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Chapter 1

“Get up pups, we’re wasting daylight!” After six years of hearing an instructor’s grating voice yell the same damn thing every morning, you’d think I’d be used to it by now. My brain understood the need to get up, but my eyes just didn’t seem to agree with it and stayed shut.
I heard the other trainees stirring and knew if I didn’t follow suit, I wouldn’t like the consequences. No matter how much I liked to sleep, it wasn’t enough to risk five lashes first thing in the morning.
The growl inside my head signaled my inner beast lodging its own complaint about the intrusion into our rest. As beast-kind, we all had an animal side lurking just beneath the surface. Gaining control of the predator within had been a large part of these past six years of training. Despite our learned control, the beast stayed just below the surface, waiting to be unleashed.
Being beast-kind did come with some perks. When we wanted to, we could shift forms, becoming half man, half animal. This gave us many advantages, but allowed the predator a much stronger hold of our thoughts. While our discipline and skill at arms made beast-kind dominant in battle and feared by our enemies, our animal sides acted as a trump card that no one wanted to face.
I couldn’t blame them; our beast forms were impressive. We became much stronger and faster with greatly heightened senses and faster reflexes. We also regenerated from wounds that would kill many other races. While our powers were stronger in our shifted forms, they remained, to a lesser extent, in our human forms as well.
That power enabled the Soltaran Empire to rule an unparalleled territory. Because of our predatory natures, our culture was one in which strength ruled, and we were constantly warring with someone or attempting to expand our borders. The downside to such a culture was that, without an outside focus, we would again wage war amongst ourselves for status and wealth, weakening the empire as a whole.
The thump next to my head alerted me that my bunkmate, Tristan, was up and moving. “Come on man, it’s our last day as trainees. No reason to get the whip today,” he said as he moved towards his locker next to the head of the bed. That one thought gave me the strength I needed to get out of bed. Finally, after being sent to the Silvanti Battle Academy at fifteen, we would be real soldiers.
Each noble house regularly contributed a certain number of troops to imperial campaigns. During campaigns, a noble army’s performance guaranteed prestige, standing, and loot from the field of battle. As such, noble houses only accepted those with the greatest potential. They spent years conditioning and drilling their recruits to be an unrivaled force of warriors. House soldiers also learned how to read and write along with some history, math and tactical training lessons. That level of education was beyond most commoners and reason enough for many to try to make it through the house battle academies. Among those accepted, only the ones who proved themselves worthy graduated. When not fighting for the empire, house troops fought with rival noble houses and protected house assets. This constant activity ensured their skills remained sharp.
Each noble house was eligible to be enlisted into an imperial campaign every five years. This, along with protecting their own interests, meant that they had to almost constantly replace losses and recruit new trainees to their battle academies. Acceptance into a battle academy came with a twenty year minimum service agreement, but that included six years of training, preparing you to tackle any obstacle you faced.
In large towns and cities, where work and apprenticeships were scarce, commoners lined up to volunteer their children to house battle academies at the age of fifteen. They hoped to give their children the best chance of attaining honor and glory along with a better life. If someone didn’t make it into a battle academy, the imperial army would take them. The imperial military was always looking to replenish its ranks from the most populated areas. Though it didn’t compare to academy training, the imperial army still gave young beast-kind the ability to better their lot in life.
Conscription by the empire got you out of the overcrowded city, but meant only one year of training before serving for a minimum of six years. Once trained, an imperial soldier could be sent anywhere. If they survived their initial obligation, they had to decide whether to stay in the imperial army for another six years, or discharge out into the civilian population.
The empire released discharged soldiers at once. They released them at their current location with any money they’d earned along with their basic equipment. This practice resulted in a constant flow of beast-kind from the crowded central cities to the frontiers.
Though being taken away from your home and never seeing your loved ones again was daunting, it was better than becoming one of the countless beggars or gang members that infested the lowest rungs of imperial society. As the Soltaran Empire valued strength above all else, charity and mercy rarely touched the lowest citizens’ lives.
The Silvanti Noble House was wolf-kind, and as wolf-kind, we learned the value of being a member of the pack. Wolf-kind considered themselves the backbone of the empire. Lacking the size of the bear-kind or larger feline-kind, like lions or tigers, we were still strong enough to fight head on with our enemies. Though we weren’t as nimble or stealthy as the smaller beast-kind like weasels, foxes and coyotes, we were stealthy enough to track and stalk our prey when needed. We were the middle ground, able to adapt to any situation.
I was lucky to be here. I was an orphan, and most of the time, orphans were destined to live and die on the streets before reaching adulthood. My mother had been fortunate enough to come across an orphanage in the eastern-most city of the empire, Tor’s Rest, when she was near labor. The story was that they’d taken her in, and when she died after childbirth, raised me so I might make it to the age of enlistment.
My mother refused to tell anyone her name or my father’s identity and could only name me Valian before she died of complications. Such situations didn’t happen often in the empire. The bonds of family held beast-kind together. We valued them above all else.
It was also rare for noble houses to accept orphans into a battle academy. Luckily for me, Tor’s Rest, as the empire’s eastern-most city, was smaller and close to the frontier. Due to the needs of the area, the supply of young men and women never quite met the demand of the noble houses who called the city home.
“If you don’t get up, you’re going to be last in line for the bathroom,” Tristan said, his teasing voice cutting through my musings. Reluctantly, I rolled out of my bunk.
“Thanks for looking out,” I muttered as I started grabbing my gear and heading to the wash room across the hall from our barracks room.
“No worries man. You know I’ve got your back,” he said in his customary upbeat tone as I stepped out of the room. It was an inside saying between us, something we’d been saying to each other since shortly after we met six years ago.
The barracks room sported thirty two-man bunks arranged in lines across the floor. Each bunk had a locker on either end of it for personal effects. Only fifty of the beds were occupied as our class had lost several trainees over the years. Across the hall was an equally long room with several areas to relieve one’s self. It also had a central fountain supplied by a well to distribute fresh water for shaving and hygiene needs.
The sewage ran through pipes to large metal tanks buried in the ground that were cleaned several times a year by slaves of the house. In the summer, even with the distance from the tanks to the actual room, the smell was unbearable, and you learned to take care of business quickly.
Several other buildings, much the same as our own, surrounded us. These other buildings housed different age groups completing the same training. Across the training grounds, the same setup housed female trainees.
The battle academy issued each trainee a large metal cup in their standard gear. While in the barracks, I used it for grooming. When completing field exercises, its uses extended to anything imaginable.
I filled my cup with cold well water and splashed some on my face, trying to focus my brain on the day ahead. The cold water did the trick, and I went about brushing my teeth and shaving my face with the straight razor in my kit. Once I finished, I poured the now dirty water down one of the drainage lines and returned to my bunk to put away my gear. After that, I worked on putting on my clothing, leather chest piece, greaves, vambraces, tabard and sword.
Beast-kind military uniforms were designed with mobility and our duel natures in mind. Our under clothes included a sleeveless shirt and sturdy pants. Both items of clothing had seams along the edges that would allow them to tear in half without damaging the bulk of the clothing should we have to shift forms in battle. On our feet we wore sandals bound with a leather cord that would easily break away, preserving the sole of the shoe. Our leather armor, tabards and belts had a similar design, ensuring that only some thread and a minimal amount of effort was required to restore our gear should we have to suddenly shift forms.
The pants and shirts we wore were repaired and patched in many places, but still serviceable. New (as in new to us and in decent shape) trainee clothing was issued every six months, and they expected us to maintain our gear until the next issue. They gave each trainee a needle and thread and taught the basics of clothing care and stitching, so a tattered training uniform was unacceptable and would earn you several lashes.
Several minutes later found me standing next to Tristan in the front row of our morning formation. We were split into five groups of ten and stood two rows deep in each block. Today was a special day, and that meant that the female trainees also formed up in ranks near our own. The battle academy prohibited us from coming into contact with the opposite sex, but we regularly saw them training on the grounds just as we did. Beast-kind didn’t hold one gender stronger than another, and the females were just as capable as the males. Upon graduation, the gender ban would be lifted, and we’d be placed in joint squads.
A senior sergeant and two subordinate sergeants led each training group. Each year of our training, new instructors took over our groups to strengthen our ability to adapt and cope with changing command styles and personalities. The training sergeant in charge of our group this year was a grizzled veteran by the name of Iglias. He was a rough looking wolf-kind with scars across his arms and face from past battles. Despite his appearance, he still had a bounce in his step and a prowess in weapons and hand-to-hand training.
We stood at attention, facing forward. We didn’t dare move a muscle as we waited for our morning briefing before starting the day’s activities. An easy way to get a couple of lashes was to move while in formation; as trainees on our last day, we’d learned better a long time ago. In fact, at this point, we rarely ever had to face punishment as we had had the rules beaten and carved into us with training blades and whips over these last six years. I reasoned that the female groups had much the same experience.
Our instructors arrived from behind us without our knowledge. They liked to do that, looking for lapses in discipline. I heard no yelling, so I assumed that we must have passed. They took up their positions before us and came to attention. After a short time, I saw several people walking out in front of our formations from the corner of my eye. Unfortunately, being at attention, my line of vision remained limited.
“Relax trainees!” The call echoed out across the field and we all took a relaxed stance and turned our heads in the direction of the new arrivals. To my surprise, five Silvanti nobles stood before us. Even if you somehow missed their officer ranks or the different pattern of their tabards, their nobility was apparent in the superior quality of their armor and clothing. Each one of the people before us also had the cool outward confidence that only beast-kind nobles showed.
Officer ranks in the noble houses, while looking the same as their imperial counterparts, were awarded differently. For noble houses, ranks represented standing and time within the house instead of military skill. The highest rank would be that of house leader, two golden stars, and was the same as an imperial general’s rank insignia. His second wore the rank of colonel, a silver star. Various important council members and influential senior nobles retained the rank of major, a golden triangle. Younger but experienced nobles had the rank of captain, a golden circle. Any young nobles with less than three years of battle experience would have the rank of lieutenant, a silver circle.
Noble houses armies were much smaller than the imperial army, ranging from hundreds to thousands depending on the size and prosperity of the house. Imperial armies tended to number in the tens and hundreds of thousands.  Sergeants were the same for both house and imperial armies and wore the black X as their rank. Lines over the X denoted an elevated position or senior sergeant.
In the field, imperial soldiers and officers respected the ranks of house troops, but didn’t defer to them. Imperial officers stayed in charge of the imperial forces and treated the various houses like independent mercenary companies. They gave out tasks or general orders to the noble houses and left the details for the house nobles to figure out.
The nobles, as members of elevated bloodlines, were considered the pinnacle of what beast-kind strived to be. Everything about their beastly advantages was stronger than that of the commoners. They even lived much longer and regenerated faster than us. With a clear divide in ability, it was easy to see how such a stratified society had come into existence.
Every noble possessed a gravity about them that radiated out to other beast-kind. That power was known as their aura. This aura often caused commoners to respect and look up to them just by their being present. The size and effect of a noble’s aura depended on the strength of their bloodline. The oldest families had an undeniable charisma that even affected other nobles.
If all of that wasn’t enough, the nobility also had easier access to their shifted form. Beast-kind commoners were limited to one change in a twenty-four-hour time span day or night that only lasted three or four hours, but the nobles were able to shift more often and for longer periods. It was even rumored that the oldest bloodlines didn’t have any limits to their number of shifts in a given timeframe. It was said the older the bloodline, the closer the beast was to the surface.
The five in front of us all wore tabards made of expensive fabric. Their armor underneath included fine metal plated leather complete with vambraces and greaves. Where our own armor and weapon belts had a thread seam, theirs had metal clasps. The clasps would bend when the wearer shifted, allowing the armor to stay on the newly shifted beast-kind. It was expensive to have equipment made in such a way, and the clasps only lasted for four or five shifts before they needed to be replaced. Regardless of the cost, being armed and armored in combat, no matter what form you took, offered a clear advantage.
Even their tabards and under clothes had a fancy leather cord stitched in that would allow for them to expand when they shifted. The only thing that wouldn’t stay on them would be their sandals. It would be improper for the nobility to be seen naked by commoners after they’d shifted back after all.
Where our uniforms appeared weathered and faded, theirs were spotless and bright. All five wore a long sword and dagger around their waists, and the hilts of their weapons had fine detailed silver accents, not like the plain hilts and worn leather of our own short swords.
The middle figure was a tall man with broad, strong shoulders. He had salt and pepper hair, tan skin and grey eyes. He stood near six feet tall and had to weigh over two hundred pounds. His posture was straight and proud with no signs of age affecting him. As he was a noble, it was impossible to guess his age, but his greying hair indicated that he’d been around for a while. He wore the rank of colonel, which marked him as the second in command for all of Silvanti House.
The man to his left appeared to be a little older. The older officer was taller than the colonel but hunched over somewhat. He appeared thin and wiry with pale skin, dark hair, and darker eyes. Combined with the look of arrogance on his face, I saw no reason to trust him. He wore the rank of major, indicating his importance to Silvanti House.
The other three nobles were lieutenants I judged to be about my age. One of the two women had a strong resemblance to the colonel as well as sharing his eye color. She was not as tall, coming in at around five foot eight with a toned, thin frame. Her hair was a dirty blonde color and ran down her back in a braided ponytail. I couldn’t help but think of her as an attractive woman.
The other female had the same dark hair, dark eyes, and was as pale as the major, but a thinner frame and almost delicate looking features. An inch shorter than her female counterpart, she kept her hair cut to just above shoulder length. Her dark hair and pale skin might entice some men, but when I looked at her face, her eyes spoke of cruelty that almost made me shiver.
The male lieutenant shared many of the same characteristics of the major and the pale female lieutenant I presumed to be his sister. But, where the major stooped with age, he stood tall and confident. Slightly over six feet tall, his lean build made him appear toned and muscular. He wore his hair long with a loose tie holding it back behind his ears. His appearance put me on edge for some reason, like I had to compare myself to him.
By the looks on the faces of my fellow trainees, the nobles clearly impressed them. They wore expressions of admiration and not less than a few looks of lust. I had to wonder if their aura’s or natural beauty caused everyone’s reaction.
We had all been taught about the effects of the nobles’ auras on commoners. A noble’s aura, like gravity, pulled people to them. It made those around them more likely to agree or express subservience towards them. What I saw in my classmates didn’t make sense though, because when I looked at the nobles before us, other than the inspecting gaze of the middle one, they looked either disgusted or bored. I couldn’t tell the difference, but it didn’t matter. Nothing about that attitudes or demeanors impressed me.
The colonel’s piercing gaze cut my observations short. He looked to be inspecting us as I’d been inspecting him and his compatriots. My lighter complexion stood out compared to my classmates. I also had blond hair and blue eyes where the norm for this part of the empire skewed towards tan skin with dark hair and dark or green eyes. His eyebrow twitched slightly as I held his gaze for a moment, then the moment passed and his eyes moved on to the next trainee.
As he completed his inspection, the colonel addressed the entire formation. “Trainees, my name is Colonel Karsam Silvanti. I am the leader of the Silvanti House Army and second only to my brother, House Leader Korgat Silvanti. Here with me is Major Gortros Umbra, esteemed council member of House Silvanti. We also have with us house heir Lieutenant Aaryn Silvanti, daughter of the house leader along with Major Umbra’s two children, Lieutenant Stephan Umbra and Lieutenant Saundra Umbra. I call you trainees, as until this evening you are still in training, but once your graduation ceremony is complete, I’ll proudly call you soldiers. You’ll all have earned your place as Silvanti House’s elite warriors!”
At this, all the trainees gave a unified “For Honor,” as we’d been trained to do by our instructors. Colonel Karsam seemed happy with the response, but the others didn’t seem all that interested.
“Today, you’ll all be competing against one another in both an endurance race and sparring tournament so we might get a better sense of your fitness and skill. This evening at sundown, you’ll receive your house crest, then tomorrow, we’ll be moving out to meet up with the main body of Silvanti House’s troops so you can begin your glorious new life!”
“Trainees, attention!” echoed out from each of the senior sergeants right after the colonel’s last words, and with that, our day began. They ordered the male and female formations to combine with all the instructors heading to their assigned duties. A mixture of sergeants surrounded the new formation.
Sergeant Iglias apparently had some other duty to attend to rather than going with us and cut through the group on his way out. As he passed me, in a low voice, barely above a whisper, he said, “Stop looking around like an idiot.” I could hear the feint sound of laughing as he walked away.
We started with a three-mile run before breakfast. The academy believed in the maxim “train like you fight”, so we wore full armor with our swords on our hips. Luckily, we didn’t have to carry shields for this run. Those runs had been absolute torture. Regardless of that small mercy, I still hated running.
We separated into three groups of thirty based on our past run times. Tristan and I were in the first group. I could run though I didn’t have a runner’s body like my bunkmate. At six foot one inch tall, I weighed in at two hundred fifty pounds of solid muscle. Tristan, at five foot ten inches tall, only weighed one hundred and eighty-five pounds.
In measures of strength, I had the advantage, but in running, he seemed to have unlimited endurance. I didn’t expect to beat him in this race. I did however like my chances against the other trainees lined up against me. I figured that I could make the top ten easily.
Turns out, my goal was just beyond my reach. To my surprise, in the last moments of the run, one of the female trainees passed me with enough speed I had no hope of catching back up to her. Several females had beaten me, but being passed at the very end of the race infuriated me.
Confused and angry, I thought about the race. I’d known I had more energy to give, but it didn’t translate in my performance. I wasn’t even winded. As I passed the finish line, the judging sergeant called out eleventh place. A growl of frustration automatically emanated from my throat. For some reason, everyone near me, including the sergeants, stopped talking, and all eyes focused on me for an instant. A heartbeat later, the moment was gone and everyone acted as if nothing had happened.
Irritated by not making the top ten in my group, I thought nothing of what had just happened. I kept quiet and walked with my head down towards where Tristan rested off to the side. As the first to finish, Tristan had plenty of time to find a shady spot under a tree in which to relax. As I headed in his direction, I heard a boisterous voice coming from a female sergeant to my right. “Great job Selene! Way to show the others you won’t accept defeat!”
The trainee in question, a five foot seven inch tall female, weighed maybe one hundred fifty pounds and had long, slender legs. She had brown hair cut short on her head, a tan complexion from her training in the sun, and green eyes. About the time I noticed her eye color, I realized that I was staring. She noticed. I quickly turned away, but not before I’d seen the boastful look on her face. My frustration grew as I finished covering the distance to where Tristan stood.
Tristan looked as if he hadn’t even tried during the race. He didn’t look disheveled or winded at all. In fact, he had a smirk on his face as I walked up to him. “Not even out of training yet, and you’re already trying to make a splash with the ladies, I see.” He laughed and slapped me on the back. My embarrassment kept me from seeing the humor in the situation.
Everything suddenly appeared in a much sharper focus for a moment while Tristan laughed. I shook my head to clear the sensation, but I noticed Tristan standing stock still and not making a sound. “Easy man, I’m just messing with you,” he said with a hint of fear in his voice.
“What do you mean? I know you’re just giving me a hard time,” I said, confused by the smell of fear and Tristan’s tense body language.
“Dude, your eyes just went wolf while you were looking at me, then shifted back.” he said in a cautious tone.
Nothing like having a monster staring you down to put you on edge. Even then, I’d expect Tristan’s instincts to rise to the challenge, not cower. “Sorry, I don’t know what’s going on with me today, but I’ve been out of sorts ever since the nobles got here,” I said shaking my head.
“I know what you mean, isn’t it so cool they’re here,” Tristan said without understanding my meaning.
“You really think they’re that impressive?” I asked, genuinely curious of his view. During the race, they’d watched us finish from the comfort of a shaded area with chairs placed for them. As I’d crossed the finish line, I’d looked in their direction. Most of them had the bored expressions on their faces I’d noticed during formation. The colonel watched us the same way I imagined he did livestock at auction.
“Of course they’re impressive,” Tristan almost yelled, “They are so confident and almost radiate an inner power. The two ladies have to be the two most beautiful women I’ve ever seen.”
He saw something I was missing and losing his volume control in the process. I felt like I was being watched and looked around to see what was bothering me. I caught Colonel Karsam and Lieutenant Aaryn staring at us, having heard some of our exchange.
The lieutenant had a disgusted look on her face, but the colonel had the same appraising gleam in his eyes as earlier. “Keep it down, unless you want to get the whip on graduation day for disrespecting an officer,” I whispered to Tristan. The thought brought him back down to earth, and he nodded. For whatever reason, the two nobles decided not to say anything, and we escaped punishment.
As we watched the last of the third group finish their run, one sergeant addressed everyone. “All right trainees, great job on the run this morning. You all gave a marvelous showing, and I’m sure your endurance impressed our officers. We’ll be moving to sparring in both hand-to-hand and weapons combat for the rest of the day. Go get breakfast then make your way to the training arena. When you get there, you’ll be handed a number. You’ll be competing in a single elimination tournament with each round’s weapon choice made randomly. The winner of the tournament will receive five copper pieces along with the glory and recognition that comes from being the best.”
Everyone seemed excited by that last bit, but I didn’t see the big deal. A half a week’s pay would be nice, but all the nobles except the colonel seemed disinterested in our progress. I headed to breakfast with Tristan as he talked about proving himself in front of the two female officers. Just like before, he started losing his volume control and spoke faster and faster in his excitement. It was going to be a long day.




Chapter 2

After breakfast things changed in a big way for me. Throughout the meal, I put up with everyone around me talking about proving themselves to be skilled soldiers to a bunch of people more worried about the dirt on their sandals than our progress. They couldn’t even be bothered to eat in a common dining hall, instead going back to their own barracks building complete with servants.
The more I heard about the greatness of these people, the more irritated I got, and the harder I had to work to keep from snapping at my classmates. After a while, my focus was barely enough to keep my inner beast from showing. I looked forward to working off my aggression in the sparring competition coming up after breakfast.
The Soltaran Empire’s style of battle had evolved from beast-kind fighting beast-kind. The different clans and kingdoms had competed fiercely amongst each other for resources for countless generations. Then, once the beast-kind were unified, and the empire established, we turned to fighting other races along with the occasional internal war.
Because of that background, soldiers were taught the value of formations and were each equipped with a large shield and short sword. In combat, we used force of numbers and strength to win the day. The front lines presented a solid mass of shields and stabbed into the gaps with their short swords. The ranks behind them covered against archers and projectile weapons, and switched out with front soldiers to keep up the battle tempo.
We held our beast forms in reserve unless they were absolutely needed. While our shifted forms were powerful, they represented a final measure. Many a beast-kind army had been defeated because they prematurely shifted.
All that being said, battles sometimes still devolved into spread out brawls. Because of that, we learned a method of one-on-one combat with and without shields as well as how to fight in beast form with weapons or tooth and claw. The battle academy threw in hand-to-hand combat for when all other options had been exhausted.
I was always a quick study and picked up the various fighting styles easier than many of my classmates. Add to that my strength, and I dominated the sparring field. Only three or four other males could compete with me.
Tristan and I headed towards the arena immediately after we finished eating. We were both excited for the upcoming tournament. It was strange; for the last six years, our training had been the model of military discipline and order. Today, they seemed to be okay treating us like regular soldiers.
Sergeants meandered around the trainees, but didn’t have us form up to march from place to place. Trainees even laughed in the dining room without being yelled at for eating too slowly. Even Iglias, who had always been rigid and no-nonsense, cracked a joke when we saw him. I noticed that we still moved with a purpose; it was just that nobody forced us to do so.
As we arrived in the arena, a sergeant handed us a piece of fabric with a number on it and two clips to fasten it to our armor. The arena wasn’t anything grand. It consisted of a central tournament area surrounded by ascending bench seating. The benches, made of rough wooden planks, accommodated two hundred people at the most. Sand, covering hard packed earth, made up the field.
Throughout our training, we’d had different sparring tournaments here for various occasions. We’d sometimes even had athletic events such as throwing, sprinting, and jumping competitions. While nothing spectacular, the arena always made my adrenaline rise. This was a place of competition and struggle; a place to test myself against others.
As I focused on the number thirty two penned to my armor and thought of competing, I almost missed the huge chalkboard on the arena wall. Tournament brackets had been drawn on the board, and two sergeants stood next to it. There were slots to write in numbers at each bracket space so you could keep up with which numbers had advanced to the next fight. The way they set it up, opponents depended on who won their matches after the first round, which went in sequential order.
After we got our numbers and took in the sights, we noticed three different fighting rings occupied the arena. Each ring had a sign above it directing those with a number within a certain range to go there.
They had given Tristan the number eight, so we parted company to stand near our assigned areas. I noticed that Sergeant Iglias and the female trainee named Selene stood in my area. The sight of her there made me think of my earlier defeat, and my heart began pounding in my chest in anticipation of the coming conflict and proving my superiority.
My reaction shocked me. That level of anticipation went beyond normal excitement. I’d always been the calm, level headed one. Something wasn’t right. I shook my head to clear the disproportionate battle lust and happened to catch Iglias looking at me.
“Trainee Valian, you all right?” he asked with an appraising eye. My inner beast even bristled at his insinuation that something might be wrong with me.
“I don’t know sergeant,” I said trying not to make eye contact, “I’m having trouble controlling my emotions this morning.” He paused at my statement. I felt his eyes boring into me, but I kept my own eyes focused just to the side of his face.
“Trainee Valian, look me in the eye.” Those words carried a weight to them as they left Iglias’s mouth. I slowly shifted my gaze the few degrees it took to meet Iglias’ gaze, but the movement took forever. As I brought my eyes in line with Iglias’s, I offhandedly noticed that we were about the same height.
Confusion clouded my mind for a moment as our eyes met. I didn’t understand the expression on his face, and then my instincts supplied an answer. His eyes were the picture of feral aggression and menace.
My inner beast responded to the challenge. Everything around me came into sharper focus and I knew my eyes had shifted again without my conscious effort.
Power and heat surged through my body, struggling to get out and cause violence. Fire ran through my veins instead of blood. I’d been shifting forms since the age of sixteen. While strange sensations and pain always accompanied the shift, I had never experienced this. A part of me knew if I allowed this shift to happen, Iglias wouldn’t survive it. I tried as hard as I could to hold it back.
From our first shift at age sixteen, they taught us to control our inner beast. It embodied our savage side, our primal instinct, the piece of us to be unleashed on our enemies. It also served as our base survival instinct.
We were taught that if we ever completely lost control, we would become nothing more than animals driven by whatever emotion had led us to that point. That berserker state would remain until we calmed ourselves and shifted back to our human forms. In order to prevent that, conditioning drills were designed to anger and frustrate us and then have us think logically to complete a task. We also underwent physical training where we suffered minor injuries but had to stay in control of our emotions.
None of those past training drills mattered at the moment. I fought two battles within myself. The first struggle was against the impulse to accept his challenge. Strength I had never experienced before surged through my body and screamed to be used. His defeat was a certainty. The second struggle was to keep from shifting. My inner beast craved his blood.
In my fight to control myself, I stood as still as possible, my muscles tense, locking my body in place and trying to prevent violence. I registered something in Iglias’s eyes that made my inner struggle that much harder: fear. In my mind, he transformed from brazen challenger to a combination of challenger and prey.
Iglias realized his mistake in showing fear to a predator. It only lasted for a moment, but the damage had been done. I was about to lose control. Iglias was going to die, and at my hand. Just when my resistance crumbled, he did something unexpected. He kneeled on one leg and lowered his head, exposing his neck.
His submission gave me pause. He had no defense, nor would he be able to see his death coming. The anger bled away as he made himself vulnerable. The boldness of his action gave me the chance I needed to hold back my monster.
A slight breeze cut my inner turmoil short. My sense of smell alerted me to a new presence nearby. Until that moment, my attention had been on Iglias, and my surroundings had been an unfocused blur. The scent on the breeze had a strength to it, and before I could place it, Colonel Karsam stepped in front of Sergeant Iglias, blocking my view of the kneeling man.
The colonel made direct eye contact, demanding that I focus on him alone. “Sergeant Iglias, I question your intelligence with that attempt to test the young man,” he said while still looking me in the eye.
“Valian and I are going to have a talk. We’ll be in the officers’ barracks if I’m needed,” he said, not breaking eye contact. The colonel’s knowledge of my name didn’t escape my notice.
“Yes sir, I’ll inform the others.” I heard from behind and below the Colonel, but the colonel blocked my sight of the kneeling man.
“Come, we have much to discuss,” Colonel Karsam said calmly as he gestured with a hand to where I knew one of the arena exits to be. It was on the side away from the activities, and meant avoiding most everyone. I found myself calmer and nodded as I waited for him to lead the way.
A part of me refused to show my back to someone that may be a potential threat. After a tense couple of seconds, he broke eye contact and walked to the exit. His nonchalant attitude kept my focus from returning to Sergeant Iglias. I followed the colonel without saying a word.
We stayed silent as we exited the arena and headed towards the officers’ barracks. My confusion of what had just happened clouded my mind, and I made a point to try to ignore everything around me. It seemed impossible. My brain was on overdrive, noticing movements, sounds and scents; It catalogued every possible threat; and thought of effective strategies to neutralize them. The last thing I needed was to lose control again by being caught off-guard.
Colonel Karsam didn’t speak as we walked. He seemed to understand some part of the puzzle that I didn’t. Even though I wanted answers, I didn’t want to be the first to break the silence. I followed him silently through the academy grounds towards an area I’d only ever seen at a distance.
The officers’ barracks building was larger than the trainee barracks buildings. It stood next to the administration building, so unless we were in trouble for something serious, we never came near it. Visits by officers rarely occurred, and only small numbers arrived at the same time, so a single building was more than enough for their needs at the battle academy.
We’d run all over the grounds many times over the years, so I’d seen the building at a distance. We just were never allowed near it. It stood out as an imposing building despite its simple appearance just from the knowledge of who stayed there. Up close, it was even more intimidating.
As we got closer, it got harder to appreciate the building as I noticed the attention we received. I spotted several roving patrols that didn’t belong to the training staff. These were regular house troops, not the training sergeants I saw regularly. Most appeared to be near my age, but I could see older sergeants mix in with them as well.
Approaching the main entrance, two guards flanked the double doors. While they remained professional and didn’t openly look my way, I still caught side glances out of the corners of their eyes as they opened the elaborately carved doors for the colonel and myself. Their glances didn’t help me stay calm, and only the details of the inner hallway distracted me from my anger.
As we stepped into the building, I first noticed a cool breeze blowing gently through the hallway. I then realized that it wasn’t dark even though I couldn’t see any torches on the walls. Elaborate, sloping beams decorated the twelve-foot ceiling, and long horizontal windows ran along the wall’s upper most edge.
With the warm spring weather, the windows allowed a cool breeze to work its way through the building. The windows were narrow enough and high enough to prevent any intruders from using them, but on a sunny day like today, they allowed light and air to enter freely. There appeared to be a cover on the ceiling that blocked the windows when needed.
The hallway stretched most of the length of the building and led to a T branch. At the intersection, an elaborate set of double doors stood closed. Along the hallway we walked, closed doors occupied both sides. Large tapestries hung in the spaces between the doors, sporting the Silvanti crest and colors.
“This building is rather simple, but I like its design. The entrance we came through is the only way into the building. The doors we’ve passed are rooms assigned to our guards. To get to an officer, one has to pass their entire security detail,” he said with mirth in his voice
“Down either branch of the hall are suites for visiting officers and their attendants. Last but not least, the large double doors at the intersection open to the common room,” he finished explaining.
The colonel had seemed to read my thoughts and answered my curiosity. At least he’d broken the silence. Besides, I reasoned that if he’d been bringing me somewhere to punish me, he wouldn’t be explaining my surroundings. “Yes sir,” was all I could think to say back to him.
Just before we got to the double doors leading to the lounge, a stranger stepped in front of us. His fine clothes with the Silvanti crest marked him as a servant, but most interesting was the fact he was an elf. He was taller than me with graceful features and a wiry yet strong build. His controlled and graceful movements alerted me to his skill as a fighter.
The elf standing before us had the Soltaran slave symbol of two chain links tattooed on his neck with the broken spear above it, marking him as a slave captured in battle. The two links signified first the dominance of the empire and second the dominance of the owner. The appearance of an elven battle slave surprised me; elves were fierce fighters, and their warriors rarely let themselves be taken prisoner. Most of the time they chose instead to fight to the death when cornered.
The elven slaves that were most often taken were noncombatants from sacked villages or raids. Slaves taken in such a manner lacked the broken spear above their slave mark. All of this was second hand knowledge since, being on the eastern border of the empire, any elves were a rarity. The elven homeland occupied the empire’s western border, so few of their kind made it this far east.
“Milord, I didn’t expect you to be back so soon. Is everything all right?” The elf asked in a polite, crystal clear voice. I caught his glance my way at the last part.
“Yes Lathian, everything is fine. Young Valian and I just needed to have a chat in private to verify a suspicion I have. Would you be so kind as to see if you can find us some sort of roast or other cut of meat and bring it to us?” Colonel Karsam said casually.
Lathian gave a slight bow, opened one of the double doors for us and then waited for us to pass him. I noticed that he kept his head down until we both passed, then closed the door behind us. I heard his light footsteps right after and assumed he left to fulfill the colonel’s request.
The room we entered was huge and appeared to fill many roles. On one side, a dining table with sixteen chairs filled the space. A large, multi-tiered silver candle holder stood as the center piece.
On the other side of the room, various cushioned leather chairs, a bar and several small tables created separate lounging areas. Gaming tables with chess boards set up on them dotted the space, while couches with short, side tables formed independent spaces to sit and talk. Several large bookshelves filled with a large selection of books stood against the wall, completing the scene of wealth and privilege.
We had studied from several books during our training, but they ordered us to be careful with them as books represented a luxury item among beast-kind. It took time and energy for a scribe to produce a book, and we weren’t the types to sit around and copy old tomes for hours on end. Most scribe positions belonged to slaves captured from other races, such as elves or humans, who already had an education and a talent for writing. Stories said the emperor kept an entire room full of scribe slaves working at all times for his personal libraries.
Colonel Karsam led us over to one of the sitting areas and indicated for me to take a seat as he started to fix three drinks at a nearby bar. I waited, without saying a word, as he fixed the drinks. I was curious where this was going. A knock at the door interrupted my thoughts.
“Come in,” the colonel said and the elf named Lathian entered carrying a platter of meats, cheeses and bread slices he placed on a table in front of me.
“I was fortunate in that the cooks have decided to always have something available for the Umbras’ demanding natures.” The elf said with levity in his voice.
The colonel laughed at Lathian’s comment. “They are easily offended aren’t they,” he said as much to himself as to Lathian.
“Lathian, this is Valian. He’s been a trainee here at our military academy these last six years. He has been a touch more volatile than usual since this morning’s formation.” Colonel Karsam said without taking his eyes off of the drinks he was making.
Lathian picked up on something I was missing with the last part of the statement. He straitened his back and gave a courtly bow. “It is an honor to meet you young Valian. As you already know my name, I’ll introduce myself as Colonel Karsam’s chief servant and aide.”
I didn’t know how I was supposed to act in such a situation. I returned his greeting with a bow of my own after standing from my chair, trying to mimic his as best as possible. As a trainee, I’d been taught to show respect to my betters, but commoners spoke plainly to one another. As a slave, Lathian was technically beneath me in station, though his bearing didn’t show it. In that moment I decided to show as much respect to Lathian as he’d shown me.
“It is an honor to meet you, Lathian,” I said as I finished my bow. He smiled at my response.
“I already like him more than the other young ones,” Lathian said to the colonel who chuckled then grunted in the affirmative as I took my seat.
“Let none of the others hear you say that or we’ll both be in trouble,” Colonel Karsam said. At his words, Lathian looked at me and shrugged.
They had a relationship beyond the normal owner-slave dynamic. The few slaves I’d seen before coming to the battle academy had been hostile or subservient and broken. These two appeared to be friends.
“You’re wondering about the way we act towards each other,” Lathian said, able to read the question on my face. “While I am a slave, I owe Karsam a life debt so it works out rather well,” he said as he sat down in one of the chairs across from me.
The colonel, finished making the drinks, brought them to us. As he took a seat next to Lathian, he handed a drink to both of us and kept one for himself. “While it’s an interesting story to be sure, we’re not here to talk about that right now. Valian, that’s an interesting name for a commoner, and rare for the east. It’s more common in the central and western regions of the empire. What made your parents choose it?”
The question and abrupt changing of gears in the conversation disturbed me. I was immediately on edge. I didn’t want to discuss my family or past experiences. Before the academy, my name, situation, and slightly different appearance had been a source of taunting from the other young beast-kind in the orphanage and surrounding neighborhood.
Those that ran the orphanage weren’t warm people, and though they kept me and others like me from starving, they had done little in the way of emotional support. They’d made it clear we’d either make it into a battle academy or join the imperial army, but we’d be on our own after we turned fifteen either way.
My life was flawed before the academy, but it kept me from living on the streets as a beggar. I took a sip of my drink to calm my nerves and nearly choked on the fire that ran down my throat and into my stomach. I’d had watered ale before, but it hadn’t prepared me for this beverage. Colonel Karsam’s grinned, but he said nothing to derail my answer to his question.
“I don’t know who either of my biological parents were, sir,” I said looking down at my hands and the slight tremble they had in them. “The story that the orphanage operators told me was that my mother came into the city when she was close to delivering me. She was a beautiful woman, but looked to have had a rough journey. She’d shown up at the orphanage already in labor. They pitied her and agreed to allow her to stay until she could travel again. During her stay, she refused to tell anyone her name or my father’s identity. The only thing she’d share was that she was from the capital city of Soltar. She gave me my name at my birth, but never stopped bleeding and passed a day later. No one ever came looking for her or me, and the orphanage raised me until my fifteenth birthday.”
Telling my story out loud caused a knot to form in my chest at the base of my throat, but it also comforted me on some level to share it. Warm tears at the corners of my eyes threatened to slide down my cheeks as I finished my story. We sat in silence for a moment as I collected myself before I took another drink of fire in a glass. It brought a steadiness to my trembling hands and didn’t burn as bad as it had on the first sip.
“Sir, do you mind telling me what this is about? I apologize for my behavior. I’m not sure what happened,” I asked, waiting to be yelled at for questioning a noble and superior officer. When I looked up though, he didn’t seem upset.
“Valian, you’re not being reprimanded,” Colonel Karsam assured me as he took bread and meat from the center tray. “In fact, what has been going on today, while not common, is easy to explain. It happens from time to time across the empire at various battle academies. I can say this is the first time it has happened here though.”
Lathian seemed to be amused by Colonel Karsam’s explanation and let out a chuckle. I looked back and forth between the two of them. They were clearly in on the same joke. I hadn’t gotten it yet.
The colonel coughed and cut his eyes at Lathian before continuing. “As you know, most nobles only ever marry other nobles. Part of this is because of their station, but the other side of it is that two noble parents guarantees that their children will also be nobles. Children from a noble and commoner are usually just ordinary commoners. Maybe one in five hundred offspring from a mixed pair inherit the strength of the noble’s bloodline,” he explained.
“Where a child has inherited power from a noble bloodline but isn’t raised in a noble household, their power doesn’t fully awaken until they come into proximity of other nobles. The things you’re experiencing today are because of our decision to come and see the graduation activities. What I’m saying is that you’re nobility, Valian.”




