come, hadn't he been invited to this place specifically.
"You know, it took a lot to get us a seat here. This 'Gilded Pheasant' is the most popular restaurant in the entire city right now. I heard that their head chef has studied under Master Chuku of Rapra Castle until very recently. You know what that means, right? Today, we'll be eating the same meals the king might get to enjoy on a regular basis."
"Hmm..." Despite Alcer's enthusiasm, Killari just hummed in response. Not that he was ungrateful for the opportunity to eat here. He could certainly show off with this meal back at the station. However, his mind was fully occupied trying to comprehend the thing they called a 'menu' here.
On a large, sturdy piece of paper, he could read up on all the dishes served at the restaurant. It was a vast array of foods unseen in any other places he'd ever been in. His usual eateries would often serve only one or two dishes a day.
They would just pick whatever was cheap from the market and then make that as appetizing as possible. Then again, he had never been in a fancy place like this, where he could eat items from faraway places like Porcero. This restaurant wasn't only far above Killari's pay grade, it was also too far outside of his comfort zone.
In here, you couldn't even eat without knowing how to read, hence the menus. Although he had gone through a basic language course to prepare for his work with the police, he was struggling considerably with all the long, unknown terms for fancy foods from far-off lands. However, it seemed like his host had misunderstood Killari's silent concentration.
"So where exactly did I offend you? Do you have any idea how expensive these seats were? What exactly are you dissatisfied with?"
Of course, Killari knew that Alcer had told the truth. Just to get a table like this, on such short notice, he must have bribed a bunch of people, not to mention the eye-watering cost of the meal itself. Together with the crazy money he had wasted in pursuit of his business dream, most of the funds he had gained from playing hero in the army must have been used up by now.
Thus, Killari certainly was grateful. He had just been too focused on reading to show it. Though of course, he would never admit to his poor reading skills. Why would he embarrass himself like that in front of the show-off Alcer? So instead of gratitude, he said what had been bothering him since this morning.
"It's nothing, just don't pretend like you're doing me a favor when I was the one who was left with all the difficult work. Again."
Earlier this morning, while Alcer was presumably running around to chase his dreams, he had sent his old subordinate Kichka to the police station to ask for help again. Though this time, it had gone a bit farther than a simple introduction.
"So you got what I asked for." An overexcited Alcer threw his menu to the side and stared at Killari with that annoying look of his.
Like an excited dog, naive and stupid, Killari thought as he pulled a small pile of paper from his chest pocket. He sloppily unfolded the sloppily folded paper, before he threw it onto the table between the two.
"Yupp, I got what you wanted," he finally concluded. Of course, such a simple conclusion brushed over all the hurdles he had to jump just to get these papers copied and out of the police station.
When Alcer wanted to pick up the documents, Killari's outstretched hand nailed the paper to the table. With stern eyes, he stared at his leichtsinnige friend, before he asked in an equally stern voice: "You know that this could cost me my job, right?"
"Yeah, I got it-" Alcer began and tried to pull out the papers again, but Killari immediately interrupted him.
"No, I mean it," he stressed again. "I can't reveal anything about an ongoing investigation. In the police force, that's grounds for dismissal. That means if this comes out, my job will be on the line."
Of course, this was an exaggeration. While a single one of the documents was still part of an open investigation, it was more of a nuisance case. As in, a nuisance to handle, and of no consequence if no one bothered with it. Now that the papers were out already, no one in the force would fire him over copying some information like that. At most, he would get told off by his superior.
However, Alcer didn't need to know that much. All this light-headed fool needed to know was that his actions had consequences, not only for himself, but also for others. At least that much, Alcer seemed to have understood, because he finally let go of the documents.
"Yes. I get it. I apologize," the hero said, before he bowed his proud head. "Thank you for your help. These are special circumstances, so it won't happen a second time."
At least that much, Killari could agree with. This guy wouldn't start a new career every week, would he? Once he got his new bayonet business going, he'd stay quiet for a while, and Killari would earn himself some peace and quiet.
Thus, the policeman finally let go of the paper. However, he would much rather explain the contents himself. Otherwise, this overly optimistic hero would come to entirely wrong conclusions, as usual.
"Those special circumstances are the only reason I'm helping. Wouldn't want your life in the hands of a thief and scammer," he thus said.
"So he did do it?" As expected, Alcer just picked up the conversation, rather the papers. Meanwhile, Killari leaned back and stared back and forth between his friend and the documents, before he explained.
"Yeah, looks like it. I looked into this Kyunya guy for you. As I said, there's an ongoing investigation, but there's also a few closed ones. His own statement seems about right, from what I could tell. He was also the one who told on his master about the pamphlets from the priests."
"But?" At least this much, Alcer seemed to understand. There were always two sides to every story. That was something Killari had learned in his years with the force.
"But, he only did it after the lightning miracle," he continued. "There's no way to know if he was really opposed to the business with the priests in the first place, or if he just got cold feet later when he knew that they would be exposed eventually. It's also suspicious that he went by himself, without his master. Almost looks like he wanted to get rid of him, since their relationship isn't very good. When that no longer looked to be in the cards, this Kyunya suddenly worked very hard to keep both himself, and coincidentally his master, out of the labor camps, and to keep his master's manufactory running. As for his claims that he wanted to join the army later? There's zero evidence of that, though the army's records are classified, and they won't record some kid's failed enlistment in the first place. So still lots of unclear things about this Kyunya, though there's one thing I can say for sure: Most of his claims about selfless, heroic deeds he's supposedly done can't be confirmed, while most of the bad stuff he's done is true."
As he spoke, he could see Alcer's brows furrow further and further. He knew his stupid friend well. This guy would rarely change his mind once he had formed an opinion on something, no matter how stupid it was. In this case, it seemed like this Kyunya had been quite convincing during their first meeting. Although it was a pain, he would have to rectify this, since Alcer's meeting with the papermaking apprentice had sort of been Killari's fault in the first place.
"Like what?" Alcer finally asked in a suspicious tone.
"Like the stuff about stealing from his old master. All true, and it wasn't just 'some minor things', like he claimed. I mean, he wasn't technically lying, but it's hardly the truth either."
This time, Alcer's frown had turned into a confused stare.
Slow as always, Killari thought, before he suppressed an annoyed sigh and tried to make things as easy as possible for his simple friend.
"He never did tell you what exactly he was accused of stealing, did he?"
"What did he steal?" Alcer asked in response.
As Killari made a grimmer face, the hero also began to speak in a lower tone, and acted more serious in resposne. As always, he was too empathetic for his own good.
That's why you need me to back you up, Killari thought, as always.
"He was taking frames for trapping and pressing wood pulp?" he finally said, with some level of uncertainty. "Something like that. I don't really understand the details of it, but I don't have to. In the first place, the main reason I don't know in detail is that the materials he took are, apparently, of 'protected status'. That means someone among the king's ghost warriors is interested in them. Since they're materials from a manufactory, they're probably a secret item, needed for some kind of new production method. You know, the ones that make our city so much money these days. It's like your new friend said: These things really weren't worth much coin — just being some pieces of wood and all — but they would have been worth a mountain of silver to the right buyer from the north."
Of course, much of that was a gross exaggeration. These plates were no longer protected status, and hadn't been when Kyunya had been accused of stealing them. If the ghosts had still been interested in these frames, Killari would have never gotten his hands on this information in the first place.
Though from what he could tell, they had only been removed from protected status very recently, so this it didn't change his assessment of this Kyunya in the slightest. However, even with such a clear warning, Killari's naive friend still wasn't convinced.
"And you really believe he'd do that?" Alcer asked in the voice of a toddler who couldn't understand why the sun couldn't stay up longer to extend his playtime. "He didn't seem like that kind of guy, and he was working against the north before. He exposed his master's work with the northern priests, and he even wanted to enlist, remember?"
Again with this nonsense.
Rather than refute these bogus claims for a second time, Killari decided to make things simple for his friend.
"I don't know what I believe," he said. "But people do a lot of things you wouldn't expect once money is involved. If you ask me, this whole situation just seems like a case of power politics. The disciple wanted to steal protected materials, and then pin the theft on his master. That way, the greedy, selfish master is gone, and he can legally take over the business. But the master found out early and managed a reversal by framing his disciple first."
"That sounds far-fetched," Alcer doubted.
"So does your one-sided story of a hard-working good guy and his mean, mean master."
Finally, Killari's words made Alcer hesitate.
"You really wanna hear my professional opinion?" the policeman continued. "I don't trust either of them. It's too risky. I think it's best to just stay out of this, and do your own thing, rather than risk getting scammed by a potential criminal."
Of course, Killari had exaggerated quite a few things again. There really wasn't any evidence for any of his own claims about Kyunya, and Alcer's interpretation of events was as valid as his own.
However, he didn't want to see his friend get hurt over someone else's revenge. His friend, as always, was too nice for his own good. In the war, Alcer had always fought for others. But here in Saniya, that sort of naivete would get him robbed, or killed. In the face of such possibilities, a small lie wasn't a big deal, Killari thought.
"Well, I'll think about it again," Alcer finally said.
Though he still acted stubborn, he was visibly deflated, so Killari was confident that his friend had seen reason at last. Satisfied with his work for the day, he finally picked up his menu and tried his luck with the difficult words again.
"In that case, let's order something," he said. "I'm starving."
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Yes, certainly an army man. That means he'll probably stick with the truth, and is probably easy to fool.
Every time he met a prospective customer for the Tasa Bank's loan business, Sawo would first observe them to understand them before they ever opened their mouths. Thus, he carefully watched the young man with the sharp face and stiff posture who sat in front of him, across from the expensive table in his office. It was a familiar feeling, and a familiar room, though both hadn't been much in use recently.
In fact, he wasn't really responsible for the lending business anymore. These days, he had people for that kind of thing. Rather, he was busy handling his other properties, and had no time to sit around and listen to poor people who tried to take his hard-earned money.
However, today's customer was simply too important, and Sawo just happened to be here, so he decide to greet this important customer himself.
"Now then, Officer Alcer," he began, while he pointlessly shuffled some papers around his table to look important. "We are very happy that you still decided to work with us."
"You say that, but 'happy' is not the impression I got from you," the officer huffed, and threw one of the Tasa Bank business cards onto the table between them.
Of course, Sawo knew what this customer of his was talking about. He himself had ordered his workers to put some pressure on undecided high-value customers. It was an aggressive strategy, but also highly effective. After all, this one had still come here, no matter how much he complained. Obviously, Sawo couldn't admit as much, so he simply played dumb.
"Whatever could dear customer be talking about? Surely, this is a misunderstanding. All we offered was a simple reminder that the bank is currently a bit short on funds. After all, we cannot wait on our potential customers forever, no matter how good their business might be."
Although Sawo felt that his excuses were good, it didn't calm the commoner's anger.
"Well, I'm not the one making you wait. It's one of your other 'customers' who's making trouble for mw. What do you say about that?"
"I don't follow."
This time, Sawo was really confused.
"Okay." The customer seemed to collect himself for a bit, before he adjusted himself in his chair and began to explain, now in a much calmer tone. "You know the papermaker Rimaq, right? One of his goons came to me a few days ago and threatened me. Just as I found a good administrator to get my business started, they are trying to force me to look for another one."
"Haha, that is a real tragedy," Sawo deflected with a hollow laugh. "However, the bank is unaware of such actions, and not involved in the private behavior of our clients. We are merely facilitators, you see."
Of course, he couldn't just give up Rimaq's business over a minor complaint. After all, Rimaq was an important piece of Sawo's future expansion strategy.
"Then you best facilitate between me and that guy, or you can forget about my business," this customer insisted. "You wanted me to come up with a more concrete business plan and hire an administrator, right? Don't think I'll work with you when your other client makes it impossible to fulfill your requirements."
"Please, we are merely a bank. What are we supposed to do?" Sawo acted pitifully, but inside, he was seething.
Never before had he seen such a self-entitled commoner. This sort of behavior had been getting worse ever since the lightning miracle, but this one really topped everything. If this customer hadn't been connected to people in the army, Sawo would have thrown him out long ago.
Him and his worthless knife business that's doomed to fail.
However, the idiot knew nothing of Sawo's professional assessment, so he continued to bluster.
"Since you don't know what to do, I'll be the one to do something instead," he said, with an annoying sneer on his face. "I know that some protected materials were almost stolen in that paper manufactory, and I can prove it. That Kyunya your friend Rimaq doesn't like? He knows a lot, and he likes to talk. What do you think would happen if rumors about that spy-infested company's lack of security were to spread? I wonder how valuable this Rimaq customer of yours would still be by then."
For a second, Sawo was silent. Although he still calmly returned the commoner's annoying stare with a smile, he was even more furious inside. Rimaq was Sawo's way onto Sillu Island, the first step to the establishment of an alliance of large property owners.
With the warrior class gone, these owners would play a crucial part in Saniya's politics in the future, and Sawo intended to lead that movement. For that, he needed support from people like Rimaq. He didn't know whether or not the spy claims from the annoying army man were true, but he couldn't risk it. He wouldn't have his hard work ruined over this commoner idiot's pride.
"Surely matters are not that serious," he carefully tried to disarm the commoner, but in the expected manner of a soldier, he kept his weapon and thundered on.
"That Rimaq had his goons waiting for me at my home! I won't stand for that."
In defiance of his claim, the idiot stood up and slammed his hand onto the table between them. Despite the booming voice and his own internal anger, Sawo remained calm and polite on the outside.
"Of course! Please calm down, dear customer. We will guarantee your satisfaction."
And stop hitting my table, you rube. That's mahogany, you'll never be able to afford it with your worthless business. I wouldn't even bother with you if you couldn't introduce me to some army personnel.
Once Sawo had shown some weakness, the commoner finally came back to his senses and stopped abusing his table.
"Then make sure that your other dear customers don't ruin my business anymore," he insisted as he sat down in a huff.
"Haha, I am sure we can come to an agreement," Sawo deflected once more. Rather than defend all this time, he would much rather go on the attack. Thus, he pulled over a document he had been handed by his secretary and pretended to read. Of course, he already knew about the contents. "Now then, dear customer. I see here that apart from the need for an administrator you have been given other requirements before we can grant your wish for a loan. Have these requirements been met already?"
Because if not, I really don't have to waste any more time on you. I'd rather be at home with my family than spend my day with some self-entitled dreamers. And whatever empty threats you offer, I will just deal with them later. The power of rumors is always limited, especially in the hands of a rube like you.
However, Alcer's next words immediately removed all of Sawo's frustration, as well as his condescension.
"Yes, everything else is taken care of. As I said, I've failed to secure an administrator because of that Rimaq's little goon, but I already have a high-quality blacksmith lined up. He has worked out a concrete production plan and everything, including the materials we'll need to get started. If my word won't suffice for you, he can come here any time and present his plans to you. However, beyond that, I also have this."
Finally, the rube dropped a piece of paper on the table. Before Sawo had even picked it up, he noticed the seal at the bottom of the page.
Royal Army? he wondered immediately. A fake? Surely even this uncouth commoner won't be dumb enough to try that.
However, when he saw Alcer's confident grin, he couldn't afford to doubt him any longer. Just on the off-chance that this document was real, he had to treat it as such.
"That's right," the customer said, with empty pride in his voice. "We've already secured a contract with the army. As you see, I already have a seller and craftsmen lined up. Now all I need is the money to produce the goods."
With dry lips and shaking hands, Sawo inspected the paper further. Indeed, this document was to the order of thirty thousand 'ring bayonets', given out by the army to the name of the rube sitting before him.
Although the note looked a bit provisional, the contract wasn't fully concluded after all. Maybe some buddy in the army had given Alcer this guarantee early. After all, according to Tasa Bank's investigation, Alcer himself was a former ensign, and a well-respected veteran in certain circles.
Suddenly, the paper felt like pure gold in his hands, smooth and shiny. No, this paper was better than gold, and even better than the money it guaranteed for this veteran's bayonet business. This was a way for Sawo to get involved in the army's affairs, and become a proper military supplier.
All throughout the war, he had hoped to get involved with the arms trade in some way. However, the kingdom had never accepted any help from private merchants. Every single coin the army had spent had gone to the kingdom's own manufactories or granaries. Others could only earn in a second or third instance, providing goods which the manufactories needed to produce military supplies. Even so, the merchants involved in these trades had all made a fortune in a short amount of time.
Now, finally, the chance had come to Sawo to do the same. He could already hear the coins roll into his coffers. But more than that, he could already hear his voice within the city grow louder, and more influential. If he could establish business contacts with the army, his power would increase dramatically. With more power, there were many things he could do. For example, he could influence the local officials in his favor to make business easier and more profitable. More importantly, he could protect his family, as well as the many subordinates who relied on him.
However, just as Sawo was dreaming a beautiful dream, the paper which would make it all possible was rudely ripped from his hands. Shocked and confused, he stared at his dearest client, but the cold eyes of the man in question mercilessly cooled down on Sawo's fiery heart.
"I have to take this thing back, of course. This deal isn't quite official yet, and still highly confidential. I can't have evidence of an early deal lying around, can I?"
Although Sawo had this treasure taken from him, his previous anger had completely dissipated. For now, he had confirmed his suspicions: This paper represented only a preliminary deal. However, that was even better. For Sawo, this meant that this Alcer could get special treatment from the higher-ups in the army, which made this connection even more valuable.
"Of course," Sawo easily agreed, and tried to improve his best smile even further. "Since dear customer has trusted me so much with this information, I will seek to show my gratitude. Your previous loan application will be approved today, no questions asked."
"No." The greedy commoner shook his head. "My deal got a whole lot more certain compared to last time, so your old conditions aren't good enough anymore."
Naturally, Sawo couldn't get angry over a little bit of greed. Rather, the greedier this precious client was, the better. Greedy people were easier to trick, and easier to control.
"Of course not. What is it you desire, dear customer?"
"I want an apology from that Rimaq guy for his disrespect. Directly from him. No subordinates and no letters."
"Of course, this much should be expected. I will put in a word, and I guarantee that this uncouth Rimaq will apologize to Master Alcer in person, within a few days at most."
While Rimaq's paper manufactory was an important step in Sawo's plan, the papermaker was nothing compared to the chance to enter the arms industry. Thus, Sawo easily threw his older customer Rimaq off the boat to make room for Alcer. Forcing the papermaker into an apology wouldn't be difficult either, considering just how much leverage Tasa Bank had against him. However, an apology wasn't all his newest best client wanted.
"I also want a bigger loan," Alcer added. "You saw that this is a big order, and I've heard that it's only the first of many. So I'll need more money to build a manufactory that's big enough to get all of these orders done on time."
Idiot. Rather than ask for better conditions, you ask for a bigger loan? This way, once you fail to read the contract carefully, I'll have you in the palm of my hand for the rest of your life. You'll have to pay me off forever. And if you want to keep your wealth and business, you'll have to do me a favor or ten.
Already, Sawo was looking forward to a brilliant future, provided by his newest best customer. Unfortunately, there was only one problem with his calculations.
"Of course," he answered again. "However, the loan will have to be postponed until after the government's recent manufactory auction. For now, many loans are still being processed and the bank does not have the capacity to provide further funds."
Although Sawo thought that these few days of wait were only a minor issue, his fussy customer once again saw it differently.
"What? Are you crazy? If I wait that long, who knows what'll happen with the army contract. And I wanted to buy a ready-made manufactory at the auction for cheap, too. The sooner I get started with production, the faster I can make my money back. So if you can't help me get this done, then I'll just go to another bank who'll take my business instead."
Thus, his rash, lovely customer threatened to escape his customer status, and stood up to emphasize the point.
"No, please wait!" Sawo shouted and jumped up as well. As he followed Alcer around the table, his mind was working frantically in search of a way to retain his best client. "No need to get up. I'm sure we can arrange something somehow. Just give us some time, dearest customer."
At least, Sawo's words made the precious customer stop halfway to the door. However, Alcer's nasty grin didn't bode well in Sawo's eyes.
"Then how about you just take some money from that Rimaq guy?" Alcer asked brazenly. "I hear you're about to loan him a large amount so he can buy his own workshop at the auction."
Again, Sawo was shocked by the rude commoner, for the second time today.
"Where did you hear that?" he asked, this time with genuine suspicion written on his face.
It couldn't have been any of my guys who talked, right? Must have been one from Rimaq's side. That useless-
Before he could finish the thought, Alcer uncovered the mystery and exonerated Rimaq.
"Where else? That Kyunya guy told me. He probably knows about every dirty deal that went on in that manufactory."
"That man is not to be trusted," Sawo tried to disarm Alcer's newest weapon, again to no avail.
"So you're not loaning to Rimaq then? I'll know the truth after the auction at the latest," he pointed out, before he added. "You think I'll work with liars then?"
"No, I..." Again, the wheels in Sawo's head turned, until they fell upon a brilliant solution.
If you keep using this Kyunya to spread gossip, then I can do the same, he thought, before he spoke up again, his confidence restored.
"How about we work out a deal? I believe I have an idea."
"I'm listening."
Finally, Alcer sat down again, and Sawo followed. For now, the commoner had turned into a customer once more. Sawo intended to keep it that way.
"You are still friends with this Kyunya, are you not, dear customer?" he asked.
"Well, we're acquainted."
Good enough.
"In that case, could you convince him to spread rumors about the ruinous state of Rimaq's paper manufactory? It doesn't matter even if they are false, so long as they are convincing. That wouldn't be difficult, would it?"
For a moment, Alcer seemed taken aback, before he replied with a sneer.
"Convince him? That guy is so obsessed, he won't talk about anything else. If I give him the chance, he'll spread those rumors all on his own."
"Fantastic." Sawo clapped. "In that case, please do so."
"Why?"
"Because no one wants to buy a ruinous business. If there are no other takers for the paper manufactory, Master Rimaq will be able to purchase it for cheap. Then, we can easily loan out the leftover funds to Master Alcer. This way, everyone wins."
Enamored by his own wits, Sawo sank back in his chair and waited for a positive response. Minutes later, they were working out the details of their deal. An hour later, Sawo was shaking the hand of the foolish army man and led him out of the building.
In the end, this brutish commoner had come to complain about Rimaq, but Rimaq's prospective loan had only gotten better, while Alcer's had gotten so much worse. All the papermaker had to give in return was an empty apology, while Sawo was the greatest winner, as usual.
He really didn't understand these prideful army people, but he didn't have to. All he needed to do was trap this Alcer in a contract he would never escape from. Eventually, Sawo would not only control Saniya's industry, but its army as well.
In the past, he had tried to gain power through sheer military might. In the future, he would rebuild his empire based on business alone. Fools like this Alcer would get him ever closer to his dreams, one foolish signature at a time.




Hermit's Notes: Yay, Sawo's back! This arc is about to move on to its finale already. Feels like I only just started writing it.
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Chapter 432 - Auction
January 30


Five days after his agreement with Alcer, Sawo stood in front of Saniya's Royal Theater, the location of the government's manufactory auction. Today would be the day all of his work until now would come to fruition. With the purchase of two manufactories by his customers, the first step in his plans would be completed. Of course, first he had to somehow keep those troublesome customers of his in line, starting with the one standing next to him.
Master Rimaq Argo had come to Saniya as a thin, middle-aged man full of ambition. Since then, his hair had started to gray and he had bloated up to impressive size. Squeezed in by ever new layers of fat, his small eyes threatened to disappear into his face completely.
At some point during his weight-gain, he had also traded the simple clothes of a common craftsman for the fancy robes of a wealthy merchant. Maybe the old ones just didn't fit him any longer. Only his yellowed fingers still reminded careful observers of his humble profession, one he hadn't seriously practiced in years.
This husk of a man, hollowed out and bloated up from years of excess, was what waited next to Sawo, all self-righteous and haughty.
"I cannot believe that I have to waste my time on this nonsense," Rimaq complained. "I should be preparing to take what is rightfully mine later, instead of flattering some lowly soldier!"
"Of course. Soon, Master Rimaq will own what has rightfully belonged to Master all along," Sawo flattered insincerely. Of course, only someone this self-absorbed could believe that the manufactory he had graciously received from King Corco was somehow his property, just because he had overseen it for a while.
"However, the rumors spread by that soldier have brought us a great advantage in the upcoming auction," Sawo continued. "The least we can do is repay his efforts with a few words of sincerity."
In fact, the rumors spread by Alcer and Kyunya had worked even better than he could have ever imagined. By now, all the side streets and ale houses in the city were filled with stories of spies and bribery within Saniya's largest paper manufactory. When he had met them for a soiree two days ago, none of the rich friends in his circles had shown any more interest in the manufactory, not even the ones who had been previously piqued. Since Sawo's social circles were wide, he was convinced that there wouldn't be any interested parties to compete for Rimaq's manufactory later.
Now, there was only one little problem left to solve: Alcer, who knew the truth of their deception, could still make their life difficult by revealing everything at the last second. Thus, Sawo's top priority for now was to keep Alcer happy, even at the cost of Rimaq's mood. Though clearly, the craftsman didn't understand how much Sawo had worked to his benefit.
"Sincerity? With some poor sod like that?" he scoffed instead. "Why would I apologize when I have done nothing wrong? He should be the one to apologize for fraternizing with an ungrateful thief like Kyunya!"
More and more, the craftsman was talking himself into a rage. However, Sawo knew how to make the self-righteous idiot stay obedient.
"Master Rimaq, if we cannot come to an agreement with this Alcer later, you should understand that it will be difficult for you to smoothly regain your territory."
As he spoke, Sawo pulled out a banknote and rubbed it between his fingers. With such a clear hint, even Rimaq understood that he wouldn't be able to buy his precious manufactory without Sawo's financial support. If he kept complaining and even upset his creditor in the process, he would end up with nothing. Thus, the craftsman finally stopped his yammering, though the clenched fist rested on his belly still betrayed his anger. Yet Sawo had no more time to try and pacify him. Not long after, the protagonist of today's meeting arrived.
"Here comes Ensign Alcer. Please remember our agreement, Master Rimaq," he reminded the craftsman, who replied through gritted teeth.
"Of course," Rimaq barely managed to squeeze out. By now it was too late for Sawo to fix his attitude any further, since he was already had focused on the newest arrival.
"Welcome, dear customer!" he shouted, and walked toward Alcer in an attempt to initiate a familiar hug. However, the veteran stepped back to avoid his great benefactor.
"Now then, I suspect this is the famous Master Rimaq?" Rather than reply to Sawo's enthusiastic greeting, Alcer addressed the craftsman with a cold sneer on his face. In turn, Rimaq only huffed, but Alcer continued undisturbed.
"Master, I've heard so much about you," the soldier said in an insincere tone. "I'm well acquainted with your subordinates, after all."
Again, Rimaq remained silent, but Sawo could see his face slowly turn red from the barely veiled provocations. Maybe this soldier wasn't quite as stupid as he had thought. At least when it came to taunting, he seemed to be a veritable expert.
"In fact, I believe I should apologize. My man was a bit rough when he pushed your head guard's face into the dirt. I think he overdid it a little."
"You-"
Rimaq's trembling fist finally left his belly and he marched towards Alcer, but Sawo held him back by the shoulder in a panic and interrupted him before he could do or say anything stupid again.
"Truly magnanimous of Ensign Alcer to apologize like this. I believe we should all take a step back. We are friends after all, are we not? So we should cooperate. Smoothly."
As Sawo spoke, he stared down Rimaq with the harshest eyes he could muster, and once again rubber his fingers together. At the same time, the trained warrior Sawo was pinching the old craftsman's shoulder. Under the physical — as well as monetary — threats, the proud craftsman finally gave in.
"Yes, I should apologize for my servant's forward manner. It seems he misunderstood my intentions."
Although his words were polite, Rimaq stared down Alcer as if he wanted to strangle him, and his tone was forceful and low, as if he was trying to curse his opposite.
"That's fine. I've already forgotten all about that slimy head guard of yours," Alcer replied calmly as if he hadn't seen Rimaq's anger.
However, Rimaq didn't react to the newest insult. Instead, he was already staring at Sawo, waiting for his approval. The banker, meanwhile, was breathing a deep sigh of relief. Although the apology had been insincere, it had apparently still been good enough for Alcer. Thus, he nodded towards Rimaq and let go of his shoulder, before the craftsman huffed once more and walked towards the theater's entrance without another word.
Useless bastard! Just see how I squeeze you once your business is indebted to me!
Although Sawo was exasperated at Rimaq's disrespect, he still had to put on a happy smile as he walked towards his remaining customer.
"Haha, please ignore his rudeness, Ensign Alcer," he said. "Master Rimaq is simply nervous due to the auction. All of our futures depend on today, after all."
However, Alcer once again didn't respond to Sawo's words.
"You have my money?" he asked instead.
Greedy bastards, the both of you.
"Of course." Sawo pulled a stack of papers from within his long robes, his practiced smile always retained. "Here, promissory notes of Tasa Bank, worth 80,000 Sila. To the government, these are worth as much as silver."
This was part of the agreement they had come to during Alcer's last visit to the bank. Sawo would pay a certain sum in advance so that Alcer could buy a building for his manufactory at today's auction. Only after the soldier had his locations secured — and Rimaq had his — would Sawo know how much money the bank had left, and how much more he could loan out to them for further operations. Yet despite Sawo's diligent fulfillment of his promise, Alcer's face still didn't look any better than before.
"Good," he simply said, as he leafed through the notes. Only after he had checked every single one did he spare a rude glance to the proud warrior before him. "And you're sure I got more than that Rimaq guy?"
This was another one of Alcer's unreasonable demands. Although the army hero had pretended to be magnanimous before, the insults he had received before were clearly still bothering him.
Petty bastards. You'll get what's coming to you.
Obviously, Sawo couldn't say that, no matter how cathartic it would feel.
"Of course, dear customer," he squeezed out instead. "Even with the additional money I have loaned him today on top of his own savings, Master Rimaq has no more than 50,000 Sila at his disposal. That much, I can guarantee."
Due to Kyunya's rumors, 50,000 would still be more than enough to win the property rights for the paper manufactory today, so there was no real problem, despite the limitations Sawo's work had been put under. Still, Alcer's endless stream of pointless requirements really bothered him, as did his arrogant manner. Again, the soldier only sneered in response to his benefactor's servile attitude.
"Good. You best keep your fat friend in line, or you'll lose my business right away."
Thus, Alcer swaggered away as well, to follow Rimaq in the direction of the auction house. Meanwhile, Sawo was left standing on his own.
Lowly bastards, the lot of you. Just you two wait. After today, you'll be in my debt, and in the palm of my hand. We'll see who among you two debt slaves would dare disrespect me then.
__________________________


"Why is a royal scientist leading the auction?" Alcer asked in a stunned voice.
Up ahead on the theater's stage, standing behind a podium and swinging a tiny gavel with great enthusiasm, was Hieronymus Bombasticus, a famous figure in the city.
Head of the royal chemistry workshop, well-known genius, and a close friend to the miracle king, Sawo enumerated in his head.
"I have heard rumors that he enjoys such activities," Sawo replied.
By now, he had taken his seat between Alcer on his left, and Rimaq on his right. Eventually, he had caught up with his two unreliable customers, and now he was stuck playing peace maker again. As the banker observed the scientist up on the stage, he couldn't help but notice that, much unlike him, the famous scientist seemed to be having the time of his life.
"Come on, ladies and gentlemen! Such a beautiful property, a manufactory for soap production, producing lavender soap, one of Saniya's flagship exports! 50,000 Sila is a steal! You may as well come up here, turn out my pockets and rob me blind! Going once, any takers, any takers? I see 55,000 from number seventeen! Who else wants to own the production methods of the miracle king's favorite product..."
This is already the third 'king's favorite product' he's sold today, Sawo thought. However, something more pressing confused him.
"Dear customer, are you not interested?" he asked Alcer sitting to his left. "This manufactory's size and location seem quite suitable for your purposes, and the price seems bearably as well."
This was already the third property which seemed appropriate for Alcer. However, so far, he hadn't lifted the little paddle with his designated number on it even once. While Sawo had still remained quiet the first two times, he was getting a bit nervous now, so he had to ask. However, his least favorite customer shook his head.
"No," Alcer replied. "I already have my eyes on a business coming up later. Believe me, it's perfect."
Although Alcer showed an arrogant smile, much unlike his previous indifferent persona, Sawo didn't have the time to bother with such details for now. Once the scientist's gavel fell onto his podium, the bang signaled that the soap manufactory had just been sold. Now it was finally time for Rimaq's paper manufactory to fall under the famous scientist's tiny hammer.
"Now then, on to our next property..."
Once again, the part-time auctioneer launched into a tirade of compliments about the manufactory on the block, one more exaggerated than the last. To Sawo's right, Rimaq's face showed a silly grin as he easily fell for the scientist's flattery.
Fool, don't you understand? The more attractive your property, the higher the chance someone else will be interested.
If course, Sawo couldn't say that either, so he just had to sit there on pins and needles. Eventually, the scientist's lengthy introduction was over, but the room remained dead silent.
"No takers?" Hieronymus tried again. "No one interested in this worthwhile endeavor?"
"30,000 Sila!" Rimaq finally shouted, while raising up his numbered paddle.
"Ah, yes, a good figure to get us warmed up. Limber up your limbs and get your paddles ready, this chance will never come cheaper again. That's 35,00 from the gentleman on seat number 25. Now who else has been enticed by this one-of-a-kind opportunity?"
As the auctioneer droned on and on, Sawo finally calmed down. Eventually, his lips rose into a sly grin. Despite the scientist's best efforts, it seemed like there were no takers apart from the manufactory's 'rightful owner'. Their plan had worked out perfectly, they would snap up this unpopular property at a rock-bottom price. By the end, even the auctioneer's voice had lost its enthusiasm.
"Going once! Anyone else? Anyone else? Going twice! Going-"
"80,000 Sila!"
Sawo smug grin froze on his face as he heard the familiar voice shout a ridiculous number. Like the jammed up crank on a rusty pump, his head slowly turned towards his left, where he met with Alcer's equally smug grin. With a single shout from his dearest customer, Sawo's precious plans had turned to dust. What on earth was happening here?
Hermit's notes: Sorry for being a day late. I wasted some extra time reshuffling the ending of this mini-arc at the last second.




9
4










Chapter 433 - Culmination of Plans (Part 1)
Chapter 433 - Culmination of Plans (Part 1)
February 4


"Going Thrice! Sold!" The moment Hieronymus banged the gavel onto the table, a warm feeling spread all over Alcer's body. Finally, after days of walking on a razor's edge, he had landed back on solid ground. After he had bought the manufactory, there would be nothing left to threaten his plan.
For most attendees in the theater hall other than Alcer, the sale of yet another property didn't cause much outrage. After all, this property wasn't all that unique. If anything, the lack of interest from most attendees due to the rumors was one of only two things which made it stand out from others, together with the strange way in which its auction had gone, with only two bidders, one bidding far below value, and the other far above it. However, right after the sale, a third unique feature was added.
As soon as the gavel fell, both Rimaq and Sawo forgot their decorum and the rules of the auction. WIthout a care for the eyes around them, they jumped up and shouted out against the injustice they had suffered.
"What is the meaning of this!?" the former craftsman screamed towards Alcer. His head stretched over Sawo's left shoulder, and his hand dug into Sawo's right, in a panicked attempt to squeeze past the banker and the narrow seats. Compared to Rimaq's madness, the banker at least tried to remain calm.
"Surely, this is simply a misunderstanding," he tried to say, but was interrupted by Rimaq again.
"Misunderstanding my ass! You better-"
However, before he had finished, he was interrupted by Sawo in turn.
"You shut your mouth! This is beyond your abilities."
As the banker shot back, he easily threw off the craftsman's grip and threw him back into his seat. The image was reminiscent of the head guard's fight against Kichka, as the master's actions mirrored his servant's. However, Alcer was more preoccupied with Sawo's surprising strength.
So he was a warrior. I should be more careful in case he does something rash.
Due to the unexpected show of force, Sawo had regained the initiative for just a moment.
"How about we go outside and solve our issues in private," he suggested. This time, his voice was no longer fawning or servile like before. Instead, it was low and deep, and layered with threat.
Faced with harsh words from a dangerous opponent, the veteran Alcer could feel his calm smile fade away. Even so, he remained relaxed. Realistically, there was nothing Sawo could do to him, not here, not if he wanted to keep his banking business.
For now, the auction had been halted. All eyes were on the three troublemakers in the center of the room. Even the local policemen who lined the hall for protection and security looked ready to move by this point. Thus, Sawo was bound by the law, unless he wanted to leave behind his wealth and escape the city. Meanwhile, Alcer himself didn't think it would be wise to stir up any more trouble in public. There was no reason to further provoke these two, until they were in a more private setting.
"Sure, let's do that," the new owner of a paper manufactory thus said, before he left the hall at a leisurely pace.
Of course, in order to retain his self-assured steps, Alcer had to ignore the two malicious stares behind him. Though more than that, he wondered where the ignorant Rimaq still pulled his courage from to provoke him like that. How could this graying craftsman still want to get involved in a conflict between a warrior and an army veteran?For now, there was of course no danger to be had, not until they would leave the hall.
Thus, as he walked, Alcer had the leisure to fall into thought. Only now did he truly begin to grasp just how many pieces had fallen into place to reach today's result.
First, he thought back to the day he had come up with his plan. After he had heard Kichka's idea for an improved musket reloading mechanism, the gears in his head had begun to turn. He had thought about all the veterans still stuck at the docks and in other places throughout the city. He had thought about all the little ideas these men had come up with during their time on the battlefield. After all, such practical experiences, faced with one life-and-death problem after another, would surely breed creative solutions as well.
How many of these could be turned into useful products? With Alcer's ring bayonet alone, their new manufactory could become a fairly respectable workshop. However, once the order for the army were to be filled, there was a good chance that they would simply be out of work for a while. In contrast, with every veteran's ingenuity combined, they could be so much more than just another small company.
Not to mention, there was still the incident with Rimaq's 'head guard', which had reminded Alcer of the cutthroat manner in which many merchants conducted their relations towards competitors. He had heard all kinds of horror stories from Killari, from intimidations like the one organized by Rimaq, all the way to arson and assassinations. Yet if their business were to employ army veterans, surely no one would be dumb enough to use these dirty tricks on them, right?
These veterans would grow and protect the business, and in turn they would receive a safe haven, a place to go even if they couldn't see any other future after experiencing the horrors of war. Of course, the pay wouldn't be bad either, neither for Alcer nor for the other veterans. It was a perfect deal.
Thus, the plan had formed in his head, a plan to punish those who aimed to exploit the good people of the city, while benefiting those good people directly. All he had needed to do before he could get the plan going had been to confirm some basic information, and find some reliable people.
By now, he had reached the final step in his plan, all difficulties had long been passed. All he had to do now was follow his prepared road to its logical conclusion.
While he was still mulling over his next steps, Alcer barely realized that he had left the theater's main hall and entered the building's foyer. At this time, all the other attendees were still inside the hall, where they were waiting for the auction's resumption.
As a result, there were only a receptionist and a few guards left to watch the drama which was about to unfold in this place. Finally, things were quiet enough to start negotiations. However, before Alcer could say anything, the banker and the craftsman were already rushing towards him.
"What is going on here, dear customer?"
"Explain yourself, you poor sod!"
When Alcer turned around, he saw two completely different expressions in the faces of the men who had followed him outside. At some point during their walk, Sawo seemed to have calmed down and returned to his fake servility. Meanwhile, Rimaq was still fuming, and this time, Sawo made no attempts to stop him any longer.
When Rimaq rushed Alcer with a red face and his outstretched arms ready to strangle, the veteran simply held the older craftsman at arms length and stepped to the side. In the end, Rimaq unceremoniously landed on the ground, with a whimper of pain for good measure.
"Bastard! I-" Although the old man was trying to stand up again, Alcer's foot landed on his chest before he could. From his unreasonable actions, it seemed like Rimaq wouldn't calm down anytime soon. Thus, the veteran had to take this seriously, or the old man would injure himself in his rage.
"Do you know who you're messing with?" he asked in a deep voice full of fake anger, while he stared down onto the old man on the floor. Finally, faced with the threat of real violence and no one to protect him, Rimaq calmed down somewhat. Or rather, his fear overpowered his anger for the moment. Once the first problem had been dealt with, Alcer turned towards the second.
"What about you?" he asked towards Sawo. "Do you also wanna go a round?"
Despite his outward confidence, Alcer didn't really want to fight a warrior one-on-one. Luckily, the banker's nerves held, and he retained his mask.
"Of course not, dear customer. We simply wish to know if we upset you in any way? Is this about Master Rimaq's head guard again?"
For a second, Alcer frowned, as he looked at the two villains of this little play. Right now, both of them were presenting their worst vices to him. Although his mood was low over the pitiful state of the old Rimaq on the ground and the groveling Sawo before him, the veteran wouldn't forget what these people had tried to do.
"Yes, you've upset me," he finally said. "It's not about that idiot guard who bothered me last week, I really don't care about that. It's your attitude, how you treat other people. Look at you," he pointed at Sawo, "pretending to be some poor, misunderstood servant, treating everyone like pawns in your games. And you," this time he looked down onto Rimaq again, "No abilities, but more rage and self-entitlement than sense. In fact, I think you especially could learn a thing or two from that apprentice of yours."
As he looked into the shocked and confused faces of his two opponents, Alcer was reminded Kyunya. Compared to these villains, the young drunkard was ten times the man they were. Even though Alcer considered himself a good person as well, the truth of Kyunya's character had been quite the shock.
__________________________
Several days earlier, inside the kingdom's new office for veteran's affairs.
In prior weeks, Alcer had come here regularly for support with his patent process, and to ask for the prerequisites for a loan. This time, however, he had come to ask for help on another man's behalf.
"Official Berrat, you have to help me. I cannot stand the idea of a good man's name being smeared like this." After Alcer had explained Kyunya's story to the official in charge of his case, he finished as such.
This was the first time he had come here since his meeting with Kyunya and Mallku in the ale house. Then, he had asked Berrat for confirmation of some claims Kyunya had made. Back then, the official had asked for some more time.
However, the second time Alcer came, Berrat was ready to answer the veteran's burning questions.
"I hope I don't get you in trouble with this," Alcer began, before Berrat could reveal any secret information out of sympathy. However, the official shook his head.
"It should be alright. Since there's no official record anyways, none of this is classified," Berrat replied. "This morning, I asked the guys who were in charge of enlistment during the early days of the war."
"Thank you very much."
In response to Alcer's sincere bow, Berrat just shook his head again.
"There weren't a lot of people in charge, since most of the soldiers during the war were standing troops. So asking them wasn't that much work in the first place. Anyways, I was told that your friend Kyunya did try to apply  military service, but he didn't have permission from his guardian, so we had to reject him. My colleague tells me he was quite passionate about joining as well, which is why he remembered it so well."
"Is that so? I knew it!" Alcer was overjoyed. Since Kyunya was willing to join the army in penance, he certainly wasn't the selfish thief Rimaq had portrayed him to be. However, if there was any doubt left in Alcer's mind about Kyunya's character, Berrat's next revelation left none of it.
"Not only that, I also have something... less substantiated to tell you regarding your friend," Berrat continued.
"Really? Like a rumor?"
"More of a conjecture, really." The official chuckled. For some reason, he sounded smug. "At the start of the war, we received a number of donations from people across the city, in support of their king and their city."
"This place has a good heart," a proud Alcer noted, but Berrat had already moved on.
"Back then, I was one of the officials in charge of receiving these donations, organizing them, and then sending the bulk to the finance people in Rapra. One of these donations was quite substantial, but also anonymous. That was unusual, since most people donated out of pride, so they were eager to publicize their names. I was curious back then and did some digging. In the end, we traced the donation back to Master Rimaq's paper manufactory, and thought it was just the master's attempt to show remorse in front of the government. But based on everything I've learned today, I wouldn't be surprised if it was sent by this Kyunya instead, without his master's knowledge. If what you said was true, then he was in charge of most of the manufactory's operations after all. Apart from Kyunya, no one else should have been able to send this donation without RImaq's knowledge. And considering what the paper maker has done since the start of the war, I really doubt he would have donated such a sum on his own, which only leaves your friend Kyunya as a suspect."
Once Berrat was done with his conjecture, he leaned back in his chair with the smug confidence of a policeman who had just cracked a difficult murder case. Alcer, meanwhile, had no desire to rob the man of his victory.
"Thank you. This has been a huge help," he said instead, and bowed deeply.
"A help in what, exactly? What are you trying to do? Just out of curiosity, of course."
"I want to make things right. Not only for Kyunya, but for everyone. Just you wait. Maybe soon, your veteran's office will have a whole lot of work all at once."
"In that case, I'll be looking forward to that."
Hermit's Notes: Sorry, things got even later than I thought, though by now you might be able to guess why.
This is the finale of this mini-arc, and this chapter and the next three are all constructed out of a number of disjointed mini-chapters, most of them flashbacks. Organizing them has been a real mess, and I's still not 100% on some things. I hope these chapters won't be hard to follow (to add some clarity, any flashbacks are presented in italics, but I'm not sure that's enough).
Tomorrow, there will be at least two more chapters (which only need proof reading, but I'm honestly too exhausted to do finish that today.)
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Chapter 434 - Culmination of Plans (Part 2)
February 5


The same evening, inside the 'Gilded Pheasant'
"In that case, let's order something. I'm starving," Killari said, and buried his face the menu again. However, while the topic of Kyunya's character had been solved for Killari, Alcer wasn't done yet. After all, he still had an ace up his sleeve.
"Wait, what if I had some proof for Kyunya's claims. Would that change your opinion?" he asked.
"Proof? Like what?"
"I have a reliable source. Can't tell you who, unfortunately."
In response, Killari stared at Alcer for a few seconds, before he sighed deeply and threw his menu back onto the table again.
"Why did you even ask for my opinion if you already had your mind made up?"
Faced with Killari's accusations, Alcer remained calm. The veteran knew that his friend was just worried for him, so the policeman was frustrated when he didn't heed his warnings.
"I wanted confirmation from multiple source," Alcer explained, before he quickly added: "That's standard for intelligence gathering in the army. Of course, if you and my other source had told me different things, I would have believed you first, for caution's sake alone. But it looks like you didn't discover anything to incriminate Kyunya, at least nothing beyond a few rumors and conjectures. Together with the statements from my other source and my own judgment, I think he's been telling the truth."
"I did tell you he is involved in the stealing incident," Killari insisted once again, though it was a weak argument.
"Yes, but you also said it was probably just some power politics between Kyunya and his master. That was almost exactly the same story Kyunya told me, wasn't it? That his master framed him and then fired him," Alcer pointed out. "Now that I've got confirmation that he tried to enlist, and that he did even greater things to support our efforts on the front line, don't you think your conjecture should change to reflect that? For example, don't you think it's more likely that he got framed like he claimed, rather than getting his own ploy turned on himself by his master like you thought?"
For a few seconds, Killari's frown grew. He even pursed his lips in frustration, before the exacerbated policeman fell back into his chair and crossed his arms like a little kid.
"In the end, you'll do whatever you want anyways," he said. "But don't forget that I warned you if your business blows up on you or this Kyunya betrays you."
"Haha, yes. I'll be fully responsible." Alcer's wide smile mirrored Killari's frown perfectly. He knew his friend had given him his blessing with this strange, roundabout reply, and even offered to protect him again. However, Alcer would much rather have his friend by his side, so he tried again to recruit him one more time. "Now that I believe in Kyunya's character, I've decided to start a worker cooperative. You're free to join whenever you want."
"I just don't understand why you would have to share the fruits of your labor with others. It's a waste." Rather than take the deal, Killari complained instead. Clearly, he wasn't interested in joining, and only worried for Alcer's benefit. However, the ensign felt that his friend had missed the point.
"I think there's more important things in life than money. Like those around us, or helping others like us."
As Alcer thoroughly explained his vision for his company, Killari finally had nothing left to say. After all, he himself had been helped in the same way. Back when he had been injured in his leg during the war against the central kingdom, he had been forced to leave the army, and Alcer had managed to get him a job with the new Saniya police force. Just how Alcer had helped Killari back then, he would now help other veterans who had nowhere else to go. That was his goal.
"Fine, do what you want."
After he had firmly declared defeat, Killari was ready to pick up the menu for a third time. However, Alcer still wasn't quite done. Shamelessly, he leaned forward and interrupted his friend's dinner one more time, though it was for a good reason.
"In that case, I'll need your help one more time."
__________________________
"No abilities, but more rage and self-entitlement than sense. In fact, I think you especially could learn a thing or two from that apprentice of yours."
Just as Alcer was gearing up to teach these two villains about the errors of their ways, two figures entered through the front door and interrupted his speech.
"That's right, you tell 'em!" Mallku shouted, sporting a wide grin. In comparison, Kyunya's face was full of anger.
"It is just what they deserve," he growled. However, even though he finally had superior numbers, Alcer wasn't happy with the reinforcements.
"Why are you two complicating things here?" he asked, and finally stepped off Rimaq's chest. "I thought we agreed that you'd wait outside."
"No way in the world would we ever miss a show like this. And in the Royal Theater no less," Mallku said, and hit his elbow into Kyunya's side. "Isn't that right, friend?"
Yet his friend didn't seem to hear him at all. Instead, he was fully focused on his old master. While the three of them had been talking, Rimaq had finally stood up again, and his head looked red like an apple. His hands balled into fists as he marched towards Kyunya, mad from anger and ready to pounce.
"You slovenly sobs! Thieves! Bandits! Return to me what's mine! Now! Else I-"
Yet before he could even finish his villain speech, the craftsman was floored once again. Surprisingly, the one who had brought him to the ground with a well-placed tackle wasn't one of his perceived enemies, but his only ally in the room.
"Shut up!" Sawo boomed, as the warrior's large figure loomed over the craftsman. "You stay out of it, you useless bastard! As always, I will clean up your mess for you! So just stay in the corner and keep quiet, before you do any more damage with your nonsense!"
Finally, Rimaq seemed to have learned his lesson. His fear once more overpowered his anger, and he curled up where he sat. Once the nuisance had been dealt with, Sawo turned towards Alcer again. At last, his hypocritical smile had disappeared. Instead, he looked serious, as if he was facing an enemy in battle.
"Now then, what gives us the honor of being tricked like this? What is it you three want to do here?"
With the appearance of Mallku and Kyunya, it seemed like Sawo had finally let go of the last hope. There had never been any misunderstandings. From the very start, he had been cheated. Alcer, for one, was glad that he could stop pretending. He really didn't enjoy this kind of foul play, even if it served a good purpose this time.
"All we want is justice, for those present, and for all the veterans who suffered in the war," a serious Alcer replied. He thought that maybe, if he could explain things properly, Sawo would understand their position. Althogh they would certainly not become friends, they could at least come to some kind of peace deal. There was no reason to antagonize this rich and powerful warrior any further. However, before he could continued his explanation, Mallku had to butt in, of course.
"Here's the deal, money man," he said, as he arrogantly stepped forward and poked the warrior in his chest like a fool, unaware that Sawo could snap him in half. "Now that we've taken over your precious client's business, I think we'll need to look through all the books and such first, to see if there are no problems. I mean, there have been some pretty bad rumors floating around, right?"
Again, Mallku poked Kyunya in the side, whose face was a mask of cold anger, as he stared down at his two tormentors.
Oh brother, what a mess, Alcer thought, before all hell broke lose.
For a few seconds, the confusion was back on Sawo's face, before he put everything together in his head. Now that Mallku had openly threatened him with blackmail, there was only one option left if he wanted to escape the fate of being exploited. The experienced businessman immediately understood and executed this final option without hesitation.
Seemingly ignorant of the pair of snide and angry men before him, Sawo simply plowed through the two like an angry bull. His goal, of course, wasn't to harm them. Rather, his goal was the exit.
After all, the paper manufactory would have evidence of Rimaq's crimes, how he had embezzled the king's money, and how he had manipulated the market to lower the property's auction price. Of course, Kyunya would know exactly where to find these things. All Sawo could do now was rush over to the manufactory itself and destroy anything incriminating he could find.
Even Rimaq seemed to have understood as much. Half a moment after Sawo had rushed ahead, he scrambled back onto his feet as well, and followed his creditor outside. For now, the workers of the manufactory were still under his control, so they could act with impunity if only they acted fast enough. However, for that, they would first have to get there.
"Halt! Police! Not a step further!" a booming voice shouted as soon as Sawo took one step out of the door. Once more, the banker came to a standstill, and subsequently, Rimaq ran into him from behind. Of course, even Rimaq's mass didn't move the warrior forward one iota.
Instead, Sawo slowly moved back as he stared at the police officer who was walking towards them with his baton drawn.
"You are?" he asked the man who was blocking his path. In response, the policeman offered a nasty sneer.
"Officer Killari," he said. "You're under investigation. I'm sorry about this, but I'll have to keep you here for a bit. Wouldn't want you to tamper with evidence while my colleagues are looking around that workshop of yours, right? Anyways, just stay put and don't make trouble. This'll all be over soon."


Hermit's Notes: This chapter is a bit short, but this was the most natural way to split the chapters. As a result, the next chapter will be way too long.
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After Killari had detained Sawo and Rimaq, Alcer's plan was finally complete. Though he had succeeded, he didn't derive any joy from their misery. When he had imagined this scene, he had thought that he would be happy to see these villains brought to justice. Now however, as he watched the powerful warrior stand there helplessly, with the old craftsman right behind him, his clothes dirty and crumpled from repeated falls, he only felt guilty.
Though in the end, he had to remind himself that he hadn't done this for his own satisfaction, or for revenge. Rather, he had done it for a brighter future not only for himself, but also for all his future colleagues.
Thus, rather than focus on the misery of the two villains, Alcer tried hard to think back to the ploy he had executed over the past week, as well as the steps he would need to take in order to complete his masterpiece which would help so many.
__________________________
Six days ago, Saniya Army Barracks, logistics unit, procurement division
"I need your help."
As soon as Alcer entered the office, he opened with a request. Although his actions were rude, the man behind the desk was an old acquaintance, so he didn't have to be too polite.
"And hello to you as well," Qhatuq replied.
The two of them had met during the war, when both of them had been special officers. After the war, both had retired, though only Qhatuq had lost his leg on top of his job. Luckily, the former scout knew how to read and do calculations, so he had scored a job with the procurement division of the army, responsible for the initial approval of military purchases.
The first time Alcer had come here, he had used his connection with Qhatuq to get a foot in the door and get his invention seen. Back then, it had been a mutually beneficial deal. Alcer would get his business started, and Qhatuq would score a big purchase of a strong product right after he had begun his work here. This time, Alcer's purpose was slightly different. This time, he would have to owe a favor.
"So what can I do for you?" Qhatuq asked after Alcer had taken a seat. "Is it about the ring bayonets we've talked about before?"
"That's right," Alcer began, but before he could say anything else, he was interrupted by Qhatuq's whining.
"Like I said, your prototype looked good, but we just can't give a sales contract to someone who doesn't even have a manufactory yet. If you can't guarantee production, then you won't get an order. That's how it is. I'm really busy these days, so please don't bother me unless it's something important. If you have anything more concrete for me, I can help you get it in front of the right eyes. But that's all I can do for now."
However, Alcer wasn't deterred by the long-winded complaint.
"Come on, don't be like that," he said. "I'm not even asking for a real sales contract here. All I want is a document to show that the military wants to buy my bayonets, a letter of intent, if you will. I even have a deal with the veteran's office in place already, they'll provide me with a loan as soon as I'm ready, guaranteed. If they can believe in my project, then so can you, right?"
As he spoke, Alcer pulled a piece of paper from his pocket and handed it to the office clerk.
"The veteran's officer? Really?" Although he sounded skeptical, Qhatuq still checked the paper for a few seconds, before he looked back up at Alcer. "Still, I can't do it. I only just got this job a month ago. You can't expect me to just risk my future over a small favor, right?"
Although he hesitated for a few seconds, in the end, Qhatuq still declined Alcer's request again. However, not all hope was lost. From the last sentence, Alcer didn't read any anger in Qhatuq's voice. Instead, he felt like the one-legged veteran just wanted some guarantees.
"It's not that dramatic, surely," Alcer thus tried again. "You wouldn't be doing anything of note anyways, would you? Any army man who's seen the ring bayonet agrees that they're a brilliant idea. You know as well as me that this thing will be approved as soon as I can guarantee production. And now you've even seen that the veteran's office has approved my loan application. I have the idea, I have the workers, and I have the money. All I need is some time, and I'll have this purchase approved anyways, guaranteed. In the end, you'd just be pushing the approval ahead a little. I don't even need full approval from you. Like I said, just give me a temporary paper and stamp it with something official looking."
Again, there was silence, until Qhatuq scratched his temple and gave up.
"And who's gonna see this?" he asked for one final guarantee.
"Apart from myself, I'll just show it to one self-righteous banker, and then I'll burn it right away. I swear on my good name."
"Okay, fine. I don't even want to know what you're planning to do with this thing. Sounds like I'd be better off not involve," Qhatuq finally said, as he handed the veteran office's paper back to Alcer. "But you have to do something for me in return."
Finally, Alcer heard the words he had been wanting to hear. If he could provide help to Qhatuq in turn, there was no chance he would snitch on him early, even if he found out about Alcer's plan.
"So long as it's in my power," the former sharpshooter replied gladly.
"Oh, it's in your power alright," he said, as he began to write an official looking note on a loose piece of paper. "Since you're about to start your business, you'd have to build a workshop, right? Or even a manufactory, considering the size of the prospective purchase order. A friend of mine is an architect who's been looking for work recently. You should consider him."
"No problem," Alcer agreed easily, before he thought for a little and qualified his words. "He's got the job, as long as he's good enough."
"Oh, in that regard, you don't have to worry. He's got more experience with big projects than just about anyone I've ever met. You'll be shocked."
Although Alcer didn't like Qhatuq's grin, in the end, he still got what he had wanted: A way to cheat a banker. Now, he only needed to collect one more weapon, and he would be able to fight back against the all-mighty Tasa Bank.
__________________________
Several hours later, inside the ale house 'The Tipsy Tradesmen'
By now, Alcer only had to collect a single piece to complete his puzzle. Luckily, he knew exactly where to find it.
"Hey, friend, long time no see," he shouted at the unemployed craftsman sitting in the corner.
"You're back," Kyunya dryly stated, before he seemed to realize what Alcer's appearance meant. Full of enthusiasm he jumped up and added: "You're here for the worker cooperative!"
"Yeah, in the end I thought: 'What would I need all that money for anyways'. So let's do it."
As Alcer spoke, he sat down on the corner table to discuss the details with Kyunya. However, his new partner jumped away instead.
"Yes!" he shouted out aloud, before he caught himself and cautiously looked around. Although no one in the almost empty room seemed to care, he still offered a sheepish grin to the barman and sat down again. "I apologize," he finally said. "This is the first good news I have received in a month."
"Well, don't be too happy too quickly. It gets much better," at the thought of his own clever strategy, Alcer had to grin. Maybe he was actually better suited for the army than he had thought. Such strategy surely wasn't inferior to those of the generals, right? "I have a plan to get our manufactory started on the front foot, with a large sum of initial capital to spend. And as an aside, I'll help you get one over on those people who think they own us all. What do you think?"
"I'm in," Kyunya agreed without hesitation, even though he knew none of the details. Maybe he had guessed the important parts, or maybe he was just desperate, but all that mattered was that he was on board.
"In that case, I'll need your help first." As Alcer explained, he lowered his voice, even though the ale house was almost empty. "How much dirt do you have on your old master and his business? And how badly can you ruin the reputation of both within a week?"
Finally, for the first time since he had met him, Alcer saw Kyunya laugh, freely and heartily, as if his previous worries had never existed.
"You must be kidding me, boss," he said, already with a new address for Alcer. "Believe me, if there's one thing I have experience with, it's my master's dirty laundry."
__________________________
Five days ahead of the manufactory auction, Tasa Bank.
"I also want a bigger loan."
In response to Alcer's suicidal proposal, the banker only replied: "Of course."
As Alcer sat in front of Sawo and listened to his lies, his mood dropped with every word the banker said. They had never met, not once. Even more, he was considered a war hero by most. How could this banker try this hard to screw over a fellow man?
As soon as the lies had started, Alcer could guess what this guy really wanted. At the latest, when he had so readily agreed to an increase in the loan amount without offering better terms.
This guy wasn't interested in helping him start his business. He wasn't even interested in his money. Ultimately, he only cared about control, control over others. In this regard, it seemed like Sawo was just like that famed Master Rimaq. Truly, two familiar souls had found each other.
At least this way, Alcer didn't have to feel bad for involving Sawo in his plan. Although he had been hesitant at first since the innocent Tasa Bank would be collateral damage if he attacked Rimaq, such feelings had now disappeared.
The more of Sawo's oil-coated phrases he heard, the more convinced he was that Kyunya had been right: The Tasa Bank really was directly involved in Rimaq's dirty tricks. From what he had seen today, it appeared as if this Sawo deserved his punishment just as much as Rimaq did.
__________________________
Faced with the sudden appearance of Saniya's police, even a warrior like Sawo would be overwhelmed.
"What is happening here?" he finally asked after several seconds of stunned silence. Meanwhile, Rimaq still looked as confused as a soldier after weeks of bombardment in the trenches.
Before Alcer could say anything, Mallku jumped the queue once more.
"It's nothing much, really," he said, while checking his nails as if he truly didn't care. "I just want to see what sort of dirty things you've been doing in that manufactory of yours. I'll look forward to seeing you hang on the gallows."
Finally, Alcer himself had heard enough.
"Mallku!" He shut up the blacksmith before he could say anything even more outrageous. "That's enough out of you. No need to make life-and-death enemies."
"Fine. I'm sorry, boss."
Although Mallku's tone was insincere, he would probably shut up, at least for now. With the room pacified, Alcer focused on Sawo again.
"But you should understand that he's not joking," he said while pointing at Mallku. "You know what will happen once the police finds evidence of embezzlement."
"In that case, I wish you good fortune in your search."
By now, the banker's mask had returned. With an eerie calm, he stared at the four of them one by one and pretended strength. Although Mallku flinched back a little, Sawo's grandstanding couldn't look any more fake to Alcer, and he wasn't the only one.
"There is no need to wish us anything," Kyunya said, still in a cold tone. "Never forget: I have handled Rimaq's dirty business for years. I know better than anyone where his dirty secrets are hidden. Secret stashes, which workers know what, everything. I can tell the police exactly where to look and which questions to ask to whom. In fact, I've hidden away several pieces of crucial evidence before. Even your precious customer would know nothing about their whereabouts."
"Then you must be Kyunya," Sawo said, as he turned towards the unemployed craftsman. By now, his calm had once again disappeared, and the anger was back, together with a dash of bitterness around his lips. Before he could intimidate Kyunya or do anything drastic, Alcer stepped between them.
"That's right. It seems you've understood that there's no way out now," he concluded. Still, to protect Kyunya, he decided to provoke the banker a little and make himself Sawo's main target for now. "By the way, I should thank you. You really did me a favor when you recommended that plan to spread bad rumors about Rimaq's manufactory. I barely had to hint at it during our talks, before you jumped at the chance to exploit the victim of your political games further."
As he stood there and observed the stunned Sawo, Alcer could almost see the wheels turn in his mind.
By now, the banker must have pieced everything together: How Kyunya and Alcer had conspired to take away Rimaq's manufactory during the auction. How Alcer had kept mentioning Kyunya and threatened Sawo with fake rumors during their conversation to 'inspire' the same idea in Sawo. How the spread of the rumors had not only reduced the price, but also removed any outside interference from the equation. How Alcer had repeatedly made sure that he would have more money than the two of them combined at today's auction. How they had informed the police in advance, just to remove the option of a violent escalation from the warrior.
Finally, with all the pieces in place, both Sawo and Rimaq had been forced into a corner. In the end, once every other option had been exhausted, there was only one thing the mighty warrior could still do. As he slowly came to the same realization, the banker finally sighed, and once more calmed down. This time, it no longer felt like a mask, or an attempt to play dumb or stall for time. This time, Sawo truly had to admit defeat.
"Fine then. What is it you want?" he asked through gritted teeth.
Of course, Mallku once again had to take the chance to show off.
"Well, of course, we want to help the police in their investigation," he said in the most insincere voice Alcer had ever heard. "But of course, we can only help them if this manufactory remains our property. If, for example, you were to buy it from us, there would be nothing we could do anymore. The police couldn't just enter your property, after all, and you'd have plenty of time to do whatever you want to do in there, like burn papers and such."
This time, Alcer didn't interrupt Mallku, and he didn't tell him off either. After all, the blacksmith had done an excellent job putting pressure on the stubborn and prideful Sawo.
"How much?" he finally asked after a few more seconds of contemplation.
"182,000 SIla," Alcer shot back immediately.
"What?!"
"Outrageous!"
Again, Sawo had been angered, and this time, even Rimaq woke up again. However, they had only taken a single step out of anger before they were interrupted by a more experienced shout.
"Stop! Don't move!" Killari belted back. As soon as the police officer stepped forward, both the banker and the craftsman recoiled. After all, even if a warrior were able to deal with this commoner, he would become a wanted man all across the kingdom if he attacked a policeman. Thus, the banker once again had to try his luck with negotiations.
"Please, Ensign Alcer," he tried. "I understand your position is stronger, but there must be limits to greed. This kind of sum would be impossible for us!"
This time, Kyunya spoke up.
"That would be your problem," he said, his voice still cold, his eyes always fixated on his former master. "The sum has been calculated based on the money Rimaq's company has stolen from the crown over the past years, plus Boss Alcer's purchase price at the auction. That is how much you will have to pay us. Not one Silo less. Because that is justice."
"It appears I have no choice," Sawo finally concluded as well. "If you would let us leave now, Ensign Alcer, you can come to the Tasa Bank tomorrow. Then, we can finish up the paperwork and handover. And not to worry, I am willing to agree to a police escort, in case you still believe I would do something drastic which would endanger my family."
Again, Sawo sighed, but again, it seemed fake. Somehow, Alcer could tell that this banker was trying to stall for time.
"No, that's not necessary," he replied. "I'd rather you didn't play any more tricks, Master Sawo. And to prevent as much, we've already prepared a contract right here."
Thus, Alcer pulled out the already prepared contract, a stopped up inkwell and a feather quill. Even the final payment and Alcer's own signature had already been added before the auction had ever started. Though even now, Sawo was searching for a way out.
With hopeful eyes, the banker looked over at Killari. The policeman was supposed to uphold the law, and thus was his final straw.
"This contract has been forced onto me under duress," he tried. However, the policeman simply stepped to the side and freed up the door.
"You're free to go without signing, but you're still under investigation, so you'd become a wanted man as soon as you step past this door. If you want my advice, just sign the damn thing so we can all go home."
To belie his harsh words, Killari showed a wide grin to the room. Clearly, he was enjoying this way too much, just like Mallku.
Finally, Sawo was really out of options. In the foyer of Saniya's Royal Theater, Rimaq signed the purchase contract, and the city's richest banker was forced to sign as a guarantor. Eventually, the clever banker would load off most of the costs onto the craftsman, of that Alcer had no doubt. Even so, it couldn't be denied that today, both villains had lost.