Chapter 3

His words had a weight to them that slammed into me harder than a training sword in the sparring ring. I sat there thinking about what he’d just said. How could this be? Who were my parents? From which noble house did I descend? All these questions rolled around in my head.
“What does this mean for me, sir?” I asked, uttering the only words that stood out in my scattered thoughts. My voice came out as little more than a whisper. My shock silenced even my inner beast.
“First, it means you can just call me Karsam outside of public or official business,” Karsam said amicably. I nodded at his words as I noticed the smirk on Lathian’s face.
Instead of looking surprised or interested, the elf just sat there eating a sandwich made from the tray he’d brought in, content to watch the show. At my obvious loss of what to say, Lathian motioned for me to take the food before me. I did as he prompted me, making a sandwich and biting into it mechanically. Karsam’s words still replayed themselves in my head. I ate my food as Karsam continued explaining what my future held.
“Each house’s battle academy does things a bit differently in such situations, but all act along the same lines. Here in Silvanti House, you may opt to join our ranks as any landless or orphan noble would. We’ve trained you these last six years and know you aren’t a spy or rival house’s agent. Your station within the house would be as low as it gets among the nobility, but you’ll have the opportunity to lead troops and advance in rank and standing. You’ll also be paid per month and potentially be awarded land or city holdings for your service. Besides our offer, you may also opt to be released from Silvanti House and search for another noble house to join. An unknown landless noble is looked at with suspicion, and you may find it hard to find a house that will take you. Whether you serve us or another house is really the only choice for one such as yourself. Those of common blood will recognize your aura, but without belonging to a house, you’ll be an outcast among your peers in the empire. So, now is your time to choose. Will you join us?”
I thought about everything Karsam had just told me. For every piece of information he gave me, three more questions seemed to pop into my head. While I processed what I’d been told, I finished my sandwich and washed it down with more of the liquid fire. It went down much smoother than it had before, and the flavor was much more complex on my tongue.
“Sir, apologies; Karsam, I’d be honored to stay among Silvanti House, but I have several questions,” I said, trying to hide the tremble in my voice. Karsam seemed to expect this and gestured for me to continue speaking. “First, is there any chance of ever figuring out the identities of my parents or my bloodline?” I asked.
He didn’t immediately answer me. “Valian, based on the story of your birth, it would be almost impossible to know for sure unless someone came looking for you. The only criteria they’d have to search with would be your mother’s description, and that wouldn’t mean much twenty-one years later. That her beauty was memorable would even make it harder to find out. She might have been a noble suppressing her aura or a commoner a noble fancied. Either way, I doubt we’ll ever know. I can tell you by scent and instinct you aren’t from the Silvanti bloodline. You also needn’t worry about accidentally marrying a relative. Our instincts make it so we find no attraction in those whose blood is too close to our own line.”
Part of me was saddened by the news I would never find out about my parents, but another part felt relief that I didn’t have to worry about it. I nodded and asked my next question, “As a landless member of the Silvanti House, what is the highest rank I can attain?”
“As a landless noble sworn to our house, you can achieve the rank of captain. Anything higher will require you being awarded property within the house and a more binding oath of service. The pledge I’ll have you make here in a moment allows you the freedom of leaving the house if things aren’t working out the way we hoped,” he said.
His answer seemed straight forward, and it satisfied me. “How will all of this work here at the battle academy after I pledge my allegiance?” I asked, remembering my time here. I had grown to appreciate and respect the skills of those whom I’d trained with all these years, and it’d be a disappointment to serve without them.
“It can be a little awkward at first. Once you fully embrace your heritage, it will awaken your aura, and you’ll notice its effects on those around you. We can suppress our auras, but even then, they’ll see you differently than they have. Depending on the strength of your bloodline, you may suppress it to where they barely notice,” He said in a reassuring tone.
It made sense, I hoped six years of training and comradery wouldn’t disappear overnight. These people had seen my triumphs and failures. They’d seen me make mistakes and take lashes on more than one occasion. I wondered how things would go from here. I sat in silence for a moment before asking my last question.
“Karsam, how do I fully embrace my heritage? Since this morning, I’ve had to hold back shifting several times, and every little thing seems to make me angry. I keep feeling like I’m losing control.” Even as I spoke, I could feel my inner beast pushing at the edges of my mind.
“That part is simple,” Karsam said, looking me in the eye. He had my full and undivided attention. “You have to shift. That’s why you’ve been so on edge.”
“Your body is trying to make you shift to open your power. Once you transform, your noble traits will unlock naturally to fight the influencing effect of the surrounding auras, and your body will adjust to your new abilities. Your strength will increase along with your senses and reflexes. You’ll be able to control your aura like an almost physical thing, allowing you to release it or draw it back to keep from influencing those around you. You’ll also be able to compare it to the auras of the nobles you meet. They’ll have the ability do the same when you’re around them. We’ll use it to help us establish the strength of the bloodline you come from, which may give us an idea about your parents’ possible identities. As a side benefit, your emotions should return to normal. You’ll always have dominance issues, but that is part of the struggle of being a beast-kind noble,” he explained.
His answer surprised me. The entire morning, I’d feared unleashing my inner beast; afraid that if I did, I would become a feral monster. Now, I found out that embracing it would bring it back under control. The irony wasn’t lost on me.
“If you’re not opposed to it, I’d like for you to shift now. After that, we can have you make your pledge to Silvanti House. Once all that is taken care of, we should be able to catch the tournament finals and introduce you to the other nobles here,” he said amicably.
“The first shift after your bloodline awakens can be more painful than usual. It is a side effect of your aura coming into being. Once you make it past your first shift, your later shifts will be faster and easier than they’ve ever been before,” he added.
Shifting into beast form was an intense experience. The change itself was both exhilarating and excruciating all at once. As the change occurred, your senses felt like they had been muffled until that point and were just now coming alive. On the flip side of that, as your senses came alive, so too did your nerve endings. You felt your body stretch and grow and change in unnatural ways. It was as if you were being torn apart, but during the experience, such power flooded you, that the pain was worth it.
Commoners had very hard limits on how often and for how long they shifted, and the battle academy taught us not to do so without real need. The nobles had much more leeway depending on the strength of their bloodline. I’d been able to shift for six years now, so it wasn’t all that intimidating to do so; I just had to mentally prepare for the pain of having my bones, muscles and skin rearranged violently.
As beast-kind, our entire society was a little different from most other civilized groups. When we shifted, our forms expanded and changed into a mix between man and beast. When that happened, clothes didn’t last long. Because of that, most commoners preferred to strip down before shifting, and nudity wasn’t taboo like in many other civilized races.
Wolves were considered medium sized, and our shifts usually took less than three minutes to complete. The larger beast-kind such as bears, lions and tigers took considerably longer since their mass increased much more drastically. The opposite was true of the smaller species such as coyotes, foxes and weasels.
Upon changing, most wolf-kind gained anywhere from six inches to a foot of height and up to a hundred pounds of weight. Despite our size, our bodies appeared sleeker and lither with longer legs and arms. Along with the change to our size and muscles, we gained razor-sharp teeth and claws capable of tearing and scratching all but the hardest stones and metals.
I was acutely aware of Karsam and Lathian as I took off my weapons, armor and clothing. They remained sitting with relaxed postures: Karsam’s natural, Lathian’s forced. I saw the tension in his shoulders and noticed his hand close to his hip. There was a distinct outline of a knife hilt I had somehow missed earlier.
The familiar pain radiated throughout my body as I allowed the animal side to take a greater hold on my mind.
Bones shifted. Tendons and ligaments stretched and moved. Muscle tissue grew and re-aligned. Skin stretched, tore, and regrew. Hair sprouted all over my body. Senses sharpened to a knife’s edge. I embraced the wild, familiarity of my beast.
Then, something changed. A pressure grew inside me, and I thought I might explode at any moment. And then, suddenly, I did.
A fire erupted in my veins. I let out a pained growl that turned to an agonizing roar midway through the sound. My body was being burned away and replaced with another, though there was no fire or smoke.
The pain lasted forever. Or one second. Time melted away in my personal hell. I had no way to measure it. But, in that moment, I would have given anything for it to stop. Death would have been welcome. I would have gone willingly.
Just as I reached my limit, the pain disappeared; suddenly nothing more than a memory. The abrupt lack of pain left me hollow, but just as quickly as the emptiness arrived, strength flooded in to fill the void.
The power overrode everything else. I was invincible. Every inch of my body radiated energy. My senses slammed against my brain, sharper than I had ever experienced. Strangely, my control over my inner beast was stronger than it ever had been. Instead of the sensation of relinquishing control to the animal within, my perception barely changed. My mind was no longer split between man and beast. We were one. Despite the continuous barrage of sensory information, my ability to think and reason didn’t diminish.
My body appeared in my mind’s eye. A seven foot tall monster consisting of half man and half wolf stood where I had been before the shift. While I looked lean, I had more muscle than I remembered. Thick, black fur replaced the charcoal grey that I’d once had. It was the deepest black; an abyss of darkness. It was as if the light itself didn’t dare touch me. My claws and sharp teeth completed the image of an indomitable killing machine.
For a long moment, I was lost in my new found strength. The scent of fear reached my nostrils and broke my revelry. I focused on finding the source of the scent and traced it back to Lathian. He sat stock still as if even the smallest movement might make me attack. He’d even tilted his head down slightly so he might keep me in his sight without making direct eye contact. His response shocked me; I expected him to be calmer around a shifted beast-kind, seeing as how relaxed he’d been until this point.
The aroma of the meat tray caught my attention and derailed my thoughts. I silently moved closer to the scent in front of Lathian and Karsam. As I moved, I experimented with my new body. I stalked forward, trying to decrease the noise I made.
My ability to move silently didn’t disappoint. Even my acute hearing barely picked up more than a slight noise from my movement on the wooden floor and rug. Based on the little I heard, even Karsam and Lathian directly in front of me wouldn’t be able to hear my steps. As I got closer, the fear intensified. Lathian’s body was poised for action as his hand gripped the not so hidden blade at his hip.
My inner danger assessment noted that, even if he attacked, the blade wouldn’t help him. My regeneration had always been faster than my fellow trainees, and a part of me knew it would be almost instantaneous now that I’d completed my awakening. That’s what this was, an awakening. I realized that until now, I’d only been a shadow of my true self.
The memory of the morning’s run entered my mind. I’d always pushed myself, but been frustrated with the results. I now had access to the energy that had been locked inside me all this time.
I stepped towards the food tray and got close enough that Lathian or Karsam were within range of a quick lunge. It surprised me to note that the elf wasn’t the only one exuding fear anymore; the scent also came from Karsam.
Something wasn’t right. As a senior noble in House Silvanti, Karsam had been around countless other nobles in either form. What made this time different?
Looming over the table, I reached down and scooped up several pieces of meat. My hands in beast form were great for carnage, but fine movements like picking up meat slices individually were a little trickier. The claws that were so useful in battle were hell on not destroying the metal serving tray and the table beneath it.
I raised the meat to my elongated face and inhaled deeply through my nose before dropping it into my mouth. The aroma and succulence of the meat were so much richer in this form compared to my human form. Despite how good it tasted, my senses told me the roasted meat would have been better raw. As I chewed and swallowed my snack, the tension in the room came down several levels at my display of control. Even with the tension fading, the fear didn’t go away.
Karsam cleared his throat. Whether the action was to keep his voice from trembling or get my attention, I didn’t know. “Valian, I wonder if you wouldn’t mind shifting back now. We must move on,” he said in a steady voice, but his words sounded fragile in my ears.
I struggled with the desire to stay in my beast form. That impulse was there for all beast-kind when shifted into their animal side, but as a commoner, you only had so much time before you exhausted your energy. The change would also drain your energy for several hours.
In my newly awakened form, my instincts encouraged me not to relinquish my strength. I no longer had a limit on my shifts, so I didn’t have to turn back. This power could be mine forever. As tempted as I was, I forced myself to shift back to my human form. The transformation back wasn’t nearly as painful, but left me feeling diminished somehow.
As I stood there naked, my inner beast lurked just below the surface, ready to shift again. The animal inside me had melded more closely with my regular thoughts. It was no longer an internal force trying to get out, it was just a part of who I was. With that new connection to my savage side, my strength felt magnified, even in my human form, at least tenfold.
I recognized what had to be my aura. It was a force radiating from my core. I mentally pulled it in dialing it back as much as possible. Suppressing this inner power reminded me of holding my breath or constantly flexing my stomach. It was unnatural but more of a discomfort than pain.
Concentrating on my aura, I released it and suppressed it repeatedly. Like any new muscle, I tried to understand its capabilities. I noted that even when fully suppressed, a measure of its power still radiated out from me.
Karsam interrupted my self-reflection and practice by clearing his throat again. His voice sounded surer and more confident this time. “Valian, do you mind throwing your clothes back on and having a seat? We need to talk about some things.” His words carried an edge to them that intrigued me. After all, I had unlocked my full potential. What could possibly be wrong in that?
“Valian, earlier I told you we’d probably never know what bloodline you were from,” he started, staring down at his hands in his lap. “After that display, it’s safe to say I was wrong. It was a shock to see your awakening and to feel your aura come alive. If I had suspected, I would have warned you more about the pain,” he said still focusing on his own hands.
“I expected to have to warn you about stronger bloodlines using their auras to bully you, but now I must council you on the opposite issue.” He paused for a moment before continuing.
“As bloodlines get older, they become more powerful. When a noble from a much older bloodline releases their full aura, everyone, including other nobles, is affected. I expected you to be from an unknown weak line like most bastard nobles are. I know, now, that I was incorrect. Of all the different wolf-kind bloodlines, only two have the strength you’ve exhibited. They are both among the oldest bloodlines known in the empire,” he said, looking up to face me. His eyes had a clouded, far off look to them.
At this, Lathian stood and started pacing behind his chair. “Karsam, you cannot be serious. It is impossible. They were eradicated generations ago,” he said with an insistence that surprised me. Neither his statement nor his agitated body language made any sense.
Karsam nodded as he turned and spoke to his elven servant, “With his black coloration and strength, he couldn’t be from any other bloodline than Fero,” he said in an almost grim tone.
In training, they had taught us of the last great civil war of the empire known as the Founder’s War. During that time, two rival factions of the oldest and strongest bloodlines fought for complete control. The Fero bloodline was one of those lines and came close to gaining the throne instead of the current imperial family.
Several types of beast-kind made up the Soltaran Empire. Before the empire’s foundation, the different species were separated into various tribes and clans based on species. The oldest bloodlines of their species led these clans and tribes.
These groups of old were even more warlike than today’s empire and continuously tried to dominate their neighbors. Over time, they conquered and absorbed weaker tribes into budding kingdoms that later became one unified empire. The two strongest political factions within the new empire weren’t content with sharing power. Instead, they waged a bloody war for total control.
The wolf-kind Fero line and the tiger-kind Saeva line led the two factions. The two sides were so evenly matched that the war continued for nearly three hundred years, and the toll it took on the empire was unfathomable. Entire bloodlines were lost in the constant bloodshed. Both sides knew they had to end their war soon or risk the downfall of all beast-kind to the lesser races.
The second most powerful family in the Fero faction, the Cruentos, made a deal with the Saevas. In exchange for power, they’d defect to the Saeva faction and help end the war. During a particularly gruesome battle, they, along with many other bloodlines, betrayed the Feros and slaughtered most of their forces. With their army destroyed, the Fero bloodline and their most ardent supporters were wiped out.
As the Feros no longer threatened their power, the Saeva House became what was now called the imperial bloodline. The Saevas, being tiger-kind, allowed their feline beast-kind supporters to take positions of power and importance within the empire. They forced the other species into a more subservient role.
They gave the Cruentos the wealth and station they had been promised, making them the only influential wolf-kind house in the empire. Other wolf-kind and canine species that had followed the Cruentos in their betrayal weren’t as lucky. Despite their support of the Saeva line, they had much of their power and influence stripped from them and given to the feline-kind houses that had first supported the new emperor. As a result, to this day, many canine beast-kind still had a deep seeded resentment of the empire they served.
“What makes you so sure I am a Fero descendent and not from the Cruento line? Weren’t the Feros wiped out during the war?” I asked, not believing what Karsam was telling me. This talk of what line I descended from was taking a worrisome turn. If what Karsam said was true, there was a real chance I was in danger of being labeled an enemy of the strongest bloodlines in the empire.
Karsam took a sip of his drink before answering. Lathian sat back down roughly in his chair. He had not spoken since his earlier outburst. “Valian, in the oldest bloodlines, certain traits are always dominant. For instance, all the wolf-kind with majority Cruento blood have a dusky red coat. No matter what house they pair with, you can always tell if the Cruento blood is strong in their offspring by that trait alone. In the Saeva line, their white coloration is the identifying mark. Just like all the other oldest bloodlines, the Feros had a unique identifying trait. People knew them as the Dark Wolves because all of them were a hellish black while in beast form. There are no others who bear that genetic marker. That, mixed with your strength, leads me to believe you could only be a descendent of their line.”
Lathian stirred from his thoughts. “The elves are a long-lived people. We have passed our stories, both uplifting and tragic, down from generation to generation for as long as we can remember. Many of our stories talk about the Dark Wolves. When they led the beast-kind, they attacked with a ruthlessness that the elves could scarcely believe. They brought destruction and ruin upon my people wherever they went. To this day, we use stories of them as a way to scare humility back into our younger warriors whenever they become too proud,” Lathian said, going silent as he finished his story. A shadow lingered in his eyes as his hand touched the knife handle on his side. I briefly wondered if he would make a move against me.
Karsam noticed his friend’s behavior. “Lathian, please find Valian here some new under clothing and a lieutenant’s tabard?” he asked, giving the elf something to do. The request snapped Lathian out of his musings, and he stood and bowed before leaving the room without saying a word.
“Don’t mind Lathian. He has been with me almost eighty years now. I spared his life after defeating him in combat and allowed his family to escape into the forest. Because of my actions, he swore a life debt and has been with me ever since that day. I trust him with my life along with any secrets I might have,” Karsam said, reassuring me.
Such a strong endorsement was an uncommon thing with battle slaves like Lathian. They were usually dangerous and not trusted outside of the mines or gladiator schools. From the little I knew of Colonel Karsam, I had no reason to doubt his judgment. I decided to give the elf the benefit of the doubt. That being said, if he tried to harm me, I would break him.
I downed the rest of my drink after that, and while it still had a heat to it, it barely registered. It also lacked the tingling sensation that had followed my earlier sips. “Now that you are fully awakened, you’ll find that your body fights off intoxication along with poison and other debilitating effects. This ability is proportionate to the strength of your bloodline,” Karsam explained as he watched me finish my drink. It surprised me to hear this, but I wasn’t disappointed. It explained why violence settled so much among the older families of the empire, less direct methods didn’t work.
We both ate in silence from the tray in front of us for a while. Still aware of my newfound power circulating through my veins, I asked a question that had been on my mind since being told of my supposed origins. “Am I in danger?” I asked, looking Karsam in the eye.
He sat in silence for a long moment before answering, “To quote a famous beast-kind philosopher, danger lurks everywhere. I’d say this concept is especially true for you. If your existence becomes too well known or you do anything that defies the imperial family, they may move against you. Add to that the fact that many of the Fero bloodline’s supporters hold them responsible for their fall from grace, and the list of potential enemies becomes excessive. But have heart; I wouldn’t offer you a position in our house if I wasn’t willing to help you.” I didn’t press the matter, but his words almost sounded treasonous.
“Speaking of helping you,” he began, leaning forward and placing his own empty glass on the table, “if you’re still willing, we can perform your pledge to House Silvanti.” I agreed at once.
“Do you swear to serve Silvanti faithfully and loyally so long as Silvanti stays true to you? Do you vow to, from this day forward, put Silvanti House before all other noble houses? Do you swear to come to the aid and defense of all Silvanti House members and assets to the best of your ability, regardless of danger or odds against you? Do you agree to a term of service of no less than one year?” he asked in a solemn tone. To each question, I answered yes, and before long, I was a member of the house that had spent the last six years training me.
“Welcome to Silvanti House. You have the potential for greatness, and I hope to see that potential blossom within our house,” he said with a smile on his face as he patted my shoulder in congratulations and acceptance.
My oath obligated me to serve honorably and in Silvanti House’s best interest above all else. Karsam explained that after one year, I could take a more binding oath. During my trial period, I’d be paid a standard lieutenant’s salary of fifty silvers every two weeks until my year was completed. That translated into a gold a month, a veritable fortune to someone with a commoner’s background like me.
They gave regular soldiers in the imperial army seven coppers a week while those in the house armies made ten coppers. One hundred coppers made a silver, and one hundred silvers made a gold piece. Between expenses, drinking and frivolous spending, most soldiers were lucky to have more than a few silvers to their name.
To be making twenty five silvers a week was beyond my wildest imaginings. It almost made me forget about the potential danger I was in because of my heritage. Karsam laughed at my enthusiasm and said, “Don’t get too excited about your new wealth. You’ll find that being a noble is much more expensive than being a commoner, and once you gain land, you’ll always wish you had more gold.” I scoffed at his warning. I couldn’t fathom so much coin not being enough, but I didn’t see the use in arguing with him about it.
A knock at the door signaled Lathian’s return. Upon his entrance, I noticed that he carried a tabard (complete with the silver circle of lieutenant rank attached), new sandals, and under clothes identical to the other nobles’ clothing. He also carried a new sword belt of polished black leather complete with a bracketed seam and weapons attached to it.
“I think this tabard should do. It might be a little boxy, but the fit should work for a generic sizing,” he said, circling me and taking in my frame. “Later this evening, a tailor will take measurements and make sure your tabards are properly fitted to you. Unfortunately, we don’t have any armor like what the others are wearing. You must make do with what the house provides you until you can buy more.” With that, he handed me the clothing and gear.
While I changed, Karsam explained Silvanti house would provide three tabards and sets of under clothes along with one set of weapons and a newer set of the armor I had been issued. After that, I’d have to pay for my own. The nobility didn’t use shields as they were rarely in the press of the front line. Instead, they wore a long sword and dagger on opposite hips.
He also told me they would give me a horse. Seeing my expression at the news, Karsam assured me that I’d get used to riding in no time. Caring for and grooming horses was part of battle academy training, as soldiers often took care of those duties in camp, but we got little experience riding. After all, what use did a line soldier have for riding lessons?
As he told everything they’d issue me, I tested the balance of my new weapons. They were of a much higher quality than my old short sword, but I’d have to get used to the longer reach and the different balance of the long sword. Karsam might consider it rude for me to play with my blades while he spoke, but I would be vulnerable until I familiarized myself with the weapons. I practiced various swings and thrusts, mindful not to make too big a fool of myself in the others’ presence.
“Valian, before we go too much farther, we need to talk about your aura,” Karsam said, interrupting my sword play. “Our auras affect all the beast-kind around us. The range and potency of our aura is determined by the strength of our bloodline.” He paused for a moment, looking at me to gage my understanding. I gave a nod, and he continued.
“Being of such an old line, your aura doesn’t completely disappear when you suppress it. We can use that to our advantage in hiding your heritage. Others will assume that you’re not trying to suppress your aura at all. They’ll take its weakened strength as your full power. As long as you continue the ruse, you shouldn’t be in any danger of being discovered, but it will mean others assuming they are superior to you,” he said, giving me a knowing look.
“To our allies and neutral parties, our auras make us more charismatic and help us influence their feelings and emotions. To beast-kind against us, it’ll cause them fear and aggression towards us. I suggest that you try to be cognizant of your emotions towards others as we train you to control your new abilities. It will directly influence your aura. It won’t be easy, but it will be necessary.”
His words increased my anxiety. After an entire morning of trying to rein in my emotions, I now had to guard and control them for the rest of my life. I also didn’t want to alter the relationships I had with my classmates in the battle academy. We had six years together, and many of them were the closest thing to a family I had ever had.
“Well, if you’re ready, I believe we’ve talked enough for now. We should re-join the graduation day proceedings. The final rounds are scheduled for after lunch, so we should still be able to catch them,” Karsam said after a moment of silence. I was now a noble in Silvanti House. Walking out in front of those that I’d grown up with in my new station would mean a separation between us. I’d have to face my new role alone. The fear of being alone only lasted a heartbeat before an inner voice growled at my weakness.
“Very well,” I said, “I’m curious to see how the tournament plays out. A lot of tough fighters are graduating today.” Karsam agreed and led the way towards the exit while Lathian gathered the platter and glasses we’d used for our lunch. I made a point of keeping my posture confident and tall as we walked through the halls. If this was my new place in society, so be it. It would not intimidate me. And with that, I took my first steps out into the world as one of society’s elites within the Soltaran Empire.




Chapter 4

The hall impressed me just as much walking out as it did walking in, but the entrance was much different. As we passed through the double doors out into the sunlight, I scanned the faces of the two guards that stood there. They were the same two as before, but they didn’t eye me with speculation this time.
They remained at attention with their eyes facing forward and a certain nervous tension in their shoulders until we passed several feet beyond them. On one hand, their trepidation gave me a sense of satisfaction. On the other hand, I didn’t want people to be afraid of me simply by being around them.
“You must be careful for the next couple of weeks as you learn your auras range and power,” Karsam said as we traveled out away from the officers’ barracks. “With your abilities waking, even your suppressed aura will have a marked effect on the soldiers around you. Your emotions will dictate how your aura affects them. Anger and tension will translate accordingly. Excitement and lust also translate, so any dalliance with a commoner subordinate will be viewed as a crime and severely punished. Eventually you’ll learn to keep your emotions in check. Also, I would avoid directing your full aura at any one or two soldiers unless they’ve become acclimated to your presence.”
I thought about his words the entire walk back to the arena. I decided to take them to heart and try to avoid losing control of my emotions. It was difficult. I was acutely aware of the attention from the different training sergeants and their charges as we passed.
Five other training groups called the academy home; each was one year apart with the youngest being fifteen. With so many other groups, only a small percentage of the staff was present in the arena. Many of the looks reminded me of the respect and adoration my classmates gave the other officers earlier in the day. Disturbed by the observation, I focused on my breathing and tried to stay as calm as possible. I hoped all the gawking I endured on the way there would prepare me for entering the arena with my now ex-classmates. I was wrong.
As we walked into the stadium, I looked at the competition field to see who remained. The group was small, indicating the finals were about to start. The rest of the trainees were sitting in the stands surrounding the field. Of course, they were on the opposite side from the officers.
I spotted Sergeant Iglias first. He was working as a judge and talking to the remaining competitors. If I knew the grizzled sergeant I’d worked with all year, he was pumping up the combatants for their matches.
My eyes wandered over the others, noting whether I thought that person would have made the finals or not. As my eyes caught sight of the female trainee, Selene, it surprised me. Not that I thought her incapable, but she was on the thinner side, and many of the male participants used their bulk and strength to gain an edge. I concluded that she must be a fierce opponent to last this long.
Tristan also stood among the remaining competitors. He swung a practice sword as he talked to one of our classmates. For six years, he’d been my best friend. The thought of losing that connection momentarily saddened me.
Though we weren’t related, I considered Tristan a brother. I would do anything for him. It worried me that my new station would lead to the loss of that relationship. That fear welled up inside me, but I refused to have my family ripped away from me because of my change in station. I’d do my best to stay close to and protect Tristan, just as I always had.
The crowd saw us as soon as we stepped out onto the field. We walked in from the side entrance and crossed the arena grounds to reach the other officers. Many did double takes as I walked in with the colonel. From there, news of my arrival spread to the surrounding soldiers and sergeants. I heard whispers and felt the eyes of the trainees in the stands on me, but I kept my eyes straight ahead and focused on our destination.
I didn’t like all the attention, and it took a lot of effort not to let anxiety, frustration or uncertainty bleed into my aura as we made our way to the sitting area that the officers called their own. Karsam informed me the protocol was to introduce me to the other officers and not address the trainees.
The major saw us shortly after our arrival. He seemed to have a genuine interest in the tournament’s outcome and focused on the field intently. The other three weren’t as wrapped up in the field and didn’t notice us until we were half way to them. They strained, trying to see who the newcomer was; we weren’t close enough for them to size me up yet.
As we got closer to the stands, the two sibling Umbras spoke loudly enough for me to hear them. “Look sister, it seems Silvanti House has found an orphan puppy this year, how unfortunate,” Stephan Umbra said feigning concern.
“At least it means that one man carrying my supplies for me will have some class,” Saundra Umbra replied to her brother. Her arrogance chafed more than his condescension. Mentally I focused on my breathing to keep from letting my anger show. Part of me wanted to rip them apart, and that would not make for pleasant introductions.
I saw the moment we came close enough for my suppressed aura to reach them by the expression on their faces. The jests stopped for the moment, but the two Umbra siblings smiled widely. My aura supported the image that I was a weak bastard son of some noble’s dalliance with a commoner.
“Valian, I’m pleased to introduce you to some of your fellow nobles who serve in Silvanti House’s forces. This is Major Gortros Umbra and his two children, lieutenants Stephan and Saundra Umbra,” Colonel Karsam said, acting as if he hadn’t heard the two mocking me. Even though he tried to smooth things over, the effort wasn’t convincing.
I gave a bow in greeting as the colonel finished the introduction. I’d have much rather knocked some sense into the two siblings in front of me, but I’d been told to get along. They gave curt bows in return, but Major Gortros didn’t even acknowledge me. Apparently, I didn’t rate high enough for him to re-focus his attention.
Karsam ignored the exchange and turned towards the only person who he had not introduced yet, “and this young lady is my niece, the future head of Silvanti House, Lieutenant Aaryn Silvanti.” His smiling face and upbeat tone showed his love for her.
Her eyes narrowed at his introduction, and her shoulders tensed as she looked in our direction. Her grimace told me what she thought of his introduction, but he didn’t notice. I bowed to her, and she gave a nod herself. The exchange was warmer than the Umbras’ reception, but only by a little. At least she hadn’t insulted me yet.
“All three lieutenants here are just now old enough to lead and will select their first squad from today’s graduates. Ironically enough, that makes you all close to the same age,” he added, gesturing to us all as a group.
“It is a pleasure to meet all of you. I ask for your patience as I become acclimated to my new circumstances,” I said, trying to have as calm and level a voice as possible. The Umbra twins grinned at my supposed weakness, while Aaryn smiled, then re-focused on the competitors behind me. The major continued ignoring me altogether.
“I hope that nothing we said offended you, we were just having a bit of fun. This stuff is just so boring, watching a bunch of commoners run around all day.” Stephan said as I moved towards the bleachers to take a seat. His eyes didn’t reflect his smile, and his ability to insult me while apologizing for insulting me at the same time impressed me. Until two hours ago, I was one of the boring commoners.
“Think nothing of it Stephan. I’m sure these commoners would be just as bored watching you compete as you are with them,” I said with a neutral expression on my face. While he didn’t show his irritation much, his eyes narrowed just a fraction.
“My brother is quite right about the quality of entertainment, but I’m sure your company will help ease our boredom,” Saundra added with a laugh after my reply. An icy, uneasy sensation covered me at her words.
Looking at her, I realized how attractive she was with shapely curves, a thin waist and smooth symmetrical facial features. That was, if you ignored her eyes. A predatory gleam emanated from them, and not the kind that came from the beast within.
I’d never seen it myself, but I’d heard of women that prided themselves on bending men to their will. I could see the young woman before me taking pleasure in such a thing. Belatedly, I realized that my gaze lingered too long, and she noticed. Based on how she licked her lips, in her eyes, the hunt was on. I mentally kicked myself for being so stupid. All the Umbras would need to be watched carefully, but this one presented the most danger.
I took a seat on the outside edge next to Aaryn as far from the Umbras as possible. As all the introductions were made, everyone focused toward where the competition was about to resume. I knew Karsam expected me to mingle with the others, but I didn’t care at the moment. My tolerance of the welcome I’d received was effort enough.
Based on the board, it looked as if Selene would compete soon, while Tristan’s match would be towards the end of the round. As I looked at the remaining competitors, I inspected Tristan’s condition. Several bruises stood out along his arms, and a cut at the side of his left eye bled freely.
His shoulders sagged, and his mouth hung open as he took in deep lungfuls of air. He wasn’t the strongest fighter in our class, but his raw athletic talent compensated for it. I expected him to make it this far, but I doubted he would win the tournament. Honestly, I hoped to win myself until my situation changed.
Tristan glanced up at where I was sitting, and we made eye contact. There were questions there, and no small amount of fragility. I smiled and gave a nod to convey my support. I’d have to find a way to talk to him later. I didn’t know if he understood the gesture, but he nodded back and turned towards the center of the ring.
As Tristan turned back to the field, I caught Aaryn looking at me. She noticed our exchange. Technically, it was considered improper to fraternize with the trainees. In the houses eyes, they weren’t real soldiers yet.
I shrugged and turned back to scanning the other participants. Aaryn’s eyes lingered on me a moment before turning away. My discomfort at being watched didn’t completely go away as several trainees still watched me from across the field.
I caught Iglias’ eye next; he gave a slight bow, and I happily noted none of the anger or rage resurfaced from our earlier confrontation. I bowed back to let him know all was well. After our exchange, he turned back to his duties as a referee during the matches.
Selene took her position in the ring. A black eye graced her face and various bruises dotted her arms. By her movement, her ankle was also swollen. Despite her condition, an air of determination radiated from her. I respected the fact that she wouldn’t go down without a fight.
“Sergeants, you may begin the finals,” Karsam spoke out into the arena loudly. His booming voice echoed over the arena grounds.
After his announcement to the arena, Karsam turned to us as Selene and her opponent began to circle each other. “Valian, you probably aren’t aware of this, but it is customary for the new lieutenants that attend graduation day to select their first squad of fifteen soldiers from among the participating trainees. The selection includes three sergeants from the graduate class’s instructors and twelve new recruits. All the sergeants assigned to the graduating class will be re-entering the regular house army regardless of your selection, so don’t worry about picking someone. If you wait until the results of the tournament, the four of you will take turns selecting members. If you’d like to make selections before the final results, your selections are secured. You’re in a uniquely advantageous spot to build your ideal squad, and the other lieutenants have already declined the right to choose a squad early,” Karsam said. It was clear that he was trying to stay positive and engage me.
I thought about who I would like to join my squad. Without hesitation, I told him Sergeant Iglias and the two sergeants that assisted him during the last year. They might not have been the most impressive looking, but all three worked well together and knew how to handle a group of raw soldiers. That led me to my selection of soldiers. I could pick the best fighters from the class, but that didn’t seem right. Thinking over my choices, I decided to try to build a squad I thought would learn quickly and work well together instead.
Of course, my first pick was Tristan. He was my best friend but also a fast learner. His running speed and endurance were also great assets. Next, I chose Selene. I didn’t know all that much about her, and I detected a bit of a loner’s attitude, but her determination and drive were real. She’d just lost her match, but she’d made her opponent work for their victory.
The rest of the thirteen I selected included various men and women I had trained with or watched that had impressed me for one reason or another. Only four of my selections were in the top twenty of the current tournament; the other eight were already eliminated.
After I selected my final squad members, Colonel Karsam signaled for one of the sergeants to come over and take down all the names so they were removed from the selection list. “Sir, what will happen to those not selected?” I asked, realizing that there would be thirty new graduates not selected by the lieutenants tonight.
“They will be spread amongst the veteran squads we’re meeting up with in a couple of days. In some ways it will be easier on those not chosen as they’ll be placed with veterans that have seen at least one campaign already. The veterans can protect them while offering additional training. With this class’s graduation, we’ll be going into the season’s campaign with three hundred soldiers. One hundred veterans have been left back to protect house assets in and around Tor’s Rest,” he explained.
Despite the better training and living conditions of house armies, many soldiers didn’t live long enough to finish their twenty year commitment. To combat the constant losses, houses hosted continuous battle academies to keep house armies properly filled and growing. There were even instances where large battles wiped out entire forces, leaving a noble house weakened with the burden of rebuilding from scratch. Such harsh demands on their soldiers were why house leaders were only obligated to one campaign for every five-year period.
Regardless of how rough being a soldier for the nobility was, serving in the imperial army was worse. Imperial training focused on getting people to the field quickly. They didn’t focus on strategy training or learn to read and write like house troops. Instead of focusing on developing recruits to their maximum potential, the empire focused on fielding the largest armies possible. It was a simple numbers game.
During my musings, several fights finished, and one of my other squad picks lost but gave a good showing. Tristan stepped into the ring for his first round, and I eagerly awaited his performance.
He looked a little healthier from when I’d first seen him on the field. His regeneration was still working on improving his condition. Tristan and his competitor drew double daggers as their weapon for their fight.
Tristan’s luck always amazed me. I knew his opponent, who was aptly named Brutus. In the academy, we knew him as a bully that used his size to dominate fights. That would work with a lot of weapons but not with small blades. Daggers were fast, and in that regard Tristan held the advantage.
The match started and Tristan took the initiative. He charged, covering the distance between himself and Brutus before he set his stance. Tristan swiped with both blades at the same time, one high and one low. Both of Brutus’ weapons blocked the high blade, allowing Tristan to connect with the outside of his knee then pull back in what would have been an effective hamstring maneuver. The attack caused Brutus to lose his balance and fall backwards. If the blades hadn’t been dulled training blades that attack would have meant death. We’d been taught several vital spots that, if cut, would end an enemy.
Tristan used Brutus’ fall and slashed up both inner thighs with his blades. I pitied Brutus for a moment. Even blunted blades would hurt when jammed into such a sensitive area. The judge announced Tristan’s victory and my friend made it to the second round of the finals.
“That’s one of your picks isn’t it Valian? How do you forgive such a dishonorable victory? I’m surprised he wasn’t disqualified,” Stephan asked with a tone of voice that conveyed his disapproval. I wondered a moment if Colonel Karsam would jump in, but a glance back told me he was leaving me to fight my own battles.
“What part of his victory struck you as dishonorable, Stephan?” I asked in a calm voice. “He knocked down his opponent before he reacted. He then dispatched his foe in the safest way possible.” I continued, not understanding his anger.
“I’m quite proud of Tristan’s display. The only critique I might have is that he should have moved up to the armpit or throat right after his groin slashes. A noble might regenerate from the original wound,” I said in a no-nonsense way. Stephan might have been a shade of red brighter than I remembered the last time I’d looked over at him.
“This isn’t a game. I want my soldiers to eliminate anyone or anything set against them with brutal efficiency,” I finished. My voice became more firm with the conviction of my beliefs. In my excitement, my aura slipped a small amount, subtly sharing my conviction with the entire stadium.
“Humph” Stephan’s replied with his nose up in the air. He turned back towards the competition field ending our exchange. Our conversation was clearly over.
I looked over and saw Saundra’s anger at my disagreement with her brother. Aaryn though, had an appraising look on her face, and I thought I might have seen approval somewhere in there. I caught a warning expression from Colonel Karsam and brought my emotions back down. It surprised me how the sergeants and trainees relaxed as soon as I suppressed my aura again.
Several more fights finished and eliminated my other squad pick left in the finals. Tristan now represented all that was left of my squad in the competition. That my picks lost didn’t surprise me. When I made my choices, I chose a team, not individual stars.
“Correct me if I’m wrong young Valian, but aren’t all but one of your picks already eliminated?” Major Umbra asked, speaking to me for the first time since my introduction. His tone sounded like a neutral observation, and he never took his eyes from the current match. It didn’t fool me, his criticism of my squad selection was clear.
There were only four more fights in the tournament, and I didn’t expect Tristan to go any further. His last win only happened because of luck, and that luck couldn’t hold with the talent arrayed against him. “Yes sir, you’re correct. Trainee Tristan is the only one still in the competition,” I answered back with an even tone as if I missed his point.
My reaction to his question threw him off for a moment. “Don’t you want to change some of your picks then?” He asked in an exasperated voice as if he was talking to an idiot.
“No sir, I’m happy with the squad members I’ve chosen,” I said conveying my satisfaction with my selections.
“I see. Well, there is no accounting for intelligence in a bastard noble it seems,” Major Umbra said. His words were an unexpected insult. I had the choice to either let it go or confront him. Regardless of what I wanted to do, only one answer worked. As a superior officer in the house army and an established member of Silvanti House’s noble court, confronting him was a bad decision.
I swallowed down the anger just under the surface and took a deep breath. With gritted teeth I choked out, “Thank you for sharing your opinion, sir.”
We spent the rest of the finals in silence. The Umbras clearly stood as a unified front, and the major was only willing to let insults to his children go so far. As things stood, we would never be friends, which didn’t bother me after today. I only hoped it would go better with the other nobles in House Silvanti as I met them.
In my interactions, Aaryn remained an unknown. Her silence led me to believe she didn’t care about my new station inside Silvanti House. As the house heir, she had the potential to wield huge political power and be an important ally.
My only clear support came from Colonel Karsam. The problem with that was that he couldn’t openly express it. Showing favor would only draw suspicion.
Tristan was illuminated in his next bout. He drew a single spear match against a larger, stronger trainee. He tried his best, but couldn’t get within his opponent’s reach. It wasn’t long before his opponent dealt him a killing blow. As a consolation, his opponent went on to win the tournament in a brutal sword and shield match.
At the conclusion of the tournament, the sergeants dismissed the trainees to clean up and prepare for the evening’s ceremonies. Only hours before, I’d been among them. Now, I sat with the other officers in silence, waiting for the arena to empty.
I had hoped to talk to Tristan before he left the arena, but there was a clear expectation to remain seated. I wanted to congratulate him on his performance. He’d done better than I’d expected of him.
Several hours stood between us and the graduation ceremony, so, after the trainees all left, we adjourned to the officers’ barracks to wait in the common room. Upon our arrival, I noticed several house slaves stood on the wall to one side of the room. They all stood stock still unless called on to bring refreshments to the waiting officers. Lathian wasn’t among them. Instead, he stood near Colonel Karsam’s seat, casually reading a book. He was clearly allowed more freedom than regular slaves.
Stephan ordered something from an attendant as soon as we entered. The young female scurried from the room and returned a short while later. The glass she carried seemed to be the same beverage Karsam and I shared earlier.
“I told you all that there would be no alcohol until after the ceremony, and I meant it. Get rid of the drink, and I better not find out anyone disobeyed me,” Karsam said loudly, scowling as he looked at Stephan. The attendant, caught in the crossfire, froze for a moment before rushing out of the room. I pitied the attendant, but shook the thought away as she’d escaped punishment herself. If Karsam didn’t wish for anyone to know of our earlier drinks, I wouldn’t be the one to say anything.
An attendant carrying a tape measure appeared in the doorway while everyone settled into the room. The woman was clearly there for me, but I didn’t want my measurements taken in front of the other officers. I excused myself and stepped out to greet the older woman before she made it through the entrance.
“If you don’t mind, I’d like to do the measuring in the hall” I said, smiling at the woman. She gave a quick nod, but said nothing and kept her eyes down. She seemed to be nervous the entire time she took my measurements and excused herself immediately after she finished without saying a word.
I stepped back into the room with the other nobles. They lounged on the large padded chairs and discussing various topics. I didn’t have the patience for another round of socializing, so I walked to the bookshelves and looked at the various titles.
After some time went by, an attendant brought in a long scroll and unwound it on the dining table. The others, noticing the attendant’s arrival, got up and moved over to the table. Curious about what was happening, I followed them over.
A seriousness filled the room as the other lieutenants took up seats around the scroll. Colonel and Major Umbra took seats a little further away. I stood back as no one indicated that I should take a seat.
As I got within range to read the words on the scroll, I realized that it contained an alphabetical list of all the trainees’ and sergeants’ names in the senior class. The list showed the trainees’ rankings in the foot race and tournament beside them, and next to the sergeants’ names were their years of service. I followed the names down to my own name, finding it crossed out with a black line. Upon seeing that, a dull ache radiated through my chest. My classmates and I lived in different worlds now.
A ‘v’ stood out beside the names of my fifteen squad picks. Inspecting my selections, I saw the results of the race and sparring tournament and the time in service of my sergeants. Everything was about what I’d expected when I made my selections.
At some unknown signal, the other lieutenants took turns picking their squad members. Aaryn, as the house heir, went first. She picked a sergeant first instead of a trainee. After her first selection, Stephan then Saundra made selections. They took turns until all three of them claimed a full squad of fifteen soldiers. While they looked as if they hadn’t been paying attention, each of the lieutenants utilized a strategy when making their decisions.
Aaryn seemed to value experience in her sergeants as she only picked those with over fifteen years of service. Stephan picked fighters that made it to the finals. Saundra picked the most aggressive trainees. As the patterns emerged from their selections, I made a note to myself that underestimating these people could be a costly mistake.




Chapter 5

An hour and a half later found us standing before the assembled trainees and sergeants on a raised platform. The trainees all wore their new tabards which had been sized for them by a tailor within the last week. Their leather armor underneath had been polished, and they were a striking image arrayed on the field. Their tabards looked just like a house army soldier’s uniform except it was missing the house crest over the right side of the chest. The sergeants had those and would pass them out among their training squads after Colonel Karsam spoke to the assembled group. It would be each soldier’s responsibility to sew them on after the ceremony.
They’d timed the event to start just as the sun sank below the horizon. That meant that the trainees assembled late in the afternoon and stood at attention as the sun slowly set. It represented the last test in discipline before their graduation.
As a member of the nobles in attendance, it meant sitting in a chair in silence for an hour as I watched my ex-classmates sweat in the fading light. Once the sun was down, large torches were lit at the four corners of the formation, bathing the assembly in a harsh light and deep shadows. At that point, we nobles all stood and Colonel Karsam stepped forward to address the trainees. The entire thing inspired pride and awe in the newest members of Silvanti House’s forces.
I had to give them credit for their approach; it worked. As the sun dipped, and the soldiers stood at attention, I saw their fervor rise. It culminated when the large torches were lit, and I could see the unwavering loyalty in every new soldier before me.
Looking out at those assembled before us, Colonel Karsam cut a striking and intimidating figure. He spoke passionately about how wolf-kind were the pride and backbone of the empire, and how House Silvanti was among the greatest of wolf-kind. He spoke of how these soldiers were ensuring their house’s continued prosperity. He stressed that each one of them would have the chance to attain glory while making a difference. He spoke at great length of honor and how these troops had all risen to the call of personal duty. As he covered all of these topics, the eyes of every new soldier shone with pride. As a new soldier myself, I felt it too.
Throughout his speech, Karsam’s aura stretching out over all those assembled. While his words inspired, add to them his persuasive aura, and you had the perfect indoctrination speech. I learned then you didn’t have to dominate someone’s will to make them loyal, a gentle nudge at the right time worked just as well. It was a powerful notion.
In truth, Silvanti House was a medium ranked house among the nobles in the eastern part of the empire. It didn’t matter. He could have asked any of the soldiers assembled before him to leap to their deaths, and they would have gladly carried out the order by the end of his speech.
After Colonel Karsam spoke, the rest of the ceremony went by in a blur. The sergeants handed out crests to the new soldiers before them. Several soldiers and sergeants exchanged words. Sergeants praised their students for their perseverance and determination, and soldiers gave their thanks for the help given to them along the way.
My envy at seeing their exchanges couldn’t be helped. If things were different, I would have accepted my crest with pride and known I had earned it. My purpose would have been clear, and I would have been among my comrades in arms. Instead, I sat alone on a stage surrounded by other officers that cared nothing for a bastard noble.
Before I succumbed to my melancholy, I shook off the negative thoughts. I wasn’t without advantages. The other nobles’ auras didn’t compare to my own. My strength and regenerative ability stood second to none. Even my shifted form stood without equal. I refused to be ground down by my circumstances. I’d use my situation to become stronger and overcome anything that stood in my way.
Beast-kind continuously struggled for dominance. Our society taught us from a young age that, while we may find others to stand with us, only personal strength mattered in the end. If I was to be thrust into this position, I would claw and rip my way to the top so that none ever threatened me. My beast growl in approval. I needed to calm myself, quickly.
My internal struggle went unnoticed as the ceremony continued. After giving the soldiers a moment to celebrate their accomplishment, Karsam addressed the entire assembly. “Alright everyone, let me have your attention and I’ll tell you what your first assignment as Silvanti House troops will be.” His voice carried over the crowd. While there was clear authority to it, it also carried a hint of merriment that seemed to only elevate the mood of those gathered. Again, I suspected the use of his aura to subtly reinforce his speaking.
Everyone quieted down in expectation of their orders. I hadn’t heard our future plans yet either, so I was also eager to hear what he had to say. “You should all feel honored. The empire has need of House Silvanti’s strength. The saurians of the eastern expanse have been wreaking havoc along our borders, and we have been called on to help remind them of why they should fear beast-kind wrath,” he said passionately. At this, the soldiers and sergeants all let out a roar of approval that echoed in the night.
“Tomorrow morning we’ll begin a three day march to meet our other field troops. Once we’re a unified force, we’ll head south-east three hundred strong and show the imperial soldiers why they envy house troops,” he announced, his voice easily carrying to all those assembled.
“A special dinner is waiting for you in the dining hall,” he continued after the chatter had quieted. “You’ll find ale available tonight for you to celebrate your accomplishment. Just keep in mind that you’re expected to be alone in your bunk by midnight. Muster is at sun up regardless of how late you stayed up or how much ale you drank. Dismissed!”
The laughing and cheers from the newly graduated soldiers as they walked towards the dining facility would make you think Karsam had just given them a week off, not that we’d be moving out in the morning. The mood was contagious, and energy radiated off of the crowd of graduates.
Until today, male and female trainees had been separated. From now on, everyone would serve together. The barracks remained separated by gender, but the new soldiers could move between them freely until midnight.
We’d received stern lectures all during the past week reminding us not to “make poor choices” when we were mixing with the female graduates. We’d also received several reminders that any dishonorable behavior would be severely punished. It was common knowledge that all the female soldiers were given an herb mixture monthly that prevented pregnancy, but after so many years apart, I guessed that most of the graduates would do well to even speak to a member of the opposite sex. If I was right, intimacy wouldn’t be much of a concern tonight.
I imagined sleep deprivation and hang-overs would be the biggest obstacles for tomorrow. I noted that Iglias and the older sergeants didn’t seem to be cheering as fervently. No doubt, they were thinking about our upcoming opponent. They’d been around long enough to understand what we faced.
The empire considered its eastern territories to be the frontier as the population was much smaller compared to the other regions. The reason for that was the terrain on the eastern border was much more rugged and harder to thrive in.
I remembered from training that saurians were a savage race of scaled reptilian bipeds that ate any meat they caught. That even included other saurians from time to time. Their strength rivaled most shifted beast-kind and their senses were almost as acute. Add a tough, scaly hide resistant to claws and blades, and the picture was bleak. I wasn’t a coward, but I didn’t see a lot to cheer in that. Our biggest advantage was that they weren’t as intelligent as the other races and lacked the unity present in more civilized societies.
Interrupting my thoughts, the other nobles stood at some unspoken signal and headed back to the officers’ quarters. Since I was now one of them, I followed behind by several steps. I wanted to find Tristan and talk about all that had happened, but it would frowned upon by the others.
As we walked back, I noticed Iglias close by and couldn’t resist the temptation to get his attention. My actions were a breach in protocol, but I decided the scorn was acceptable. I’d already angered most of the nobles around me and needed to speak to the man that would run the day-to-day operations of my squad.
“Sergeant Iglias, a moment please,” I said whenever he was close enough that I didn’t have to raise my voice. It felt strange addressing sergeant Iglias as a subordinate after so many years of him being my superior. I noticed both the colonel and major look my way, but neither one of them said anything. They turned back and kept walking towards the officers’ barracks.
“Yes sir?” Sergeant Iglias asked as he walked up and tapped his fist to his chest in a salute. I returned the salute and told him to relax as I waited for the others to be out of earshot of our conversation. We had important matters to talk over, and I’d rather our words be in private.
“First, I’d like to discuss what happened earlier,” I said with my eyes fixed on his. Instead, he interrupted me.
“Before you say anything, sir, I’d just like to say I realize what I did earlier was foolish. I had an idea of what was happening, and I didn’t want you to lose control on a fellow trainee. I figured that if I forced your hand, I would be prepared if you lost control. Looking back at it, I’m not sure I would have been able to defend myself as well as I thought,” he said as he rubbed the back of his neck.
It was strange to see the obvious embarrassment from the stoic sergeant. I nodded and committed what happened to the past. He seemed to appreciate my gesture, and we continued in an unspoken respect for one another.
Moving forward, I addressed the reason I’d stopped him. “Sergeant, I’m sure you’re aware that Colonel Karsam will announce the chosen squads tomorrow morning before the march begins.” He nodded in response saying nothing. “I’ve selected you as my senior sergeant, along with the two sergeants you had with you this year during training. You all seemed to work well together. If you have something to write with, I’ll give you the names of the rest of our squad.” He pulled out a folded piece of paper from a pocket along with a charcoal writing utensil. Paper was an expensive commodity, and it spoke to his professionalism that he had some on his person.
I told him my selections, and he grunted as he wrote them out. “This is a solid lineup,” he said with a hint of approval in his voice. I had hoped that he’d feel that way about his charges, but to hear him say it out loud lifted a weight from my shoulders.
“I’m glad you think so sergeant. I’d like you and the other sergeants to make sure that they’re aware of their assignment. They can enjoy their accomplishment, but I don’t want them to be dragging when we get moving tomorrow morning. I’ll also expect our people to be together before the actual assignments are announced.”
My orders were a little irregular. Customarily, the nobles left their soldiers to their own devices until they officially placed them in a squad. I didn’t care about that; my people needed to be ready to go when the time came. They also need to be close enough for the sergeants to take care of and keep an eye out for them during the march. They had been my family for the last six years, I wanted the best for them even if I couldn’t be a part of their world in the way I’d expected.
Iglias had an appraising look in his eye as I finished giving my orders but voiced his understanding and saluted again as I released him to take care of his task. Though I thought my orders necessary, I hoped he had time to relax as well. I felt badly about making him work while everyone else focused on celebrating, but if he had a problem with my orders, he didn’t let it show.
When I got back to the officers’ barracks common room, everyone else had already dispersed for the evening. Lathian found me there with orders to report to Colonel Karsam in his office. It was a surprise to find out he had an office attached to his actual room. I had assumed that he did all of his work in the common room since there were so many tables and chairs. Lathian led me towards our destination while I followed without saying a word. I didn’t press him for information, assuming it would be unprofessional to ask.
Before long, I stood in front of the Colonel’s door. Lathian knocked, and he called for us to enter. The interior reminded me of the common room. The walls had the high, thin horizontal windows going around them near the ceiling. Two torches illuminated the room. A lamp was also lit on a large desk, allowing the colonel to read and write without difficulty. Tapestries like the ones in the hall decorated the entire office, and full bookshelves accented the space.
Colonel Karsam sat at his desk looking over various papers while Lathian walked over to an alcohol display on the side of the room and poured a drink. I stood in front of Karsam’s desk, waiting patiently for him to acknowledge me. I wasn’t sure whether I was here under official circumstances.
“Have a seat,” Colonel Karsam said after a short while without looking up from his reading. I did as directed while he wrote something and put the paper aside. “So you had quite a busy day,” he said as Lathian brought a single drink over and handed it to Karsam. I didn’t think it was a great sign for the conversation that he didn’t offer me a refreshment.
“Yes, sir,” I stated after a little while, once it was clear that he was waiting for me to respond. He didn’t seem angry, but there was tension in his posture.
“In less than a day, you alienated and angered one of the strongest families in Silvanti House. The Umbras are ruthless and loyal to each other above all else, and they go after threats with a vengeance. I’m not even sure I’d be safe if they marked me as an enemy,” his voice rose as he spoke.
My anger rose with his voice. By the time he finished his statement, an involuntary growl escaped my mouth, and I gripped the arms of my chair so hard that the wood groaned under the strain. Karsam froze in place, I saw the beast in his eyes and knew Lathian stood behind me to my right. By the whisper of sound that came from his direction, he’d pulled his blade.
“If you try to use that blade Lathian, I promise it’ll be your last mistake in this life,” I said while still looking Karsam in the eye. My voice came out almost like gravel being shaken together, and I could see the hesitation and doubt in the colonel’s eyes. My voice being partially changed snapped me out of my naked aggression.
“That’s what I’m talking about Valian,” Karsam said sounding exasperated. I noticed that he’d gone pale at my expressed anger, but recovered quickly.
“You have got to master your self-control. You cannot lose your temper at every perceived challenge. I’m Silvanti House’s second, and Lathian is an elite warrior and noble among his people. Either of us can stare down most beast-kind in the empire and not think twice, but when your inner monster comes to the surface; it’s unnerving even for us. The Umbras will see you as a threat and try to find the best way to do away with you. As it is, just your presence has a weight to it that will make others wonder how strong you are. Leave them unsure to your actual strength and they’ll be cautious, but if they realize just how dangerous you are, they’ll be looking for a way to end the threat you represent.”
Karsam sighed before continuing. “Enough of that, just know I can’t protect you from them. You must fight your own battles, but to do that, you need to learn the rules of the game,” he said as he pulled a large book from the shelf behind him and placed it on the desk.
“This is the imperial charter. In it are the laws that make up the foundation of our political system. The Soltaran Empire is merciless, but it has clear rules about how the nobility can act towards each other, commoners and slaves alike. Consider this book a gift. You must read and memorize it in the next couple of days. We’ll be reaching our main force and many of our other nobles in three days. I’d like to know you will not cause an incident when we do,” he said. His tone indicated the end of the conversation. I took the book from the desk, bowed and stood to leave the office.
“Where do you think you’re going?” Colonel Karsam asked as I turned away from him. “You’re not done here yet. You’ve spent the past six years learning how to fight as one of the rank and file. I’m sure you’re quite good, but now you have to fight like a noble. Tonight, Lathian will show you a thing or two about your new long sword. From there, you must learn how to apply the lesson yourself.” I nodded, and he continued.
“You’ve learned to defend yourself on the battlefield, but dueling another noble is a different animal all together. While this one session won’t make you a master swordsman, if you continue to practice and apply what you’re shown, it will help you,” he said as he returned to whatever he had been writing at my entry. I put the book back on the desk and looked to Lathian for instruction.
He directed me to move the furniture to the wall, creating a practice space. Once we cleared the area, he began the evening’s activities.
What followed was an hour and a half of working on my stance, body posture and grip variations. It wasn’t exciting work, but I stayed focused as the elf described several variations of lessons I’d already learned. His goal was to get me used to my new weapons, not re-teach me the blade.
Lathian possessed an icy demeanor as we trained that unnerved me. I knew nothing of him but his past with Karsam, but I didn’t think there was anything that would make him dislike me personally. My bloodline was the only conceivable reason for his demeanor. Even in his haughtiness, he maintained a strict professionalism. I had to admit that I learned a great deal by the end of our session.
As soon as my practice session concluded, Karsam dismissed me for the night.  As I closed the outer door, I tried to let some of my tension go by taking a deep breath and exhaling in a controlled manner. Shortly after I released my breath, my tension returned.
I’d been so wrapped up in my situation I’d missed the servant standing in the hallway. If it had been an assassin or someone who wished me ill, I’d have been out of luck. I took a moment to shake off my paranoia as I realized that I wasn’t important enough to assassinate. As I dismissed my inner dialog, I focused on the attendant before me; she quietly waited for me to acknowledge her.
The young human slave was a female near my age wearing a simple but expensive sleeveless dress bearing the Silvanti House Crest. She had the imperial chain link tattoo without the broken spear on her neck, marking her as a victim of raiding or being born a slave instead of a defeated opponent. The skin on her face and arms was smooth, showing that she hadn’t been beaten or physically abused recently but I saw the faint outlines of old scars indicating a rougher past.
“Milord, Lathian instructed me to lead you to your room once you finished in the colonel’s office,” she said while curtsying and dropping her head.
“Very well, please lead the way,” I said with a smile on my face. Even with my friendly disposition, she smelled of fear as she led me down the hall to a room further away from the central part of the building.
In our society, female slaves were taken advantage of, but nobles were supposed to be above such base acts. Having met some nobility, I wasn’t so sure about the truth of the matter. While the house crest on her dress marked her as a servant to the primary family and offered her some protection, it didn’t guarantee it. In her eyes, I was a new arrival and an unknown regarding how I would treat her.
Growing up in the orphanage, I saw what the slaves in the poorest parts of the city experienced. That people treated others in such a manner infuriated me. Because of those experiences, I disagreed with slavery as a whole.
The slave before me had no way of knowing all this, but she had nothing to fear from me. It sickened me that just walking in the hallway with me caused her fear. In my anger, I made a point not to interact with her. The smell of fear just increased every time I did.
We arrived at my room for the night in silence. She mechanically opened the door and started to enter. “Are you afraid of me?” I asked, curious how she would respond. While I asked my question, I gently grabbed her arm to keep her from entering my chambers.
“Yes, Milord,” she answered in a hoarse whisper. She kept her head down, and a slight tremble ran through her arm. The thought of her fearing me without cause bothered me, but I appreciated her courage.
“You need not,” I responded as I released her. I took a small step back to give her space, and show I wasn’t a threat.
“I’m sure I can handle things from here and see no reason for you to have to enter my room with me. Thank you for escorting me, and I hope you have a good night.” I said in a brusque tone. She startled as I spoke to her and her trembling increased.
“Yes, Milord, if you need anything in the night, please ring the bell inside and someone will attend you,” she said with her eyes still on the floor as she bowed. It may have been my imagination, but she seemed to run from my room at her release. I shook my head to dispel my irritation and entered my room for the night.
As I entered the room, the first thing I noticed was the bed. It was larger than any three bunks put together and had large pillows and fancy sheets atop it. A lamp on a bedside table illuminated the space. In an open wardrobe near the bed, two tabards and a set of leather armor hung on hooks. The leather armor was much finer than what the battle academy had issued me. One positive about beast-kind culture was that we were functional. Even in formal settings, well cared for armor and a noble’s tabard served as acceptable attire.
The armor they provided me was the same as the regular troops wore, but it appeared polished and new. Karsam had explained that Silvanti House would provide this set of armor for free as I was a newly sworn noble. Though head and shoulders above what I’d been wearing, my armor was still a far cry from what the other nobles would be wearing.
Wealthy nobles wore metal plated leather armor while less wealthy but still prosperous nobles wore studded armors. Even the poorest nobles had embossed armor. The tabard would hide the plainness of my armor somewhat, but to anyone looking, it’d be clear that I had nothing in the way of finances.
Silvanti House’s commoner tabards were solid grey, while the nobles wore half grey and half blue tabards of a finer material. The house crest of a silver sword with three wavy lines occupied the right chest. Our colors and symbols were easily distinguishable from the imperial orange and black with the tiger-head emblem. Rank insignia was worn on the left chest in the traditional fashion.
In a side room attached to the main sleeping area, there was a wash basin, a full pitcher of water, a copper tub in case I wanted to take a bath, and a chamber pot in the corner. I also saw that my razor and water cup, along with my small-clothes had been brought over before I arrived. As I finished inspecting the room, I noticed several books on the bedside table and what appeared to be a note.
Valian, just thought you might like to brush up on the knowledge needed to be a part of the noble class. Also, I thought you’d find it interesting that sleep patterns are heavily altered by the strength of a noble’s bloodline. Most of the strongest lines only sleep a couple of hours every few days. P.S. these are not a gift. I expect them to stay here when we leave. Karsam’s signature graced the bottom of the letter.
The books all represented different topics. One was about the various beast-kind species. Another was about the other races that the empire had encountered. Some were about different financial matters and theories, and yet another was all about politics. If I was doomed not to sleep anymore, I at least had variety in reading material.
After I stripped down to my under clothes, I washed up and then settled into the giant bed with the law book in hand. The soft sheets were a welcome change to the rough linen bedding issued in training.
When I opened the book, I found another surprise about my newfound abilities. As I read several pages of the book, my mind catalogued everything. When I thought about the pages, they appeared in my mind’s eye with perfect clarity. It didn’t seem possible, but my awakening had upgraded my brain along with everything else.
Thinking back to earlier in the evening, I realized that I also remembered my lesson with Lathian in perfect clarity. I read and memorized all the law book in one read through in just over an hour and moved on to another from the pile.
I lost track of time. The lamp was oil based and had a large reservoir on it that made it impossible to figure out how long I’d been at it. I burned through the books on the table, and in mere moments I finished them all. The knowledge seemed to blend together in my mind, helping me to understand and apply everything I’d just read. It was invigorating and off-putting all at the same time.
After I finished the books, I needed something else to keep me occupied. I worked on my sword skills. Utilizing the earlier lesson, I tried to adapt the different sword stances and grips I’d learned with the short sword over my years of training in the battle academy.
While I got mixed results, it allowed me to pass the time. For the rest of the night, I honed my blade skills. My forms started slowly, but it wasn’t long before the weapon was an extension of my arm as it blurred around me. I even combined different forms and styles randomly to produce what I hoped would be a superior technique.
It took much longer for me to become winded, and my strength didn’t flag as I continued the forms. At one point, I realized how ridiculous I looked practicing with a sword in just my under clothes, but I didn’t care. I needed to be as formidable as possible to survive as a noble, not to mention a soldier.
A knock on the door interrupted my practice, announcing that it was time to begin the day. My new life started this morning. I was ready to see where it led.