Hermit's Notes: I seriously hope all of this still makes sense, with all the inserted flashbacks and such. Or maybe I'm over-explaining everything.  I really can't tell anymore.
Anyways, this mini arc is almost done with this, just one more chapter to wrap things up for now.
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While Alcer watched Sawo and Rimaq trot away in defeat, Kyunya stepped up next to him.
"Good. That's what they deserve," he said, still in a huff. Yet when Alcer turned to look at him, he finally saw a relieved smile on the young craftsman's face. Even his stubble had been shaved off for today's occasion. For the first time since Alcer had met him, Kyunya looked happy. Though before he could say anything in response, Mallku squeezed between them and put his arms around their shoulders.
"Yeah, this has been a blast. Let's do it again sometime."
Of course, Alcer could understand Kyunya's relief. After all, he had suffered greatly at the hands of Rimaq and Sawo, and hitting them where it hurt the most — their wallets and their pride — surely must have relieved much of his frustrations. In comparison, he thought that Mallku's reaction was too thoughtless and rude, as usual.
"Honestly, I don't feel all too happy about this," Alcer said, and threw off Mallku's arm, before he stared out the open door of the theater's foyer. As Alcer looked at the dejected backs of his opponents as they walked away in defeat, a frown formed on his face. Seeing others distressed because of his decisions didn't feel good, no matter how righteous his new coworkers felt.
"Still, the matter's over, no matter what I think about it," he concluded his own thoughts. "At least justice was served... I think."
Again, Alcer sank into contemplation. His thoughts spun in circles, around the people he had hurt with his actions. However, before his self-guilt could build too much, Kyunya dissipated the storm clouds in his mind.
"That's right. And now, we finally get to show off our new company. No more hiding. From today on, we are a cooperative."
Right, I can't just look at the past.
As he thought about their future, Alcer realized that he would have too many responsibilities from now on. He couldn't waste all his thoughts on his competitors, could he? Just as he was about to reply, his thoughts were interrupted yet again.
"Hey, do you boys still need me?" Killari shouted over from the entrance. He was still holding the baton in his hand, slowly twirling it around.
He really likes that thing, huh?
"No, thank you," Alcer replied. "As always, your support has been greatly appreciated, friend. And as always, I owe you another favor."
In keeping with their usual routine, Alcer's frank and generous words were dismissed with a mean harrumph.
"Just remember in the future that I'm not your private guard," Killari said. "Although I could somehow explain this since there was an ongoing investigation into Rimaq, I was really skirting the limits of my job this time. And unlike you, I like my work. So I'm not doing something like this again."
"Of course not. Don't worry, I won't involve you again," Alcer tried to comfort his friend. Truly, now that he was an established presence in the city, he wouldn't need Killari's help for everything anymore. In fact, as his influence grew, he was sure that he could repay the favors his owed in due time. Clearly, Killari saw it the same, since he didn't belabor the point.
"Right," he just said, before he peeked over to Kyunya and Mallku. For a few, uncomfortable seconds, he held them in his police stare. Only when the tension between them was thick enough to cut even with a blunt baton did he continue. "Just be careful in the future. You're too good-natured, and there's always plenty of people who want to take advantage of you."
Thus, Killari turned around and exited the theater as well. However, his words had left behind a bad aftertaste.
"What's his problem?" Mallku complained, but Alcer wouldn't deal with it, not right now. Rather than focus on suspicions between his friends which didn't matter, he was more eager to look ahead to the future. Kyunya was right: It was finally time to stop hiding their achievements.
"Let's just go meet your new co-workers," he thus said. "They've waited long enough."
Before Mallki could complain, Alcer put his arm around the blacksmith's shoulder and guided both him and Kyunya out of the building, where their future was already waiting for them.
__________________________
Seven days earlier, inside Saniya's Veterans' Affairs Office
"I want to make things right. Not only for Kyunya, but for everyone. Just you wait. Maybe soon, your veteran's office will have a whole lot of work all at once," Alcer concluded his little speech.
"In that case, I'll be looking forward to that," Berrat said with a smile, and picked up some document on his table, to get on with his work, or to signal that the conversation was over. However, Alcer wasn't quite done yet.
"Yeah, so let's finally talk about my business," he said. In response, Berrat looked back up. He held his confused stare for a few seconds before he found his words again.
"Wait, I thought you didn't come for your business," he said.
"I lied." Alcer allowed himself a laugh, but when he saw a frown form on Berrat's face, he quickly disarmed the official's rising anger. "Well, not really lied, so much as I wasn't quite sure yet."
"About what?" Berrat asked, for now more curious than angry.
"I wanted to start my business together with Kyunya. You know, the guy I asked you about?"
"So your little speech about helping him was a lie?" Berrat asked as he crossed his arms.
"Well, no. I really do want to help him. Still, it's true that I also got something out of the information. But Kyunya will benefit more than me. Now that you've confirmed his character, I can confidently work with him."
"So he should thank you." Now Berrat had a sneer on his face. This wasn't going well.
"Look, I did nothing to be ashamed of. I didn't lie, and everything I'm doing will be only help Kyunya. The man lost his work, lost his reputation and he spends all his days drinking. I'm offering him a second chance. Maybe I wasn't totally upfront with you at first, for that, I apologize. But I needed an honest opinion, without bias. That's all. Please believe me."
After a few more seconds, Berrat's crossed arms returned to his sides.
"Very well," he said, though now his tone was a lot more formal than before. "So what is it the veterans' office can do for you?"
"I want to talk about loans."
"Loans? For that, you should talk to a bank. We don't have enough money to play around with you." Once more, Berrat looked unhappy. "And we are not miracle workers. We cannot solve every problem you have in life. I have already helped you more than any other veteran."
"But Kyunya told me I should go here," Alcer still insisted, and revealed his trump card, though he didn't know if it would help. "I was planning on starting a worker cooperative, if that changes anything."
"A..." For a second, Berrat stared and processed again, before his eyes opened up in shock. "Wait one second!"
Thus, the official dove down below his desk and started to rummage through the drawers by his feet. Finally, after a minute of searching, Berrat pulled out a piece of paper.
"I apologize for my earlier anger, sir. It has been a stressful day," he said, as his eyes flew over the paper's contents. All of a sudden, his attitude was completely different to before. "You really want to start a worker cooperative?"
"Is it that unusual?" Alcer asked, confused by the strong reaction.
"I'd say," Berrat said, while continuing to read the paper. "You're the first to come here with that kind of request. I heard the crown really cares about the worker cooperative project, but it isn't going all too well. The villages in the countryside have been mostly converted already, since they already had a similar structure ever since the last land reform, but the guys in the city just don't care. Or rather, it seems like no one understand how the new system works, really."
"Neither do I, but that's why I'm here. Can you help me?"
Again, Berrat looked frustrated. Maybe he had been so moody with him because he had been stressed by difficult requests from up high. Thus, Alcer tried to be informal in his request. Yet, again, the reaction was stronger than he had expected.
"Of course." Berrat beamed. "This will be good for me as well. Getting the first self-founded cooperative will be a great achievement for me. So go ahead and confide in me. What do you need, exactly?"
"Well... how do I start?" Alcer asked as he scratched his head. "I know very little. So how about you first explain to me how the loan business works for these things?"
"For a loan for the cooperative project, you'd need to talk to the central bank people directly," Berrat read off the paper, before he looked up to present an enthusiastic smile. "Don't worry, I'll write you a referral, so no one will make trouble for you over this matter. However, since it will just be you, this is not really a veterans' issue. This way, I cannot do much more than inform you on some issues that need your attention."
"Well, I was planning to start this cooperative together with other veterans. Would that help?" Although Alcer wasn't sure it would, the official jumped out of his seat as if he had been bitten by a snake.
"Divines above, you're like a friendly spirit, sent to solve my problems," Berrat shouted into the bewildered Alcer's face. Only when he got no reaction for a while did he clear his throat and sit back down again. Although he had somewhat calmed down, the smile was still all over his face. "Since this is a veterans' issue now, I can get you some additional funding, probably. And there might be long-term tax benefits too, if I can help it." Thus, Berrat sat and thought for a second, before he mumbled to himself: "I'll have to do a lot of paperwork."
After this final comment, he once more disappeared beneath his desk. However, after just one second, his head popped back up.
"Say, you're not interested in reconstruction bonds, are you?" he suddenly asked.
"What?" Alcer replied to the nonsense question in the most coherent way he could. At least Berrat explained himself after the fact.
"Another government order." The official sighed, back to his frustrated self from before. Maybe this official Berrat was just quick to change his mood, Alcer thought. "The basic idea is as follows: You buy a piece of paper, printed with the kingdom's seal and the amount you paid for it. You can use it in the kingdom as legal tender, same as our bank notes or Sila coins. However, if you hold the paper for a few years, you can exchange it with the central bank for a tidy profit. Although I am unsure how it will work in detail, the money will supposedly be used to rebuild the cities which were destroyed during the war. Thus, it is called a reconstruction bond."
"Sorry," Alcer said. "Before I get that loan, I barely have enough money to feed myself."
Although this reconstruction was a cause close to Alcer's heart, all he could do was feel bad about his own inability to help people again. Quietly, he determined that he would buy some of these bonds once he had money on hand, if only to make himself feel better.
"Of course, I apologize. I was just excited because you managed to solve all my other issues as well," Berrat explained, with his head down. However, he once again perked up right away to rant about his problems. At least he was working on Alcer's papers again as he ranted. "You see, every department has been tasked by the finance people with selling a certain number of these things. But most people who come to this office come here because they need money in the first place, so what are we supposed to do?"
"That must be tough," Alcer replied mechanically. Luckily, Berrat seemed to pick up on his disinterest and didn't speak up again until he was done with his work.
"Here's your referral for the central bank," he finally said, and handed him a stamped piece of paper.
"Thank you." Alcer stored it in the depth of his clothes where he couldn't lose it. Only then did he remember that he still had another request to ask of Berrat. Although he had already received a lot of help today, his plan would be impossible without this step, so he had to ask: "By the way, I'd prefer if you could keep this whole matter about me founding a cooperative hush-hush for now."
"What do you mean?"
Immediately, Berrat's anger had returned.
"Don't worry, I won't take away your achievement," Alcer tried to alleviate the official's concerns. "Just, I still need to take care of some things. If I want those to go smoothly, I can't have people knowing that I'm founding a cooperative. It won't be for long either. A week at most. After that, you're free to tell as many people as you want."
As quickly as it had come, Berrat's anger disappeared again.
"That's fine then," he replied as if he had never really cared that much in the first place. "Do you need any help with those 'things' of yours?"
"No, I can handle it myself."
"Alright." Again, Berrat worked through his papers, before he seemed to spot something.
"By the way, how many people will your company have?" he looked up again and asked. In response, Alcer thought for a while, since he himself wasn't too sure. The answer would be at least four, himself included. However, he wanted to clear something up first.
"I heard from Kyunya that you get more money if you have more people when you start your cooperative. Is that true?" he finally asked. If they could get more money, they could support more people. This way, his plan would become a lot more extensive, and potentially a lot more successful. Luckily, Berrat replied in the affirmative.
"Your friend is well informed," he said. "Though you'd have to find reliable workers first."
"That won't be a problem. At least in that regard, I already have found several avenues for recruitment."
__________________________
The following day, Alcer was back in his home. This day, he would have to travel around a lot, to recruit workers, or rather, to collect his future partners.
"Hey Kichka," he greeted his temporary roommate.
"What is it, captain?"
"You know any other guys like you?" Only when he saw Kichka's empty stare did he realize that he had to specify a bit. "I mean veterans who have been struggling after the war, and who might be looking for work?"
"Sure, there's plenty of those down at the docks."
"Great. In that case, could you get some of them together? I'd prefer people we can trust, who have a good character, and who don't mind hard work. If they're craftsmen it would be even better, but the last one is not necessary."
"Understood, captain. I can get you at least ten people together by tomorrow. But what is this all for?"
"Those will be our new coworkers."
__________________________
"Hey chief! Looks like you were right about the rain."
"Good morning, neighborhood hero! How goes your patent business?"
"In regards to that, I actually have a favor to ask of you. Do you know any veterans from the neighborhood who might want to work with me?"
"You mean, as workers in your manufactory?"
"No, I mean as partners."
__________________________
"Hey, Mallku."
"Yepp, boss?"
"If you still know guys from the steel mill who are interested in our worker cooperative, you should call them over now."
"Are we starting? That can't be! How did that drunkard convince you?"
However, an elated Alcer ignored the metalworker's nonsense. Today wasn't a day to fight, it was a day to celebrate.
"The company will be founded tomorrow."
__________________________
Back at his home, Alcer had been waiting for the workers others were recruiting for him, to weed out the bad and keep the good. Yet when he opened the door, he was shocked to see not Mallku, Kichka, or the chief, but the weather-beaten face of an old woman. Anka was really the last person he wanted to see right now.
"I hear you've been recruiting people to work in your new workshop?" she shot before Alcer could say anything.
"Ah, yes, that's right, Aunt Anka," a bewildered Alcer replied. "Did you talk to the chief?"
Rather than reply to his inquiry, the old woman took a menacing step forward.
"If you are hiring people, then why not take my niece in as well?"
"Aunt Anka, I'm only recruiting veterans."
"So you're saying my girl isn't good enough for that workshop of yours? You've invited Hamka from next door, didn't you? What makes him so special? That guy eats his own boogers. Or are you now a big shot who forgets his roots? Remember, when you were away to fight that war of yours, who took care of your house? Who always sneaked you food when you didn't have enough back then?"
In response to Anka's guilt trip as well as her bony finger's persistent taps against his chest, Alcer could only give in.
"Fine," he said, after an exasperated sigh. "What can your niece do?"
"Oh, she can do anything," the old woman beamed. "She's really smart, and a fast learner. Just give her a chance."
"Fine, in that case, I'll see what I can do."
__________________________
The following morning, on the last day of spring in the seventh year of Strife, forty-seven veterans, a drunkard, and the neighborhood shrew's niece quietly came to the Central Bank of Medala, where — without anyone's knowledge — they went on to found the 'Veteran Arms Company'. Only three days later — a day after the government's great manufactory auction — was this knowledge made public and caused a sensation. Though only two people were truly troubled by this new company's founding: One lonely banker, and the highest ruler of the kingdom.


Hermit's Notes: The end of the mini arc. I hope the story came together in the end and I didn't leave any obvious holes. Though I think it turned out well.
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Chapter 437 - A King's Evening
February 11


"Urgh, I am so done with this shit."
In a childish gesture of defiance, King Corcopaca Titu Pluritac threw off his long cloak as soon as he entered his private quarters, before he proceeded to throw himself face-first onto the first couch he could find.
"For today we are, yes," Fadelio said, as always behind him, like a malicious spirit of work and decorum haunting every waking hour of Corco's life. At the very least, he didn't have to remind him of tomorrow's obligations this very moment, did he?
"No need, I will handle it," he heard his angel wife say. Though he didn't know what she was talking about, what with his face down on the couch, she was probably addressing Fadelio, rather than himself. At least that was what he could tell from her distant, polite tone. Anyways, he would not dwell on her words. Rather, he was more interested in complaining some more. Otherwise, his heart would shatter from all the bottled-up rage.
"I can't believe I have to do this shit again tomorrow," he said as he thrashed his legs a little. "I would've never exiled those lords from their territories if I knew I'd have to spend every day at parties with them."
"But... that was the plan, wasn't it?" Fadelio sounded confused. "Get all the lords to Saniya, and organize one party after another, to keep them here. Since they are all trying to impress you and each other — in order to reduce their sentences and rebuild their political standing — they will have no choice but to focus on these parties. This way, they stay away from their territories and can no longer control them, which gives us the chance to move in and slowly replace their rule. Wasn't that the idea?"
It was textbook Louis XIV. On top of the defeated lords who came to the parties in hopes of a pardon, other nobles also came in order to gain economic benefits. Only last week, the kingdom's great manufactory auction had been held. However, even before the start of the auction, several supporting industries which weren't critical to the kingdom's stability had been sold off to several of the lords who had supported Corco during the war.
These lords would take these businesses back to their territories and rebuild them there. Not only would this reward his allies, it would also relieve Saniya's tense workforce situation. Even more, such a move would strengthen the economic ties between the different territories of the southern kingdom, especially since most of the transferred industries were parts industries, like a lye manufactory. Thus, the local estates would become more reliant Saniya, with reduced ability to organize further rebellions.
Back when he had planned it all, Corco had felt really clever. He would just spend his days drinking and dancing, while the power of the kingdom would just naturally fall into his hands. He even got a historical reference out of it. By now however, he wasn't so enamored with the plan any more.
"Well, it was a shit idea," he surmised succinctly. "I don't wanna do it anymore."
As he spoke, he felt careful hands brush through his hair and take off his crown. When the weary Corco finally sat up again, he saw his darling wife stand in front of him, holding his crown in one hand and his neatly folded cloak slung over her arm. Meanwhile, her other hand was busy reorganizing his messy hair.
"Teacher, do you want something to drink?" she finally asked, to complete the tender moment. For Corco, the words were like rain in the desert.
"Yes. Please," he sighed. "Save my weary soul, my heart."
"You only call me your 'heart' when I bring you alcohol." Sumaci chuckled and walked towards the inner room, where the two of them had set up a small, private bar.
"I was talking to the brandy," Corco quipped back.
Finally, the mood was getting better and the king could feel his tensed shoulder muscles relax. However, before his wife could continue their banter, the rude Fadelio chimed in. An ill-timed throat-clear stole all the attention.
"Oh, you were still here?" Corco packed as much sarcasm into his voice as the sound waves could carry. "Didn't you see we're having a moment here?"
However, in the face of the king's reasonable accusations, the very much unreasonable attendant simply stiffened his chest.
"Yes, well, there's still a few things left to report," he insisted.
"See, this is why I hate this job." Corco turned towards Sumaci, just in time to see her return with two glasses filled with ice and an amber-colored liquid.
"Let's just listen to the report," his wife helped out the servant. At the same time, she sat down next to Corco and handed him a glass. "The sooner we get this over with, the sooner we'll have some alone time."
Once she was finished enticing her husband, the two clinked glasses. At the thought of alone time, Corco immediately perked up.
"Right, my motivation's maxed out." he shouted, and took a deep swig from the glass. The cold drink slid down his throat and warmed up his core. Finally, he felt at ease again, so he turned towards Fadelio, once more ready to tackle his country's endless problems. "Go ahead."
"There has been an issue with the worker cooperative project."
Immediately, Fadelio led with the bad news.
"What, has another manufactory changed its mind?"
Seconds into the reports, and Corco's mood was already ruined again.
In his eagerness to create as many worker cooperatives as possible, the king had taken great care. Usually, he would no longer be involved in the details of law-making. This time however, he had made an exception. After all, a successful start to the cooperative project would be crucial. If their project could succeed and a significant portion of Medala's private businesses could be transformed, it would result in fundamental changes to society, with especially great benefits to the country's long-term stability.
To facilitate as much, Corco had done a lot of preparations. Long before he had explained the concept of worker cooperatives to anyone, he had already organized the villages of his territory in the same manner.
For that purpose, he had made use of his hold over high-quality iron tools and fertilizer. Both had been given out to villages as a whole, rather than to individual farming households. At the same time, the local children had all been sent to school and thus could no longer help with the harvest. As a result, the villagers had been forced to work their fields together, and the grain tax they paid to the crown would also be calculated on a village-by-village basis.
Thus, the new worker cooperative laws had only formalized this already existing relationship in the rural areas. Thus, the new law had focused on incentives to transform his old, non-performing manufactories into cooperatives, as well as offering cheap loans to found new ones.
However, progress in the city had been slow so far. Most efforts to transform his old businesses had failed for various reasons. The workers were skeptical of the new methods, the craftsmen and administrators would often want to take over the manufactories by themselves, and then there were rich outsiders eager to take the thriving business as well. Even his own officials hadn't done a proper job at promoting the new legislation. Apparently, some already punished idiots in the finance department had decided that the immediate gains from selling the businesses outright outweighed the long-term benefits from establishing a cooperative, and had thus actively dragged their feet on the promotion.
All in all, the project had been one huge disappointment so far. However, Fadelio's next words completely subverted Corco's expectations.
"No, this time, no one is backing out of the cooperative project," Fadelio said. "Rather, someone founded a new one. forty-nine workers in total."
"Wait, seriously!?" In glee, Corco jumped a small jump on his couch. He was so excited that he even almost spilled some of his drink before he calmed down, almost. "That's the second best news I've heard all day."
"The best is the alcohol," Sumaci explained towards Fadelio, a satisfied smile on her face. However, the minister's awkward look told Corco that the two of them had been happy too early. With the inevitability of an oncoming avalanche, Fadelio crushed the mood.
"Well, the problem is that they've founded an arms company," he said.
"Well... fuck me." Once his mood had been predictably crushed, Corco thought for a second. Maybe things weren't quite as bad as he thought. "What are they making, exactly?"
"A new type of bayonet that fits around the barrel, rather than inside it."
"Oh, they've invented ring bayonets, nice," Corco commented. Although they were making weapons, at least they weren't building guns, nor anything with particularly high technical content. For now, this still wasn't the worst case scenario.
"Teacher, if you already knew these existed, why not invent them yourself?" Sumaci asked. She was one of the few people who knew about Corco's vast treasure vault of knowledge, and was thus predictably confused.
"Well, what happens if I just invent everything by myself?" the king thus began one of his world-famous rants. "I'll be falsely revered as some kind of genius, right? But I'm not a great person, I just know more stuff than most. That's not only awkward for me, but also dangerous for the long-term future of the country. What would the future of this country look like if I just invented everything? The people would have a god-king for a couple years, and then once I die, everything would stagnate, since I never taught anyone how to fish, so to speak. Instead, it's much healthier for our country if I just leave most of the inventing to others. And it's a lot less work for me, too, which is always a plus." For a few awkward seconds, he resisted the critical look of his student, before he admitted: "Also, I forgot about the ring bayonets until now. I can't think of everything, can I?"
"Well, this particular invention presents us with a problem." Fadelio once again wedged his way into the private conversation.
"They're an essential business," Sumaci guessed in response. "But just the bayonets don't seem all too bad. They won't be able to strong-arm the army over bayonet supplies, will they?"
Of course, Sumaci thought the same as her teacher. However, Fadelio proved to be a stickler for the rules, as always.
"Still, it is national policy to prevent the establishment of private essential businesses as much as possible. Who knows what sort of weapon this company will be working on once their bayonets are a success and they have money to spend? They have called themselves 'Arms Company', after all."
"So just nationalize it..." Sumaci began, before she trailed off and corrected herself. "It's not that easy, is it? I guess it would be bad for our cooperative project if we shut down its first major success immediately."
After a few seconds of thought, Corco's favorite student predictably came to the right conclusion. However, her thoughts hadn't gone quite far enough.
"Not only that, they also haven't done anything wrong," the king had to add. "They've completely played by the rules. Ultimately, it's not their fault that private arms companies are still legal in out country. That's a law we should have come up with before, but now it's too late. Now that they've been established, just nationalizing them — or shutting them down by force — sets a bad legal precedent. It'll also eat up a lot of our goodwill with the public."
While he slowly swirled his drink around in the glass, Corco weighed the options in his mind. Bit by bit, a workable solution to their newest issue formed in his brain. Meanwhile, his two students knew their teacher well, so they both remained quiet until the king continued.
"And it's not like private arms companies don't have any advantages either," he finally said with a victorious smile on his face. "They're not that great at truly innovating anything, since innovation is risky, and squeezing the maximum benefit from existing technologies is more profitable. But for the same reason, they're great at marginal improvements and small optimizations. On a battlefield, these optimizations are often the difference between victory and defeat. So keeping some of these companies around and having them compete with each other to increase efficiency and reduce cost isn't the worst idea."
"So they just get to keep making weapons?" Fadelio asked in a tone which already betrayed his opinion completely. Though of course, his stiff demeanor alone was already proof enough that he was a stickler for the rules.
At least you could sit down in private, Corco thought, before he stopped swirling his drink and replied.
"Sure, why not? But how about we restrict them a little, so they don't form bad habits, huh? We'll simply introduce a new law. Whenever the country is in a state of war, the government has the right to temporarily take over production facilities of military goods. The company runs as usual, just with military supervision, and the owners only get paid production cost. Of course, the owners still get compensated for their effort once the war is over. Once we properly execute such a law, arms dealers would have no incentive to want a war, since they would earn more in peace times through contracts with the army and such. So they won't try to influence anyone in the government to provoke war, which would be a real concern with private arms companies otherwise. At the same time, the country can't be blackmailed during wartime either, and can still produce cheap weapons when they're needed the most."
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Once Corco's explanation of his new law was over, Sumaci jumped in immediately, to appreciate her teacher's brilliance.
"And since we allow private arms companies, we also don't stifle innovation, and we can allow more private businesses to thrive, which will increase tax revenue. How clever!" his clever wife finished Corco's thought.
"Right? And I only thought of it just now as well!" He grinned as he clinked glasses with his queen again.
"My teacher always told me that modesty is a virtue," Sumaci shot back.
Corco took a quick sip to stall for his clever comeback. Yet before he could deliver, Fadelio once again cleared his throat and ruined the mood, on purpose.
"We will need to judge the effectiveness of this new law, as well as potential edge cases and possible resistance from the businessmen in the city," Fadelio commented. "I shall send this plan to the relevant departments to have it investigated first."
"Yeah, you do that." Corco waved him away, before he lay down onto the couch again, his drink raised above his head. "Is that all then? I really can't stand it anymore."
Meanwhile, Sumaci sat by his head and began to run her fingers through his hair again, real soothing for the soul. Of course, he could never relax properly with the annoying attendant still on his case.
"No, that would not be all." Fadelio raised his voice, before he sighed and calmed down again. "Not to be rude, but this sloppy attitude really isn't helping either of us get through this quicker."
"It's helping me!" Corco argued back. "What about my mental health?"
Again, Fadelio sighed.
"You look fine to me, Laqhis. Just stop with the drinking at least."
"I don't have a problem with alcohol." Corco's smile widened in anticipation of the cheap punchline. "I just have one without it."
Since the king was clearly a lost cause, the attendant finally turned towards the only other adult in the room.
"Queen Sumaci, please. I do not mean to intrude, but we cannot work like this. Surely you must understand that this is unproductive. We should focus on work, without distractions."
As soon as the words were spoken, the smile faded from Corco's face and he sat back up again. With a deep frown, the king stared at his friend who had just kicked his wife out of the room. Although he had done so with polite words, it still upset Corco. However, before he could say anything, Sumaci showed her aforementioned maturity.
"Right, I shall go change, then," she said. "Please continue the discussions without me."
As she spoke, Sumaci stood up, took the drink from Corco's hand and walked towards the door in the back of the room.
"Of course, Queen Sumaci. If you are interested, I shall write notes on the rest of the conversation and send them to your personal maids."
With his clumsy remedy, Fadelio tried to make up for his earlier insulting words. Again, Sumaci showed no sign of anger.
"Please do. It is my kingdom as well, you know?" was all she said.
"I am inconsolable."
Thus, while Sumaci left the room, Fadelio bowed deeply in her direction. Meanwhile, Corco watched it all in silence, still with that ever-deepening frown on his face. This time, the frown hadn't come from the drink his wife had taken away. This time, things were even more serious.
"Well that was an unnecessary conflict," he finally commented when he realized that Fadelio had turned into a statue. "Are you serious, getting Maci out of the room on some bullshit charges?"
"It could not be avoided, since her presence made work more difficult," he insisted with the stiffness of Corco's stolen drink. When had his friend become so inflexible?
"Then that's a problem with me, not with her." An annoyed Corco rubbed his eyes. A conflict between his friend and his wife was the last thing he could use right now. "Don't butt in where you shouldn't, and don't start some backstabbey politics crap in my court. I get enough of that from others. You were the one who was supposed to stand with me and shield me from this shit."
"It won't happen again," Fadelio said, his head now bowed towards Corco.
"Right," the king simply said. This one-sided back-and-forth was getting them nowhere. Rather than continue to lambaste his friend over his failings, Corco decided to come up with a solution. "By the way, when are you gonna find a girl? Even Atau looks like he's about to settle down... while kicking and screaming, but still."
Finally, Fadelio raised his head, though he showed a miserable smile in the process.
"I'm too busy with my duties."
It was unclear if he was miserable because of his duties or because Atau was dating Fadelio's sister. Though of course, Corco didn't care about the details.
"So am I, and I still got married," he argued. "Go find someone, that's an order. It'll balance you out. And maybe, just maybe, it'll get you off my back for just one evening."
Worked like a charm for Atau, at least, the king added in his head.
"All my work is too important to just drop it for romance," Fadelio tried to argue. "And obviously, I can't take a break so long as you are working as well. Who else will tell the great miracle king off whenever he's wrong?"
"And I appreciate that." This time, Corco was serious. Fadelio's nagging had brought him back into line more than once. However, his friend's rigid attitude only made Corco more worried for his future. "I'm just saying. There's more to life than notes. Or are you unwell down there?"
Faced with Corco's grin, Fadelio awkwardly looked to the side. He hadn't even looked this uncomfortable when Corco had accused him of playing with court politics.
"Brym also doesn't have anyone," the stubborn attendant insisted, as he awkwardly dodged the question of his manhood.
"Brym's, like, ten years younger than you," Corco disarmed the ridiculous excuse with one sentence. "Go find a girl. Or a guy, if you prefer. I don't care. Just find someone to distract you from your duties every once in a while. Put that in your notes. Please."
For a few seconds, Fadelio seemed hesitant, before he finally replied: "I'll see what I can do." Though even then, he didn't write anything down. Still, Corco wasn't in the mood to deal with this issue any further than necessary. For that, he was too eager to get done with his work, and finally spend some quality time with his wife.
"Right," he thus concluded their little private session, before he returned to official business. "Now then, what was so damn secretive that you couldn't even let Maci know about it?"
As he spoke, Corco leaned forward, elbows on his legs and hands clasped. However, Fadelio was looking down onto his notes and didn't even notice the silent pressure emanating from the great miracle king.
"Yes. It's a matter concerning the Verdant Isles," he just said in a dry tone. "I just thought-"
"You thought Maci would get too emotional when it's about her home?" a sarcastic Corco completed Fadelio's sentence. Even so, the attendant remained steadfast in his stubbornness.
"Well, it's a message from those who have killed her father and brother after all. I thought it would be better to keep the queen out of it, at least until we have come to a conclusion and can convince her with some arguments."
"Well, fuck me." Exasperated by Fadelio's fake attitude, Corco threw up his hands and fell back into the couch. "In that case, I guess you shouldn't involve me in any more business with the two northern kingdoms, or the Ancestral Hall, right? You know how emotional I get whenever I deal with my family. The guys who killed my parents, remember?"
"That's different," Fadelio stubbornly insisted, though even he was now stepping from one foot to the other, in a vain attempt to support his weak stance. However, for now, Corco was in no mood to investigate his friend's reasons for the way he had driven Sumaci out of the room. It had been a long day, and there was still work to be done.
"Right," he thus simply repeated. "Let's just get this over with. What do those people want?"
"The Colored Kings have offered us peace," Fadelio simply said.
Now I understand why he didn't want her here.
After all, the conspiracy of the Colored Kings had killed Sumaci's father and brother a bit over a year ago. If Corco was honest, he would have also reacted emotionally if his grandfather Caelestis and Pacha had offered him a hypocritical peace only a year after they had stolen the empire's crown from him. From an objective point of view, he really understood why Fadelio had excluded Sumaci from the discussion. Even so, he still didn't have to like it. As a result, his answer was predictably dry.
"Have they now?" the king just said. Not only was he still unhappy over his wife's treatment, he also wasn't particularly interested in a peace right now. However, Fadelio clearly thought differently.
"What do you mean?" the attendant almost shouted. Finally, he had completely lost his calm facade. "Isn't this a great chance to end the war in the west? Once we pacify the Verdant Isles, we'd finally have peace all around us for a change. At least for a while, we could fully focus on our own internal development. All those armies and ships have been draining our treasury, and much of our time has been wasted on attempts to put out fires beyond our borders. This would finally free us to work on more important things."
As he spoke, Fadelio walked around the room, his passion for peace on full display. However, Corco wasn't swayed.
"Rejected," he simply said. However, the calm response only earned him more agitation from his attendant.
"What, why!?" he screamed back. "Just because of your wife!? You-"
"Stop!" Corco shouted and jumped out of his seat as well. Before the discussion could turn into a full-blown argument, he had to interrupt his friend, who finally stopped moving in response to his king's shout. "Why are you starting unnecessary fights here? And why'd you make this many assumptions over a single word from me? Have I ever acted emotional or selfish when it came to government matters, huh?"
In response to Corco's calm words, Fadelio took a deep breath before he replied: "You have not."
"In that case, please let me explain, will you?"
It appeared as if Corco's calm manner had disarmed the escalating situation somewhat. Finally, Fadelio sat down on a chair across the room. For the first time since he had come in, he wasn't standing like a servant.
"I apologize," Corco's friend finally said after several seconds of silence. This time, he didn't sound hypocritical any longer. Instead, his frown told Corco that his friend was more annoyed with himself than with anyone else.
"You've been doing that a lot today," the king tried to joke. Though when he saw that Fadelio looked even more annoyed at his quip, Corco brushed over his friend's embarrassment and simply moved on to his explanation. "First of all, from Atau's reports it seems like those Colored Kings are as good as done already. Since the Arcavians have retreated from the Verdant Isles, the kings have been on a constant retreat. They've already lost all of their capital cities, and most of the land on their main islands. It's just a matter of time until we take over everything in the west. No matter what they want in return for their surrender, why should we give it to them, when we could just take it all for free?"
"But even weakened, they are still dangerous," Fadelio argued. By now he seemed to have calmed down, and was once more debating based on reason. "They won't attack our fleets, but they'll certainly keep attacking our merchant ships. And while we can take over their capitals, most of their warboats and crews are still on the run. They know the terrain better than anyone, in many cases, even better than Sumaci's people, so it will be almost impossible to completely remove them. As long as they're still entrenched in some hidden coves on one of the hundreds of islands with thousands of bays, the Verduic Sea will remain chaotic."
"So what?" Corto laughed in response to Fadelio's concerns. "The chaos suits us. Sure, we're gonna lose a few merchant ships, but we still have by far the largest military presence in the Verduic Sea. Even more so now that the Arcavians are gone and the central kingdom lost most of its fleet. Which means that so long as there's chaos in the west, we're the only ones with a stable trade route to Chutwa. We can even demand money from foreign merchants for protection, even from merchants from the two northern kingdoms. It's totally legal racketeering, and our related income will be more than enough to cover our military cost in the west."
After Corco's explanation was done, he finally leaned back again. By now, he had also recovered from the earlier bad mood. No matter how mad he got, his long lectures were always the best therapy, even beating out the drinks.
"As you see, I was never emotional when I made my decision, unlike you," the king concluded.
"I need to apologize once more," Fadelio simply said. However, his repeated apologies only made Corco mad again. As soon as his friend had calmed down, his sincerity had gone out the window and his mask had reappeared. Was this sort of thing really inevitable now that they were involved in politics?
"Right," Corco simply said. For a few moments, he weighed whether or not he should simply ignore the incident for now, until he himself was a bit calmer. In the end, however, he still felt obligated to say something, in an attempt to remedy the mess before him. "You know I'll tell everything that's happened here to Maci, right? I mean word for word. And I guarantee you she'll make the same decision as I have, not because of revenge, but because it's the right thing to do. She's not a weak person, nor an emotional one. So whatever problem you have with her, you best work it out somehow. I won't stand for any Game of Thrones type shit in my castle."
Although he wouldn't have understood the last reference, Fadelio's head was still down. Silently, he keep staring at some spot between his feet. Maybe he was reflecting on his actions, Corco thought. However, he couldn't wait until the minister had figured out his private issues, could he? Rather, there was as much of a chance that he was just quietly brooding over there in the corner. Thus, the king was once more forced to move on, with the issue only half resolved.
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Chapter 439 - Powering Through
February 12


"Alright, that's enough of that." Corco clapped loudly to drive away the sullen mood in the room. "Was there anything else left to report?"
Although the king was eager to get work done, Fadelio's head was still down. However, when he heard about the report, he gripped his notes tighter, and began to read. For once, Corco didn't interrupt him and waited until his friend had composed himself once more. Thus, the two just sat in silence, one of them buried in his notes, the other watching. Finally, when Fadelio's head popped up again, his expression was firm. Maybe he had composed himself, or maybe he had put on his mask to fool Corco, but he really didn't have the time or energy to care anymore. All that mattered was that his attendant had returned to work mode once more.
"There are two more matters left to deal with," Fadelio said while holding up his notes, as if their previous argument had never existed. "First off, we've received a first quarterly report from our officials out in the newly occupied territories."
"I'm guessing that there were a few problems, huh?" Corco joked.
None of them had expected the locals in the newly occupied estates to welcome the forces of the central government with open arms. However, Fadelio's frown told the king that they might still have underestimated the problem.
"More than just a few," he said. "In general, many of our officials have been marginalized. They often get no access to any papers, or other documentation at all. Most local officials simply pretend that the documents never existed in the first place. It's an absurd tactic, but the few officials sent to every estate can't just search through every room on the territory on their own until they find the relevant documents. In the end, their hands are tied, so they've achieved precious little. In most estates, our officials still don't know how many taxes have been received there the previous year, how many people and warriors are living in the territory, or much farmland is being worked. Essentially, they don't have any relevant figures, so they cannot refute whatever bogus claim the local officials are making."
"It seems like even without their masters, the local loyalists have taken matters into their own hands," Corco commented. Of course, the local interest groups would try to retain a hold on power, but he had expected their resistance to be weaker. After all, it hadn't been long since their defeat in the war, and the miracle king's prestige was still in full swing.
"Some of our officials have even been attacked by bandits, which they suspect have been working for the local officials."
Fadelio's words completely shattered Corco's illusions of a peaceful takeover.
"Wait, an attack?" the king asked in shock, and jumped out of his seat. Would he have to deal with another rebellion right after he got done crushing the last one? Luckily, Fadelio's next words alleviated Corco's worst concerns.
"Don't worry, no one has died. In fact, no one has even been injured so far," the attendant said. "It seems like they all understand that the army will thoroughly clean up their estate as soon as you give us an excuse to do so. In consequence, they've never harmed or directly disobeyed our people. It's all just been intimidation and passive disobedience so far."
"Okay, so what's the problem then? Just send some people out to solve it. As soon as we have some muscle down there, those officials won't be so brazen anymore, right? Intimidation will no longer work if we have strong forces, at least not unless they want to fight us openly, which would not end well for them. And if we can show enough strength, we can probably win over some ambitious or cowardly locals, who'll work with us and give us access to the data we need to take control."
"Sure, we've been trying exactly that, but it's not that simple," Fadelio replied. His sigh sounded tired. "It takes days until messages from those remote estates reach Saniya, and sending back reinforcements takes weeks more. By the time our men arrive, whatever was an issue at that time has already been resolved. Documents have reappeared, bandits have vanished, etcetera. However, our troops can't just stay there without reason, or we'll receive pressure from the lords, even from our allies. So in the end, the reinforcements have to go back without doing anything. Essentially, our main problem is poor communication and transportation between Saniya and these remote estates. At this rate, we're just wasting resources chasing shadows, and it's not speeding up our takeover any."
"What do you mean, bad communication and transportation? What about the roads we're building? And the beacon towers?" a confused Corco asked. Hadn't they wrestled over the cost of those things not too long ago, just to get these infrastructure projects done as quickly as possible?
"Those are far from finished," Fadelio explained the core issue. "And it seems like the local officials understand the cause of their current advantages, and are not eager to give them up. As a result, progress on infrastructure projects in those estates has been even slower than the progress on anything else."
"So we need more support to improve infrastructure, but we can't send support because of poor infrastructure. What a mess," Corco concluded. "I'm guessing you've already workshopped a plan with the relevant departments?"
"Yes, though I wasn't too sure about the solution, because it would need your express permission," Fadelio prefaced, before he presented his ideas. "I was hoping we could get permission to build and send out a few more radios. This way, our communications problem would be solved right away, without the need to wait for the construction of the beacon towers. Additionally, we could also set up forts for smaller troops further inland, which would speed up our response time even further and tighten our grip on those areas."
"But the forts have to be built just the same as any other piece of infrastructure," Corco argued. He really wasn't happy with this solution at all. "And this is essentially what the beacon towers were meant to do anyways. Inside every tower, we can park a few soldiers who can respond to local emergencies. But if we can't build the towers, we obviously can't build the forts either."
"I was thinking more along the lines of a temporary camp, like during a military campaign," Fadelio explained, which made Corco pause the rant he was about to unleash. Finally, the attendant had come up with a useful proposal.
"In that case, I think it's a good idea. Each of our old military squads already have all the supplies and training they need to set up a camp independently, so just send out a few squads and park them on the edges of those rebellious territories," Corco decided, before he criticized the second half of Fadelio's plan. "But it's still a no on the radios. Those are state secrets, and they give us a decisive edge in intelligence work. I won't risk their discovery over something relatively minor like this. Plus, we couldn't make many more radios even if we wanted to. Our technology is too bad for now, so we can only blast the radio waves across a stupidly broad frequency to make sure they arrive on the other side. Since we can't make separate, stable communications channels yet, we simply can't have that many radios, or it'll all just be constant noise on there."
As usual, talking helped Corco think. Thus, while he thought, he slowly developed a solution to their issues at the same time. Though of course, today's solution didn't require all too much creativity. All he had to do was draw from the wealth of knowledge in his head. Maybe, he thought, it was high time for another large step forward.
"So the radios are a no-go then," Fadelio concluded. Surprisingly, he didn't fight Corco over the decision. Though apparently, he had already guessed his friend's thoughts. "From the way you're looking, you already have a solution, right, Laqhis?"
"You're not wrong," a satisfied Corco shot back. "If we need a way to speed up communication and troop movement, then we just have to invent one. Our city is getting too large to traverse on foot anyways, so this is the perfect time to transform our transportation and jump ahead a few hundred years."
Finally, Fadelio put down his notes again, and stared at Corco. While the king was still feeling self-satisfied about his clean solution, his attendant looked frustrated again, for some reason.
"If we were faster with releasing these kinds of innovations, we wouldn't have to deal with all these problems all the time," he huffed. "I just don't understand why you don't simply reveal this stuff earlier, and only show it off once we're approaching a catastrophe."
"That's because progress is a weapon," Corco patiently explained. Though of course, he really wasn't impatient. After all, he was always happy to start a lecture, and show off in the process. "Every piece of new technology can potentially solve a problem like this our of nowhere. And every time we do that, it will catch our enemies off guard. Not only that, progress can even be used to avert an economic crisis, or to dismantle private monopolies legally. Like, for example..."
The king fixed his posture to sit more comfortably, in preparation of a lengthy tangent. "Imagine if we just introduced a more efficient way to print paper. In that case, only the larger printing shops would be able to afford the new technology, and then they would use that new tech to price out and swallow up the smaller shops. All we wanted was reduce the cost of printing to spur some progress, but we've essentially created a private monopoly in the process. And then that monopoly starts raising prices — because who's gonna stop them? — which essentially undoes all our hard work. However, if we wait until such a monopoly forms on its own, the same technology can remove that company's monopoly status. All their old equipment would suddenly be obsolete, so new competitors would have the chance to enter the market catch up, so long as we give patent authorization to those new companies."
Once his tangent was over, Corco reached for his drink to take a sip. Only half-way through did he realize that his glass had been kidnapped. Thus, the king had to finish up his explanation with a dry throat.
"Plus, it's a smarter long-term strategy if we don't rush ahead of our enemies too much," he continued. "Rather than jump into the atomic age, it's better if we make slow progress, to guarantee that we're always only a step or two ahead. That way, even if they try their best to catch up, we'll retain our technological advantage for a long time. In comparison, if we jump ahead to the end of the tech tree straight away, our enemies will still catch up eventually, and then we won't have any advantage left. Rather, if they just copy everything we put out, they'll catch up much faster if we're way ahead from the start. And from a strategic perspective, it makes no difference how large our technological advantage is. So long as it still exists, the edge we get in international conflicts will basically be the same."
Once Corco was done with his satisfying lecture, he leaned back. Whenever he got to talking, he had a hard time trying to contain himself. Thus, he only noticed now that everything he had said had been a bit pointless.
"But you should know all of that," he thus said towards his attendant. "We've talked about all of these things before. Not that I mind explaining it again."
"I mean, I know," an awkward Fadelio replied. "I'm just frustrated, and venting at all the pointless work I had to do. Just ignore me."
"In that case, let's talk about that final issue on your notes and get our pointless work done for today," Corco joked. "I think we've both earned some time off, if only for an evening."
"Right, let's get this over with," Fadelio said. Finally, the two of them were in agreement over something. "Brym has requested official permission to temporarily leave his positions as finance minister and head of the central bank to travel north. Though he'll probably talk to you directly about this, he still wanted to go through the official channels first."
Although Corco was looking forward to his well-deserved time off, the last issue of the day still aroused his vigilance. What was so important that Brym had to go north in person?
"Is something wrong with the businesses?" he guessed. After all, their 'Wonders of the World' shops in the two northern kingdoms contributed to a considerable portion of their yearly revenue by this point. Maybe Corco's decision to start using the shops for intelligence gathering had been too hasty. However, Fadelio's head shake alleviated the king's worst fears.
"No, it's about the bond matter again," the attendant explained.
"I thought his reconstruction bonds were selling well enough?" Corco wondered. Although he hadn't received the first major report on the issue yet, he had still felt the light-footed attitude coming from the finance people these days. For the first time in a while, it seemed like the kingdom didn't have any money problems.
"Yes, progress has been slow at first, but the aggressive advertising has helped a lot," Fadelio explained. "Many warriors from the destroyed territories have bought bonds out of a sense of duty, and some commoners with too much money and no idea what to do with it have followed as well. All in all, the project has been quite fruitful so far. However, Brym said he had a plan to sell even more bonds up north, which would obviously be a good thing, for various reasons."
"Then let him go."
"You don't wanna check the plan first? What if it's a mess?" Fadelio asked, with one brow raised. However, Corco waved away his attendant's concerns.
"Nah, Brym knows what he's doing," he said, and stood up, ready to leave for an evening with his wife. "Neither of us is even just half the salesman he is. If we meddle, we'd only make things worse. So just let him do it, and give him whatever support he needs. I think the two of us are better off taking a break for once, I feel like we both need it."




11
10










Chapter 440 - Captial Investment
Chapter 440 - Captial Investment
February 16


When Brym had first come to the capital of Medala all those years ago, the city had seemed like a daunting colossus. Ancient and imposing it had stood there, larger in size than any arcavian city, even the vibrant Whiteport or Valerna, the ancient center of the continent.
Just the walls of Arguna were massive beyond scope, as if they had been built to hold back giants, not humans. All year round, the skies over the inner city were covered by a constant blanket of smoke, emanating from the many refineries and smithies of the city. Anyone would be shocked to learn that half of the smoke was produced by the invaluable silver smithies which had made the city so rich and the imperial House Pluritac so powerful. Above it all towered the two symbols of Medala's power: The ancient Moonlight Ziggurat, which symbolized the power of the priests, and the more modern Pluritac Castle, which symbolized the power of the imperial family. Back when he had first arrived here, all of it had left a deep impression on the young Brym.
Yet now that he had returned after several years, much of his previous reverence had disappeared. No emperor had resided in Pluritac Castle in half a decade, and the Pachayawna — the head priest inside the Ziggurat — had since gained competition from scholars in the north and reformers in the south. By now, he was no longer the only authority on the supernatural.
All of a sudden, the two symbols of Medala's power stood hollow. The city itself was still large, that much was true. However, nothing could match the vibrant growth of Saniya. In comparison, the crowds Brym walked past on his travels through the capital looked stunted and strung out, like a fish living in a dirty pond. Indeed, the more he thought, the more apt the comparison seemed. The city's age had made it brittle and inflexible, as if a single push could let it crumble into dust at any moment.
In short, this didn't look like a great city for business, certainly not compared to the cities in the southern kingdom, much to the young merchant's chagrin. That much was doubly true for the chaotic side streets Brym was traveling through at the moment. Although he had half a dozen men with him for protection, he still didn't feel comfortable with the stares aimed at him from within covert side-streets.
Had it been up to him, he would have preferred to meet up with his contact in one of Arguna's local 'Wonders of the World', not least to avoid these dingy roads and its shady inhabitants. However, as he traveled through the familiar streets he hadn't seen in years, and came up to the familiar chess shop, his feelings had already changed.
"This is quite nostalgic," he mumbled as he looked up to the sign of the 'Stone's Throw'. A small smile spread across his face as he thought back to his previous time in the capital, though his memories were soon interrupted by a familiar voice, linked with many memories of Arguna.
"It is indeed. How long has it been?"
When Brym looked back down, he saw a young woman with long, flowing hair standing in front of him. Though due to her height which matched his own, he didn't have to look down too far.
"Lady Inti? What a fortunate meeting," Brym said with a smile.
Over the years, Brym had come to the capital every once in a while, to handle political negotiations, or to check the progress of their business in the north. Throughout that time, Inti had always been Corco's representative in the Triumvirate Meetings, as well as the head of intelligence for the city. Thus, the two had worked together quite a few times over the years.
"Hardly a surprise, seeing as I asked for us to meet here," the usually serious Inti allowed herself a joke.
"This servant apologizes for his overly formal bearing," the merchant said and bowed deeply
For a second, Inti offered Brym an annoyed stare, while the merchant was proud of his formal apology for his formal manner.
"Please come in," Inti finally said. "Let's have a talk."
Moments later, the two sat on a table in the empty chess shop, and the shop's nominal owner Olacu sat down two cups in front of them. Of course, Brym's guards were waiting outside.
"Say, friend, aren't you interested in moving up?" Brym asked the familiar face.
"Up?"
In confusion, Olacu simply looked towards the ceiling, where an access to the neighboring building was hidden, which led to the center of operations for the southern kingdom's intelligence agency in the city.
"I mean, move up in life," Brym explained further. "I've been coming here for years, and you still do the exact same job as always."
"I'm a simple man. My position is already beyond most ghosts in the empire. Only Lady Inti stands above me in rank. How much farther could I possibly move up, great master?" Olacu asked, as he poured steaming tea into Brym's cup.
"You could always move to Saniya. That city is not inferior to Arguna in the slightest," the proud salesman tried to sell his home. However, the customer seemed unimpressed.
"And leave my family? They like it here." Olacu's reply was dry and simple, but it shocked Brym quite a bit.
"I didn't know you had a family," the merchant simply said, while trying to sound as polite as possible in the process. After all, Olacu wasn't called 'the rat' for nothing..
"Rats build huge nests. You didn't know that?" Inti chimed in, her head leaned on her hand as she watched the exchange with a smile on her face.
"Yes, and rats also like big, chaotic cities. The more garbage, the better," Olacu added. Seemingly nonplussed about the insult, he calmly turned his head towards Brym again, as he poured some tea for Inti as well. "I hear through the airwaves that your capital down south is quite well-adjusted. Lots of order."
"Of course," Brym replied, his pride restored once more. "Saniya is the most well-built, well-planned city in all of Medala, and possibly the world!"
"In that case, I'm not interested. I need the garbage, or how else would I burrow and sniff around? Now if you'll excuse me, I think I smell something nasty elsewhere. I'll have to go investigate."
After offering a crooked grin to his guest, Olacu left the half-empty tea pot on the table, and left Brym and Inti some privacy at the same time. While the merchant's son was still trying to decipher the meaning behind the rat's words, the general's daughter had already moved on.
"Sugar?" she asked, and held out a small dish of porcelain imported from Chutwa. Of course, the merchant with the sweet tooth graciously accepted.
"Thank you." While he shoveled mounds of sugar into his tea, he broached a more relevant subject. Usually, he would patiently wait until his opposite got nervous and asked the reason for his visit on their own. However, they had spent enough time on niceties by now, and Brym felt like he had lost control of the conversation ever since Olacu had appeared.
"Lady Inti, it has been too long. How have things been in the city?" he thus opened.
"Slow and chaotic, somehow both at the same time. Diplomatic relations between the three kingdoms have almost broken down." Inti sighed, before she took the sugar dish out of Brym's greedy hands and began to sweeten her own tea.
"We've struck a recent deal with Pachacutec," the merchant argued. After all, Corco's secret agreement with Pacha during the civil war had finally broken the southern kingdom's diplomatic isolation, something the intelligence expert Inti should have been well aware of.
"But that deal of yours was struck outside of Arguna, right?" she shot back and finally raised her tea for a silent toast.
"It did," Brym had to admit. In response, Inti sighed once more, though she sounded more bored than frustrated.
"The simple truth is that none of the three kings have been to Arguna in years," she explained. "Not even Pachacutec, who lives only a few days away from the capital, sees the need to travel here anymore. No one seems interested in the Triumvirate Meetings either. At the same time, the Ancestral Hall has been getting quieter, so they've been slowly losing influence. Thus, politics in the city as a whole have become stale. The Triumvirate Meetings have become toothless, mere afternoon teas in which three people without power play word games for marginal reputational gains. More and more, Arguna feels like the leftovers of a bygone era."
Well, this was well-rehearsed.
Clearly, this was an issue Inti had been concerned with for a long time, or she wouldn't have been able to deliver a rant so smooth it would have even impressed Corco.
"I understand that you're frustrated with your position," he began, but was interrupted by Inti.
"No, that's not quite right," she said. "I understand that my work's important. And there's plenty to do on the intelligence side. I'm just thoroughly bored with Arguna's politics. Maybe we can just get rid of the pointless Triumvirate Meetings already. That would already be a big relief for me."
"That is something we can only remedy once we take control of Arguna. In the first place, the Triumvirate Meeting was only ever meant as a stop gap measure, until one of the three kings manages to overpower or outlive the other two and is finally crowned emperor on the silver throne."
In response to Brym's empty promises, Inti just slowly stirred her rapidly cooling tea with an impassive face.
"So, what brings you back here to the city then, merchant boy?" she asked. "You're not here for that takeover you've just promised, are you?"
In the face of the girl's sarcasm, Brym retained his best service smile and shook his head.
"Heavens no. Any takeover attempt is still years away from us."
"How boring," she repeated as she put down her spoon with a tiny clink. "Then what do you need from me this time? Are you trying to sell something again?"
This wasn't the first time Brym had launched a new product in Arguna. After all, the giant metropolis atop the giant silver mine was still by far the richest city in the empire, despite Saniya's best efforts.
Beyond simple wealth, every winter in Arguna was 'banquet season'. Throughout banquet season, the lords from all across Medala would leave their estates to mingle in the capital. From the last harvest of the year until spring, the nobles would strike deals, forge alliances, or assassinate each other, depending on their mood. For this reason, winter was also usually the time when the Noble Assemblies were being held.
Thus, the banquet season was also the perfect time to launch new products in the capital. Once the products caught on and became fashionable, the lavish lords would spend a small fortune on the newest craze, and then they would return home and take said craze with them. Thus, they would doing marketing for Brym all across Medala, without receiving even a single piece of silver for their services. As a result, the 'Wonders of the World' loved to promote new products here first, just like this time.
"Yes, I am once again selling something new, though this time, it might be a bit different from before." As he spoke, Brym took out one of his bonds and pushed it across the table, before he explained further. "This is what I'm trying to sell. They're essentially debt slips in the name of the southern kingdom."
After a short read, Inti seemed to have understood the bond's contents. However, she looked at him with one of her brows raised, clearly unconvinced by the idea.
"And you think people are willing to buy them up here?" she asked. "No one in the central government will accept these as payment, nor would anyone in the two northern kingdoms."
"No, of course they won't." Brym laughed, in anticipation of his clever reveal. "But I'm not here to sell an investment, or a new currency. I'm here to sell favors."
"You lost me." Inti shrugged in an overly dramatic manner. "Please explain in a way that a dumb axe swinger like me can understand."
"I will even explain it well enough for a well-to-do noble lady," Brym corrected.
As the youngest daughter of a general whose family had only been blessed with a single son, Inti had been raised as a boy to take over the family affairs in the future. Even her name was a traditional man's name in Medala. Her her 'male education' had begun in earnest once her brother Fadelio had gone into exile together with the crown prince. As a result, she had certainly more masculine qualities than most Medalan women, something which always made her feel inadequate.
Once Brym could see his sly compliment produce returns in the form of a smile from across the table, he tried to explain his sales angle for the reconstruction bonds.
"First off, let's establish a baseline of understanding. I'm sure there are a lot of people in this city who would love to owe a favor to the King of the South. Especially with how the last war went, Corco's status should have skyrocketed."
"That much is true."
"So that's what I'm selling: The option to gain the favor of the southern king, and the ability to ask for the southern kingdom's support in times of crisis. After all, Medala has gone through one crisis after another in recent years, and political realities are in constant flux. Surely, many nobles or rich commoners would pay good money for a proper life-saving straw they can grab on to in times of crisis."
"What a smart idea," Inti concluded, much to Brym's delight. "I'm sure many would be tempted with such an offer. Though selling these bonds in the current Arguna might prove difficult. I've said it before, but the city's mood is quite peculiar these days."
"What do you mean, exactly?"
"Well," Inti dragged her words as she leaned forward. "That is something not easily explained with words alone. How about I show you around my city later, and then tell you where your strategy is lacking."
"Of course, Lady Inti. Nothing would please me more than the company of a beautiful noble lady."
Hermit's Notes: Start of a new small-ish arc. I think this is how I'll structure book 7 now, since I didn't look how confused my previous plan of interwoven story lines looked in the outline.
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After tea and some refreshments, Brym had recovered from his long journey to Medala's capital. However, he didn't get much time to rest. Before he could even stretch his legs, he was brought on a tour of the city by Lady Inti.
This time, rather than walking around incognito like he had done before, they traveled in a far more decadent manner. The two took seat in a single, large palanquin, surrounded by four carriers, as they traveled through the streets of Arguna. When Brym peeked beyond the curtains to the outside, he saw that they had already left the squalor of the back alleys. By now, they had reached the main streets, the hubs of the city's economic and cultural development.
Despite his pride as a Saniya resident, Brym had to admit that the view here was still impressive. Countless commoners were mingling with each other, going in and out of endless entertainment facilities and shops to waste their hard-earned money on frivolous luxuries. At least here, the capital was still looking as vibrant as ever.
Normally, the young merchant would be thinking about ways to reroute the available income of these shoppers into his own businesses. Today however, he was more interested in the story tellers who sat on the side of the road and would only earn a few measly copper pieces a day for their efforts.
"And then the miracle king raised his hands, and lightning struck once more upon the greedy..."
"Far in the south, in the distant city of Kapra, a great evil was plotting against the imperial family..."
"Today, I will tell you the tale of the miracle king's younger years, how he traveled to the occident, and fought off the brewing invasion of the eastern foreigners all on his own..."
"And thus the Divines have given oracle of the great Earth, which has imbued all its children with these eternal right..."
As he listened to snippets of the various stories told on the streets one after another, he suppressed the desire to get off his ride and correct their nonsense. Instead, he followed his second instinct: He put on a smug face and turned towards Inti.
"You're telling me no one here would buy my bonds?" he asked. "That seems somehow hard to believe. Maybe if I rename them to 'miracle bonds', they'll be more interested."
"It's not like no one would be interested. I never said that," Inti corrected him. "Just that selling those bonds would not be easy here. Yes, our King Corco is very popular with the commoners, even here in Arguna. Some of the people out there are paid by us, in an effort to drum up support with the general public, but most of them are doing it spontaneously, of their own volition. That alone shows you how much draw the miracle king has with the general public."
"In that case, surely, many of them would be willing to buy the bonds as well," Brym argued. He simply couldn't see what the problem was.
"Especially from the great Lord Brymstock," Inti even added, and smiled at the moniker. "After you established your shops, you traveled around a lot, and became a well-known figure in the north. Just look how well your business is going."
As she spoke, Inti pointed out of the palanquin, at one of Brym's stores. Of course, riding past one at this exact moment wasn't much of a coincidence. Due to ever-increased demand, there were now seven such shops in Arguna alone, all of them along the major streets.
"Lots of commoner merchants would love nothing more to make your acquaintance," the young woman continued. "They would buy your bonds just for the vague hope of a business relationship with the great master Brym at some point in the future. Even some wealthy craftsmen might want to buy your bonds if they're planning to move to Saniya one of these days."
"Then what's the problem?" a confused Brym asked. All of this sounded great to him. If they had the goods and the customers, where would the problem lie? At once, he realized, but Inti said it before he could.
"Once you start selling these bonds, there will be fierce backlash from the authorities."
"Do the local authorities hate us this much? I highly doubt that."
Brym tried to joke away Inti's concerns, but her serious look, and a prolonged silence, confirmed his previous guess. The realization was a great shock to Brym.
After all, Corco was still the eldest son of the previous emperor, and thus the most legitimate heir out of the three kings. Back when they had first come to Arguna, Corco had also been the most popular with the priests, and they had gained many allies both in the Ancestral Hall and in the Noble Assembly over the years. Not to mention the amount of copper and silver Brym had paid out to lower-level officials to grease the wheels of justice.
How could it be that they were so unpopular all of a sudden, eve to the point of impacting their business? In any case, Brym had a hard time believing it. However, rather than reply, Inti first pulled out a pocket watch from within her male-style robes, a marvel of Saniya's engineering. The watch, that was, not the robes. After she had confirmed something, Inti banged against the wall of the palanquin to let the servants stop.
"It looks like we're just on time," she finally said. "They should be starting any second now."
"Starting what?" Brym asked, more and more confused by this new journey across the now unfamiliar city.
"Just watch. It usually goes down around noon, so there are more people around to watch." Together with her non-explanation, Inti offered a cryptic smile and once again pointed through the curtain and into the streets.
On Arguna's main roads, the palanquins of warriors and lords would travel in between the herd of commoners. Every time one of these palanquins came along, the commoners would be split apart like sheep with a sudden wolf among them.
This time, the same thing happened as well, and the commoners stepped back and to the side to make room. However, the palanquins were too many. Several showed up all at once, from multiple directions. Before anyone on the street had noticed, the road was completely blocked. All at once, all the palanquins were dropped, and the carriers pulled out axes and herded the crowd even closer together.
"What is happening?" a shocked Brym asked. Luckily, they had stopped in time, so they were still outside the encirclement. However, the merchant was still worried, since his own shop was in its very center.
"Looks like they've come up with a new method. Just watch," Inti said, and motioned him to stay quiet.
Meanwhile, the former palanquin carriers — now transformed into warriors — were pushing through the crowd, towards the story tellers. One by one, they tried to escape into the crowd or the side alleys, but only a few made it out of the sudden trap. Most were caught by the warriors, and then stuffed into the palanquins, which were revealed to have cages installed inside.
At the same time, one of the warriors walked up to Brym's store, and arrogantly began talking to Alyn, the local shopkeeper, all while several priests showed up to occupy the spots of the story tellers. As if nothing had happened before, they began to rail against the heretical lies of the southern king.
Once Alyn handed a heavy-looking wooden box to the warrior, he gave signals to his surroundings, and the palanquins disappeared as quickly into the crowd as they had come. All they left behind were the priests spreading their propaganda, as well as a thinned out crowd, which soon scattered to leave the store lonely and deserted. Only then did Inti's and Brym's palanquin continue on its way.
"Looks like we're not that popular anymore." Brym sighed.
"You can say that again. Though their methods are new. Usually, more of our people make it out." Inti showed a miserable smile. Clearly, this wasn't the first time she had to deal with this mess. "After they failed to take over the south, the conservative priests who control Arguna have been railing against us almost every day. They constantly try to discredit the 'heretical king in the south', as they call him."
"Aren't they just sore losers?" an annoyed Brym asked.
"But it's been effective. Although we've done our best to spread the writings of the reformer priests from the south, we're fighting an uphill battle. As you've seen, they have organized groups who suppress all dissenting voices. At first, they only went after religious texts, but now they're even arresting the story tellers on the streets, even those who simply praise the imperial family."
Again, Brym found the truth hard to believe.
"The priests don't have that much power in Arguna, do they?" he asked. "I mean, they are attacking Medala's ruling family. Aren't the nobles doing anything to stop them?"
"Who do you think sent out those warriors to help them?" Inti pointed outside, just in time to see the bribed warrior was sharing his spoils from Brym's shop with one of the priests. "Most nobles wouldn't dare support you publicly these days. It's not only the priests, there's also Lord Ogulno's remaining family. The old lord's wife and children have spent all spring in the family's Arguna manor. In that time, they've spent a lot of energy and money running around in upper class entertainments to drag Corco's good name through the mud."
"Uncle killer and such?" Brym guessed immediately. It was a ridiculous claim, of course. Although Corco had personally killed Ogulno, his uncle had already been at death's door at the time, so it had been more mercy than anything else. Though apparently, the rest of the Ogulno clan was no better than their old patriarch, and took full advantage of his death.
"Yes, they especially like to call him uncle killer," Inti confirmed, "that, and a destroyer of tradition, which is even worse in the eyes of the nobles. They claim that Corco attempts to dismantle the entirety of the lord class, and their claims have found the ears of many. After all, it's a fact that three lords have died in the south last winter."
They're not even lying, but it's bad that they're saying it out loud like this.
While Brym still thought of possible countermeasures for the new problem, Inti continued her explanation.
"The Ogulnos obviously don't have that much money to hold banquets and give out gifts, even less so since they've lost their territory. I've already collected evidence that they're being paid by the priesthood. Anyways, as long as those two are working this hard to ruin Corco's reputation, no noble would openly support you. That includes protecting your shops, as well as buying your bonds. After all, it's a bad look to work with the man who aims to destroy traditional medalan society, and all noble families with it. By the way, other forces might be working against us in the background as well, though there's no evidence yet."
No doubt that includes the two northern kingdoms, and maybe the arcavians again, Brym thought. However, he had little doubt about either group's involvement, so he asked about another.
"What about the Ancestral Hall? They wouldn't act against us?" he asked, and stared at the looming Moonlight Ziggurat in the distance.
Ever since the Succession War, the Ancestral Hall had been in the hands of Elder Acquilinus Ichilia, and — more importantly — Grand Elder Viribus Pluritac, Corco's great-grandfather. Somehow, Brym doubted that the selfish old monster would miss out on the chance to smear the man who had ruined his plans. However, to his surprise, Inti's long hair flowed around her ears as she shook her head with vigor.
"That seems unlikely, from what I've heard. As I've said earlier, the Ancestral Hall has been strangely quiet these days. According to Elder Saqartu, they haven't been meeting very frequently these days."
"The elder is still on our side, even after what happened to his family?" Brym asked in shock. After all, Elder Saqartu was Mayu's grandfather.
"Yes, the elder was always on Corco's side, just like his son, the late Governor Sonco. In fact, we've had increased contact with Elder Saqartu ever since the civil war started, so I can guarantee the elder's loyalty. Rather, most of House Saqartu has been House Pluritac's ally for decades. If anything, Mayu was the outlier. So coming to an agreement wasn't too difficult. In return for sparing Mayu's life despite his transgressions, the elder will continue to support us at the council, though he also demanded guarantees that Atau retain his position."
"That much, I can guarantee."
Of course, none of Corco's friends were in any danger of losing their posts, at least so long as they were competent. Brym wondered if he should tell Inti about Atau's relationship with Tama, and his increased weight in the government as a result. As an intelligence expert, maybe Inti already knew about it already, but seeing her reaction might still be fun. However, before Brym could say anything, the intelligence expert had already moved on.
"Anyway, the elder said that even during the rare council meetings, Grand Elder Viribus is almost always absent. Whenever he is present, he sits in the shadows and barely talks. Sometimes, one of his attendants speaks for him. His people claim that the grand elder is just ill, but I suspect that the old man Viribus is finally being affected by our little present. Took him long enough, that old monster."
"Big Bro — King Corco that is — once told me that the imperial family's cultivation technique makes people more resistant to poisons," Brym offered as explanation.
"In that case, chances are high that our methods are finally having an effect. I might need to get our agent out of the Ziggurat before anything happens to him."
While Inti was mumbling to herself, Brym was still more preoccupied with his own mission. By now, he had come up with an imperfect solution for his bond sale problem.
"If the elders are too busy with each other to care, then they at least won't stop us from selling our bonds, right? Maybe we won't be able to sell them to the local nobles, but the commoners shouldn't be a problem," Brym mused.
Although their income would be reduced if they couldn't sell to the nobles, the commoners in Arguna also had a lot of money saved up, so the income from bond sales would still be substantial. However, Inti's dreaded head shake was back once more to reject his plan.
"Not exactly. Without any reigning emperor in Arguna, without the Ancestral Hall, and with the power of the Pachayawna shrinking by the day and focused on the wrong things, the city has lost its three central forces of control. By now, it's a free-for-all out here."
For a second, Brym tried to connect the dots from Inti's statement, before he realized what she meant.
"So we'd be robbed if we handle that much money?" he concluded.
"How else do you think an operation like the one before could happen out in the open, on one of Arguna's main streets? Those were supposed to be safe, you know? Crime rates have gone up, and a lot of it is coming from the local officials." Inti sighed again. Even though Brym was good with numbers, he couldn't even tell how many times he had heard her sound frustrated or tired today.
"If you try to sell these bonds, you will have to sell a lot of them to many different people." Inti continued. "We can't sell to the nobles and the commoners simply don't have as much money per person, so all you can do is increase the number of customers. But selling to that many at once can't be hidden. With this much money changing hand, someone will get greedy, be it local guards or minor officials. And with the current state of Arguna, there's no central authority to protect us, so they have practically free reign."
Faced with reality, Brym fell into silence, as he tried to come up with other solutions. However, none were forthcoming.
"So I came here for nothing?" a frustrated Brym finally asked. When he had come here, he had been optimistic about this plan. Now that he was here, he realized that he had underestimated the political turmoil in the capital. Too much had changed since his last visit in Arguna.
"Not exactly," Inti said. "In the first place, there's few nobles who are in the capital right now. The chaos in the city is one factor, but Arguna has also lost a lot of influence over medala politics. These days, most important decisions are being made in the capitals of the three kingdoms. As a result, banquet season in Arguna is getting shorter every year, and most lords spend all their time at home. Maybe it would be easier to just visit the lords in their territories directly. They might be unwilling to openly support Corco in Arguna, where their reputation would suffer. But no one will know about a private agreement made in their own homes, right? Surely, many would wish for a secret trump card, especially those lords in the north who are suffering a lot under Amautu's increasingly repressive rule. Your bonds would provide exactly that, a lifeline for the lords and an escape route for the commoners."
In the end, Brym's plan would still work out! Although he would have to travel around a lot more, the end results would be almost the same. He almost jumped from his seat in excitement. Only when the ground under his feet began to shake did he remember that he was sitting in an unstable palanquin and fell back into his seat. However, despite his eventual restraint, he was still excited.
"Yeah, that might be a good idea," he said with pretended calmness, though he couldn't help but smile as he planned out a route to visit every rich estate in Medala. "In fact, I've already sold some bonds to Lord Eborius Nasica on my way up north. You know, the lord has always been a great supporter Corco, even more so since he agrees with the southern kingdom's religious reforms."
"In that case, it appears as if your visit to the capital will be short this time around." Inti smiled to match Brym's.
"That's true, how unfortunate." Brym looked out the open palanquin, and suddenly felt melancholic. In the past, he had spent many days here, yet now he could barely recognize this strange city, unchanging and in constant flux. Maybe the next time he came here, even the last few vibrant spots would be gone. Suddenly, he noticed that Inti had been observing him, and he realized that while he was still stuck here, his old business partner was still stuck in this city, still dealing with its slow collapse.
"I would have loved to stay for a while, and help out some more," he said, with real, red shame on his face. "It seems like you're having your hands full here."
In response, Inti smiled like a fox.
"In that case, before you go, there's a favor I have to ask of you," she said. "I hope you'll indulge me, as compensation for my time today."
Faced with such a cheeky smile, and a chance to relieve his own guilt, how could Brym say no?
Hermit's Notes: Another long one. I also might post some other side project on here the next few days, if I feel like it's ready... which I might not. Anyways, have a nice weekend! :D
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Within his generation, Naoka was one of House Pluritac's most accomplished ghost warriors. Though he was still young, he had already survived through many great tribulations. Not least had been their most dangerous days, when the entire imperial court had been controlled by 'Empress Mother' Spuria, and Prince Pachacutec had been all but confirmed as the next emperor. However, even back then, he had never been in a situation as hopeless as the one he found himself in this time.
Back when he had entered the Moonlight Ziggurat, he had known that his mission would be dangerous. After all, this place had been the center of medalan politics for hundreds of years. Not only that, his master Itzali's patient had been the grand elder Viribus, nominally the most powerful man in the empire.
And yet, their true mission had been to poison to death this very man. Without any backup or reliable allies inside the Ziggurat, they had no support and no safety net in case anything went wrong. If their true purpose ever were to be uncovered, or if they failed in their duty as the grand elder's physicians, they would have had to face death, at least.
As a consequence of such danger, Naoka's fake master had escaped from his post the first chance he got. Of course, all of this had been planned by his real master, Lady Inti. As a commoner, Itzali was in even more danger here than the warrior Naoka, and as a famous doctor, his contributions to the southern kingdom were also irreplaceable.
Thus, the doctor escaped as soon as possible, while Naoka continued to administer the deadly treatment in his place. Eventually, he would also find a chance to escape this fancy prison with some help from the outside. That had been the plan. However, much time had passed since then, and so far, no help had been forthcoming.
Thus, all Naoka's despairing eyes could do was stare at the humid stone walls of his windowless cell. Sat atop his wooden bunk, the only piece of furniture in the room, there was little for his view to latch on to. This was where he had spent the past month of his life, though he had become a prisoner much earlier.
After his master's escape, he had simply been held in his room, together with additional 'protection'. Back then, his room had not been such a dingy cell, of course. The aim was simply to prevent his escape, and to keep him employed as the physician of Grand Elder Viribus, as his master's replacement.
As part of his mission, Naoka had tried to solve the elder's various ailments as best he could. Yet eventually, his lack of actual medical training began to raise suspicions. Finally, about a month ago, the elder had begun to show serious signs of mercury poisoning. These were symptoms the people of the Ziggurat would be closely familiar with, since the last emperor had suffered in the same way before his death.
Thus, step by step, Naoka's accommodations had gotten worse. By now, he was a simple prisoner, with no access to the grand elder at all. In his current position, he couldn't escape, and he couldn't continue his true mission of poisoning the elder either. All he could do was wait for a chance, or for his final punishment.
As had become routine these days, Naoka mourned his recent misfortune, when his thoughts were interrupted by a sound from the door.
Looks like it's already feeding time, he thought, as he watched the two wordless warriors enter his cell to perform the only other routine Naoka had left. One guard stepped towards him, and handed him a wooden bowl filled with some kind of indistinct gruel. Meanwhile, the other stood guard at the door, his axe at the ready in case the apprentice doctor tried anything funny.
Over the past month, Naoka had tried to start a conversation with his food servants many times, but they hadn't left him a single sound in response, ever. He always wondered whether they were just instructed to keep quiet, or whether they were actually mute.
Maybe I should just take them out, take a few more bodies with me before the grand elder has another manic attack and orders my death.
His thoughts seemed arrogant, but Naoka was fully confident that he could take his guards in a fight. After all, these two still didn't know that he was a warrior as well. This was made abundantly clear by the lax security measures. They hadn't even bothered with restraints for him. If he waited for the right chance to reveal his strength, he would be able to overpower them with ease. Then, he could take their weapons and escape his cell. However, that would only be the start of his problems.
Even if he made it outside, he had no idea where he was, other than somewhere deep within the bowels of the Moonlight Ziggurat. Even if he knew his location, he didn't know the layout of the labrinthian corridors, so he couldn't find the exit anyways. The exit, not to mention, which would be heavily guarded, with dozens of warriors between it and Naoka's cell.
No, he wasn't yet desperate enough to bet on such a foolhardy plan for a slim chance at survival. For now, he would continue to trust his comrades on the outside instead. The ghost warriors had a reputation as the best spies in Medala for a reason. Surely, they were working on a plan to bail him out right this moment.
As he contemplated his escape, Naoka sipped his gruel, all the while staring down his two captors. Of course the two guards simply returned his stare without a word, as always. This time however, there was a break in the routine.
All of a sudden, the warrior at the door turned around and raised his axe, inn response to loud steps, which echoed through the hallways.
"No need to fret, young man," a kind voice sounded. "You may lower your axe. This elder is here on the orders of the Ancestral Hall."
Finally, an old man with a plump, kindly face appeared in the doorway, his empty hands half-raised to prove that he wasn't dangerous.
"Elder Saqartu. What brings you here?" the warrior at the door asked, much to Naoka's annoyance.
So you weren't mute, you bastard!
However, the presence of an elder in his prison still surprised him. What was this old man doing here?
"A riot has broken out outside the Ziggurat," the old man explained. "Many of the guards have left for the outside to restore order. Temporarily, there are not enough warriors available to cover the entire Ziggurat. As a result, some of the elders will have to go around in person to inspect the prison cells and other locations of interest. Thus, this elder has come simply to see if everything is in order."
As he spoke, Elder Saqartu continued to close in on the warrior.
"Everything in order here," the warrior replied and took a step back. Though his axe was no longer raised, his legs were still bent, ready to pounce. Clearly, he was still vigilant. "Why would Elder Saqartu come here, rather than someone else?" the guard asked the most important question.
After all, Elder Saqartu hailed from a Sachay noble house, no less from House Saqartu, which had been the center of southern politics for centuries. Thus, the elder was often politically isolated within the council. How could it be that someone like this had come here to fulfill such an important mission all on his own?
However, faced with the warrior's veiled accusations, the elder retained his harmless smile. Even so, he stopped his advance three steps from the guard, and then raised his hands further to show that he was harmless.
"This elder is the newest member of the council," Saqartu explained. "Often, the youngest will be forced to handle all undesirable work. Even at this old man's age, these are the rules of society." Once his explanation was done, he leaned to the side and looked past the guard. "Since it appears as if your prisoner is still present, my work here is done." When the elder's words were over, his brows furrowed, before he added: "But what is he doing?"
When Saqartu additionally raised his voice and pointed inside, the warriors turned and called out "What?" in confusion.
Though of course, Naoka wasn't doing anything. There was still a second guard right in front of him after all. Despite the appearance of the elder, guard number two never forgot about his duties and never turned around. However, the ghost warrior could see the chance he had awaited.
Naoka was only surprised for a split second, before he realized that his comrades from the outside had organized his rescue, and somehow it had come in the form of an elder. As soon as Naoka had realized the truth, Saqartu pulled out a dagger from within his long sleeve and pushed it into the side of the guard at the door.
A scream let the second guard in front of Naoka turn as well, to provide support for his colleague. However, before he could react to the strange view of an elder attacking a warrior, the ghost behind him had revealed its true face. Without a sound, Naoka jumped off his bunk and smashed the half-empty wooden bowl over his captor's head.
Not enough for a kill, but you'll be dizzy for a second.
A second was more than enough for Naoka. Before the guard had even reacted, the prisoner had one hand around his captor's neck, suppressing the flow of blood to his head. Meanwhile, Naoka's other hand landed on the guard's axe head, to prevent him from drawing his weapon. The warrior bucked and twisted his body, trying to free himself from the ghost's deadly grip. However, he would have surely been shocked at his prisoner's strength and technique. All this time, no one had ever even considered that this weak apprentice physician could be a warrior in disguise. Yet once the truth was revealed, it was already too late.
Finally, after a few seconds of intense struggle, the warrior's air supply was cut off for too long. Without his faculties, he simply sank on the ground next to Naoka's bunk. When the ghost warrior looked up again, he saw the elder Saqartu sit atop the dazed warrior by the door. If the blood under his head was any indication, the guard had fallen hard on the stone floor. Not only his head was bleeding heavily, but so was the wound from the knife still stuck in his side.
Even so, the man was still fighting back, despite his poor position and heavy injury. The elder atop him was unharmed, but looked frazzled, his gray hair and long robes in a mess. Worse, his face was beet-red from the exertion of restraining the warrior in prime physical condition beneath him. Maybe if there was enough time, the guard would eventually regain the upper hand in their struggle. He would never get the chance.
While they were still busy with each other, an axe joined in on the duel, and lay itself onto the guard's neck. Once his position was hopeless, the warrior ceased all resistance. Thus, Naoka stood above them, the axe in question in his hand.
"Not a move, not a sound," he growled, with all his anger from months of prison rumbling in his chest.
Despite the warning, the guard allowed himself a look at his defeated and unconscious comrade, before his eyes returned to Naoka, now fixed in a shocked stare. Meanwhile, the underestimated inmate turned his attention to his savior.
"How are you, elder?" he asked in a quiet, careful voice of respect, as he stretched his free hand towards the man who was still straddled atop the guard.
"Hah, not to... worry." The old man gasped as he spoke. "Maybe you... have never heard the stories... but... I was a fierce fighter... in my time."
In spite of his prideful words, Saqartu spoke through gritted teeth and heavy breathing, and he took Naoka's outstretched hand with grateful eyes.
While the old man stepped back to recompose himself, Naoka disarmed the second guard, and searched him for any more hidden weapons, as well as his keys, just in case they would need them later. Finally, he drove the second guard over to the first by his bunk, who still hadn't woken up by now. Maybe he was only pretending, waiting on his chance, but Naoka kept his distance, so he would never get it.
"Do we have a plan, elder?" Without looking away from his new prisoners for a second, Naoka finally asked the elder, who was still gasping for air, but was now standing upright again.
"We already have their weapons, and their keys. Thus, we will simply lock them up and be on our way." Suddenly, the friendly old man had the bearing of a true elder again, oozing authority as he gave his orders. Thus, the elder turned towards the two guards across the room. "The two of you, if you simply stay here, nothing will happen to you. At worst, you will be punished a bit for your failure, but others have failed to discover the hidden warrior and did not provide you with enough support as well. Oh, and please do not move too much, lest you bleed to death from your knife wound."
Finally, the elder turned towards Naoka again. "We need to hurry. There is not much time."
Thus, the two slammed the door shut behind them, lowered the latch, slammed the bolt, and went on their way, with the two fresh prisoners left behind in the old-familiar cell.
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Two solitary pairs of footsteps echoed through the dark hallways deep within the Moonlight Ziggurat. No other sound could be heard. In the empty corridor, an elder and a prisoner, men of opposite status, were carefully walking atop the wet bricks.
"Not to be too forward, but won't Elder get in trouble for helping with the escape? Wouldn't it have been better to take care of those guards permanently?"
Although Naoka had many questions, this one was the most pressing. After all, as a simple warrior, he could never afford to be responsible for troubling an elder. However, Elder Saqartu simply smiled again, in his usual, kindly manner.
"Oh no, never," the old man said. "The elders have immunity from most criminal charges. And the young men down there were only following their orders. This elder would not wish to see permanent harm come to them, simply for doing what they have been trained to do. Further, they will only cause trouble for themselves if they speak of today's events. Losing to an old man is a great loss of honor, and fighting an elder will only put them in the center of a fierce, political conflict, one a simple warrior is unlikely to survive. Most likely, they will keep this elder's involvement secret, if only for their own good."
"But what if they do talk, and then the grand elder overrules Elder's immunity and punishes Elder anyways?"
"The council protects its own," Saqartu simply said, before he looked at a confused Naoka and realized that he had to explain a bit further. "If one of the elders loses his immunity based on the grand elder's arbitrary tyranny, the immunity for all other elders would be void as well. Viribus would only dare punish this elder if he were willing to force an open war against the entire Ancestral Hall. During the next Noble Assembly, the houses may even collectively impeach the grand elder as a result."
Although the Noble Assembly only came together occasionally, the collection of all lords of Medala still had a lot of power once they unified behind a common cause. If they could gather a large enough majority, they could even remove the grand elder from his position. Of course, all noble houses would receive instructions from their elders in the Council should the grand elder decide to threaten their immunity. Thus, even the grand elder's power wasn't unlimited in this matter.
Finally, Naoka was relieved. However, he hadn't thought through all the implications of an impeachment, when the elder already continued. "Not to mention, Grand Elder Viribus may be in no condition to punish this elder, thanks to you, young warrior."
Again, the elder showed a casual attitude, this time followed by a joyous laugh. And yet again, Naoka was shocked.
"How much does Elder know?" he asked on reflex, before he realized his rudeness and lowered his head. "Please excuse this servant's forward manner."
"Not to worry, please raise your head and look where you are walking instead. This old man is only a southern pirate after all. Pirates care little for manners." The elder paused, maybe waiting for a response to his joke. Of course, Naoka would never dare laugh at an elder, so the old man waited in vain until he had to continue on his own, this time in a more serious tone.
"This elder knows enough of your plans," he says. "This whole operation has been planned by Lady Inti. In the end, this old man got involved temporarily, as part of a broader agreement between House Saqartu and House Pluritac. Many strange events have taken place in the south in recent months, most which you may not be aware of."
Of course, Naoka was curious what he had missed. However, he certainly wouldn't be bold enough to use an elder as his source of information, no matter how approachable he seemed. Thus, they walked in silence for a while longer, until Naoka once again simply couldn't restrain his curiosity about the strange manner of their escape.
"Where are all the guards?" he asked. If the Ziggurat were always this empty, he could have escaped weeks ago.
"Oh, they should be busy." The elder chuckled. "A number of them, we managed to bribe. They will be on break right now, or following imagined clues to stay out of the way. The more upright guards, ones who would not be bribedd, will be outside, to deal with the mess caused by your master."
"Wait, there really is a riot?"
Despite the repetition, Naoka never ceased to be shocked at the elder's revelations. A riot at the seat of Medala's power was far too bold, even for his master.
"There should be," the elder said with a casual shrug, apparently not caring whether their plan could succeed or not. "if everything has gone to plan, then your lady should have received some additional help from the southern king's minister. Your two watchdogs back there are fiercely loyal to the grand elder and resisted any attempts to move their posts in advance. Thus, they could only be taken out directly. However, if your lady has done her work, there should be no one left between you and your freedom, young warrior."
With Naoka's curiosity sated, they continued to walk through the empty corridors of wet stone. Sometimes they walked up, and sometimes they walked down. Either way, the ghost warrior realized that he would have never escaped this maze by himself, even if he had a map. Thus, they came closer and closer to freedom, with no interference. However, just as Naoka began to relax, his worst fears were realized. On another long climb up the slopes of the Ziggurat's inside, five guards appeared all of a sudden and came towards them. Naoka's first instinct was to run, but he couldn't afford to leave the elder behind, so he had to face his newest opponents.
"Halt!" the guard at the front of the group shouted. Based on his feathered helmet, he was one of the city's elite warriors. Not only that, both him and the remaining warriors were armed to the teeth, at least compared to the guards in his cell, who only carried a short axe and wore simple cloth armor.
Five against one, seems like we can't fight our way out of this one, Naoka analyzed in a split-second.
Of course, he instinctively dismissed the elder as a fighting force. In a frontal confrontation, the old man would be of questionable help, no matter how he bragged about his past. Not only that, Naoka also didn't want to risk causing injury or worse to a member of the Ancestral Hall through his actions.
If he did, no one would show any sympathy towards his circumstances and let him off easy, neither his enemies, nor his allies, not even his own ancestors in the starry sky. Such actions would not only damn himself and his family, but even his immortal soul. Whatever happened today, Naoka would make sure to protect Elder Saqartu's safety, even if it cost him his life.
While the ghost warrior was steeling his determination, the elder he had just sworn to protect stepped forward and stood between Naoka and the warriors opposite.
"What is it?" Saqartu huffed. "Which guard would dare stand in the path of an elder?"
The four guards behind took a step back, out of learned fear and respect of the elders. However, the head guard stood his ground, which further tightened Naoka's nerves. Rather than reply to the accusations, the guard stared at the elder first, before his eyes drifter towards the former prisoner behind Saqartu, still dressed in the rags of a convict and openly carrying an axe in his hands. As he did so, the guard's eyes narrowed slightly, and his hand inched closer to the weapon hung on his waist.
This won't be easy, Naoka concluded.
"We have order to let no one pass, and to defend the exit behind us at all cost," the guard finally said, and stood his ground. Whoever this guy was, he knew where they were going, and had every intention to stop them.
"Young man, do you know who you are talking to?" the elder tried again, but the guard showed none of the respect an elder would deserve.
"These are the direct orders of the Pachayawna," the guard insisted. "Not even an elder can overrule the words of the Divines, not until they have reached the stars themselves."
Oh great, a religious nut. This won't have a peaceful end.
Over the past years, as new religious ideas had spread throughout Medala, the Pachayawna had become more and more protective of Arguna, the core of his power. This was doubly true for the Moonlight Ziggurat, where the scholars, the Arcavus-adherents or the southern reformers couldn't even be mentioned without punishment. During his years inside this place, Naoka had witnessed how more and more guards had begun to directly obey the head priest's words, even though the priests were supposed to have no secular power.
Now that the radical head priest had interfered directly by sending his loyal guards, they were in deep trouble. Backed by direct orders from the Pachayawna, this head guard could be bold to stand his ground. He would never be deterred based only on an elder's authority alone.
Apparently, Elder Saqartu had come to the same conclusion. Thus he stood there, brows furrowed, trying to find a solution for their newest dilemma. Meanwhile, the head guard blocking their way looked more and more impatient.
This can't go on, or I'll still end up implicating the elder.
Unlike the grand elder or the Ancestral Hall, the Pachayawna wouldn't have to respect Elder Saqartu's status and could punish him with impunity. At least he could do so if he had proper evidence of treason or heresy to justify his actions. Once the deed was done, the other elders could protest at most. After all, not even the Noble Assembly had any authority over the head priest's position.
Such an outcome had to be avoided, no matter what. If Naoka didn't want to implicate his savior further, and with the elder also implicate himself and his entire family, he needed to act before anyone else could.
Within a split-second, Naoka found the only solution which could save Elder Saqartu in this moment, while still leaving himself with a sliver of hope. Before anyone else could move and break the delicate balance between the two groups, the ghost warrior stepped forward and to the side, half a step behind the elder, and held his axe blade against the old man's neck.
"No one move!" he shouted. "Let me out of here, or the old man dies!"
Although Naoka almost shuddered at the disrespect, he had to sound serious if he wanted to intimidate the guards. Unfortunately, his gamble seemed to have the opposite effect. In response to his sudden threat, the warriors all put their hands on their weapons, and stepped forward.
"Protect the elder," one of them shouted. Apparently, not all of them were loyal only to the Pachayawna, or maybe the guard was simply provoking the elder's death on purpose. Either way, both Naoka and Elder Saqartu would be in trouble if the warriors just charged them with a hot head, or called their bluff. Luckily, the elder also had a fleet mind.
"Do as he says, he is a madman!" Saqartu screamed in acted panic, to stop both those with hot heads and those with bad intentions. With this display of fear, and an added warning, those loyal to the elders wouldn't dare risk injury to the old man. At the same time, anyone with calculations for the elder's death would have to stop in the face of a direct order as well.
Thus, in response to the elder's shout, the guards who had been ready to move stepped back in panic. Even those belonging to the Pachayawna wouldn't dare cause the death of an elder due to negligence. In that case, even the head priest would have a hard time protecting them.
Thus, the situation had become even more tense between the two sides, Though at least now, the initiative was back with Naoka and the elder. Step by step, the ghost warrior walked forward, towards the guards, using the elder as a shield. And step by step, the guards were forced to retreat back up the slope they had come from.
Eventually, they would come across a fork in the road, and then there would be enough room to drive the guards inside, while he would be able to escape through the freed corridor beyond them. As far as Naoka was concerned, this was the best outcome he could hope for.
While he would safely escape, Elder Saqartu would be able to claim that he had been coerced by force, and would no longer suffer any accusations from the Ancestral Hall or the head priest.
At most, they would be able to label the elder as cowardly, though even then, they would have a weak case. In the end, the elder was preserving his valuable life in exchange for an unimportant prisoner's escape. No one within the Ziggurat would be silly enough to suggest that a member of the highest class should die just to help some ordinary warriors fulfill their orders.
Thus, Naoka would escape, and the elder would face no consequences for his involvement. Everything was going well. However, as they finally approached a forked corridor in the distance and Naoka was ready to shout new orders, the head guard once more showed his determination to frustrate their well-laid plans.
Hermit's Notes: Two more chapters today.
With one more chapter tomorrow, I'll finally clean up this old story line from ages ago. I do hope you still remember Naoka and his mission. I know I said that I wanted to avoid recaps in my chapters, but I felt like this one really demanded one.
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By the time the corridor was about to split in front of Naoka and Elder Saqartu, the head guard who opposed them had long moved behind the other guards. While the ghost warrior had been busy trying to keep the situation under control, the guard had gotten into position to do the same. Yet so far, he hadn't acted on his impulses.
While Naoka had pushed back the guards, he could already see the unwillingness in the head guard's face. Yet there was nothing the ghost could do to improve his odds. Thus, he simply had to continue forward in hopes that the guard would remain sane and restrain himself until they got away. All this time, the guard's nerves had still held. Now however, when he was forced to make a final choice on whether to let them go or not, his choice was an emotional one, one which drove Naoka into a corner once again.
"Stop!" the head guard shouted. At the same time, his axe crashed into the ground, and produced bright sparks in the gloomy corridor.
Suddenly, the retreat of the remaining four guards was cut off. Boxed in between the two sides, they now had to make a decision as well: Either defy their superior to protect the elder, or fulfill their duties and stop the prisoner's escape, possibly at the risk of an elder's life. Yet since Naoka couldn't act, in fear of provoking them, there was only voice left which could sway the guards.
"Any man who does not follow the orders of the Divines will have committed heresy, and will be executed on the spot!" the head guard growled through gritted teeth to confirm his determination, maybe to himself more than to the other guards. Even so, the others finally paused in their retreat. After he had intimidated his fellow guards, their leader turned towards Naoka, and said in a stern voice: "You will release the elder, and you will surrender your weapon, or you will not leave this place alive."
The bellowing voice was well-trained, used to giving orders. As a result, the remaining guards had listened straight away. Though of course, Naoka could never do the same and accept the guard's command. After all, the falsely kidnapped elder was the only advantage he had. If he let him go, he would be overwhelmed in seconds, no matter his strength.
"Let me through, or the old man is done for!" he thus tried again. Maybe the head guard was simply bluffing, and trying to intimidate him. Maybe if he remained tough, these warriors would still bow to his threats.
Yet the head guard just hesitated for a second, before he stiffened his jaw and said: "Try it then. See what happens to you once you spill a single drop of the elder's blood."
Bastard! We were so close!
How could this idiot not care about the elder's life at all? Did he really think that the head priest could protect him if he caused an elder's death? Whatever this idiot really thought, his bravado was a big problem for Naoka and Elder Saqartu. After all, time was not on their side.
Whatever problem Lady Inti and her ghosts had caused outside the Ziggurat to lure away the warriors, the situation would calm down eventually. After all, the ghosts didn't have the strength to truly organize a storm on the seat of the Elder Council, or they would have done so long ago. Not only that, the bribed warriors would not look away forever either, not if they valued their positions and their lives. By then, all the guards of the Ziggurat would return to their posts all throughout the building. At that point, Naoka would be right back where he had feared to end up had he escaped on his own: Completely trapped, lost, and surrounded on all sides, with no way out.
Worst case, I'll just have to take my life. That way, at least the elder will be able to protect himself.
If worst came to worse, what else could he do? Now that his warrior identity had been revealed, he would no longer enjoy a relaxing imprisonment like before. Rather, he would be tortured day and night to extract information from him. Who had sent him, what were his goals, and how was Elder Saqartu involved? Under the torture, Naoka couldn't guarantee that he would never speak. Not to mention, whoever would hold him prisoner by then could just make up stories based on things he'd never confessed.
And no matter whether he spoke or not, Elder Saqartu was likely to be implicated if today's matter was investigated in detail. For starters, Naoka was quite certain that the elder had never been ordered to look after the Ziggurat's prisoners. However, if Naoka was dead, no one could torture him, and there would most likely never be an investigation. Since the culprit was already dead, there was no need to risk offending an elder and cause more unrest within the Council. If nothing else, at least he could protect his fellow ghosts, as well as his savior.
Just as Naoka prepared himself mentally to make the worst decision, to at least protect the elder's cover, just as the guards got ready to move against the prisoner and his hostage, a third, unexpected party entered the scene out of nowhere.
"What is going on here!?" a voice, both craggly and booming, appeared first and filled the corridor, before a diminutive figure followed from within the darkness. The figure win question as alone, bent and gray, with a large wooden staff which served to prop up his fragile stature. Despite the man's age and his spindly frame, his bearing was still proud, and both his stature and his precious robes exuded the natural authority of a man of power.
"Elder Ichilia!" the head guard shouted, and identified the new arrival in the process. His voice broke from shock, clearly taken aback at the sudden appearance of Medala's former grand elder.
"Shall this elder repeat his command, servant!?" the old man boomed again when the guards didn't answer his question immediately. However, the head guard caught on quickly.
"Elder, this vile criminal has taken Elder Saqartu hostage," he quickly explained while pointing at Naoka with his axe. "Clearly, he is a spy sent by a foreign power, here to kill the elders of the Council and to throw the empire into chaos. We need to apprehend him at all cost, lest he continues with his murder spree after his escape!"
How did you deduce all of that without talking to me? You can even read the future, how impressive.
Clearly, this guard was just making up any random stories he could think of, all to get the newly arrived elder on his side and force a quick decision. Maybe he had expected that Elder Ichilia would love to harm Elder Saqartu, who was part of a different faction, but the old man wasn't heaving any of it, much to both the guard's and Naoka's surprise.
"At all cost you say? At the expense of an elder's life, no less?" the old man simply asked, and narrowed his eyes like a predator staring at prey.
"The Pachayawna has ordered-" the guard tried his old trick again, but this time his reliance on the head priest worked out even worse than it had earlier. Before he could even finish showing off, Elder Ichilia interrupted his excuses.
"This is the Moonlight Ziggurat, this is Arguna! Here, the Elder Council is the highest form of order! It is not the turn of some lowly priest to move the Moonlight Guards as he pleases!"
Again, Elder Ichilia shouted to reinforce his natural authority. This time, however, he had clearly overstretched his stamina, as he fell into a short coughing fit. Yet when one of the guards wanted to step up to support the old man by his arm, Elder Ichilia had already recovered. He waved away the guard, before he once again turned towards their leader.
"Know this, guardsman: If your actions cause harm to an elder of the Council, your very life would not be enough as a penance. Should a guard dare stand against the elders, his entire family shall be eradicated, and no priest in this world would have the power to protect them." Rather than shout and embarrass himself again, the elder now growled in a low voice that sounded like gravel and sand.
For a few seconds, the stubborn head guard just stood there, once again facing off against an elder of the empire. However, his position was now even worse than before. If Elder Saqartu had died alone, without any witnesses present, he could still make up some story about the the reckless prisoner who had killed the elder despite the guard's best efforts to stop him. However, he couldn't just kill two elders and hope that anyone would still believe his lies. Not to mention, they were elders from two opposing factions. Once they unified in revenge, the entire Council would stand against him. No matter where his loyalties lay, no matter how much faith he had in the Pachayanwa's protection, surely he would understand that stubbornness here would just cause his senseless death.
Thus, as Naoka had predicted, the head guard held his stare only for a few seconds, before even he finally had to give in and lower his head towards the elder. Less than a second later, he turned towards his subordinates.
"Make way, move to the side and let them through! Don't harm them at any price!" he shouted while shoving his fellow guards out of the way in a fit of anger.
Meanwhile, all the other guards moved to the sides of the corridor, as they visibly took breaths of relief. They didn't even complain about the head guard's rough handling. Most likely, they were just glad that they no longer had to get involved in this mess.
Even so, for Naoka, the tense situation persisted. How could he guarantee that none of the guards would decide to play hero at the last moment and cause a mess? Slowly, with Elder Saqartu still his fake hostage, he stepped through the guard of honor formed by the honorable guards, his body always twisted to face the nearest man. Especially the head guard glared at him with deep malice, and never let go of his weapon. Yet despite Naoka's tense nerves, no one acted until he reached Elder Saqartu on the other side.
At last, he could breathe again. Luckily, the old man Ichilia had shown up on time. Even more lucky was that the elder had prioritized his power struggle with the Pachayawna over his conflicts with the elders of Sachay.
If Ichilia hadn't shown up and insisted on the primacy of the elder council over the priesthood, Naoka would have never made it out of here alive. Although the old man had done it for his own selfish reasons, the ghost was still thankful. Now, he owed a life debt to two elders, something he would never be able to repay. In fact, he didn't expect to ever speak with Elder Ichilia in his life.
Yet as he walked past the old man, a face filled with age spots closed in on them. In shock, Naoka stood still again, and just watched the ancient lord's glacial movements. What was this old man planning again? After all, House Ichilia was still King Corco's enemy at the end of the day. Whatever it was, Naoka once again wouldn't dare harm an elder, whatever he was trying to do.
He's my savior anyways. It's not too bad if he wants to cash in his debt right away, he thought, and accepted his fate. In the end, he was only worried for Elder Saqartu's safety.
However, the old man just calmly walked next to Naoka, as if nothing existed: Not Naoka's concerns, not the tense guards in the background, not the axe in the ghost's hand, or the hostage at the end of it.
"Never forget, you owe House Ichilia a debt," the elder finally whispered. Before Naoka could even process the old man's words, he had already walked past them, to stand between them and the guards and cover their retreat.
Thus, the ghost and the elder could continue on their way unopposed, though they left with a few additional questions left to ponder. Until they left the Ziggurat through a hidden side entrance some time later, they didn't meet another soul.


Hermit's Notes: Since I'm quite a bit ahead on releases right now, I might stop posting new chapters for a week or two and concentrate fully on finally getting the Book 0 rewrite done. I wanted to be done months ago, but every time I go over it I find more stuff I don't like, and I'm never happy with the final result.
Maybe this time I'll get it done. Wish me luck. :D
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"This is your final warning! Remove your warriors from the inner city at once, or your actions will be treated as a threat to the Empire!"
The elite warrior guard of the capital belted his orders right into the 'threat's' chubby little face. He didn't even bother to draw his weapon, despite the great dangers to the empire and everything. Maybe he was relying on the dozens of armed warriors behind him, who had filled the steps leading up to the Moonlight Ziggurat's entrance, or maybe he just underestimated the overweight man in foreigner's clothes standing in front of him.
"Sire, I am a mere merchant. I do not control the men here, and I cannot direct their actions."
In the face of a naked threat, Brym remained calm, though there really wasn't anything he could do in this situation anyways. With a helpless look, he first observed the grumpy guardsman who was all up in his face, and then looked back at the large crowd of warriors which had formed behind him.
By now, these troublemakers were shouting obscenities towards the guards of the Ziggurat. If the streets of Medala's inner city weren't so clean, they surely would have picked some debris off the ground and thrown it as well.
If things got any more rowdy, they could really cause a riot, with unacceptable consequences. Unacceptable for Brym, most of all. Maybe he should have just stayed out of this mess in the first place. But now he was committed.
There was no point thinking about past decisions. Rather, if he managed to resolve this issue without a riot and make his getaway on time, he would still fulfill the mission he had been entrusted with, while generating great benefits for the southern kingdom to boot. Still, as he stood there on a knife's edge and felt the cold sweat soak his clothes, he couldn't help lament his own greed.
Originally, Inti's plan had been quite simple. All he had to do was cause a ruckus in front of the Moonlight Ziggurat, to draw out the warriors inside. The lady and her ghost warriors would handle the rest. Brym's best course of action had been to use his money and connections to bribe a few warriors. They themselves would then organize a minor protest outside the Ziggurat, based on some perceived slight. In fact, with the chaos in the city, he was sure to find enough warriors who had suffered real injustices he could blame on the priests or elders, so he didn't even have to lie.
Not only that, he would never have needed to come near this manufactured ruckus himself, so he would have been safe even in case a riot truly broke out against all odds. However, as he had thought about it more, he had eventually come up with a 'better' plan, one which still fulfilled his obligations towards Inti, while also letting him fulfill another purpose at the same time. In short, he got greedy.
Rather than just waste money on bribes to cause a mess, I could sell some bonds at the same time and come out with a profit, right?
Those had been his thoughts of hubris, which at the time he had mistaken for strokes of genius. Thus, he used his and Inti's connections in the city to spread the word that he would sell bonds at significantly improved conditions, practically giving away money in the long-term. Though at the same time, he announced that he would sell them only for a single day, and only at a single location: In front of the Moonlight Ziggurat.
And then, he realized that he needed to target warriors exclusively, since no commoners would be let into the inner city in the first place, so they couldn't buy his bonds. And then, since he was already offering those warriors a form of currency they could only spend in his shops or in the southern kingdom, he realized that he could use this method to recruit warriors to the south as well. After all, Saniya still had precious few warriors, after Pachacutec and Amautu took most of the imperial family's warriors with them during the succession.
Thus, he had spread even more rumors, which claimed that the possession of these bonds would grant amnesty to any warrior who betrayed his true lord and fled to Saniya for shelter. In such a manner, his plan had grown more and more outrageous over the past few days.
Not only would he help out Inti, he would also make some money, strengthen the southern kingdom, and weaken their enemies all at the same time. His only mistake had been that he had underestimated the number of warriors in Arguna who were willing to defect. Now, he was left with a real mess, rather than a fake one.
Behind him stood hundreds of ravenous warriors, eager for quick money or a way out of the chaotic capital, and before him stood the combined guards of the Moonlight Ziggurat, ready to protect the home of their masters at any price. Meanwhile, he himself — as well as seven of his shopkeepers who were responsible for selling the bonds — was stuck in the middle, trying to extinguish a burning lute which could blow up the entire capital.
In fact, due to Brym's rumors, the guards couldn't back down at all. Driven by the interests of the noble families behind them, they couldn't allow someone to recruit away the warriors of those families. If they didn't do anything, the precedent would lead to countless imitators. Thus, all that was keeping the peace for now were the scruples of the guards in the face of such a large warrior crowd.
However, if the guards finally lost their patience, Brym could very well lose his life, or at least his freedom. Even worse, if the warriors willing to buy bonds suddenly lost control and stormed the Ziggurat unprovoked, he would lose even more. Even Corco's international reputation could be ruined again, after they had spent so much time rebuilding it.
And yet, Brym couldn't just pack things up and walk away either. At least as far as he knew, his part in Lady Inti's nebulous plan hadn't been completed yet. Even so, now that he was surrounded by threats, he considered simply disappearing anyways. While he didn't want to go back on his word, the stakes were too high right now. This time, he had just barely managed to pacify the guards by telling them that he would talk with the warriors to calm them down.
However, when he returned to the tables they had set up, Brym did no such thing. Instead, he quietly ordered his men to execute their emergency escape plan. After a secret sign into the crowd, a disguised warrior working for them suddenly stepped up to their table.
"Dammit, what is taking you all so long!?" he shouted, and kicked against the table leg.
As a result, the already weakened table leg — prepared in advance for their exit strategy — broke off, and spilled papers and ink everywhere on the ground. For a while, there was even more unrest in the crowd, but at least the warriors weren't so focused on the guards who were trying to prevent them from buying bonds anymore.
"Please be patient as we aim to resolve the issue!" Brym shouted a standard phrase, which bought him a few minutes of grumbling patience. A few minutes would be more than enough to complete their disappearing act.
First, two of his salesmen left to get a new table, another went to get paper, and a fourth to get ink. After a few minutes, another two left to see why the others were taking so long. By this point, only Brym and Alyn were still left standing in front the crowd. However, they had also become the focus of attention as a result. Unlike the others, they couldn't just walk away. Instead, they had to get creative.
Just as Brym planned to complete his plan, another warrior walked up to him, not one of his. Already, the southern minister of finance put his hand on his hidden dagger, ready to protect his life in case this stranger tried anything weird. However, the man only walked close and whispered: "The deed is done, the swallow has left the nest."
Finally, Brym had received the pre-arranged signal from one of Lady Inti's ghosts, just in time. Now that he had fulfilled his commitment, he didn't have to feel bad about his escape anymore.
Thus relieved, he quickly walked up to the head guard again. Again, they exchanged some nutrient-free words, and again Brym made empty promises. The guard was quickly running out of patience, but Brym didn't care anymore. The man no longer mattered, only the horde of warriors he was facing.
Thus, the merchant quickly gave a secret signal to his few remaining warriors in the crowd, who knew what they had to do. In his final performance in Arguna, Brym stepped up on one of the chairs next to their broken table.
"Dear friends," he began, "Unfortunately, I have been ordered that we are no longer allowed to sell our goods, or we will all be executed. Thus, the sale of our bonds will have to end here!"
Of course, the head guard had ordered nothing of the sort. He wouldn't load all of the crowd's anger onto his head and risk a riot. However, before he could refute Brym's words, some voices had already begun screaming from inside the crowd.
"They're treating us as slaves!"
"They're just warriors too, what makes them better!?"
"Goons of the priests!"
Thus, before any of the guards could react, the crowd erupted in curses, and some even charged up to the steps in anger. It would take a long time for the unrest to calm down once more, and the political pull of the Moonlight Ziggurat would take another hit in the process. By that time however, Brym and Alyn had long made their quiet exit in the chaos, protected by the warriors who had screamed the inciting words.
__________________________


Within the dark rooms above the Stone's Throw chess shop, Brym sat alone, hunched over a map of Medala's provinces. Since their little distraction had taken longer than he had anticipated, the impact was also much larger than expected. Now he was known as the guy whose sale stared a riot in the capital.
Surely, many lords of the northern estates wouldn't be happy if he showed up to incite riots. However, on the other hand, a sale so large that it caused public unrest would also serve as great publicity, especially for the most greedy and desperate of lords.
Thus, Brym had to carefully reevaluate his plans. Which estates to visit, and which to visit first, would have a big impact on his sales tour's success. Though one thing he knew for sure already: He couldn't stay here, not if he valued his life.
While he was still deep in thought, his planning session was interrupted by two new arrivals.
"Good work, Minister Brymstock!" Inti shouted. "Where to are you off next?"
"That, dear lady, is something I am considering this very moment," Brym replied. When he looked back up to greet this dark room's owner with a smile, he saw a thin man in ragged clothing stand next to her as she took her seat. Maybe he had stared for too long, but Inti clearly felt the need to introduce the man.
"Ah, this is Naoka, the reason I asked for your support. Naoka, this is Brymstock Fastgrade."
"It is an honor to receive support from a minister of the kingdom," the ragged man said and made a perfect bow. It was a strangely discordant image.
"Not to worry, friend." Brym said, before he silently stared at Inti, who understood his unsaid question immediately.
"Naoka here needs to leave the city, just like you, master. You wouldn't mind the two of you traveling together, would you?"
Another favor, huh? Brym realized.
Clearly, they were planning to use Brym's traveling group to smuggle this ragged fellow out of the city. He didn't really mind helping out the hidden arm of the southern kingdom once more, but only if it didn't interfere with his work too much.
"And where are you going?" he thus asked.
"Huaylas." Inti's grin showed that she was looking forward to his reaction, so Brym acted surprised to satisfy the lady's vanity.
"Our enemies? Why them?" he asked.
"Elder Acquilinus of House Ichilia has recently shown his support for us," Inti explained. "It appears they are ready to reconcile with the south."
Brym thought for a while, before he put the pieces together  in his head.
"That would make sense. They have just barely averted open hostilities with their King Pachacutec, and their involvement in the southern war has cost them too many men. Still, they used to be the richest estate in Medala for centuries. Surely they have plenty coin left to buy our bonds."
Finally, Brym grinned, once more assured in his direction.
"Very well, it appears I'll be traveling south again," he concluded.
"In that case, please give us a time and place for our meetup," Inti said. "There are still some matters I need to arrange before leaving here."
Again Brym looked shocked, and this time he wasn't acting.
"You're coming too?" he asked, and even forgot to call Inti 'lady'.
"Did I not mention this before?" the lady chuckled, happy with his reaction. "After my recent work, I believe I deserve a vacation. And in Huaylas specifically, there is still a private matter I need to investigate."