Chapter 6

I rinsed off and shaved with the cold water from the basin. I realized servants would bring me warm water if I rang the bell, but it seemed absurd. For the past six years, I’d shaved with cold water every day.
Dressing in my armor, I folded and stored my extra clothes in the backpack the battle academy had issued me last year. My backpack, gear and personal effects had all been waiting for me in my room the night prior, and the familiar weight on my shoulder comforted me.
I made my way down the hall towards the common room fully equipped and carrying my travel gear. The sun had not yet risen, so torches illuminated the dark hallway. The lack of smoke from the open flames impressed me. It appeared that the upper windows also provided ventilation at night on top of airflow during the day.
I passed various servants on my way to the common room, but all of them kept their heads down and didn’t speak. As I entered the room, an older servant stepped forward to greet me. He was wolf-kind and lacked the markings of a slave, making him a supervisor over the staff. He had been directing others with arranging dishes on the dining table, but there was no food anywhere in sight.
“Milord,” he said in a panicked voice, “we expected none of the nobility to be out of their rooms this early. I’m sorry to say there isn’t any food prepared yet. If you’ll tell me what you’d like, I can have the cooks prepare it at once.” His words came out quickly as he spoke as if his speaking faster would keep me from being offended. My early arrival clearly caused him distress.
“Don’t worry about it,” I said, trying to placate the hysterical man. “If you’ve got some dried bread and jerky, I’ll be fine.”
Judging by his expression, my attempt to make the situation better only offended him. “Milord, I assure you that our cooks are excellent; they won’t disappoint you if you allow them to prepare something,” he said in a pleading tone. Apparently, I’d somehow made this man think I doubted their skill instead of just not caring about what I ate.
Thinking about the situation, I realized I was trapped. I wanted to eat something quickly, and go about my day, but that didn’t appear to be a realistic choice without insulting the staff further.
“Whatever reasonable dish you would recommend from the cooks, have them prepare it for me,” I said, trying for an upbeat tone. I thought the request was over the top, but the wolf-kind attendant looked relieved at my words.
I retreated to the book shelves and sitting area to have some privacy. Shortly after I sat in a comfortable leather chair, a male servant approached me and asked if he could take my backpack and deliver it to the stables. After my last exchange, I didn’t have the heart to deny the request and nodded.
I was on the last page of my fifth book, this one about battle tactics and strategy before the empire’s rise to power, when I caught a floral scent waft into the room. Based on its strength, it had to be from a soap or oil of some sort. Shortly after the scent, Aaryn stepped in wearing a dark shirt, brown pants and sandals. Based on the fact that her hair appeared to be a little damp, she’d taken a bath this morning, hence the strong floral scent.
Her lack of armor and weapons surprised me. Remembering the group of people I was with, I wondered if I was the one that would end up looking out of place this morning. The servants all bowed deeply at her arrival and a chorus of “Milady” rang throughout the room.
I had read a book on courtly protocol and manners last night, so I knew it was proper to stand when a lady entered the room, especially one of higher standing than myself. She just didn’t warrant the courtesy after the way she had been so distant yesterday. I decided that the book was more interesting and went back to finishing it.
The sound of a throat clearing alerted me to her presence in front of me. My senses had tracked her walking towards me, but I’d made a point not to acknowledge her. When I lowered my book, I noticed two things: the first was the offended look on Aaryn’s face; the second was the attendant who had taken my breakfast order standing awkwardly behind her. He clearly wanted to ask for her meal choice but feared pulling her attention in his direction.
Before she voiced her opinion at my lack of acknowledgment, I addressed the servant behind her. “She’ll have the same meal I am having,” I said with authority. Some of my aura surfaced when I spoke and the man blanched and bowed. He didn’t look her way to verify the order, instead, he immediately left to carry out my instructions.
Aaryn’s face turned a deeper shade of red, but my expression of aura and the others listening in the room gave her pause. “Have a seat Aaryn, we can talk while they prepare our breakfast,” I said to her smoothly. Her mouth hung half open for a moment before she seemed to collect herself and sit in the chair across from me.
“You have a lot of nerve, not standing to greet me and then ordering my meal for me,” she accused. Her voice was at a normal volume, but still conveyed her anger at my impertinence. Her aura pushed against my own in an attempt to intimidate me. Of course, it had no effect on me. My lack of visible response clearly confused her. She was probably the strongest bloodline in Silvanti House and was unaccustomed to having her aura blocked.
“Based on yesterday, I had thought you’d prefer I act oblivious to you,” I said with indifference. That seemed to take the wind out of her sails. We sat in silence for a moment as I returned to my book as if I was still reading it. I had finished it already, but I refused to be the first to speak after our last exchange.
“Fine, I’ll concede that point. Spending time with Stephan and Saundra puts me in a foul mood. I try to block everything out when they’re around me. What did you just order me for breakfast might I ask?”
Now I was the one off balance. I hadn’t expected a level headed answer, and I definitely hadn’t thought she would acknowledge a fault of her own. “I honestly do not know,” I said and told her about my earlier experience. She laughed at my story, and I was surprised by how natural it sounded. I had expected her to be the uptight sort, and that laugh did not go with the image I had conjured from yesterday’s interaction.
In the silence after my story, she seemed to notice the stack of books on the table before me along with the one in my hand. “That’s quite the collection you’re starting there,” she said with a teasing tone to her voice.
“Just passing the time until I can eat and go about my day. I hadn’t expected to be placing an order, so I’ve had plenty of time for some light reading,” I said, slightly put out. She smiled at my words, thinking it a joke. If I didn’t know my abilities, I’d have thought the same. Based on her reaction, not all nobles could so easily retain information.
The books in front of me were several hundred pages each, and before my awakening it would have taken at least a month to read them all, much less try to learn them. The ringing of a bell saved me from having to say anything further on the topic as another servant brought out a tray with two covered dishes on it.
The man who’d given me so much trouble earlier announced, “Breakfast is served,” in a clear voice. Those seemed to be the magic words as the servant placed the dishes on the large dining table and removed the lids.
Aaryn got up and moved towards the table, and I followed her. I decided that I’d enjoyed our talk so far this morning. It was enough to warrant following proper etiquette moving forward.
I pulled a chair out for her to sit in before sliding it under her and taking the place across from her at the table. Several servants descended upon us at that point. I noticed that all of them had the imperial slave mark without the broken spear. They lined up a full spread of silverware, laid napkins in our laps, and arranged and poured glasses of juice and water for both of us. The flurry of activity only lasted a few moments before the slaves stood at the side of room again.
Feeling out of place yet again, I focused on my plate instead of my surroundings. On the upper right corner of my dish were two boiled eggs sliced and arranged decoratively. The majority of the plate was dedicated to what appeared to be special bread with thin slices of meat on top, and a spicy smelling sauce lightly drizzled over the entire thing. The meal smelled delicious, and even Aaryn temporarily forgot proper etiquette as we both dove into the dish. After my initial bite, I followed the rules of eating in polite society instead of just tearing into it like I would have done yesterday morning.
The flavors of the sauce with the meat and bread was amazing, and even the eggs went well with the combination of flavors and textures. Until we finished our meals, the only sound was that of our silverware and chewing. “Remind me to let you pick my meals more often,” she said with a smile as we both finished the last bits of food on our plates.
I noticed the older servant standing in the corner, waiting should we need anything. I gave a slight bow from my seat. “You were quite right in your choice. Please give my thanks to the chef,” I said appreciatively. The man appeared surprised by my words, but I saw pride in his eyes and he stood just a bit straighter. When I looked back towards the table, Aaryn was staring at me.
“You just found out about your heritage yesterday, right? I expected you to have a harder time adjusting to a life amongst the nobility. You used all the correct etiquette throughout the meal and even pulled my chair for me. Care to explain?” There was levity in her voice but also curiosity.
I laughed lightly, “Thank you, Lady Aaryn. Your uncle gave me a book on the subject last night. I’m glad to know I’ve properly applied its lessons.”
She glanced back at the books still in the lounging area, and I could almost see her re-evaluating our earlier exchange. As if mentioning him was enough to summon him, Colonel Karsam entered the room at that moment. He wore his armor, tabard and knife, but lacked his sword. I thought I saw a look of surprise on his face as he noticed Aaryn and I sitting and talking, but if it was really ever there, it disappeared a second later.
He came over and greeted us both. “I see you both rose early this morning. That’s good. I’m hoping the Umbras are up by at least midmorning so we might begin the day’s march at a reasonable time.” He smiled as he spoke, but there was truth to his words. “Honestly, that’s why I banned alcohol until after we’re underway,” he added to drive home his opinion.
“You dream big uncle,” Aaryn immediately responded, and we all laughed.
“I believe I’ll have my usual,” Karsam said addressing the servant standing in the corner. He bowed and left to convey the order to the chef. “By the aroma in the room, you two had quite the meal this morning,” Karsam continued with an appraising look in his eyes. He stepped forward and took a seat next to me on the same side as my sword.
It was a subtle thing, but by being on the side closest to my weapon, he’d be able to prevent my draw for a moment. Polite society considered it to be a position of respect and marked him as my societal better. He caught my glance at my scabbard and then him and winked at me, disarming any irritation I felt. Aaryn laughed at his statement, missing our little exchange and told Karsam my story of events and how we ended up with such a robust meal. Her energy was contagious, and he was soon laughing and smiling at my awkward moment.
“I am glad to see the two of you getting along. I wonder though if you might allow me some time with my niece as I so rarely get to have a quiet breakfast with her at home.” Karsam said while looking at me.
“No mind at all, sir. I wanted to see about my horse this morning anyway since I have little experience riding one. Lady Aaryn, it has been a pleasure sharing a meal with you,” I responded with a bow of my head before standing. “Colonel Karsam,” I said as I bowed my head towards the man before turning and leaving the common room.
The stables were closer to the edge of the battle academy and a bit of a walk to reach. No doubt that if I waited around the officers’ barracks, servants would bring me my horse, but I wanted the exercise and to get some fresh air.
Walking through the academy grounds, I saw various groups of male and female trainees running or doing other exercises. Training sergeants led them all, and I made a point not to get too close to them. If I did, they’d be forced to stop and bow or salute, and I didn’t want to interrupt their training or cause anyone to get in trouble for doing the wrong thing.
The morning air was cool with a damp heaviness to it that clung to my skin as I made my way towards the stables. I knew from experience how miserable the air could make you feel at different times of the year and was thankful that the spring was mild. Heading to the east, I was sure it would be much less pleasant in a couple of weeks.
It was easy to tell when I neared the stables as the odor was always the first thing you noticed. Experienced cavalry soldiers used the stables here at the battle academy to break and train new horses for House Silvanti. As a trainee, I’d only had a few weeks of training here in my six years. Most of our work was done with grooming the horses and packing a saddle as those would be our primary tasks involving horses once we graduated.
The academy gave basic riding lessons for a single week for familiarity. Typically, only the nobles and select soldiers rode regularly. The only way a newer recruit would ride was if an officer made them a personal bodyguard or courier. That I’d only had a couple of hours in the saddle didn’t bode well for the upcoming march. I’d have much rather walked with my squad.
“Milord, welcome and congratulations,” a grizzled old sergeant with white hair said loudly as I came up to the stables. He was probably the most outrageous sergeant I’d ever met during my time in the battle academy. He was also the stable master. Though he could barely walk, on a horse, he was an artist. He demonstrated proper riding technique for the week we had learned about horses, and no one who watched him forgot it.
“Sergeant Arnef, thank you for the kind words,” I said with a slight bow. I was trying to suppress the smile that threatened to break free.
“Been a noble for a day and already talking like one of the silver spoon bastards,” he mumbled, but not softly enough to be missed. While his words were offensive, the way he delivered them and the smile on his face made it impossible to be angry at him. I couldn’t help but grin at his antics.
“So let me guess, you’re wanting to get a look at your new mount and maybe work with them a little before you fall on your ass in front of the formation?” he asked, already aware of the reason for my visit.
“Not quite how I would have explained it, but you hit the nail on the head, sergeant,” I said smiling at him.
“First thing’s first; I’ve got to know what your strength is. Horses are a lot like beast-kind. They don’t have the whole aura bit, but they can feel the power of the one riding them. If the rider is too strong, the mount will be a nervous wreck; if the rider is too weak, they’ll walk all over you,” he said in a matter-of-fact way. His words were unexpected. I’d assumed that it was more about learning how to handle the animals instead of forming a relationship with them.
“So sergeant, how is it you’d like to judge my strength? Have some weights to throw around behind the stables?” I said still smiling, but his had slipped a bit.
“No milord, you will direct your aura towards me. And before you ask me how, I don’t know how you elites do your thing. I just ask that you ease into it; I am an old man.”
Thinking of the few times I’d released my aura, I focused on him and gradually relaxed my hold in what I imagined was a beam directed just at him. After a short delay, my power awakened and flowed out like a physical thing.
He immediately looked as if he was under a great weight and dropped to one knee with sweat on his brow as my aura increased. “Please milord, no more,” he gasped out, and I unfocused my aura while working on pulling it back. I hadn’t been near full strength yet, so it only took a short time before I fully suppressed it again. Arnef was still breathing heavily as he rose out of a kneeling position.
Fear lingered in his eyes for a moment before he seemed to steel himself. “Do me a favor and never do that again.” His words were the same flippant style as he always used, but it didn’t quite convince me of his recovery. I still sensed the fear coming off of him in waves.
“It’s your lucky day. I’ve only got one horse that will work, and she’s a beauty. She might be a handful until you get used to things though. Come on in and meet her. Her name is Bashita, and she’s the meanest damn horse I’ve ever met. Though, what else would you expect from a young battle charger?” His words brought me up short for a second. Battle chargers were trained war stallions, and only the strongest nobles in the empire rode them. They were aggressive and just as dangerous to the enemy as their riders were.
Trained for the charge, they would run straight into a battle line without slowing, biting and kicking alongside their rider’s attacks. They were also the only horse breed trained not to panic with a shifted beast-kind on their back. They were bigger and stronger than other breeds and were able to carry the weight of anything short of the largest beast forms at a run. Their saddles had wide leather flaps that went down their sides and full barding to protect from enemy weapons and their own rider’s shifted claws.
“Sergeant Arnef, why does Silvanti House have any battle chargers at all?” I asked as we walked into the stables. With their standing, I couldn’t imagine that they had the wealth to afford them.
“We got three at a bargain from a failing house’s estate sale and wanted to see if we could successfully train them. We thought maybe the house leader would ride one, but he prefers a calmer mount. They keep the other two at the Silvanti manor. We kept Bashita here to practice working with a battle charger. We also like to bet on who can stay in the saddle the longest,” he said. By his tone I sensed his disappointment at the house leader’s choice. His respect for Bashita was also easily discernible.
As he finished speaking, we came up to a stall that had a tall, muscular charcoal grey horse in it. The horse was watching us and pawing the ground aggressively as we came near her. “Milord Valian, meet Bashita, the moodiest horse in my stables. Ain’t that right girl?”
I heard his words, but all my focus was on Bashita. Even though she wasn’t beast-kind, I felt a challenge for dominance when I looked at her. “I’d like to saddle and work with her if that’s all right, sergeant,” I said before I even realized I’d said it.
Her tack rested on the posts right outside the stall, and I’d have to bring her all the way out to saddle her. As I got within range of her head with the guide rope, she snapped at me. Out of reflex, I caught her head under her chin and held it still while looking into her eyes. Bashita’s body calmed, and her eyes softened a shade. I heard Arnef say, “I’ll be damned.”
As touched as I was by the stable master’s vote of confidence, I ignored him and maintained eye contact with Bashita. A silent battle waged for dominance. If I wanted to ride the beautiful charger, I’d have to win her over. After what felt like forever, the struggle faded, and an acceptance radiated from her. I tentatively rubbed Bashita’s neck, and she allowed it. I took a moment to wipe away the sweat from my forehead I hadn’t realized was there until after the struggle. Her acceptance relieved and excited at the same time. I walked her out of the stall and started the job of putting on her saddle.
Ten minutes later found me easing into the saddle for the first time. Arnef watched my interaction with Bashita but hung back. He didn’t do more than make small suggestions while I saddled her, letting me get a feel for things myself. As I sat astride the large battle charger, I felt eyes on my back from all those working in the stable.
Sensing Bashita’s energy, I realized that she was reacting to my tension. I attempted to calm my nerves and walked her around the gated yard for a little while. Once we were more in sync, we tried our luck at a trot and then a run out in the open field. After a little while, Bashita became an extension of myself.
As we left the area of the stables and rode around the academy, I got bold enough to try pulling my blades and guiding her with just my legs and heels. It actually worked better than trying to use the reins. She responded better to the freedom to choose her own path. I could respect that, so did I.
I was aware of the sergeants assigned to the stables watching us as I brought Bashita back to the gated yard. We’d been out for about an hour riding the academy perimeter. Their gazes didn’t bother me though; several training groups had already stopped to observe as we passed by them on our ride. Arnef walked up as I was taking off her saddle and brushing her. We’d be departing soon, but there was no reason to leave the sweat from our run on her all day under her barding.
“That was a sight to behold. None of us have been able to handle her more than a couple of minutes,” he said with clear approval.
“Thank you Sergeant Arnef. The idea of riding worried me the entire walk over, but honestly, it felt more like Bashita was a part of me as we moved,” I replied.
Sergeant Arnef nodded at this as if he expected what I described. “I’ve seen it many times in those with a strong inner beast. Instincts play a large role for both man and mount. Battle chargers have trouble hiding their strength and don’t submit easily. The rider has to clearly show their strength for a battle charger to follow,” he explained before pausing.
“Battle chargers like to be at the forefront of the group, and Bashita will chafe if you make her follow weaker mounts. Also, know that you’re the only one riding a mount such as this in Silvanti House.” He said, smiling at my new mount.
We stood in silence for several minutes as I finished brushing out and re-saddling Bashita. Several soldiers broke the silence by bringing my backpack and saddle bags over. After I strapped them to Bashita’s saddle, I stepped up into the stirrups, ready to leave. Bashita pawed the ground, just as eager to step out into our new life as I was.




Chapter 7

After all my riding, I ended up being the last of the nobles to arrive to formation. As I rode up, I noted several things: The first was that my squad was grouped together just as I’d ordered, with Sergeant Iglias at its head. The column of soldiers was five wide and twenty deep so that was no small feat. Based on the smug looks among many of the soldiers, they had already announced the selections. The second thing I noticed was that besides the officers, there were also twelve mounted sergeants, and they all looked like hardened veterans.
Attendants and slaves were busy fussing over three large wagons at the back of the formation. One of them was the food wagon based on the smell of bread and meat, but the other two seemed to be full of various bags and supplies. Lathian was easy to recognize in all of the activity as he was the only elf among the group. While the others scurried around, his movements appeared calm and deliberate.
Bashita was at least a hand taller than any of the other horses in front of the army, and made me stand out among the other riders. Major Umbra scowled while everyone else looked surprised as they took in my appearance on my battle charger. Stephan’s mouth even hung open for a moment before he collected himself and resumed his look of superiority. I intended to try to keep space between the Umbras and myself the entire trip.
Colonel Karsam cast an appraising eye upon Bashita as we rode towards the officers. Several soldiers, including Tristan, risked glances my way from their positions in line. I felt guilty for not speaking with my friend yet, and I swore I would find time soon. It was overdue.
I fell in at the side of the mounted group in front of the formation. My position put me slightly separate from the other nobles, but based on my reading the night before, it was acceptable. I could ride at any point among the leading element as long as I wasn’t on patrol, in a guard detail or being summoned by a superior officer.
The Colonel got everyone’s attention with a hand gesture. “Now that everyone is here, I’ll say a few words and we’ll begin our journey.” The entire field was silent as he spoke, save for a few birds and the wind. “I know you’re all eager to get started, and some of you could do with some exercise to shake off last night’s celebration.” Some soldiers chuckled at his remark while others looked less than excited.
“The first part of the march will be just our group,” he continued, “We won’t catch up to the main body of our forces for at least three days. At that point, we’ll divide those not already assigned among the veterans. You may feel a certain way about not being selected today. I would remind you that the squads made this morning only have three veteran sergeants while those placed later will have many seasoned soldiers on which to rely.” He paused at this to give his words time to sink in.
“Once we meet up with the main body, we’ll begin a seven day march south east to the eastern border of the empire, Fort Granas. From there we’ll deploy as the imperial commanders see fit to bring the saurians under heel.”
The troops all cheered at this last part, and even I felt a shiver of anticipation. He’d used his aura while talking to underscore his point. That bothered me, but I wondered if it was just because I wasn’t comfortable using my own aura. The sergeants at the front of the formation got the soldiers moving while three of the mounted sergeants rode out on forward scout duty. Another three waited on the side of the road as the main force passed them for rear scout detail. I wasn’t left with my thoughts for long before the colonel gestured for me to come closer.
I knew I was in trouble for arriving late and holding up our departure. “I thought it was clear earlier this morning that I wanted to leave in a timely manner,” he said as I rode up next to him at the front of the formation.
“Yes sir, I have no excuse for my tardiness,” I replied automatically. He raised an eyebrow at my statement and looked down at Bashita. “Really Lieutenant, no excuse at all?” His voice held a sarcastic edge. The message was clear that my statement was obviously false.
“I got wrapped up in working with my mount and lost track of time. It won’t happen again,” I admitted as I rubbed Bashita’s neck. He just nodded.
“You seem to handle her pretty well, so perhaps the time wasn’t a total waste. I’m surprised that the stable master saw fit to grant you a battle charger. She’s a rare treasure, and if I thought it would have an effect, I might even have a talk with old Arnef about his decision to give her away. Know that if anything should happen to her that is deemed negligent on your part, you’ll have to answer to the entire house,” he said in a neutral tone. The warning was clear. She was too fine a mount to be ill-treated. I nodded and voiced my understanding.
“That is all, lieutenant. During these next three days, the mounted sergeants will handle scout detail. Once we reach the main force, you and the other lieutenants will be given scout and patrol duties. Is that understood?” He asked.
“Completely,” I said as I pulled Bashita toward the far left of the group of riders. Major Umbra had been scowling the entire time I’d been next to the Colonel.
The first day went by uneventfully. Clear weather and a slight breeze accompanied us, and we experienced no incidents as we marched. Everyone ate field rations at lunch instead of stopping, including the nobility, so we made great time. We were even fortunate in that it had rained in the last several days. The road was dust free, but dry enough not to get mud all over everything.
We established camp in an area of open forest by the roadway. The colonel signaled for a halt late in the afternoon, and the formation became a beehive of activity. The sergeants in charge of the march gave out assignments for the evening, and everyone had a task, everyone except for the nobility of course.
I moved to dismount and realized what riding all day meant for those not accustomed to it. After a moment of standing bowlegged next to Bashita, I embraced my pain and forced myself to stand tall. Stiffly, I walked her to where the other mounts were being cared for. I imagined that anyone watching me would wonder what I had shoved up my rear end. Even I had to laugh at myself.
By the time I arrived, the stiffness had mostly worked itself out. Several soldiers saw to the various mounts that had already been brought to them. The female sergeant that had been so congratulatory to Selene after the foot race led them. I absently watched as she instructed a soldiers under her command. I was so caught up in watching the exchange I didn’t notice when one of my classmates came up to take Bashita’s reigns. I handed them off without a second thought.
Bashita immediately reared and tried to lash out with her front hooves at the unprepared stranger. I pushed the soldier out of the way before they were struck by a hoof and received a glancing strike to the shoulder. I felt as much as heard a snap as Bashita’s hoof connected. Almost at once, a sharp grinding sensation radiated from the wound before the bones re-align themselves. The ache lingered even after my healing was complete. My regeneration was phenomenal and only took moments to fix the damage, but pain was still pain.
My temper flared with the hurt and I grabbed Bashita’s reigns with my uninjured arm. “That’s enough,” I said with a forceful tone and my aura radiating out a small amount. Bashita wasn’t beast-kind, so my aura didn’t have the same effects as it would when working with the soldiers, but she seemed to understand that I meant business. She settled after a moment and stood calmly with me holding her reigns. The soldier next to me trembled from the dangerous situation they’d barely avoided and the effect of my presence. Chastising myself for my carelessness, I suppressed my aura again.
“I apologize milord,” the female sergeant in charge said as she hurried over. “We’ve not had a chance to train the new recruits in caring for a battle charger. If you can wait a moment, I’ll have one of the more experienced sergeants come and see to her.” Fear laced her voice, and she moved in front of the soldier near me to make sure I stayed focused on her. It was the same thing Karsam had done to protect Sergeant Iglias.
I mentally gave her kudos for bravery. No doubt that asking an officer to wait for any reason wasn’t smiled upon, but she had positioned herself to take my ire for the previous incident as well. She had apparently forgotten that until a day ago, I was one of the young ones too.
“Don’t worry about it, I’ll brush her out and picket her. Just bring me the supplies,” I said with only a slight grimace from the lingering pain. She bowed and moved to get the things I asked for, taking the still trembling soldier with her. In no time, everything I needed was there, and I went about caring for my stubborn battle charger.
The monotonous task relaxed me, and Bashita made it clear she enjoyed the pampering. It would have been even more relaxing if the surrounding soldiers weren’t tense at my presence. It radiated from them like a palpable force all around me. Eventually, I finished Bashita’s grooming, bid her a good night and walked out into the camp.
By the time I left the picket area, it was just shy of dark. The last rays of light barely peaked over the horizon. It really was quite beautiful with the light shining through the trees surrounding us. I headed towards where I’d last seen my squad setting up their tents.
Once we stopped for the day, the soldiers could go anywhere they pleased within the camp as long as they didn’t have a task to complete. Regardless of how they spent their free time, their bedrolls were always with their squad. A central fire provided enough heat and light for a fifteen soldier group no matter the season. If the squad broke up and went to socialize with others, I’d find an empty fire and would continue my wandering the camp.
I found most of my people around the fire eating dinner. My nose told me it was beef strips and beans with fresh bread before I ever saw it. It smelled delicious after the trail rations we’d eaten for lunch, and my mouth watered at the thought of real food. As the fire came into view, I saw their plates stacked high with generous portions of the meal, giving me a cramp of hunger in my stomach.
“Sergeant Iglias,” I said in way of greeting as I approached. “How did everyone do today?” The soldiers all seemed to become tense at my arrival. While frustrating, it was the norm among the regular troops when officers were present.
“No one died, so I count it a success, sir,” he replied, looking over at me with a grin on his face. The soldiers laughed at his comment, and some of the tension fell away. I nodded and smiled at the man as I covered the remaining distance to the fire.
Scanning the squad, I saw Tristan and Selene sitting next to each other. She appeared at ease with a relaxed posture and a smile on her face, but he looked like he’d forgotten how to breathe. I couldn’t help but laugh on the inside. Tristan had always talked a big game about the ladies, but neither one of us had a clue of what to do if we caught one’s interest. Pretending I noticed nothing, I found a spot near Sergeant Iglias and took a seat. He immediately sent a soldier to get me a plate as I sat down.
“What does the night look like for the squad?” I asked him. Everyone was making sure not to look in our direction, but they were also trying their best to listen in to the conversation.
“Light sir, they have tagged us to provide three for guard detail, but they’re all at last watch.” He had an appraising look in his eye, and I was sure he wondered about my interest in things below my station.
“Very well. Let everyone know that I may pass through the camp and check up on our people. I’ll not have any issues with Colonel Karsam from our squad,” I said as I looked at the surrounding soldiers. Sergeant Iglias just nodded his understanding. Right then, the soldier detailed to secure me a plate of food returned, and I gladly accepted the offering.
After our exchange, I focused on my meal and listened to the banter around me while trying to spy on Tristan and Selene’s interaction. My squad and the groups surrounding them were fairly subdued with me among them. I’d learned from my etiquette book that the officers normally ate in the main command tent and didn’t bother the soldiers’ fires. Regardless of proper procedure, I needed my people to be somewhat comfortable around me if I was to lead them, and so I pretended not to notice their tension.
I finished my meal without speaking to the surrounding soldiers, and they were clearly too afraid to draw me into a conversation themselves. I handed my empty plate off to the closest soldier. “Thank you for the meal,” I said to the squad as I got up to leave.
“Milord,” Sergeant Iglias answered in reply and then informed me that they had set my tent up in the central area of the camp. Thanking him, I started to walk away.
I took four steps and stopped as I decided I’d put off talking with my friend long enough. I altered my course to pass by Tristan and Selene at the other end of the fire. “Tristan, I wonder if I might have a word.” I said as I walked up beside him.
He really didn’t have a choice. My new station guaranteed that he would speak to me, and I hated that fact. I would have much rather preferred to tell him it was his decision, but I couldn’t appear weak or indecisive around those I led.
“Yes sir,” he replied at once and stood. I walked towards the edge of the camp, and he silently accompanied me. By his posture, he was nervous. I was too, but for the talk I wanted to have, I needed to be away from prying eyes and ears. After several minutes, we passed the perimeter guard’s position and continued walking so that no one would hear us. Most of the light had faded, so the chances of being spied on were near zero.
“All right, Tristan, you can drop the sirs now. We’re far enough from the rest of the soldiers. I’m sorry that I wasn’t able to speak to you before. Believe me, I wanted to,” I said as we stopped and I took a seat on a nearby log. He remained quiet for some time as he stood in the dusky light, and I feared he would refuse to speak to me. He’d been the closest friend I’d ever had and losing him would mean I was truly alone.
“I don’t really know what to say. I have a million questions. How is this possible? Even now I can feel your presence radiating out like the other nobles. You, the guy I bunked with for the last six years. I don’t understand at all,” he said as he paced back and forth in front of me. There was an almost desperate edge to his voice.
“I know, it’s pretty hard to take in. First, let me say I’m the same person you knew, I just have some extra baggage now. Second, you’re still my best friend, and that won’t change,” I replied. I told him everything: my heritage, possible conflict with the imperial family, my experience during our final day, the power I felt, the pain of my last shift, my position with Silvanti, everything. I held back no detail. I put it all out on the table and hoped that it wouldn’t scare him away.
“Man, and I thought I had it rough. No matter what happens, I still have your back,” he finally said after a moment, placing a hand on my shoulder with a smile. The tension seemed to fade after that. We spoke back and forth about the graduation tournament, and he told me the dumb things people had done during their celebration the previous night. It was refreshing to have that comradery, but all too soon, the time came to return to camp.
I said as much and started to lead us back. “So, Selene, huh?” I asked with some amusement as we walked. I then told him how I knew her name to begin with.
“What can I say? Anyone that can take you down a notch is someone worth getting to know,” he responded, laughing, but even in the dusk I could make out the blush on his face.
Our levity was cut short as we re-entered the camp and passed the perimeter guards. We got the same questioning looks as before, but no one dared to ask. No doubt he would be asked about our talk once he got back to his bedroll, and I realized that word of this would inevitably reach the senior officers.
I knew that I should care, but I couldn’t find it in me to be bothered. Once we were near the squad’s site, I bid Tristan a good night and turned to walk the other way. He nodded and replied, “Sir,” In a professional manner, but the smile on his face let me know that he was just giving me a hard time.
After leaving my friend, I had a lot of things to think about and wandered around the camp observing my surroundings. Morale was as high as it could get. Everyone had plenty of food, and the soldiers acted more like it was a vacation than a march that would eventually lead to battle. We were still within the empire’s territory after all, so there was little reason to worry. The scene was uplifting, but a voice inside my head warned of how that may change and the danger of false security.
As I wandered around the camp, the sun faded to nothing and the moon and stars replaced it. The night was clear without a cloud in the sky, and my enhanced vision had no trouble adjusting to the darkness. It was close to the way I saw things in the daylight, but colors became more muted, and shadows became different degrees of darkness. Unfortunately, with the torches and camp fires lit, I had to make a point not to look at any of the lights. When I looked too near the fires, the brightness made my vision blur as my eyes tried to adjust back and forth too quickly. The sensation gave me a headache.
By the time I arrived at the officers’ tents arranged in the middle of the camp, it was near midnight. It was immediately clear which tent belonged to me as all the others were much fancier. I reminded myself that Silvanti House had given me everything I owned free of charge. I couldn’t expect to have the same quality equipment as the others. As I neared my tent’s entrance, I caught movement out of the corner of my eye and turned to see who approached at this hour.
“If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were avoiding the other officers. Surely we weren’t that insufferable in the short time you’ve been among us,” Aaryn said as she stepped out of the shadows.
“Only some nobles I’ve met, milady. You were most assuredly not one of those,” I replied with a bow. “I apologize if I offended you. My own thoughts held my attention today. They seemed heavier than usual.”
She smiled at my clear reference to the Umbras. “Your thoughts really must be bothering you to keep you from sleep after such a full day.” She sounded genuinely interested, and it was touching in a way I hadn’t expected.
“Sleep is a sore subject. It appears I need very little of it now. No one saw fit to share that with me until I tried to go to bed last night,” I said and sighed causing Aaryn to laugh. Even to my own ears, my words sounded like whining.
“It must be so hard on you to be such a powerful wolf-kind that sleep is unnecessary. Your lot is just so unfair,” she responded sarcastically. “Perhaps you’d accompany me for a walk outside of the camp perimeter since you aren’t tired? I do so enjoy the stars, but the torches and fires make them harder to see clearly. If you can tear yourself away from your misery that is.”
I thought about if for a moment before responding. On one hand, this was a beautiful and powerful woman my age who wanted to spend time with me and didn’t seem completely spoiled. On the other hand, I had been separated from the opposite sex these last six years and had no clue how to act. The beautiful woman won.
“I will go with you so long as Lathian is okay with it and quits hiding in the shadows,” I said lightly. Aaryn seemed confused by my statement, then shocked when Lathian materialized behind her as if from out of nowhere. I also saw the faintest hint of indignation on her face from being guarded in such a manner.
“Impressive Valian. We elves are known for our stealth, and it is no small feat to detect me when I don’t wish to be seen,” Lathian said with a neutral expression. “I must admit that my orders were to watch over Aaryn from the shadows, but I was not to reveal myself.”
“I’ll make sure to tell my uncle what I think about that,” Aaryn almost growled so low I barely heard it. “Come along Valian, I won’t let my uncle’s over-protectiveness ruin my star-gazing,” she continued, and intertwined her arm in mine. I noticed one of Lathian’s eyebrows raise at the contact, but he stayed silent. Stuck between the two, I didn’t know the best way to proceed. With a lack of clear direction, I decided to go with the flow and simply followed where I was led.
The rest of the night ended up being rather pleasant. We talked and enjoyed the freedom as we looked at the stars. Aaryn found a clearing, and we sat in the soft grass. She spoke of her past. Her mother had also passed during her birth, and her father had never remarried. She described how Karsam’s wife, Serah, having discovered that she could have no children of her own, became almost like a second mother to her. She then described her experience being raised as the heir to a noble house.
After she had shared her past, she insisted that I share mine, so I did. She seemed fascinated and asked many questions about my life in the city before the battle academy. It made me uncomfortable to talk about my childhood. Sharing feelings with strangers wasn’t something I had any real experience in doing, but she didn’t seem bothered by that fact at all.
After we spoke for a time, we laid back and quietly looked at the sky. The temperature was mild, so there was no risk of getting cold. An occasional breeze would bring in the scents of the surrounding forest, adding to the entire experience.
Eventually, Aaryn yawned, and I insisted that she get some sleep. It was well into the hours when everything seems to be waiting for the sun to rise. The trip back to the tents was quiet, all the soldiers except the guards were asleep. The sounds of breathing, the wind, and torches were all that were there. We said our goodnights, and she retreated towards one of the opulent tents. Instead of following Aaryn, Lathian stayed next to me.
“Are you not supposed to be guarding her?” I asked, curious as to what reason he could have to stay near me. He didn’t respond until she had disappeared out of view though.
“If you would allow, I’d like to speak to you inside your own tent to avoid the attention of others,” he said. His voice was even, but his posture was tense. I nodded my agreement, and we started towards my much less decorative tent. It was a flat grey color and less than six feet tall at the entrance but sloped up in the middle of the ceiling.
As I led us inside, I scanned the inside contents of the dark space. A simple cot occupied one side with my travel pack and saddle bags sitting next to it. A soldier had taken my bags to be delivered here shortly after I’d started brushing Bashita. There were no chests, chairs or folding tables on which to sit or write. The accommodations didn’t surprise me. After all, what need did I have of such things right now?
The central pole held an unlit lamp on one side that served as the light source for the inside of the tent. I thought about lighting it, but decided that I had no need of it, and I doubted Lathian did either. His people were known for their abilities to travel the dark forests, so I bet that his night vision was as good as or better than mine.
“Have a seat on the cot if you’d like. As you can see, accommodations are sparse.” I said gesturing to the one place to sit in the entire space as I leaned against the center post. “No thank you, I prefer to stand,” he replied in the flat tone I had come to expect from him. He stayed near the entrance as if he might need to retreat at a moment’s notice.
“Very well,” I said as I removed my tabard and laid it out on my cot. “What did you wish to speak to me about?” I asked as I went about removing my weapons and armor. I set the equipment beside my tabard before I retrieved a rag from my pack and sat down on the cot. I began wiping everything down and getting the dirt off of my sandals. I’d have to make sure I completed the task before we broke camp anyway, so there was no sense letting whatever this was set me behind schedule.
If Lathian was offended by my actions, he didn’t show it. “I’ll be direct. What are your intentions with Aaryn Silvanti?” The question was so absurd that I laughed even with Lathian delivering it in a serious tone.
“You mean what are the intentions of a penniless noble from a house that is an ancestral rival to the imperial line and its closest allies?” I couldn’t believe he’d think it necessary to ask such a thing.
“No, I mean the intentions of a young noble from one of the strongest bloodlines in the empire who’s very presence puts the common soldiers on edge; a young noble who exudes strength even when trying to suppress it. I mean the young noble whose first mount is a battle charger that no one else in the house is able to ride. I’m talking about the man reported to have had his shoulder shattered this afternoon and just seconds later pulled several thousand pounds of rearing horse down and commanded it to be still. And while you currently don’t have wealth to your name, beast-kind culture rewards strength and ferocity. I have no doubt that won’t be the case once there are other races to enslave or kill.” His volume had never changed throughout his speech, but his tone conveyed his feelings in what he said. His comment about enslaving and killing gave me an idea about how he saw me. I didn’t like it.
His assessment made me uncomfortable, mainly because I couldn’t refute it. Also, because the glint in his eyes told me, he might wish he could kill me before I was let loose on the world. No matter how long he’d been a slave, or how well he’d been treated by Karsam, he was still an elven noble. I could see how much my strength bothered him. Luckily, we were on the eastern border, as far from his homelands as possible, but I had to wonder if he’d make a move against me if the opportunity ever presented itself.
“I have no intentions, Lathian, and you can tell Karsam that as well if you must. She’s the first female I’ve spent any time with since my acceptance into the battle academy. Beyond having a pleasant evening, I barely know the girl and am not going to play political games.” He seemed to accept my answer as sincere and nodded. I may have imagined it, but for a moment, I thought I saw a slight softening of his expression.
“Just so you understand, Karsam favors you as a noble of the house, but not enough to disrupt his brother’s plans for his daughter and heir.” At this, he bowed and left the tent. I sat there mildly irritated without knowing the reason. I finished my gear maintenance and then tried to get some sleep so that my brain might shut off for a moment. The first hints of drowsiness were just coming over me when the morning horn sounded.