Hermit's Notes: There we are again. Almost forgot to finish and post this chapter, which is why I'm quite late today. Since I'm already quite tired, I'll post a detailed update on the novel and reply to comments tomorrow.
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Update on Book 0: Redux
Update on Book 0: Redux
March 9


Hello again.
Here we are once more with: How's it going with the book?
Well, I'm happy to announce that I actually got quite a bit done over the last two weeks. I'm mostly done with the big picture stuff. I still have a long list of details I need to fix in individual chapters, but I'll quickly get this done over the next few days. 
After that, I wanted to let it sit for two weeks and then look through the whole thing again with new eyes, before I send it off to an editor, get cover/illustrations done and then publish on amazon. 
I'm cautiously optimistic that I'll get this all done within a month, so that's exciting. Until then, regular updates should continue, regularly.
Cheers,
S.H.
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Chapter 446 - Concerns
Chapter 446 - Concerns
March 13


Two days after the riot in front of the Moonlight Ziggurat had been suppressed, a ship carried away Brymstock Fastgrade, the man who had caused the mess. Together with him came Inti and Naoka, though both of them traveled in secret.
Unbelievably, there was no need for Brym to disguise himself as well, despite the riot he had caused. Instead, he simply hired a boat and left, with his guards and all, without any secrecy. Most likely, the powers that be in Arguna just wanted him gone quickly before he could cause any more chaos. They probably also didn't want to offend the southern kingdom to death by attacking one of its ministers over a matter which was already resolved.
Or maybe they're too busy sorting out the mess to bother with me.
Either way, the state of Arguna's public security was no longer Brym's concern, not for a while at least. For now, he would extend his journey — originally intended to begin and end in Arguna — across all northern estates of Medala. This would add many months to his northern trip.
Oh, the burdens he carried to sell his bonds. If he wanted to drain all the coffers of the northern lords, he would have to put in some more effort. One thing he was certain of, this journey would be an entirely different kind of challenge.
Though that doesn't mean I can't enjoy the local sights along the way.
On the evening of the first day, just into his new journey, the shores of the Argu River receded away from both sides of the boat, until only an endless blue mirror was left as far as Brym's eyes could see. Finally they had entered Lake Nawi, the largest lake in Medala, and one of the empire's religious 'sites of pilgrimage'.
Since they were on their way towards Huaylas, the plan was to travel the entire length of the lake to continue their journey along the Argu. Thus, their boat simply followed the current straight through the center of the lake, rather than travel along the towns and cities which lined the edges of the lake
Since their route was different from the usual merchant vessels, they were soon alone at sea. Thus surrounded by calm and with no distractions anywhere in sight, Brym just leaned against the ship's railing and enjoyed the view of nothing. After a while, the distinctive Lovers' Islands appeared in the distance, a small sprinkling of land dropped in the water like stars in the sky.
"Those are the Lovers' Islands," a voice explained from behind Brym, even though he already knew. Before he could turn his head, Inti had already leaned on the railing next to him and stared towards the islands.
"They look like a nice place to build a summer residence," Brym commented, and tried to estimate how valuable the land here would be.
"The islands are a site of pilgrimage. No noble would be bold enough to build a manor here," Inti explained, and laughed at his insolence before she turned back towards the islands. "However, there are certainly many houses on the islands, due to their usual function."
"So there's a story," Brym understood. "I am dying to hear it."
By now, his estimates on the property value had returned a staggering number, so he was eager to hear if there was any way to invest.
"I'm certain you have heard about the marriage ceremony common in Medala," Inti first confirmed.
"Yes, the marriage between Corco and Sumaci was quite the story when it happened, so I am familiar with the myth."
The story of the hero Pachacutec, who was stranded on an island with a noble woman, who then proceeded to live together in the wilderness for several days before rescue arrived, was quite famous in Medala. The medalans derived their entire wedding ceremony from the myth, though Brym felt like too many of their stories involved that one hero, who seemed to be getting around a bit too much.
Anyway, when Corco and Sumaci had returned after being stranded on a nameless island in the Verduic Sea, they had suddenly claimed to be married already. At the time, the scandal had caused quite the controversy. After all, they had technically fulfilled all requirements of a marriage, yet had not informed anyone in advance, not even their close families. Thus, fierce legal arguments about the legitimacy of Sumaci's queen status were kicked of. Thus, even an outsider like Brym was well-familiar with the myth by now.
"Well, these are the islands where the two lovers were supposedly stranded," Inti explained, unaware of Brym's thoughts. "Every year, thousands of couples spend their hard-earned coin to travel there and spend a few days in a house on an island as part of their marriage ceremony."
Of course, something interested Brym far more than the veracity of such claims.
"Then who are these couples paying? There should be a lot of money to be made here, right?"
"It's the priests, of course. As a site of pilgrimage, it is owned by the local Pacha priests, like any other such sites. There are also temples on every one of the islands, and the couples would go out to pray every day."
At once, Brym lost all interest in the investment opportunity. If the islands were owned by the priests, there was little chance for him to get involved. Instead, he focused on another issue.
"You sound quite enthusiastic. Are you eager for a visit to these islands, lady? We can make a quick stop, if you're so inclined."
If Inti were to leave here and let Brym continue on by himself, various matters in Huaylas would become easier to handle. However, the lady shook her head, much to Brym's regret.
"Not these days," she said. "I hear that pirates have become more and more active on Lake Nawi over the past year. I suspect it has to do with Arguna's weakening authority. That should also be the reason we have not seen any other ships on the lake so far. Normally, the Lake Nawi is the busiest waterway in Medala, especially in early summer, the ideal time to get married. Despite the lake's close proximity to Arguna, even the priests with all their influence have so far failed to drive the pirates out of the lake."
If those pirates are your only concern, then there is still a chance to leave you behind.
"Of course they have," a confident Brym replied, a smug smile on his face. "After all, I was the one who organized the pirate attacks."
"You?"
Finally, Inti turned her head away from the islands and towards Brym, as the wind whipped her half-long hair around her ears.
"It is part of an enduring effort to inhibit trade in the north," the merchant explained their northern strategy over the past few years. "I tend to cooperate with the local bandits, while your mother usually works on the northern lords."
"Should you be telling me all this?" Arguna's head of intelligence frowned, already back in work mode. However, Brym needed her in vacation mode, so he reassured her quickly.
"It's no longer classified information, since our strategy is about to change," he revealed. "Anyways, you won't have to worry about pirates. I can guarantee that no one between Arguna and Huaylas would be bold enough to attack a ship flying the flags of the southern kingdom. So no one will stop you from visiting the Lovers' Islands either, should you decide to pop in for a quick visit. No need to worry, I can continue down the river on my own, and then you can catch up at your leisure."
For a second, the girl seemed tempted, before she shook her head again, much to Brym's chagrin.
"Even so, I will have to decline. I still have business in Huaylas," Inti concluded.
That's exactly what I'm worried about.
"And I presume you are still unwilling to tell me about your business? I'm sure I could be of assistance."
"I need to apologize, Minister Brymstock, but you will find out in due time."
The more he pressed, the more formal Inti's speech and manners became. In the end, he realized that he wouldn't be getting anything out of the lady. Thus, he simply gave up and enjoyed the view in silence.
Let's just hope my worst fears are unfounded, or this visit to Huaylas will be more eventful than Arguna was.
__________________________
The first thing Brym spotted once their boat entered the lands of House Ichilia was a business opportunity.
On both sides of the river, endless golden fields entered the young merchant's view, long before he ever got to see the western capital of Huaylas. The Ichilia territory lay on both sides of the Argu River halfway on its path from Lake Nawi to the Verduic Sea. As such, it boasted some of the best water resources in the empire. Not only that, the land of Ichilia was also particularly plain and fertile, ideal for massive grain cultivation. For generations, this grain had been the source of House Ichilia's power.
Though of course, much had changed over the past few years. With the influx of artificial fertilizer from Saniya, Huaylas had all but lost its status as 'Medala's great paddy field' at this point. Even so, the land was still the most suitable for farming on the Twin Isles, and also the one with the best infrastructure. Especially the land's network of irrigation canals, built over generations of prosperity, gave it an unbeatable advantage over every other estate.
Thus, if the Ichilias were really willing to give up their hostility towards the southern kingdom, they would immediately become the largest market for one of the south's flagship products. With the artificial fertilizer from Saniya, they would once more restore their dominant position in the field of agriculture.
That's surely one of their goals, Brym mused.
In the last war, House Ichilia had been hurt badly. They needed to make use of every opportunity to restore their strength, even if it meant bowing their heads to their enemies. If the young lord of House Ichilia could remain rational throughout, the young minister was cautiously optimistic about this meeting.
There was only one issue which bothered him, an issue which had the ability to ruin this commercial visit.
If only Lady Inti would have stayed on the Lovers' Islands for a visit, if only for a few days.
However, there was nothing Brym could do. Even as a minister of the kingdom, head of the central bank and acting head of the 'Wonders of the World' line of shops, he still didn't have any direct authority over the ghost warriors, much less over one of their leading officers. Even more, he was sympathetic towards Inti's issues, and would never actively prevent her, even if he could.
Although she had yet to reveal the true purpose for her visit to Huaylas, Brym had a pretty good idea by now. The closer they got to Huaylas, the tenser and more taciturn Inti had become. Her obvious mood changes had already told him too much. Together with some old information he had recollected and some more current news he had extracted in several merry evenings on the ship with her men, he had a pretty good idea why Inti was following him on this mission. If he was right, it would make their upcoming negotiations infinitely more complicated.
We'll see when we get there. I like a challenge anyways.
Thus with nothing better to do, Brym continued to read the basic information he had collected on Loreius Ichilia, the new master of Huaylas. This was standard procedure of course. Brym was always eager to know as much as possible about whoever he was talking to. A small gesture of goodwill, or a shared interest revealed at the right time smoothed out conversations far more than Corco's — often cold — logic. Thus, he had always been focused on information gathering.
Though in this case, there was far too much material on Loreius, which had become quite the problem. After all, Corco had identified House Ichilia as one of the southern kingdom's main enemies years ago. Though after several days of intense effort, Brym had finally gotten a handle on the basics.
So Loreius considers himself quite intelligent, but seems to overestimate his abilities a lot. And he likes good food, as well as any other show of wealth, in old Ichilia tradition. It seems I might have to make a short stop in our local shop once we arrive in Huaylas.
By the time Brym had summarized his findings and come up with a strategy for the upcoming negotiations, they had almost reached their goal. Not long after, the former home of the Governor of the West came into view.
Huaylas itself was built in a crook of the river Argu, on a small elevation of five connected hills. Surrounded by water on three sides, the city was uniquely predestined for river transportation, and uniquely defensible. Of course, the strong, slanted city walls made of giant stone slabs helped as well.
Soon, their ship entered into the city proper through the massive harbor, designed to receive countless tons of grain within a few days every harvest season. After a short stop in the local Wonders of the World to rest and to organize some presents, Brym and Inti entered a palanquin and made their way up the five hills of Huaylas, towards the political and economic center of the Medala Empire's western plains.
Of course, the outer city was poor. Unlike Saniya, which was far more egalitarian in nature and didn't have a strict distinction between inner and outer cities, every major city in northern Medala had an outer ring inhabited by poverty-stricken commoners. Though Huaylas, as the food center of the empire, at least had fewer starving people on the streets than other places.
By the time they reached the inner city, the wealth of the locals was already on full display. Although much smaller in size, the inner city of Huaylas wasn't far behind the center of Arguna in terms of its architecture's opulence.
Somewhere in here, hidden in the shadows between these hills, one could also find the 'crypt', the training camp and home of House Ichilia's infamous wraith troop, warriors similar to the ghosts, who specialized in night combat and assassinations.
However, Brym's goal wasn't to sightsee, nor to recruit some more warriors to the south, at least not yet. No, his goal lay inside the massive, six-storey 'Gold Manor'. In truth, the home of House Ichilia looked more like a palace than a manor.
It seems like the war still wasn't enough to drain all the accumulated riches of this ancient power, Brym mused.
Even so, Loreius Ichilia would be in a hurry to preserve his family's status. Ever since entering the inner city, Brym had seen only a few warriors walking along the streets. Even more, most of the warriors seemed to be in a bad mood, unlike the commoners outside.
With the massive losses House Ichilia had sustained during their unfortunate crossing of the Narrow Sea, the house's foundation of power was standing on wobbly legs. Once more, Brym found a small edge he could exploit during negotiations. Clearly, Lord Ichilia would be quite desperate, and thus would be more willing to accept harsh conditions.
Thus encouraged by yet another advantage, Brym anticipated the upcoming talks in a great mood, secure in his strong position. Representing a powerful kingdom sure was great. It made his work so much easier, and would leave him much more time for counting money in the future.
Though as he glanced at the woman in man's clothes sitting next to him, his good mood all but disappeared. After all, his own negotiation disadvantage was sitting right next to him, at least if he was right. Brym just hoped he was thinking too much.


Hermit's Notes: A bit late with chapters this week, because this one chapter once again turned into two (as usual). I'll post the mostly finished second part tomorrow, to catch back up with my release schedule.
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Chapter 447 - Smooth Negotiations
Chapter 447 - Smooth Negotiations
March 15


Not long after Brym and Inti entered Gold Manor, two of the only overweight warriors in Medala came face-to-face with each other. However, there was none of the merriment one would expect in a meeting between two kindred souls. Instead, the giant hall was scarily empty. Unlike the opulent outside of the manor, the inside seemed almost deserted. Only a single table had been erected in the center of the giant hall, surrounded by three reclining chairs for the master of the house and his two guests.
Maybe he's trying to act poor so I won't ask for too much?
It was an obvious ploy from Lord Ichilia to improve his position during the upcoming negotiations, as were the two dozen or so warriors who lined the edges of the room. They stood there weapons at the ready, all in heavy armor and with stiff posture.
Feigning strength, are we? Or maybe you're trying to intimidate me, Brym thought, and observed the young lord to his opposite.
Despite rumors of his legendary weight, Loreius Ichilia was only somewhat portly. Instead, he seemed a bit haggard, especially in his face. Despite the best attempts to mask his flaws with makeup, Brym could still see the dark shadows under his eyes.
Apparently, the last few months haven't been easy on you, Lord Ichilia. I hope these talks will be more harmonious, or you might collapse on me. So let's first restore a more amicable atmosphere by breaking this shallow show of strength, shall we?
"Lord Ichilia, are we under arrest?" Despite his words, Brym leaned back calmly and with confidence. In comparison, the portly master of Huaylas already looked sweaty and uncomfortable, and all the guards in the world couldn't help him.
"Of- of course not," he managed to stammer out. "The men are only here to show respect to our valued guest."
Well, no reason to put too much pressure on our host, Brym thought when he saw such a big reaction from Loreius. I'm here to sell, not to blackmail. And he won't be any good to me if he can't form coherent sentences.
"Yes, although I do not like to be watched while eating, the amenities have been more than adequate. For that, Lord Ichilia deserves thanks," Brym said. At the same time, he took a bacon-wrapped fruit and chucked it into his mouth. Although the room was mostly empty, with only a simple, three-sided reclining table in the center, the table was still loaded with all kinds of delicacies.
"Indeed, Minister Brymstock is a kindred spirit, as expected," Loreius said and laid back down on his recliner, now finally visibly relaxed. "We have done our best to offer a feast palatable to one who has lived in Rapra Castle."
So the fear from before was faked, huh? Who said this guy isn't all that smart?
Rather than uncover the truth, Brym focused more on another aspect which surprised him.
"Oh, have the dishes of the south spread this high up north?"
"Of course, everyone has heard of the great, opulent feasts prepared by the servants of the southern king for the lords of the south. Even in Huaylas, we have done our best to copy the style, and to iterate on modern Sachay dishes." He stretched forward and picked a golden-brown piece of dough from a precious porcelain plate. "Like this new creation. Frying dough in cooking oil is a technique we have learned from Saniya's banquets. However, we have added our own twists to the dish."
Intrigued, the foodie Brym picked up one of the dough pieces himself and bit into it. Immediately, a strong, fishy taste exploded in his mouth.
"Sardines and olives?" the foodie commented, and threw the rest of the warm dough pocket into his maw. "Not bad."
Although he personally preferred the original made with powdered sugar, and even moreso the variant made with honey and whipped cream, he wouldn't say as much to his host. He wasn't here to critique the food after all, he was here to sell his product. For that, he had to make the buyer happy first.
"Yes, the southern king's chefs have been a great inspiration for us," Loreius fawned again. "And this humble lord also needs to give his thanks to Minister Brymstock for the precious plates, which have doubled the taste through their presence alone."
I already noticed without you drawing more attention to it, I'm not slow in the head.
All the foods on the table had been served on the expensive Chutwa glaze which Brym had only just gifted House Ichilia upon his arrival. Over the past few years, trade routes from Saniya to Chutwa had been established. Since then, more and more of this precious porcelain had been imported into the south, and then traveled further north for sale. However, demand still far outstripped supply, so even the wealthiest noble family in the west was happy to receive them as gifts. Of course, Brym knew more about their true origin, so he felt a bit awkward, being praised like that.
Thus, Brym refrained from commenting and simply smiled as he pretended to chew. However, Loreius was undeterred in his enthusiasm.
"Minister, this humble master of these lands is truly happy to present such a feast to his guests." As soon as he had spoken the words, Loreius looked to the side with a horribly acted sadness on his face. "Alas, this unfortunate one is truly dismayed that such days of opulence will soon be coming to an end."
Is that the best you can do? Act pitiful because you'll have to slightly shrink the size of your feasts in the future?
Although Brym was unimpressed by the methods of Loreius, he knew where the lord was going with his blunt segue. Since their planned direction was the same, the merchant was still happy to play along with the act.
"How could that be?" he asked in pretend shock. "After all, Huaylas is the great paddy field of Medala. If even House Ichilia runs out of food, would the rest of us not have to starve to death?"
"This used to be the case, of course. Yet those days are long gone." Again, one of the richest lords of Medala pretended to be pitiful. "After all, most lords in the north now make use of the southern kingdom's miraculous fertilizer, yet House Ichilia's past arrogance has denied itself these boons of cooperation."
You can really talk, huh? Big brother Corco surely would have a fun time with you. Or he'd scream to keep it simple, depending on his mood.
While suppressing a laugh at the thought, Brym replied: "Since House Ichilia is now being led by a wise lord like Lord Ichilia, there is of course no reason to deny the lord's request. No less if there is so much money to be made on such trade."
There was no reason to deny the request, or to bother with Lord Ichilia's fake manners and transparent flattery. After all, they were only going through the motions here. Most likely, Loreius had made a detailed plan for today's negotiations long ago, just like Brym. And just like Brym, he seemed to have come to the conclusion that smooth cooperation was the best way to go.
Who said that this Lord Ichilia is arrogant and overestimates himself? He seems quite clever to me.
Though of course, that didn't mean that both of them would agree on every matter. It was time for Brym to guide the talks in an even more beneficial direction.
"However, since the southern kingdom will do such a favor for House Ichilia, it would only be fair if House Ichilia were to do something for the kingdom in return as well," he argued.
First things first, Brym had to emphasize that this wasn't an equal exchange, or a 'cooperation', like Loreius had hinted. The Ichilias were in trouble, and they were the ones asking for the southern kingdom's mercy and support. Brym would never allow this young lord to strengthen his position through cheap word play. However, Loreius tried his best to defend his equal position.
"This lord believes that House Ichilia has already given a favor to the southern kingdom. There should be no debts between our houses."
"Is that so? You would not be referring to the incident in the Moonlight Ziggurat, would you?"
Over the course of his journey, Brym had finally heard the full story of Naoka's escape, from Naoka himself no less. Though that didn't mean the minister would agree with Loreius' assertions.
Why are you framing it like a major favor, when it was just a simple sign of goodwill to restore relations?
"Of course," Loreius said and acted all magnanimous. "Without grandfather's help in the Ziggurat, not only would your agent have perished, but even an Elder of the southern kingdom would have been implicated. This patriarch believes such a favor should not go unrewarded."
You started a war against us, you bastard. You think saving a single life not only makes up for that, but even exceeds it?
Of course, Brym couldn't say that. He wasn't here to start another war. Thus, he could only hint at Lord Ichilia's hypocrisy.
"Indeed, Elder Acquilinus provided us with great support. However, the southern kingdom's support during Lord Ichilia's retreat at the end of the southern war should not be forgotten either."
"Support? This Lord believes his retreat at the right time, together with three thousand fully equipped warriors, helped the southern kingdom conquer Antila far more quickly than it would have otherwise."
So you're still arguing, huh? Alright, I'll be more direct then.
"One thousand, not three," Brym corrected first, before he righted his posture, ready to deliver some truths. "Lord Ichilia, the southern kingdom was aware that most of the retreating army was made up of hastily dressed up commoners. However, despite this knowledge, the southern kingdom recused itself from informing King Pachacutec, who at the time was our ally. Had the king of the center known of Lord Ichilia's deception, who knows if Huaylas would still be standing today. Thus, this minister believes that we do not owe anything to House Ichilia. Instead, it is Lord Ichilia's house which has an obligation to restore relations."
In his little speech, Brym had mentioned all the fallacies hidden within Loreius' words so far, except the largest: House Ichilia's direct involvement in the last war. Still, if this lord continued to be stubborn, Brym wouldn't mind being even less polite. Luckily, it didn't come to that, or negotiations may have broken down. Instead, Loreius sank back into his seat, and once more pretended to look weak and defeated.
"In that case, what can House Ichilia do for Minister Brymstock?"
As soon as the insistence on an equal relationship was broken, Brym fully sat up from his recliner and pulled out one of his bonds, which he then proceeded to enthusiastically introduce to Lord Ichilia. All the while, he continued to observe the young lord's expression.
He doesn't seem to be put off by the idea. That's good.
"House Ichilia can consider purchasing some bonds," the lord finally said. "However, is it possible to use these notes for the purchase of fertilizer and other goods from the southern kingdom?"
"Of course," Brym shot back immediately. "However, as part of your favor, we would like Lord Ichilia to abstain from using the bonds for a while. Otherwise, there would be no point to buying them, and using money directly would be just as good."
"Indeed. Since the summer solstice has just passed, any fertilizer would be coming too late for this year's summer harvest. Thus, purchasing the bonds now and using them in half a year's time at the earliest seems like a workable solution. What would Minister Brymstock think about a million Sila for a start?"
At the mention of a mountain of silver, Brym had to control himself so he wouldn't jump out of his seat and hug Loreius, his new benefactor.
Calm, young master Fastgrade. Don't show them you're excited, or they'll try to lower the price. Always look like you're about to lose your job.
As he recalled his big brother's teachings, Brym ate another dough pocket and drank some wine to calm himself down. At the same time, he pretended to think deeply about Lord Ichilia's offer. Only then did he reply.
"Very well, although it is a sub-optimal solution, this is a result I can sell to the King of the South. I might receive a scolding, but I should be able to escape more severe punishment this time."
"In that case, this Lord wishes for us to achieve a long-standing cooperation between our lands, for mutual peace and prosperity." A happy looking Loreius stood up to shake Brym's hand.
Right. You only want peace because your King Pachacutec wants to swallow you whole. Not to mention the nutcase scholars to your north. You look quite desperate for allies.
However, there was no reason for Brym to say any of that. All he had to do was shake that hand and conclude their cooperation. Yet just as he was about to stand up, he looked to the side, towards the third person in the room.
Inti had been sitting between the two of them throughout their meal. In all that time, she hadn't said a word, and she hadn't eaten or drunk anything either. At the start of the talks, Brym had expected her to jump in and interrupt the harmonious atmosphere, but she had remained silent throughout, so much so that Brym had almost forgotten about her by the end. But now that he looked at her stiff posture and clenched fists again, he realized that she had been suffering all evening. Most likely, she had been dying to mention her own purpose for coming to Huaylas, yet had held herself back until now.
This girl is sacrificing herself for the kingdom, Brym realized.
Most likely, she would mention her concerns as soon as the deal was concluded, once she could no longer damage negotiations with her selfish demands. However, by that time, she would also have lost all leverage over Loreius Ichilia. Whether or not her purpose could be achieved by then remained to be seen. What an unnecessary sacrifice this was.
As Brym watched the young woman sit there stiff as a board, giving up her own interests and her family affection in the name of the country, Brym remembered his own past, and his own family affairs, which so closely mirrored Inti's.
Dammit, fine. I'll be the idiot then.
Against his better judgment, Brym pulled back his hand before he reached.
"There is only one final issue to take care of before we can conclude our business," he said.
At the sudden change, Loreius furrowed his brow only for a moment, before he calmly replied: "And what would that be?"
Once more, Brym glanced over at Inti, before he stupidly asked the question which could topple everything he had worked for all evening.
"Lord Ichilia, where is Mellana di Pluritac?"


Hermit's Notes: As usual, everything takes me a day longer than I think it will. So here's the owed chapter, I'll try to get the first regular chapter of the week done tomorrow (aka just on time).




10
6










Chapter 448 - Twists and Turns
Chapter 448 - Twists and Turns
March 19


"Lord Ichilia, what happened to Mellana di Pluritac?"
What happened to who? I want to know what happened more than anyone!
Loreius was stunned. So far, the talks had been going perfectly. Almost all of his predictions had been met. Although he had been a bit surprised by the bonds issue, and he hadn't managed to gain an advantage during negotiations, he was still broadly satisfied with the outcome.
By committing such large sums of money to the southern kingdom through a long-term trade agreement, he would gain access to the vital fertilizer. On top of that, he would also enjoy the protection of the southern kingdom. After all, the merchant king in the south wouldn't just watch his best customer disappear, would he?
Thus protected, Huaylas would be able to slowly recover in the shadows, while the three kings fought over land and lords. The plan had been solid, and both sides had been satisfied with the outcome. All that remained was a simple handshake, and then their respective servants would have handled the details of their agreement, while they would simply enjoy a few more banquets.
Yet why were things getting complicated again? Silence didn't help here, so Loreius had to force himself out of his catatonic state, and squeezed out a smile.
"Minister Brymstock, this is not a name this lord is familiar with." He really wasn't lying this time. He had no idea who this 'Mellana' was supposed to be. Though asking surely couldn't hurt, he thought. "Could Minister Brymstock enlighten this lord? Judged by her name, this woman is a servant of House Pluritac. Maybe with a description, this lord's servant could help find her if she has gone missing."
"How dare you act ignorant, you bastard!"
Focused on Brymstock, Loreius didn't even notice at what point the woman to his side had suddenly jumped up from her recliner. Now she was hunched over the table and screaming into his face.
Girl, why are you only talking now!? I thought you were a mute!
"This lady... Inti, was it?" Loreius tried to recall, as he worked hard to keep an impolite frown from his face. "Please refrain from insults. This lord is truly ignorant on this matter."
"So you are telling me that you do not remember that you rounded up and killed all your female servants a year ago?"
"That..." Stunned, Loreius thought back.
Indeed, after he had explained his plan for taking over the Verdant Isles to his father, he had taken care of all the servants who could have listened in on them, just in case. Of course, the story had spread eventually. Too many people had disappeared to keep it a complete secret. Although outsiders wouldn't know what exactly had happened to those maids, they knew their end wouldn't have been good.
Back then, he hadn't cared about the rumors, and had even embraced them. Getting a reputation as a shrewd and ruthless ruler wasn't too bad. But now this same reputation seemed to have become a problem. Worse yet, as he thought back to that banquet with his father, he remembered that one of his maids back then had all but confirmed that she had been a spy all along. Surely, this wasn't the 'Mellana' they were looking for, right?
"That girl..." he mumbled as he delved into his memories, in an attempt to remember her name, or at least her face. Yet he didn't notice that the mere notion of a memory angered the former mute girl.
"'That girl' was my sister!" she screamed, and grabbed Loreius' robes with the rough hands of a warrior.
"And you are?" he asked the unreasonable shrew with all the condescension of a lord. At the same time, he held her hands to make sure she wouldn't do anything even more stupid, like trying to kill the current Lord Ichilia in the Gold Manor out of anger. An assassination attempt in the middle of trade talks wouldn't have been good for any of them, least of all himself.
For now, what he had to do was find out who exactly it was he had killed. Since all the maids back then had been executed, he couldn't change this upset girl's mood. Her sister had died on his order after all.
Still, if the victim's status wasn't too big, Loreius didn't believe that the southern kingdom would side with some servant against him. Rather, they would likely just overlook his past transgressions in the face of the large, mutually beneficial deal he had just struck with the southern kingdom's finance minister. However, Minister Brymstock's next words completely shattered his hopes.
"Lady Inti is the younger sister of Fadelio di Pluritac, King Corcopaca's attendant and current Prime Minister of the southern kingdom," The words were simple, but they shook Loreius to the core. Since the shock was written on his face as well, the girl's — the prime minister's other sister's — expression became more and more sinister.
"What did you do with my sister?" the girl growled.
Wait, how am I the villain here!? I was just dealing with spies! Why would you send someone so important to spy on House Ichilia in the first place!? Just send some disposable pawns like the rest of us! This isn't my fault!
Yet he knew logic wouldn't work on these people. The moment Minister Brymstock decided to bring up the matter of Mellana unprovoked, it had become inextricably tied to the negotiations. The murder of such a high-ranking figure would ruin their entire talks, if it couldn't be resolved. Yet if talks fell through, House Huaylas would stand alone once more, without allies and without protection.
Frantically, Loreius scoured his mind for solutions. Should he just lie, pretend he hadn't killed her? No, he had already admitted that he knew her. Even if he claimed that he had only imprisoned the girl, he would still have to produce her from within the Gold Manor's dungeons somehow. But that maid was long dead, how could he possibly do that? Hire a body double? That was impossible due to time concerns, and he didn't even remember what the damned maid looked like!
All he could do was admit his fault and ask for forgiveness, yet one look at the angry warrior girl's face and he knew that chances of reconciliation were slim. Thus, his words would only drive his house into another crisis. How come ever since his father's death, all his past failings had suddenly come together to ruin his life? How much more punishment did he have to endure before the divines were satisfied?
As the atmosphere in the room solidified, Loreius hardened his heart. He would simply deny everything, claim the rumors of him killing the maids was exaggerated. Sure, he wouldn't gain the support of the southern kingdom with the move, but at least he wouldn't have to grovel.
Not to mention, a deal could still be arranged in other ways. For example, House Ichilia could purchase the fertilizer through third parties, at a slight markup. Surely, this greedy minister would allow him to arrange at least such a deal, so long as they weren't cooperating on the surface. Thus, the young lord steeled his heart and got ready for his denial, when a sudden voice in the almost empty room broke through the atmosphere.
"Mellana is still alive."
Confused after his previous determination was deflated, Loreius turned towards the source of the sound, as did his two guests, with similar expressions of bafflement on their faces.
For a second, Lord Ichilia just stared at the man who stood at the edge of the room, between two of his almost identical looking fellow guards.
"And who are you?" was all he could ask. Today, the surprises seemed to know no end.
__________________________


Numb to her core, Inti was following behind the strange guard who had claimed that her sister was still alive. Together with her — and most likely just as confused — were Brym and the man who had presumably killed her sister. Though for now, such judgment was on hold until she had ascertained the truth of the guard's words.
After his irresponsible and disrespectful claim, Inti had gotten a bit angry at first, as evidenced by the slowly developing swelling around the guard's left eye. If Brym hadn't held her back at the right moment, who knows what she would have done.
However, when confronted with aggression, the man had not fought back. Instead, he had hastily offered to show proof, and thus the man's punishment was delayed. However, should this just prove to be yet another attempt of Loreius Ichilia at obfuscation, she would never be held back again.
Until then, the strange guard had asked them to follow along, to see his so-called 'proof'. For what it was worth, he began to explain his part of the story as they were walking first through Gold Manor, and then through the inner city of Huaylas.
"My name is Avitus d'Ichilia. A head guard of House Ichilia, responsible for the protection of Gold Manor," he said. "As a humble warrior within House Ichilia, this simple servant was been smitten by Mey — that would be Mellana — the moment she appeared, all those years ago. When, on the order of Lord Loreius Ichilia, all maids were to be executed that day, this simple fool's heart broke. Yet there was still a chance to save my love's life, if only at high risk. The masters did not care to watch the maids die. They were too busy with their own duties for such enjoyment. Thus, when the maids were all locked away awaiting their end, this fool took his chance. In the end, I managed to replace Mey with a female prisoner who had been locked up before, and it was this woman who died in Mey's stead."
"What!? How dare a mere servant-" Loreius shouted.
As soon as this warrior didn't follow his every order, the vile lord Ichilia was ready to enact his tyranny upon the brave man. The already moody Inti was ready to step in and teach the beast a lesson, but Brym was faster. He held back Lord Ichilia just how he had held back Inti before, and interrupted the lord's screams.
"Lord Ichilia, you best stay quiet for now," Brym advised. "It would be in both of our interests if Lady Mellana was still alive, so let's just be happy with this one disobedient warrior of yours."
Ichilia only snorted in response, a move Inti was eager to copy, though for different reasons. While everyone else was busy snorting, Brym turned towards Avitus.
"Rather than talk about disobedience, I am curious why that female prisoner would willingly replace Lady Mellana and go to her death."
"She had been stuck in prison for long, with no way out. I offered to pay a compensation to her family in return for her cooperation. She eagerly accepted the only benefit she could gain before her death," the guard explained coldly, though his movements became stiff and his face looked a bit cramped. For a few seconds, they walked in silence, before the guard continued his story.
"After my operation, Mey spent the next few months in the dungeons of the Gold Manor. I made sure to change shifts with fellow guards, so I could spend as much time there as possible to make sure no one could harm her. Then, at the start of the southern war, both masters left to lead the military operations, and with them left most of the warriors in the city. Even more, most warriors never returned. Using the opening, I managed to finally sneak Mey out of Gold Manor. Since then, she has been living safely in an abandoned courtyard in the inner city. Since so many of our men never returned from the war, there are many of these abandoned courtyards around these days. We're here."
Halfway up the side of one of the hills of Huaylas stood a small courtyard, surrounded by a fence of bamboo mats. Unlike most medalan houses, which were open to the outside to the point that many courtyards didn't even have a proper fence, this one offered a lot more privacy.
Not only did the bamboo mats shield the courtyard from the outside view, its position itself was also quite remote, hidden in the shadow, halfway up the mountain's southern side. Whatever warrior was living here before the war couldn't have been too wealthy, to chose such a remote location for his home.
"Please, master, dear guests, wait here for a moment. I will enter first and explain matters. Mey can be a bit jumpy with strangers, as one could imagine."
Thus, the guard called Avitus bowed his head to the three of them and turned to open the yard's outer gate. While Brym returned a friendly smile and polite nod, Ichilia the villain looked like he had swallowed a fly. As the absolute authority in Huaylas, he wouldn't be used to such informal words from one of his servants, even less so from a disobedient one.
Though maybe by now, the guard understood that he wouldn't have to show such respect any longer. Now that he had admitted to betraying his lord, he wouldn't be able to stay in Huaylas anyways. Most likely, if Lord Ichilia didn't do anything rash, the guard would leave the city together with Brym.
However, the third visitor to this yard had no mind to think about such complex details. She neither held Brym's friendly confidence, nor Ichilia's seething anger.
All this time, Inti's body had simply followed along, her limbs as numbed as her mind while she tried to make sense of the mess in her head. Again and again, the same questions ran through her mind like a carousel.
How many times had she tried to contact her sister over the past year? How many times had she tried to save her? When had she lost hope? And most importantly: What was this? A cruel joke this guard or his evil owner was playing on her? Or was it a miracle? Finally, the voices she heard from inside the yard gave her the definitive answer to at least the last of her questions.
"Avi, you're back already." The voice was still the same, just how Inti remembered it. Still with the same tone, calm and melodic. Mellana had always been the most musically gifted among them.
"What are you doing out here, Mey? You should be staying inside," the guard asked, his tone flustered.
"If you want me back inside, you should help me take these down," the first voice complained. Almost unconsciously, Inti marched straight up to the courtyard's gate, which the guard had left slightly ajar. In a trance, her hands stretched forward and pushed as she stepped straight through into the open yard.
"Of course..." the guard replied without hesitation at first, before he trailed off and then changed his tone, now flustered once again. "No wait, that's not important right now! There's something I have to tell you."
Yet before the guard could tell her anything, Inti had already entered, to see a picture she wouldn't forget for a long time to come. The courtyard was simple, just some grass along a hill, with a babbling brook in the corner, which formed a small stream down the hill and out of the yard. Halfway up the hill stood a small house, at least by the standards of Huaylas' wealthy warriors. In front, someone had put up a clothesline, which was currently hung half-full with freshly washed and dried clothing.
And there she was. Next to the guard in front of the small house's entrance, her arms laden with freshly plucked laundry, stood the woman Inti had seen in her nightmares for the past year. Even after her imprisonment, Mellana still looked almost exactly how Inti remembered her.
"Sister!" she shouted up the hill, which disrupted the conversation between the couple. Only now that Mellana turned towards her did Inti realize that some things about her sister had changed after all. Thus, even more shocked than before, she finally added: "You're pregnant."
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In a formerly abandoned courtyard in Huaylas, Inti and Brym sat together for dinner, after a seemingly endless day. This wasn't her sister Mellana's yard, of course. They couldn't stay after what had happened earlier. This was a yard the finance minister had specifically requested from Lord Ichilia. He had even paid for it in full from his private property. After all, if they stayed in the Gold Manor, they would only be spied on, and there was much to talk about.
However, Inti had been silent all this time. She had been so unresponsive that Brym even had to drag her here by himself after his newest negotiations with Loreius Ichilia and Avitus had been completed. All day, Brym had handled everything by himself, always taking care of her.
She couldn't keep moping like this, she knew it. Thus, she took a deep breath and said what she should have said hours ago.
"I have to thank you, Lord Brym." Inti bowed to the chubby foreigner who sat on the same table and was shoving grilled venison into his mouth. "If you hadn't spoken up when you did, maybe I would have never seen my sister again."
However, when confronted with a lady's sincerity, Brym simply smiled patiently, like he had done all day.
"No need to thank me, Lady Inti. I felt a personal obligation to get involved, so you owe me nothing." His smile became a bit warmer. Somehow, Inti could tell that his words had come from the heart. Soon however, Brym's face became more serious.
"Rather than that, the important question is what will happen from now on. Has your sister voiced any desires or plans about her future?" he asked. Now that she was once more responsive, Brym seemed eager to ask for her advice.
"Desires, huh?"
As her voice trailed off, she stared past Brym's face and out of the window into the darkening sky. Only a few dozen meters away, her sister was surely enjoying married bliss in her new home. Brym had made sure to buy a house close to Mellana's. As her expressions involuntarily soured, Inti recalled her reunion with her sister earlier in the day.
_________________
"Please do not worry, Lady Inti. I will handle all matters outside that door. Reconnect with your sister, and don't bother with anything else. I'm sure you have much to talk about."
In front of Inti, Brym reassured her, before he closed the door to the small living room of her sister Mellana's current home. Outside, not only Brym was waiting, but also the guardsman called Avitus — Mellana's presumed husband — as well as the vicious Loreius Ichilia, no doubt steaming with anger at the most recent development.
However, just as Brym had said, these weren't issues for her to consider. Right now, there were only two people left in the room. All she had to do was focus on her sister. Thus, she turned, and saw her sister sit at a table, one the new family might be using for dinner on ordinary days.
I know she is pregnant, but just sitting down by herself and ignoring her guest, her own sister no less, is still rude.
After her shock had lifted, the first thing Inti had felt had been relief at her sister's safety. However, before she could ever express it, this relief was soon replaced with irritation at her sister's lack of consideration. A collection of small and large things came back up in Inti's memories, all of which soured the family reunion. Without a word, she stomped up to the table, pulled out a chair opposite Mellana — which produced a harsh scraping sound on the wooden floor boards — and plonked herself down.
For several seconds, she offered her sister a cold stare, nothing more. Meanwhile, Mellana had grown visibly uncomfortable. She tried to retain her usual, elegant smile, but her facade soon cracked around her eyes and the corners of her mouth.
"Inti. I'm so glad we could meet again, with both of us well," Mellana tried to break the silence, but Inti remained cold and wordless.
"How have you been over the past year? Well, I hope," the older sister tried again. However, once more, Inti wouldn't engage with her small talk.
"So you were pregnant," the younger sister replied instead.
"Yes. Me and Avi found out early this year. We tried for a while, so we are glad we finally succeeded. The child is due in autumn."
At the mention of her husband and her coming child, Mellana stroked her belly as her expression softened and drifted out of the open window. It was a picture of homely bliss, saccharin enough for the old-fashioned pastoral poets of Arguna to write entire hymns. Yet once again, Inti remained stoic.
"You are pregnant," she simply reiterated. "Pregnant with some Ichilia guardsman's child."
"He is not 'some guardsman', sister. He saved my life," Mellana insisted in her usual tone, calm and elegant. Even so, she very slightly raised her voice for the first time since their meeting.
"No need to hand over your body as thanks," Inti bit back, a sarcastic sneer on her lips.
Finally, Mellana's facade cracked. A deep frown developed on her face, though her voice was still calm and even, albeit with an added touch of frost.
"Being with Avi, having a child, that was my choice, and I did not do it out of mere gratitude, or duty. I am happy here, and I will not have you or mother or anyone else choose who is or is not good enough to be my husband. Do you have any idea how long ago I met him, or how? Any idea if my feelings for him are true? You know nothing about my real feelings, and you never asked me for them. We meet again after a year, and all you do is accuse me. What do you know about Avi? Or the risks he took for me?"
For a moment, Inti was stunned at her sister's powerful attack. Before she could gather herself, her sister had already continued her barrage.
"You did not know how Avi abandoned his family, only for me! And how could you, when you know nothing? How, do you think, are we paying for our daily needs here? The food on this table? Avi carries this burden alone. No one can notice that he has a fugitive hidden at home. To do it, Avi pretended to lose his family's money on gambling. He broke off contact with his own ever since, all so he could secretly keep the 'gambling money' and take care of me, and our future child. Not once did I ask him to do anything like that for me. Yet not once did I hear him complain, although he has suffered so much in silence. If such a man cannot meet your high standards, dear sister, then I do not care. Such a man is certainly good enough for me."
Mellana's powerful speech, presented in a calm voice without fluctuations, had quite the impact. However, Inti wasn't fooled. After she had been overwhelmed earlier, she remembered why she had been so upset since entering the room.
This selfish girl in front of her could praise her husband all she wanted, but Inti would never waver, not after everything she had been through over the past year. Still, out of respect for her sister, and to make sure that her future niece or nephew wasn't harmed, Inti stayed silent on Mellana's faults. Her hands balled into fists as she barely managed to hold herself back from shouting back insults and accusations. Yet her idiot sister seemed to mistake such silence for weakness.
"When I saw you enter that courtyard, I was happy, you know?" Mellana continued to prod. "Finally, our family would be reunited again. Yet your reaction has disappointed me. Is all you care about the honor of the family?"
Finally, after another unprovoked complaint, Inti exploded. She jumped from her seat and shouted in her selfish elder sister's face, pregnant or not.
"You were happy with the reunion, were you!? Then where have you been!? It has been a year! A year! While you were sitting here, playing house, we have all fought with our lives on the line!"
Even now, Mellana remained seated. Even now, she didn't raise her voice.
"I never chose to fight, and it was never my fight to begin with."
"Then at least send a letter!" Inti hit the table between them, enraged by her sister's lack of emotion, and by her lack of accountability. "If you were so concerned about your family, at least you could have let us know that you were still alive! You could have left this abandoned ghost town any day you wanted, over the past half a year at least, and gone back home. And yet you just sat here and enjoyed your honeymoon!"
"So this really is about Avi's status. I knew it," Mellana shot back a cynical answer, which only made Inti more angry. Her comeback didn't even make sense, right?
"I don't give a rat's ass who you pick as your man! Just don't choose someone from House Ichilia while your family is fighting a war against them!"
"Avi is different," Mellana insisted. Finally, Inti felt like she had shouted out most of her anger, and calmed down somewhat. Though that didn't mean she believed her sister's nonsense.
"Is that why he's still protecting Loreius Ichilia to this day, because he's such a disloyal rebel to the Ichilia name?" Inti sneered. At last, Mellana lost her cool as well. This time, it was her who hit the table, though she still remained seated.
"You know nothing about him!" she screamed, a calm sea which had turned stormy. "Don't get involved in my family affairs!"
"So that's how it is, is it? You're no longer part of the family, now that you've found a man for yourself." Again, Inti could feel the anger rising up her throat. "You keep talking about family, but you've never considered the feelings of any one of us at all. You never thought what kind of damage your little stunt would cause. We lost three ghost warriors trying to find out what happened to you. Did you know that? Three! Those souls rest on your conscience. None of them had to die, but they did, because you wanted to play wifey to our enemy's private guard, and you didn't want to see any of your family at the wedding banquet!"
Inti's chest heaved after she had unleashed all of her anger. All this time, she had lived with the guilt of killing her sister, of endangering her life with the mission in Huaylas. Now she realized that Mellana had simply taken it all as a joke. While everyone else had been mourning her death, she had been enjoying herself with her new man.
After seconds of uncomfortable silence, only disrupted by Inti's heavy breathing, Mellana finally lowered her proud head.
"I'm sorry," she whispered, and then hesitated, before she continued. "I know it won't change a thing, but I truly am. I didn't want any of this, not until I was in prison. From there, things just happened. I didn't plan it in advance."
Seeing Mellana — the older sister she had been concerned for all this time — so downtrodden finally cooled down Inti's overheated head. She sighed and asked the only question she really cared about.
"Please, just tell me one thing: Why did you never write us? Why did you never come back? At least tell me that much, if I'm still your sister."
When Mellana looked back up, there were tears in her eyes, though her face looked determined, and not one drop was on her face.
"I'm just... tired of it all," she said, after some more hesitation. "All the fighting, and hiding, all year round. I spent four years hidden in this city. Every day I was afraid that I would be exposed. Every day, I had to fear for my life. And for what? Because of our dead father's loyalty to the dead emperor? Why should I have to suffer for them? I gave most of my best years to those dead men. Why can't I just have something for me, for once? With Avi, I can just be happy. Just happy, you know? None of you could understand what it's like, having a child. Not even mother. To her, even childbearing was only ever a duty, just like everything else."
"Watch yourself," Inti interrupted her sister's rant, her face once more warped with angry. She wouldn't see her mother slandered like that, not after everything she had sacrificed for the family.
"Sorry." Mellana took a deep breath, before she continued. "I was just... tired. I thought I could simply disappear. That everyone would think I was dead, and so no one would come looking for me. And then I could just live my own life, in my own way, and find my own happiness. I never wrote you, because I never wanted to be found."
Once the truth was spoken, it could never be unspoken again. Now Inti knew the answer to her question, for better or for worse. To her sister, all of them had only ever been a burden, a nuisance. When the heat left her head, the cold hit like a hammer. Her body was once more as numb as it had been on the way here. With stiff movements, Inti turned around, and opened the door to the outside.
Without looking back, she mumbled: "For what it's worth, I'm glad you're still alive, sister. And congratulations, you get your wish."
Without waiting for a response, Inti left the room.
______________________
With her mind back in the present, Inti looked back at Brym, in a much worse mood after recollecting the fresh memory.
"I'm not sure what that sister of mine desires, really." She sighed, not for the first time since the reunion. "One thing is for certain, she won't do any more work for the kingdom."
"Well, she also can't stay here, that's for sure," Brym casually commented, as if it was an obvious conclusion.
It's not obvious to me.
"Why not? It's what she wants after all," Inti said in a sour voice. Wouldn't her selfish sister be happy if they just left her here and forgot all about her?
"Because if she stays here, her family will sooner or later be used as hostages to blackmail the southern kingdom," Brym replied.
Okay, it was obvious after all.
Only now did Inti properly wake up. Ever since she had seen her sister, she hadn't been able to think about anything else. Finally, she remembered that there were larger issues at play here, beyond her family drama.
"What about the Ichilia bastard?" she asked the most important question straight away. Lord Ichilia was the reason they had come to Huaylas after all, and he was also the man with the most power in the city. His attitude towards her sister would be more important than anyone's, as would be his attitude towards cooperation.
"For now, Lord Ichilia has been pacified," Brym simply stated, though Inti was convinced that the process had been anything but simple. "We have both decided that your sister's business is a good thing for both sides. Rather, a death would have made things a lot more complicated. Since our business is important and neither of us seems happy with our people, we'll both just ignore the whole affair. Lord Ichilia will allow his disloyal guard to leave, though Avitus will have to shed the family name, of course. Still, that seems to be the best outcome for everyone involved. At least no one will have to die this way."
"I understand." Inti thought for a second, and had to agree. "So Mellana will have to leave here."
In response, Brym brushed off his hands on a towel and stood up from the table, apparently finished with the meal.
"In that case, we should convince her as soon as possible. If what you said is true, she might be unwilling to leave on her own. You can inform her of the issue at hand." Brym hesitated for a second, and his eyes softened, before he added: "Or I could talk to her, if you prefer."
However, Inti wasn't so fragile that she needed special treatment. Although she had forgotten to eat in her numbness, she could do that later.
"No, thank you. I will handle it," she said, with a steeled heart. "She can go back to Saniya if she wants. I'll leave her with Naoka, he'll guarantee their safety."
After their earlier talk, Inti really didn't want to spend any more time with her sister. Though the concept seemed to surprise Brym.
"Naoka?" he asked, one brow raised. "But what about you? Won't you go back to Saniya? Or will you return to Arguna instead?"
Faced with a future beyond tonight, Inti suddenly saw herself stumped. She certainly didn't want to go back to Arguna, not for a while. She had left for a reason, and had little intention of returning until the city calmed down or a major event required her input. In her original plan, she would have traveled to Saniya from here, but she would be damned if she spent her first time off in years in the same place as her selfish sister.
After thinking for a while, Inti finally realized that she had no idea what to do from now on. When she finally looked back up, she noticed that Brym had been patiently waiting on an answer for a while now.
"I'm not sure yet. What about you?" she tried to deflect from her embarrassment.
"Well, what can I do?" Brym laughed, even though nothing about their talk had been funny. Maybe he just thought it was necessary to lighten the mood. "There's still plenty of cities to visit in the north, and plenty of bonds to sell. I will be busy for quite a while longer."
"In that case, I will go with you," Inti made a snap decision.
"Huh?" was the eloquent merchant's succinct response.
Although the new plan had come out of nowhere, it made more sense the more she thought about it. She could travel around the country and see the sights she had only ever heard of, since she had spent all her life in the capital. Even better, she would be traveling with Brym, who was always pleasant company.
"Well, I owe you a great debt. First Naoka, and now this. Who knows if we would have ever found Mellana if you hadn't spoke up." She hastily made up an excuse to tag along, but Brym brushed off her sincerity.
"Someone had to," he just said and waved his hand around, as if there were countless others around who would have done the same.
"No, most certainly not," Inti insisted. After all, her travel plans depended on it. "I am greatly in your debt, Lord Brym. Please allow me to follow along and repay you in any way I can."
"Well, it's not the worst idea. We've started working with the ghosts in our shops, and I could use a liaison," Brym finally said, while stroking the stubble on his chin. "And considering the things you've gone through today alone, I think you deserve a vacation anyways."
Finally, Inti's smile returned, as she jumped out of her seat as well, ready to convince her sister to leave her new home.
Now that she had organized a ride for herself, she had plenty of time to mull over today's events, as well as her own future. There was much soul-searching to be done. Luckily, there were many wealthy lords in the north, and with Brym's love for coin, they would be visiting all of them.


Hermit's Notes: Two new chapters today, still one behind. These weren't easy to write, and sort of expanded as I went. I wanted to capture the feeling of a family dispute, with both sides being a bit in the wrong, and both talking past each other half the time. Took a while, but I think the final result isn't bad.
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After the incident in Huaylas, the relevant parties soon went their separate ways. In the end, Inti managed to convince Avitus and his wife Mellana to leave their new home, though they only agreed out of concern for their unborn child, and only after Inti had insisted that the quality of doctors in the south was higher. As Brym had suggested, they would travel south to Saniya, together with Naoka, who would make sure they wouldn't make any more trouble.
Meanwhile, Inti herself followed along with Brym's journey. First, they traveled to the estates surrounding Huaylas, most of which used to be followers of House Ichilia in the past. With the weakening of the house, some had stayed devoted to their old masters, while others had looked for new backers, or attempted to go independent instead.
As diverse as the places they visited were the methods Brym had for dealing with them. Every time they arrived somewhere, he would first spend several days to collect information on the place and develop a sales strategy.
Sometimes, he would focus on the lords and negotiate the bond sales with them directly. Sometimes he would instead target the warriors, or even the local commoners, all depending on who was richest and most willing to spend. In some cases, he would even use the pressure produced from targeting the lower classes to force a favorable deal with the lords. While considering the political needs of the southern kingdom, he would always find creative ways to maximize profits.
Although it was impressive work, all of it had little to do with Inti. Instead, she was simply glad to tag along, and enjoy her first time off in half a decade.
Of course, she wasn't completely useless. Out of habit, she couldn't let go of work completely, especially when she saw her traveling companion try so hard. To scratch the itch, she sometimes helped during talks, especially during some of Brym's larger schemes, which required operations in two places at once. As the southern kingdom's long-term representative in the Triumvirate Meetings, Inti had plenty of experience with negotiations herself, on top of her considerable reputation. Even so, she felt like a simple negotiator — casually plucked from any of Brym's stores — could have done the work just as well.
However, Inti didn't care too much about her superfluous status, and Brym himself never complained about her presence either. In between negotiations, they would visit all the wonders of the central kingdom, traveling from place to place and enjoying themselves. Sometimes, if they really liked a place, they would take root in a city for a week or two before moving on. Then as the weather began to get colder, they started moving north.
By the time Inti realized, it was already late fall, and they had been traveling for almost three months. Finally, they had visited all the estates of the central kingdom, and had thus completed the first half of their journey. Now they were ready to enter the northern kingdom, with all the problems it would bring.
_________________________


25. This is our 25th stop, Brym's weary mind counted.
At first, these travels, half vacation and half challenging sales pitch, had been great fun. Yet after months of the same thing, Brym was basically sick of it all. At this rate, he would even miss out on next spring's yearly fiscal report in Saniya. At least in this regard, he didn't have to worry too much. He had left his financial office in capable hands, so he didn't have to rush back immediately.
Even better, they had more than half their journey completed by now. Among all the estates north of the Narrows, Brym's connections in eastern Medala had always been the best, ever since their fleet had landed in Porcero all those years ago. Over there, he could simply sell these bonds openly, without any tricks or political maneuvering. Rather, many of the local lords were guaranteed to actively support him, happy that the money from their estates would go to Corco, rather than to his brother Amautu. After all, the eastern lords, nominally controlled by the northern kingdom of Amautu, were sympathetic to Corco almost to the man. Surely, they'd be very willing to support the southern kingdom, in return for promises of protection against Amautu's increasingly intrusive policies.
Even better than the thought at the imminent ease of his sales were his results so far.
16.44 million Sila. That should last us a while, at least. Surely, the east will be just as fruitful.
However, before he could reap the fertile fields of eastern Medala, he first had to overcome what would most likely be the hardest part of their journey: The northern kingdom proper. Unlike eastern Medala, which was separated from the three kingdoms by the Sallqata Mountain range and thus followed its own rules, northern Medala was under Amautu's full control. And while the conservative central kingdom was still largely operating under the same rules Medala had followed for centuries, much had changed up north.
Now the scholars were in charge here, and more and more power was being amassed in their hands. Brym didn't think they were eager to share the peoples' wealth with him, not even with political tricks. Even worse, their first stop in the northern kingdom turned out to be the city of Rhodanos in the Chimpaya estate, owned by Lord Gratidia.
They were visiting this place first mostly out of logistical considerations, since it was the southernmost territory of the northern kingdom and the only northern estate to be situated south of the Argu. However, the estate also happened to border Arguna. Not only would they have to contend with the local lord and the scholars under Amautu's influence, there was even a chance that forces from Arguna could get involved. Considering the chaos both him and his traveling companion had caused there during his last visit, this didn't bode well for them.
Speaking of his companion, she seemed to be taking the looming threat in stride. Just like she had over the past three months, she carelessly swayed her arms in a decidedly unladylike manner as she strolled through the city. All the while, she stared at this building or that unusual robe — usually on a person, for added awkwardness — without a care in the world. Over the past few months, Inti had cast off the gloom from her family reunion — which was nice — but her carefree attitude really brushed against Brym's increasingly tensed mind.
"Lady Inti, are you not worried that the elders and Pacha priests of Arguna will send someone to deal with us troublemakers?" he asked the non-lady. "We are now in enemy territory, after all."
"No worries at all, my portly companion." Inti returned the crooked grin of a desperado and continued to stride through the streets unconcerned. "I've held contact with the local ghosts. If those dusty bones try to deal with us, I will be the first to hear about it. Although, since you're that concerned, I can go talk to my contacts right away, if you prefer. I expect we're going to your shop, as usual?"
Just in time, Brym saw the familiar sign on a building up ahead, with a crowd forming in front of it.
"We're already here," he said, and walked up to his shop.
The Wonders of the World line of shops were placed in all kinds of different spots within the estates of the north, depending on the exact circumstances of the estate in question. Some were built in the inner city to service warriors and lords, some in the outer city to service rich commoners. Others would be built into the inner city wall, to service both sides at once. If the wealthy of the estate stayed away from the city for some reason, the shop would be built in the countryside instead. Some particularly wealthy cities even had several shops in different places.
As for Rhodanos, the local House Gratidia was a relatively young noble house. Formerly a line of warriors well known for their prowess in battle, they had only become high nobles after the last civil war some 35 years ago, after the line of their nominal masters had all died out in battle. As a result, they didn't have many assets saved up, since most of the original house's wealth had been confiscated by the forces of Arguna.
On top of that, their land was poor and they didn't have many specialty products. Although the Argu river ran past the city's north, most of the tariffs collected from travelers would be sent up to King Amautu, so there was not much wealth to extract from the local lord, or his warriors.
Yet at the same time, House Gratidia's Chimpaya estate bordered Arguna, so many of the capital's wealthy commoners had settled here. They had come for various reasons, though most simply tried to escape the oppression of the powerful nobles in Medala's most conservative city. Since the nobles here were so poor and the commoners so wealthy, Rhodanos only had a single shop, which had been built in the outer city to serve the commoners.
Thus, they saw the shop not long after they had entered the city. Indeed, not only could Brym already see the Wonders of the World from here, he could hear it as well.
"All we want is enter! What right do you have to stop us!?" an elderly man in gray robes shouted. He stood at the head of a small group of five men, all draped in equally drab gray, but shiny cloth. Brym could always spot wealthy customers from a distance, and these guys certainly qualified. However, they were currently barred from entry to the shop by the group they were opposing.
"By the rights of a teacher shall you be barred! Step back, poor insolents, lest this teacher supply his lesson with a cane!"
The man who shouted back was quite a bit younger than the commoner, and he wore white robes, with a much simpler cut and material. Behind him stood a group of five young men, all wearing the same white robes and all sporting a beard of varying lengths.
Clearly, the ones who had somehow become doormen for Brym's shop were a group of scholars. However, their actions were all but scholarly. Their so-called canes looked more like clubs, and they brandished them aggressively and beat them on the ground to drive the commoners back.
"Looks like there's some real trouble this time," Inti commented, still with a smirk on her face. Even now, her good mood seemed unbroken.
"Hmm," Brym only grunted, unwilling to indulge the lady's moods for now. Instead, he searched around the area, and soon found what he was looking for. Around a corner, he could see two guardsmen of the city, peeking at the spectacle in front of the shop. Yet even though these scholars were clearly breaking the law, the guards were making no attempt to intervene. Apparently, Rhodanos politics were complicated, so he couldn't rely on the local forces for now.
Looks like I'll have to deal with this myself, or things will get ugly.
"What's going on here?" Brym thus shouted, in the most authoritative voice he could muster. At the same time, he stepped up to the two groups.
"These-" one of the younger commoners began to shout in a voice of barely suppressed anger, but before he could add an insult, he paused and corrected himself: "-scholars denied us entry into this shop."
"None shall enter!" the head 'scholar' simply repeated, while hitting his club onto the floor once again.
"'None'?" Brym repeated with a sneer and took a step forward. "Is that so?"
"So it is." Although the scholar looked a bit less confident now, he still insisted.
"And what if I own the place?" Brym added, and took another step. At the same time, his six guards, all of them properly trained professionals, stepped up right behind him, ready to defend their master in case these scholars did anything stupid.
Faced with real opposition beyond old men, the scholars looked a lot less intimidating all of a sudden. For a second, they stared at each other in search of a solution, before their leader gritted his teeth and replied.
"The owner may, but the insolents shall not." he pointed at the commoners once again. The young man from before wanted to shout back again, but Brym raised his hand to calm him down. Intensifying the conflict wouldn't help here, at least not until he had more information.
"And why's that?" Brym asked instead in a confident tone and pointed out: "How am I supposed to do business if my customers can't go in?"
Again, the scholars were silent for a while. Maybe they were overwhelmed by an argument they couldn't win through intimidation. Finally, their leader spoke up once more.
"In accordance with new laws promulgated by the scholarly court in Challwala, the sale of products of indulgence to commoners shall be prohibited from this moment everforth."
"Yea, tha's right! Everforth!" one of the other scholars slurred, and beat his teaching cane against the wall of Brym's shop, for added emphasis. The leader's eye twitched in response, but he did his best to ignore his companion's support and kept talking.
"Through the measure, the scholarly court hopes to stop societal rot in an effort to harmonize society and combat rural superstitions," the leader explained his nonsense.
"So you're telling me it's illegal for them to enter my store and buy any luxury goods," Brym tried to confirm the baffling law. Was King Amautu that eager to start a revolt in his lands?
"We come here only to pick up a simple table we ordered several moons ago," the old man in the commoner group argued. "The table itself is of ordinary wooden build, neither ornate nor luxurious in nature."
After getting ammunition, Brym turned back towards the leader of the scholars.
"In that case, there's no reason to hold them here, is there?" he asked with a winning smile. Again, the leader stared at Brym's guards, but this time, he remained steadfast.
"Even so, the insolents will surely fall into temptation once confronted with the offerings within. They shall not travel past this threshold, lest they wish to become enemies of the scholarly court."
This time, the wise scholar used his club to point at the doorstep to Brym's shop. At this point, even the good-natured minister was running out of patience. If he ordered his guards, he was sure to drive away these false scholars very quickly. However, he hadn't gathered any information on the current state of affairs within the city yet. He also hadn't forgotten about the suspiciously inactive guards around the corner. For now, prudence would be the best policy.
"Very well then," Brym finally said and turned towards the commoners again. "In that case, could you give me your names first? I will enter my own shop myself, and make sure your order will be delivered to you right away."
While Brym patiently dealt with his customers, the scholars stared daggers into his back, while the city guards continued to watch from the shadows. He had only entered the northern kingdom for a day, and already he could tell that the next leg of their journey would pose an entirely different challenge.


Hermit's Notes: Hello, still alive. I'll post another... four or so chapters today? Basically, I've finally managed to catch back up with my own release schedule, which is nice. Though I still haven't gotten any more work done on the print release for Book 0. Maybe now that I'm no longer behind, I'll be able to do that, finally.
Sorry about the delays, and about not posting for a while. I always end up unreasonably angry whenever I mass-reply to RR comments, the 10% dumb comments are pure poison in high concentrations. So I had to take a self-imposed break from online interactions for a while, while I was quietly working along. I'll try to avoid mass-replies like that in the future, and the problem should subside.
Oh, also: I very slightly changed Inti's backstory in Chapter 440, because I'm pretty sure I got my notes mixed up. It's a minor correction, with practically no influence on the plot.
Again, more chapters to follow immediately. Enjoy.
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Depression, loneliness. A dying star in the night sky, surrounded by darkness. A walled desert, surrounded by fertile land. These were Brym's first thoughts after a look at his empty shop. All along the walls and atop the shelves, items worth thousands of Sila were lined up, all of them desirable to the people of the city just outside the door. Yet not one of them was here to be enticed by these wares, not one would waste their hard-earned silver on his luxury goods. It was enough to make a grown man weep.
"Vice-president, you are finally here!" one of only two men in the shop — both of them shopkeepers — shouted. From behind his counter, the arcavian native charged towards Brym and hugged the shop's owner with tears in his eyes. "Vice-president, I don't know what to do. Everyone's gone. All those coins out there, and none of them are jumping into our coffers."
Brym had almost laughed at the man's tearful dramatization, but the last sentence made him feel somber as well. How dare these coins stay out of their possession?
"You're Alyn, right?" he confirmed, and thought: Yet another Alyn.
He knew the names of all his employees. Even though he hadn't been here in years, he still remembered them well. Luckily, the two in here were easy to keep apart, since the teary-eyed shopkeeper was an Arcavian, while the quiet one behind the counter was a Medalan.
With a timid nod, Alyn confirmed his identity, before Brym continued.
"There's no need to worry, Alyn. There is a solution to every problem. Please calm down first."
Brym did his best to project confidence in his voice while he brushed off the clingy subordinate at the same time. Then, he turned towards the second shopkeeper, who was still standing behind the counter and watching his colleague's farce with a disapproving frown.
"Titu, do we have any tea?" Brym asked the man who had been aggressively named after the late emperor.
"Of course, master," Titu replied with a fawning smile. "In case special guests arrive, we always keep some Golden Chutwa Tea stocked. I will make set up a pot right away. Please simply relax and enjoy."
"Make one for your friend as well, Titu. Drinking tea calms the nerves. From the look of things, he will need it more than me," Brym added with a smile.
"Very well," Titu confirmed with a more polite bow than necessary, before he disappeared in the storage area in the back of the shop.
Although he himself was nervous about the strange intruders outside the door, Brym knew that he had to remain calm. Strangely, when faced with one subordinate who was about to lose his mind — and a second who only seemed to care about his boss' impression of him, rather than the future of the shop — Brym truly calmed down, rather than worry more. After all, his calm was needed here, and he was confident that he could overcome this hurdle, the same way he had overcome countless hurdles before.
While he was waiting for the tea, Brym shepherded his distraught subordinate to a sitting area intended for high-value customers towards the back of the room. Once Brym had finally come to a rest, his fellow traveler finally spoke up again, possibly after waiting for this very moment of rest.
"Seems like you have things under control here," Inti said. All the while, she strolled through the shop and touched this and that as if she didn't care about the mess in his shop at all.
"Not quite, but I'm getting there,"
Brym returned with a wry smile. He didn't even know what was happening yet. How could he truly have things under control?
"You still want me to check with the ghosts?" she asked, as if his polite understatement had been a serious claim of control. She couldn't really think that her help wasn't needed here, right? Or was she just teasing him?
"Please, if you could," he openly admitted. There was no shame in asking for help, especially from someone he had been feeding for the past three months. It was time for this girl to carry some of the burden as well.
"There is just one issue: It appears this place is under surveillance, so I doubt our contacts here are still active. I will have to check the secondary contact point in the city," Inti explained.
That means traveling outside, Brym added in his head. With the outside of the shop opaque like a thick fog, that seemed like a dangerous move.
"Can you handle it by yourself?" he thus asked with a frown.
"Of course," the girl's carefree smile hardly filled Brym with confidence. Although Inti was an experienced warrior and spy, she was also too arrogant for her own good.
"Please take four of the guards with you, just in case," he said out of concern, and pointed to the six guards they had brought along. By now, they were standing by the door just inside the shop, where they acted as a silent deterrent against the scholars outside.
"I said I can handle it," Inti repeated, now in an annoyed, almost offended tone. However, Brym had learned how to handle the lady's moods over the past few months.
"Of course you do, Lady Inti. Still, it would make me feel calmer if I knew that you had additional protection with you," he rephrased his previous concerns. Since his offer had now become a request, Inti had no more reason to decline.
"Fine then," she finally relented.
"Thank you for easing my nerves," Brym responded with a carefree smile of his own. By the time Inti left, the tea arrived as well. Some empty small talk about the quality of the leaves and the hardness of the water later, Alyn the shopkeeper had finally calmed down. Thus, Brym was ready to start collecting information.
"So you're telling me these scholars appeared out of nowhere, and just closed down the shop of their own accord," Brym summarized his subordinate's explanation. "Did they talk to you, or explain anything before they started blocking the entrance?"
"Not a word, vice-president," Alyn replied first. In the process, his head shook from side to side like a rattle toy. "They just showed up with their clubs in front of the shop and drove away anyone who wanted to enter. We took some coin and tried to persuade them away, but they didn't seem interested. At first, they weren't even interested in telling us why our shop was closed down."
"We attempted to grease the gears, if you will. Usually, a bit of coin goes a long way to removing a problem, as you have graciously taught us, master," Titu added, and took a calculated sip of his tea. "Those scholars stared at all the silver greedily, but their leader declined us before the others could accept."
"We all but had to shove the money into his hands, acting like it was a little regard from his dear students," Alyn continued, with a face as if he couldn't stand the bitter tea, though he was probably just thinking about the lost money again.
"Only then did the scholar accept, and graciously informed us of our 'crimes'. In essence, he repeated the same phrases he used in front of the shop earlier, as if he had memorized them. Since then, nothing has changed. Even though they have accepted our money, they haven't moved away one step."
"Usually, the crooks at least have the integrity to act on a bribe," Alyn added in the end.
"They're here all day?" Brym probed further.
He couldn't quite believe that these people would waste their time standing in front of a shop all day for no reward. If they only appeared around noon, for example, he could always just change his business hours and continue operating around the restriction. However, Titu's next reply foiled Brym's plan before it could fully form.
"All day," the shopkeeper unfortunately confirmed. "They come in waves, from morning till night. So long as someone is left in the store, a group of them will always be present outside. These days, they've even come inside around noon and shamelessly asked for 'payment', to buy some food."
"Payment?" an intrigued Brym leaned forward. Usually, the fastest way to the truth was to follow the money. Who was paying these fake scholars, and why? Yet once again, the answer left him disappointed.
"Please do not get excited, vice-president. We're the ones paying, and we get nothing in return," a distraught Alyn said. "They argue that our presence prevents them from performing their higher duties elsewhere. So, since the lives of scholars are so valuable, they should be compensated for their lost time."
"Unbelievable." Brym shook his head. The shamelessness on display almost made him laugh. "Aren't those robber methods?"
"If they aren't real robbers poorly disguised as scholars, then they may as well be," Titu commented. "There is no difference."
For a few seconds, silence filled the room, as Brym stared at the slowly rising smoke from his expensive tea. Apparently, they had to deal with a thoroughly unreasonable desperadoes this time, not exactly his forte. He much rather dealt with smart people with something to lose. After all, smart people were predictable, and more likely to cut their losses, or strike deals. Idiots like the ones outside couldn't be reasoned with, and that worried Brym.
"Not that I have high hopes, but what is the local lord saying about this harassment?" he tried again. Predictably, his two workers shook their heads.
"We've tried informing House Gratidia," Alyn explained. "However, we haven't even seen the lord so far. We paid a lot of silver to the patrol warriors of the house, on top of our usual payments. Only then did we find a few guards who were unhappy with the scholars running rampant in the city. They told us more."
"In fact, many local nobles are unhappy with the scholars," Titu added. "though apparently, these are direct orders from Challwala. In other words, these people outside have come here on direct order from the King of the North. Unfortunately, Gratidia is a weak house, which needs protection from the norther court. After their defection, the the central kingdom would be out for revenge after all. So the local lord is unlikely to act against the scholars. Apparently, he is currently pretending to be away on a trip to the countryside. Thus, he has an excused for his inaction towards his people, and he will not need to confront the norther king who is currently supplanting Lord Gratidia's authority in his own estate."
Finally, Brym had a better image of the politics within Rhodanos, though it didn't make him any happier.
"What a mess." he simply concluded, and rubbed his aching temples. For now, he didn't have the energy to think up a solution, so he opted for small talk instead. "Since you can't solve it yourselves, why not message the main branch?"
"These people appeared a mere trium ago, master," Titu explained. "However, we have written a report and sent it back a while back. By now, it may have already arrived at the main branch."
"We're desperate for help, vice-president." Alyn added, and already looked like he was about to cry again, tea or not.
"Indeed. While a bit dramatic, we truly are out of options, and humbly ask for Master Brym's guidance." Compared to his colleague, Alyn was more composed, and lowered his head to the minister like a servant.
If he had to pick, Brym preferred the whiny subordinate who seemed to care more about money than about Brym to the careerist. Though this wasn't the time to play favorites. Both were asking for the same thing after all. Unfortunately, it wasn't a thing he could provide, at least not yet. Thus, he could only sigh and deny their requests.
"This might shock you, my friends, but I am no miracle worker. Maybe if big brother was here, he would have long thought up a brilliant strategy to reverse our fortunes. However, I am not my big brother, and not capable of such creative solutions. All I can do is work earnestly, and see if we have overlooked an avenue which will lead us out of this mess."
When their pleas were rejected, both shopkeepers had the same reaction, for the first time since Brym had appeared here. Both of them looked devastated, as if they were watching a treasure chest sink into the ocean. In response, their boss offered a reassuring smile, to make sure morale wouldn't collapse completely. After all, while he didn't have Corco's brilliant strategies, he had his own way of doing things.
"No need to look so down," he said. "I already have a few leads we can follow, all of which look promising. I can guarantee you: If only one of them proves fruitful, we will find a way out of your dilemma. First, we'll have to see what our ghostly friends have to say. Maybe after that, we will already have some light to pierce through this darkness."
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Traveling through Rhodanos had been an unwelcome return to normalcy for Inti. Ever since the start of her vacation, she had enjoyed long periods of relaxation, accentuated by short bouts of excitement or challenge. Yet as she walked through the half-empty streets of this city, she felt like she was back in the side-alleys of Arguna.
The roads felt dim and dangerous, as if evil minds were spying on her from every direction. She wasn't being paranoid either. After all, Inti had been taught in anti-tracking methods since a young age, and knew how to spot a hidden tail. In fact, she managed to find several pairs of eyes observing her in secret on her way through the city, from bums on the side of the road to guards walking by.
When she had first come here, Rhodanos had seemed as bright and pleasurable as every other place they had visited. Now, after a single unhappy encounter with some uncouth scholars, she was on edge again. By now, the city began to look like a giant snake pit.
Worse things were yet to come, as she had trouble contacting the local ghost forces. Since Rhodanos wasn't a very important city — not even in the top ten on their list of important places to keep track of — they had never stationed a lot of men here. Still, the closeness to Arguna meant that they were well-connected, and easy to reach, even during her days in the capital.
Now however, they couldn't be contacted from the Wonders of the World shop, and their old hideout lay abandoned as well. As a final resort, Inti had to use their emergency backup to contact her people indirectly via a coded message drop. Only then, after several hours of tense waiting in a dingy inn, did someone contact her in response to her message.
Once she received information on the city from the ghosts, she realized the severity of the matter, and returned back to the shop as quickly as she could. Yet by the time she arrived there, the setting sun had already colored the streets in red, which made them feel even less safe than before.
Even so, Brym and his men stood outside the shop like idiots, with a giant, wooden desk in tow. They weren't even moving, neither the desk nor the idiots themselves. Instead, they just stood there and argued with the fake scholars again.
"As I have said, it is a simple table." An exasperated Brym slapped the desk in front of him. "Is it now illegal to sell furniture in this city?"
Meanwhile, the leader of the scholars stood across the furniture in question to block the way, while his goons were bent over all around the desk, to search for who-knew-what.
"Sale of luxury goods shall be prohibited," the leader of the scholars replied in an impassive tone. "First, the scholars shall assess whether or not the table is classified as such. Only then may you proceed."
For a moment, Brym stared at the 'scholars' who were knocking and sniffing around his desk, before he focused back on their leader.
"If you break it, you'll have to pay for it," he finally said. In response the leader exchanged a glance with one of his goons, who shook his head in reply. Whatever they were looking for, they clearly weren't finding it.
"And what fun are we having here? Can we join in?" Inti shouted from a distance as she moved closer with confident steps. Behind her still marched the four guards Brym had left her. As a result, the scholars were now at a numerical disadvantage again.
Clearly, their leader had noticed the same. He snorted and said: "This peddler is free to go," to which his goons simply ignored him as they continued with their work.
"This scholar orders you to cease, you rabble!" he had to shout, and kick one of his bent-over goons before they understood and scurried to the side.
"Hey, I want your approval in writing! 'Scholar approved', or something. Otherwise, what happens if we're stopped again?" Brym shouted after them, but Inti held him back by his shoulder.
"Let it go. I don't think they are literate," she said.
"Alright, we're busy anyways." Brym sighed, before he turned towards the two guards who had stayed behind in the shop. "Come on, guys, it's getting late, and I want to get back before it's completely dark."
"Wait, where are we going?" a confused Inti asked, and looked around for answers. Only now did she notice that the young commoner from earlier in the day also stood among the crowd.
"Where to?" Brym asked the young man, who promptly replied: "After me, master," before he walked down the road.
"We're going to deliver the table, of course," Brym finally answered Inti's earlier question. "I gave my word that we'd deliver the table by today, and I'll be damned if I break my word because of some thugs. If there's something you have to explain, please do so on the way."
Thus, Inti followed Brym as he walked behind the guards who were carrying the table. Meanwhile, the two shopkeepers stayed behind to make sure the fake scholars didn't ransack the place.
"Have you been waiting for me all this time?" Inti asked.
"No need to worry, lady."
Brym tried to brush off her concerns, but it only confirmed her suspicions.
"No, that's why you're delivering this thing so late. You were waiting for me to come back all day, right?"
For a second, Brym was silent, before he replied.
"So, did you learn anything useful today? I sure hope all that waiting was worth it," his words were light, but they only made Inti feel more guilty. Although she wanted to inform him about her findings immediately to ease her mind, she knew it would be irresponsible to do so out in the open.
"Not here," she thus had to whisper. "There's eyes and ears everywhere in the city."
"How exciting." Brym laughed as if he didn't care. "Then we shall talk once we are in a safe place."
For a while, the two walked behind the procession in awkward silence. Finally, in order to break the depressing mood, Inti asked something she had been curious about ever since she had first seen the infamous desk which stood at the center of this conflict.
"You know, I thought this table would be different."
"Different?" Brym asked, though his smiling eyes told her that he knew exactly what she was talking about.
"Well, from their clothing, these people don't seem poor," she began, while looking at the young man in the expensive clothing at the front of their little procession. This time, he also held an expensive looking oil lamp to lead the way. "They could afford any table they wanted, surely. Considering all that, this one looks a bit simple, doesn't it? And it's weirder yet that they ordered it in a luxury shop. No inlays, no ornaments... I mean, it is solidly built, but it's still just simple wood."
"My dear lady, this isn't simple wood." While two of the guards put down the table to rest their arms and exchange their duties with two others, Brym walked up to the table and knocked on the top. "This is rosewood. Rosewood only grows on the Verdant Isles, and only deep inside the jungles further inland. It is a prohibitively expensive material. In fact, this table is so expensive that most people would never be able to afford it in their lifetimes."
"Then why does it look so simple? Wouldn't the commoners prefer to show off their wealth? I thought that was normal among the rich, noble or not," Inti asked, and stroked the table. When it came to the cost, she had to take Brym's word for it, since she really couldn't tell what was so special about this wood. It just felt like the old tables at the Stone's Throw chess shop, smooth and hard.
"This one's different. The whole point of the table is to look simple," Brym thus had to explain. By this point, the guards had exchanged their positions and two fresh pairs of arms continued to carry the desk forward. "It's part of a cultural movement, which has its origins in Saniya. Back when the southern lords rebelled and took control of Saniya for a few months, the commoners organized their own resistance, independent of the stuff we were doing in Rapra Castle. To signal who was part of their group, they would dress in simple clothing, and decorate their houses with simple furniture. I think it was to distinguish themselves from the rotten and decadent nobles who were living lives drowned in luxury, and were making the lives of commoners hell at the same time. Lady Inti, you have been stationed in Arguna all this time. Haven't you seen the commoners wear simpler clothing and buy simpler furniture these days?"
All of a sudden, Inti felt enlightened. Some of the things she had seen in the capital suddenly made a lot more sense.
"I have, but I thought it was just a case of the commoners getting more careful, as the city grew more chaotic," she explained. "It wouldn't be the first time a commoner was struck down by a warrior for showing off too much wealth. You say they're doing it in an act of rebellion?"
The whole concept intrigued Inti, and Brym looked like he was incredibly proud of it as well.
"At the very least, it looks like the southern habits have spread to the commoners in the north already. Since the start of our travels, our shops have been selling more and more of these expensive yet understated pieces of furniture. It's a good sign. It means that our ideas are arousing interest in the north. We've worked hard enough to make it happen. With our shops at the center, we have been radiating southern thoughts and ideas into the north for years now."
"And the northern lords would simply allow that? What about the priests, or the scholars?" Inti asked in shock. Manipulating the enemy's population like this was too bold, right? What if they caused another war? However, Brym simply brushed off her concerns with a shrug.
"I'm not sure about the last two, but the lords probably think that simple furniture isn't a threat to them."
"And neither would the commoners be, I presume," Inti thought, reminded of most northern nobles' general disdain for the lower classes.
"You presume quite right." Brym laughed again. "Though beyond the rosewood and the cultural significance, there's another reason why this table is special. As I've recently learned, this table is more than meets the eye. That's also another reason these people bought it in our shop, rather than somewhere else."
This time, Inti had to smile as well at Brym's showmanship.
"I'm intrigued." she said to play along. "Please tell me, great master Brym: What secret could this simple desk be hiding?"
In response, Brym's grin grew wider, as if he had played a successful prank.
"Can't tell you here. Too many eyes and ears," he said. "We should only talk once we are in a safe place."
"How exciting," Inti simply mirrored his response and continued to follow along, now in a much better mood somehow.
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For a while, the desk-carrying group continued to walk in relative silence, until the young commoner stopped in front of a large, brightly lit courtyard.
Not long after, the group was inside the private residence. While the guards were setting up the new furniture based on the commoners' wishes, Inti and Brym stood aside to continue their conversation.
"They really are living simple lives, and in such a large courtyard to boot," Inti commented. She looked around, and indeed, the new table fit in neatly with the surrounding furniture, all of which wouldn't have looked out of place in an ordinary farmer's home.
"This is the powder keg we've buried in the north. Sooner or later, someone will hold a match to it, and then the whole kingdom will go up in flames," Brym said with a sort of grim pride. However, Inti wasn't quite so optimistic about the southern kingdom's plans in the north.
"That day could come sooner than you may hope," she said. "Sooner than you may be ready for."
"In that case, could you finally tell me what you know, Lady Inti?" Brym said, and when Inti hesitated, he added: "We are in an independent courtyard, in a large, mostly empty room. You don't think anyone is still spying on us, do you?"
"What about them?" Inti asked, and motioned towards the owners of the residence.
"You really don't need to worry about them. They're on our side." By now, even the always patient Brym looked a bit unhappy. Maybe a day full of uncertainty had eaten away at his patience. Still, Inti was unconvinced.
"Are they trustworthy just because they've bought from your shop?" she asked.
"No, they are trustworthy because they have much more to hide than us. However much damage they could do to us by learning your information, it would be nothing compared to this family's secrets. Here, didn't you want to know what else was special about this table?"
With a mysterious smile, Brym walked up to the table, twisted an overhanging wooden frame at the bottom of the desk's top plate, and then pushed it in. While he held it pushed, he lifted up the plate itself. In response, the entire wooden slab simply flipped open. The hidden mechanism revealed a small holder for a candle and a bowl for sacrificial offerings, which were flanked by another two holders for incense sticks.
"It's a beacon shrine," Inti realized.
These beacons were used by the people of Medala to pray to their deceased while they were on their journey through the underworld, to the stars. Most likely, someone had just died in this commoner family. This was the reason they had been so eager to see the table delivered today. However, something still didn't add up.
"Why would anyone have to hide a beacon shrine?" she asked. After all, it was an ordinary object of worship common in every Medalan household, not some smuggled good.
"You heard the scholars earlier. Apparently, the Pacha faith falls under 'rural superstition' these days. Selling beacon shrines, or anything similar, is not allowed any longer."
"Do they really want to force the people into a revolt?" Inti added after a shocked gasp. This was too outrageous, right? If they tried to take away the faith of the people, surely they would stand up in rebellion sooner or later, right?
"That, or they want to subdue and control them completely," Brym commented with the same grim determination as before. "Either way, the people here will be in deep trouble if the scholars learn about the shrine, so they won't betray us."
"I suppose this fits neatly with my own findings," Inti finally said, though only after she had taken a moment to compose herself.
Now that she knew a deadly secret of these commoners, there was little reason to suspect them further. As far as this rotten city was concerned, this place would be as safe as any other. Thus, she began to explain what she had learned from the local ghost forces.
"The so-called scholarly court — that is, King Amautu and his teacher and fellow disciples — have been sending out their scholars to control the independent estates of the northern kingdom. Apparently, they have had problems with disobedience at the local level before."
"Wait, so those people actually are scholars? Why did they seem so..." Brym was looking for words, but Inti already had them ready in spades.
"Uneducated? Boorish? Vulgar?" she offered. "Only their leader should be a real scholar, if there is one at all. The rest are local robbers, who have been hired to enforce the will of the court out here. It seems they don't have nearly enough scholars to control the entire kingdom, so this is their solution."
"So they send one scholar into an estate, then hand out some white robes to local criminals and give them free reign on their activities in the city, so long as they help enforce the will of the court," Brym put together the plan.
"Yes, and the local lords can't just stop the criminals or throw out the scholars, because attacking a scholar means declaring war against the king," Inti explained. It was another dangerous, all-or-nothing scheme from this northern court, which seemed dead-set on either subduing everyone or forcing a revolt.
"Right, now I understand where the fake scholars came from," Brym summed up. "But what are they doing in front of my shop? I mean, I'm not a lord, and neither are most of my customers."
"Apparently, the shops are seen as a problem by the king, since your success is funneling too much gold out of the kingdom and into the treasury of an enemy." As she explained, Inti had to smile at Brym's proud look when he was affirmed in the success of his business. "At least that's what my people tell me. Though it's also possible that the northerners already know that the ghosts have been operating out of the shops since the start of the year."
In fact, Inti felt a bit guilty about the involvement of the ghosts. Most likely, her mother had suggested to use the northern shops as contact points, and now they had implicated Brym's business. And yet, the businessman in question didn't seem bothered by her guilt at all. Instead, he stroked his stubble, seemingly deep in thought.
"Maybe they're aiming at the lords this time as well, and we're just caught in the middle," he commented. "Many lords have found the wares in my shops quite suitable for their tastes. If the shops are closed down, the lords might be more inclined to act on the false scholars, thus prompting a justified response from the court."
"So it might just be another provocation. Either way, it won't change our problem, fundamentally," Inti concluded.
For a while, the two simply stood in silence. As Inti looked up to the darkening sky, where stars would appear any moment, she felt a heavy weight on her back.
"So what do we do now?" Inti finally asked. "We certainly can't sell any bonds so long as the city is like this. And we can't just let them close your businesses and enslave our northern allies either, can we?"
After all, the southern kingdom had many contacts with nobles in the northern kingdom, especially in the east. If King Amautu's plan to subdue the lords succeeded, all of these long-cultivated relationships would become useless. Of course, Brym knew that just as well as her.
"Of course not," he thus replied, "but we can't act rashly. If we provoke the scholars too much, Rhodanos will be turned into an example for the other northern estates, and I would prefer to keep the blood off my hands. I only like the smell of copper, not iron. For now, there's still a crucial piece of information missing before we can act."
"Which is?" Inti asked. What exactly had she overlooked? Though when Brym revealed the answer, she felt silly for not thinking about it earlier.
"Please help me organize a meeting with Lord Gratidia," Brym said. "I believe his attitude will profoundly impact our future strategy."
__________________________
From the top floor of his manor, Lord Gratidia watched as dark clouds rolled in and envelop the city. Darkness had descended over the city of Rhodanos. Strangely enough, the darkness had been brought by the scholars of Chutwa, who had promised to bring the light of civilization to the barbaric Medalans. At least that had been the claim of the northern king Amautu at the start of his reign.
If he was honest, Lord Gratidia didn't really know about enlightenment and all that. At heart, he was still the young warrior who had claimed the seat of a lord through his military prowess alone. He didn't really care much for politics, or cultural issues. Yet his carelessness had dragged him into a real mess this time. As the dark clouds enveloped his city, the lord could only watch helplessly. His choices had been made, and now he had to live with them.
-
Lord Gratidia sat at a table in a secret room, and watched King Amautu's attendant silently mouth empty promises. Switching sides from the central kingdom to the northern kingdom seemed like a smart move at this time. After all, King Pachacutec didn't really value House Gratidia, as he was more focused on the older houses and his conflict with House Ichilia.
Meanwhile, King Amautu's man promised him a role of great importance in the northern kingdom. And no matter how much deceit was contained in the man's words, Lord Gratidia was still convinced that he would be important to the northern king, deceit or not.
After all, if House Gratidia switched sides, Chimpaya would become the only estate of the northern kingdom south of the Argu River, a lynchpin in their aggressive strategy against the center. This heightened strategic importance would guarantee his estate's value in the continued conflict between the kingdoms, which would let him reap great rewards, just like the northern king promised.
-
Lord Gratidia found himself atop his walls, staring down at the armies of the central kingdom amassed in front of his city. Meanwhile, the northern king's servants were the ones directing the warriors of House Gratidia into battle. All of the lord's calculations were going up in smoke right in front of his eyes. During the initial negotiations, his 'strategic advantages' had only been his conjecture, and now they had become a fatal miscalculation. Reality had looked quite differently.
What he hadn't considered during the negotiations was that his betrayal would also make him a deadly enemy of the central kingdom. Since a northern city on the south bank of the Argu prevented the smooth transport of the central kingdom's goods along the river, the hero king Pachacutec was forced to regain the Chimpaya estate at almost any cost. This conflict had quickly led to a drawn-out war between the kingdoms, with Rhodanos at its center. With his walls destroyed, his fields razed and many of his warriors dead, Lord Gratidia felt none of the promised benefits. All he could see before him were death and destruction, and a permanent weakening of his house, and his position in the northern kingdom.
-
Again, Lord Gratidia found himself at a table with the northern king's representative, yet the lord's ambition had turned to desperation by now. This time, Amautu's negotiator wasn't one of his warrior aides. Instead, an arrogant scholar sat before Gratidia and broke all previous promises, as he forced his house into horrible concessions in return for almost nothing.
While the north had ultimately won the war by striking a deal with the center, it had also damaged the lands of his estate severely.
At the same time, the war had proven that House Gratidia couldn't stand up against the central forces by itself. As a result, they had become completely dependent on King Amautu's protection if they wanted to survive. Ultimately, none of the northern king's promises had been upheld. In an unimaginably weak position, all he could do was watch as the northern king's scholars took more and more of his privileges as their own.
-
Baffled, Lord Gratidia stared at a letter, and wondered what could have been.
All throughout, his neighbor of House Instea had been suffering the same fate as him, yet now their lord had found a way out of his dilemma. While everyone in Medala was still focused on the civil war in the south, House Instea had quietly undermined the influence of the northern court throughout its capital of Odeana. Now, Lord Gratidia had been informed that Lord Instea had traveled to Arguna, to once again switch sides to the central kingdom. Surely he would receive great benefits in return, on top of removing the all-pervasive influence of the scholars from his lands.
As someone who valued his word, and was proud of the honor which came along with being the patriarch of one of Medala's noble houses, the lord of Rhodanos never even considered such an act of betrayal. Only when he saw the option presented to him black on white did he realize that there had been a path out the northern king's trap all this time. Yet once again, House Gratidia had acted too late to save itself.
Lord Gratidia put down the letter, and rued his choices once more. After the Instea defection, King Amautu would greatly increased his control over the northern estates, of that he was sure.
-
With an increasing numbness, Lord Gratidia watched as more and more scholars were sent to his home to 'supervise' his rule. More and more white-robed men appeared around his manor, and began to take it apart, plank by plank and stone by stone.
As he watched the dismantling of his life's achievement, the lord understood that he had never become a lord because of his fighting prowess in the first place. Rather, with his weak foundation and poor political acumen, he wasn't a threat to anyone, and had thus been allowed to exist as a weak leader to retain the stability around Arguna. All this time, he had just been a pawn to be pushed around, and he was quickly outliving his usefulness.
__________________________
When a loud bang from outside the window awoke Lord Gratidia from another night of tossing and turning, his side of the bed was soaked in sweat. Once again, he had relived the nightmare of the past few years. Again and again, his poor choices haunted his dreams. Now he was awake again, yet the nightmare continued. After all, he still had to live with the consequences of his actions.
However, there were more immediate problems to handle first. Although he was still confused after waking up, his long experience still let him check for threats immediately. A look out the window — the source of the noise — showed only darkness, and the unfamiliar room was small and empty. Without a second thought, the lord grabbed the axe next to his bedside and jumped out of bed. Only then did he calm down and recalled where he was.
Hermit's Notes: Trying to do something a bit different in the second half of the chapter. I hope it works, and I hope patreon won't screw up the formatting.
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"Arria."
As Lord Gratidia stroked the cold and empty spot next to his own on the bed, he remembered that this was the room of one of his lovers, a place he had used to hide away from his responsibilities.
After years of erosion, the King of the North could now exert almost as much power as House Gratidia within the city of Rhodanos. Even so, there was nothing the lord could do to stop their further encroachment.
When the northerners had sent the newest batch of scholars, they had proven to be thieves and thugs, who charged into his city and robbed anything their lowly eyes deemed valuable, like raiders on a military campaign. It was already the final provocation from the northern king's courtiers. If Lord Gratidia didn't act against them this time, he knew that they would soon take over his lands completely, emboldened by his silence.
Even then, even when confronted with countless complaints from his own warriors, he couldn't bring himself to oppose King Amautu's shameless actions. He knew such opposition would only spell a quicker doom for his very young house. As a weak, rebellious lord, he would soon be turned into an example by the ambitious scholar king.
However, ignoring the complaints of his people would lead to deadly consequences as well. These loyal warriors were the last bit of real power House Gratidia had left, and losing their support was equal to a death sentence.
Thus, he had done the only thing he could think of: He had hidden away. Since the complaints had become overwhelming, he had announced that he would leave on a tour of the countryside. Of course, he didn't really have the leisure to travel around, not when his home was in crisis.
Instead, he spent every day visiting another one of his lovers in the city. In his time, the lord had been quite the romantic, and had cultivated intimate relationships with a number of ladies. Thus, he could simply hop from one bed to the next day after day, most completely unknown to the intruders. Not even the scholars would find him if he always changed his location.
Thus, he had watched from here as more and more of his city had been taken over by these fake scholars. All he could do in response was hope for a miracle to turn the tides.
Now, something had finally happened, but it just felt like an extension of his nightmare, rather than good news. He was still in Arria's house, where he had fallen asleep, but his lover had disappeared without a word. She wouldn't just let him lie here alone, of that he was certain. Something was very wrong.
"Guards!" He shouted for support, and took a vigilant stance, ready for intruders to react to his call. Yet although he called out several more times, no one ever answered. Neither any perceived assassins came, nor any of his own guards. The people here were the most loyal among his warriors, long-standing battle companions, and the only ones he had trusted to protect him in this secret location. They wouldn't just disappear without notice, and neither would Arria. He couldn't just stay here. Both were in danger, he could feel it.
Despite his flaws in the political arena, Lord Gratidia was no ordinary man, or he would have never become a lord. Rather than get nervous in the face of danger, he calmed down instead. Sure, the political traps of the scholar king terrified him. After all, it was an enemy he was unfamiliar with, one he didn't know how to fight. However, he had made his fortune on the battlefield, and he knew how to defend himself, even in his older years. This was a threat he knew well, this was something he could fight.
Thus determined to get to the bottom of things, he held his axe tighter and stepped out of the bedroom, into the darkness of his lover's small courtyard. Since he had many such lovers, but not a lot of money, he couldn't afford large manors for all of them. All he could give them were slightly larger courtyards in his own city. Thus, he quickly made it through the small complex.
Of course, his goal wasn't the outside. If someone was after his life, the outside wouldn't be safe anymore. In the darkness, all kinds of people could just sneak up on him. Not only that, he also didn't know where Arria was, or his guards. If he could, he had to make sure they were safe first, rather than escape by himself. His honor demanded it. However, the complex remained conspicuously empty, with no signs of a fight either.
Thus without a better option, he decided to seek out a hidden, fortified position, where he could hold out until morning. With any luck, the others had had the same idea, and would hide out in the courtyard's secret room.
On swift and silent steps, Lord Gratidia made his way towards the small salon hidden deep within the courtyard, determined to make good on his past cowardice. In many noble manors, such a secret room had been built for secret meetings, or to hide precious goods. Some ordinary families had such rooms as well, to hide their valuables or themselves from warrior raids during the city's sacking, or from bandits.
This salon in particular only had a single entrance, hidden on a fake rock between two jasmine shrubs in the courtyard's small inner garden. The room could only be accessed with one of two keys, one of which belonged to Arria, the owner of the courtyard. The other, Gratidia had been carrying on his person ever since he had come here yesterday, an old habit from his time as a warrior. After all, without an exit strategy, even the bravest fighter would never survive to old age.
Once he reached the spot between the bushes and found the well-concealed lock in the large, decorative rock formation, the lord took a deep breath. Even if attackers had taken Arria, they wouldn't know about this secret location, so he was safe from here on.
In the best case, he would find his lover and his guards inside. Yet even in the worst case, he could safely wait out the night and then make his escape the next morning. After all, only once he was safe could he mobilize the rest of his men to find the attackers, and his lover.
With a plan in hand, he pulled the key from the chain around his neck, and turned the lock as quietly as he could. However, the darkness inside disappointed him. Neither his lover nor his guards were here.
Don't worry, Arria. If harm has come to you, I shall vow to take my revenge. Even if my foe is the king himself, this time I will retreat no more.
Disappointed, the lord entered the pitch-black room with careful steps. As a secret hideout, the room had no windows, of course, so he could see nothing. Yet just as he entered, before he could fully relax, he felt that something was off.
A faint breath, from the front. Someone else is in here!
Yet he could no longer act on his thought before a sudden bright flash appeared and took away his sight. For a second, Gratidia was blinded, just enough time to take up a defensive stance, though his caution seemed unnecessary. When his eyes adjusted and he saw his opponent, his caution waned straight away.
Across from Lord Gratidia, in one of the two chairs within the small room hidden within the rock, sat a little fat man. Next to him stood the oil lamp which had produced the blinding flash, as well as the black wax cloth which had covered its light before. Clearly, this man had been waiting for him. However, he didn't seem like a threat, as he was spread out on the chair like an overstuffed sausage, his legs crossed like a woman. All plumped up and wearing the frills of a merchant, this one was no warrior, and certainly no threat.
No, stay sharp, Gratidia reminded himself.
This merchant could still be dangerous, no matter how harmless he appeared. Maybe he was wearing a disguise, or maybe he was carrying a pistol on his body. If nothing else, Gratidia had at least found his enemy now, the first person he had met since waking up. Now, there was some clarity. With a target presented in front of him at last, the lord could abandon his defensive stance and go on the attack. In all meanings of the phrase, he had been stumbling around in the dark until now. Somehow, he had to regain the initiative. It was time to pressure his opponents.
"Where's Arria!?" Gratidia thus shouted, an aggressive move to startle his enemy. However, the fat merchant just smiled in response.
"No need to worry, Lord Gratidia. Lady Arria is unharmed," the fat man explained. "But since this is supposed to be a private discussion, we have advised her to temporarily clear the premises."
The strange man's calm demeanor unsettled the lord, who had no idea what his opponent was talking about. However, he knew that he couldn't show any weakness, not now.
"Don't think I'm helpless because you caught me off guard this one time," he thus cautioned his foe. "If you harm her-"
"No, I have no interest in harming anyone," the fat man interrupted, and raised both hands. "I haven't come to make enemies. I have only come to talk."
When the merchant had raised his hands, Gratidia had instinctively lowered his stance, ready to evade a pistol or thrown weapon. However, his opponent only showed that his hands were empty, unarmed and harmless. It was clearly a sign of peace, but also one of weakness. Thus emboldened, the lord decided to press the issue further.
"Oh, you will talk, fat man," he said, and added a menacing grin to show strength. "Of that this lord will make certain."
Ready to extract the information he needed, Gratidia raised his axe and came towards the intruder. However, the man didn't look panicked, much unlike a defenseless commoner merchant should. He only looked a bit worried as he stared at Gratidia. A second too late, the lord realized that the intruder wasn't staring at him at all. He was looking over his shoulder, at a spot behind him, and he wasn't worried about himself.
Before the lord could react, someone had come up from behind and held his axe-wielding arm at his elbow, to immobilize his movements. The attacker had come silently, without any prior warning, and had considerable strength. Gratidia hadn't even felt their breath before he had been overwhelmed. This second intruder clearly was a professional, but that wasn't an excuse for the lord's failure.
All this time, Lord Gratidia had been too focused on the commoner in front, and had totally forgotten to check for other threats in the tiny room. Although he knew it was already too late, the lord wanted to resist and tried to wiggle his arm free. Yet before he could, he felt a blade against his left flank, ready to pierce his innards if he didn't cease all resistance at once.
Sloppy, slow. The younger me would have never been caught like that.
"Go on then, do your worst," the defeated lord growled, but the intruder in front only looked a bit uncomfortable at Gratidia's determination.
"We're really only here to talk. Please don't get excited," the intruder tried to calm down the lord, before he looked at his hidden companion behind Gratidia once again. "See, I told you your plan was a bad idea."
"What do you mean?" the second attacker replied. Shockingly, it was a woman's voice he heard next to his left ear, despite the attacker's apparent strength. "My plan worked perfectly. I told you he would show up here when he woke up alone, and I told you he would come with a weapon and had to be disarmed first. Everything that happened, I predicted perfectly."
"Yes, you did. But we're here to negotiate, not to rob the place." The fat man sighed, still comfortably seated after witnessing a fight. "I mean, look at me. I look like a villain here, sitting in the darkness with my legs crossed like this. This is not a constructive way to start talks."
While the two intruders were having their own little argument, Lord Gratidia was still held hostage between them. Although it seemed like they wouldn't hurt him for now, he was still extremely confused.
"What is happening here?" he simply asked, hoping for some answers. The empty courtyard, the strange intruders and their surreal conversation, none of what was happening here made sense. Just as Gratidia thought that maybe he was still dreaming, the fat man looked at the lord again.
"I'm truly sorry about this, Lord Gratidia. But could you please let go of your axe for now?" he said, still with that immovable smile. "I know this must all be very confusing for you, but the confusion was part of the plan, for some reason I cannot fathom."
Again, he stared at the female attacker behind the lord. In response, the woman explained: "In times of confusion, any target will revert back to proven strategies, and thus becomes more predictable."
I am the target, Gratidia understood.
"Sure." The fat man replied in an insincere tone, followed by a second, more tired sigh. Apparently frustrated with his companion, the man turned to the lord again. "Anyways, could I please bother you to drop your axe, Lord Gratidia? I really didn't come to harm you, or any of your people. My friend back there is just a bit overexcited since she's been out of work for a while. So don't be too harsh on her. If we could all just calm down and drop our weapons, we would all be much happier."
If they wanted me dead, they would have done it long ago.
Slowly, as he collected more and more information on the intruders, the lord calmed down again. Whatever this intrusion was, it probably was no threat to his life, at least not for now. Not to mention, this crisis probably couldn't be solved through violence. He was alone, and almost completely immobilized. Resistance would just get himself killed. Finally, Gratidia let go of the axe to end the long standoff.
"Thank you. I think we can have a good talk now." The fat man sounded genuinely relieved, but who knew what he was really thinking. Again, he turned to the second intruder. "Please, Lady Inti, could you let go of our guest and make us some tea? We'll need some to calm our nerves, after this mess of an introduction."
Only a snort responded to the fat man, but the hand around his elbow let go, and the knife in his side disappeared as well. By the time Lord Gratidia turned around, he only saw shoulder-length hair and men's clothing, as they left the room for the outside. Still confused, the lord turned once again to the seated attacker. While acting like the host in another man's home, the fat man motioned to the chair opposite him.
"Please, Lord Gratidia, have a seat," he said, still armed with nothing but a dangerous smile. "We have much to talk about."
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This has to be the least dignified Lord I've ever met.
In Brym's opinion Lord Gratidia looked like a bum. Without any tension in his body — much unlike his vigilant appearance when he had first entered the room — the lord sat slumped in his chair and stared at Brym with murky eyes. Since he didn't have any time to get dressed, his clothes were simple, thin robes for sleeping, which made the combative lord in his fifties look like he was well over sixty.
Sure, they had surprised him in the middle of the night and caught him probably at the worst moment, but it still was an undignified look for a territorial ruler, one of less than a hundred high nobles in Medala. Though Brym wasn't exactly eager to complain about the lord's miserable appearance either.
Even if Inti's plan was silly, at least it properly disarmed my opponent. The man looks like he's about to fold in half at the slightest pressure. Let's not overdo it for now, before he does something radically stupid.
Since he didn't want to overexcite his guest, Brym wouldn't apply any pressure for now. Releasing pressure would sometimes be more effective in negotiations than applying it, since a sudden release would make others thankful, and lax in their responses. Thus, Brym patiently waited until the unsettled Lord Gratidia had taken a seat opposite him. Only then did he present his politest version of his standard introduction.
"Good morning, Lord Gratidia. Please allow me to introduce myself. My name is Brymstock Fastgrade di Pluritac. I am the minister of finance for the Kingdom of the South, and thus part of King Corcopaca's privy council. In addition, I am the head of the Medalan Central Bank, as well as vice-president of the Wonders of the World line of shops."
It was a well-practiced introduction, and one which usually had quite the impact. His polite bow was contrasted by his impressive array of titles to create powerful combination. Over the past months, Brym had introduced himself in similar variations to quite a number of lords. All of them had looked impressed, or even intimidated. Not one had been left indifferent. In that regard, this Lord Gratidia was the first. Despite his apparent weakness, he didn't seem to care about Brym's identity at all. Rather, his body tensed again, and he straightened up in his chair.
"Where are my people? Where's Arria?" he yelled unreasonably. Maybe this guy just mistook Brym's politeness for weakness? Not for the first time since the start of this operation, Brym had to suppress a sigh. Clearly, today wasn't his day, or maybe he was just surrounding himself with the wrong people.
"Again, as I've said before, your lover is fine, and so are your men," Brym repeated, still as patient as before, though he at least hinted that he had hostages, just in case this unreasonable lord did anything drastically stupid. "They are currently being entertained off the premises, and should be enjoying their time a lot more than either of us are right now. At the very least, they aren't stuck in this cold, little room here, without any tea or refreshments."
The little joke was meant to be endearing, another attempt to lighten the depressing mood in the room. Many people would feel closer in the face of shared misery. Yet once again, Lord Gratidia defied his expectations. This time, he didn't react at all. He just stared at Brym with unblinking eyes, maybe in an attempt to guess whether or not he was lying.
Staring won't help you. I've been lying to kings since I was a kid.
At the dubious honor, Brym had to stifle a smirk rather than a sigh this time. Compared to the young merchant's vast experience of fooling people on several continents, this old lord didn't have a chance. Meanwhile the lord in question finally seemed to have made some decision. Rather than reply, he moved on to the next, unrelated question.
"How did you find me here?"
Bit by bit, the lord seemed to be waking up from his previous slump. By now he already looked somewhat sharp again, though his appearance was still a bit embarrassed. Maybe he had only felt humiliated after being beaten by a woman, and maybe being alone with the harmless looking Brym had returned his confidence. Sometimes, having an approachable face was a real disadvantage too.
"Clearly, you are underestimating the power of the southern kingdom," Brym shot back.
If he was honest, he himself had underestimated 'the power of the southern kingdom' before tonight. Rather, he had underestimated the power the ghost warriors had in the north, which had proven to be quite frightening.
His own people — who were a well-established presence in the city of Rhodanos and the surrounding region, with good connections to both wealthy commoners and nobles — had no idea where this Lord Gratidia had been hiding, yet the ghosts had held the information at the ready this whole time.
Not only had they known about all of Gratidia's lovers, they had also known which one the lord was staying with tonight. They had even known the exact room he was sleeping in within this courtyard. If that much hadn't already been enough, they had known about this secret room hidden in some random rock in the garden, and that Gratidia would retreat here once confronted with danger.
Maybe we should take more advantage of their information network. It seems quite beneficial, Brym tried to stay positive. He just hoped that his big brother knew what he was doing by giving the ghosts this much free reign.
"Your barbarian southern kingdom and power?" the lord finally asked back, his voice tinged in disdain. "Hiding in the shadows, nothing more. If your little spy hadn't attacked this lord from the back, none of you would still be alive. The south has no power at all, not this far north."
Right, he didn't like southerners, Brym finally remembered.
After all, this man had made his fortune by fighting the southern lords in the great civil war decades back. Not only did he dislike them, he would also consider them weak, since they had been the defeated party in that conflict. Surely, this man's mind had twisted the close and bloody conflict into a heroic victory tour with himself in the leading role. Maybe if he was reminded of his own weakness, the lord would be more willing to cooperate.
"Well, to me it seems like Lord Gratidia himself has only limited power this far north," Brym hinted at the lord's predicament.
Although he didn't like the southerners, the lord surely would be able to recognize just how cornered he was by the actions of the scholars. If he could admit that much, they would have a basis for negotiations, at least. Yet once again, Gratidia's grumpy face only became grumpier.
"Is that a threat?" the lord growled.
"No, a simple reminder that our enemies are the same." Brym remained calm, despite the man's clearly deliberate attempts at misunderstanding him. "I dislike the scholars, and what they have done to our stores in the north. Surely, Lord Gratidia would feel the same about the terror they had caused to the good people of Rhodanos."
Maybe, Brym thought, rather than talk to a southern minister, the lord would be happier to negotiate with the prestigious Wonders of the World shop's vice-president. After all, Brym knew that Lord Gratidia himself had been a regular customer at the Wonders of the World, although he never had bought all that much, owing to his limited wealth. While the position associated Brym with commoners, at least he wouldn't be representing the southern kingdom this way.
"The scholars were sent from King Amautu, and they have every right to enforce the king's law." The lord remained stubborn. Still, at least his stiff posture had eased somewhat.
Southerners equal enemies, and commoners are fine, I guess, Brym summarized. Slowly, he was getting somewhere. Now he just had to argue based on logic, and based on Medalan tradition. This guy looked like someone who valued at least the latter, if not the former.
"Does the king's law supercede the lord's law though? I mean, even the late Emperor Titu was only the first among many. What makes that northern king look down on his lords so much that he can interfere in their private estates?" Brym tried to stoke the flames. In response, Lord Gratidia harrumphed, either annoyed at Brym or at his king.
"Any issues with their king, the northern lords will handle themselves. The southern kingdom has neither power nor authority to get involved in the northern kingdom's affairs."
Finally, the lord had indirectly admitted his distaste for Amautu's power grab. At the very least, he had positioned King Amautu and the northern lords on opposite sides. This was something Brym could work with, finally. Now he just had to convince Gratidia that the south could indeed protect him from Amautu in the north, and they could work out a deal.
"Now then, the south should not be underestimated." Brym spoke quickly, encouraged by the slow but steady progress he had made so far. "From an economic perspective, the south has long surpassed the northern kingdom. By now, Saniya exceeds every city bar Arguna in prosperity. And the war in the south has also proven that the southern king can field a large army and fight the foreign invaders with it."
"An army of commoners." Gratidia just scoffed at Corco's terrifying army of thirty thousand, which had just conquered a star fortress. "This lord is not fooled. Not only are the southern troops all commoners, their only victory came against other southerners. Barbarians defeating barbarians is no achievement."
"What about King Pachacutec's attack on Qarasi Castle?" Brym tried to argue.
"More weakness from weaklings. Unlike the useless Pachacutec, Emperor Titu conquered the Narrows decades prior. Back then, the southerners were still fierce, at least. Today's so-called 'hero king' cannot even manage that much. Yet King Amautu is different. The scholar king's scholastic guard would be enough to destroy the merchant king's so-called army on its own."
And he didn't even comment on our economic performance, Brym thought with a look at the old man's self-satisfied face after bragging about his outdated achievements. Maybe he doesn't understand, actually.
"However, even without considering military might, the south certainly has considerable influence in the north. Many lords in eastern Medala are quite close to the southern king, House Petrocilius chief among them," Brym tried again. Even if this lord didn't respect the southern armies, maybe he would at least respect his fellow lords in the north. Yet once again, Gratidia's stubbornness astonished him.
"What good are those eastern fossils across the mountains?" he shot back. "And in a war, this lord would love to see how many would truly side with the south, with the northern king's armies at their doorstep."
Oh boy, what a pain. It's like this guy made up his mind a long time ago, and now nothing gets through to him. How will I ever sell my bonds this way?
Just as there was a lull in the conversation while Brym was considering his next move to soften up the stubborn old man's resolve, Inti returned with a tray of freshly brewed tea. While the two seated men were watching wordlessly, the woman in a man's clothing put the tray down onto the only table in the room, and then distributed three cups atop. After she was done, rather than pour the tea, she left the room as wordlessly as she had entered.
I wonder, is she still angry because I criticized her counterproductive plan today?" Brym wondered. "Wait, three cups?
Just in time, he realized what the third cup on the table meant, before Inti reentered the room with a third chair under her arm. Before anyone could say anything, she slammed the chair down onto the stone floor.
"Greetings, Lord Gratidia," Inti finally introduced herself, rather than sit down. Unlike Brym's assumption, she didn't look or sound angry at all. Rather, she sounded like a proper medalan noble. "This lady's name is Inti di Pluritac, daughter of General Atoc di Pluritac, and current representative of the King of the South at the Triumvirate in Arguna."
Let's see how this old guy is gonna complain about your introduction, Brym thought, not without a bit of self-satisfaction at the thought of a fellow sufferer under the old lord's moods. Yet to his shock, the lord responded politely. He even stood up first, to meet Inti at eye-level.
"This lord welcomes you to this courtyard, lady. Unfortunately, accommodations here are poor. Rather than this simple room, House Gratidia's main manor would have been a more suitable meeting place. Nevertheless, his lord hopes he will not appear as a poor host."
"Oh, no need to worry, Lord Gratidia, this lady has learned a simple soldier's life from her father and is not too delicate. Though if nothing else, the tea is sure to be delicious."
As Inti poured the tea and the two of them were making small talk, a baffled Brym tried to make sense of this new development.
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What had happened? Why was this guy suddenly so nice to Inti, when he had been so mean to Brym all this time? Wasn't he a traditional medalan warrior, who all looked down on women? Or was he just horny, and that was why he went easy on her? He did have more lovers than fingers, after all, so that made sense.
"Lady Inti truly is powerful, just as the rumors had said," the lord flattered in the meantime, which made Brym only more suspicious. "This old man was no match, as expected of General Atoc's daughter."
"Oh please, Lord Gratidia, this lady only succeeded in a sneak attack. In a proper duel, not many would be able to match a veteran hero of the great civil war," Inti flattered right back.
"Haha, this old man was never great. Rather, he simply had the honor to serve under lady's father. General Atoc was a truly great man, one who still knew how Medalans fight their wars, unlike those kids today."
By now, Brym's brain had jump started again and he was putting the pieces together in his head. As he was looking back and forth as Inti and Gratidia traded compliments, he slowly figured out why his treatment had been so different from his companion's.
To Lord Gratidia — a meathead who only cared about fighting — Brym was just an Arcavian, outsider. According to self-satisfied Medalans — especially the old generation — everyone outside of Medala would be considered a weakling in the first place. His second identity had been a representative of the south — a force which Gratidia had personally defeated, though it was already decades ago. Finally, Brym tried to score points with his role as a merchant, but those were considered useless by most medalan nobles anyways. From the very start, Brym didn't have a chance, not with any of his prestigious identities.
Meanwhile, Inti worked for the south as well, but wasn't an actual southerner at all. Instead, she was born and raised in Arguna, and was thus considered a proper member of the northern warrior class. Even the most snobbish of lords would acknowledge her status.
Not only that, her role in the Triumvirate Meetings further improved her position. No matter how empty the position was in reality, it was still an official position in Arguna, and at an institution of the empire to boot, as opposed to a simple role at one of the newly founded courts of the three kingdoms.
To finish it all off, her father had been a famous warrior as well, one Lord Gratidia had fought under directly. Not to mention, after the lord had been defeated by Inti in battle, he could not help but acknowledge her. If he still looked down on her at that point, he would only humiliate himself after his defeat.
Thus Brym found himself in this strange position, in which Inti and the lord were chatting like old friends, while he himself looked on like an outsider. However, the young merchant wasn't all too bothered. Instead, he saw opportunity in adversity.
All this time, I've had a treasure traveling with me and I didn't notice. I should have asked Inti to help me out way earlier.
With such a secret weapon by his side, his available tactics during negotiations would considerably expand as well. Yet just as Brym was happy about his new options, and just as he wanted to insert himself into the conversation again to strike up a deal, Inti betrayed the trust Brym had just invested in her.
"As this lord has stated before, it is impossible for this lord to side with the south against King Amautu," Gratidia patiently explained to Inti, much unlike his gruff attitude towards Brym. "While this lord has great respect for the late emperor and wishes to side with his eldest son to ensure appropriate succession, the south simply does not possess the strength in the north to protect this lord's weakened house, nor his estate ravaged by war."
"Clearly, lord underestimates the power of the south around Arguna, a power which has been proven many times over the past years," Inti began her betrayal. "After all, the southern kingdom has long worked with the northern barbarians, as well as the bandits along the major trade routes, to disturb King Amautu's plans."
"Is that true?" a shocked Gratidia asked, and looked at Brym for confirmation, for the first time in a while.
"Yes, I have been personally responsible for many contacts with independent freedom fighters in the countryside," he admitted, though with a frown. "In fact, the impact of the bandit raids has previously forced the northern king to cooperate with us by protecting our property rights in Porcero."
Although Brym was unhappy that Inti had just released sensitive information without clearing it with him first, he had no choice but to act casual and play along. Though in the first place, it wasn't a big secret anyways. After years of operations, most of the northern lords would know who the bandits were associated with by now. The only reason Amautu hadn't made trouble for them over it was that he didn't have any concrete evidence, and that the bandits had restrained their actions ever since the Porcero issue. The fact that Gratidia didn't know about any of that said a lot about his political ability. The more he thought about it, talking about an open secret was hardly Inti's fault.
"Ah, indeed. This lord has heard the story, though was unaware that bandits were involved in the negotiations," Gratidia pretended to remember. As far as Brym could tell, this lord was completely unaware of anything happening outside of his own estate. How could a neighbor of Arguna be this poorly informed?
"In that case, Lord Gratidia can see that we are indeed able to influence the northern kingdom's court," Inti argued while Brym was still reassessing the lord's value in his head. "While the distances are too vast to directly intervene with the southern army, we certainly have enough strength to put pressure on the northern king and ease Lord Gratidia's burden."
For a while, Lord Gratidia went silent and mulled over his options, or at least that was what Brym hoped for. So far, the lord had surprised him more than once with his unreasonable attitude.
"And what is it the southern kingdom wants in return for my help?" the lord finally asked, his first proper reaction in a while. Brym could barely contain his excitement when he finally saw the hint of an agreement looming over the horizon. Ever since Inti had entered the room, the mood had really started to turn for the better.
"All we ask for in return is mutually beneficial cooperation," Brym said immediately, eager to capitalize on the chance. "After all, it is in our interest that the power of the scholars be reduced in the northern estates, as it is in Lord Gratidia's. Once Rhodanos returns to its rightful owner, we only ask for our trade access to remain unrestricted, just the same as before."
And then I can finally start selling you my bonds. You're really not making this easy for me, are you?
Predictably, the timid lord shook his head again.
"However, it is impossible for House Gratidia to directly oppose the orders of the scholar king. House Gratidia's forces have been weakened too much," he argued.
"Weakened?" a baffled Brym asked. "The last war between north and center ended quite a while ago. Most involved estates should have replenished their forces by now. Although damages to Rhodanos were quite severe, Gratidia's troops should have been largely rebuilt as well, should they not?"
In response, Gratidia sighed.
"Indeed, they should have. However, most young warriors have been sent to Challwala, to serve in the scholastic guard. Without any men, this lord cannot build an army."
"Wait, the king's special army?" a confused Brym asked. "Why would the warriors of the noble houses serve directly under the king?"
"Maybe you're unaware, but since around halfway through the last war against Pacha, Amautu has begun to recruit new warriors for his scholastic guard from the estates. He was probably running out of his own," Inti explained. "The guard has also grown rapidly since that time, though we don't know how strong their combat power is, since it is cobbled together from different forces. Every estate is ordered to supply a certain amount of warriors to join the king's scholastic guard. In return, the warriors are supposed receive a proper education, to lead them out of the darkness. An army of true scholars, or so they say."
Inti scoffed at the grandiose statement, and Brym couldn't help but do the same.
"Sounds like they're just recruiting cannon fodder," he commented.
Compared to this scholastic guard, Saniya's soldiers weren't forced levies, all of them had been recruited of their own free will. Not only that, they were also receiving a proper education designed by his big brother, unlike whatever brainwashing these scholastic guards were going through.
"The constant loss of House Gratidia's young warriors has severely crippled the house, while strengthening the northern king's power," the lord complained to interrupt Brym's thoughts. "Thus, it is impossible for the house to oppose the king, lest this lord's own men return under the scholar king's banner to raze Rhodanos."
As Brym looked at the elder lord's miserable appearance and his helpless sigh, he couldn't help but think that this Lord Gratidia was... an idiot. Surely, no other lord in the north was fulfilling these tyrannical orders dutifully. If they were, he would have long heard complaints from his friends in Eastern Medala.
Off the top of his head, Brym himself could come up with countless methods to deal with the king's orders. Lords could deliberately misrepresent the number of warriors under their command, so they wouldn't have to send so many. They could exaggerate the threat of local bandits or act out internal conflicts between each other, for an excuse to defer the sending of troops. They could just send members of the warrior class who didn't have a fighting education, even women or old men. Of course, they could always just dress up commoners as warriors and send them over, like Loreius had done at the end of the last war.
Surely, the other lords would have thought of dozens more ways to defy the northern king's orders without making themselves the target of Amautu's revenge. Probably only this guy, with his estate furthest away from Amautu's seat of power, was dumb enough to follow the orders by the letter, until his force was almost completely hollowed out. Of course, Brym couldn't say the truth to the fool's face. They still needed his cooperation to fight the scholars, after all.
"Not to worry, Lord Gratidia," he thus said, together with a comforting smile that took all of his acting practice to perform. "You are not expected to fight the northern troops directly. In fact, no one is. All we ask is for you to stay hidden — and thus neutral — for a while longer. And if the scholars ask you to get involved directly, just pretend to be so weakened that you can no longer control your estate. We will handle the rest."
By now, a plan had begun to form in Brym's head, one which seemed quite suitable to deal with this new threat in the north. It was an economic solution to a cultural and military problem, very much to his liking.
Now that he had met the lord and understood that he didn't like the scholars either, the plan could go ahead. As for the great Lord Gratidia himself? Based on Brym's assessment of the lord, it would be the most helpful if he stayed out of it. With this guy's ability, he would just mess things up more if he got involved too much.
Conversely, if things went as planned, Rhodanos would become a prime example for dealing with Amautu's power grab, one to be repeated throughout the north.
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Inside a nameless shack in the eastern part of Rhodanos, an almost eerie quiet had taken hold. Usually, this place was bustling, filled with the smell of booze, sweat and copper. After all, everyone in the area knew that this shack was owned by the Portside Gang and operated as a gambling house.
Yet tonight, none of the usual gamblers were here to throw away their hard-earned savings on dubious chance. None of the croupiers were manipulating the dice rolls to make sure the house would always win. At least the latter were still there, but without any customers to rip off, what was the point?
As the boss stared down at the desolation of what once used to be his best business, he knew he was in trouble. Up here on the second floor, the boss usually sat, enjoyed some wine, and looked over the railing down onto the gamblers, as they made money for him with their vices. Right now, he still sat and drank in the same place as always, but the wine was pleasure no more. Now it only served to numb his troubles.
"Everything still the same?" he asked his right-hand man, hoping for a different answer, despite knowing better.
"Yeah, boss," the right hand with the two missing fingers replied. "Those South-city bastards left the front door, but one of them is still watching us from across the street. He'll probably 'arrest' anyone who wants to go in."
"Are they still wearing their ridiculous costumes?" The boss sneered. Those guys from the south city were an embarrassment for the gangs of Rhodanos. Yet in contrast to the boss' derision, the right-hand man frowned deeply.
"That's right, boss. They say they're scholars now, so they need to stamp out any gambling in the city. They say it's their right to arrest all the gamblers they want."
"Bastards! They take out the competition and now all our customers are gambling at their place! Why else would anyone go into that dingy rat hole!?" The boss slammed his fist against the second-floor railing, before he added in a deep growl: "Are they that eager to start an all-out war?"
"Well, boss..." The right hand hesitated, before he continued. "Last time we tried to fight them, the guards got involved and arrested all of ours. And they let those southern bastards go with no arrests."
Of course, the boss knew all of that already. Reminded of the uncomfortable truth, the boss' body deflated as his hot head cooled off again. Someone up high in the city apparently wanted to deal with the Portsiders, and they were using the South-city gang to do it.
Now that they were against another gang and the local guards, there was nothing they could do. Even the old bribes weren't helping anymore. They hadn't been warned about any of the recent raids, and none of their guys had made it back out from prison recently.
Frustrated, the boss turned back away from his empty establishment. Looking at the empty seats wouldn't magically generate more customers. Instead, he focused on something productive and drank some more wine. What else could he do? Thus, he continued to spend his night like he had spent his day: brooding in silence.
For a while, the boss looked deep into his wine, as if a magical solution would present itself within. It took a sudden banging from downstairs to wake him from his apathy.
"Damn fools! Can you not stay quiet and let me sit here in peace for a moment!?" the boss screamed and jumped up, his cup of wine still in his left. Once again, he slammed his right fist against the railing, as he stared at the source of the noise downstairs.
Yet what he saw robbed him of his voice, and all of his anger. For the first time in days, customers had finally arrived, but they had come with bad intentions. A dozen armed men in black robes had entered the room, and they were in the process of taking apart his gambling house.
At some point, his right-hand man had left his side, and now he was leading the Portsiders to defend their gang's last good property. With clubs and knives they charged to drive out the intruders, yet against this new enemy, they were helpless. All they could do was scream as they were taken out one by one.
All the intruders seemed to be fighting experts, armored and armed. Although they were faced with the most ferocious gang in Rhodanos, there wasn't even a need for them to draw the swords and axes they carried. All of his men lost their weapons before they could swing them, and they promptly ended up as heaps on the floor.
Some screamed as they held their broken arms and legs, others were unconscious, or pretending to be. His right hand was one of them. In a corner and hidden behind another body, he lay down and glanced up at him. The boss didn't really mind their cowardice. This wasn't the kind of enemy they could fight straight-up, not even with all the bravery in the world. Faced with overwhelming force, all they could do was await their final judgment. In fact, he'd rather his guys didn't injure themselves over a lost cause.
It's been a long time coming, the boss thought, and looked for the leader among the attackers.
Once the room had been cleared out, two figures entered, neither of whom fit in with the surroundings, or the rest of the intruders. A fat man dressed like a woman, all bright and with needless frills, stood next to a slim woman dressed like a man, wearing a warrior's battle robe. As their goons took apart the gang's remaining forces, these two held a conversation as if they were out on a stroll.
"Well, who said my methods were too rough?" the woman asked the man. "What about this is different from last time?"
"Back then, we dealt with a lord, and a business partner. This is different," the man argued as he carelessly waved around the room at the destruction his people had caused.
"Just because they're of lower status?" The woman scoffed. "Surely, your big brother wouldn't like that sort of attitude."
In response, the man turned to look at the woman. Apparently, her complaint had stung.
"No, it's because in places like these, no one will respect us if we show no strength first. Not to mention, we're not here for negotiations this time," he said, and carelessly turned around, to look at the boss who was making his way down the stairs. "We're here to bring gifts."
Whatever you're bringing, I don't want it, the boss thought bitterly.
"Whatever you say, great master." The woman shrugged. "By the way, is it fine for us to just come in here like this? Shouldn't we be wearing masks or something?"
"It's fine. Even if the people here see our faces, it doesn't really matter," the fat man explained. "Legally, their word is worthless as evidence, since they're of lower status than us. We just need to make sure the guards or scholars don't catch us in the act, and they can't do anything to us. I mean, that's why we had our guys clean out the street first, right?"
So they're not with the guards or the South-city Gang? Who are these people? Or are they lying?
While the boss was thinking about the origins of his mysterious guests, the woman focused on him for the first time since they had come in.
"So, do you want me to lead the talks?" she asked the man next to her. "I mean, we only managed those last negotiations thanks to me."
"No need, Lady." The fat man put on a fake smile as he also focused on the boss as well. "This time, you can watch a master at work."
While the two of them had been talking, the boss had finally made his way down the stairs. By now, all of his men had either fled the premises or had been subdued. Only he alone was left standing. With resentment-filled eyes, he stared at the two who had apparently ordered his destruction.
"So, are you here to end it?" he asked with the utmost contempt he could muster. "Took you long enough. At least you're not playing around any more."
Without any respect for the great force before him, the boss sat down on the only upright chair he could find. His legs spread and his arms crossed, he stared at the intruders with the most disrespect he could. Maybe if he made these people angry, they would make a mistake, or at least focus on him and leave his guys alone. However, the intruders' calm reaction disappointed him.
"We're not here to end anything. We are only here to present a business opportunity." The fat man's smile widened as he spoke. With calm, even steps, he walked up to the boss who had lost control of his own hideout. As if he owned the place, the chubby stranger came up to him, picked up a chair off the ground, carefully dusted it off, and sat opposite the boss.
Meanwhile, the girl kept standing near the front door by herself. For a while, the fat man simply stared at the boss with his harmless smile, until the boss could no longer take the silence.
"So who's sent you? Was it those bastards from the south? Or that lying guard captain?"
The local guard captain had always accepted his bribes, yet suddenly and without any warning, the captain's men had turned against his gang. He wouldn't be surprised if that man had sent some goons to clean him up, maybe out of fear that his trips to the gang's brothel might become public knowledge. The people who had just dealt with his men were certainly strong enough to be warrior guards, so it wouldn't have surprised the boss. However, the intruder just shook his head again.
"I'm here to represent only myself, and the Wonders of the World shop, which I serve as vice-president," the man said, and crossed his legs in a relaxed posture, as if he didn't have anything to fear. Although it was true, the intruder's attitude really annoyed the boss.
"A merchant then," he tried to provoke again. "So what does a simple merchant want here with me? How much copper have those South-city bastards given you to deal with me?"
Yet in response to the repeated provocations, the merchant just held his eerie smile.
"However much copper they have, it would not be enough to buy my loyalty. My friends are very rich, you know? And so am I."
As he spoke, this vice-president set a vial filled with a clear liquid on the floor between them. At first he had looked for a table nearby, but all the tables in the gambling house had been overturned. Once the vial had been set down with a clear clink, the merchant leaned back and crossed his arms. Clearly, he was waiting for some kind of reaction, but the boss just stared back at him.
"Won't you ask me what this is?" the merchant finally asked after the prolonged silence had become uncomfortable, while he pointed at the vial.
"Poison?" the boss asked back. This stranger wasn't asking him to commit suicide, right? Or maybe he was hiring him for an assassination? It wasn't the Portsiders' area of expertise, but he wouldn't decline the job in the latter case. At least then, they had a chance to survive the night, and they really needed the business.
"Always so dramatic. I like that. I'm quite fond of drama myself," the merchant said and laughed inexplicably. "No, it's not poison. It's rose water from my shop. Lavender flavor, to be exact, one of our bestsellers. This vial alone is worth 15 Sila, probably more than your little gambling hut here makes in a day, even at the best of times."
The boss stared at the vial, and finally bent forward. When he was about to touch it, he hesitated, and looked up at the merchant, whose slit eyes and smooth voice were like a snake's.
"You're allowed to take it. Don't worry."
Finally, the boss picked up the precious item and weighed it in his hands. Once he had taken the vial, the merchant laughed as if he had achieved something special.
"You can have this one for free, but for the rest, you'll have to pay," the man finally said. Once more, the boss became vigilant. Maybe the poison was smeared on the outside? Was this guy blackmailing him for the antidote?
"What do you mean?" the boss thus asked with trepidation. All the acted calm from before was completely gone by now.
"I'm ready to consider you a franchisee," the merchant explained. Though when the boss didn't react at all to the strange word, the intruder explained further. "That means you will be allowed to purchase the luxury items of the Wonders of the World directly from my stock."
"Purchase? So I'm your customer." This time, the words made the boss frown. So this guy really was after his money, what little he had left.
Though, not only were the Portsiders poor now, this certainly wasn't the way to make a sale. The boss had no interest in these goods which only those nobles and fat merchants would buy. Luckily, there was a fat merchant right here to alleviate his concerns, even before he could voice them.
"Oh no, you're certainly no customer," he said as he shook his head. "The purchase price will be quite reasonable, below what you would have to pay in my shop directly. After the purchase, the goods are yours. What you do with them at that point has nothing to do with me. You can use them yourself, or you can bribe officials with them, or you can sell them on for a higher price and pocket the difference. I am partial to the last option, personally."
The merchant winked, as if he had made a particularly successful joke. However, no one was laughing, not even among his own people. As far as the boss was concerned, the deal sounded too good to be true. There was never a free meal in this world, not for people like him.
"And what do you get out of this?" he thus tried to probe. "Is your shop not running well these days?"
In response, the merchant sighed dramatically.
"It seems you have been busy with your own affairs," he explained. "Those new scholars who have been bothering you also don't want me to sell my luxury goods to the good people of Rhodanos. They've essentially shut down my store, so business is certainly not booming."
Finally, everything clicked in the boss' head. Now he understood what this intruder wanted from him. This stranger was eager to start a riot in the city, and he didn't want to get his own hands dirty.
"You want me to deal with those South-city bastards for you. So I'm cannon fodder," he calmly judged.
This snake would give him these valuable goods to sell, which was certainly a great opportunity. Smuggling was always a profitable business. Yet if the boss accepted the deal, he would certainly clash with the South-city Gang, who were apparently eager to make these goods illegal. Maybe under the guise of scholars, they would try to rob his new smuggling operation. Greed on both sides would inevitably lead to a massive gang-war, one which would cost who knew how many souls, one which could spell the end for the Portsiders.
On the other side, the offer was almost too good to turn down, especially now that they were at the end of their rope. While the boss was still struggling to make a decision, the merchant just shrugged as if he didn't care about his choice at all.
"There's no great profits without great risks," he added. "Yes, if you want to protect your profits from this smuggling business, you might have to deal with minor interference from some competitors. Then again, that has nothing to do with me. I'm just here to offload some excess merchandise I have in stock. What you do with it, or what happens as a result, is none of my business."
Easy for you to say. It's not your life on the line, the boss thought.
By now, the vial in his hand started to look like poison again. Before he could come to a conclusion, the snake spoke up again to tempt him some more.
"You should think about this clearly. If you won't take my business, then I'll go ask someone else. You're not the only desperate gangster in this city, you know?"
Again, the boss was torn. For now, he thought it would be best to play for time. Maybe he could at least learn more about this snake, before he agreed to a deal that would get them all killed.
"I want to say yes, but I can't make the deal by myself. In here, we make all our decisions as a group," the boss lied. "Please wait for an answer until I've talked to my guys."
To his surprise, the snake didn't push him any further.
"Very well. In that case, I won't take up any more of your time," he simply said. "Due to matters of accountability and alibi, I cannot personally give you any details on our dealings. Someone will contact you soon. Should you have made a decision by then, we will be able to proceed with our business. Otherwise, I wish you the best of luck in your future endeavors."
The merchant stood up, and bowed deeply.
Acting as if he's my equal, while he treats me like a pawn, the boss thought. However, the merchant seemed to have no concerns for his thoughts, secure in his strength, and in the strength of his deal.
"I hope for a mutually profitable cooperation," he simply said and turned to leave. When he was already by the door, he turned around one final time.
"Oh, and by the way, you don't need to worry about the city guards," he added. "However rough you guys decide to play this time, I guarantee you that they will no longer get involved. We have made sure of that."
Thus, under the baffled eyes of the boss, the mysterious intruders left as quickly and silently as they had arrived, leaving behind only his destroyed gambling house, as well as a single glass vial in his hand.