Chapter 8

The next two days were uneventful. I tried to continue keeping my distance from the other nobles, but Aaryn had other ideas. She made a point to talk to me as we rode in front of the formation. This had the unpleasant side effect of forcing me to interact with the others as she would often bring them into our conversations.
Deciding to be proactive in my squad’s training, I gave Iglias direction to work with our soldiers on various things during breaks and in the evenings. The majority of the training would occur after we stopped for the day. I used the training session as an excuse to miss yet another evening meal with the officers. It wasn’t terribly exciting, but the training helped break up the monotony of the trip.
During the second day of travel, I asked Colonel Karsam if he had any books I might borrow to read. I found out he had an entire chest full of them traveling with us in one of the wagons. He gave me permission to borrow any of them as long as I returned them when we broke camp. I was so excited to have something to occupy my mind at night that I readily agreed to his terms.
All the books he traveled with were on military matters and lacked any real diversity. I read through all of them anyway while I waited for the morning horn to sound. The evening had turned cloudy, so I shared no star-gazing with Aaryn. I did see Stephan sneaking off from the tent area, but his activities didn’t interest me enough to follow him. No doubt he was up to no good.
The third evening we met up with the main body of Silvanti’s army already camped and resting. The soldiers I saw as we rode into the established camp looked fit and ready for action. They had a confidence about them indicative of plenty of battle experience.
I noticed many older sergeants leading the veterans. This was a good sign as experienced sergeants were the backbone of any army. The veterans seemed to welcome the new recruits jovially, and it looked like the integration process would be a smooth one.
I hung close to Colonel Karsam as we made our way towards the center of the camp, and it was there that I met the other nobles on this tour. We dismounted before a large command tent. The officers who’d been waiting for us were all standing in front of the tent’s entrance. The other officers greeted one another since they already knew each other. Once they finished their greetings, Karsam turned to introduce me.
“Lieutenant Valian, I’d like for you to meet our other officers,” he said in an upbeat tone. “First is Major Roland Vinea,” he said indicating a man of about the same frame but much older than him. “Next we have Maxon Vinea and Darian Mollis, both captains for Silvanti’s army.” I bowed to each of them, and they returned the courtesy.
Both captains appeared to be older than me by a couple of years, but not nearly as old as the majors or Karsam. Maxon was a strong looking wolf-kind with broad shoulders and a chiseled jaw. His blonde hair and grey eyes made him quite memorable. His armor and tabard were of the highest quality and so clean they seemed to shine, adding to his imposing appearance. He was obviously the type that made women swoon.
Darian on the other hand was unremarkable in most ways. He was a little shorter than me and of an average build. By the looks of him, physical activity was not his strong suite. His tabard and armor were expensive looking, but they somehow appeared disheveled and ill kept. He also hunched his shoulders and had trouble making eye contact.
As I was being introduced, I noticed a look of impatience from Aaryn. The reason became obvious, as after introductions, she wrapped her arms around Maxon with affection and said how she had missed him. Her behavior was not what I’d expected from the heiress of a noble house.
Maxon froze for a moment, as if not knowing if it was okay for him to respond, before he wrapped his arms around her and squeezed her into a tight hug. Their actions were a major breach in etiquette and surprised me. Karsam didn’t immediately break them up or raise a fuss, so I figured this was who Lathian had meant when he hinted at Aaryn’s possible suitors. It was awkward standing there just watching them, and it gave me a strange discomfort in my chest. Finally, after entirely too much time had gone by, Karsam cleared his throat loudly. The noise reminded them of their surroundings and ended the hug between the two.
I excused myself at the earliest opportunity after that and went to take care of Bashita. I ignored the knowing look from Karsam. After that display, I wanted to be away from the others. A familiar activity that required no thought would do me good, and Bashita had a way of calming me.
I didn’t fully understand my irritation at their reunion. I’d told Lathian that I had no desire of courting Aaryn, and I’d meant it. Looking back at the last couple of days, I wondered if I’d been lying to both him and myself. Seeing them together had definitely angered my inner beast, and I felt a strong sense of possessiveness I never expected. I tried my best to clear the feelings from my mind as I led Bashita through the camp, and I mostly succeeded before I reached the grooming area.
The camp was much larger than what we’d had the last several days, so there was a temporary pen set up to hold the mounts instead of a picket line. Walking through the camp, I noticed that the soldiers all watched me as I passed. My ex-classmates had been one thing, but these were all hardened soldiers and strangers. It left me feeling on edge, and I did my best to keep my anger from bleeding out around me.
As I approached the horse pen, an unknown senior sergeant stepped out to meet me. “Milord, we’ll take care of your mount if you’d like,” he said giving a bow.
“The last time someone tried to handle her, I ended up with a broken shoulder. While I appreciate the offer, I’ll see to her myself,” I said more abrasively than I’d intended. He looked offended at my lack of trust in his skill, but knew better than to push it.
“As you wish milord. I’ll make sure someone brings the proper supplies to you and takes your bags to your tent,” he said and bowed again. He left to take care of my needs, and it wasn’t long before I was tending to Bashita in peace.
Bashita taken care of, I left the horse pen and was unhurriedly looking for my squad among the camp when an aid approached me at a jog. “Milord, Colonel Karsam has summoned you to the officers’ meal. He also gave me this message for you.” The young soldier trembled slightly as he relayed his message. Ignoring his nervousness, I thanked him, took the slip of paper and dismissed him.
The message he delivered reminded me how poorly my introductions with the Umbras went and expressed the expectation that first impressions with the Vineas go smoother. It was rather frustrating, but I understood where Karsam was coming from. I sighed and made my way towards the command tent in the center of the camp.
As I got to the entrance, I saw through the flap that all the other nobles were present and seated at a folding table more than large enough for the entire group of officers. By the expressions on their faces, they had been waiting for some time. I apparently had a knack for being late to things, which was absurd because until a few days ago, that kind of behavior would have meant public lashings.
The two guards at the tent entrance bowed as I came in range and held the flaps open for me as I entered. As I stepped into the tent, I noticed Lathian standing behind Colonel Karsam’s seat at the head of the table. He stood staring straight ahead, but I knew that his awareness encompassed the entire tent.
“Ah, Lieutenant Valian, how nice of you to make an appearance. We were just discussing where to assign you,” Major Vinea said as I walked into the tent. Though his tone was pleasant, his eyes shown with a predatory glint.
“We’ve decided that the young Umbras should serve under Dorian and their father. That leaves you and Aaryn serving under Maxon and Major Vinea,” Karsam said as I took the only available seat at the table. Unfortunately, it was right next to Maxon. Aaryn was on his other side, and the two of them were deep in some whispered conversation that only they could hear. Aaryn hadn’t even acknowledged my entrance.
“Yes sir,” I said to the colonel and then bowed to Major Vinea as I forced down my irritation at the couple beside me. At that, the meal commenced, and all attention was redirected to the food before us.
Servants stepped forward and lifted lids off the trays sitting at each place setting. Underneath the lids were two roasted quails and fresh bread for each officer. The sight and smell of the food made my mouth water, but the abundance seemed out of place on a campaign.
Others came around with pitchers of wine or ale, and once everyone was served, the serving staff stood at the edge of the command tent quietly. The entire scene felt overly excessive compared to the camp just outside of the tent flaps. I would have much rather sat with my squad and enjoyed a simple meal.
The Colonel, along with Major Vinea and Major Umbra, discussed politics in Silvanti House’s home city of Tor’s Rest as they ate. I tried to pay attention to their conversation, but I couldn’t keep my focus from Maxon’s and Aaryn’s whispering and laughing. The Umbra siblings enjoyed bullying Dorian, who said nothing since their father was his immediate superior.
With everyone engaged, no one attempted to bring me in to their conversations. I ate in silence, observing everything around me. The food was expertly prepared, and the ale was better than any I’d tasted before. I debated tasting the wine, but decided I would wait for another occasion.
I couldn’t say the lack of interaction between myself and the other nobles disappointed me, but it made the time move by slowly. As dinner was finally concluding, I noticed Major Vinea get his son’s attention and signaled that Maxon should get on with something.
“Lieutenant Valian,” Maxon said, tearing himself away from Aaryn for a moment. My meal soured in my stomach at his addressing me. “Since you were late to the officers’ dinner and had to be summoned by a superior officer, you must face punishment. From this point forward, you will serve with the forward scouts during the day’s march. You will also oversee the guard detail each night until we reach Fort Granas. As such, you will have a proper excuse for missing the officers’ meal the rest of the trip. Am I clear?”
I glanced around the room. Everyone was quiet at the table. A punishment was one thing, but to hand out a punishment in front of everyone else was an insult. The excuse to get away from the other officers made me happy. I didn’t mind the extra work. It would give me something to do since I didn’t sleep much anymore, but I couldn’t ignore the slight against me. “Yes Captain,” I said in a clear and neutral tone pushing down my irritation.
At my response, Maxon leaned in so that only I could hear him. “You’ll have to conduct your star-gazing alone from here on out,” he whispered.
The pieces snapped together at once in my mind. Someone had reported Aaryn’s and my time together. He was staking his claim. My inner beast didn’t appreciate that.
Maxon was over-doing the punishment for the sake of establishing his dominance in front of Aaryn. By the smug look on his father’s face, the two of them had discussed the matter beforehand. If I had to guess, I would have said my discomfort at Aaryn’s and Maxon’s earlier display had been noticed.
My punishment was more to keep me away from Aaryn than anything else. If I was too busy to talk to anyone, it would be impossible for me to disrupt their relationship. While their abuse of military structure bothered me, I could ignore it. I’d let them think they had properly cowed me while getting the solitude I desired. If Aaryn wanted to speak to me, she would find a way.
Despite my feelings on the matter, it was clear that Colonel Karsam was less than impressed with what had just happened. My punishment flew in the face of the guidance that Karsam had given me. My guess was that Major Vinea hadn’t consulted with him first. Regardless of where the decision came from, the colonel couldn’t overturn their decision without undermining the major and his son. If that happened, the colonel’s support would be clear for all to see.
“If that is all captain, it would seem I have work to do,” I said as I stood to leave. I hoped that I could defuse the tension if I left the area. Unfortunately, it had the opposite effect. Major Vineas triumphant expression made it clear he’d mistaken my attempt to smooth things over for weakness.
“That’s not all Lieutenant,” Major Vinea interjected. “As you’ll be a part of the scouting party, you’ll not be needing such a noble steed. I’ll be assigning the battle charger to Captain Vinea, and you’ll be issued another from our stock.” His words stunned me for a moment. Even if Maxon could ride Bashita, which I knew was impossible, she was mine. I’d not be giving her to anyone.
The major, thinking me weak and easily intimidated, was using my punishment as an excuse to overstep his position and steal my mount for his son. His actions technically broke no laws, but they were dishonorable. I tried to find my inner calm, but it slipped away as I processed the major’s actions. Maxon’s face only made it worse as I saw the smug grin plastered upon it.
My vision went red. The Soltaran Empire had been built on strength, and its laws reflected that. The Major might not be breaking the law in trying to take from me, but he inadvertently opened a door to me that transcended rank or standing among the nobility.
Violence was the ultimate authority within the empire. If someone was willing to put themselves on the line, they could fight to protect their property or take someone else’s. This law was true for everyone save the emperor himself.
“Major, while I appreciate your concern for my mount, I fear that I won’t be able to follow your order,” I said as diplomatically as I could.
My anger was building as I thought about how they had just tried to strong arm me, thinking me afraid. “If Captain Maxon would like to issue a challenge for my mount, I’ll happily accept. I’ll even allow him to name the terms, but that is the only way I’ll be relinquishing my battle charger,” I said, staring into the major’s eyes.
They had over played their hand and placed themselves in a bind. I saw Major Umbra smiling cruelly out of the corner of my eye. No doubt, anything that made the other nobles in Silvanti House look bad was a boon for him.
“Lieutenant Valian is correct Roland, if your son wishes to press the matter, then he must challenge for the mount and offer compensation should he lose,” Colonel Karsam stated, heading off the rant by the red faced Major Vinea. Despite his speaking in my favor, the colonel looked sick from the turn of events.
If the Vineas backed down, it would be a sign of weakness. If they challenged me, it carried the potential of losing to an unknown noble who’d only awakened a handful of days ago. Since they were going after a trained battle charger, the counter reward would also be significant. My offering to let them name the terms only made it worse. The offer let them play to Maxon’s strengths, and they had no excuse not to make the challenge.
The law was clear on duels. If the reason for the duel wasn’t a capital offense, it could not end in death. Opponents could be maimed, but not killed. Submission, incapacitation or unconsciousness were the only acceptable outcomes. If someone killed their opponent in a regular duel, the matter would be investigated and the kingdom could apply harsh penalties including exile. After all, the empire didn’t want the nobles killing each other off and weakening its power base.
The only areas where dueling was not allowed were those that would harm the fundamental stability of the kingdom such as imperial appointments and granted titles. The caveat to using martial prowess to enforce your will was that you had to be strong enough to keep your prize.
Going around dueling every noble in sight left a long line of enemies in one’s wake. Many noble families were not opposed to using unsavory tactics to get revenge. Several of the books I had recently read made that abundantly clear. As the Vineas would be the challenging party, I didn’t think I’d have to worry about it in this case.
The Vineas really had no other course of action but to move forward. “Very well Valian, I challenge you to a duel to be held tomorrow morning before the day’s march. As the battle charger is quite valuable, I offer a set of plated leather armor and fifty gold pieces as recompense. This is outside of military rank, and this challenge will not affect your disciplinary matters,” Maxon said with a tense jaw and hard eyes.
The message was clear. Regardless of how this went, I’d still be on the scout and guard details. Aaryn looked back and forth between the two of us. An expression of anxiety marred her attractive face.
“Colonel Karsam, I believe you were a part of acquiring Bashita and the other two battle chargers, were you not?” I asked, ignoring Maxon’s offer. I was guessing at his involvement, but as the house’s second, he was a part of most large decisions.
He nodded at my statement. “What was the estimated value of their pedigree and training?” I continued. He didn’t answer at once, but stared at me. His eyes said it all; this was not what he had wanted when he’d told me to spend more time around the other nobles. He had meant for me to get along and find a place among the others in House Silvanti. Fate seemed to have other ideas.
After a moment, Karsam answered, “The full estimation of worth for Bashita is right at three hundred gold coins due to her pedigree and training. That includes none of her value as potential breeding stock.” The amount shocked me. Upon hearing that, it was clear Karsam had never expected Sergeant Arnef to give me the battle charger. Maxon turned pale upon hearing the value of his challenge’s goal.
“I see. In that case, the armor and two hundred gold pieces should suffice, or perhaps the armor, new weapons, and one hundred gold,” I said looking at Maxon. Weapons and armor had a special value in duels. They wouldn’t be worth near the gold they replaced, but the victor gained more prestige among their peers. When a family lost a duel for armor or weapons, they were expected to offer the best they could.
It was a matter of honor to say you won your arms and armor from another noble family. Since we were in the field, the best equipment Maxon had was most likely what he was wearing. As a commoner, I’d have been lucky to ever see a gold piece, but now that my station had changed so drastically, I’d have to play to the situation in which I found myself. Half measures wouldn’t suffice.
Maxon thought about it for a moment. Even for a successful noble, two hundred gold pieces was a steep price. Noble Houses, of course, had much greater wealth than their members, but there was no way the Vineas could borrow that amount of money from the house coffers without collateral. Since that was the case, he’d have to bet his arms and armor along with gold.
“Very well Valian, I agree to wager arms, armor, and one hundred gold pieces against your mount. As you’ve given me right of choice, I choose tooth and claw mid-morning tomorrow before we set out,” Maxon said with a cruel smile. There was a gasp from the Umbra twins and Aaryn.
I saw a moment of doubt in Major Vinea’s eyes as the words sunk in. Major Umbra sat silently with a calculating look in his eyes. Duels were very tricky while shifted. For one, there was always the chance that the aura of your opponent would hinder your ability to fight effectively without hesitating. By his outward confidence, Maxon thought he could cow me in such a manner.
Another issue was that damage from other beast-kind in beast form was slower to heal and sometimes left marks even when you shifted back. Maxon clearly cared a great deal for his appearance, so it was a risk to fight in such a manner. While the army respected battle scars, polite society gravitated towards pretty things.
The most serious issue, however, was that it was sometimes hard to stop when you incapacitated your opponent in beast form. With your instincts at the forefront of your mind, stopping when your opponent was weakened took extreme control. It was a very real possibility that the loser might be killed. If that happened, the winner would face punishment once we arrived at Fort Granas.
“I accept your conditions,” I said staring Maxon in the eyes. While I’d goaded him into a serious situation, he had just upped the ante.
Aaryn seemed to have had enough and suddenly stood from her seat, knocking it over in the process. “Uncle, surely this can’t be allowed. Do something,” she pleaded. Her outburst was in bad taste, but she was clearly distraught at the thought of what was about to transpire. Whether any of her fear was for me or not, her apparent concern was endearing.
“Aaryn, you know the law as well as anyone in this room. Your father made sure of it. You cannot interfere with a legal challenge.” Karsam said to his niece’s plea. His voice was stern as he admonished her, and she seemed to shrink into herself as she righted her chair and sat back down.
The speed of Aaryn’s capitulation surprised me. After the last several days, I thought she would put up more of a fight, but Karsam was right. The law was crystal clear on the matter. Some part of me momentarily felt pity for the young woman before me, and I had to push away the desire to comfort her.
To the rest of the room, Karsam said, “The challenge has been made and accepted. Tonight, you are both free to rest and prepare as you see fit. Tomorrow, we will hold the duel mid-morning at the edge of camp. You’ll be back in this tent after second horn to await the duel. Also, you’ll each need a second to ensure your arrival at the designated time.”
Major Vinea immediately volunteered to be his son’s second, and Maxon nodded his acceptance. To my surprise, Stephan Umbra volunteered to be my second shortly after that. It was unexpected to have anyone among the nobles volunteer for me at all.
I had expected none of the nobles to stand for me, at which point I would have requested Tristan, though he was a commoner and brand new soldier. If that wasn’t accepted, I had expected Karsam to appoint a senior sergeant to the role. The lack of noble support would have hurt my standing, but I could have lived with it. Instead, I’d have a man who I disliked and didn’t trust in my corner.
I grudgingly accepted Stephan’s offer. It would be an affront to deny a second, especially when there were no other volunteers. “Then it is settled. Everyone is dismissed. Combatants, confer with your seconds and rest,” Colonel Karsam said to us. With a slight bow, I turned to leave the room before anyone else stood. To my irritation, Stephan rose to follow me out.
I waited for Stephan just outside the tent. “Stephan, I’m surprise you would agree to be my second, I thank you and am in your debt.” I hated to say the words, but I hated even more that I meant them.
Stephan laughed at my show of humility. “Don’t get too excited by it. I just really hate that pretty boy. I hope you mar that face of his tomorrow with a claw mark or two. It’ll take at least a little while to heal, and I’ll get to see it every day for the rest of this campaign,” he said with a cruel smile. His pettiness wasn’t unexpected based on the few exchanges I’d had with him, but his openness about it was. I nodded without responding.
I was halfway to my tent after having taken my leave of Stephan when I heard hurried footsteps heading my way. Aaryn’s appearance didn’t surprise me. “Valian, please, this is madness. You have to stop it,” she said as soon as she was within speaking range. There was a desperate edge to her voice and tears in her eyes.
“He and his father challenged me. Unless Maxon drops the challenge, there is nothing I can do,” I said to her in as calm and tender a voice as I could. I wanted to comfort her, to wrap her in a tight embrace and hold her, but I knew that my actions wouldn’t be accepted. I saw disappointment in her eyes, and it cut me deeply.
“Remember our conversation the other night while we were looking at the stars? We’re just getting to know each other, but I could see us being friends. Please, for me, withdraw from the challenge. A horse cannot be worth all of this,” she said as she stepped forward and gently placed her hand on my arm.
Her touch caused heat to radiate throughout my body. Her scent was that of wildflowers and some indescribable essence that was simply her. My heart beat rapidly, and my inner animal encouraged me to step in and kiss her. Her red, full lips just inches away from my own tempted me. My attraction to her threatened to undo my resistance, but what she’d said brought me up short.
“You’re asking me to sacrifice my honor and what is rightfully mine. I will not be bullied by Maxon and his father,” I replied, stepping back from her and breaking the touch. It took everything I had to break our contact. My resistance was so weak that, if she stepped into me again, I wouldn’t be able to resist her.
Instead of her stepping into me, a change overtook her. Her facial features twisted from innocent pleading to smoldering anger. I saw the exact moment that her vulnerability and fear turned into something I knew all too well, anger.
“You can’t beat him. Maxon is the strongest in Silvanti House. There is no hope for a bastard noble without a bloodline,” she said aggressively, and I felt her aura flare out from her with all of her anger and frustration directed at me.
Her words were like diving into freezing water. The shock was enough to erase all the conflicting feelings I’d had. Her aura, though it had no effect on me, only reinforced the finality of the moment. The image I had of Aaryn in my mind shattered like so many pieces of a broken mirror. The strong, independent, caring woman I had felt attraction towards disappeared. The Aaryn that stood before me was a stranger.
“Lathian, Aaryn and my conversation is through for the night. Please escort her back to her tent. I’m sure she is tired after such an eventful evening,” I said in a voice that, even to me, sounded hopeless.
Lathian materialized out of the shadows at my words and came forward. Aaryn looked stunned that the elf was so near without her knowledge. I suspected she thought he was no longer acting as her bodyguard.
For just the briefest of moments, I saw indecision in Aaryn’s face. If she would have apologized for her words, some piece of our relationship might have been salvaged. Instead, she chose her anger and walked off into the night. Lathian’s gaze lingered on me for a moment before he turned and followed her without a word.
I was torn between anguish and rage. I stood in silence and let both emotions run through my veins. They felt like an almost physical thing, like I could dig them out of my skin with a knife. In the end, the two emotions canceled each other out. Only the feeling of numbness remained. With a sigh, I finished the short walk to my tent. The morning couldn’t come fast enough. I’d be able to give myself over to the inner beast and the feeling of being alive that blood and struggle always brought.




Chapter 9

That night I got almost three hours of sleep for the first time in four days. Apparently, emotional fatigue was just as draining as physical exertion. I would have to remember that as I got used to my new abilities.
I awoke feeling like I had just gotten the best night’s sleep of my life. The memory of my talk with Aaryn quickly ruined it. Still having some time before the morning horn, I polished all of my armor along with my weapons to stay busy and keep from thinking. Even after all of that, I still had time to take care of shaving and packing before the horn sounded in camp.
I decided that since I would be shifting this morning, I wouldn’t put on my armor, tabard or weapons belt. I stepped out of my tent in only a shirt, pants and my sandals. The rest of my uniform was placed neatly next to my travel pack so that the soldiers tasked with breaking down my tent would know that it went together to my horse.
It was highly irregular to walk around out of uniform on campaign, and I received many questioning looks from passing soldiers as I made my way towards the command tent. I held my head high and shoulders squared as I ignored them. Of course, everyone had heard of what was happening today, and none of them dared to question my appearance.
Half way to my destination Sergeant Iglias, flanked by the entire squad, found me. There arrival surprised me as I hadn’t gone to tell them about last night or this morning’s activities. I hadn’t wanted to bother them with my own issues. Word would travel, but I had expected not to see them until the duel. I should have known Sergeant Iglias would insist on the squad being ready. I nodded to the sergeant as they approached without saying a word.
At a hand gesture by Iglias, my squad took up positions around me. Their organization impressed me as they looked crisp and professional in the maneuver. Sergeant Iglias took a position slightly behind me on my right side while Tristan stood on the left. When I noticed my friend, I couldn’t help but be encouraged. We said nothing to each other, but his presence lifted my spirits.
My arrival at the command tent with a full escort seemed to put the guards stationed there on edge. The situation wasn’t helped when my squad took up guard positions around the tent as if the guards already posted were invisible. As I stepped through the tent entrance, I prayed to the ancestors that my people knew not to push things too far.
Taking in my surroundings, I noticed that the large central table had various breakfast foods arranged on it in a buffet style. None of the other nobles were in the tent yet, so I helped myself to some sausage and bread. The sausage was much better than the travel rations I was accustomed to and had a rich spicy flavor. The soft, warm bread tasted of butter and complimented the spicy meat well.
Though my selection was enough to satisfy me, I hadn’t tried even a tenth of what sat on the table. I could see why the nobles preferred to eat at the command tent whenever they could. The breakfast food prepared for the regular soldiers, while warm, would be a poor comparison to the variety before me.
I was just finishing my breakfast when Colonel Karsam walked into the tent. “Help yourself,” he said sarcastically. While his words had a bite to them, his voice lacked the heat that came with anger.
“Thank you, sir. I don’t mind if I do,” I said out of reflex before I caught my flippant tone. He smiled and chuckled at my statement as he came over to pick out his own food.
“You know, when I said to spend more time with the other nobles, this is not what I meant,” he said as he loaded a plate with breakfast items.
“I figured that, sir, but I didn’t really see another way to go. They tried to take advantage of my supposed weakness for their own gain within the first hours of meeting me.” He nodded at my words, but said nothing in response.
“We need to talk about last night,” Karsam said after a time without looking up from his food. I knew we’d have to speak about the Aaryn situation sooner or later, but I had figured it would be after the duel. “Yes sir,” I replied waiting for him to put it out there.
“Lathian had an interesting report for me after all the events in the command tent transpired. It seems my niece tried to play on your sympathies and feelings,” he said as if he were talking about a minor issue, but we both knew it was more than that.
“That is one way of putting it,” I said reliving the anger and hurt from the conversation. “I doubt we will be friends any time soon or at all.”
“Understood. The heart, even for beast-kind, is a delicate thing. I love my niece, but she should have known better than to do what she did,” he said conversationally with no real emotion. His acknowledgement of Aaryn’s wrong-doing surprised me.
“The sting of the experience will fade. Hopefully, it won’t affect my beast form today. I can’t afford to lose control,” I said, not looking up from my plate.
“I don’t think that will be a problem. You’ve had six years to learn to come to terms with your inner beast and emotions at the same time. That you’re a noble shouldn’t change any of those lessons,” he said, looking into my eyes, reminding me of the expected level of self-control I was to exhibit.
“On a slight change of topic, I believe I’m making progress on at least one front of integrating into Silvanti House. I think the Umbras are warming up to me, as much as I hate to admit it,” I said without breaking eye contact. My comment killed whatever serious moment the colonel might have been trying to have. What I’d just said was so ridiculous that it couldn’t help but lighten the mood in the room. The tension evaporated at once and Karsam laughed deeply.
“I feel much the same way sometimes when dealing with them,” he said as his laughter faded. “Sometimes, when Gortros agrees with me, I wonder if I’ve gone insane.”
After that, we waited in relative silence. We made small talk, but it wasn’t enough to be considered a conversation, and it wasn’t long before Maxon and his father entered with Darian slightly behind them.
Maxon was immaculately dressed and groomed in his full uniform. He looked more like he would be posing for a painting than having a duel. The Umbras came in together a little later; each of them looking like it was an affront to wake up before mid-day. Aaryn was the last to arrive, looking as if she had gotten little rest the night before.
Stephan, along with his sister, greeted me warmly like we were old friends, and it was a little disquieting. Aaryn spoke to no one but Maxon and made a point of ignoring everyone else as she ate breakfast. After last night, I found that I didn’t feel the bite of jealousy. Whatever hold the idea of her once had on me, it was no longer there.
Seeing me look at Aaryn, Maxon walked over to me. “She’s mine, and you won’t change that. This is your last chance to yield Valian. If you don’t, I won’t be able to keep from hurting you,” He said in a low voice while subtly directing his aura at me. It made me wonder if the punishment for killing him in the circle might be worth it.
Once everyone ate, Karsam announced that soldiers had prepared the dueling ring on the edge of camp. The nobles would be around the outer edge of the ring for both the protection of the watching soldiers, and to intervene if things went too far. I didn’t particularly care about the specifics, I just wanted to get this over with.
We left the tent as a polarized group. My side had the Umbras surrounding me while Major Vinea and Aaryn gravitated towards Maxon. Colonel Karsam stood in between our two positions with Darian looking uncomfortable next to him. The two of them acted as the only neutral party among us.
The regular guards circled our procession while my squad spread out around them. I was sure that all the other nobles noticed, but none of them said anything. The group was too tense to be bothered by the activities of common soldiers as we walked towards the edge of the camp.
Arriving at the circle, everyone moved to their positions. My squad broke off and stood together on the side behind me while the other officers surrounded the cleared area. Colonel Karsam took his place in the middle of the ring, and I realized that I hadn’t seen Lathian at all this morning. I briefly wondered where he could be, but dismissed the thought as unimportant.
Looking back towards my soldiers, I noticed Tristan at the front. He stood with his shoulder touching Selene’s. I shook the observation from my mind. There was no place for distractions right now.
The other officers stood as the official boundary between the challengers and the soldiers watching. Stephan, as my second, stood at the furthest point to my left. Major Vinea, as Maxon’s second, stood directly opposite him.
Taking a deep breath and releasing it, I stepped into the ring. Tristan walked in behind me. “I’m here for your clothes sir,” he said in a normal voice, then lowering his voice, he continued, “and to make sure you could take this guy before things got started. I’ve got a lot of money riding on this fight,” he whispered so that only I could hear him.
Laughing, I gave Tristan a cocky smile in response then stripped down to nothing as Maxon did the same on the other end of the circle. The levity didn’t last long as I finished removing my clothing. “Teach this arrogant bastard who’s boss,” was the only other thing Tristan said before he slapped my back and stepped away holding my clothes.
I only wore a few clothes to the ring, so undressing was quick. Maxon on the other hand, had to remove all of his armor and then his clothes, which seemed to take forever, even with two attendants helping him. This gave me plenty of time to notice my surroundings, including catching Saundra eyeing me hungrily at the edge of the circle. I also caught Aaryn’s gaze at one point, but she quickly looked away. After that, her eyes stayed fixed towards Maxon as he undressed. His delay gave me the time I needed to push all of my wandering thoughts out of my mind before the match started.
Once we were both naked, Karsam stepped into the middle of the ring. Calling for silence, he addressed the assembled crowd. “Today, we are here to witness a duel to submission or incapacitation between Sir Maxon Vinea and Sir Valian.” The lack of family name was obvious, and it marked me as a bastard noble. I forced my anger down. I’d work it out momentarily while taking Maxon apart.
“Sir Maxon is the challenger, and the wager has been agreed upon by both parties. Sir Maxon is challenging for Sir Valian’s battle charger against weapons, armor, and one hundred gold coins,” he announced loudly for all to hear. Murmurs broke out at the amount on the line, and Karsam waited for it to quiet down before continuing. “The chosen weapons of the duel are tooth and claw. No other weapons will be permitted. Combatants, step forward.”
I took my first steps forward, mentally preparing myself for the pain I’d felt during my last shift. Just as in nature, beast form fights were usually short and savage. It only took one mistake to finish the fight, and pain would not distract me.
I also briefly wondered what the reaction to my beast form’s new coloration would be, but banished the thought. There was no place for it in my current situation. What would be, would be. No amount of worrying would change it.
My brain was taking in everything it could from my senses. I noticed the looseness of the dirt beneath my bare feet, the sun’s position in the sky, even the scents of those around me. As I noticed everything, I filed it away in the back of my mind. It was useful information, but it wasn’t my focus.
I studied my opponent. He was walking with a confident stride. No doubt, in his mind, I was just a pushover from a weak and unimportant bloodline the way most other unknown nobles were. That had been the attitude I’d received from everyone except Colonel Karsam since my awakening. I was ready to educate them on their mistake. I briefly wondered why Colonel Karsam hadn’t warned them, but decided it was unimportant.
We both stopped several feet from each other as was proper in this type of duel. Karsam raised his right hand into the air. “At my movement, the match will begin. The match will not stop until one of you is unable to continue or submits to his opponent.” Maxon and I nodded our agreement as he looked at each of us, and then his hand dropped.
Time slowed as his hand traveled downward, and I could hear my own heartbeat as I watched it. I embraced my inner strength and braced for the pain to arrive. My shift started the moment his hand started its fall, but I felt none of the pain I had expected. The only feeling I experienced was a strange tingling sensation. It was as if too much was happening to my body at once for my brain to process it all. Then, instead of the tingling, there was only power. The power flooded me, wrapped around me, and made me feel truly invincible.
To my surprise, my shift finished shortly after Karsam’s hand completed its fall. A part of my brain judged it to have only taken about ten seconds in all. The rest of my brain cared nothing for such matters as I focused on my opponent in the midst of his shift in front of me.
All beast-kind hunched over and writhed in agony when shifting. The changing and rearranging of bone, muscle and skin made it almost impossible to stay still. With my awakened power and the speed of my shift, I had stayed stock still and silent as I almost instantly became the monster that was my beast form. The result was that when the change was complete, I was ready to move and didn’t have to re-orient myself to my surroundings. My mind catalogued the lack of noise from the crowd of onlookers as their cheers fell away in shock, but my focus was on the wolf-kind in front of me.
Maxon hadn’t finished shifting yet. His shoulders were hunched, and his head was down as his bones pressed out on his skin, reshaping him into a combination of man and wolf. If the duel was to the death, I would have stepped forward and ended him before he finished his transformation. Even knowing it wasn’t life or death, my beast still cried out for me to take down my vulnerable opponent.
Despite those instincts, I stayed in control and waited. After all, I wanted there to be no question that I was dominant. If I took him out before his shift was complete, there would always be murmurs that he might have had a chance if he’d been allowed to fully change. I wanted him to know my strength was absolute. I judged his shift to take roughly one minute.
He finally finished his transformation and stood tall. I appraised him as he re-oriented himself to his surroundings. His coloration was a dirty grey and white common to our people but was more radiant because of his noble blood. His eyes were a vibrant green color that was rare for shifted wolf-kind. He was slightly taller than me with a fit, muscular frame. In appearance alone, he was an impressive specimen. My inner beast cared nothing about appearance.
His ears tucked back onto the top of his head as he snarled at me, and he released his focused aura towards me at the same time. It did nothing. He paused for a moment at how ineffectual his aura had been, but he didn’t stay frozen long. He crouched down and prepared to charge. In that moment, I felt a shiver of anticipation run through my body at the promise of violence.
The eye contact and snarl were enough to light the fire inside me. The attack by his aura turned my inner flame into an inferno. I intentionally held as much of my own aura back as I could, but I was aware of some of it radiating out from me into the crowd of onlookers. Bending my legs slightly, I brought my center of gravity lower and prepared my muscles for explosive action. My arms stayed down at my sides with my clawed hands facing my opponent, prepared to catch his charge.
I didn’t have to wait long. Several hundred pounds of wolf-kind rushed towards me. He didn’t try any elaborate maneuvers; he simply came straight for me. Just before he got close enough for us to tear into each other, I lunged forward and to his side, causing him to only catch me with one hand. I felt his claws slash across my chest as one of my own clawed hands stabbed into his abdomen. I used the hand on his abdomen to swing around so that my other claws could stab into his back.
Wolf-kind claws were razor-sharp and meant for tearing tough hide. As his claws raked across me, my skin separated beneath them. At the same time, my own claws sank deep into his muscle tissue. While his slash hurt, I had the optimal position. I pushed and lifted together, altering his momentum from a forward rush into an off balance stagger.
The loose soil played against him, causing his feet to slide out from under him at the unexpected direction change. He tried to turn his head and bite me as he went down but I was already too close. The slip and fall was all I needed. I raked my claws down his back and abdomen as my teeth sank into his neck.
I tasted his warm blood on my tongue as I landed on top of him. It was rich and sweet to my senses. The beast demanded more, and it took all I had to keep from biting down hard enough to sever something vital. The clawed hand that had been on his abdomen raked across his face as I used my body weight to keep him down and push him onto his stomach. My clawed feet dug deeply into his calves and hamstrings as I pinned him beneath me.
I reared my head back and gave a roar of bloodlust and victory over my downed opponent as his blood dripped off of my teeth. The fight seemed to leave him all at once. In my red tented senses, I heard him whimper in submission and fear.
My instincts cried out for me to finish this wolf who had dared to challenge me, but I was still in control enough to keep from committing the deed. I noticed Karsam and several of the others rushing forward, and a part of me saw it as a challenge for my kill. That thought made me realize how close I was to murdering Maxon and brought me fully back to my senses.
I slowly got off of my opponent and stepped back several feet. It wouldn’t do to look scared of the other advancing nobles. Even though I was in control, many of the bestial instincts lingered. I couldn’t help savoring the taste of Maxon’s blood still on my tongue while Karsam kneeled down to assess Maxon’s wounds.
I looked down at the wounds on my chest in time to see the muscle tissue mend together and the hide close over as if nothing had ever happened. Wounds from other shifted beast-kind typically took longer to heal, but my regeneration was enough to make short work of what I’d received in this exchange.
Maxon on the other hand, was in pretty bad shape. None of his wounds had noticeably closed yet as Karsam had rolled him over onto his side. Maxon was shifting back into human form as our kind does when we lose consciousness, and I noticed the copious amount of blood leaking from his many wounds.
“Roland help me get him to his tent,” Karsam said with a slight edge to his voice. I’d sensed fear from him when I first shifted, but his voice was less fearful and more anxious now. Major Vinea practically radiated fear, and Aaryn seemed near fainting as she approached Maxon.
“Milord Valian,” Sergeant Iglias said in a normal volume from his place at the edge of the circle. It was enough to get my attention and made me realize that I was still in beast form. Fear was in the air from multiple sources and was making it hard to control my aggression. I grudgingly shifted back to human form though it was a struggle to let go of the power. I wasn’t surprised when the change only took seconds. Tristan held up my clothing, reminding me of my nakedness.
As I went to them at the edge of the circle, I noticed that the other squad members were watching outward towards the crowd instead of me. “Sir, we may want to leave this area until they can take your opponent away,” Sergeant Iglias said as I got close enough to them to hear a whisper. His tone was cautionary, and I could see the wisdom in his words.
I nodded and followed his lead. Though I’d shifted back, Maxon’s blood still covered me. It didn’t make sense to ruin a set of clothes for no reason, so I remained naked. Now that I was in human form again, the blood in my mouth just tasted of copper and no longer held the rich sweetness it once had. Before I left, I glanced back towards my fallen opponent as they moved Maxon off the field.
Aaryn looked hysterical as she followed her uncle and Major Vinea along with several medics to the edge of the circle and out of sight. She looked back briefly towards where I was standing and in her eyes I saw a combination of hurt, anger and fear. I’d have to be watchful of her, as that was a potent combination.
The crowd was muted as everyone dispersed from the circle. My squad pushed its way through the onlookers towards where their tents had been set up the night before. It took little effort as most of those around us quickly got out of my path when they saw me naked and covered in blood.
Usually the victors of duels were cheered and congratulated. Duels were a form of entertainment for all beast-kind not in the fight. No one made a sound as we passed, afraid to draw my notice. I’d won too easily. The fight had ended too quickly for them to gain any enjoyment out of it. There had been no struggle between combatants.
I noticed that the Umbras had vanished before Karsam even inspected Maxon. No doubt, they wanted to be away from the scene in case I lost control. I was brought back from my musings by Sergeant Iglias’ quiet voice beside me.
“Milord, the first thing we should do is get you cleaned up. After that, you may want to head towards the command tent. The longer you go without confronting the others, the more time they have to plot,” He whispered as we cleared the crowd.
Everyone we passed watched us out of the corner of their eyes. It was as if they feared that I’d shift and attack at any moment. His words made sense, even with the haze of bloodlust that still lingered in my mind. I nodded my agreement, and we made the rest of the walk in silence.
We stopped at a water barrel that had been put out for the camp’s use. Usually the barrels were put out the night before and collected on a supply wagons as soon as everyone was ready for the march. The duel this morning had delayed the camp’s break-down.
We were in view of the squad’s camp site, and I could see that they’d packed their tents and arranged their backpacks and shields neatly where they’d slept. My own pack and saddle bags were already on a fully saddled Bashita who’d been tied to a nearby tree. My armor and weapons belt was beside the tree. I raised an eyebrow at Sergeant Iglias. My expression slid right off of him; he had clearly wanted to be ready in case something happened.
Tristan passed me a bucket from inside the water barrel to dump some of the cold water over my head. The water was enough of a shock to my system to remove the last vestiges of my aggression. Luckily, we’d gotten here quickly enough that most of the blood hadn’t dried completely. It washed away with little effort. Unfortunately, it still took four of the frigid bucketfuls of water and a proffered stiff-bristle brush to look like a civilized person again.
“Tristan, did my performance meet your expectations?” I asked casually as I got dressed and moved to where my armor waited. Sergeant Iglias and Tristan both helped me with my armor, and soon I was in full uniform, complete with weapons and tabard.
“I believe I made about six months’ pay off of it. So yeah, it’ll do. You ruined the spread for future bets though. No one is going to put their money on the line against you after this,” Tristan responded with a huge grin on his face. Selene, who was standing right beside him, admonished him by punching him in the shoulder. I couldn’t help but smile at his antics, but I noticed Sergeant Iglias scowl at his flippant response in front of everyone. No doubt, he’d speak to him about appearances later.
As much as I wished I could stand there joking with Tristan all day, I knew that the moment couldn’t last. I needed to re-join the rest of the officers and see what the damage was. Despite our conflict, I was still a part of Silvanti House.
“Sergeant,” I said getting to business, “until we know how the other nobles will respond to the duel, have the squad on alert. If any soldiers approach me directly, have them stop and state their business. If any of the officers approach, give them the proper respect and stay out of the way no matter how they act.” He nodded at my orders and gave assignments to our people. He quickly had the squad arranged in a circular formation around me with the other two sergeants on either side.
We headed toward the center of camp and the command tent. I realized that my aura was radiating out, fortifying the resolve of my soldiers. I hadn’t realized that I was affecting them so strongly. Examining my thoughts on the matter, I found that I didn’t feel guilty about affecting their emotions and minds in this way. The level of alertness they had because of me might mean the difference between their living or dying if someone attacked.
As we walked towards the command tent, my thoughts turned inward. A part of me was preparing for the worst. If Maxon died from his injuries, it could mean a premature end to my time in Silvanti House. Based on the conditions of the duel, I didn’t think it would mean exile or imprisonment. He set the terms and made it as risky as it could be.
The largest threat I faced right now was Major Vinea or Aaryn seeking revenge. Maxon was positioned to be an influential member of Silvanti House in the future if he married Aaryn. My defiance of a future leader among the house and victory in the duel could undermine a lot of the image that he had built for himself. The easiest way to fix all of that was to do away with me.
“Sergeant Iglias,” I said, getting his attention as we neared the command tents, “When we get to the command tent, deploy the squad the same way as earlier. The same orders on approach protocol are in effect, including those entering the tent. Stop any soldiers approaching, but leave the nobles alone. Make it clear to the others they are not to act aggressively unless someone else initiates it. We’ll be on thin ice with the Colonel’s guards without starting unnecessary fights.” He nodded his understanding and then called his two sergeants in with hand signals.
Moments later, the squad was taking up position around the command tent. Sergeant Iglias and Tristan both stood on either side of the entrance. The regular guards eyed me and my people warily, but didn’t make a move to stop me as I entered the tent.
Steeling myself mentally, I walked into the tent. My goal was to exude confidence and self-righteousness. While I was fairly certain that my entrance was spot on, what I immediately noticed was that I was the last one to the party. Every other officer was already in attendance.




Chapter 10

“Karsam, you saw what that monster did to my son in mere moments! Surely, you can’t think you can control him. In case you don’t recall, there was a reason their followers betrayed House Fero. They were vicious, and their inner beasts couldn’t be contained. They would have seen all beast-kind civilization in ruin before acknowledging their defeat,” Major Vinea was yelling as he paced back and forth at the side of the table.
While such outbursts wouldn’t be tolerated in the imperial army, house officers weren’t as disciplined since their ranks were merely a representation of house standing. Major Vinea was an influential and respected senior member of Silvanti House and could make life very difficult for Colonel Karsam. While Colonel Karsam led the house army, he had to tread carefully when brandishing his authority. There was always a political aspect to house dealings.
Colonel Karsam was sitting in his chair at the head of the large table in the center of the tent, looking tired. His shoulders were hunched slightly, and it seemed like some of his inner fire had gone out. All the other nobles also sat at or stood around the table. Apparently, this was a meeting to which I hadn’t been invited.
“I’m in no need of a history lesson, Roland. I’m well aware of wolf-kind heritage within the empire,” Colonel Karsam responded as I stepped into sight. He cut his answer short at my arrival. I was disappointed that he’d noticed my entrance before saying what he’d been about to say. I would have liked to hear his view on what Major Vinea had just said.
Karsam’s pause alerted everyone else of my entrance, and all conversation momentarily ceased. Though Colonel Karsam didn’t shy away from my eye contact upon my arrival, he looked decidedly uncomfortable. I couldn’t read his expression, but I got the impression he hadn’t expected me so soon.
“It seems the messenger sent to inform me of the meeting got lost,” I said in a casual voice. All the eyes in the room were upon me. The Umbras and Darian held neutral expressions towards me. However, Major Vinea and Aaryn’s expressions would have set me on fire if looks had such power.
“Are you here to maul another of House Silvanti’s young nobles? Perhaps Stephan or Saundra this time?” Major Vinea asked in a sarcastic tone. I was angry at his reception, but I was angrier at the way he acted like this was somehow my fault.
“You’re a fool if you think this is anyone’s fault but your own. You tried to bully me into giving my battle charger to your son. You assumed that I didn’t know the laws of nobility in the empire. You were wrong. Worse than that, your son did not recognize an over-played hand and was too prideful to retreat. Now you stand here and blame me for your own failures like I should be somehow chagrined. Stand and challenge me, or sit down and be silent.”
My voice exploded with my anger and my aura radiated out to encompass all those within the tent. I saw several of the others’ faces pale as I spoke. Major Vinea sat down heavily as if I had pushed him, and I saw sweat bead on his brow. Darian looked terrified as he seemed to be trying to present the most humble image possible. The others had varying levels of fear and concern on their faces. Karsam, however, simply sat there and continued to look tired.
“Valian, that’s enough. Control your aura,” Karsam said in a resigned tone. I realized what I had been doing and immediately worked on reigning in my power. He said nothing about my addressing a superior officer the way I had, so I guessed that we were outside of the house military structure at the moment.
“You see,” Major Vinea said but was interrupted by Colonel Karsam, who seemed to regain some of his fire as he stood.
“I believe you’ve said all you need to say for the time being,” the colonel said in a stern voice. Major Vinea looked a little ashen, but he stayed silent.
“Valian, sit down,” Karsam sighed. I complied by sitting at the end of the table. Unfortunately, it was next to Saundra, but to my surprise, her usual predatory gaze looked much more guarded. Her bluff was further compromised by the smell of her fear.
“The truth of the matter is that both the Vineas and Valian share guilt in this,” Karsam said in a flat tone. His assessment surprised me. I honestly didn’t think I did anything wrong and had the urge to say so until I saw Karsam’s expression directed towards me.
“Valian is right, Roland. You tried to take advantage of a fellow member of House Silvanti by playing to the fact they were new to the nobility.” Major Vinea looked like he wanted to respond, but that same stern look that had stopped me held him back.
“Valian, you were wrong in that you baited Maxon and made it a matter of his honor to face you in a duel. I told you to build relationships with your fellow Silvanti House nobles, not goad them into fights. That applies even if it was of their own making.” His stern expression was focused squarely on me with angry eyes. I bowed slightly to acknowledge his point which seemed to appease him.
“It was just damn unfortunate that Maxon would pick the most dangerous way to fight in a childish bid to impress my niece,” Karsam continued, this time looking at Aaryn. She refused to look up from the table, choosing not to acknowledge his anger.
“I must admit that even I share guilt in all of this,” he continued, “I’ll rectify that now. Aaryn, I’ve doted on you your entire life. I’ve treated you like my own daughter and always tried to give you anything you wanted. My failure was that I turned a blind eye to propriety for the sake of your happiness. Maybe, if I’d treated your and Maxon’s relationship differently, we wouldn’t be here right now. By the ancestors, I won’t do you that disservice again. You’re an officer and heir of House Silvanti, and from here on out, your actions will be befitting a noble of your position. Nothing short of that will be acceptable.”
His words seemed to surprise everyone at the table but none so much as Aaryn. She sat there with her mouth partly open as if she wanted words to come out, but none would come to her. Tears were forming at the corner of her eyes, and I looked away, feeling embarrassed for her.
“I’ve watched you and Maxon behave inappropriately for months now, and I’ve had enough. It ends today. If you wish to be engaged to him, you’ll observe all social niceties from here on out.” Karsam said while maintaining direct eye contact with Aaryn. Aaryn met his gaze for just a heartbeat before she lowered her eyes to her lap.
“I’d be delivering the same message to Maxon if he was here right now. As it is, I’ll expect you to convey my words when he is strong enough to hear them, Roland,” he said, looking at Major Vinea. To the major’s credit, he didn’t argue, but nodded his understanding.
Colonel Karsam took several slow, deliberate breaths while he sat back down before speaking again. No one seemed to want to draw his ire, so everyone stayed silent until he spoke. “In six or seven days’ time we’ll be arriving at Fort Granas and meeting up with the main imperial force here on the eastern border. We’ll also be surrounded by other noble houses of varying species. I’ll not have infighting while we’re there. We’ll all carry ourselves with dignity and honor while presenting a unified front.”
His words had a finality and weight to them that no one dared to argue against. “As to your assignment of scout and watch details Valian, they’re effectively canceled. Chain of command be damned, dominance games will not extend to uniform matters. Am I understood?”
Everyone, including Major Vinea, nodded their understanding, though we all remained silent. It was clear that now was not the time to speak. After the silence had stretched on for several moments, Karsam addressed us one final time, “Everyone except Valian is dismissed. I believe the camp needs to be struck and preparations need to be made for the day’s march.”
I didn’t know what could be left to talk about, but I stayed seated as everyone left the command tent. Major Vinea stopped for a moment in front of me. “I’ll have your armor and sword delivered to your tent this evening. The gold we have with us will stay in the troop lockbox under Colonel Karsam’s care until the expedition is concluded. The rest will have to be collected when we return to Tor’s Rest. A promissory note will be signed and placed in the lock box,” he said in a neutral tone.
I had no delusions about where I stood in Major Vinea’s mind. This was his concession and the closest thing to an acknowledgment of my victory and his wrong-doing as I’d get. I nodded my agreement, and he walked out of the tent without looking back.
I waited patiently as the rest of the room cleared. Colonel Karsam also remained seated while the others left the command tent. Finally, after the last of the nobles had been gone for a little while, Karsam spoke.
“So far, you’ve met two noble families and my niece. Almost instantly, you’ve gotten all of them to hate you. What do you think that says about you?” he asked me in a neutral tone. I didn’t know where to even begin in thinking up a response to his question.
Karsam picked up on my inability to answer and continued talking. “To me, it says you aren’t capable of being a member of the pack; that you insist on going your own way regardless of the consequences. Do you have anything to say to that?” I didn’t know where this was coming from, but I didn’t like where it was going.
“Colonel Karsam, I feel I’ve done my best to work with the others given the circumstances.” I said in defense of my actions. I was getting angry thinking back over each incident, and I had to actively work on controlling my tone.
“When I first met the Umbras, they were insulting the soldiers I’d spent the past six years training with, soldiers that have sworn to give their lives for Silvanti House. The Vineas tried to illegally take my mount because they decided they were more deserving of her. I would never allow that type of insult to go unchallenged.” I said, feeling my blood boil.
“While I see your point, what other action could I have taken? What would you have done in my place?” I challenged. If I was to be judged, I would hear what course Colonel Karsam would expect of me.
I couldn’t help my tone rising at the injustice of it all. I realized that I was starting to lose control again and stopped speaking. Shortly after, Sergeant Iglias called to me from the tent entrance.
I excused myself from the table at Karsam’s nod and walked over to see what was so important that I be summoned during a conversation with the colonel. Lathian was standing patiently in front of the entrance while Sergeant Iglias and Tristan blocked his path. The elf had an outward tranquility about him, but my instincts told me of his capacity for violence lurking just below the surface.
“Milord, this elf slave says he works for the Colonel and requests entry.” Sergeant Iglias said in a way that made it clear what he thought of elves. My soldiers’ commitment to their duty impressed me. Many would have immediately backed down at someone claiming to work for the Colonel. Even though their dedication impressed me, the sergeant’s prejudice was disappointing.
“It’s all right Sergeant, I know this man, and he may come and go as he pleases. In fact, I believe the danger has passed. Have the men fall out to their required tasks and prepare to march. I think we’ll be getting underway before too much longer.”
Sergeant Iglias bowed and left to carry out my orders. Tristan was right behind him, but smiled and winked at me before he left. I noticed the speed and efficiency with which my soldiers moved out. I decided then and there that my people would be elites among Silvanti House’s army. We would show the others a higher standard. I made a mental note to speak with Sergeant Iglias about it later. I turned my attention back to Lathian, who was still standing in front of me.
Lathian was watching my squad head back towards the edge of the camp with an appraising look. His interest in my soldiers put my inner beast on edge. It was as if, even as a slave, he was sizing up an opponent.
“Quite the display of respect. It would seem that your soldiers are extremely loyal to you. Most wouldn’t dare stand with their lieutenant if it meant running fowl of higher ranking nobles within the house,” Lathian said with an almost inquisitive tone.
“They know that I value their lives above all else and would never put them at odds with Silvanti House. They were on guard for possible assassination attempts and had clear orders to stand down if any nobles were involved,” I responded. I tried to keep any defensiveness out of my voice, but his unspoken accusation was entirely too bold.
I turned around and headed back towards the central table. Karsam was still seated and waiting for my return. I was acutely aware of the danger of having the elf so close to my back, and my senses were on overdrive looking for the smallest sign of him making a move against me. I made a point to appear casual and unconcerned as I covered the remaining distance. It wouldn’t do for him to see me sweat.
At the last moment, Lathian veered away from me and walked up to Colonel Karsam. “Sir, Maxon Vinea will live, but he will require four or five days of rest in the wagon before he is able to travel on horseback again. The scars to his face and body may take many months or years to fade,” Lathian said in a professional and disinterested way.
Colonel Karsam received the news calmly, but I could see tension around his eyes. “You see, Valian, this is more of what I’m talking about. You haven’t been a member of Silvanti House for even a month, and already you’ve severely injured one of our strongest up-and-coming nobles. You’ve also weakened an already small number of officers on this expedition.” His words didn’t hold the fire they had earlier. They seemed more resigned.
“I didn’t share my theory of your bloodline with the rest of the officers, but after this morning’s display, I see no reason to hide the information. I thought hiding your heritage and strength would allow you to blend in better. Clearly, I was wrong, and it instead painted a bigger target on your back. That changes today. From here on out, you’ll be known as Valian Fero. The name might draw attention from the imperial family and some other influential nobility, but I hope it will give our own people pause in challenging you. You’ve made it clear you’re more than willing to defend yourself, and I’d like to still have more than two officers at the end of this march,” he said resolutely.
I stood there for a moment digesting his decision. It would definitely draw the ire of some very important beast-kind families; but he was right in that it would make the others hesitant to move against me. Not seeing any other way, I responded with a simple, “Very well sir,” and he continued speaking.
“I wanted you to learn how to be a part of high society, but it’s clear that a new tactic is required. With your skill set and strength, you’re more suited to being feared for your combat and leadership abilities than accepted due to your heritage. From here on out, I want you training your squad in the evenings to hone their skills further. If you’re determined to be at odds with everyone else, you’ll need strong soldiers watching your back,” he said, clearly ending our conversation.
As I left, I caught Lathian watching me from the edge of the tent. He always looked as if he was debating whether or not to try to kill me. Regardless of his motivations or thoughts on the matter, his attitude drove home the need for my men to be better trained. I knew my squad was skilled, but if they were to survive having me as their leader, they’d need all the help they could get.