Hermit's Notes: Sorry about the reference in the title.
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Chapter 458 - Evening Sky
April 8


For a full trium after the arrival of the scholars, Rhondanos had turned from a vibrant city into a stale pond. After most enjoyable things in life had become illegal over night, the citizens had retreated into their homes and waited in trepidation, hoping that their lord would soon restore order in the city.
Yet when even the lord's city guards showed subservience towards the scholars, they were stuck, unable to fight back. Anyone who fought back by that point would become a target for the scholars to show off their authority. Thus, nothing had happened for half a month as the situation slowly deterioarted and the scholars tightened their grasp on power. Yet the sudden arrival of two visitors from the south had now thrown a massive stone into this stale pond, and the waves threatened to swallow the entire city.
Much of the outer city's east side was made up of the largest, most important port in Rhodanos, as well as the warehouses and sleeping quarters for the dock workers around it. This place had always been the core territory of the Portsiders, who got their name from their control over the local ports. As the formerly largest, most powerful gang in the city, they used to control all illegal smuggling business going through the port as well.
Only after the South-city Gang had donned the white robes of the scholars had their fortunes begun to reverse. Over the previous trium, they had worked hard to take control of the ports, yet now the Portsiders had found a powerful backer of their own. Emboldened by the prospect of great profits, the Portsiders fought back to preserve what remained of their territory. Of course, the scholars who were so close to controlling the entire city wouldn't allow a counter attack at the last moment, so things quickly turned violent.
A previously inconspicuous warehouse at the eastern port stood bright ablaze. Its flames reached up towards the stars and illuminated the low-hanging clouds. Their reflections turned the dark of night it into the red of dusk. Burning figures screamed in terror as they rushed out of the crumbling building, to accompany the roar of the flames behind them.
Since five days ago, the unassuming warehouse had served the Portsiders as a hub for their newest smuggling operation. Up until last night, it had been filled with precious luxury goods imported from Saniya. Through secret channels, the scholars had learned the news. Thus, they had attempted a raid on the building before their rivals could react and move away the expensive merchandise. Yet in their arrogance, the scholars had forgotten that they hadn't ruled over the city for more than a few days. This was still the old hunting ground of the Portsider Gang. Out here, nothing escaped their notice.
The Portsiders had long been ready for the raid, and had in fact leaked the news about the warehouse on purpose. When the fake scholars burst down the doors, they only found a building filled with empty boxes, as well as an ambush from their rivals.
During the violent fighting, a fire broke out, and the dry boxes filled with straw for packing were the perfect material to grow the humble flame. Soon, the fire spread from the warehouse to the surrounding buildings, as all gangsters in the area fled in horror. They feared for their lives, as they feared accountability for their actions. That night, almost a fourth of the city's biggest port burned to the ground, together with dozens of gang members from both sides, thousands of Sila in smuggled merchandise, and countless innocent. Even so, the fighting wouldn't stop, and only grew more and more ferocious as the days went on.
While the fire was still raging across the city, several scholars lay in ambush in a dark alley in some unassuming corner of the western city. They had positioned themselves to cut off all escape routes from a private courtyard on a busy street corner. Beyond the courtyard's walls, they had learned, the Portsiders were distributing some of their new smuggled goods to willing buyers.
Enraged by the bold resistance from their long-term rivals and greedy for the copper from their newest operation, the pious scholars stormed the building. Thus began another desperate struggle between the two parties.
This time however, the scholars truly caught their rivals by surprise. And this time, they had the advantage in numbers. They killed the sellers and guests, robbed all the merchandise and disappeared into the night before any reinforcements could arrive. Their victory left behind eight bodies, two of them fake scholars and another two civilians. While it felt like a significant victory to the victors, it ultimately changed very little about the gang war which was still raging in Rhodanos.
All across the outer city, a dozen more distribution points just like this one existed. Now that one had been compromised, the Portsiders could just open a new one within a day. Thus the fighting continued, on and on in a never-ending cycle of violence. In all meanings of the phrase, the outer city of Rhodanos was on fire, as the two gangs fought tooth and nail for dominance.
Yet the city guards, who should have guaranteed the safety of the citizens, remained suspiciously absent throughout the chaos. Rather than venture into the outer city to restore order, they strictly stuck to the inner city walls, to protect the nobles of Rhodanos alone, while the commoners outside were forced to fend for themselves.
Thus, from the absolute safety of an inner city courtyard, Brym could watch the red skies in peace, even though they were caused by the flames of the outer city's destruction. Although a banquet of great delicacies had been laid out before him by their host, he really didn't feel like eating, which was a first for him. Yet this certainly wasn't the fault of the cook. Rather, no matter how well prepared the dishes were, all of them just smelled burnt to him right now.
"This doesn't look like an economic solution to the problem," Inti commented, her frown mirroring Brym's own. Unlike the merchant, she was still eating, but she clearly wasn't enjoying the meal House Gratidia had prepared for them either.
"No, it does not." Uncharacteristically, Brym admitted defeat immediately. In ordinary times, he would have prepared to argue it out with Inti over dinner. Normally, he quite enjoyed such debates. Today however, he really wasn't feeling up to it. Clearly, the girl was picking up on his low mood as well.
"Well, I mean, no one could have foreseen that things would turn out so violent," she tried to comfort him, rather than prod further. Yet her words provided little comfort to Brym
"I could have foreseen it. In fact, I was counting on it," he said frankly, even though the admission spread a bitterness in his mouth. "Money is the solution, and source of all our problems. When I presented them with such a big prize, both sides were guaranteed to fight tooth and nail for all that copper. The only thing I didn't consider were my own feelings."
The moment he had come up with his plan, Brym had already foreseen the chaos in the city. This result wasn't anything surprising to him. In fact, he had banked on it. Based on his own understanding of the situation in Rhodanos and their available means, this would be the most effective method to fight back against Amautu's power in the north.
Since the scholars were interfering with business operations around the country, Brym wouldn't be able to sell any bonds up north to solve their financial issues any more. Worse yet, the shops weren't generating any more profits either, which would reduce the southern kingdom's fiscal revenue further. However, by selling his leftover stock to the gangsters, he could retain most of their income, with only a slight reduction in their expected profits.
In the same move, Brym had also launched a massive gang war in Rhodanos. In the short-term, this conflict would reveal the so-called scholars for what they really were: weak thugs who were hiding behind a strong facade, backed in their thuggery by the northern king's court. Long-term, this war would have a significant impact on the economic strength of the northern kingdom as public order began to break down along Medala's busiest trade route.
Even the loss of civilian life which was happening throughout the city right now had been part of the plan right from the start. With increasing chaos in the north, ever more commoners would travel south to Saniya for security. Those who stayed would harbor resentment against the scholars who had caused such a conflict in the first place. Of course, they wouldn't resent a fellow merchant who was just trying to sell desirable goods to willing buyers, so the southern kingdom's reputation would be safe, despite everything he had done to provoke the conflict.
All in all, it had been a perfect plan. Yet now that he sat here and watched the carnage, even just from a distance, he realized that he wasn't quite as strong as he thought he had been. Initially, he had wanted to solve the crisis in the north all on his own, without burdening his big brother Corco. Yet now, he felt like he could smell the copper and iron — not of money, but of blood — in the air all around him. His usual, calm business smile was long gone, together with his appetite. At this point, he was doubting whether his clever plan had been the right thing to do in the first place.
Maybe I should just stop traveling around and go home. We've already sold enough bonds in the central kingdom to balance the budget for the year.
As a gloomy Brym brooded over his future plans, Inti began to look increasingly distressed as well.
"How about we just call back home?" she suggested. "We should have sent back a report a while ago already. Maybe we can ask someone to take over here, so that we can just move on to some place that's less... on fire."
For a moment, Brym was tempted to agree to the idea. However, when he thought back on the past year in Saniya, he nevertheless shook his head.
"No, if you can, would you please not report what has been happening here, at least for a while? Big brother has enough to deal with already."
Reminded by Inti's words, Brym had finally remembered the resolve he had almost forgotten in his dismay. He really wasn't surprised by the outcome of his plan, so he didn't need to report home for support. Rather, because he had anticipated such a result, he deliberately hadn't reported back home until now. He knew that his big brother abhorred methods such as these, methods which brought harm to the common people of Medala. However, he also knew that this was the best way to resolve the issues in the north.
If he reported back home, then Corco would once again be forced to give up an optimal solution, only to stick to his principles. Once again, he would have to waste his time and energy, and agonize over imperfect alternatives, just to fulfill everyone else's demands, to his own detriment. Compared to such an outcome, Brym would rather hide the truth for a while, and take on all responsibilities himself.
By now, he had steeled his heart once more. Although the sky was red from flames and the streets were red from blood, all of this was necessary. At some point, the north was bound to explode, and it was better that it was mostly gangsters killing each other, rather than innocent civilians being suppressed and slaughtered by the scholars.
Maybe all of that was just Brym's conjecture, just an excuse to make himself feel better, but he had already started down this road, and he would continue to go down the same path, without hesitation. This was the right thing to do, he was convinced of it. And if he had to lay the weight of some innocent souls onto his conscience, he would do so without hesitation. At least for once, it wouldn't be Corco who would have to make the difficult decisions.
"So what happens now?" Inti asked him after a prolonged silence. Maybe she herself had felt Brym's resolve. At the very least, she didn't look quite as careful as before.
"Now we wait, at least for a few more days to make sure the right side has the upper hand in this city," a stone-faced Brym replied. By now, a grim indifference had swept over him. Now that the ball was in motion, he no longer had the power to stop it anyways.
"You think our guys will win?" Inti asked.
"They should be able to. They have all the advantages they need," Brym began to explain. "With the considerable profits from their smuggling business, the Portsiders will be able to buy as many weapons and recruit as many new members as they want. With enough silver, they can even afford to hire warriors for a while. Meanwhile, the scholars only have an empty title to fall back on. All this time, they used the threat of the northern court to stop any resistance, but in the face of thugs without status or anything to lose, those tactics will no longer work. And now that the guards have retreated into the inner city, the scholars are all on their own. Without funds or reinforcements, they'll run out of steam pretty quickly."
"You're sure the guards won't move in again? What if an order comes down from Amautu directly?" Inti added with a worried look. However, Brym was far more assured in his plan than her.
"Lord Gratidia will just continue to hide and pretend he didn't get the order until it's too late. He wants the scholars out of his city more than anyone. I mean, you heard how desperate he was when we met him," he reminded Inti, before he stood up and walked up to the room's window. Outside, the red skies had begun to flicker and dim, a sign that the distant fires were about to go out. Maybe the fighting had finally stopped for the night.
"After this, the scholars will have their reputation ruined in the city," he explained further, more for himself than for Inti at that point. The more he went through his plan, the more his resolve grew. "Once we start conflicts al over the country, they'll suffer significant losses. Even if only one in a hundred of these people is a true scholar loyal to Amautu, it'll be devastating. They can't afford to lose that many officials. Afterwards, they probably will no longer dare to overreach their power so much. Not only will we gain favor with the northern lords, it'll also allow our core businesses to operate again. Not to mention that I'll finally be able to sell my bonds."
Although the look at the red skies still stung in Brym's heart, although the burnt smell still lingered in his nose, all of this was bigger than himself. All this time, Corco had stood in front of him and carried all the burdens, but Brym was no longer the little orphan boy who had to be protected. It was high time that he began to carry part of the burden as well. All this time, Brym had never forgotten the main goal of their operation. While he was up here in the north, he'd make all the money Corco needed for his grand plans, even if he had to burn his soul to do it.
At some point, Inti had quietly come next to him and watched the red of the sky turn black once more.
"It seems like there will be a lot more red skies up ahead for us," she commented.
"Let's try to enjoy them," Brym replied, his pain buried deep within. "They are beautiful, after all."


Hermit's Notes: There we are, all caught up, I think. 
Finally managed to get a bit of character development in for Brym, who was always a bit one-note with the money thing. I hope it felt natural (I spent way more time debating the direction of this chapter than I really should have).
This arc is slowly closing in on its end, just another transitional chapter (probably released tomorrow or the day after), and then a bit of a finale, but only a mini one.
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April 11


It had been almost three months since Brym had left Rhodanos. Now, he found himself in a nameless little forest on the western foot of the Sallqata Mountain Range. Until recently, this place was untouched by civilization, far away from any cities controlled by nobles, or any sites of pilgrimage. No major road led through the area either. It was truly the middle of nowhere.
However, there was a good reason for him to take a detour in between visiting the cities of northern Medala and make his way here. Within these nameless woods, a valuable investment lay hidden, one he had been cultivating for years.
Unbeknownst to most — even unbeknownst to the lord who nominally owned these woods — a number of huts had been erected in the middle of the forest. Although this village was only small in size, it had a little stream and a deep well for water, a blacksmith for repairs, a granary for winter supplies, and almost anything else a self-sufficient settlement would need.
This was the newest hideout of the Latrus bandits, built with the southern kingdom's generous sponsorship. Currently, Brym found himself inside the largest of the village huts, sat opposite the leader of the bandits, Latrus the Unfettered himself.
After years in charge of his own bandit group, the rogue warrior had acquired the kind of confident posture only a true leader could have, together with the weathered skin to prove the days and months spent outside to lead his men into battle and provide for his own.
"Lord Brym, how good to see you again," the bandit leader greeted his main sponsor enthusiastically, while he led them to their seats. "I do hope you had a good time coming here."
"Yes, we came here without any trouble, though it is no slight on your newest home's secrecy," Brym replied with his customary smile. "Your directions were concise, so we managed to find your location just fine. Though I will say that we would have taken days of searching if your men hadn't guided us from the edge of the forest. Still, the way from civilization to here was quite uneventful. After all, I'm bringing enough protection these days, so no one on the way dared to bother us."
"I can see as, much" Latrus replied with a look out the window, where Brym's guard sat squeezed together in the small open space in the center of the village.
If he still was with his previous retinue, their accommodations wouldn't have been a problem. Although the village was small, they could have easily housed the half a dozen warriors Brym had brought along in the past. However, things had changed a lot over the past months. By now, the southern kingdom's minister of finance was forced to travel with a full fifty warriors for protection, an entire half platoon.
This change in numbers had become necessary because Brym's recent actions had caused considerable unrest in the northern kingdom. Of course, the northern court would do their best to target the main cause of these conflicts. Not only were Brym's shops one of the main targets of their revenge — often with violent consequences — Brym's own team would also also become the target of frequent 'bandit attacks', especially when they were traveling through the wilderness like this.
Thus, they had to increase their retinue sufficiently. By now, Brym was traveling with fifty proper warriors for protection. While the numbers seemed excessive as bandit protection for an envoy with diplomatic protection, they were still necessary in practice. After all, they weren't really fighting bandits. They were fighting Amautu's poorly disguised minions. Those warriors and scholars would just don some cheap clothes and ambush them in some deserted area, hopefully to kill him and then push the blame onto real bandits in the area.
Yet the increase in the size of Brym's retinue was enough to put an end to such shenanigans. If they were still wiped out with fifty fully armed warriors, even Amautu and his hypocritical scholars wouldn't have been able to argue that it had been a simple bandit attack. Obviously, there was no bandit in all of Medala who could organize a team large enough to deal with this many warriors.
Well, if there's one bandit who can organize that many, it might be this guy, Brym thought, as he observed his host some more. The lord of this hidden village, Latrus 'the Unfettered', formerly Latrus di Saliena, was a former warrior who had fled the eastern Governor Quintus Saliena's tyrannical rule years ago, on the day of Corco's return to Medala. As a rogue warrior, he obviously could no longer follow an honorable path in life, since they were considered outcasts of society for failing to uphold their duties towards their nominal lords.
Thus, Latrus and his family had been forced to hide away in the forests around Porcero while living off of the scraps of traveling merchants ever since then. However, a chance encounter with Brym years back had changed the family's fortunes. Those fortunes were now plain to see, laid out before Brym.
"Please, enjoy yourself," Latrus said, while he motioned towards the delicacies he had prepared for his sponsor's visit. The host presented with a feast on par with the poorer lords in Medala, which not only proved the wealth of the bandit group, but also their connections in the area, since they had clearly known early on that Brym was coming.
"I see you have made good use of the southern kingdom's money," Brym quipped, and picked up a cup of wine. Although the preparations for the foods here were as simple as the entire village, the basic ingredients used were all of great value. Not only the wine was high-quality, Brym even spotted some saltwater fish. In this place — which lay as far inland as Medala's geography would allow — only vast amounts of ice, and vaster amounts of money, would allow for such a feast.
"Yes indeed, we have," Latrus replied in a satisfied tone, and picked up his own cup for a toast.
WIth the financial support from the southern kingdom, the Latrus bandits had managed to grow from their humble beginnings as roadside robbers. Soon, they had spread their operations all throughout eastern Medala. In return, they had helped disrupt the new trade routes the Arcavians had been establishing through the northern kingdom and towards Chutwa.
During the south's conflict with Lord Saliena over their property rights in Porcero, the Latrus bandits had further intensified their efforts, to force Amautu into a compromise. In the end, in return for the guaranteed property rights of the southern kingdom in the north, all bandit forces, including Latrus and his men and women, had scaled down their operations. That had been two years ago, yet the south's support for the bandits had never stopped.
"We do not usually live this large. We were expecting our great benefactor, so we prepared in excess for your arrival," Latrus explained the feast. Maybe he didn't want Brym to think that he was wasting all of the sponsored money on luxuries, though that was an unnecessary concern. The presence of this village alone was more than enough to prove the efforts of the bandit group, as well as the sound nature of Brym's investment.
While Amautu's kingdom used the breathing room from the reduced bandit activity to fight the Kingdom of the Center, and then to start centralizing the country, the bandits hadn't stood still either. Off the beaten path in between estates, the Latrus bandits in particular had spread out their operations ever further. After they had linked all the disparate bandit groups in Eastern Medala, they had now begun to look further west.
Through hidden paths in the Sallqata Mountains, they had brought both men and materials closer to Amautu's center of power. With the establishment of this hidden village, they had now finally established their first base in Northern Medala. After years of operations, the Latrus bandits had gone from bereaved dogs on the run from their vicious master, to an important political player in the northern kingdom. Their lord's expensive greeting certainly reflected that status.
"Apart from these minor refreshments, we are also prepared to take direct action in support of Benefactor Brym's plans," Latrus added, in a self-satisfied tone.
"Are you?" Brym simply asked back. He didn't doubt the strength of the bandits, which was plain to see out the window. He didn't doubt their determination either, which they had proven numerous times over the course of their cooperation. Rather, he doubted their leader's understanding of the situation at large. They had only just arrived in the north after all. Though even that assumption was corrected immediately.
"Yes, even we have heard of the gang wars which have been happening in the north," Latrus explained. "I thought it likely that the southern kingdom's freedom fighters would be reactivated soon to add to the chaos."
Apparently, Brym had been playing around a bit too hard these days. Even all the way out here, in the middle of nowhere, these 'freedom fighters' knew about the damage he had caused to Amautu's grand plans.
After the first example of Rhodanos, he and Inti had found a template to work off of, and they did their best to replicate it elsewhere. In fact, most cities were a lot easier to clear of the scholar influence than their first attempt.
In the first place, most lords had done a much better job than Gratidia of holding on to their power while limiting the scholars. As a result, most lords were a lot more active in their support as well. After all, the southern kingdom had no political aspirations in the north, at least not in the foreseeable future. They were only interested in economic cooperation, while leaving political power to the lords, which suited both sides just fine.
By the time they reached their third northern city on their journey, lords began to actively approach them for cooperation as soon as they crossed the city limits. With such support, the gang war which had been relegated to Rhodanos alone soon spread all across the north. City by city, the scholars were losing their grasp on power as quickly as they had achieved it. With their ease of progress, Inti and Brym had even split up to spread the damage more quickly. Of course, the good times couldn't last forever.
At first, Amautu had simply sent more men from Challwala to join in the fun. However, such attempts only intensified the conflicts and did nothing to reverse their unfavorable position.
Soon, the northern king realized that he couldn't compete in this kind of contest, at least not straight-up. He was investing money to fund the local gangsters and his own men to lead them, all to fight a war which was only destroying his own lands. Meanwhile, Brym was only sharing some profits from his business with some local forces, and invested nothing beyond that. In the long-term, the winner of such conflicts was inevitably the side without any consumption. Thus, the northern court's strategy had to change once again, and this time, they were desperate.
Violence in the cities of the north increased further, as the scholars were increasingly lawless in an attempt to shock their enemies into a retreat. At first, they had still held back their brutality, since they were officially representing the 'civilized' scholars of Chutwa. However, now that they were cornered, they became increasingly ferocious. By now, the fires in the cities were no longer starting by accident.
Apart from arson — largely focused on the now mostly abandoned Wonders of the World shops in various northern cities — there were even instances where important citizens like wealthy merchants and famous local craftsmen were held hostage to force some of the lords into compliance. Even resident Pacha priests weren't spared, with devastating consequences. One instance of a priest's public lynching by fake scholars eager to please their masters had sparked an outrage which had almost led to a rebellion in one of the northern estates.
Thus, the actions of the scholars had set more and more commoners against the scholars, even though the main target of their suppression had always been the northern lords. By this point, even Latrus from the east, stuck in this village on the edge of the northern kingdom, seemed well-informed, which showed the full dimensions of the chaos.
"Indeed, your brave freedom fighters may have to work harder to fight those unsavory forces which aim to destroy medalan traditions," Brym explained to Latrus, who pretended to look concerned in response. As long-time collaborators, of course the sponsor knew what that look meant. "What is the issue? Do you need any support?" he thus added. He wouldn't mind paying a bit extra, so long as the bandits stayed loyal. However, Latrus' demand was surprisingly reasonable.
"Well, since our numbers have grown and we have stretched into the west, we are lacking all kinds of materials. More than anything, the number of our weapons is seriously insufficient," he explained. "That northern king has been quite aggressive. I hear his scholars now roam the lands armed with pikes proper battle axes. If we cannot arm ourselves in response, I cannot in good conscience force my people to go up against them."
"Of course, you will need the right tools to do your work. Getting you as much shouldn't be a problem at all," Brym replied. "I should be able to organize something appropriate within a month at most."
Just as Brym was about to explain the strategy for their newest cooperation in detail, one of his guards silently entered the room. Although the interruption was sudden, the minister wasn't too upset. His men knew that he didn't like to be bothered during meetings, and wouldn't just interrupt him for no reason. Clearly, this was important.
Thus, both him and Latrus simply remained seated and watched as Brym's guard came up to his master.
"A message has arrived from Lady Inti, Minister," the guard explained, while handing him a sealed piece of paper.
Brym nodded and waved the guard away, before he checked the letter's seal, to confirm that it was unbroken, and also the correct one. After, he opened the letter, and once again checked its authenticity, this time through the numbers written along the margins. The intricate code offered an additional layer of protection, to make sure neither of them were receiving any fake information from elsewhere while they communicated at a distance.
Unlike the status of the letter itself, there was no need to decode the message proper, since the contents themselves weren't very secretive. Since there was no need to waste any time on en- or decoding, Brym could just read the message directly. As he did, a satisfied smile slowly spread across his face. Apparently, after months of effort, his goals in the north had finally moved a step closer to completion.
"Good news, I assume?" Latrus asked.
"You could say that," Brym replied, while he carefully folded up the letter and put it away. "King Amautu has invited me to Challwala, for talks on how to solve the current chaos in northern Medala. Apparently, the Latrus bandits can extend their days of peace a bit longer. And there will be no more need for any weapons deliveries either. With this invitation, the king of the north has already admitted defeat, and proven his eagerness for negotiations."
In anticipation of the upcoming meeting, Brym couldn't help but smile. After all, negotiations had always been his specialty.


Hermit's Notes: Ah yes, an old character from the story's early days. Latrus has always been part of my plans for this novel, but I kept adding new story lines and characters, so his eventual return just got pushed back to here.
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Chapter 460 - Stale
Chapter 460 - Stale
April 13


Challwala, pearl of the north.
As the largest port along Medala's northern coast, it had also been, for centuries, the most important port in Medala. Unlike Saniya, which had only been a hub for trade in Sachay even during its best days, and unlike Porcero, which had only really traded with the Bronze Coast until the arrival of visitors from distant Arcavia, Challwala had always been the largest, most important sea port on the Twin Isles.
This had become doubly true every time the Verdant Folk intensified their efforts in their waters, to once more disrupt the trade routes within the Verduic Sea. After all, Challwala was built not on the Verduic Sea itself, but on the south of the Copa di Mullu instead. With protection from the massive bay came calmer waters, more predictable weather, and better security.
Not only offered this port better protection from the elements, it was also safer from occasional coastal raids from pirates due to its easterly position. Even better, the city's location allowed for smooth and safe transport along the northern coastline, past the various Chutwa tributary states beyond the bay in the north-west and all the way to Chutwa proper. Without any good navigational tools and with the threat of pirates looming in the west, this had been considered the safest route to Medala's richest trading partner for centuries.
Thus, the city was not only the economic hub of the north, it had also been the main seat of the Medala Empire's Governor of the North for generations. Though the current governor Betucio probably no longer felt at home in his city.
Once King Amautu had established the Scholarly Court of the Northern Kingdom on the premises of the old Sky Zigurrat, he had taken most of Betucio's power as well. The Zigurrat had once been a ritual site, then a castle, and finally a lighthouse, before Amautu had made it his new home. Built close to the city's main port, the massive, but thin and tall structure stretched far beyond even the height of the governor's mansion to prove the new king's power.
Even out here, still outside of Challwala's city walls, Brym could see the building looming in the distance, just how he could feel the influence of the scholar king.
"You think they'll ever let us in?" Inti asked with a glance at the distant city gate. When they had arrived at the city, Brym had immediately presented his letter of invitation from Amautu, yet they hadn't been let in right away. Rather, they had been ordered to stand aside, at a distance of at least 300 meters or so from the city's southern gate, while the guards figured out what to do with them. It had been a long time since then, but Brym still tried to remain optimistic.
"They'll have to let us in at some point," he argued, before guessing their intentions. "Maybe they are just nervous because we're bringing so many guards with us. They've already seen me carry their king's seal. If they won't let us in today, surely they would disrespect their master."
Now that Brym and Inti were traveling together again, they obviously had also recombined their guard forces, which meant that they were basically traveling with a full military platoon of one hundred warriors by now. Of course such a number would make the local guards nervous, so Brym was quite certain that this protection was part of the problem. However, Inti's focus was once again elsewhere.
"Though the question is: Is Amautu their true master?" she questioned, and stared at the distant cityscape with the Chutwa-inspired architecture beyond the wall. "I'm surprised these people still speak Yakua in the first place."
"I wouldn't be shocked if they had let us through earlier if we had asked them in Chutwaya first," Brym had to agree. He also didn't like how close the north had aligned itself with the distant Chutwa, especially here. "Really, it's ridiculous that even their guards are dressing up like-"
"He's coming back," Inti interrupted him.
Just as Brym was gearing up to talk about him, the city guard who had previously inspected them came towards their convoy again. Still, even though he saw it for the second time today, the young minister couldn't stand how brazen and cheap the guard's outfit was.
The new arrival wore long, white robes and had a long beard, just like those of the scholars. However, he also wore a poorly fitted leather armor over the robes, and a helmet too tight on the sides to accommodate the fancy beard, which ended up looking squished as a result. Not to mention, the beard was partially peeling off in the hot and humid weather of northern Medala's late summer, which proved that it was simply fastened with glue. Frankly, the man looked ridiculous to Brym.
Like a boy dressing up in the clothes of his father.
Though despite the man's laughable look, Brym transformed his derisive smile into a friendly one to greet the guard as he closed in.
"Now then, master. Were you able to get confirmation of our identities, and have you confirmed the veracity of our invitation?" Brym asked in advance, to avoid any more shenanigans. He had already paid quite a bit of silver the first time this guard had come over, and he didn't want to pay a second time. Yet despite the generous bribe the man had received earlier, he scoffed in his selfless benefactor's face.
"For the moment, the forgery could not be uncovered, barbarian," the haughty guard said.
Brym meanwhile tried to identify whether or not the man was just naturally rude, hated southerners, or if someone important had instructed him to make things difficult for them. Considering the guard's low status — and the fact that they had been stuck outside the city gates for half a day already — Brym tended towards the latter explanation.
After all, an ordinary guard wouldn't dare antagonize this many warriors led by a man who carried his king's seal, not unless he had someone of weight to back him up. This was also the reason Inti had question the loyalty of the guards. Amautu himself would never order them to disrespect his seal like this. Clearly, someone else was giving them directions, someone who didn't care about medalan royalty. This was of course a big deal, though not one Brym had to deal with right away. For now, he would focus on the essentials instead, and solve his own problems before he tackled those of northern Medala. Before anything else, he would have to get through those gates somehow.
"Then that means we can go through?" he thus asked for confirmation again. With a heavy heart, he reached into his pocket to get some more cash ready for the guard. For a second, the man's greedy eyes lingered on the silver glint which played between Brym's fingers as he deftly showed off the coins, unseen by others in the vicinity. Only then did the man give his reply.
"Fine. Access shall be granted," he finally replied. Enticed by the prospect of more silver, he had even dropped the insults.
"But only one can go," the guard added. "The soldiers shall stay outside."
Of course, Brym had never expected to carry an entire army through the gates of an enemy's capital city. Still, he would never enter this sinister-looking place without any protection at all; especially not after the damage he had caused to Amautu's little kingdom over the past few months.
"Of course not. We are not here to start a war," Brym claimed, while doubling the amount of coins in his hand and making sure that the guard saw it. "However, not all of them are soldiers after all. As I am to meet with the King of the North, I will need my assistants, my Chutwa translators, my clerks and registrars, manservants, and personal attendants, at the very least."
As Brym listed off all the professions he could think of, the guard only stared at the merchant's animated hands with the silvery glow. Finally, the fake scholar swallowed hard and replied:
"Fine, but only if they are truly not soldiers," he said, in a last attempt at faked integrity.
"Of course," Brym replied, and shook the man's hand in relief. Now that both parties had come to an understanding, a real load had been lifted off his shoulders. If nothing else, he sure felt a few Sila lighter after that handshake. Maybe that was why his steps were so easy when he, Inti, and their thirty guards made their way towards the southern gates. Soon after, the group was traveling through the streets of Challwala.
As the medalan city with the closest ties to Chutwa, the architecture of the local Medalans was also heavily inspired by that of their distant cousins in the west.
With such a backdrop, Brym wasn't surprised by the depressing mood he found when he first entered the city. Of course, the city's general architecture greatly contributed to the city's overall mood.
Old stone buildings, blocky, sturdy, and imposing stood hidden behind walls, which stood side by side, with only small, dim alleys in between for traversal, if any. Such close construction had banned all light from the city streets and made them feel claustrophobic and uninviting. Any social life would be happening somewhere within these monstrosities, in private gardens hidden behind layers of stone.
Where Medala's courtyards were open and communal, Chutwa's had always been secretive and private. Such an architecture surely also impacted the mood of the local residents, and surely the recent actions of their current king didn't really help matters in this regard.
Walking through the city, Brym couldn't help but notice the startling emptiness. The few people he did spot on the street were walking quickly, with their heads held low. Only the white robes of scholars could be seen loitering every once in a while, around corners and through open windows, always keeping an eye on the locals.
With its culture so influenced by Chutwa, the people of Challwala had always been more private than those in other parts of the country. However, this was still a huge port city, the largest in Medala, so it had always been plenty lively, if more reserved in certain aspects. Not only that, all of the city's previous signs of prosperity had been removed, both from the buildings, and from the people themselves. The city once known for its excellent pearl and coral jewelry now presented itself bare like a pauper.
"What a depressing place," Brym finally commented. In response, Inti looked behind them, at the large collection of experienced warriors.
"I don't think those numbers will be enough," she finally added on to Brym's comment. With worry written all over her furrowed face, she scanned their surroundings, presumably for more hidden scholars.
"Well, our men should be enough to protect us against any direct threats," Brym replied, far more composed than his companion. "Any threat beyond that, we won't have to fight on our own. I've made sure of that."
With growing excitement, Brym looked down at the letter in his hand. Though they looked similar, it certainly wasn't Amautu's invitation he had received in the new Latrus hideout. Instead, it was his own, an invitation to a meeting on the state of the northern kingdom, initiated by Brym himself. This letter had been sent to every estate in the northern kingdom, and he had traveled to Challwala slowly enough to give the lords plenty of time to react.
If the lords of the north had any political instincts, they — or their representatives — would congregate here and meet with Brym, to hold a meeting which would shock Amautu and his scholars to the core.
"Did you think it was wise to make new plans out of nowhere?" Inti asked, still busy with her observation of the surroundings. By now, Brym really thought that she was overdoing it with her caution. It was always a good idea to be careful, but the significance of Brym's planned meeting was far too great. It was certainly worth the risk.
"You don't understand. This will be a demonstration of strength," he explained. "Not only would the implicit support of the northern lords vastly improve our negotiating position with Amautu, the meeting would also allow us to make up for all the bond sales we have missed out on these days."
"And it puts a big target on our backs as well," Inti added in a sarcastic tone. "Perfect."
"Wasn't security your specialty in the first place?" Brym winked, in an attempt to inject some levity into the dreary mood. "I will be relying on you when it comes to our safety over the next few days."
However, Inti only sighed in response to Brym's light-hearted attitude.
"Master Brym, you do understand that we are in hostile territory. There is only so much I can do in a foreign capital," she explained. However, Brym still remained calm. Unlike Inti, he never only looked at the things their enemies could do to them. As always, he would also consider the things they couldn't do.
"I'm sure you will do fine. I believe in you," he half-joked again, before he explained the reason for his calm. "And I doubt Amautu would be silly enough to start killing people at a meeting of his lords. I've always experienced him as a very rational man. Attacking his lords, as well as a representative of the southern kingdom, without any alibi is just about the least rational thing he could do. I don't think he will suddenly lose his head over a simple political struggle and ignite a rebellion, not when he is currently using so much effort to prevent one."
"Don't think everyone will always be as rational as you," Inti tried again, but clearly gave up when she saw Brym's determined face. Instead, she sighed and added: "Just be careful."
"Of course. As always, I will leave things in your steady hands," Brym said, satisfied that Inti could finally see his point of view.
"Fine, then I will be off to connect with the locals. Please retain a low profile until I return," Inti still insisted.
Brym wanted to relieve her anxiety again, but before he could, the spy leader had already disappeared around a corner. Unconcerned, Brym once more looked at the letter, before staring at the towering Sky Zigurrat in the distance. Soon, this conflict would be decided, and he was sure that it would be in his favor. He certainly had prepared sufficiently.
However, unbeknownst to him, other actors all across the city were also bringing their pieces into position, all eager to win this game for northern Medala's soul.
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Chapter 461 - Setting the Board
Chapter 461 - Setting the Board
April 15


Deserted Wonders of the World shops were a familiar sight to Brym by now. Thus, as he sat in the center of his empty store and stared at the entrance, he wasn't bothered by the eerie calm. Unlike many other stores in the north, at least this one hadn't been looted and burned down. Even the shop keepers were still here, safe enough to remain in plain sight, although they couldn't do their main work any longer.
Instead of easing silver out of the pockets of their rich customers, they were cleaning the store to keep themselves busy, while Brym remained seated, waiting for his expected company to arrive.
At least he didn't have to wait for long. Not long after Brym himself had entered his shop, a guest arrived as well, though this one wasn't here to buy anything. Moreover, he would no doubt turn from guest to host soon. After all, Challwala had been the home of House Betucio for generations.
Looks like he's still well-connected, despite his isolation, Brym thought as he stood up to greet the visitor.
"Governor Betucio, how good to see you again. It's been too long."
Clean-shaven and red-robed, the middle-aged Governor of the North didn't fit at all into the image of his city. Maybe that was why his own king was treating him like an outsider. Quite possibly, that Betucio returned a pained smile when Brym stretched out his arms in an inviting gesture.
"Likewise, young master Brym," he nevertheless said. "Though this lord would have preferred to meet under less tense circumstances. Minister Brym's actions have certainly lit fire a fire in the northern kingdom. Its heat can be felt all the way here."
"Haha, I never intended to trouble anyone," Brym tried to deflect the veiled criticism. "I am simply protecting my investment. Though of course, I do hope that the upcoming meeting will put an end to the unsavory conflicts, and to Amautu's political overreach. After all, in Medala, the lords still matter as much as their king. King Amautu's lust for power needs to be stopped before he does irreparable damage to Medala's stability. He needs to realize that he is just the first among many, nothing more."
The shameless Brym made his argument without once losing his calm smile, despite the fact that the powers of the lords had already been heavily restricted in the southern kingdom. If there was anyone who couldn't complain about Amautu's attempts to centralize power, surely it would be a member of Corco's court. Still, the experienced Governor of the North had the tact of old nobility — and that of an old friendship with Brym — and so didn't call him out on his nonsense.
"Indeed, which is the main reason this governor was willing to help organize such a meeting of the lords," he agreed instead. "Although it might be dangerous, something has to be done. Not only for the sake of House Betucio, but for the sake of King Amautu as well."
For the first time since his arrival, Betucio's face changed, from a tense frown to a more relaxed, but troubled one. Strangely, Brym didn't get the feeling that the governor was lying, which confused him quite a bit.
"Wait, I thought Amautu had taken all power from the northern governor position, taken over Governor Betucio's city, and thrown you out of his Scholarly Court?" Brym asked, in an attempt to sow dissent within the northern forces. He really didn't want to work with someone who had sympathy for his enemies. However, despite Betucio's sigh, his calm reply disappointed Brym.
"Indeed, all of it is true. However, this governor is still deeply troubled by the path King Amautu has taken these years. The king himself is a good man, that much is certain. At least in our many conversations, he has always been as selfless as he was ambitious. All this time, the king only wanted the best for the people of Medala. Yet too many have misunderstood his intentions, until he could only rely on the scholars to secure his throne. Now King Amautu, to reliant on outside forces, is no longer in full control of his kingdom. Things need to change, and fast. Otherwise, there will be a revolt like the one Saniya has suffered. Last year, the commoners were lynching lords and priests, this time they might lynch scholars on top of it."
"Not to worry, Lord Betucio." Brym slapped his chest to look more confident. "With the combined strength of the northern lords — and backed by the Kingdom of the South — not even the arrogant Chutwa scholars would dare oppose us. Against such a powerful, united front, they will only be able to yield their ill-gotten power and flee back across the sea."
By the end of his speech, Brym's chest had swelled, and his eyes focused somewhere in the distance, just like he had practiced many times. However, Betucio only sighed again in response, clearly not infected by the young minister's enthusiasm.
"Hopefully you are right, my friend. The north has long suffered too much blood and fire."
__________________________


From high atop the Sky Zigurrat, all of Challwala could be observed. Only, the Zigurrat's foundation was so narrow, and its walls so thick, that up here on the highest floor, only a single person could fit comfortably. Still, it was a great place for Amautu to observe his capital, the largest city of his kingdom.
Somewhere down there, hidden between these blocks of stone, Brymstock di Pluritac — his brother's thieving little magpie — had made himself comfortable in a new nest. Not only he alone, various lords of his northern kingdom had also come to bother Amautu here in his home. If his information was correct — and it usually was — they were trying to unite and pressure their king into giving up on some of the rights he had secured only recently.
Their plans were good, Amautu thought. At the very least, he had been forced into a corner once again. Just like last time, when that merchant had put pressure on him to recognize his act of thievery in Porcero, the southerner from the Orient was once more manipulating the people of the north for his own benefit. Once again, Amautu's citizens were suffering under attacks from common bandits, paid and organized by Brymstock. And once again, his people were blaming their king for the damage.
Though of course, the lords were better informed than the common people. They would know who was really at fault for this mess. They knew, and yet they still sided with that southern barbarian, all of it just to gain an advantage in their endless struggle against the harmonious, unifying power of their central ruler. Medala had played this sort of game for centuries, emperors and lords vying for power, always pitted against each other.
What a waste of time, Amautu concluded.
Didn't these people know that centralization was inevitable, eventually? Chutwa itself was perfect proof for this, as were many other countries around the world. Even those backwards orientals had kings and queens. Yet the locals still stubbornly resisted progress.
By fighting the natural progression of things, the lords of Medala just held the Twin Isles back from advancing beyond its backwards nature, and now they were all stuck in this endless squabble, as him and his brothers slowly ground each other down while those lords acted as hyenas in the background.
Well, at least our oldest has done the right thing.
Whenever Amautu thought of the way his brother Corco had cleaned up those greedy lords in the south, he couldn't help but feel satisfied. However, his next realization ruined his mood once again.
Even the bastard has done better than this king. This king cannot fall behind. Now is the best opportunity to take control.
With the various players assembled in the city, Amautu could soon change the political landscape of Medala once more, just like his two brothers had. Not long and the power of the King of the North would once more be strengthened.
"Junior, are you up here?"
Just as Amautu was refining his plans, an inconvenient, impolite voice from down the ladder behind him interrupted his thoughts.
"Indeed. Is there any need for this king's presence, senior brother?" Although Amautu's voice remained polite and calm, his face had twisted into a sour frown, as always when he thought of his senior brother while no one was around.
"There is no more time to waste. Junior will need to prepare for his imminent journey to Tequitlali. Junior cannot afford to let the princess wait."
Ah yes, a marriage no one but my dear master wanted. And my dear senior brother of course, Amautu thought. They had been bugging him over this marriage for a long time, though the king was still unwilling.
In truth, he wasn't completely opposed to the idea of a political marriage. If nothing else, he was quite eager to win over another ally, something he was severely lacking. After all, he was desperate enough to leave his country in the hands of the scholars, since no one else wanted to work with him.
He had lost the trust of the lords after he had limited their powers, the priests didn't like him because of his Chutwa faith, and the Orientals had been won over by the clever Corco. By now, the scholars were the only force he could rely on, which made the addition of another ally a necessity to balance out their influence. Still, he couldn't just up and leave, not when the kingdom was in such a chaotic state.
"This king shall depart soon, after the meeting with the southern kingdom's representative," he thus delayed. However, his fellow disciple's reply was once again rude, and once again didn't take the king's wishes or the kingdom's needs into account.
"Junior, surely there is no need to value a common merchant this highly. That maggot should have no right to even meet with a disciple of a great scholar. How could he possibly understand the wisdom of the Way as imparted by Master Ichtaka? Surely, the best course of action would be to simply leave them be and fulfill Master's orders as quickly as possible. In the meantime, this senior of yours shall handle the matter with the merchant, and the disobedient barbarians."
Ah yes, surely you'll handle it well. And while this king is off to get married to some woman across the sea, this good senior brother of mine will take the opportunity to put the kingdom in order. His order, of course. Who knows if there will still be a crown to wear once this king returns from the trip.
Amautu knew very well that his senior brother had always been jealous of him. After all, his senior was a proper Chutwa native, and Master Ichtaka's oldest disciple. He probably had a hard time grasping how his junior brother — a barbarian no less —could control his own country while he was still penniless. Maybe he even felt insulted that his inferior junior hadn't already handed over his power of his own accord. Still, this time, his entitled senior's selfishness suited Amautu just fine.
"And how does senior brother expect to handle them?" he asked. As he observed the city, his eyes narrowed.
"Simply get rid of them," a vicious voice came from down below, like a snake's hiss from the underworld. "Now that all of them are in one place, they shall be slaughtered like the disobedient dogs they are. These barbarians do not deserve to enter negotiations as if they were equals to the great scholars. Those unenlightened by the Way better know their place, or they shall be removed."
Yes, you take all your contempt, and act on your heart's desire, Amautu thought, but he tried hard to make his next words sound displeased.
"This king cannot agree to such rash action. Senior brother, this king shall never allow anyone to willfully incites war in this king's lands, even if that someone deserves this king's respect."
"This scholar is your senior!" an unhappy growl came back, before he cited the scripture of the Way. "The junior is to adhere to his senior's advice, lest he shall go astray."
I knew you'd say that again.
Happy with his successful prediction, Amautu smiled heartily. Jealousy had turned his wise senior into an idiot, easy to predict and easy to exploit.
"Does Master know about these grand plans, Senior Brother?" Amautu asked the key question. For a moment, silence returned to the top of the Sky Zigurrat, before his senior's voice replied once more.
"This Senior will do what is best for the enlightenment of the people," he insisted, rather than replying to the question. "And Junior better not get too involved, lest he miss his ship to Tequitlali. Then, Master will truly be cross."
"Not to worry, senior brother, this King is fully capable of resolving the current chaos before departure time. Further, any complaints Master has, this disciple will take up with Master himself."
Although Amautu's words were cold, a sly smile was on his lips as he listened to his senior brother stomp away in anger. With this, his jealous senior brother would surely plan for the assassination of the magpie, and for the assassination of those disobedient lords while he was at it.
Meanwhile, Brymstock and his band of thieves would surely anticipate such an attack, and try to prevent it. Yet whichever of the two sides won, Amautu surely wouldn't suffer.
If the southerner won and repelled his senior's attack, he could use the excuse of his fellow disciple's overreach of power — as well as his loss of control over Challwala — to weaken the influence of the scholars in his court. Even his master would see reason once his best disciple's plans failed in such an abject manner. Once his master realized that they were getting nowhere with pure violence, he would be forced to adopt gentler methods to enlighten the people of Medala, just like Amautu had always wanted.
Meanwhile, if the southern magpie was unprepared and his senior's assassination plan succeeded, Amautu would get rid of his greatest headache, and then he could push all the blame onto his senior brother. Absolved from criticism by the remaining lords or the Ancestral Hall in Arguna, he would have the power to finally centralize the country. As a little bonus, he could even ally with the remaining lords — who would have nowhere left to turn — to weaken the influence of the scholars in turn.
Through the light drizzle of evening, Amautu continued to watch over his city. Down there, various players had begun to move their pieces, yet such a game was far too low-brow for a king. The lord of these lands would simply remain here and watch as the players took each other's pieces off the board. Only at the end would he move in to decide a winner.
Whatever these people were thinking, this was still his city. Here, only the king could be the ultimate victor.
__________________________


After months of experience, Inti would no longer try to contact the local ghost forces through Brym's shops when entering a new city. As the public signpost of the southern kingdom in the north, these were the first places to be targeted by the scholars every time they attempted to take down a city.
Thus, rather than waste her time in a depressing, empty shop monitored by the enemy, Inti immediately turned to the most secretive ghost hideout she knew in Challwala. Code name 'Old Well' was an ancient hideout of the ghosts, from before the time her mother had taken control of the emperor's ghost warriors. In fact, the existence of the hideout could even predate the late emperor Titu himself. Most likely, it had been established by some previous emperor's forces to keep an eye on the loyalty of his northern governor. Considering the hideout's secretive location, Inti wasn't surprised the place hadn't been discovered until now.
Hidden deep within a long-abandoned part of Challwala's sewers, hidden beyond endless labyrinthine corridors — and behind several secret entrances — this place was practically impossible to find without a map. In fact, even with the map she had memorized, it had taken Inti the best part of a day to find her way.
I just hope Brym will be patient and won't run head-first into needless trouble again.
Her travel companion surely was clever, and good with his words, but he certainly was also arrogant. He tended to overestimate the control he had over a situation, and so repeatedly left himself in dangerous positions. And as far as Inti was concerned, the current was the most dangerous position they had ever stumbled into.
Thus, she had decided to activate every single force she could find within the city. No matter how hidden, no matter how important, she would use all the pieces she had available, to make sure Brym wouldn't die and their travels in the north wouldn't end in catastrophic failure.
Just be patient for a little bit, you fool. Take a nap or something. I'll be back soon, she addressed Brym in her head as she opened the final door, the one which would lead her to the hideout proper at last.
As soon as the hidden door of wet stone slid opened, Inti was greeted with warm light from inside, proof that this hideout was still manned.
Good, let's have them spread out and call for all the local ghosts. I'll have to act before Amautu can, she organized her thoughts, yet when she saw who was waiting for her inside the hideout, Inti forgot all about her previous plans.
"Mother?" she asked in confusion. It appeared as if, for this great game, the elusive spy queen had placed herself on the board to join the game.
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Chapter 462 - Mother's Perspective
Chapter 462 - Mother's Perspective
April 17


"Mother, what are you doing here?"
Some time had passed since Inti had entered the Old Well. By now, she sat opposite her mother — Antaya di Pluritac — but she was still as confused as she had first met her here.
"What does it look like I am doing, my dear daughter?" her mother asked, without looking up from a piece of paper she was writing on. Based on the book sitting next to her, she was probably writing in code. At least that was Inti's best guess based on the nonsensical mess of numbers and letter written within.
When confronted with her mother's return question, Inti looked around in search of an answer. Considering the age and secretive nature of this hideout, it certainly looked different from what Inti had expected. First were all the people running around the place. Inti could see at least ten, all of them wearing black robes and plain, white masks with numbers stitched on their chests.
They sat around the warmly lit room on various tables and did all kinds of writing. Others entered or exited through one of several openings in the walls, put papers into archives or carried them across the room to some other station.
Though the fact that some of the tables these people were writing on were old barrels probably intended for long-storage rations tipped Inti off that this wasn't the usual operational center of Challwala. Rather, this place was improvised, and had only been set up very recently.
Just as Inti had decided that there was no point in replying to her mother's question — since the answer seemed obvious — a figure in a mask and a big '5' stitched onto their chest came up to their table and handed Antaya a piece of paper.
The woman looked at the paper for a second, before she said: "Thank you, Five," and put the paper on a pile to her left. Afterwards, without a look at her daughter, she looked back down and continued to write her original message.
"What's with the masks and the numbers?" Inti finally couldn't help herself and had to ask. They had to start this conversation some way, after all.
"Security measures. There have been a few infiltrations recently, and the current state of the city could best be described as simmering, right before a boil. We need to be efficient, and fast, so anonymity had become paramount for our people."
"And why do... all this." Inti motioned around the room, before she asked the more pertinent question. "Rather, why do you have to do it personally?"
In response, Antaya looked up from her message and put down the feather quill in her hand. For a while she just stared at her daughter. Only when Inti started to squirm under her mother's stern gaze did the spy queen reply.
"I thought: If I don't look after my daughters soon, maybe all of you will end up dead, or pregnant, or worse," she said.
"So you've heard?" Inti asked, though she shouldn't be surprised. After all, Mellana would have arrived in Saniya months ago. It was hardly a shock that her mother already knew about the ridiculous actions of her selfish daughter. Meanwhile, Antaya picked her quill back up and looked back down.
"What, about the fact that you abandoned your post and have been traveling around for fun, or that you made all kinds of trouble for me in the process?" she mumbled out a question as she began scribbling. Inti frowned for a second, annoyed by her mother's accusations. Though if nothing else, she was happy that her mother hadn't seen her loss of control, and quickly fixed her expression.
"No, I was talking about Mellana," she tried to clarify. She wasn't here to talk about her own failings, though to be fair, she also hadn't really come to gossip about Mellana either.
"I have heard about everything, as you could expect." Antaya glanced up just long enough to reply, and then continued her work.
"And what she did does not bother you?" Inti probed again, this time a bit more agitated. "She's..."
"Betrayed us?" Antaya completed the words and smiled at the paper in derision.
"Did she not?" Inti crossed her arms. Was her mother deliberately trying to upset her?
"All I know is that I never had to worry about Mellana, not once in my life," Antaya replied, and once again put down the quill. This time, Antaya folded the paper, before she picked up a piece of yellow wax from a stand filled with different colors. "You on the other hand-"
"I can handle myself just fine, thank you very much," Inti huffed out an interruption, which once again let Antaya look over.
"Is that so?" she asked, and put the wax over the candle flame on the table with a mysterious smile. "Then how often, do you think, did I have to get involved to prevent your death over the past few months? Do you want to try and guess the answer?"
Silence once more forced its way between the two to increase their distance. As Inti watched the wax slowly go shiny, she thought back to her most recent adventures. It was true that her actions had been a bit reckless, and it was also true that their journey had been shockingly smooth since they had left Rhodanos. Still, she hadn't noticed anything, and couldn't confirm or deny a thing. Since she couldn't win a debate without knowing anything, Inti decided to admit defeat.
"No, thank you," she finally said, and lowered her head.
"A wise choice, for once," Antaya commented, before she began to apply wax to the outside of the folded paper she had just written.
"Still, it was irresponsible of sister to just abandon us like this."
While the spy queen was busy pushing a seal into the quickly hardening wax, Inti tried to switch topics once again. So far, this meeting had certainly gone nothing like she hoped.
"Your sister wanted to start a family. There is nothing wrong with that," Antaya insisted, and blew onto the wax to help it along. "As far as my daughters are concerned, she is the only one I don't have to worry about all the time."
"She's pregnant, with some strange man's child," Inti pointed out.
"Well, at least she is not bothering me with extra work."
"She just disappeared from her post, without a word."
This time, her terse words let her mother look up again. With a stern face, she stared down Inti again.
"And what have you been doing, my dear daughter?" she asked an icy question which pierced right through Inti's chest. "You also left your post at a critical time. And yours was the most important, that of monitoring the political arena in Arguna. And you did not leave because you were imprisoned, like your sister. You left to travel around the country with your new man. Compared to Mella, would you say you have done your duty?"
"He is not my man, we are only traveling together," Inti insisted, though her voice was weak. She herself knew that she was in the wrong here. Although she had only taken a break because her sister had dared to do the same, it still hadn't been right.
"Whatever you say, my dear daughter," Antaya simply replied. While Inti mulled over her own decisions, and her own mistakes, her mother waved over to someplace behind her. Soon, the masked ghost with the five on its chest returned.
"Get that to Fourteen, please. Post-haste," Antaya said, and handed Five the newly sealed paper. After a quick bow, Five soon disappeared again.
In the meantime, Inti had finally managed to organize her thoughts. Although her actions had clearly been wrong as well, they obviously weren't nearly as bad as Mellana's. In the first place she had never been truly irresponsibly, as she had planned out everything.
"I am only taking a short break," she tried to explain to her mother. "All my life I've done my duties. And there is no trouble in Arguna anyways. I've kept in contact with our people there, and would have gone back at the first sign of trouble. Until then, I think I can take a little time off."
The more upset Inti became, the louder she got. However, her mother just went back to reading messages, unimpressed by her daughter's outburst.
"Surely, your sister thought the same," her dry voice shot back.
"But now she's too busy playing with that guardsman to ever return," Inti insisted. "She will never come back to the family business. I will. I will spend the rest of my life as part of the ghosts. Since no one else will do it, I might even replace you one day."
"You will not," Antaya shot back. For the first time, she sounded upset. She had even stopped working again to stare at Inti.
"What? Do you think Tama the unreliable will do it?" the daughter mocked her, happy that she had finally managed to unsettle her mother.
"No, none of you will take over the position." Antaya sighed, once again in control of her emotions. However, this topic seemed to matter a lot to her, so she leaned back and explained without any distractions. "In the first place, leading the ghost warriors is not the business of our family. It never was. Your father was the first of our family to lead the ghosts, and he only took over because his friend, Emperor Titu, was worried that the ghosts would be turned against him if anyone less loyal were to lead them. Because we were in a terrible position after the emperor's death, we were forced to take over to save our lives, and to save King Corco's claim to the throne. However, this is not the kind of future I had ever envisioned for any of you."
Again, Antaya sighed, and stared at some distant point past Inti, seemingly lost in her own thoughts. However, her daughter didn't share the mother's sentimentality. Why would her mother's plans for her matter? Had mother ever considered what her daughters wanted in the first place?
"But what if I want to do it anyways? What if I just keep leading the ghosts?"
Will you stop me? she thought, but her mother's reply shocked her. She simply shook her head, and sighed again.
"You have no choice. None of us have. The only one who can decide the leader of the ghost warriors is King Corco. And he is far too suspicious to appoint you as my successor. He has already threatened me before, and he will do the same to whoever will replace me."
"He threatened you!?" Inti shouted, and half-jumped out of her seat. To her, Corco had always seemed quiet, friendly and well-mannered.
Though I guess based on Brym's true actions, I should have guessed that this kind of person is not harmless.
In contrast to Inti, Antaya remained perfectly calm.
"Considering the power the ghosts have in his kingdom, it was perfectly within the king's right to do so," she strangely explained for the one who had threatened her. "The king's authority is paramount. No servant should be able to threaten the king, otherwise King Corco will end up like King Amautu, a mere puppet to his former support. Unlike Amautu, Corco has been far more careful in dispensing his power. Now you see why I do not want you to succeed me. Surely, you do not want to end up as our king's target."
"And what if I want to anyways?" Inti still insisted, though the motherly smile which responded her made her insistence feel childish.
"Again, this is not your decision. It is King Corcopaca's, and he will never choose you. Our family already has far too much power in the southern kingdom. I lead the ghosts, your brother is the kingdom's prime minister. Now, Tama has married that Atau boy, who's the kingdom's admiral-"
"What?" a confused Inti wondered when exactly this had happened, but her mother just pressed on.
"...and now you are playing around with his minister of finance as well. Do you really believe someone who is as careful and suspicious as King Corcopaca will just watch as our family occupies all important positions in his kingdom?"
Once more, the silence between them had returned. Finally, Inti had nothing left to say in reply.
"If this old woman had the choice, I would prefer if all of you were just like Mellana. You should just look for a good man far away from the politics of the kingdom, and find your own happiness," Antaya concluded.
After all these years, Inti had almost forgotten that in the end, her mother was just a typical medalan lady: conservative and servile. However, this was not a path Inti was willing to take. While she understood her mother's concerns, she would never agree to just throw away all the hard work over the years. Instead, she would find her own happiness, and make something of herself, her mother's blessing be damned.
Thus, rather than waste any more time on a discussion which would lead nowhere, she simply decided to move on to the main topic of their discussion. She hadn't come here to be lectured, after all.
"Anyways, I haven't come here to talk about my future husband," she forced the conversation to shift, before she realized how poorly her rude words prepared her follow-up. "I need your help."
Although Inti was embarrassed by her selfish plea, her mother just smiled.
"Only mine?" she asked, and once again began to look through the papers on her desk.
"I need access to the local forces," Inti explained the plan she had brought with her before her mother's presence had derailed her. "Minister Brymstock is about to meet with the northern lords, and I need enough people to protect them. They are all in danger."
"Of course they are." Antaya scoffed. "Why do you think I am here, in this city deep within enemy territory? Of all places in Medala, this one is the most dangerous to me."
To her shock, Inti realized that she hadn't even considered her mother's position at all. All this time, Antaya had seemed so in control that she had never believed her to be in any danger in the first place. Yet as she looked around the room again, at its improvised furniture and the masked people running around in it, she realized that this clearly wasn't the case. Something must have already happened to warrant this level of security.
Thus, Inti's mind circled back the important question: Why had her mother come here if the city was so dangerous? Although Antaya had always been quite distant, especially in recent years, their previous conversation could only lead Inti to a single conclusion.
"You came here to support us?" she guessed.
"Why else would I throw stones into this stale pond. I will only get my dress dirty." However, Inti didn't think her mother's joke was funny, so she just stared until Antaya continued. "After all, my daughter's man has poked the lion, and then foolishly ran right into the lion's cave to show off. As always, the mother will take care of her child's mess."
Although her mother had once again misidentified Brym as her man, Inti wasn't in a mood to correct her. After all, since her mother had the same goal now, her plan would become a lot easier to realize.
"Then we should activate the agents right away, to protect Brym and the lords during the meeting," she urged, yet her mother continued to work calmly.
"I have long activated them," she explained, while she added another piece of paper to a pile on her right. "In fact, ever since you entered this place, I have done nothing but coordinate our forces for your grand meeting."
Finally, all tension left Inti's body. Only when she sank into her seat did she realize just how on edge she had been all this time.
"Then there is nothing left to worry about," she said.
Now that the spy queen was in charge, she had full confidence that their plans would succeed. Yet the spy queen in question once again shook her head to contradict Inti.
"I think you are overestimating our position in Challwala. This city is among the places where we are weakest compared to the local forces. After all, we have only begun to strengthen our efforts in the north at the start of the year. Not to mention that the northern kingdom has far stronger security forces than the disjointed center," Antaya explained. "Amautu cannot use any of the emperor's old intelligence forces like the ghosts, but he has long since developed his own. Those Chutwa people have brought several experts in covert operations from their homes, and those scholars have their eyes and ears everywhere above ground. Not to mention, there is also that mysterious new organization called 'Terminus'."
"Terminus? What is that?" an intrigued Inti asked, as tension returned to her body once more. However, this time, even her mother all-knowing mother didn't have the answers.
"I am unsure. Our informants could catch little more than a name so far, but it appears to be a secret organization, we assume, specifically founded by King Amautu for the purpose of assassinations. This time, you best not expect things to go the same as usual. This time, we are at a disadvantage in both intelligence and numbers. If we want to win, we need to be smart, and move carefully. Our enemies are no pushovers."
Again, Antaya picked up her quill. Before she bent over to write another message she looked up one final time to add: "Now stop sitting around with your mouth open and help me sort these papers. We have much left to prepare."
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Chapter 463 - Bloody Night
Chapter 463 - Bloody Night
April 20


Not for the first time, Inkasius stood in front of this nondescript stone block on the edge of Challwala's inner city. Hidden behind these walls was one of King Amautu's newest projects, and, as far as Inkasius was concerned, the shame of the northern kingdom. Inside, he would find 'Terminus', an organization created to wipe out all enemies of the king, no matter the price.
Truly a detestable place, he couldn't help but think. Still, the orders had to be fulfilled, even though they hadn't come from his lord this time.
Rather, King Amautu's senior brother had personally burdened him with the immoral task. Of course, Inkasius was unwilling from the start, even before he had heard the contents of his mission.
In the first place, he served House Pluritac, not some foreign invader. In order to survive, he had become a 'disciple' of King Amautu, but he was still a medalan warrior at heart. Even in the culture of the scholars, he was only subordinate to King Amautu, his nominal master. He certainly wasn't this self-satisfied foreigner's 'disciple'.
Not to mention, Inkasius always had the feeling that this senior was on bad terms with his king, and that this greedy snake had been aiming for the throne, or the destruction of the kingdom, or both. Thus, he wouldn't listen to any of this 'senior disciple's' words, no matter how much he threatened or cursed. Otherwise, Inkasius could unknowingly commit treason for simply following orders.
However, after that senior had made a fuss about the warrior's 'disrespectful attitude', King Amautu himself had indicated that just this one time, these orders were to be followed. Clearly, 'senior brother' was taking a perverse joy in seeing him unhappy as he forced his orders onto him, a simple message transport any lowly servant could have handled.
However, when he heard the exact contents of the message, and the identity of the recipient, he understood why the king's fellow disciple had picked someone so important to carry out the orders.
Thus, again his better judgment, he once more did as he was told. At the very least, King Amautu's submissive attitude this time was highly suspicious, and not at all how the king would usually act. Maybe, Inkasius though, he didn't have the full picture. At least one more time, he would trust his king. He would betray his own judgment, and trust that his lord knew what was best.
Thus, he pulled out the bamboo role which contained the orders, a list of names, all of whom enemies of the kingdom who were to be removed. This time, those enemies included an Oriental, whose death Inkasius didn't particularly mind. However, the orders weren't limited to outsiders alone. Not even the lords of the kingdom would be spared any longer. Once he stepped through this door and presented his orders, any medalan lord currently in this city would become the target of the northern kingdom's most dangerous organization.
As a warrior of Medala, he was entirely opposed to the idea, yet he had already made his decision. By now, he knew too much, so he couldn't just fail to fulfill his orders. His safety, and that of his family, were on the line. Last time he had come here, he had met King Amautu's former attendant, who had become the king's disciple after he had converted to the Way. The broken state of the king's former attendant still gave Inkasius nightmares to this day, an image powerful enough to deter any disobedience.
Thus, with a heavy heart, he went inside, to order the assassination of the kingdom's upper class, and possibly provoke a war against the kingdom of the South. A dark night lay ahead for the people of this city, for now the End was coming.
---------------------------------------------------------------------
Lord Atoc Rubria. Kizco is the attendant. His tastes on women have changed.
Old-familiar sounds awoke the young Lord Atoc Rubria from his sleep. Back in his youth, his home of Yakuharra had frequently suffered from northern barbarian attacks. Every winter, they would rushed down the mountains in search of food and plunder, and Yakuharra had acted as the shield of the empire against these invaders.
As a child, Rubria had been awoken by the sounds of fighting more than once. After his father's early death, his anxiety had gotten even worse. Thus, the memories of his youth drove him out of bed and his hand onto his axe handle before he even understood what was happening. Though a swift look out the window made him understand his situation very quickly.
An attack in the middle of Challwala. How bold.
It had been a while since Yakuharra had last been attacked by the barbarians. Not since he had struck a deal with the northern tribes had he experienced a direct threat like this. However, Lord Rubria didn't feel threatened in the slightest, despite the sudden appearance of the invaders. Out of the window, his guards were fighting off the robed and masked attackers in good order. Already, the yard was brightly lit, which allowed him to see that his men had a significant advantage in numbers, and looked well-organized.
Luckily, we came prepared.
If Lady Antaya hadn't informed him that this trip would be dangerous, he would have never brought so many guards. He also would have never disguised so many of them as merchants and let them enter the city in advance, to confuse the enemy about their strength. Now, it appeared as if his trust in the lady's information network had paid off once more.
Though this lord cannot thank you this time, my dear lady. This time, your favor has caused quite the mess for this lord.
In the first place, Atoc Rubria had only come to join this dubious meeting in the snake's den that was Challwala because Lady Antaya had asked him for a favor. Otherwise, the cautious young lord would have simply remained in his home by the mountains and watched the fireworks from there.
The distant scholars of Chutwa had barely reached out to his home, and his tight grip on his small community, the conservative and combative character of the locals, as well as his deals with the barbarians had made his estate almost impenetrable by foreign influences. Since he had no worries about his safety back home, he had been ready to throw out his invitation for this meeting of the northern lords. Only when Lady Antaya had personally asked him did he reconsider.
Maybe after she has caused us so much trouble, the lady would be more willing to return the favor this time.
At the thought of the mature Lady Antaya's figure hidden underneath her dress, Rubria had to wipe away the drool around his mouth. Over years of meetings, he had desired the lady more and more, though she had never once accepted his advances. Maybe this time, gratitude or guilt would make her more receptive to his courtship.
Just as the young Lord Rubria was stuck in his fantasies, his door was shoved open with enough force to slam against the wall. Though the noise roused Atoc from his dreams, he still had nothing to fear, he thought, since the man who had entered was his personal attendant Kizco.
"Lord, the men cannot hold," the warrior with the disheveled hair and the panicked look said. "We need to leave."
For some, there might be something to fear after all, Rubria thought. His attendant wasn't usually the timid type, so the lord had no reason doubt his closest servant. Still, he couldn't help but question the news.
"What? How can our men be this useless?" he shouted. "We have the advantage in numbers, and we have been expecting them in advance! How are we still losing!?"
This made no sense. Hadn't he only just seen through the window that everything was going well? Yet when Rubria looked back into the yard again, he realized that the situation had dramatically turned for the worse in the short time he had spent dreaming about his dream woman.
As soon as his focus returned to his warriors, one of them pierced a masked intruder with a spear in his abdomen, a blow which would incapacitate any man. Yet despite the blood which sprayed from his stomach, the masked attacker simply pushed on, as if the deadly wound on his body didn't exist.
In the end, he drove the spear all the way through himself and continued to charge towards Rubria's warrior. In shock, the defender took a step back and stumbled over something in the dark. When the warrior fell over, the masked attacker jumped on him like a ferocious beast and clawed at him with his bare hands, the spear still embedded in his body. Similar scenes were happening all over the yard, which was now littered with bodies from both sides.
"They are fighting as if their lives do not matter. And they are strong like bulls," Kizco explained, before he added in a shuddering voice: "They are not human."
Faced with the confused ramblings of his attendant, as well as the man's empty stare of shock, Rubria finally realized that the situation had gone completely out of control.
"Very well, then we shall make use of our escape plan," he ordered immediately. Luckily, Rubria had prepared well in advance. Thus, he and his attendant made their way through the secret passage hidden within this family manor in Challwala. Since the dust-covered hidden trap door hadn't been used in a century, Rubria was quite certain that no outsiders would know about their escape path. By the time those attackers breached into the manor proper and found the hidden entrance, he would be long gone.
Vile creatures! I will never forgive you for killing my men!
Now that the numbness of shock had worn off, Rubria became angry, rather than scared. These had been his best men, many of them battle companions and close friends who had stuck with the family when they had struggled so much after father's death. Now, they had died just like this, a month's journey from their home. At least, Atoc knew where to direct his anger. Their masks wouldn't help them, he knew exactly who the assassins were.
Who else but the king's foreign hordes could have done something so vile, in such blatant disregard of medalan customs? Who else but those so-called scholars would show such religious fanaticism in a fight? Now that these villains had tried to stop him, he was even more determined to attend the meeting with the southern kingdom's minister. Not only would he attend, he would push for the harshest punishment for their good King Amautu who thought he was invincible as he trampled their rights, just because he was hiding behind his servants.
Yet just as Atoc was thinking about his revenge, a cloth covered his mouth and nose before he could react.
"Don't move," he heard, and a blade pressed into his back as well.
Who talked? Who betrayed me? Rubria thought, yet he could do nothing. Not long after, more unknown figures carried him away into the night.
---------------
Lord Gratidia had been doing an awful lot of losing recently. Yet ever since he had allowed Lady Inti and that foreigner to get involved in his family affairs, things had turned for the better.
After several moons of fighting, the scholars — and the ruffians they had backed — retreated out of Rhodanos again. At last, he was in charge of his own estate once more, free from the influence of the greedy King Amautu.
Though it hadn't been gratitude which drove him here to Challwala. Rather, he was afraid of the consequences should the meeting fail. If the southern merchant didn't receive explicit support from the northern lords during this meeting, Gratidia feared that the coward would run back south, and leave the northern lords to their devices.
Without the threat of the southern kingdom's intervention, King Amautu would surely come back for revenge. Rhodanos had experienced a king's revenge once before, and could not withstand a second time. Thus, Lord Gratidia had come to Challwala in person, to guarantee that this meeting of the northern lords would be a success.
Yet before he ever learned the exact time or location of the meeting, he had been surprised by a sudden attack from an unknown enemy in the night. Never had Gratidia thought that someone would dare send out so many troops to assassinate him in the middle of the north's capital.
Surely, even King Amautu would have to fear the loss of reputation this sort of attack brought with it. Yet the proof was undeniable, and right in front of him. A horde of foes had come to attack out of nowhere, enough to kill any warrior. However, Lord Gratidia was done with losing, and showed why the late emperor had awarded him his estate in the first place.
Blood had splattered all over his face, but it wasn't his own. The exhausted lord took a heavy breath and looked around at the battlefield he had survived. Just now, this had been a violent brawl, involving two dozen warriors. Now, he was one of only four men left standing, and the only one without any injuries. After all, Gratidia was the one with the most battle experience out of anyone, possibly across all of Medala.
Their enemies had been inferior in numbers, yet their strength had been absurd. Despite their slim frames and mangled postures, these masked figures had the strength of tigers as they charged them head-on. Yet in the end, strategy — and Gratidia's on-the-spot decision making — had made the difference. In formation, his well-trained men had made up for their disadvantage in raw strength, and slowly ground down their reckless enemies.
Although all but three of his men had died in the process, he couldn't help but think that these attackers had missed a trick.
If they are assassins, why did they attack from the front? Any ambush would have been more effective, even a poor one.
This was only the first of many questions Gratidia had, the next most pressing being the identities of the masked attackers. Thus, the lord walked up to one of the felled monsters, and reached out for its mask.
Now then, let's see who you really are, he thought, though he already had a good idea who had sent them. Yet his fingers never reached the mask to confirm his suspicions.
"Lord, there are more incoming!" he heard one of his remaining men shout.
Only then did he realize that they were surrounded by another half a dozen masked figures, three in front and three in the back. His men were injured, exhausted, and this time they no longer had an advantage in numbers. There was no escape.
Another defeat then, the lord just thought, as he slowly raised his axe, ready for one final fight to the death.
----------------------------------------------
When Cossus di Caecina had been sent to Challwala to represent Lord Caecina in a meeting of the lords, he had considered it a great honor, and an even greater opportunity. Not many warriors would ever have the pleasure of being treated like a lord. Not to mention, Cossus was also looking forward to the bribes he expected to collect from all available sides. So long as he didn't make trouble for his lord during this meeting, he knew he was safe to collect as much as he could carry.
Once he returned back home, he would have had both wealth and prestige. It had been perfect, the next step in a successful life aimed towards the top.
So where did everything go wrong?
The attackers had come in the middle of the night and had relentlessly mowed down any living thing in the manor. In the chaos, he had somehow managed to escape into the city, yet he hadn't made it far. After he had dragged his exhausted body along half a street, he had vaulted over a random courtyard wall. Now his back pressed against the cold stones, while his breath raced to match his racing heart.
Damn, damn! Don't find me, don't find me!
The same thoughts turned and turned in his head, yet his prayers would not be answered. Out of the darkness, a black figure unveiled itself like death personified. Frozen from shock and exhaustion, Cossus could only watch as the creature charged at him. Before he had noticed, a short sword was stuck deep in his chest.
Only now, at the end of his life, was Cossus able to overcome his fear. Filled with the desperation only the fear of death could bring, his weak hands clawed at the attacker, but he only managed to pull the black hood of his face. What he found underneath was no monster, but a simple man, old and thin, with sallow skin and dark-blue cheeks. Yet in his eyes, buried deep within his haggard face, burned a fanatical flame which threatened to devour everything.
"The end has come," the old man whispered, and pushed the sword deeper.
Hermit's Notes: Renamed End of the Way to Terminus, cause it's a neater name and the meaning is the same.
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Chapter 464 - Fear and Doubt
April 24


While most of Challwala's citizens were peacefully sleeping in their beds, they were completely oblivious to the spy war which had been taking place throughout the city just outside their windows.
By now, the warmth of dark night had begun to make way for another stuffy day in the north, yet Inkasius still remained at the Terminus compound. Of course, he wasn't staying here out of choice. After all, this was hardly a pleasant environment.
Like most courtyards in Challwala, the center of the compound was a massive open space, where Inkasius had been forced to remain, since he hadn't been allowed to enter any of the surrounding buildings. Yet unlike most of the inner yards in the city, it didn't contain a Chutwa-style garden. Instead, the yard was covered in simple sand, like a warrior's dueling arena.
Indeed, he could see traces of blood left all over the yard, which laid proof to the kind of grueling training — or punishment — the members of Terminus were subjected to. Worse yet, there was this constant sickly-sweet scent in the air, as if something was rotting in the distance.
Maybe that's corpses, or they are fumes from tonics, a way to numb the pain of the warriors after training in this yard, Inkasius speculated wildly.
While he remained to indulge in his imagination, the warriors in question had left the compound for the most part, out to hunt the lords of the north without any remorse or hesitation. Though of course, they had only gone because of an order Inkasius had delivered, so he had no right to condemn their actions.
A handful of warriors were still here, though he could barely tell. Sometimes, he could see bent over figures shamble past one of the many dark windows facing the yard. The only people he had seen clearly had been so-called 'trainers', scholars in white robes who had only appeared when Inkasius had tried to enter one of the buildings, to prevent his snooping. Thus, he could only sit in the one chair they had provided him, and await the return of the commissioned warriors. From the environment, to the secretive actions of the trainers, everything in this courtyard screamed suspicion to Inkasius, yet he still couldn't just leave here.
For one, he was rather happy that he could dodge the 'senior brother' for a while. Although this place was unpleasant, it wasn't as bad as that arrogant foreigner's presence.
More importantly though, King Amautu had ordered him to remain behind, and wait for the return of the assassins, to confirm the success or failure of their mission. Regardless of the final outcome, Inkasius would carry this information up the Sky Zigurrat and to his master as soon as possible.
Thus he sat there, in this creepy place with nothing to do. As time went by, his mind played ever more fanciful tricks on him, and created horror scenarios to reinterpret even the most harmless of impressions.
When he looked at the blood on the ground, he no longer saw intense, ruthless training, he saw warriors lined up to await ritual sacrifice.
When he saw a bent shadow walk past a window, he no longer saw tired servants cleaning the building, he saw warriors who had been so abused that now, all they could do was wander these halls endlessly, like ghosts, always observing him from the shadows.
When he smelled the sweet scent in the air, he no longer imagined medicine or corpses, he imagined vicious scholars using their knowledge of drugs and poisons to make the brave warriors of Medala meek and obedient.
Despite the rising heat of a classic Challwala morning, his body began to freeze up as his thoughts spun in endless, ever-escalating circles. More and more, Inkasius felt uncomfortable in his chair. More and more, he felt like he didn't belong here.
Worse yet, he thought more and more that, should he stay any longer, he may never be able to leave. His heart cramped in his chest, and he had trouble breathing.
No, he had to get out of here, his orders be damned.
Yet the moment he jumped from his seat, the main door to the inner yard opened. Before he could react, a number of masked figures entered, lined up in front of Inkasius, and went down on their knees. Of course, the warrior knew that they weren't bowing to him.
They're bowing to the king's seal on my waist.
After all, he had officially come to relay the orders of the Scholarly Court, since 'senior brother' had no legal power over him. Without such a seal, Inkasius wouldn't have been let into this secretive place in the first place, not even into this empty yard.
"Rise," Inkasius ordered, since the deferential treatment he received from fellow warriors made him uncomfortable. In response, the four men stood up like a single entity. Once they were upright, he could see that two of them had their robes ripped, and that they were bleeding through the cloth. Yet despite their wounds, they stood straight, without any concerns for their health. Again, the creepy feeling from before returned.
"Take off your masks," he squeezed out, despite his shortness of breath. Maybe if he could see their faces, he would no longer feel so uneasy. Maybe then, they would start to feel human again.
However, the men did not respond immediately. They simply stood there and looked at each other.
Hesitation. At least a human reaction.
Still, it wasn't enough to dispel Inkasius' unease. Thus, he pulled the king's seal from his waist and held it in his hand, stretched out towards the killers, for them to see.
"This Disciple has come on orders of the scholar king! In presence of the king's seal, This Disciple's word shall be the king's word!" he shouted, and took a step forward. "Whoever fails to heed the king's word shall be a traitor upon the kingdom!"
Finally, the killers raised their hands to their faces and took off their masks. Yet the reveal didn't ease Inkasius' anxiety at all. Their faces were shocking. Milky eyes, age spots and wrinkles; compared to their upright posture, the faces of these men looked way past their prime. Not only did they look old, their pale, sallow skin looked sickly as well, as if all of them were plagued with unspeakable disease.
What is this? Who are these men? What happened to them?
One question after another swirled around in his head, yet no answers were forthcoming.
Instead, the earlier tightness in his chest had returned with a vengeance. Once again, he felt like he was being observed from the shadows. All around the yard, he felt shadowy figures stand behind the dark windows and observe his every move, just out of sight. Inkasius had to take three deep, stuttering breaths before he managed to act calm on the outside.
Whatever was happening here had nothing to do with him, he told himself. However these old people had come to be members of Terminus, it wasn't any of his concern. Rather, he felt like if he continued to dig any deeper, he would simply disappear one night and join them as well. Thus, he ignored the pain in his chest, and pretended to be calm as he continued to fulfill his orders. The sooner he got done here, the sooner he could leave.
"Report on the results of your mission. The great scholar king needs to be informed immediately," he asked towards the man who looked least marred by life.
"Yes, great disciple," the man said. Before he spoke, he went down on one knee and bowed his head once more. The others followed as well. This time, Inkasius didn't ask them to rise again. Although he felt bad about treating fellow warriors like this — elders no less — he really couldn't stand to look at their faces any longer.
"The mission of Team Namachtli has been a success. House Caecina's representative has been eliminated, and his body disposed of, as ordered," the unmasked elder warrior explained. "During the mission, there was interference from an unknown enemy. As a result, six Markers of the Way have terminated their path. That is all."
According to the report, this man had just seen his battle companions die, yet his voice was devoid of any emotion. Again, Inkasius' chest tightened. However, at least when it came to the results of the mission, he could relax.
Seems like there was some resistance, but so long as they were successful, it should be fine.
After all, bringing good news was always preferable to bringing bad news. If he had to report a failure to the king, he had to fear punishment again. Thus, he was satisfied to send these killers away, so he wouldn't have to look at them any more.
"Very well. You may leave and rest until-" before Inkasius could finish his sentence, the door to the yard swung open once more. This time, a single figure entered, his robes ripped and soaked in blood. He could barely walk, with his left leg dragging behind him. Every step created a red streak behind the warrior, like brushstrokes which painted a picture of the man's defeat.
Yet as if his injury didn't exist, he walked straight towards Inkasius and went down on one knee. In the process, his left foot angled off at the shin, clearly broken, yet the man didn't care.
"Report, great disciple," he said. "The mission has failed. Lord Gratidia has escaped the End. Team Miktika has been wiped out in the process, there is one survivor."
Again, Inkasius was shocked, this time from the words he heard, rather than the people he saw. Before he could gather himself, another team entered the yard to report, and then another.
The longer this went on, the more Inkasius realized that this mission had not only failed, it had failed catastrophically. Out of all the teams which returned, only two had managed to fulfill their orders, and even they had suffered heavy losses in the process. Meanwhile, three other teams had not returned at all.
They were either still out there, trying to hunt down their targets, or they had been wiped out. Considering the determination of the other teams, and their general state of injury, Inkasius was convinced that the latter was true.
What is happening here!?
Utterly paralyzed by shock, he could only watch as the yard slowly transformed from a training place into a field hospital. More and more killers appeared, with various degrees of injuries, and sat down in the yard. By now, bloody streaks had turned the sand into a canvas.
At some point, servants had appeared from within the dark buildings around the yard. They began to treat the wounds, though it could not prevent the losses the men had already suffered. In the end, only one out of three people whom Inkasius had sent out on the mission had returned to Terminus, many of them with injuries so heavy they would never heal.
For a while, no more groups showed up. As the warriors were suffering all around him, the one who had sent them just stood there. Right in the middle of the yard, Inkasius was rooted on the spot, struggling to form any coherent thought, and then struggling to find excuses for his swift escape.
Maybe, he convinced himself, the last three groups had really been wiped out. In that case, he could finally leave this hellish place and report to King Amautu. Yes, surely that must have been the case. The last groups were long dead. Thus self-hypnotized, he took the first stiff step in an hour, to leave this place behind, forever, he hoped.
Yet when Inkasius thought that the nightmare was over, one last group entered the yard. Again, the king's disciple was rooted on the spot. Though as he listened to the report — this team had failed to catch their target after a long chase through the city, which was why they had been late — he was distracted, even more distracted than before.
Somehow, one of the bent figures felt familiar to Inkasius.
"You! remove your mask," he ordered. As he watched the old man uncover his face, the tight feeling in his chest grew again, to the point that he thought his heart would burst through his rib cage.
"I know you," he whispered, barely able to breathe. "What is your name?"
"All of Terminus is one, a mere Marker on the Way. Terminus carries no name," the man replied, without a hint of emotion in his voice.
However, while Inkasius didn't remembered his name, he still remembered his stature, and the cut of his face, with the sharp chin and drooping eyes. Several years ago, he saw this man stand next to King Amautu. Back then, he had envied his privileged position, and vowed to achieve the same one day.
At first Inkasius thought it was just mere resemblance — possibly an older relative of the warrior he remembered — yet the more he looked at the man's features in detail, the more certain he was: This old man was King Amautu's former attendant, and former head disciple, who had suddenly disappeared two years ago.
If he remembered correctly, the king's last attendant had been only a few years older than Inkasius himself. They were members of the same generation. Yet what knelt before him was an old man, his body mangled by time.
Unable to think, unwilling to imagine the consequences of his discovery, Inkasius stumbled past the kneeling killers, and out of the bloody yard. Before any of the resident scholars could stop him, he had left the cursed compound and its cursed inhabitants behind. Without a plan, he simply rushed through the claustrophobic streets of the city, as he struggled to accept what he knew to be true.
Maybe his earlier fantasies had been closer to reality than he was willing to admit. Maybe, Terminus was not only the greatest shame of the northern kingdom, but also its greatest sin.
Hermit's Notes: In my plans, there are 13 teams of Terminus: Three named after the three bonds of Confucianism (whose main job is to monitor the government internally for corruption/spies/traitors), five named after the five virtues of Confucianism (whose main job is surveillance of the population to enforce proper moral conduct), and five named after the five precepts of Daoism (whose main job is to punish criminals). Though I only ended up naming two here, and only some of the simpler concepts. As it turns out, translating complex chinese philosophical concepts into nahuatl is quite the challenge.
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Chapter 465 - Final Outcome
April 24


"What happened?" Lord Gratidia mumbled when he opened his eyes, shortly followed by: "What is this place?"
When the confused lord rose from the bunk with the soft bedding, he found himself in a dimly lit room, with a crackling fireplace in the corner and dark night outside the windows. After a fierce fight with the attackers, he had already expected to wake up in the underworld, but his aching head told him that he was still very much alive.
Before he could gather his thoughts, he spotted a figure moving in the darkness on the other side of the room.
"Who is there!?" he shouted, but when he reached for his axe on instinct, his hands grasped nothing. Both his weapons and his armor had been taken at some point.
Of course they were, fool. You are a prisoner.
He would just have to make do with his fists then, was what he thought. However, the lord's vigilance was misplaced this time. The dark figure proved to be an ally, rather than an enemy.
"Lord Gratidia, you have finally awoken," the smooth voice of a young man replied the lord. "This lord has been quite concerned," the voice said as the figure came closer.
When he entered the light around Gratidia, the lord saw that his fellow prisoner wore expensive, red warrior's robes. As he approached, he was still tugging on his robes to make sure they fit well around his shoulders. Clearly, he had only just gotten dressed. Though more importantly, this man was clearly of high status, either a lord or a high-ranking warrior.
For a moment, Gratidia stared blankly, trying to remember the identity of his opposite. He certainly had seen the young man somewhere before, but he simply couldn't remember where.
He has to be a warrior. What lord would be this young? Gratidia guessed, and directed a critical gaze at the boy who looked no older than twenty. However, the young man soon proved him wrong.
"Atoc Rubria, Lord of Yakuharra," the lord introduced himself and sat down on a bunk next to Gratidia's. Only now did the lord look around and realize that their cell wasn't looking too bad. Apart from five bunk beds with barely adequate bedding, there was also a wooden floor and the warm fireplace which created all the light in the room.
After a few seconds, Gratidia realized that he had failed to reply to his fellow lord. Instead, he had distractedly stared around the room like a fool.
This is no time to be confused. How can I embarrass myself in front of a junior?
"Ah, of course," Gratidia strained his mind to remember where he had seen this self-proclaimed lord. "We met..."
"During the last northern meeting of the lords for the end of the war against the central kingdom, yes," Rubria smoothly helped out again. "Of course, it would have been understandable if Lord Gratidia did not remember this lord. That meeting must have been some three years back, after all. At the time, this lord did not yet carry the name 'Atoc', as he was not of age."
Finally, Gratidia connected the face in front of him with the stubborn young man who had looked even greener, and had struggled to hide the deep unease on his face.
"The young Lord Primu Rubria, ah yes," Gratidia smiled, and finally bowed in greeting, before he made an excuse for his faux-pas. "Please excuse this lord's poor memory, Lord Rubria. This headache is quite the trouble."
Finally, Gratidia remembered this unfortunate young man, whose father had been assassinated during the Succession War.
"Not to worry, Lord Gratidia," Rubria waved away his apology. "We should simply be happy that we survived tonight with nothing more than headaches and bruises."
Gratidia nodded, but he had only half-listened to the youngster's explanation, since he was already focused on the room again. If they wanted to escape from this prison, he needed to make a plan first.
This chair could make for a makeshift weapon in a pinch. It could also be used to smash in those large windows. Though it is an obvious point of escape, so there are surely guards present outside. Maybe the dressing screens could be used as shields, they seem to be made of sturdy wood. Who knows, there might just be a hidden room somewhere behind those bookshelves as well. Though the door itself looks flimsy, maybe it could simply be kicked open.
The more the lord looked around the warm, inviting room, the stranger he felt. What sort of prison was this? Were their captors tempting them to escape, for an excuse to kill them? Since he didn't understand, he once more asked for support.
"What happened? Where are we?" Gratidia asked a second time, this time to his fellow lord, rather than to himself. Unsurprisingly, he received a much better answer this time.
"While this lord can not fathom where exactly we are at the moment, we should still be somewhere within Challwala. We were not transported for very long, no more than half an hour. If nothing else, we should be safe, for now."
"So then we have been kidnapped indeed. What a humiliation," Gratidia concluded. After seeing the room, he had hoped that he had been saved after falling unconscious, but it seemed like the masked figures from before had been the ones to bring him here.
"Not exactly," Rubria said, who looked a bit embarrassed when he spoke. "Last night, two forces apparently attempted to catch all northern lords in Challwala, and it appears as if we have been caught by the righteous of the two."
"Two forces?" Gratidia asked, as his nervousness made him scooch forward in his seat.
"While this lord might not know where we are, the purpose of our presence is more than clear," Rubria explained. "While the men who attempted to kill us were sent by the scholars under King Amautu, the ones to catch us were the ghost warriors of the southern king Corcopaca. We have been brought here for the meeting of the northern lords, organized by the southern kingdom."
"What!? Then why did they attack me!?" Shocked enough to even forget his proper address, Gratidia finally jumped from his bunk, which prompted another migraine attack. Before he could compose himself, he received his answer, though not from Lord Rubria.
"This servant fears that our circumstances made such measures inevitable, Lord Gratidia." The sudden voice made the lord's head swerve around. Again, the headache came back, but Gratidia did his best to suppress it. Despite the lord's vigilance, the door had opened at some point and a middle-aged woman had entered without his notice.
"Who are you!?" he asked through clenched teeth to combat the pain in his head. This was no time to consider his health. Although the arrival was just an old woman, she was clearly a dangerous assassin. How else had she sneaked up on his undetected?
Thus, the lord took a stance, ready to dodge a sudden knife attack. However, the woman didn't seem to care about his vigilance. In accordance to the customs, she simply bowed and introduced herself.
"Greetings, Lord Gratidia. This servant is Antaya di Pluritac, one of the the organizers of this meeting of the lords."
The spy queen of the south.
This was a name even the uninformed Gratidia knew.
Again, Gratidia was baffled by the development of events. Before he could gather his thoughts about this strange visitor, Rubria jumped off his bunk and ran up to the spy.
"Lady Antaya!" the young lord shouted, while grinning like an idiot. "How fortunate for us to meet here!"
In response, this lady Antaya smirked at the young lord.
"Not so much, Lord Rubria, for our meeting in this place and at this time had been planned long in advance," she said. Gratidia had to frown, Did that mean that this woman had always planned to kidnap them? Yet once again, Rubria preempted him.
"Lady, this time you were too naughty," he joked. "If you had planned this long in advance, you could have at least told us."
Entirely inappropriate for a prisoner who was talking to his captor, he sounded like the spy queen had organized a surprise dance party for him, rather than his kidnapping.
"Of course we would have loved to do everything in good order," the lady replied with a sigh, while Gratidia was still baffled by their interaction. "Unfortunately, security considerations did not allow the ghosts to do so, and the enemy's swift response forced us to act before we were fully prepared. For such inconvenience, this servant apologizes."
Again, the woman bowed, this time even deeper. Rubria was stepping ahead to hold her up by her shoulders, no doubt to perform some more coquetterie with her. However, Gratidia had finally regained his composure. What were these two people doing here? This wasn't a pleasure walk in the gardens!
"You say you are not the enemy, woman, but then why did you attack us!?" he jumped between the two and shouted at the spy to disrupt their nonsense. He had been fighting for his life, and these two were playing games!
"Unfortunately, Lord Gratidia is too brave, and too powerful a fighter," Antaya explained without flinching. "Since the brave warrior lord of Rhodanos presented our men with hostility upon meeting, we could only incapacitate the lord to suspend his resistance and carry him to safety."
Again, Antaya bowed like a servant. At least her explanation made sense.
This lord must have looked quite ferocious while fighting to the death. No wonder those little spies were scared.
Even so, the lord was still unsatisfied with the excuse.
"They should explain themselves then!" he shouted. Had these people identified themselves as allies, Gratidia would have never been humiliated like this.
"Unfortunately, there was little time," Antaya said, while retaining her bow. "Out on the streets, we had to assume that enemy reinforcements would arrive at any moment. Furthermore, we did not expect our enemies to wear similar masks and robes to our own, which created undue confusion and made any explanations in the moment difficult."
Since her words just sounded like more excuses, Gratidia was still frowning. Though for now, he failed to come up with more accusations, so he remained silent. While Gratidia was still thinking, the little lord next to him took the chance to woo with the spy again.
"Are those... things are still out there?" With hesitation, he at least asked a proper question this time.
Reminded of the recent battle, Gratidia had to shudder as well. Those assassins sent by Amautu hadn't been human. If they were still out there, he would surely die eventually under their relentless attacks. Maybe, he thought, it wasn't so bad to be stuck here. At least he would be safe. Rather than complain again, Gratidia decided to remain silent and observe his new allies, for now.
"Indeed they are," Antaya confirmed the worst fears of the lords. "We still know little about the new troops of the scholar king, but their appearance signals a new escalation of the conflict. They are as powerful as warriors, but large in number, and apparently expendable, or they would not be used in such a manner. We cannot fight them head on, at least not in Challwala. Thus, it was unfortunately not possible to get permission from the lords before moving them to this meeting place. Once again, this servant is inconsolable."
Again, Antaya tried to bow, but this time Rubria finally took the chance to hold her up by her shoulder. For a second, she returned a stern gaze, until the young lord awkwardly let go and took half a step back.
"Not to worry lady, there are many ways to make good on your mistakes," he finally managed to squeeze out after a lengthy cough.
"Oh? What does Lord Rubria have in mind?" the woman asked back, now all smiles.
"Would Lady Antaya maybe honor this lord with her presence over dinner?" the nervous young lord asked.
"This servant would be delighted," she replied, though her tone was formal. However, she thought for a second, before she added in a more relaxed voice: "However, this servant can only agree if she can bring along her daughter Inti. This servant would love to make Lord Rubria familiar with her, a beautiful young lady of great decorum, who is far more capable than this humble woman."
Just as Gratidia once more wanted to interrupt the incessant courtship dance between the two, the door to the room opened once again, this time loud enough that all three of them turned their heads in unison.
"So this is where you were, Lady Antaya," Brymstock the merchant said as he entered. "I have been looking for you. How did the mission go? Were there any problems?"
Although the merchant was outwardly confident, his eyes flitted around the room nervously, before they landed on the two lords next to Antaya.
"Ah, is it fine to tell me here?" he added, presumably worried about bad news which would make the southern kingdom look weak.
"No need to worry, Minister Brymstock," the spy queen alleviated his worries with a smile, before she motioned towards the two lords. "As you can see, everything went quite well. All the lords who have come to the capital could be retrieved successfully, before 'Terminus' could catch them. Only two representatives who had come on behalf of their lords were killed, since their safety was a lower priority. However, for the meeting we managed to save at least one warrior capable of representing their lord from every northern estate. Although there have been some losses, the mission has been a great success overall."
As he learned more about this operation of the ghosts, Gratidia's eyes widened in shock. Somewhere just out of his sight, a giant battle had been going on between King Amautu and the forces of the southern kingdom. And apparently, the southern kingdom had won.
Although Lady Antaya's vagueness about their losses indicated that they had been quite heavy, defeating the king's forces in the king's capital still proved the strength of the southern kingdom. While Gratidia was still mulling over his future relationship with the south, the merchant continued their conversation.
"In that case, I will have to thank you, Lady Antaya. The reputation of the spy queen is truly well-earned," Brymstock flattered, before he turned towards the lords.
"Dear lords, although this minister would love to spend some time socializing, it appears there is little time," he explained, and bowed towards them like a merchant eager to sell his wares. "The Chutwa scholars have long lost all decorum, and they will only turn more ferocious after tonight's failure. Thus, it is necessary to hold our planned meeting of the northern lords as soon as possible: Right here, right now. Please, take some time to get ready. A servant will soon come to take you to the prepared meeting place."
Thus, Brym bowed again, before he ran off without waiting for an answer from Gratidia or Rubria. Most likely, he was off to send out the same invitation to all the other lords the woman's ghost warriors had kidnapped tonight.
Soon, Gratidia stood behind the screens on the other end of the room, and fixed his robes in front of a full-length mirror. In the meantime, Rubria was still fooling around with the woman who looked old enough to be his mother.
While he looked at the lord who was socializing with the spy master of the southern kingdom, Gratidia thought back to the events of tonight, and couldn't help but think that all of this had been far too convenient for the southerners. Though even if all these events had been planned out by the ghost warriors, it only proved their power, which just gave Gratidia one more reason to side with them against Amautu. Surely, most other lords would think the same.
It appears this meeting will go down far more smoothly than previously expected. Maybe this lord would have been better off staying at home, he thought, and turned back to continue fixing his clothes.


Hermit's Notes: With this chapter, I think I'm finally no longer behind on releases? If my plans hold, I'll post three more chapters this week, at least. No promises though.
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Chapter 466 - Springing the Trap
Chapter 466 - Springing the Trap
April 28


After a night of violence in Challwala, King Amautu reacted quickly to the shifting situation. After all, he had been ready for a failure of the operation well in advance. While the outcome had been even worse than what he had expected, their defeat hadn't been catastrophic. Not to mention, even a defeat could be leveraged into an advantage with enough finesse.
Sure, the southern ghost warriors had saved all the northern lords and managed to stage their little meeting. However, in order to achieve their goals, their own losses had also been considerable. Not only had many valuable ghost warriors died last night, the lords had also lost most of the warrior guards they had brought into the city. By now, they would be almost without protection, and terrified of the strength of his new secret department.
If Amautu played his cards right, this was certainly something he could work with. For now however, he had to play upset.
Thus, he looked up from the scroll he had pretended to read and looked around this room at the bottom of the Sky Zigurrat. The large stone room had been lit up brightly, though the atmosphere was solemn. Lines of chairs had been erected in the square room, each of which seated one of Master Ichtaka's students, all equal in their position in accordance with their status.
By now, all of them should know about the failed operation which took place the previous night. Although Amautu was unhappy that he, a king, would be put on equal status with these ordinary disciples, he had no room to complain, for Master Ichtaka personally sat elevated and to the side, half-hidden in the shadows, to observe the proceedings.
From here, they would plan how to handle the upcoming negotiations with the lords and southerners, now that their circumstances had changed so dramatically. Even the arrogant scholars had realized that their methods weren't working. Finally, they had begun to take medalan politics seriously. Thus, the king could only play by the rules of the scholars once more. Luckily, his main opponent had made too many mistakes recently, and was too easy to attack.
After Amautu had tucked the scroll into his sleeve, he turned to his senior brother Ohtli, and nodded towards him. In response, the senior brother — who had been made to wait for some time by Amautu's leisurely reading — scoffed and stood up. As the senior disciple, it was his prerogative to open up the meeting, another privilege Amautu was eager to get back.
Sure, you be unhappy, senior brother, he thought as he watched the face soured by his little stalling tactic. The more upset you are now, the more mistakes will you make later.
"Last night, the local barbarians have once more shown their determination to retain their ill-gotten power and prevent progress," the senior brother began. "Even so, the brave Cuauhuehuetque of the Way would not bow to the stubborn barbarians, and enacted the will of the Way upon them. As planned, the two most egregious offenders among the barbarian Chatra were sacrificed to the great Way. The rest were driven from the city, not to return to the embrace of the Way until their lesson is learned."
After Ohtli's bluster, a few disciples nodded in approval. Most however had enough sense to remain quiet in the face of these brazen lies. Meanwhile, Amautu himself wouldn't just let his senior brother's words stand. He couldn't allow him to deny reality, lest their master ended up making decisions based on false knowledge.
"Senior brother," Amautu began his counterattack. "This king has heard all about last night's events, as have all other disciples in the room. There is no need to recount past matters once more, less so if such a recount does not reflect the truth."
In the Way of the scholars, truth was considered a great pursuit, and lying was considered a great unrighteousness. Suddenly, all eyes in the room were on Amautu, who had just indirectly accused his senior brother. In response, said senior brother narrowed his eyes and stared Amautu down, but the king would not back down today. No, in fact, he could not, not if he didn't want to lose control over his kingdom forever.
"Junior, dare you claim this senior has spoken untruth?" Ohtli finally asked when he saw that Amautu wouldn't buckle under silent pressure. As the eyes of the disciples focused on him, the king could feel the tension in the room rise. However, this pressure was just a misguided attempt to prevent him from thinking. After all, the king had long prepared his arguments for today and didn't have to think at all anymore.
"Senior brother, if last night's operation had been a success, there would be no need for all fellows to meet today. Our fellow brothers have come here to decide how to handle the upcoming negotiations. Had all the lords truly fled the city in fear, there would be no reason for us to assemble. After all, who would we negotiate with had we managed to intimidate those lords into an escape?"
Although Master Ichtaka sat in the corner of the room, overlooking the crowd, Amautu wasn't afraid to start a fight this time. After all, his elder brother had been the one to make the mistake, and not for the first time. By now, his failures had become so severe that they threatened to destabilize the kingdom itself.
Even worse for Master Ichtaka, they threatened the very status of the scholars in Medala, a status they had only achieved through Amautu's support. Yet Ohtli seemed remarkably unaware of the damage his greed and arrogance had caused to their master's plans. When confronted with his own failures, the head disciple said no word.
"Hmph." he simply snorted, sneered, and crossed his arms as he sat back down in his chair. Maybe he wouldn't admit his mistakes, but he certainly couldn't defend his actions either, so he had apparently chosen to remain silent.
A child's response. Who would respect you like this?
Of course, Amautu wouldn't just let him off like this. This was too rare a chance to harm his senior's reputation further.
"Senior brother, almost all of Terminus has been eliminated, yet the operation has been a total failure. None of the northern lords have died in the process, and neither has the southern merchant. Now they are sitting together somewhere and drafting a paper of condemnation against the kingdom, or so we assume. We simply cannot know for certain, because we cannot find them," Amautu explained what everyone here already knew.
Though his purpose wasn't to inform anyone of course, it was to establish the truth, so his senior couldn't shamelessly lie anymore. Obviously, humiliating his senior brother in the process was a nice little bonus.
"Two of the Chatra were killed," senior brother tried to insist. Yet Amautu was having none of his nonsense.
"The only ones who died were mere representatives, not real lords. And in order to achieve such a feat, almost all of Terminus has been sacrificed. Now, the strongest arm of the scholarly court has been cut off in a meaningless, zealous pursuit of ignorance."
This time, Amautu's accusations were no longer veiled. They were a direct attack on his senior's character. In response, the various disciples in the circle looked at each other and whispered in shock. Although Amautu wasn't expecting any of them to openly side with him against their senior brother, this would be good enough.
As expected, Ohtli jumped from his seat, probably to accuse Amautu of disrespecting his senior again. However, when he saw all the stares of his fellow disciples land on him, his finger slowly lowered again. Even in his rage, he should have understood that he couldn't arbitrarily force through his opinions, not if he didn't want to get isolated among his fellows.
"That is the role of the Cuauhuehuetque," senior brother instead tried to argue. Although he was no longer accusing Amautu, his voice was still firm. "Their only purpose in society is sacrifice, in support of scholarly duties. This, and nothing less, shall be their lot in life, and they have died to fulfill it. Who could ever argue about their use, when they have done their duties? Soon, their numbers shall be replenished, as is the destiny of Terminus. By then, another attempt at cleansing can begin. Those barbarian Chatra cannot escape their fate for long. Their end has long been decided."
"And while we await the rebuilding of Terminus, the northern lords have long banded together and sent their troops onto Challwala," Amautu sneered in response when he saw that some of his fellows seemed swayed by Ohtli's shallow arguments.
Luckily for him, these people knew very little about medalan culture, despite the years they had spent here. If they did, they would know just how important warriors were for the medalan lords. Their losses last night had been catastrophic. Many of them would be apprehensive about a full-blown war as a result, not when they knew so little about the true strength of Terminus or the Scholarly Guards.
Though the truth didn't matter. So long as his fellows believed that Medalans would treat their warriors like sacrificial pawns like the Chutwa did, there was no reason to assume the lords weren't willing to sacrifice all of them to topple the rule of the scholars.
As Amautu stared around the room, into the shocked and confused faces of his brothers, he could feel the tide turn in his favor.
Yes, surely, you are not used to having your lives threatened. Time to feel the flip side of power, my dear fellow disciples. Let me give you another taste of reality.
"Moreover, there will never be another chance like this," Amautu continued in the face of stunned silence. "After last night's events, the lords will never again enter Challwala, unless accompanied by an army. How exactly will the Markers of Terminus make another attempt at their lives?"
His last question was directly aimed at Ohtli again. While Amautu sat comfortably in his chair, the senior brother still awkwardly stood in the center of the room, surrounded by the apprehensive stares of his brothers.
"What does it matter?" he shot back, though his voice was now a lot more agitated than before. "Those barbarians are swimming against the stream of history! They will exhaust themselves and sink soon enough!"
"Yet they are still strong enough to capsize the efforts of the men in this room on their way down," Amautu shot back. He had long expected sophistry and empty phrases. Not to mention, everyone in this room was a master of language, as most scholars were.
Ohtli wouldn't be able to fool them with these cheap tricks, not unless they willingly played dumb in the first place. For a second, the senior brother stared at the junior with all the resentment of an older brother who couldn't have his younger brother's toy. Finally, he seemed to have realized that he couldn't win the argument, and that the other disciples would remain neutral throughout. No one was coming to his aid. Thus, he finally sat down again.
"What is it you want, junior?" he asked after another long pause. Though his words still sounded resentful, Amautu hadn't expected any less from his petty senior, and so made his only demand for today without concern.
"Senior brother, this junior believes it would be best if you were to stay out of the upcoming negotiations with the northern lords and the minister of the southern kingdom."
For the third time, Ohtli jumped from his seat, and this time even Amautu was shocked by his violent reaction.
"Crazy! How dare a barbarian look down upon his senior brother! Master was nice enough to take you in when you had nothing, when you were only an ignorant child, no more! Master gave you wisdom! Will you now spit upon the gifts received, to ingratiate yourself with these barbarians! once more?" he shouted in a single breath, spittle flying from his lips.
That damn finger of his was also pointing at the king of the north in accusation again. Maybe his extreme reaction was due to his poor self-control, or maybe in his arrogance, he really hadn't expected that Amautu's goal had been to remove him from government affairs.
However, there was also a distinct possibility that he was trying to enrage Amautu with his disrespectful actions. If a junior brother started to openly insult his senior, he would be in the wrong, no matter how good his arguments were. Thus, in the face of yet another improper provocation, Amautu took a deep breath before he replied as calmly as he could.
"Of course not, senior brother. This junior is eternally grateful for master's gift of wisdom, though he is unworthy. Only, doing all this dirty work is truly beneath senior brother. Why bother with all these barbarians and their dirty ways? Would it not be wiser to have senior brother read the classics, or stay with master, in charge of teaching the younger generation, rather than waste senior brother's time on the trivial matters between the unwashed masses?"
This time, Amautu chose flattery rather than provocation, since it seemed like Ohtli was about to explode anyways. Apparently, he had chosen wisely, since at least that damn finger finally went down again.
"Whatever the matters between barbarians, whatever is important, this senior shall decide for himself," he huffed and crossed his arms inside his sleeves. "Should junior negotiate with the barbarians by himself, he would surely go easy on his fellow countrymen, despite all the scholarly servants they have killed last night. After all, junior's blood is irredeemably tainted with the barbarity and ignorance of this land. This senior is simply concerned that the crimes of these fake Chatra would be forgiven. Thus, senior brother would aim to join the talks, to give his advice and guarantee an appropriate punishment for their insolence."
It had only been one night and one morning since the failure of Ohtli's plan, and yet he had already prepped up again. Even now, he still insisted on his faulty opinion. Maybe he would to his last breath. After all, not even a public condemnation of his failure could shame him into admitting his mistakes. While Amautu had hoped for some support from the other disciples to give the senior a final push, they had clearly decided to stand aside and watch. They probably knew that Amautu was right, but didn't want to openly oppose the head disciple either.
Clearly, this was leading nowhere. Thus, Amautu turned towards his master, begging for some understanding from the wise Ichtaka, his last remaining hope for a peaceful resolution of this mess.
"Master, senior brother has sufficiently proven that his violent suppression is not a promising method to promote the light of the Way within these lands. If senior brother insists on defeating the local lords through force alone, they will rise in revolt. Worse yet, they have received help from an enemy kingdom. As they have become more hostile towards the Scholarly Court, that kingdom has begun to arm and organize them. If the central kingdom joins their growing alliance as well, there is a very real chance that the scholars will be driven out of these lands for good. Rather than more conflict, we need to come to an arrangement with them. After all, the teachings say that harmony shall be striven for above all else."
As Amautu's speech went on, he carefully observed his master's reaction in the shadow, as did all the other disciples in the room. When he saw his master slowly nod, he realized that he was on the right path. It had been wise to argue based entirely on the teachings of the Way, rather than relying on logic like his brother Corco would have. After all, the wisdom of the ancients was far beyond whatever any modern person could know. However, such knowledge could be used by anyone, and misused by those with bad intentions.
"Master, this is nonsense!" Ohtli fired back with a broken voice, panic written in his face as he saw his ambitions crumble before his eyes. "The junior shall adhere to the senior, always! Junior Amautu has violated one of the basic precepts of the Way. Such blatant disregard of the laws of the world cannot be rewarded. No, they must be punished in turn!"
Of course, Amautu couldn't just let his senior use sophistry to fool their master again, like he had done so many times before.
"Teacher, this-" he tried to argue, when at last, Master Ichtaka raised his hand, and his voice with it.
"Enough," the old man said sternly, almost in a whisper. Even so, all other sounds in the room stopped immediately, as if his master commanded the air itself.
"As the water follows the path of the river, so shall the scholar follow the path of the Way. A path of resistance is no path at all," Ichtaka explained the Way as he looked at Ohtli. As usual, a few words of wisdom enlightened the whole room.
Upon his master's words, Amautu finally relaxed. With this, his master had sided with him and against his senior brother, for the first time he could remember. Clearly, even master's endless patience had grown weary in the face of his head disciple's endless failure.
"Master-" Ohtli tried to argue again, but this time, it was his turn to be interrupted by Ichtaka.
"Head disciple Ohtli shall go spread the teachings of the Way among the young ones, as he is most familiar with such duties. Second disciple Amautu shall talk to the unlearned, so they shall see the light and cease their barbaric acts."
With his orders given so clearly, there was nothing left to argue. Anything more would be considered rude towards their master. Thus, the unwilling Ohtli had to lower his head and accept his orders, as did all the other disciples in the room.
With his face towards the ground, Amautu could hardly suppress his smile. After today's failure, his senior's reputation among the disciples had fallen to the floor. Now, he would have no more ability to fight the king for power in his own kingdom, at least for a while. Even better, now that this stumbling block had finally been removed from the path, Amautu could face the upcoming negotiations calmly. Finally, he could pave the way for peace, and for the eventual enlightenment of Medala.