Chapter 11

The entire army was packed up and ready to go by mid-day. It was only a seven day march to Fort Granas, and I was looking forward to being around other beast-kind. I hoped there would be fewer issues within our own army if we had rival groups around us.
We junior officers oversaw the scouts and watch rotations during the trek. With Maxon down for the time-being, it was made clear I’d be taking over his responsibilities on top of my own. It really didn’t bother me though. It was roughly one third of what I would have been doing if his punishment had stayed in effect.
The biggest dilemma it presented was that I needed to devise a way to work with my squad while also overseeing my details. I spoke to Sergeant Iglias before our departure, and between us, we came up with a solution. My squad would hate it at first, but they would definitely be stronger by the time we got to the fort.
We decided that, while we had the mounted scouts patrolling the road, the army would benefit from some closer scouting work. I had sergeant Iglias break the soldiers into three groups. We assigned each group to the left, right or front of the formation. Their goal was to survey our surroundings as stealthily as possible while keeping pace with the main army.
While they did that, they also had another task. Each member of their respective groups took turns dropping back and trying to sneak up on the main formation without being seen. They continued this exercise continuously throughout the march. When the formation stopped, the groups rotated their positions relative to the main army and continued their tasks when we moved out again.
The pace was grueling. They had to work on being stealthy while also moving faster than the main body of our army. That in itself was difficult, but they were also being evaluated. As they stalked the main force, I searched for them.
My senses were sharper than they ever had been, and I had little problem picking out my soldiers sneaking up on the formation. Once I located them, I tried to assess them on what the average soldier would have noticed. The worst three would have a special training session with me during the night while everyone else got to sleep.
The day went well. We marched until slightly after sundown to make up for lost time that morning. I thought the day’s training was a success, and even Bashita enjoyed moving in front of and around the formation. The mounted scouts reported nothing out of the ordinary further down the road, and the entire army settled for the evening.
My three lowest performers of stealth were Tristan and two of the larger male members of the group. The two larger wolf-kind struggled with hiding their bulk in the surrounding terrain, but Tristan was simply bad at stalking. His footfalls were heavy, and he somehow shook every bush and shrub he walked by. While as his friend, it was amusing to watch something he didn’t excel at, as his commander, it was aggravating to have a soldier so weak in an area.
As the formation stopped for the day, and the different squads moved to set up their tents, I had my soldiers assemble on the edge of camp. They all looked exhausted, and I momentarily felt badly for putting them through such training. I dismissed the feeling almost immediately as I remembered why I was doing this. They needed to be better.
Still mounted on Bashita, I called my three worst stalkers to the front of the group. They hadn’t known they were being scored, and their faces registered uncertainty with a little fear from being so close to my battle charger. She had a tendency to bite those within reach.
“Today, I watched all of you as you carried out your assignments. Many of you did an excellent job. There is room for improvement, but overall, what I saw impressed me,” I said to the entire group. I saw several of my soldiers stand a little straighter at the praise.
“Unfortunately, some of you need extra training while the others sleep. You three will be with me tonight,” I continued as I made eye contact with each of my remedial students. All three of them had trouble holding eye contact as they all knew how poorly they had performed.
“Sergeant Iglias, take the squad out past the sentries. I’d like two man watch details. You’re in charge of who goes when. We won’t rely on other groups until we know we can rely on our own skill,” I said loud enough for everyone to hear and dismissed all but the three before me.
There were grumbles from some of the soldiers, but none were loud enough that I thought they needed addressing. The sergeant had known about this part, but we had decided that it would work better if the rest of the squad didn’t know until the end of the day.
I had Tristan and the other two work on gathering wood and water for the squad’s campsite. They would also have trail rations for dinner instead of the warm meal that the cooks had prepared. I left them with the understanding that I’d be back later in the night for their training.
I made my way over to where the other mounts were being kept as the last of the day’s light faded completely. A soldier working with the horses brought me a feed sack along with a brush without my asking. It seemed it had become accepted that I’d be working with my own mount, and no one bothered me as I worked.
After Bashita was cared for and put up for the night, I made my way towards the command tent. A quick word with a guard let me know that I still had time to freshen up before dinner was served. I walked towards my own tent where I’d be able to get the dust of the road off of my uniform and gear.
What I found when I got there was unexpected. Inside of the tent, on my bed was a set of metal plated leather armor and a sword and dagger on a weapons belt. In all the excitement of the day, I had forgotten about my prize. The fight seemed like forever ago even though it had been less than a full day. Next to my new gear was a short letter that simply read:
I’m sure these will be sufficient for your prize.
The note was condescending, but the armor and weapons were the nicest things besides Bashita that I’d ever owned. I took a moment to inspect each piece before moving to the next. I couldn’t help but smile as I did so.
The armor was black leather with dark metal sheets embedded over the front and back in a swirl pattern. Vambraces and greaves with hammered metal plating also sported the same pattern. The metal was polished to a shine in the torchlight, but wouldn’t be easily detectable in the cover of darkness. It was a masterfully crafted collection, and I couldn’t begin to guess its cost.
The sword and dagger were very similar in design. They had dark metal hilts with black leather wrappings. The blades were also a smoky color instead of the polished silver of most blades. Despite the difference in color, the metal looked just as strong as a traditional blade.
The weapons and armor were clearly a set, and I changed into them proudly. I set my old armor and weapons on my cot. I’d hold on to them until I had more available as a replacement for what I was now wearing. It wouldn’t do for something to break and be left without proper equipment. Until this point, I’d been worried about just such a thing happening.
After changing into my new armor, and getting some dust off of my tabard, I headed back out to attend the officers’ meal. I couldn’t help but stand a little straighter in my new apparel. I felt invincible as I stepped through the tent flaps into the bright light of the command tent.
As impressive as I felt in my new equipment, few officers were there to see me in it. The colonel along with the Umbras were present, but Aaryn, Major Vinea and Darian were missing.
Darian, I remembered, was handling the watch detail, which was completely understandable. Aaryn and Major Vinea, I found out, had elected to sit with the injured Maxon in one of the wagons. As my missing the officers’ meal was used as the premise for this entire mess, I felt a little irritated at their absence.
I gave a respectful nod to the assembled peerage while tolerating an obvious once over from Saundra before I took my seat at the table. An attendant immediately brought me a plate of sliced beef, potatoes and some greenery that had been liberally covered with a creamy sauce. It was rich fare for being several days away from any large settlement, and I wondered what other foods we were carrying in the supply wagons.
Conversation was muted during the meal. The Umbra siblings voiced their approval over my new equipment, and we made small talk about the weather and other inconsequential topics. Major Umbra and Colonel Karsam spoke about trade rights and their competitors in Tor’s Reach.
I was polite to Stephan and Saundra while also trying to pick up pieces of our senior officers’ conversation. I didn’t know whether to be happy or disheartened by the fact that I seemed to have won the support of the Umbras. The colonel had wanted me to build bonds with the other nobles, but I would have never guessed that it would be this group. I reminded myself that beggars couldn’t be choosers, and that I’d only met a handful of nobles by which to judge things.
Even though the dinner was short, it felt as if it went on forever. Finally, the meal ended, and after an appropriate amount of banter, I excused myself. I proudly acknowledged that I’d spent an entire meal around other nobility without insulting anyone or causing an incident. I was getting better at this.
Finishing up, I headed back towards my squad. I was outside the perimeter guards and nearly to the campsite when I had an idea. Since I had spent the day making my soldiers try to sneak up on people, I would hold myself to the same standard.
I slipped into the shadows and made my way closer to the camp. I took a moment to track the path of the two on guard detail and assess the camp as a whole. Most of the soldiers were already in their bedrolls. I imagined they were exhausted after the day’s activities. Those still awake sat around the fire.
Content with my assessment, I circled around to what I thought was the most open side. The two guards were moving in a predictable pattern. Making my way in between them without being caught was an easy feat. I moved with a purpose as I entered the camp, finding my three targets.
I’d told them to stay awake and together until I came for them. As such, they now sat around the fire together. Each of them looked exhausted and grumpy. Tristan, especially, seemed irritated by the situation.
I moved in quickly and drew my dagger in one smooth motion. Placing the side of the blade against Tristan’s neck, I said, “Now you see why stealth is so important. Your prowess in open battle means nothing if someone slits your throat before you see them.”
All three immediately went ridged at my dramatic arrival. It took them a moment to catch up to what had just happened and its implications. Even with the knowledge that they weren’t in danger, all three of them looked pale in the firelight.
They said nothing to my statement, but each of them nodded. “Now, come along. It’s time to make you three more dangerous,” I said as I led them out of the camp. After a moment, they all recovered from the shock of my appearance, and I saw determination in each of their eyes as they followed me into the darkness.




Chapter 12

The terrain didn’t gradually change like I’d expected it to as we got closer to Fort Granas and the Eastern Expanse. Instead, it simply changed all at once. After four days of marching with the main force, the trees of the forest disappeared and scraggly bushes along with grasses nearly as tall as a man took their place. The sun became harsher as there was no longer any shade. Even the air felt drier as the wind became stronger without the trees to stop or slow it down.
The more open landscape seemed to offer better visibility, but as my squad and I found out, it was an illusion. The shrubbery and tall grasses made it easier to stalk the main force without being seen. It even hid small hills and dips that would allow larger groups to hide near the road. If my soldiers could take advantage of it, the saurians could too.
My squad had to adjust their tactics with the environment; crouching and crawling to make use of the grass and shrubs. Despite the added physical exertion, they got within striking distance of the main force frequently without being seen. Upon realizing how vulnerable we were, I had my soldiers stop stalking the formation and range further out to screen for ambushes. I didn’t want to take any chances.
My squad found signs of saurian activity almost immediately as they moved further away from the road. Saurian claws left deep furrows in the soil when it was soft. They also left occasional loose scales and flattened grasses where they’d lain down to observe the road. After the first couple of finds, it became easy for my soldiers to point out where they’d been. We also discerned a faint, almost spicy scent we attributed to the saurians’ musk.
None of the trails or hiding spots we found looked to be recent, but the picture they painted was disturbing. The road had been monitored regularly based on what we were seeing. We were still three days march from the fort, and this region should have been relatively safe for travelers. In fact, there were several small villages and even a medium sized town near our location down a smaller side road if the maps we had were to be believed.
“Colonel Karsam, I request permission to lead my squad out to check on the nearby settlements. My soldiers have found evidence of enemy activity, and I’d like to inspect things further, sir,” I said riding up to the front of the formation.
Both Major Umbra and Major Vinea scoffed at my assertion. “We’re three days from the fort, lieutenant. The mounted scouts have found nothing, and no saurian scum has ever made it this far into the empire with its head still attached to its body,” Major Vinea said dismissively to my claim. While Major Umbra didn’t openly challenge me, I could see the doubt in his eyes as well.
Luckily, Colonel Karsam gave me a little leeway. “Lieutenant, if you believe a credible threat exists in the area, I give you leave to inspect the surrounding terrain. The maps show the largest local settlement to be several hours from here by road. However, I expect you and your men back by midnight,” he said in a neutral tone.
I bowed and rode off to find the sergeant who tended to the horses in the evening. I found him at the front of the wagon train. While he assured me he could keep Bashita with the supply horses attached to the wagons until I returned, his facial expression told me it’d be a challenge. Thanking him, I grabbed my field pack from my saddle. I said goodbye to and reassured Bashita, then went to meet my squad off to the side of the road.
I found Sergeant Iglias and the rest of the troops already gathered and waiting for me. “Alright soldiers, it looks like we’re going hunting,” I said as I took command. I spent a short time giving the details of the mission then led the men into the sea of grass before us.
If we followed the road to Vega Point, the only sizable town in the area, it would take nearly six hours. We would also miss two small unnamed villages near the town. Based on the map, our first target village was only a couple of miles straight north and had a small trail back to the town instead of the main road. The choice was simple, we’d move cross-country.
We made our way as quietly as possible, looking for signs of the enemy. It took almost no time at all to be completely out of sight of the road. In the tall grasses, it was easy to lose one’s bearing, and I had to use every sense available to keep us moving in the correct direction. As we traveled, I was disturbed to see we crossed several trails cutting through the long grasses that bore the scent I’d attributed to the enemy.
After an hour of travel, I picked up an even more disturbing smell in the wind. This one was the sweetness of decay mixed with the lingering scent of ash. From what I could gather, it was coming from the direction we were traveling. With a growing sense of dread, I picked up the pace, afraid of what we were about to find.
The scene we came upon was as I feared. We broke through the long grass into a clearing outside of the village suddenly. This area had obviously been used to cultivate crops as the ground was tilled with small green sprouts sticking out of elevated mounds of dark soil. A large number of saurian tracks ran throughout the field going in various directions. None of that was important, though, as we looked on the burned husk that had once been an imperial village.
The trek through the grasses had tired the squad, and they breathed heavily as I led them to the edge of the village at a low crouch. The musk of the saurians was much stronger here and, mixed with the scent of decay, made it impossible to discern the direction the scents were strongest.
As we crouched behind the remnants of a smoldering building, hisses and chirps could be heard clearly from somewhere within the dead town. Using hand gestures, I sent two groups of one sergeant and four soldiers each to circle around in opposite directions. Their orders were simple; find cover and await the signal to attack.
Sergeant Iglias and four soldiers, including Tristan and Selene, stayed with me. After a short delay, I led them deeper into the village to see if we could find the source of the noises. We took each step cautiously and quietly. After several minutes, we had a clear view of our enemy and the situation before us.
There were fifteen saurians in the cleared area at the center of the village. It was impossible to differentiate between male and females as they all looked the same outside of their breeding season. When the creatures were looking for a mate, the females would turn a darker shade of the browns, greens, and greys of their race.
Five were the larger variety of saurian known as brutes. These creatures were between six and seven feet tall and had to weigh in close to three hundred pounds. Each of the five had a large club made of gnarled wood. The remaining ten were a smaller variety known as chirpers. At five and a half feet tall and near one hundred pounds in weight, these saurians used cunning and ambushes to bring down prey. Some of the chirpers carried crude daggers, but many had no weapons beside their claws.
None of the enemy wore any form of armor, instead relying on their scales to protect them. Simple hide loincloths served as their only clothing. Based on the variations of loin cloths represented, this was a mixed group from different tribes.
On the ground around the saurians was a gruesome sight. They preferred slightly rotted meat, and the villagers’ corpses provided that. Several bodies had been stretched out and were being skinned while many more in varying stages of decay were being quartered and wrapped in grasses.
Everything was tinted the color of blood as rage threatened to make me lose control. “Give me a five step head start. Follow behind and give the signal for the others to attack before you engage,” I whispered through gritted teeth. I didn’t look back to see whether Sergeant Iglias heard me or not as I made my way towards the enemy.
My steps were controlled, and I transitioned from a walk to a run before the saurians even noticed my presence. Several hissed and made a clicking sound that had given the chirpers their name as I entered striking range. I drew my blades and engaged those nearest to me before they reacted.
A brute died with my sword through his eye as a chirper that had been busy skinning a villager had his throat slit by my dagger. My sword gutted another chirper as it took a step my way. Their skin was like stabbing through tough leather. While it may have been difficult to pierce, my anger gave me the added strength I needed for it not to matter.
No more of the savages were within easy range, so I launched myself through the air and landed on top of one of the other chirpers, driving my dagger into its chest. I let out a growl and charged another of the brutes before the chirper beneath me knew its life had ended. This saurian was better prepared and brought his club to bear.
Using my sword as a distraction, I brought down an overhead swing. The foul beast raised his club to catch the blow. He was big enough that I wouldn’t be able to overpower his arm, but he didn’t notice my dagger until it had stabbed up under his loin cloth. His eyes only had time to register shock before I pulled my blade free and stabbed him under the jaw, ending his life.
By the time my latest opponent was down, my troops had joined the fray. Several of the beasts were already dead, and the rest were engaging my soldiers. I didn’t care for honorable combat and stabbed one of the other brutes in the kidney as he fought against Tristan. Following my lead, Tristan dispatched a nearby chirper in a similar fashion.
Soon, the enemy was completely dispatched, and all that remained nearby was death. Several of the soldiers had minor scratches and cuts while one soldier had taken a bad slash to her arm. Sergeant Iglias was wrapping the wound and telling her what to look for to make sure it didn’t get infected.
“Sergeant Iglias, once you’ve finished administering first aid, please take three soldiers and scout the surrounding grasses to make sure we’re alone. The rest of us will dig a mass grave in the field we walked through for the villagers. The saurians can rot in the sun,” I said as I picked up a discarded shovel from near one of the ruined homes and moved towards the recently tilled field. No one said anything as they moved to carry out my orders.
It took another hour for us to bury the dead and fill the hole. During that time my anger simmered and then faded. My aura must have been stronger than I intended, because until my anger faded, no one approached me for any reason.
As we finished the burial, I saw Sergeant Iglias approaching me. I cringed when I thought of my actions and what he’d say about them. My anger had won out, and I’d acted without thought. “All right sergeant, let’s hear it,” I said as he made it within regular speaking distance. I noticed all the nearby soldiers moving away from us. If it hadn’t been such a somber atmosphere, I’d have laughed at their rush to get away from the scene.
“You already know what I’d say about your actions. Watching you kill a third of the enemy was entertaining. Though, I would ask that you be less impulsive in the future. I’m actually more interested in your assessment of the situation, sir,” he said in a casual tone.
Of course he was right about my recklessness. If I was going to lead this squad, I needed to be rational. Charging off into unknown danger would only get everyone killed. He was also right that what we witnessed was alarming.
We knew saurians to be both tribal and cannibalistic. They had no loyalty beyond their own family group. Tribes would fight each other over territory or hunt each other as prey. The only time the empire got involved was when the savages bred too quickly and pushed into our territory. Here though, we had what appeared to be a multi-tribal group working together.
A female laid five or six eggs during their mating season, and upon hatching, the newborns would be mature enough to be dangerous within a year. This spawn rate meant that the empire had to lead a campaign against them every couple of years. The sole purpose of these campaigns was to thin their numbers to a level that kept them from being a danger to the empire.
During our time at the battle academy, we’d learned a great deal about the saurians. Being in the eastern part of the empire, it was guaranteed that we’d fight the reptilian race at some point in our careers. During our training, the instructors emphasized that the saurians only worked in small tribal groups and never united.
Despite what the academy taught us, some of the books I’d read in the officers’ library indicated something different. They gave historical examples of when strong saurian leaders had rallied the tribes to one banner. When this happened, a tribe of fifty could become five hundred or five thousand. It was said these special saurian were identifiable by their white coloration. Of course, there was no concrete proof of these white saurians, so the stories were mostly discredited as myths.
“This village probably had between one and two hundred inhabitants. It had no defensive walls, but it should have still been too much for a saurian tribe to take. While it’s impossible to get an accurate count, the tracks point to a sizable force,” I said, laying my earlier thoughts out for Sergeant Iglias.
“The tribes might be uniting; we need to be sure though before we bring this back to the colonel. We’ll circle north to check on the other village before heading south to Vega Point. Let’s get the troops ready to move; we’re staying off of the beaten path,” I continued. Sergeant Iglias nodded in agreement and got the others ready to march.
The trip north was quiet. The long grasses provided cover, and thankfully, we encountered no new threats. Everyone had a lot to process since we’d engaged the enemy and seen what they would do to us if they had a chance. While all the villagers were dead when we arrived, several of their wounds pointed to a gruesome end. If we found ourselves faced with a losing battle, none of us wanted to be taken alive.
Just like the previous village, we arrived to another burned ruin of what once was. Unlike earlier in the day, they had already cleaned this village out. There were no bodies or bones. Only rusted tools and burned timber remained. Afraid of what we would find, I ordered the squad south to Vega Point.
We traveled parallel to the small road leading away from the village. If the enemy was near, we wouldn’t make it easy for them to find us. As we moved towards the town, I thought about what might await us. While the two villages were only big enough for between one and two hundred, Vega Point housed nearly one thousand beast-kind. If the saurians could sack such a place, the only explanation would be their unifying into a sizable force.
We reached the cleared area near the town as the sun was setting. I’d expected a charred graveyard like the two villages we’d seen previously. Instead, we found a town actively under siege. Vega Point was large enough for a palisade and a single gate. The gate was closed and saurians had spread out around it looking to gain entrance.
I decided that we needed to gather more information before we proceeded. There was an enormous amount of noise, chaos and movement as the saurians tried to get into the town. I wasn’t afraid of our being discovered on the edge of the tall grasses. The only thing that might ruin our hiding spot was if the saurians had posted patrols in the area. Based on what I was seeing before me, I highly doubted that they had.
We slowly circled the cleared zone around the town. At a rough guess, there were upwards of eight hundred saurians encircling the town. They maintained no formation or discipline we could see. Occasionally a group would try to scale the walls, and arrows or spears would stop them from gaining purchase. There was no discernable rhyme or reason to their actions, but after some time watching them, it was clear that they were receiving direction from somewhere.
Luck was on our side as, in the jumbled press of bodies, a central nucleus became visible. A circle of six brutes seemed to be guarding someone. While other saurians would approach the group, they never split up or allowed anyone beyond their perimeter. I decided that we’d stay at the edge of the clearing and continue observing them. We couldn’t do anything to break the siege at present, but we couldn’t leave either. It would take several hours to reach our force, and I was sure that, by the time we returned with help, the saurians would have broken through already. If there was a chance we could help even some of the townspeople, we had to stay and try.
It was full dark when we got our opportunity. We’d been keeping the brute bodyguards and their charges in view for hours. After a time, we saw there were two brutes and a chirper within the circle of guards that seemed to be directing the others. The only difference between them and the rest of the troops were strange white necklaces they wore.
We brainstormed various plans to neutralize the three and their bodyguards, but couldn’t come up with a plan that didn’t include our being ripped apart. We were too badly outnumbered. Nothing we thought of gave us even a remote shot at success.
About the time I had given up on doing anything but alerting our main force, a commotion broke out at the front gates. Arrows and javelins rained down on the besieging saurians from the gates, causing the entire force to charge the offending section of defenses. Whatever had happened pushed the enemy into finishing the stalemate.
While the main force was busy focusing on a blind assault of the town’s gates, the saurian leadership gravitated away from the danger and stood apart from the battle. The other saurians were so intent on breaking the gate they didn’t even look back towards the group of leaders and their guards. They’d transformed into a rabid mob.
Taking the development as our only chance to make a difference, I ordered the squad to follow me towards the enemy at a quick jog. I used hand signals to give directions as we neared our targets. Upon our arrival, several soldiers moved to the guards behind and to the side of the three leaders and slit their throats or stabbed them through the chest with their short swords. While the soldiers dispatched the guards, Sergeant Iglias and I darted into the center of the circle to fell the three saurian leaders.
My plan wasn’t perfect, but it was all I could think of in such a short window. The soldiers accomplished their tasks flawlessly, and I killed a brute and chirper leader while Sergeant Iglias took down the other brute.
The front two guards had been our biggest vulnerability. They weren’t reachable until we dispatched the others. Upon hearing the sounds behind them, they turned to see what was happening. As they did, soldiers stepped forward and finished the two before they got their bearings or raised an alarm.
I snatched up one of the strange necklaces and was about to order the squad back to the grass line when a saurian at the gate turned and saw us standing over their dead leaders. The world froze momentarily as all of us tensed and prepared to run. We wouldn’t be able to outrun them unless we shifted, but that would leave my squad exhausted and unarmored after their time was spent. Saurians were natural hunters, and they’d track our scent even after the three or four hour shift duration of my troops.
I readied myself to command my troops to shift. I would change forms as soon as I gave the order and hold off the enemy for the several minutes my team would need. Blaring horns sounded from within the town palisade just as I was about to commit to my decision. At the same time, the gates were pushed open roughly from the inside. The gates caught the saurians looking in our direction unaware and knocked several off balance. Soldiers dressed in imperial colors burst through the opening portal, striking down the disoriented saurians around them.
The bravery of the imperial soldiers impressed me as they quickly cut down the attackers in front of them even though I thought it was the wrong move. Now that the gates were open, I expected the saurians to swarm the new threat and gain entry into the town. After all, they still had a huge numerical advantage. If I was going to make a last stand such as that, it would have been in beast form.
Instead of attacking the opened gates, some of those closest to the melee broke and ran for the long grass. The entire battlefield shuttered and paused for a split second before all the saurians in front of the soldiers tried to run from the force emerging out of the gate. The chaos and press of saurian bodies added to the loss of morale as more soldiers appeared and more of the enemy died or fled from the field. It quickly became a full route.
For a brief moment, I was happy, but then I noticed that many of the retreating saurians were heading right towards us. I ordered the squad into a circle formation with Sergeant Iglias and myself inside to provide support for any breaches in the shield wall. Even a small fraction of the incoming horde was enough to wash us away in a wave of bodies, and they’d be upon us too quickly for my soldiers to make the change and retreat. I need not have worried as, after a few saurians died by our swords, the rest ran around us.
Looking at the necklace I’d taken from the dead saurian leader, I knew we shouldn’t have survived this battle. Now that the danger was past, I collected the other two pieces of jewelry from the ground. As I slipped the strange pieces around my neck and under my armor, I tried to make sense of what had just happened. I was missing some part of the puzzle.
As soon as we had killed their leadership, the slightest risk of death had caused the saurian horde to turn and run. I’d have to think more on what I’d just witnessed later. Right now, I needed to get my soldiers to safety before the saurians reorganized and returned.




Chapter 13

The imperial soldiers in front of the gate moved in five soldier teams, stabbing the saurians lying around the palisade to make sure they were dead. By the occasional hiss or growl, the detail was warranted. I even saw several saurians stand and make a run for the tall grass.
It was odd for imperial troops to be in a town this small so far from the fort, but the townspeople owed their lives to their presence. I had no doubt that the enemy would have easily breached the simple palisade without their support.
As we approached, it became obvious that an evacuation was being organized. Townspeople were right inside the gates holding on to possessions and children. Soldiers were preparing a formation that surrounded the townspeople for protection as best they could. From what I could see, upwards of nine hundred civilians were being guarded by no more than one hundred imperial soldiers.
“Who’s in charge here?” I asked one of the imperial soldiers by the gate. The boy, who couldn’t have been over sixteen, had a wild fear in his eyes and didn’t seem to know whether to answer me or not. It was clear by his expression that this siege had taken a toll on him.
Before I could repeat my question, Sergeant Iglias had enough of my being ignored. “A noble and an officer just asked you a question, soldier. You’ll do well to find your military bearing and answer him,” he said in a menacing tone I’d heard countless times during my training. It seemed to snap the soldier out of his fog, and he turned his head towards the town gates.
I assumed that he would point at his commanding officer while saying their name. As I turned my head to see who he’d point at, a firm female voice answered for him. “I’m Lady Kyla Cruento. Last time I checked, I was in charge here. Who are you?”
I looked at the woman who’d just answered standing only five steps in front of me. She was nearly my height with a slim but fit figure and red hair pulled back into a ponytail behind her head. Her eyes were a deep green color that seemed to change shades in the light of the surrounding torches.
She wore the imperial rank of captain and a falcon emblem above it. The falcon marked her as a member of the imperial knighthood, an elite group of officers dedicated to protecting the royal family and other high profile nobility. If she was a knight, it meant that she was among the strongest nobles of the empire.
Despite her being a knight, she looked to be barely older than me. It spoke volumes about her strength that she’d attained such an honor so early in her career. Even with her dirt and gore smeared face and clothing, I found her strikingly beautiful.
Unfortunately, her name sent a cold shiver down my spine. I’d grown up an orphan and didn’t care about any rivalries or grudges between noble families, but that would not be the case for the woman before me. The captain would have grown up with her family history forming the cornerstone of her education. Having a member of a long thought extinct rival family turn up before her might cause problems.
It took only a moment for me to process everything and come to a decision. Colonel Karsam had charged me with presenting my full name, and I wouldn’t hide my heritage. “I’m Lieutenant Valian Fero of Silvanti House,” I replied standing tall.
My squad tensed at my response and stood ready for action behind me. No doubt, they’d been waiting to see how I would give my name since the captain introduced herself. Their willingness to follow me to whatever end I faced gave me a sense of pride.
To Lady Kyla’s credit, she only froze in place for a couple of heartbeats before she continued as if I hadn’t just told her something seemingly impossible. “Well Lieutenant, I’m in the process of evacuating the town. I assume your house army is nearby?” she asked in a slightly shocked tone.
“My squad and I were tasked with scouting for enemy activity around the town. Our main force of three hundred continued towards Fort Granas. They are several hours ahead of us on the main road. If we travel through the night, we should have no trouble catching up to them,” I said in a professional tone, as if giving a report to one of my commanding officers. The last thing we needed was tension between us if we were to save any of the townspeople.
She thought about the information I’d given her for a few moments before answering. Marching during the night made us a huge target for the saurians. They had much better night vision compared to our human forms. On the other hand, the enemy probably wouldn’t stay broken for long before they reorganized. There were simply too many left in the area.
“Very well, we’ll begin moving within the hour to meet Silvanti House’s troops. Three hundred won’t be enough to hold off the numbers we’ve seen here, but it will help. With luck, they’ll be busy reorganizing until we make the fort,” she said as much to herself as to me.
“I see several of your soldiers bear scratches and bandages. Are those wounds from this fight?” she asked as she assessed the squad at my back.
“No ma’am. We circled around and checked the nearby villages before coming to Vega Point. One of the villages still had saurians mutilating the corpses of their victims. We stopped them and put the dead to rest, though there were no survivors,” I said, some of my anger bleeding into my voice. She didn’t even seem phased by my reaction and nodded her understanding.
“Tend to any wounds your people might have and rest while you can. When we move out, you and your squad are leading the way,” she said as she turned back towards the town where most all the civilians were waiting to travel. Even though the situation was dire, I caught myself staring at her figure as she walked away. Sergeant Iglias clearing his throat snapped me out of my distraction, and I turned back to lead the squad towards where the road disappeared into the long grasses. If we were to rest, it wouldn’t be near so many dead bodies. We wouldn’t make Karsam’s deadline of midnight, but if we could help protect these civilians, it would be worth his anger.
True to her word, the gaggle of townspeople moved out within the hour. They didn’t march in formation, but their faces were determined and their pace was quick. Every beast-kind was a survivor at heart no matter their station in life. These people had few weapons between them, but if the saurians attacked us, I had no doubt that every one of the townspeople would shift and fight to the death.
I led five soldiers, including Sergeant Iglias, down the middle of the road within view of the main formation. The other two sergeants divided the rest of the squad into scouting groups to range ahead and shadow the formation on either side in the long grass. We didn’t have the numbers to stop an attack, but, hopefully, we’d be able to alert everyone of an ambush before it happened.
We marched through the night. Though we stopped several times for the townspeople to rest, I estimated that we’d still traveled nearly as fast as the Silvanti force had been traveling towards the fort. After a time, the pace showed in the stooped posture and grim faces of the townspeople. As the sun lightened the horizon, it was with a glad heart I saw the main road leading to Fort Granas.
I guessed that the Silvanti House troops had traveled four or five more hours before stopping the previous night. If my assumption was correct, they would only be an hour or two ahead of us after our nighttime travel. If I ran ahead and alerted the formation of the current situation, I hoped we could bring the townspeople under our protection with little delay. We were only two days from Fort Granas after all. If the ancestors were smiling on us, we might even be able to get there without being attacked again.
“Sergeant Iglias, you have command of the men until I return. Switch the soldiers’ assignments as you see fit, but continue our current formation. If the saurians attack, fall in with the imperials and defend the townspeople as best you can,” I ordered as I checked my pack to make sure everything was secured for my run.
He nodded his understanding, and I began jogging. It was highly irregular for an officer to act as a runner or messenger, but time was of the essence, and there were other things to consider. I could have sent Tristan as he was the fastest from among our class. I knew he could reach the formation in plenty of time, but I didn’t trust the other officers not to convince Colonel Karsam to keep going without waiting.
It was unthinkable that the house army might not try to protect innocent townspeople from being butchered, but it could very well be the reality. House armies were trained and maintained for their own interests. From what I’d seen before the battle academy, there were plenty of groups that would balk at the idea of putting themselves at risk with nothing to gain their houses. The campaign was an imperial requirement, but we weren’t considered a part of it until we reached Fort Granas and presented ourselves to the imperial representative there.
Pushing away my thoughts, I focused on running. Now that I had gone through my awakening, I could access my full potential. At the battle academy, it was as if I had another level I could never touch. Now, I could put my full effort into running and hold nothing back. A part of me even wanted to shift and run, but I shrugged the thought off as overkill. They were only a couple of hours ahead, my beast form wasn’t needed.
My stride ate up the distance quickly, and it wasn’t long before I was past where I should have met up with the rear guard of the formation. An ominous feeling took hold as I saw none of the patrol that should have been on the trail. My unease only grew as I caught the scent of smoke on the breeze coming from somewhere nearby. Redoubling my efforts, I ran down the trail as fast as I could.
I stopped in my tracks a short time later. I stood at the edge of what had once been Silvanti House’s campsite. The smoke I smelled was from burning wagons and tents. The entire campsite was in disarray, and there were dead bodies everywhere.
As I walked into the ravaged camp, I noticed several soldiers sitting near a campfire. Some were armored, but some only wore under clothes and had the fatigued look of those who’d recently shifted forms. All of them looked as if they’d already given up. Every one of them had some degree of damage to their bodies. Some were bandaged and others bled freely. The only common thing about them were the hopeless expressions on their faces.
“Soldier, what in the hell is going on here? Who’s in charge and where are the other officers?” I demanded as I reached the closest group. I couldn’t tell if it was my sudden appearance or my confrontational attitude that startled them more. I let my aura radiate out. I’d spent so much time suppressing it that it felt strange to release it. It was like a tension in my chest I didn’t realize was there until I’d let it go.
Regardless of my feelings about influencing others, I couldn’t argue with the results. The six around the campfire sprang up at once, an impressive feat for a couple of them that had bandaged thighs and calves. “Sir, saurians attacked us during the night. The surviving nobles fled on horseback when they thought the battle lost. They left behind the rest of us to give them time to escape. None of the higher ranking sergeants are among us, and no one has stepped up to take charge,” the oldest among them, a grizzled sergeant, answered bitterly.
His answer caught me completely unprepared. I couldn’t fathom abandoning the army regardless of the odds we faced or the hopelessness of the situation. I didn’t have time to dwell on it though; the soldiers in front of me needed direction and motivation if they were to survive.
“The others might have run, but I won’t. We need to get everyone organized and salvage what’s left of the food and equipment. This is bigger than just our army and the force you faced. In a couple of hours nearly one thousand refugees will be here expecting our protection,” I said with my aura reinforcing the soldiers’ moral.
I immediately noticed a fire growing in the eyes of the soldiers in front of me. With quick salutes and bows the group spread out to pass on the word and start organizing everyone. I let my aura spread out fully, feeling it would encompass the entire camp and all the soldiers within it. As I brought my aura to bear, I headed in the direction of the command tent.
The large tent was still intact, but blood ran down it and slash marks decorated its sides. Some officers’ tents were still standing while others were knocked down with no rhyme or reason. The smell of blood and decay was everywhere, and I imagined that it’d attract every saurian in the region in another couple of hours.
As I inspected the area, I noticed Major Gortros Umbra lying dead in front of his tent with a spear shaft through his heart. Upon further inspection, I found that Captain Darian Mollis and Lieutenant Saundra Umbra were also dead. Darian had been disemboweled near the command tent. Saundra had never made it out of her tent. What the saurians left of her was lying on her cot. From the looks of things, they’d killed her before anyone had even raised the alarm.
As I turned away from the entrance of Saundra’s tent, the female sergeant that I’d met when Bashita shattered my shoulder approached me. “Sir, we’ve assembled the remaining soldiers and are awaiting your orders,” she started, but hesitated before she continued, “Also, I thought you’d like to know that the other officers and senior sergeants took your mount with them when they escaped.” The last part she said with her eyes slightly down-turned and seemed to be waiting for my anger.
I took a deep breath, forcing down the irritation of Bashita being taken. I realized that she probably wouldn’t have survived the ambush and grudgingly thanked the ancestors I at least knew she was safe.
“Thank you sergeant. Also, thank you for delivering the news. I’m not one to punish others for things out of their control,” I said as I walked towards where the formation of soldiers waited.
As I stood before the formation, I could see just how fatigued the soldiers were. The female sergeant following me fell into the front line of the formation with the remaining sergeants. Before the formation stood the grizzled sergeant I’d first interacted with upon my arrival. “What’s our current status, and what happened last night? Sergeant?” I asked, making it clear that he should supply me with his name.
“Sergeant Aldo, sir. We currently have one hundred combat-ready troops. Thirty soldiers are wounded and unable to stand for formation. It is unclear if several will make it,” Sergeant Aldo stated loud enough for the entire formation to hear.
“Last night, based on the evidence we’ve seen, a force of several hundred saurians attacked our army. They started by infiltrating the camp and causing as much destruction as possible. Upon our realizing we were under attack, Colonel Karsam and our senior leadership tried to establish order but were being targeted by those already in the camp. After several of the nobles fell, the colonel called for every able-bodied rider to accompany the remaining officers on horseback. We estimate a force of twenty accompanied them towards the fort. Our orders were to hold the enemy as long as possible,” he reported mechanically, keeping his personal emotions from showing.
His story matched what I had hypothesized at seeing the command tent and bodies of the slaughtered officers. As I wondered how this much of the army had survived, his continued report drew me out of my contemplation and answered the question. “The battle turned to chaos. Some of our soldiers shifted while others tried to group together in formations. During our stand, three brutes wearing strange white necklaces led a charge and tried to break our remaining moral. They fought better than the regular saurians and nearly succeeded, but they over extended themselves and got too far away from their main force. After we dispatched them, the rest of the horde dissolved into a panic. We were able to slay many as they scattered, but lacked the forces to give chase,” he finished holding out the necklaces of which he’d spoken.
I stepped forward, taking out my own necklaces to compare them to those held by the sergeant. They were of the same design and material. Taking the three from the sergeant, I slid them over my neck. I didn’t bother tucking them back under my armor as the six large trinkets would make it a tight fit. Instead, I wore them above my tabard and addressed the troops. These would be our trophies for killing their leadership.
“We suffered a great loss here last night. The enemy killed half our number, but more importantly, your leaders failed you. They ran in the face of defeat and used your lives to buy them time. We will settle that score later, but for now we have more important business to attend to,” I said, making eye contact with many of the soldiers in the formation. I could see their anger at being abandoned still simmering just under the surface. My aura kept them focused, but it didn’t erase their own feelings.
After a short pause, I continued. “While you were being attacked last night, Vega Point was also being besieged by a large saurian army.” Several soldiers drew in surprised breathes at the revelation. “And just like here, saurians wearing this damn jewelry were leading them,” I said holding the trophies above my head for the soldiers to see.
“Luckily for the town, an imperial force held out until we killed the savages’ leaders,” I continued, shaking the necklaces violently.
“For hundreds of years, this has been our land. Our strength and blood secured it against all invaders. The saurians were nothing more than trophies to hunt at our leisure. Now, they wish to take control of this land. I say, come. If they wish to challenge us, we shall meet them with tooth, claw and steel. We will remind them of why they should fear us,” I said loudly while putting the necklaces back around my neck.
The troops went wild. They roared and lifted their fists to the sky. I let it continue for a moment before bringing them back under control. “Right now, a group of refugees nearly a thousand strong is being escorted by one hundred imperial troops and my squad to the fort. We’ll police the camp, salvage what we can salvage, and when they arrive here, we’ll protect them until we reach the safety of the fort’s walls. After that, we will find the saurians responsible and make them pay for our losses in blood,” I finished as my aura radiated determination and confidence. These soldiers were mine. Together, we would find vengeance.
“Sergeant Aldo,” I said in a more tame voice, “I expect the refugees and imperials to be here within the hour. Have the troops gather the dead, strip them of their gear, and stack them in a pyre to be burned before we leave. We’ll not let the bastards feast on our dead. Stack the saurians’ bodies on one side of the road, but remove their heads and place them in a pyramid on the other side. Let them see what it means to fight us.” My voice was low enough that only the front row of sergeants could hear it.
I noticed several of the sergeants nod in approval as Sergeant Aldo saluted, bowed and started breaking the soldiers into work details. It was tiring work for them as they’d been fighting all night, but my pep talk seemed to give them the extra push they needed to complete their gruesome tasks.