Hermit's Notes: Well, I tried to not name the senior brother for as long as possible, so you guys wouldn't have to remember quite so many names. But this chapter had so many weird, unnatural sentences as a result that I still gave up in the end. Sorry about that.
A second chapter to be posted right after this, since I keep writing them out of order somehow.
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Chapter 467 - Strength Through Weakness
Chapter 467 - Strength Through Weakness
April 28


As he looked up at the Wonders of the World shop in Challwala's outer city, Amautu once more realized how poor his initial negotiating position was. After the events from last night, the southern minister Brymstock insisted on advancing the time of the meeting to today, and he insisted on changing the meeting place as well.
In the southern kingdom's own property out here in the outer city — far away from the Sky Zigurrat — Amautu's home advantage was minimized as much as possible. No doubt they had also prepared an elaborate escape plan had Amautu come with soldiers to apprehend them. Not only had the king lost the trust of the other party prior to the start of negotiations, he had also lost much of his home advantage.
Another advantage lost. Not that it matters. This should make it easier to act weak, and acting weak should prove beneficial for once.
Amautu had long planned out his strategy, so his apparent weakness wouldn't be a problem this time. Thus unconcerned with the deliberate signs of distrust the southern minister and the northern lords had shown him, he entered the shop.
Shortly thereafter, Amautu sat at a table together with Brymstock di Pluritac, who represented the southern kingdom as its finance minister, and Tacao Calvu Betucio, Governor of the North, who represented the northern lords.
The seating arrangement clearly drew the lines right from the start. While Amautu sat alone on one end of the table, Brymstock and Betucio sat together to his opposite. Apart from the transcribers to record the meeting, there was no one else left in the room, not even their personal attendants. In such a private meeting, the participants had no reason to strictly adhere to the usual code of conduct.
As a result, the first question from Brymstock after their introductions was: "Where are your scholar friends, King Amautu?"
Of course, Amautu would never make the mistake of bringing any scholars to the meeting, not after what had happened the previous night. Thus, the first, probing attack didn't bother him too much, despite the rude tone.
"They are not here, of course," Amautu calmly replied. "This meeting's purpose is to reconsider northern medalan politics. No outsiders should be present on such an occasion."
As he spoke, Amautu stared squarely at the fair-skinned merchant who was representing the southern kingdom. Yet just how the king had done before, the fat man acted as if he hadn't heard the slight.
"That's good." He sneered instead. "Your Chutwa friends have already done enough damage. They are not welcome here."
Welcome where!? This is the king's city, foreigner!
Clearly, this foreign merchant had set out to provoke him today. Yet rather than angry, Amautu got nervous. If this foreigner did nothing but throw out accusations, then his entire negotiation strategy would be useless. If the other side was unwilling to even talk, they would never reach an agreement. Luckily, the third party at the table was more reliable, and more invested in the peace process.
"King Amautu, you have crossed a line last night," Betucio added, though in a much more diplomatic tone. "Although this governor has always stood behind his king, this time, the actions of the Scholarly Court have been inexcusable. After the events of last night, we cannot in good conscience believe that King Amautu has come here with good intentions."
Not long ago, Betucio had still been considered part of Master Ichtaka's line of disciples. However, the brazen actions of the scholars had forced Betucio to side with his family and his fellow lords, and against Amautu. As he spoke, the governor of the north barely looked at his king's face. Rather than angry or afraid, he appeared to be more disappointed. It was a disheartening reaction, and Amautu himself was uncomfortable to have lost such a loyal ally, all because of the incessant meddling from his fellow disciples.
"Last night was a mistake. However, this king was not involved in the matter, please believe as much," he tried to explain himself to his old friend. Even though he knew that he had to perform today if he wanted to succeed in negotiations, he couldn't shake the bad feeling when he faced Betucio. "This king has always had good intentions in all of his actions, yet he cannot control what some of his subjects do on their own."
Unsurprisingly, neither of the two reacted to Amautu's frank confession. Who would believe that a king would have no power in his own capital? In truth, it wasn't like Amautu had no power at all. Rather, he had deliberately given up control completely to trap his senior brother. As a result, his excuses sounded rather hollow, even to himself. Yet how could he possibly explain that without looking like the villain?
As Amautu was still confused over his past actions and his future strategy, Betucio had taken out a bamboo scroll, and pushed it to the king across the table.
"This here is a paper signed by all lords of northern Medala," he explained. "Within, we state our condemnation of King Amautu's past actions, as well as our desire for change. Within, we further commit ourselves to a return to past traditions, past civility, and past respect for the status of the medalan lords. We demand that the rights and private property of all medalan lords be guaranteed, and that their losses be compensated. The levied warriors of the Scholarly Guards are also to be returned to their respective estates, and no further levies should be demanded by the king in the future. Finally, all Chutwa scholars should be barred from entry into the northern kingdom from now henceforth."
Although Amautu took the piece of paper, he didn't bother with reading it. Betucio had done a very good job of explaining the contents, after all. Instead, the king shook his head, while trying to look as embarrassed as possible.
"That is impossible," he said, and placed the paper back onto the table. In response, the foreigner meddled with the local affairs of the north once more.
"King Amautu, maybe we have not been sufficiently clear, because Governor Betucio is too polite," the merchant said, and pressed his hands onto the table in a gesture which was probably meant to look threatening. "These are not suggestions, they are demands. And if these demands are not met, the northern lords will take matters into their own hands. By then, all consequences will have to be borne by you."
Again, this bastard was trying to provoke him. However, the insults only helped Amautu calm down. Maybe he still felt guilty about the way he had treated Betucio and some of the other lords. However, his main opponent was this man of the southern kingdom, and his aim was to end his incessant meddling in their internal affairs. With such an enemy, he would no longer feel bad about lying to achieve his goals. In the first place, this was something he needed to do to regain his authority. Only then could he start to put things right.
"This king is well aware of the implied threats in this document. However, there is nothing I can do," Amautu began. In order to weaken his impression further, he even began to humiliate himself by addressing himself in the first person. "I have neither the power, nor the authority, to deport all scholars from the kingdom. In the first place, authority over international matters for the Medala Empire lie with the Triumvirate Meeting, officially. Though even if a resolution could be reached or if I were to act on my own accord, I do not possess the strength to execute such a resolution."
"Have things deteriorated this far?" Betucio asked. His deep frown told Amautu that the governor understood what his king was hinting at.
"Indeed they have, my old friend." The king nodded, and looked down, in his best attempt to appear embarrassed. "Apart from my attendant and a few private servants, I have no control over any of the king's warriors any longer. I control neither the Scholarly Guards, nor Terminus. Now everything is in the hands of Master Ichtaka and his disciples."
Of course, that was a massive exaggeration. Amautu was still the most powerful political entity in the kingdom, apart from maybe his master. Though that wasn't something these people needed to know, nor could they know it. Once again, he would use a difference in knowledge to gain an advantage during negotiations.
With a lowered head, Amautu observed the two men opposite for their reactions. While Betucio looked sympathetic to his plight, the foreigner predictably looked unhappy.
"In that case, why are you here by yourself, powerless king Amautu?" he probed for a hole in Amautu's story. "Leading such important negotiations by yourself, it certainly seems like you still have a lot of power left, or at least a lot of trust from your master."
This foreign invader was as perceptive as he was annoying. Although Amautu had suffered yet another insult, he had to hold back and once more pretend to be pitiful.
"Minister Brymstock, you simply do not understand the way the Chutwa scholars think." Amautu sighed, before he told his story. "While these negotiations seem to be of vital importance to us, the Chutwa simply never cared about their outcome. In the first place, the great scholars would never lower themselves to arguing with barbarians. Thus, I could come here by myself."
"Then if they don't care, why do they get involved in local matters at all? Why not just stay here in Challwala and do whatever it is they care about?" the annoying Brymstock probed further. Finally, his questions had led Amautu exactly to the place he wanted to go. After another sigh, he stared at the two people on the other side of the table to raise the tension. Only after a while did he reply.
"They are indeed interested in Medala, or rather, they are interested in converting Medala into another Chutwa tributary state. However, they believe that simply killing anyone who would get in their way would be a much easier solution. After all, the Chutwa have far more advanced cultivation techniques than the Medalans, so they have plenty of warriors to throw away. The events of last night were the result of their beliefs and their power. So long as the lords continue to oppose a takeover by the Chutwa scholars, they are unlikely to stop."
"Are you threatening us, King Amautu?" Brymstock tried to threaten back. However, he hesitated in his response just a little too long, proof that even he had been intimidated by last night's events.
"No, I am simply warning you." Amautu sighed again, and covered his face with his hands for a few seconds to hide his sneer. "All I want is to prevent further bloodshed, as well as the eventual destruction of the northern kingdom in a brutal civil war."
"If they want a war, they can have it." This time, Betucio was the one to reply, though his words seemed even less convincing than Brymstock's. His voice lacked any force, and a deep frown of worry had developed on his face, no doubt caused by the image of countless mindless Chutwa warriors overrunning the estates of the north.
"Don't be so sure, my friend," Amautu further stoked the flames with a shake of his head. "Just how many men have you lost last night alone? I guarantee you, this attack was far from the limit the scholars can achieve. Terminus is endless. Even I cannot tell how many men they have hidden within those dark halls. As far as I can tell, they can throw endless waves at their foes, until they die from exhaustion."
Of course, none of that had been true. Amautu had full control over the Scholarly Guards. Not even his master could freely wield the king's warriors. In fact, Amautu had decent control over Terminus as well. The attacks of the previous night had only been possible because Amautu had allowed Ohtli to make use of the king's seal for a day. Now, his senior brother had lost his privilege, and all the power he had enjoyed with it. Not to mention, after last night's losses, Terminus wouldn't be able to launch another attack for months, at least.
However, the foreigner and Governor Betucio couldn't possibly know any of that. Even the all-pervasive spies of the southern kingdom couldn't easily uncover core secrets in an enemy kingdom's capital. With this difference in knowledge, and with the fear of last night still fresh on their minds, he had successfully managed to intimidate his opponents. Indeed, the room returned to silence for quite a while as Amautu let them steep in their own thoughts.
"Then why are you here, King Amautu? Only to prove how useless you are?" Brymstock finally asked, maybe to regain a modicum of initiative. However, everything was too late now. The seeds of doubt had long been sown.
"No, while I cannot accede to your demands, there are still some things I can do," Amautu offered. After showing them a bleak future without escape, he would prove that he was the only one who could prevent the worst result. However, the foreigner proved stubborn till the end.
"If you cannot fulfill the demands in the paper, then the lords have already decided to go to war," he insisted in a low voice which would have sounded intimidating, had they come from a ,more imposing man.
"Minister, this king simply does not have the power to fulfill anything." Amautu smiled weakly. "No matter how much you threaten, this simple truth will not change. I can only do the things I can do, and the scholars prevent me from doing most."
Thus, Amautu had painted himself as just another victim, an unwilling ally of the scholars, who had been forced into passivity. Most importantly, this weak position he had established guaranteed that he couldn't be forced to agree to any harsh demands from the lords. How could he commit to reparations when he had no power in the first place? In the end, it was his former disciple Betucio who asked the final question, which completed Amautu's plans.
"In that case, what can King Amautu offer?"
"At the very least, I can guarantee property rights for the lords and the territorial integrity of their estates," Amautu said readily. Trying to take either had proven impossible anyways. "After the recent attempts of the scholars to infiltrate further inland failed, they became frustrated with their progress. If I offer to take over the mission of enlightening the local lords, I can surely stall their brazen attempts in the future."
"Is that all you will give? An armistice and an empty promise?" the spoilsport foreigner asked, but Amautu was now undeterred by his bad attitude.
"I can also guarantee that the lords will no longer be targeted by Terminus," the king added another empty promise. For a while, Terminus would be incapable of such attacks in the first place. "However, in return, the lords will have to continue sending men for the Scholarly Guards."
"That's impossible. This runs counter to one of our core demands." This time, it was Betucio's turn to deny Amautu's request. After all, the lords had lost a lot of population by sending them to the capital. Yet this was a point Amautu had to insist on. How else would he strengthen his forces, to one day take over the north, just how Corco had taken over the south?
"Without any visible benefits from these negotiations, the scholars will consider my mission a failure. Should I prove unreliable, they will continue to interfere in Medala's internal affairs," the king argued. "I have to offer the scholars something if I wish to gain their trust."
"And that something are the warriors of Medala?" Betucio complained in a critical tone.
"Yes, I can tell them that the lords have stopped resisting, and prove it through your surrender of warriors." Amautu acted excited, and then added a sly grin. "In fact, you do not need to send any core warriors at all. You could send old men, or even commoners. Anything really, just to deceive the scholars."
While, in response to the improved offer, Brymstock looked like he had swallowed a frog — and in fairness, he probably had, based on his belly — Betucio stroked his chin for a few seconds, before he finally gave the reply Amautu wanted to hear.
"That would be doable, I believe most brothers would agree to such an arrangement," he finally said, and showed a smile of relief. Clearly, he had never wanted a war in the first place.
Although the foreigner wanted to say something again, eager to disrupt the peace, Amautu spoke up first. After some research, he had learned how to win him over as well.
"Of course, the northern kingdom will not only guarantee the property rights of any medalan noble — even from other kingdoms — we will also allow Minister Brymstock to officially sell his bonds in the north, without any interference," Amautu said, pretending to be magnanimous. Though maybe he really was this time, since this was the only true concession he had made today.
Anything to get this insufferable instigator out of my country.
Ever since he had entered the northern kingdom, this foreigner had done nothing but disrupt his plans. At this point, Amautu would be happy to help him sell his papers, just to get rid of him. Luckily, Brymstock di Pluritac didn't even think for a second, and directly agreed, as if he had just been waiting for Amautu's words.
"In that case, I believe we have a deal." He suddenly smiled, and jumped up to shake the king's hands before he could rethink his decision. Although Amautu couldn't shake the thought that he had somehow been played, he had finally achieved his goals.
Thus, the imminent civil war in the north ended with a handshake and a signature. In the process, the least powerful actor in the city — King Amautu — ended up with the largest advantage. After leveraging his weak position to negotiate strong terms, he managed to restore the status quo in the kingdom, while also intimidating the lords and weakening his senior brother's authority in the process.
Surely, his master wouldn't like that he had simply thrown his head disciple under the bus, and many other scholars with him. However, now that he had somewhat reconciled with the lords, Amautu's status in the kingdom had grown in importance again. Thus, ambitious people like Ohtli could no longer get rid of him quite so easily, no matter how they tried to fool their master.
Not to mention, he would soon travel to Tequitlali. Amautu hoped that after following his master's advice to get married to the right woman, he would remain in Master Ichtaka's good graces. By then, he would be able to work with the lords, the scholars and the people of Tequitlali, depending on his needs. While Amautu was still balancing on a knife's edge, the King of the North could finally see the end of the blade, and the wide open space on the other side.
Hermit's Notes: This chapter focuses on a neat instance of two-level games I thought, something I've been thinking about a bit lately.
Just about the ending of this mini arc, another two or so chapters to wrap things up.
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April 30


Once again, Inti found herself in the Old Well, the same secret room she had sought out two days prior. Just like the first time, she once again found her mother already waiting for her inside. However, the busy office atmosphere from last time had disappeared.
Only a few masked ghosts were left to inject some life into the room. Though they were still walking from here to there, it looked like they were mostly busy with filing and putting away all the documents in the room. In the corner, there was even a small fire pit, which was fed with paper every once in a while.
Inti wondered if there were fewer workers simply because, now that their mission was over, the only work left was to clean up their traces, or if they had just lost so many people that this was all they could spare. Though of course, she had come here precisely to get an answer to that very question.
"So, where is everyone?" she began after she had stormed into the room and sat down in front of her mother. This time, the spy queen wasn't so preoccupied with work, so she put down the document she had been writing and squarely looked at her daughter and her rude actions.
"Off to work, of course. Most of the ghosts we needed for this operation were not originally stationed in Challwala. Because of the mess you caused, reinforcements had to be drawn from all over the north. Since they were only here as temporary support, they need to get back to their own duties now that the emergency had been resolved."
Although Inti wanted to question her mother about their losses, the question got stuck in her throat at the last second, and never quite made it out. In truth, she was too scared to hear the answer, even though this was the very reason she had come here.
What if, with her thoughtless actions, Inti really had caused great death upon the ghost warriors the late emperor Titu had entrusted to their family? This wasn't a reality she was eager to face. While her mother was calmly waiting for Inti to respond in any way, the usually brave warrior lady just sat there, steeping in her own anxiety.
Don't sit there like an idiot, she scolded herself. Just ask!
Yet in the end, she could not bring herself to create torturous certainty. Instead, she simply continued a meaningless conversation in a meaningless way.
"How did you do it?" she forced out, almost in a whisper.
"Pardon?" Antaya asked back, as confused by the sudden change in topic as Inti herself.
"How did you manage to find all the lords, and protect them all at once? I thought you only entered the city around the time we did?" Inti asked a question she wasn't all that interested in. Still, her mother replied dutifully, though with the kind of quiet scorn only a mother could show.
"What do you think your mother does with her time all year round? Over the past years, I have done little else but travel within the two northern kingdoms. Most of the time, I am moving to meet some lord in his estate, for some agreement, or simply to deepen relations. When you and your little friend started to invite people for a get-together in a lion's den, I was the first to hear about it. Ever since then, I have kept close contact with all the lords and their respective plans. This way, I knew who would come in person, who would send a representative, how many warriors they were bringing along, and — of course — where they were staying inside Challwala. At that point, I simply needed to place some surveillance to make sure they were safe. Though I am surprised you could not answer your own question. After all, you were the one to help me keep an eye on all the lords."
Antaya's reminder at the end was probably designed to bring the conversation back on track, to force out the question Inti really wanted to ask. However, when the young lady wanted to oblige and inquire about their losses, another silence thickened the air in the room once more. Eventually, Inti had trouble breathing, so she had to force out yet another meaningless question, to stall for time and ease her troubled mind.
"What about your knowledge on the strength and distribution of the Terminus people who came to deal with the lords?" she asked, and took a deep breath to clear her stuffy chest. "Wasn't Terminus a highly secretive organization? You also said that you knew little more than their name only two days ago."
"We didn't know precisely when and how many would arrive at which location, that much is true. As a result, we also made some mistakes which cost us needless lives," Antaya admitted. Although she was still willing to play along with Inti's stalling tactics, she closely observed her daughter at the mention of the losses before she continued. "However, we made some educated guesses based on the importance of the present lords — as well as the strength of their entourage — in advance. Not to mention, there are plenty of people in and around the Scholarly Court who have grown unhappy with their king and his scholar servants." For a second, Antaya paused again, before she added: "They have provided important hints, which have let us avoid most losses this time."
Her voice was as flat as ever, but she began to fiddle with the documents on the table again, not looking at her daughter's face for a second. Inti knew when her mother was lying, and this was a clear sign. Even if Antaya had done it for her daughter's sake, Inti still couldn't stand the secrecy, much less when it concerned the lives of others.
"Don't lie." She finally exploded, and blew away the unease in her chest with anger. Before she had realized it, Inti had jumped off her seat. Her panicked eyes flitted across the room for a few seconds, until she accepted that there was no way back now. She had already spoken out what shouldn't be said. It was time to face the truth.
"Please, mother. I need to know," an exhausted Inti said as she sat back down. "How many did... how many died?"
Although she was uneasy when she thought about the possible answer, Inti couldn't help herself any longer. Last night, she didn't get a second of sleep, thinking of all the people who had died due to her and Brym's reckless actions. At the very least, she needed closure. That was why she had come here after all. However, her cruel mother once more denied her even that.
"That is classified information," she simply said. "You are stationed in Arguna, so you have no need to know about the happenings in Challwala. I cannot tell you."
Although Inti knew her mother was trying to protect her, she had to know, or she would never sleep well again.
"Mother, please-" she begged, but Antaya rudely interrupted her.
"Even as your mother, I cannot tell you," she relpied in a blunt tone.
"Fine. You know I can just request this information from Saniya, right?" Inti pointed out. If her mother didn't recognize her as family, then she wouldn't treat her as family either. However, just as she had announced her plans, she thought of something, and added with a critical look at her mother: "You will report it to Saniya, will you?"
After all, Antaya had long shown distrust towards King Corco. Yet the spy queen calmly dismissed Inti's concerns.
"Of course. You would not believe your mother can do whatever she wants, would you? I am far less free than you might believe," she added after another short pause.
"Well, I will see once I request the report, won't I?" Inti half-threatened. She really wasn't willing to believe her mother in that regard. "That might take a few days longer, but once I know how much damage I've caused, at least I will be able to sleep. Though I have to wonder: what will the people think when they learn that the spy queen's own daughter has to go past her mother for basic information like this?"
For a few seconds, the silence returned to the room. This time however, it wasn't Inti who was its focus. Instead, Antaya who had just been threatened by her daughter, had to withstand its pressure. After a few seconds, she gave up her attempts to protect her fully grown daughter's fragile psyche, and finally spilled the truth.
"We have lost more men than we anticipated," she said vaguely. "Dozens. I cannot give you a precise number yet, since we simply do not know how many are yet to return. Was that what you wanted to hear?"
It was indeed, yet when Inti got the answer to her question, she froze, unable to reply once more. Who knew how long she just sat there, unable to do a thing. Eventually, the merciful Antaya spoke up again, maybe aware how harsh her blunt words towards her daughter were.
"With the lack of manpower, everyone will become a lot busier in the future," she commented with a sigh. "We really need to rebuild the Mausoleum soon. That has been overdue for a long time."
When Inti heard her mother's poor attempt at changing topics, her mind suddenly reactivated. It was true, the Mausoleum really needed to be rebuilt.
For generations, the Mausoleum had been the training center of the ghost warriors in Arguna. After the emperor's death, 'Empress Mother' Spuria had attempted to take over the building in order to gain control over the ghost warriors. However, by the time her goons arrived, it had been completely evacuated by Inti's father Atoc.
Since then, there had been no proper way to replace fallen or retired ghosts. After the establishment of the Triumvirate Kings, they had been stuck in this perpetual state of political limbo, so there was no way to rebuild their training center properly. By now, this state — which was meant to last only until a new emperor was crowned — had sadly become normality.
Now that Inti was reminded of such an issue, wasn't this a chance to make up for her mistakes? If Inti could take charge of the ghost warrior training, she could at least replace the souls which had been lost. Even better, she could improve their training, to make sure that a loss like last night would never happen again.
"Maybe I could rebuild the Mausoleum," Inti thus suggested. "I know the entire training regimen already. And you didn't want me involved in politics anymore, right? I could just train up the ghosts instead, wouldn't that be fine?"
Once again, Inti's verve had returned. Finally, she had found a direction for her life. She had been tired of Arguna's petty politics for a while now. Yet this way, she could atone for her mistakes, do something meaningful, and even make her always worrying mother happy. However, just as Inti had managed to perk up from her slump, Antaya once again came in to crash her daughter back to the ground, in predictably controlling fashion.
"No, you will not find the time to do such work in the future," she said out of the blue.
"Why not!? What problem do you have this time!?"  Inti shouted, though her mother retained her distant, polite smile, as always.
"There is someone I want you to meet," she just said.
"I will not like this, will I?" Inti replied, a bad premonition brewing in her stomach.
"Lord Rubria has heard much about Lady Inti's grace and ability," Antaya said as if she hadn't heard the complaint. "Thus, I have arranged a meeting between the two of you, so you may get to know each other."
"What do you mean?" Inti asked dumbly. Of course, she knew exactly what her mother meant. However, she couldn't fathom how Antaya could suddenly decide to marry her off to some random man.
"You complained that your sister was allowed to get married," Antaya explained, while completely twisting Inti's former words. "You mother has decided that you should have the same chance. It will also be a good way to get you away from all the politics. No more ghosts, and no more fights to the death."
As Antaya explained, Inti just sat there and stared at her mother, baffled at the woman's selfish indifference.
"Lord Rubria is quite excellent, and far above you in standing," the mother simply droned on as if she couldn't read her daughter's mood. "Any young warrior girl would be exalted to marry a proper lord, not to mention that you yourself are hardly a young warrior girl anymore."
Although Inti wanted to reply to the slight at first, she recalled something more pressing before she could.
"Wait, wasn't Rubria the boy who had you kidnapped and then tried to rape you?" Inti finally remembered the story her mother had told her several years ago. Her mother wouldn't want to marry her off to someone like that, would she?
"No, of course not," Antaya shook her head, much to Inti's relief. Though that relief only lasted for mere seconds, until her mother's next words. "It was just his servant who was a bit too enthusiastic. I would hardly call that a kidnapping. I was merely enticed."
"With a sword?" Inti shot back.
"And money," Antaya added, as if that made things any better.
All the baffled Inti could muster in response was a silent stare at her mother, loaded with as much scorn as it could carry. Did this woman not recognize how wrong this was?
"It was no rape either way," Antaya continued to lie after a while of uncomfortable silence. "I don't know of a single girl who ever entered Lord Rubria's bed unwillingly, once she has been brought into the estate. After all, who would say no to such a handsome, young lord?"
Again, Inti just stared at her mother, who was increasingly spouting nonsense. After all, Antaya herself had very openly rejected Lord Rubria many times.
"Anyways, Lord Rubria is no child anymore. He has matured a lot, and no longer does such uncouth things," Antaya concluded, as if that had solved anything.
"You want me to marry a rapist who's in love with my mother," Inti just calmly pointed out, which destroyed all of her mother's previous efforts. Even so, Antaya wouldn't give up.
"Lord Rubria is a very appropriate match for you," she insisted. "He is of high status, young and competent. He will be able to protect you. Better yet, his lands are on the edge of the Empire, where very little happens. And the young lord has zero political ambitions. Over there, you will not only be able to live comfortably. More importantly, I'll know that my daughter will be safe."
"So that's what this is about." Inti finally understood. "Your paranoia about King Corco."
Clearly, her mother was willing to sell her off to anyone,even to a barbarian warlord, so long as her physical health was guaranteed. However, she wasn't some little girl anymore. Inti would decide her own fate.
"It is no paranoia. Listen to me-" Antaya tried again, but Inti interrupted her mother's words, maybe for the first time in her life.
"No, whoever I marry is for me to decide, not for you," she said in an icy tone which shocked even herself. "I will certainly not marry a man who was not good enough for my aging mother, just to ease your skittish mood. If you like your Lord Rubria so much, then you go marry him. I'm sure he would prefer that greatly."
After her last biting comment, Inti jumped off her seat and stormed away. Although she had managed to find a way to atone for her past mistake, she left the Old Well more upset than she had come.
Maybe this Lord Rubria truly was a great marriage choice for a warrior girl. Maybe he really was out of her league, and maybe he truly had changed as a person, but she would be damned if she married a man who would think about her mother whenever he was inside her. Her mood thus ruined at the dirty thought, she stormed away, to forge her own path.
__________________________


After she had watched her daughter storm off, Antaya sighed and returned back to her work. However, she had a hard time focusing, a very uncharacteristic state for the spy queen.
Inti's stubborn refusal just wouldn't let go of her mind. None of her spoiled daughters knew just how dangerous their harmless looking king really was, even to his own allies. Antaya had felt it during their confrontation in Saniya, and she would be damned if she let her husband's children suffer the same danger as well. Yet at every turn, they mistook her concern for ill intent.
At least training up the ghosts should be safer work than spy queen, she thought. Little steps.
Just as she was coming up with plans to further nudge her daughters away from the southern kingdom's center of power, she was interrupted by a whisper from Five.
"Our guest has been waiting for a while already. Should I send him back?"
In her worry over her daughter, Antaya had completely forgotten that she had been getting ready for a scheduled guest, right before Inti had barged into the room to disrupt her plans.
"No need, bring him in," she replied after sorting her thoughts. This was important, so she had no time to mull over her daughter's stubbornness.
Maybe, she thought, if she did well enough in her role as spy master, her achievements would be enough to exchange for the safety of her children. Those were her thoughts as she watched the white-robed warrior take a seat to her opposite.
"Greetings, lady Antaya. My name is Inkasius di Pluritac. This poor warrior has come to stop the endless death of the northern lords, and to halt his master's mad path towards destruction."
Hermit's Notes: Last chapter for the week, posted a bit early since I'll be away later.
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Chapter 469 - Business Proposal
May 1


Although it took Inti quite some time to return from the Old Well, she was still upset by the time she reached her temporary stay in Challwala, a courtyard attached to a local Wonders of the World shop. Thus preoccupied with her own anger, she barely noticed an excited looking Brym sitting bent over some documents as she stomped into the main building's hall. Instead, she just charged past him and plonked herself down onto a chair in the corner.
To her surprise, Brym stopped to look up from whatever work he thought was oh so exciting. In truth, she hadn't expected him to react at all.
Usually when he gets excited, it's about money. And usually when it's about money, he forgets everything else around him, she thought. This time however, her traveling companion surprised her.
"Lady Inti, is everything all right?" Brym asked, as he put the papers in his hand onto a stack.
"Of course," Inti lied, while trying to sound as calm as possible. "What could possibly be wrong with me?"
For a second, Brym just stared at her with one eyebrow raised, before he remarked: "You look upset. You never look upset."
Although Brym had a strange way of showing his concern, it still proved their familiarity. Still, Inti really didn't want to talk about her mother's paranoia, or about the engagement she had lined up with the rapist, not even to her traveling companion.
"It really is nothing," she thus insisted again. To prove she was fine, she stood up — a bit too quickly — fixed her clothes — a bit too sloppily — and came over to Brym's table.
"Rather, Master Brym, what are you doing that has you so enthusiastic?" she asked, in an attempt to divert the merchant's attention. Predictably, he forgot all about her concerns as soon as he was asked about something he was passionate about. That 'something' was usually money, of course, as was the case this time.
"Ah, I'm counting up the bonds we've sold since the last meeting," Brym said as his previous agitation returned. At the same time, he once again picked up the stack of papers he had just put aside. With swift, but precise hands, he put down the papers again and picked up a single document covered in numbers and lines, most likely a table to count up his earnings. "It's turning out to be quite a staggering number, and it surely will only get to be more in the future."
As always, Brym's single-minded focus on money felt like an endearing quirk to Inti, rather than the severe character flaw it was. To her, it felt as if nothing in the world could phase him, so long as he had two coppers to rub together. It was an enviable trait for someone who was struggling so much over her past actions, and over the future course of her life.
"It's great that the sales went so well, but aren't you upset about the talks with Amautu at all?" she probed. Her intentions weren't malicious, but she just couldn't quite accept that Brym had shrugged off the mess in Challwala so easily.
"Why would I be upset?" he replied to her surprise, showing a calm smile as he once again began picking up bonds and adding up his earnings.
"As far as I know, the northern lords barely managed to get any of their demands heard," Inti explained. "This was a golden opportunity to weaken King Amautu's power, wasn't it? And now he has weaseled his way out of it."
"Well, from the very start, it's not like weakening the king's power was part of my plan." Brym shrugged, and twirled his feather quill between his fingers in between additions. "In the end, I'm just the finance minister. My job is to make money, not to destabilize enemy countries on my own authority. And money I've made." He tapped on the staggeringly large figure which stood in for the total value of Sila Brym had sold in bonds, at least the amount he had counted up so far. "Based on these numbers, we'll probably end up making even more money in the north than we've made in the central kingdom."
In truth, this wasn't too surprising. With a more aggressive and less traditional king, the northern lords would be more eager for foreign support than those from the center. Still, it felt nice that it had come all at once like this, and it must have felt doubly nice for a money-grubber like Brym.
"But still, wouldn't it have been more perfect if we could have also helped weaken one of King Corco's competitors?" Inti probed again. After all, their failure to properly control the situation had bothered her all this time. As far as she was concerned, their visit to Challwala had precariously stopped short of total failure. Why was Brym so unaffected, especially when he could have helped out his 'big bro' by weakening their enemy? However, Brym's answer surprised her.
"I'm not so sure about that." He shook his head and put down his papers again. Inti knew what that smug look of his meant. He was clearly getting ready for a lecture.
"What happens when Amautu falls?" the smug merchant asked.
"The northern kingdom's Scholarly Court is weakened, the northern lords will side with the south, and then King Corco can take over?" Inti tried. After all, she had thought that this had been their ultimate plan as soon as Brym had begun to call together the northern lords for a meeting. Yet once again, the smug Brym just shook his smug head in a smug manner.
"No, even if we had succeeded, big brother could never have taken advantage of a weak Amautu," he said. "Saniya is too far away, geographically, for direct intervention. And even if that wasn't the case, right now, the southern kingdom doesn't have enough personnel to administer the north in the first place. So there's only three possible outcomes if we weaken Amautu to the point of collapse: One, the scholars take over and turn the north into another Chutwa puppet, which would be worse than Amautu's control. Two, the central kingdom swallows them, which would strengthen them greatly, and would obviously be catastrophic for us. Three, no one takes over, and the north sinks into an endless civil war. Although that version wouldn't directly strengthen our enemies, it's not a great outcome either. Apart from the loss of human life — which Big Bro wouldn't appreciate — it would also impact our business. We mostly deal in luxuries after all, and you don't need luxuries in a war."
"So in the end, it's just about business again," Inti replied, after some baffled silence. After all that monologuing, it all just boiled down to money again for Brym.
"It always is, as you are very well aware, Lady Inti," the finance minister said, as if she really knew what he was talking about. "As is, Amautu hasn't achieved half as much as he thinks he did. All he really did with his little weakling act was restore the status quo from before he sent out his scholars to take over the estates. Now the north is back to an uneasy peace between all parties. Sooner or later, one of the parties will get strong or desperate enough, and then a violent civil war will break out anyways. That's because the fundamental problem of the north — a power struggle between the lords, the king, the scholars, and the commoners — has not been resolved this time. Though until that outbreak, we probably have years left, which gives us plenty of time to get into position and take advantage of such chaos. Though for that too, we'll need enough money, as always."
Although he acted as if he only cared about money, Inti was shocked with how detailed Brym's plan for the north was. While she had been eager to change things immediately, he had been planning years in advance.
"Your thoughts on the subject are much more thorough than my own," she had to admit, another defeat in a day of defeats, another blow to her psyche. She had changed topics to take her mind off her issues, and had only added another one in the process.
"I had a good teacher after all," Brym bragged about his big brother, as usual. Though when he saw Inti slump in her chair without any motivation, he soon lost his smug expression.
"Say, Lady. Now that this mess is over with, I think it's time for us to move on," he suddenly said.
"I thought you were done for a while after this major sale," a confused and dejected Inti replied. After all, most of the northern lords had come here to Challwala, and all of them had bought some bonds to buy themselves support from the southern kingdom since the meeting. However, Brym soon corrected her assumptions.
"Oh no, there's still eastern Medala left to visit, probably the easiest, and most enjoyable part of the journey. You wouldn't want to miss out on the best part, would you?" he asked with a wink. "So please get ready, we'll get going soon."
"Who said I was going with you?" Inti asked, as defiant as she was baffled.
"You don't have to come along, of course," Brym conceded, before he gave her an encouraging smile. "But based on your look, I just thought you could use an extended vacation."
"It looks that bad, does it?" Inti sighed. Over years of spy and diplomatic work, she had become an expert at hiding her inner thoughts, yet a short journey of a few months had changed her so thoroughly that she had become an open book. Only now did she realize just how much her time with Brym had changed her.
"No, lady looks immaculate, as always," Brym offered her a hollow compliment. "I am simply an excellent judge of character... and I could use the support of course, as always."
His shameless self-compliment made Inti laugh, for the first time since they had arrived in the dreary city which was Challwala. Now that she thought about it, she was always in her best mood whenever Brym was around. Although she really had never considered him a potential husband, she realized that he wasn't a bad option after her mother had repeatedly misunderstood her.
Although he was no mighty warrior, he was still a man of importance, drive and ambition. At the same time, he would frequently humor her selfish desires, and would support her whenever she needed the help the most, just how he had suddenly invited her to travel more to cheer her up. Best of all, he wasn't the kind of man who would stand in the way of her own goals, and would let her be herself.
If I'm going to marry someone, it may as well be him, she concluded.
Before she had time to regret her impulsive thought, she blurted out: "Hey, let's get married."
"Excuse me?" Brym was taken aback at her sudden assault, but now it was too late to back down. Would she embarrass herself by saying she didn't really mean it? Impossible! Thus, she could only charge ahead.
"Think about it," she argued, mostly to save face. "You already told me that you wanted to continue the family name to honor your late father, right? Well, I have also been looking for a partner, because otherwise my mother will marry me off to some random bastard. So why not just get married to each other? We're of suitable status, and we've been getting along well for months now. This way, both of us would be getting exactly what we need. It's not a bad deal, is it?"
The more she thought, the more Inti talked herself into the intrusive thought. Even so, her potential partner still didn't consider her proposal a serious offer yet.
"That is certainly an idea worth exploring," he deferred her proposal until an indeterminate time, a joking smile on her face. However, Inti, now strangely determined, knew a way of dragging Brym along with her reckless idea. After all, the only thing the merchant loved more than money was to haggle.
"Then let's explore it," she said, not giving her future husband time to think.
"What do you mean?" he asked, seemingly intrigued by the idea.
"Let's explore the idea of our marriage, to see if we're suitable," she argued, and continued before he could reject. "I could accept that at least one of our children can be named 'Fastgrade' to continue your family line, but I want our first-born son to be named Atoc di Pluritac, after my father."
By this point, she had completely skipped the step of whether to get married, and moved on to their future children. Instead, their future marriage would be decided entirely by whether or not they would be able to come to an agreement.
Even so, Brym showed no confusion, or rejection, like any normal man would have done. Instead, when faced with an offered deal, he immediately went into merchant mode, and made a counter offer.
"No, it's fine to name him Atoc, but the first-born should carry the Fastgrade family name, son or daughter. All other children can carry the Pluritac name, if that's a point you're insistent on."
"Deal," Inti immediately agreed, and added: "I want four children, like my mother."
"Two, at most."
"Three."
"Fine," Brym admitted, "but no dirty tricks. No adoptions, no counting twins as one child, or other such nonsense."
"Of course not. But," Inti added, "the children need to be raised in accordance with the Pacha faith."
"I have no problem with that, though they certainly would also need proper education, based on the curriculum designed by big brother."
"Of course."
By now, Brym seemed to be getting into this 'game' as well, and asked about the next potential point of contention by himself.
"Where would we live?"
"I want a big manor in a quiet part of a large city, I don't care where exactly," Inti spoke out her excessive wishes, wishes for the future she had sometimes imagined in the past.
"Saniya," Brym insisted. "My work is there."
"Saniya is fine." After all, Saniya was quickly approaching Arguna in terms of size and importance. After she had considered their future hometown for a second, she added with a sly grin: "But you need to come with me to lord our relationship over Mellana once a week."
She couldn't wait to watch her sister's sour face when she compared her unemployed guard husband to her own minister of finance. However, Brym clearly wasn't so enthusiastic about Inti's sibling rivalry.
"Once a year at most," he haggled, down to a number which wasn't nearly enough for Inti. What good was a husband if she could only show him off once a year?
"Once a month," she tried again.
"Every other month is my best offer," Brym insisted. "I'm a busy man."
Better than I thought.
"Fine," she took the chance before her husband could regret it, and then added: "But I pick the manor."
"I'm fine with that. But I will retain veto power," he insisted.
"Deal."
"What about your work in Arguna?" Brym asked. Maybe for him, this would be the deal breaker of what he may still have considered a game. However, Inti had long readied an answer for this issue.
"I was planning to take on a different role in Saniya, training up new ghost warriors," she explained the future she had come up with an hour ago. To her surprise, Brym didn't ask any further questions about her half-baked plans at all.
"That's no obstacle then," he just dryly remarked. With how fast his brain was running, maybe he had already figured out the details. "Anything else?" he added.
"I want to get married on the Lovers' Islands," Inti said the first thing to come to her mind. "Would that not be quite symbolic, to end our journey where we started it?"
"You mean the islands filled with pirates," Brym remarked.
"The pirates were your men, right? Can you organize something?"
"Sure, that seems possible," Brym admitted, after a few seconds of hesitation. "Since we'll travel through the eastern estates first, we have some time left until then anyways. I can set up something by then."
"Anything else, any other concerns?" Inti finally asked again. By now, her head had begun to cool down, and she was starting to get nervous. For Brym, it was the last chance to bail out of the deal and treat it like a joke. After all, she didn't want to just push him into a relationship forcefully, and she herself also wasn't quite so sure about her reckless idea anymore. However, to her surprise, Brym shook his head, and smiled gently.
"Not from me."
Inti didn't know at which point of the conversation Brym had gone from joking to serious, but she could feel that he was as committed as her by now, maybe more so.
"So we have a deal then?" she tried to confirm one final time. However, Brym's smile only softened further as he stood up from his seat and reached his hand across the table.
"I believe we do. I wish us a happy cooperation."
As Inti stared at the outstretched hand, she hesitated for a second, too nervous to continue. However, when she looked at Brym's eyes, and his encouraging nod, she finally left behind her worries and reached out to her future husband.
To seal their deal, the two shook hands across the table, like real men. After their bizarre conversation, these two people — who had always been so controlled in their daily lives — suddenly and spontaneously had gotten engaged, in a manner so bizarre that it would surely never be repeated in the history of Medala.


Hermit's Notes: I hope this chapter was weird, but not too weird. I just thought these two weren't suitable for some sappy, tear-filled confession. This version is funnier, I think, and more interesting, I hope.
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A thousand miles away from the site of Medala's most bizarre proposal, a strangely similar type of play was being staged by Inti's very own brother.
"Hey, let's get married," Fadelio said towards the woman sitting to his opposite.
At first, Llamka — one of Queen Sumaci's personal maids — had returned nothing but a vicious stare to the unwelcome visitor, but it didn't seem to be helping. When this man — who had attacked his queen with vicious words in the past — had first come here to the queen's quarters, Llamka had hoped that he had come to make amends. However, the unsociable prime minister of the kingdom had informed them that he had only arrived to find his master, King Corco, who had come to visit his wife last night.
After sending for the queen to ask of the king's whereabouts, the man had simply sat there, his knees almost hitting his chin as he sat in a normal chair for a normal human, which looked laughably small underneath his frame. At the time, Llamka had thought that their silence would last until the man disappeared with King Corco, yet he had asked such an outrageous question out of nowhere.
"Excuse me?" Llamka asked back. Maybe she had misunderstood. Though if this uncouth giant had really said such nonsense, she would give him a chance to rescind his words. Yet the excited prime minister doubled down instead as he adjusted his position in his creaky chair.
"Think about it," Fadelio began, his usually indifferent voice raised as if he had just experience a great epiphany. "I've had some undue conflict with your master, haven't I? But I want to make up for my mistakes."
Queen Sumaci is your master as well, by right and through marriage, Llamka corrected in her head, though this was no time to start another conflict. At least the prime minister was finally willing to correct his past rudeness. It was her duty as the queen's personal maid to guide him towards the right path one step at a time.
"So, in order to atone, Prime Minister's plan is to marry this old maiden?" she tried to confirm the bizarre plan. By saying it out loud, surely Prime Minister Fadelio would understand how nonsensical his ideas were. Yet the man only nodded harder in response, seemingly happy to have found a kindred soul.
"That's right," he said. "So far, Queen Sumaci has refused to punish me for my previous actions. But in medalan etiquette, there is no code of conduct for a servant to apologize for mistakes of their own volition, apart from suicide. However, my presence is still very necessary to serve the country, so suicide just isn't an option. But marrying Queen Sumaci's personal maid is within the realm of a servant warrior's abilities, and would certainly ease the conflict between us. So our marriage would perfectly serve to resolve this needless conflict. And you would be getting something out of the deal as well, Lady Llamka."
Although his words seemed to be making perfect sense, none of them sat right with Llamka. He had spent all this time explaining how the marriage would benefit him, yet had barely wasted one vague sentence on the woman he was supposed to be courting right now. Still, at least his intentions were good.
"And what is it this maid would be 'getting out of the deal'?" Llamka asked, and tried to force a polite smile, though her voice involuntarily turned sharp towards the end. If this wasn't the most roundabout attempt at humiliation from the prime minister, he was at least genuine in his attempt at rectifying his mistakes. However, his next words completely dashed all of Llamka's hopes.
"Not to brag, but clearly, there could be no better husband for you than I," the monstrously tall warrior bragged. "As the prime minister of the country, I can provide for you, better than any other warrior in the kingdom. Not to mention, I am tall and strong enough to gift you many strong sons."
While, objectively, his points all rang true, the way he presented them so arrogantly — as if he was offering a gift to a poor beggar — made Llamka feel only disgust. Though what bothered her even more was the complete disregard of her own situation. Again, this man was only focused on himself.
"In the past, Queen Sumaci has provided for this poor maid quite well, and will continue to do so," she thus said to correct this ignorant man's thinking, before she added: "Further, bearing the sons would be the woman's responsibility, I would believe."
At first, Llamka had simply intended to remind Fadelio of the proper etiquette which he supposedly valued so much. After all, she herself was a warrior just like him, and just like him, she was the personal attendant of a member of the imperial family. Their status was almost identical, yet how come this man treated her as if she was inferior? Thus, the further she spoke, the icier her voice became. In the end, Fadelio's stupid grin finally disappeared, replaced by a gloomy frown as he realized that his 'brilliant' marriage plan had hit an obstacle.
"No need to act so haughty," he scoffed, as if it had been Llamka who had embarrassed him, rather he himself. Yet even if he was in a bad mood, his next words went too far. "Why would you ever think you could do any better at your age, and with your looks?"
What did this overgrown troll say to me!?
Before she had realized, Llamka had jumped off her seat. Even if this man technically was her mistress' guest, even if he was the king's friend, she wouldn't hesitate to fight him to the death if he continued to insult her honor like this. To her, her maiden status was a touchy subject. Wasn't her situation the same as his, valuing her duties to her master above her own personal fulfillment? Yet here he stood, and judged her for choices he himself had made. Worse, he scorned her for them. Though even now, she did her best to stay in control and not embarrass her mistress. In order to prevent an incident, Llamka took a deep breath before she spoke.
"Prime Minister Fadelio, surely there is a good reason why both of us are without marriage at our age," she pointed out, again with more bite than she had intended. By now, she herself had lost control and had begun to launch into a tirade before she had realized. "In your case, the cause of your loneliness has become plainly apparent in this conversation. If this is how you usually aim to woo a lady, then-"
"Hello, I have returned!" Just in time to interrupt an emerging explosion, Puklla — the second of Sumaci's personal maids — stormed back into the room with her usual, exuberant energy and lack of decorum. Yet when she saw the situation in the room — the angered Llamka standing and ready to start a fight, and a gloomy looking Fadelio sitting in his tiny chair in an awkward posture — she froze in place.
"Uhm... have I come at a bad time?" she finally asked. "I can come back later if it is inconvenient."
"No, you have come at the perfect time." Llamka shook her head and relaxed. This time, she didn't even mind her fellow maid's poor manners. After all, she had managed to resolve a dangerous situation which could have further strained the relationship between the queen and the prime minister. Although inadvertently, Puklla had done a great deed.
I should reward her and be a bit more lenient with her for... let's say a day, Llamka thought as she once again took a seat, slowly and with proper posture.
"Puklla, did you manage to locate King Corcopaca for Prime Minister Fadelio?" Llamka finally asked.
"Ah, yes." Puklla, who seemed to have been confused for a moment, finally sprang back to life. From the door, she walked in front of the still stunned Fadelio with dainty, springy steps. "Queen Sumaci informs Prime Minister Fadelio that King Corco left the palace hours ago. He is not here," she concluded with a bow.
Usually, such blunt speech would be met with Llamka's stern rebuke. This time however, she had to stifle a grin, just how the big oaf had to stifle a frown. Clearly, he was thinking hard, no longer concerned with his previous embarrassment. After all, he still had his duties to fulfill, which was all he cared about, as Llamka had just painfully learned.
"Well, do you have any idea where he could have gone?" he finally asked. By now his face was once more calm, as if his interaction with Llamka hadn't fazed him at all.
"Ah yes, I almost forgot." Puklla hit her head and smiled as if her actions were normal. "Mistress said that, after the young maniac showed up, King Corco immediately rushed out after him. Apparently, they were completing some big invention? Though I could not tell what invention could be more important than Queen Sumaci."
Although Pukkla's explanation was vague, and her commentary rude and unnecessary, it seemed to have been good enough for the prime minister.
"Young maniac..." he muttered, before his eyes widened.
"Nabo," Fadelio concluded, jumped off his seat and bowed towards Llamka. "Thank you very much. You have been a great help!"
"In that case, there surely is no more need for Prime Minister to endure our presence any longer," a biting commentary came back from Llamka. Not only was she bothered by how quickly he had recovered after their conversation, she also didn't like just how differently he treated the queen's two maids. However, the oaf seemed to barely hear her.
"No time to talk!" he just shouted and rushed towards the door. "I have to find the king! Thanks again, I owe you something!"
Thus, with a casual excuse and an insincere promise, the kingdom's prime minister charged out of the room.
What a nuisance, Llamka thought.
"What a fun person. He's a lot more lively than he looks," Puklla commented, with that silly grin on her face, as always. In response to her innocence, Llamka had to sigh. Her fellow maid wasn't a little kid anymore, after all.
"I believe we were not looking at the same man," she commented, as she looked at the door through which their guest had suddenly disappeared. "Though, he certainly looks almost as flighty as his unreliable master."
Llamka couldn't believe that she had almost been fooled by the prime minister's serious exterior. After all, King Corco was famous for being jumpy and moody. Surely, his personal attendant wouldn't be any better.
Though when she thought about the way the king treated his wife, her worries for the kingdom's future dissipated before they could form. If she found a man as sincere as King Corco, she would at least consider marriage, even if he lacked propriety.
__________________________
What do you mean, 'how I woo a woman'? That was just a very reasonable proposition, and it was ridiculous and stupid of you to refuse, just because of your pride. I'm a good guy, clearly it's your loss to refuse me.
Although he truly hadn't cared in the moment, too concerned with finding Corco to mind the insults, the way from the castle to the young Nabo's workshop was long. All along the path, the maid's harsh words played in Fadelio's head, round and round.
Although he tried his best to remain level-headed and see things from her perspective, he really couldn't accept that this woman hadn't simply accepted his proposal. Sure, he had asked while he had waited for Queen Sumaci's reply, and thus his question had come suddenly and in an inappropriate social situation, but that couldn't be the reason, surely? After all, if she thought about it for just a second, she should have realized the value of his offer.
This wasn't only to her own benefit, considering Fadelio's value as a potential partner. More importantly, it would be to the value of her master. After all, his lack of trust towards Queen Sumaci had created an unnecessary point of conflict within the government, something Corco had personally asked him to resolve. As far as Fadelio was concerned, marrying someone close to Sumaci would be the perfect solution. 
After all, the families of Medala had made peace through marriage for centuries, and the personal servants of the queen were perfectly suitable partners for the personal servant of the king. Even better, Fadelio wouldn't have had to debase himself with a humiliating apology, and he would not have had to admit his mistakes. After all, he knew perfectly well that his focus on the queen's decorum and his caution about her emotions towards her home were justified. The marriage would have been a perfect solution, one which would have left all parties satisfied.
Logically, the maid's rejection just didn't make any sense. All the way, he tried to figure out where he had gone wrong, but he just couldn't find an answer. Now he was still stuck with this pointless conflict he had started with Sumaci for no good reason, and he once again had no idea how to resolve it. Worse yet, he even had a solution to this problem by now, yet the one person who could deny his gesture of peace was the queen's very own maid.
That must be some form of disloyalty, right? Maybe she's a spy, and that's why she rejected me.
Had he known that his very sister had just gotten engaged with the exact same strategy, he would have felt even worse, and been even more confused.
While the kingdom's prime minister was still puzzling over the female psyche, he had made his way to Chukru Island, to the workshop of one Master Nabo. The first — and most talented — disciple of Master Egidius had recently finished work on his own masterpiece, which had been acknowledged by the clock makers in the city. Thus, he had become a fully fledged master of clock making in his own right, the first to be trained in Saniya.
Months back, Corco had run over to Egidius to have him invent something again. In response, the old maser — already overwhelmed with earlier demands as well as his position as the head of the newly opened university — had declined the king's request. Instead, he had referred to his talented apprentice to help the king with his newest plans.
Apparently, it had been the right choice, at least for Egidius, since Corco had kept asking for corrections based on vague descriptions, which had forced Nabo to make more and more iterations of the king's new invention. It had taken Corco months to get everything right, months until he had been satisfied. By now, they were apparently in the early production phase, trying to figure out how to mass-produce the strange contraption the king had come up with this time.
'Epoch-making', Laqhis called it. Let's see if it looks any more impressive this time.
Supposedly, the new invention was meant to solve all their problems with transportation, communication, and control in the distant territories of the southern kingdom. Based on what he had seen, Fadelio remained skeptical.
As he was still in thought, he came to the yard in question and entered past several rows of guards. Ever since the mess with the lightning miracle, Corco had been a lot less free. Since he insisted on still traveling around his capital, a large presence of guards — as well as heightened security measures —had become inevitable. Still, they wouldn't stop the king's attendant, so they just waved him through without a word.
For a moment, Fadelio thought about the lax reaction from the guards. Wouldn't there be a way for foreign spies to dress up an assassin to look like him? Clearly, this needed to be addressed later.
Yet as soon as Fadelio entered the yard, he temporarily forgot about the king's security concerns. After all, he had rarely seen his master so happy. The entire yard was filled with strange, gangly contraptions of metal, wood and leather. Meanwhile, King Corco himself excitedly drove circles around the yard, sat upon his newest invention: the bicycle.
Hermit's Notes: Well, turns out there's some things Fadelio is bad at. First of three chapters I'll be posting today, mostly because I kinda had to finish all three at once because I couldn't decide on some details.
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Short little Update
Short little Update
May 12


Hello, all.
Since the next chapters require quite a bit of preparatory work to get right (since the details of cultivation will be crucially important for future arcs), I'll be spending the rest of the week collecting and organizing all my notes, and putting together a proper outline. In the meantime, I've also been working on Book 0 after a while again, and been making pretty good progress.
As a result, there won't be a new chapter until next week (though of course, I'll still unlock 3 new chapters this week like always).
Sorry for the inconvenience, and have a great weekend.
Cheers,
S.H.
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