Chapter 14

We burned our dead and made our grim totems of enemy bodies on the roadside. It was messy work, but every mutilated saurian body strengthened the resolve of the soldiers. Once that was complete, we went about sorting the equipment we’d salvaged. Saurian claws were extremely sharp; combined with their aggressiveness in battle, they left little salvageable armor on the bodies of the dead. That which we couldn’t repair or use for something else we burned with our fallen.
The rest of the gear was another story. Many of the packs, tents, weapons and shields left by the dead were still usable. I had all the soldiers make sure they had serviceable equipment and two days’ worth of field rations from the excess supplies. The saurians had burned the wagons, including the one carrying food, so field rations would be our only fare until we reached Fort Granas.
Everything not needed by our soldiers I had assembled together so that there was a pack, tent, food, a shield and a weapon in each bundle. The imperial soldiers would get first run at the supplies, replacing anything they lost during the siege. After them, we would distribute the equipment out to the townspeople willing to stand to the outside of the group and fight should the enemy attack.
We would pass the rest of the travel rations out to the remaining refugees. It wasn’t enough to keep everyone well fed, but no one would perish from starvation in transit. I just hoped that the townspeople understood why I had allocated things the way I had. It wouldn’t do to have a mob on our hands in our current situation.
We also gathered any coin we found on the fallen. It would go towards resupply and repair of our gear and equipment when we reached Fort Granas. While many cultures scoffed at the idea of taking from the dead, for beast-kind, we wasted nothing from those that fell in battle. It would all go to strengthen those that remained.
It took several hours for the refugees to reach our position, much longer than I’d estimated. The fatigue of the night’s events and lack of sleep was getting to them. By the time we sighted them, we’d had time to separate everything out, see to everyone’s wounds, and let the soldiers rest while the sergeants and I discussed the way forward.
As we got wounded onto litters to be carried by able-bodied townspeople, Sergeant Iglias made it to the camp with the rest of my squad. He clearly had questions but was too disciplined to ask. I saw his eyes hone in on the trophies around my neck, and it seemed the gears were turning in his mind.
Inspecting the soldiers before me, I noticed they looked tired, but otherwise fit. I quickly shared the details of what happened to the main army and paused, giving them time for it all to sink in. Many, including Sergeant Iglias, appeared angry at the officers’ abandonment.
“While I understand your feelings of betrayal, we have too much to accomplish to let it cloud our judgement. Our first priority is to get everyone to the fort. After that, we can deal with the other officers’ actions. You’ve all been training as scouts and have had your skills tested in combat. I’ll be relying on that skill to train the others. Now, replenish your travel rations and rest while we get things sorted with the refugees. We’ll be moving out before anyone feels ready to march again,” I said, dismissing them to take care of things.
Sergeant Iglias stayed after the others left. “Sir, what’s the plan?” he asked, and the bluntness of his question surprised me. Soldiers didn’t typically question officers in this manner. The others’ abandonment had clearly affected him. Instead of being angry, his resolve impressed me. It took a lot to question me with my aura at full strength.
“We will hand out our spare supplies among the imperials and townspeople since we have no wagons and can’t carry it ourselves. After that, I will break the army into five groups. We’re not going to just mass on the road waiting to be attacked. We’ll scout the surrounding terrain while the refugees march. Tonight, our army will camp in the long grass separated into their five groups. Our squad will train the rest of the army on the way we do things while we move. If the enemy comes, we’ll hit them from multiple sides looking for more of these necklaces. They clearly mark their leaders. We need to cut the head from these lizards,” I detailed with Sergeant Aldo standing nearby to hear along with Sergeant Iglias.
It was an unorthodox plan, but I hoped that it would give us our best chance of success. Sergeants Iglias and Aldo seemed to grasp the idea at once and moved off to get started. I stood alone, watching the activity around me for a moment before turning towards the refugees nearing our camp on the road.
The imperial soldiers and civilians had stopped and a small delegation was moving towards my troops. It looked like Lady Kyla accompanied by her two lieutenants, a sergeant from the imperial force and a couple of well-dressed civilians. I headed in their direction to meet them, not wanting it to appear as if I was avoiding them.
“Lieutenant Fero, it seems things didn’t go well for Silvanti House last night,” Lady Kyla said in a neutral tone as she looked over the activity of the camp. “Will I be absorbing your forces into my own then for the rest of the journey?” she asked with no hesitation.
My eyes widened slightly at her question, but I kept any other physical reactions hidden. Unfortunately, my aura gave away my indignation at her presumption. The entire delegation took a step back as they felt my anger.
Having me relinquish the Silvanti army was as good as demanding my subservience. It was also an insinuation I wasn’t fit to lead the surrounding warriors. Every soldier in my army stopped what they were doing and turned in our direction at the change in my aura.
Seeing how delicate the situation before me was, I took a moment to calm myself before answering. Lady Kyla’s aura was pushing against my own, trying to neutralize the influence I had over those around me. She wasn’t nearly strong enough to do so. I saw the first hints of belief in her eyes that I was descended from the long dead Feros as I answered her question.
“Lady Kyla, while I’d be happy to duel you if you wish to challenge me for my troops; I had a different plan in mind,” I said casually and then detailed the supply allocation, making it clear I’d retain command of Silvanti House’s forces.
The representatives of the townspeople were in support of my recommendation as soon as they heard about food being distributed, but as commoners, their presence was merely a courtesy to the refugees. They had no real influence. The knight before me seemed hesitant, but eventually agreed to what I’d suggested. The only caveat was that I had to remain near her own position so we could coordinate in the case of an attack.
I agreed with the stipulation she placed on our arrangement. Anything else would have seemed suspicious. After all, it was I who suggested we work together. I’d originally wanted to lead one of the roving patrols, but being the leader of our army, I had to accept some limitations.
I signaled Sergeants Aldo and Iglias with a hand gesture. They’d been standing close enough to either come to my aid or carry out orders depending on the situation. With the sergeants shouting, the soldiers separated into their assigned groups and prepared to hand out the supplies.
It was nearly mid-day by the time we were moving again. The supplies had been divvied up along with the spare food and our remaining water skins. While no one would be particularly satisfied, we had enough food and water to ensure we could sustain our pace.
I split the Silvanti army into twenty soldier groups. Sergeant Aldo, along with one group, stayed with the body of refugees near my position. The other four groups, directed by Sergeant Iglias, spaced out and surrounded the refugee formation in the long grasses beside the road.
At first, the imperial soldiers had thought we were insane for such a troop distribution. The lieutenants under Kyla’s command even had the audacity to complain, in front of me, that we were going to slow down the march. Sizing them up, I could see the clear challenge in their posture.
By their scents and some instinct within me, I knew one of them was a leopard-kind while the other was a weasel-kind. I also smelled a hint of fear in them. Being from two of the smaller beast-kind species, I had no doubt I could kill them both in a duel. Unfortunately, by their maneuverings, they expected Lady Kyla to be the one to face me.
Despite their attempts to create a conflict, Lady Kyla didn’t take the bait. She instead reminded them of the agreement we’d made, then sent them to check on the soldiers around the formation. All of this was in ear shot, but she made a point not to look in my direction. Her handling of her subordinates impressed me.
Even though the Silvanti deployment was complex, it wasn’t our forces that slowed us. The townspeople simply could not move as quickly as a trained formation. While it wasn’t surprising, the slack pace frustrated the regular soldiers.
My four groups shadowing us in the long grass had plenty to keep them occupied. They were learning the skills that my squad had been working on several days prior, and so were not affected by the slow pace. The twenty troops with me were a different story though. Sergeant Aldo seemed to recognize this and devised a creative and effective solution.
He had the soldiers spread out among the refugees that had volunteered to carry swords and shields and work on basic fighting drills with them. At first, the imperial soldiers laughed at them, calling them crazy. The criticism only lasted a little while, as it soon became clear that the tactic worked to ease my soldiers’ nerves, and several of the townspeople picked up on the training.
As I watched the refugees practice, I soon wondered if some of them wouldn’t volunteer to join a militia force under my command. Lady Kyla seemed to notice the success of my soldiers as well but never spoke to me about any of it. I decided that, if she preferred silence, I wouldn’t be the one to bother her.
The day passed with no signs of trouble. While I was glad of that fact, I really didn’t expect any issues until nightfall. So far, I’d only seen ambushes and overwhelming force used by the saurians, and it had all been at night. I didn’t expect them to change their playbook.
“We need to look at stopping for the night. The refugees will take longer than regular troops to set up a camp, and we have a larger number to accommodate,” I said as the sun came close to touching the horizon. My words were the first ones uttered between the knight and myself since the march started. While I preferred not to break the silence between us, I wouldn’t sacrifice the wellbeing of our charges for the sake of pride.
“And if I choose not to heed your words and continue marching until dark? Will you have your soldiers stop and leave the townspeople defenseless?” she replied after a moment of silence. The town’s representatives had been traveling near us, and I saw them tense at mention of such a decision.
Throughout the day, my soldiers had engaged and reassured the traveling civilians, even going so far as to making them feel more prepared by teaching them the basics of fighting as soldiers. If there was a stand-off between myself and the imperials, I was confident they would side with me. I had a feeling the knight knew how it would go too, but she was testing me for some reason.
“Not at all, Lady Kyla. If your decision was to continue marching, and the townspeople agreed to take such a risk, I’d continue to protect them. I’m a man of my word,” I said in the same calm manner in which I’d suggested we stop. The town’s representatives visible relaxed at hearing we wouldn’t abandon them.
“Very well, then. We’ll stop for the night,” Lady Kyla said as if she’d never questioned the decision in the first place, calling for her people to halt and prepare camp. I gestured to Sergeant Aldo, who had been watching our exchange, and our people stopped marching as well.
While most of the imperial troops went about making camp for themselves, Sergeant Aldo and his assigned soldiers instructed the townspeople on what they needed to do. Many of the townspeople had simply sat down on the road, not knowing the first thing about sleeping outside of a town or village. They eagerly listened to the instruction of my troops.
Soon, clear work details had been assigned. The refugees carried out their orders with a discipline near that of regular soldiers. Lady Kyla watched on with her two lieutenants beside her. While her facial expression was neutral, the two lieutenants were clearly leery of the entire situation.
A space large enough for everyone was cleared on the side of the road. Several of my soldiers led the townspeople in cutting and then bundling the long grasses to make sustainable fires. Others instructed groups on how to dig latrines and set up their tents. Once they understood how to carry out the task, the entire group got involved. In less time than I expected, the refugees established a functional camp for themselves.
While all of this was happening, my other soldiers were scouting the surrounding areas and preparing their own sleeping areas. A member of my original squad from each of the shadowing groups came in to give me a report on the day’s progress. I was pleasantly surprised with how well all the soldiers had done, despite being exhausted.
They also verified that there were signs of saurians trailing the main group though they made no actual sightings during the day. It was as I’d expected, and I had word spread throughout the refugees. Surprisingly, a large group of them came to Sergeant Aldo and asked him to assign them guard details just like our soldiers would be maintaining.
Content with the progress the refugees were making, I moved to speak with the imperial knight regarding the camp. The imperial troops had stuck together and formed their own campsite on one side of the refugees’ area. Despite their obligation to guard the townspeople, the imperial patrols seemed to stay around their own tents.
“Lady Kyla, I came to discuss tonight’s arrangements,” I said as I walked up to where she was sitting at a fire outside of the officers’ tents. She didn’t even look up from the fire as I spoke.
“What arrangements would those be? You seem to have the refugee situation in order. I dare say in another week or so, some of them might resemble soldiers,” she said, sarcasm dripping from her words. The two lieutenants looked like they wanted to add their two cents, but wisely stayed silent upon seeing my expression.
“So is it to be jealousy at my soldiers’ initiative, or resentment at the townspeople’s willingness to take orders from them?” I asked with contempt in my voice. If she wanted to sulk like a spoiled child, I’d treat her like one. We were far enough away from the refugees that only imperial soldiers would hear our exchange.
My question pierced the professional detachment she had been presenting. In the blink of an eye, she was standing from her place at the fire with her hand clutching her sword hilt. My inner beast responded, but I couldn’t tell if it was from the prospect of a fight or the raw aggression I saw in the female knight.
She said nothing, and her lieutenants stayed quiet as she seemed to struggle with herself not to attack me. “If you want to fight, I’ll be happy to as soon as we get to Fort Granas. Until then, know that my people found evidence we were being followed during the day. If I was a betting man, I’d say tonight won’t be very restful,” I said leaning towards her, presenting as aggressive a posture as I could.
I couldn’t help wanting to goad her after her display. This woman got under my skin. In the ultimate form of taunting, I turned my back on her and walked back to the main camp.
In beast-kind culture, showing your back to a challenger was a way of saying you didn’t feel they were a threat. It was an insult from which few could step away. As I walked away, I was poised to intercept a sword swing or dagger thrust.
I was both impressed and disappointed when neither came. I distinctly heard a growl from behind me as I entered the refugee camp and headed to check on my troops. The growl was followed by the sound of guard details being assigned and orders being given. I smiled to myself and continued on my way.




Chapter 15

True to my prediction, the attack came shortly after midnight. A force of enemy chirpers tried to infiltrate the camp from the north between two of my satellite camps’ positions. They were trying to repeat their previous tactics against the Silvanti army. Not to be taken by the same trick twice, the two groups stripped and completed the shift into their beast forms as quietly as possible. One of our outer groups stalked the enemy towards the camp’s outskirts. The others scouted away from camp to find any other saurian forces waiting nearby.
The howl of one of the wolf-kind scouts alerted the guards of the enemy’s arrival from far enough away that the enemy didn’t turn back. The sound set the soldiers to waking the refugees who’d been assigned weapons along with our soldiers in the main camp. When the enemy made it to the edge of the long grass prepared to sneak up on the sentries, what they found was an established battle line holding shields and waiting.
The enemy chirpers immediately fell into chaos as the battle line of armed townspeople and Silvanti soldiers charged them. They turned to scatter and retreat at the same time that twenty shifted wolf-kind descended on their prey from behind. The chirpers never had a chance.
I watched, along with Sergeant Aldo, from the edge of camp as our people hunted the enemy and dispatched them with vicious efficiency. Pent up rage was a powerful tool. Everyone that attacked the saurians had plenty of reason to be well and truly angry.
As the skirmish concluded, a soldier ran up and gave me another of the white necklaces we associated with saurian leadership. I slipped the token around my neck as another signal sounded from the west, and the sounds of battle came from the imperial camp to the south.
Those on the north side of camp prepared to receive more enemies, and the shifted soldiers disappeared into the long grass to hunt more prey. They had strict orders not to abandon their side of the camp in case another group tried to break through.
My soldiers and the refugees were well prepared on the western side of camp, but were confronted by a sizable force. I arrived on the scene as twelve brutes broke through the line of the militia before me. I noticed several militia tiger-kind stepping back and beginning their shifts, but they would be too late to plug the hole that the brutes had caused. With a roar, I entered the fray. I charged the twelve brutes, plugging the breach alone as Sergeant Aldo and several soldiers ran to catch up.
Meeting the enemy, my blades were a whirlwind of death. I slashed the hamstring of one opponent with my dagger while stabbing my sword deep into the chest of another. The number of opponents meant that they quickly surrounded me, but they weren’t well coordinated and got in each other’s way.
I used my blades to disembowel another opponent and slit the throat of the fourth before the press of bodies became too close to effectively maneuver the blades. Dropping my weapons, I focused my shift and, instead of allowing the entire change, I only shifted below my elbows. My hands and forearms became more muscular, and my fingernails became the large, razor-sharp claws of a monster.
It was a strange sensation, holding the shift to only one part of my body like this. The urge to finish the change was ever present, but I suppressed it without my clawed hands changing back. I’d never read of anyone doing this before me. It made me wonder if it was a skill of all noble bloodlines or a unique trait of the Feros.
I raked faces, tore out throats, and slashed arteries with reckless abandon. I felt the occasional stab of pain on my exposed skin or in the gaps of my armor from a saurian slash or bite. The sensation only served to let me know where the enemy was in relation to my position. My retaliation for the pain was swift, and it wasn’t long before I stood alone, covered in blood.
I shifted my clawed hands back to my human form and surveyed the surrounding area. I’d apparently not stopped my forward momentum when I moved to plug the breach in our lines. Instead of being parallel with the soldiers and militia, I was out in front of them. Many more than twelve saurians lie around me, and one of the shredded beasts had the telltale sign of leadership hanging around his neck.
I added the token to my collection as I searched for my sword and dagger. I quickly found and retrieved them from the bodies of slain enemies on the ground. Both had been sticking out of fatal wounds on separate brutes. As I wiped the blades clean on the scaled bodies of those I’d slain, I registered the surrounding silence.
The occasional roar of a shifted soldier or militia member rang out from the long grass as they hunted retreating saurians. Their orders were not to range too far from the camp, but I couldn’t blame them for wanting to maximize the death they sowed while in their beast forms. After all, at the end of their shift, they’d be left weak and vulnerable. Every saurian killed was one that couldn’t attack us later.
I turned and focused on the soldiers behind me. Sergeant Aldo, along with my guard contingent and at least fifty of the militia, were all staring at me with their mouths hanging open. Several of them were naked, having already shifted back to human form. I pretended to be oblivious to the stares. Instead, I focused on making my way through the knee high stack of bodies around me towards their location.
“Sir, are… are you hurt?” one of the militia asked me with a tremble in his voice as I made it back to the formation. They were all still staring. Even Sergeant Aldo hadn’t quite recovered yet.
“I’m fine, but it looks like many aren’t. See to our wounded and make sure all of our enemies on the ground are dead. Also, sound horns to get the shifted that are hunting to return,” I said addressing the soldiers and militia before me. They all hit their fists to their chests in salute, bowed, and moved off to follow my orders.
“Sergeant Aldo, what’s the overall status of the camp? I seem to have become too focused on my own fight to keep track of it all,” I admitted guiltily. My question and admission were enough to snap him out of his stupor.
“Sir, it looks like the saurians meant to hit us primarily from the west. The northern and southern attacks were merely skirmishes meant to infiltrate the camp or draw our focus away from the main strike. We lost no one on the north, but we’ve lost twenty Silvanti soldiers here with another ten wounded. The imperials appear to have lost some twenty-five soldiers with no seriously injured but haven’t told us officially. The townspeople gave a good showing, losing fifty with the same number wounded,” he said, and I felt a weariness in my chest at such losses.
Sergeant Aldo continued to speak, drawing me out of my depression at our losses. “Sir, we estimate nearly seven hundred saurians involved in the attack. They were overwhelming the militia when we arrived. Where they broke through would have been the collapse of our line until you charged the breach. There were so many of them that my men and I couldn’t get to you. We had many shift so they could bolster the line of shields but feared it wouldn’t be enough,” he said reliving what he’d just experienced. He stopped and took a breath before saying what was on his mind.
He looked me in the eye as he continued. “Sir, I knew you would be dead. There was a swarm of saurians in front of us so thick we couldn’t even see you. Then, the pressure on the line diminished as they all seemed to be drawn into the swarm,” he said while looking down at my bloody hands. He then looked beyond me to where I had been with awe and disbelief.
I turned and looked at the field from which I’d come. It immediately hit me. There were at least seventy or eighty of the enemy lying dead in a concentrated area. Some of their dead were stacked up to waist high.
I didn’t know what to say and nodded mechanically before turning back toward the refugee camp. Taking a deep breath, I steadied myself before saying anything.
“Let’s go see to the dead and wounded,” I said as I took my first steps back towards those we were trying to protect. I absently wondered if maybe I wasn’t the most dangerous thing the townspeople faced on their way to the safety of Fort Granas.
Sergeant Iglias along with Tristan found me amongst the refugees a little while later. They relieved the two soldiers that had been assigned as my personal bodyguard, despite my arguing that I didn’t need one, by Sergeant Aldo. Dried blood still covered me, and they both kept looking at me like they were waiting for me to suddenly turn savage. I continued to help gather the deceased and salvage what supplies and equipment we could from the battle field. When the job was done, I’d clean the gore away.
I nodded in recognition at their arrival, but said nothing as I returned to carrying a militia soldier’s body to the pyre that would soon be lit. Someone else would go through his things and decide what we could salvage. Someone had already taken the soldier’s weapon and shield to be redistributed among the survivors.
They might not be trained soldiers, but the townspeople were as efficient of scavengers as I’d seen. They even recovered scraps of leather and clothing that my soldiers and I would consider trash. I would have asked them about it, but every time I came close to them, they stopped speaking and just stared at me.
I heard more than saw Sergeant Iglias nudge Tristan towards me at my side. Ever since the battle, my senses had been heightened even more than they normally were. I stopped my work and faced them. I’d not be whispered about. If there was something to say, I’d have it said to my face.
Tristan started to say something then stopped. He did this twice before coming to some conclusion. He stepped forward with resolve and put his hand on my shoulder as he spoke.
“Valian, a lot of wild stories are going around right now. The townspeople don’t know what to think. They’re saying you killed one hundred saurians by yourself, mostly with your bare hands. They’re also saying you can partially shift at will. Talk to me. What happened out there?”
His words and his hand on my shoulder got me out of my own head. I stood there looking at him for a moment, preparing to explain what had happened. Instead, as I made eye contact, he continued, “We’ve counted. One hundred twenty eight saurians died by your claws.”
I came up short at the revelation. I didn’t see how I could have possibly done so much damage, but I knew he wouldn’t lie to me. It further reinforced the fear that I might be more dangerous to everyone than the saurians. During the battle, the violence had carried me away. I’d given my beast free reign. If I lost control like that again, there was no telling whether I’d be an asset or terror to my own forces.
Tristan seemed to follow my train of thought. “Your soldiers are with you. The townspeople are wary, but trust you. Just warn us before you go all apocalyptic again. Oh, and if you get some kind of following, as your best friend, I get my pick of the female groupies,” he said with a cocky smile on his face.
“I disagree with that. As the senior sergeant, I should get first pick of the ladies,” Sergeant Iglias said, surprising both Tristan and me, and completely banishing the last of my melancholy.
Tristan burst out laughing so hard that he doubled over for a moment. Eventually he composed himself enough to look serious again. “Now, sir, we should get you cleaned up. You look scary as hell covered in blood, and you’ll have to talk with the beautiful knight before we move out again,” he said with a wink.
“I wonder if Selene knows you think Lady Kyla is attractive, or that you want your choice of female supplicants,” I mused to myself as I moved to follow the two towards the long grasses. With the absence of readily available water, I’d have to scrub the blood off of my body with the tall grasses that dominated the landscape. It wasn’t ideal, but the moisture in the grasses would get the job done. For a moment I saw true terror in Tristan’s eyes and laughed at my friend’s reaction.
We swung by where I’d set up my bedroll and picked up a change of clothes along with one of my other tabards. Glancing at my current clothing, I’d need them. As I stood in the seven foot tall grass ripping handfuls out and scouring my body with it in the pre-dawn light, my suspicions were verified. I saw that the only thing keeping my clothing on was my armor.
My armor had deep scratches and punctures from claws and teeth but was otherwise intact. After I’d removed my armor, I saw saurian claws had left my shirt shredded in several places and it barely held together. My pants weren’t in much better shape. Looking at the damaged outfit, I noticed that I’d been scratched, stabbed, or bitten pretty much anywhere that had been reachable. Apparently, my new abilities made me almost impossible to kill unless someone started separating body parts. While I was a little taken aback by the amount of damage I’d received in the battle, I found a new appreciation for my overpowered regeneration.
Sergeant Iglias and Tristan let me clean up in peace, but I could see their looks between each other as I inspected my clothing and tried to remove dried blood from my skin. It was abundantly clear the saurians had inflicted immeasurable damage during the battle, but thinking back on it, I couldn’t really remember it. Only vague stabs and pinches registered during the red-hazed fight, for which I was grateful. I had no desire to remember all the damage I’d taken in clear details.
After allowing myself as much alone time as I could, I got dressed in my fresh clothing and had Tristan help strap on my armor and weapons. I took a moment to look at the enemy necklaces I’d collected, of which I now had ten.
The necklaces looked to be fashioned from pieces of bone. The white, porous material had small holes drilled through it, allowing the beasts to pass a leather cord through the individual pieces. Though they were large, the bones weighed less than expected. While each one was elaborate, I noticed that all the pieces save for the very front one were identical.
On a whim, I took the leather cord out of the seam of my ruined shirt and compared it to the size of the cord of the necklaces. Happy with the similarity, I broke each of the fancy trophies and remove the unique middle piece. After I’d taken the ten pieces off, I threaded them on my own leather cord and tied it together. The result was a trophy that laid on top of my tabard. It had elaborately carved figures along my front with room for adding new pieces at a later time. I had a feeling I’d have ample opportunity to expand the piece in the future.
“It looks much better than the earlier arrangement, sir,” Sergeant Iglias said, “I worried you’d look like a homeless beggar with all the baubles around your neck. This way, you’ll have more room for trophies should we keep killing saurian leaders.”
I nodded and agreed with his assessment as we headed back towards the camp. I’d put off speaking with Lady Kyla long enough. The sun would be breaking over the horizon soon. Then it would be time to march again.
Sergeant Iglias filled me in on how he and the other sergeants had redistributed the soldiers after the battle. We now had three groups. One group would stay with the refugees and help coordinate the militia while the other two would shadow the formation. We’d have slightly less flexibility in our maneuvers, but it was all we could do.
As we walked through the camp, I noticed something drawn on the equipment of the Silvanti soldiers and militia troops. The symbol was a crescent moon shape with five claw marks slashing through it. The militia and soldiers had the pattern drawn on the faces of their shields while the soldiers also had it above the house symbol on their tabards.
I looked over at Sergeant Iglias with a raised eyebrow. “Your new symbol, sir. The dye was made with the ashes from the campfires and water. Tristan and I didn’t want to draw ours on until after you’d seen it on the others,” he said in explanation. Not knowing what to say, I nodded. I was honored by the gesture the soldiers had shown me.
“Someone else will have to draw the symbol on my own tabards. I’m not an artist, and I’m sure I’ll somehow mess it up if I try,” I said a short time later to Tristan’s snickering. Sergeant Iglias assured me that the best artist in the army would see to it as soon as we got marching.
All levity died as we entered what was left of the imperial camp. They had taken care of the dead and wounded, but it was easy to track the deep furrows and disturbed earth where fighting had occurred.
“Ah, if it isn’t the scourge of the saurians,” One of the lieutenants, the weasel-kind, said as I approached. The other lieutenant snickered at the comment, but I didn’t give them the satisfaction of a response. He might have been trying to insult me, but his scent still spoke of fear.
“Lieutenant Valian, what can we help you with?” Lady Kyla asked, ignoring her subordinates’ remarks. Her face was the same impassive mask as always, but I could sense fatigue and sadness in her eyes. She had cleaned off after the battle, but light scarring on her arms showed where her regeneration had repaired damage received in battle. I was pleased to see she fought alongside her own soldiers, instead of running like the officers and nobility in my own house.
“I came first and foremost to offer my condolences for the soldiers you lost. I also wanted to make sure your people would be ready to march at dawn,” I said in as neutral a tone as I could. Her piercing gaze and tense body language indicated the knight was on a knife’s edge after the battle.
She smiled at my words though it didn’t reach her eyes. “Thank you for your respect towards our fallen, lieutenant. I appreciate it. I feel that all leaders mourn when they lose soldiers under their command. I know that is the way of it for me. By your eyes, I suspect it’s the same for you,” she said looking my in the eye for a moment before averting her gaze. I saw much loss in the green eyes before they looked away.
The contact was an acknowledgement of the same burden. I found it touching, but all too soon the moment was gone, and the impassive face I’d come to associate with Lady Kyla returned. “We’ll be ready to march without issue at first light,” she said, and I took her tone as a sign of dismissal.
I gave a slight bow and turned to leave. While I processed what had just happened, I didn’t catch the knowing look between Sergeant Iglias and Tristan.




Chapter 16

First light came and went without incident as we continued our trek to Fort Granas. The night’s battle ensured that everyone was awake and ready when it was time to depart, and the refugees were just as motivated to move as the soldiers were. All of us were nothing short of eager to leave this place.
Despite our willingness to get moving, our pace left something to be desired. The battle had taken any rest we’d gotten before midnight. The only positive thing left behind was the massive pile of saurian bodies and the pyramid of heads mirroring them on the side of the road.
It was a disturbing thing to think of those testaments to death as positive, but as I looked at the bodies of our enemies, I saw worth in my soldiers’ struggles and sacrifices. We may have taken losses, but we’d made the saurians pay a far steeper price. It was with grim satisfaction I marched down the road with the remaining Silvanti army.
I worried that the death of so many townspeople would make it impossible to replenish the losses and stand up the militia. Instead, I found an overabundance of willing recruits. We had more able bodies than we had weapons and shields. Even the town representatives showed an interest in being a part of the force.
The reasons for this were twofold. First, everyone saw the armed townspeople stand against the saurians and prevail. They had faced the object of their fear and anger and won. Their success brought volunteers in droves. Second, rumors of my exploits during the battle had become widely known. My story had spread like wildfire among the camp. With such fantastical claims, the refugees held out hope that I could lead them through this danger to safety.
With the rumors of what I’d done permeating the camp, I found myself more isolated than ever. Many of the refugees and Silvanti soldiers looked at me with a respect that made me uncomfortable. At the same time, I saw a cautious hope in the eyes of some imperial soldiers. Those that didn’t idolize me smelled of fear whenever I got too close.
The only ones that seemed to be unfazed by my exploits were the more senior sergeants and Tristan, who I moved to my guard detail along with Selene. They both insisted on training the scout groups, but Sergeant Iglias convinced them they’d be of better use near me. I needed people that wouldn’t fear speaking their minds around me.
Tristan, as my best friend, was the only unranked soldier that fit the bill, and I told him as much. Selene didn’t know me well enough to be as open, but I saw in her personality the potential to look past my rank and aura given time. Besides, Tristan would have killed me if I left her on the scout detail without him.
The two imperial lieutenants openly refuted what they’d heard of my exploits, but they only did so when away from me. After several near altercations, they figured out that the refugees felt indebted to me and took offense at their naysaying. I enjoyed watching the two officers put in their place by commoners, so I let it go without confronting them myself.
We marched throughout the day, only stopping to give the townspeople short breaks. We ate trail rations on the move, and those needing to use the restroom did so in groups while the formation continued traveling.
To pass the time during the march, I contented myself with watching the nearby Silvanti soldiers train the militia troops. It was with a sense of pride that I watched my soldiers interact with the refugees. I found no end of enjoyment in seeing the militia trying so hard to learn. Watching them made me realize that I truly considered all the Silvanti soldiers following me to be my army.
As I observed my soldiers helping the townspeople, I noticed the sensation of being watched. At first, I couldn’t figure out from where the feeling was originating. After several instances, I realized it was from Kyla watching me interact with my people.
I began to ponder the situation I was approaching. We would arrive at the fort in another two-and-a-half days of marching at this pace. Assuming we survived, we’d meet back up with the rest of the Silvanti nobles. These were the same nobles that had left their troops to die. The soldiers’ feelings of abandonment were obvious every time I mentioned the other Silvanti officers. Each of them had chosen to wear my symbol, which I also now wore, on their shields and above their house crest. I couldn’t, in good faith, give them back to the command of those that had run away.
I spent most of the day thinking about the situation with Silvanti House, and before I knew it, it was time to make camp again. Sending out soldiers from the two scouting parties, we ascertained that we had again been shadowed, but from a much greater distance than they’d previously approached. The enemy movements were a mystery, but my soldiers and the militia would be ready no matter what happened. We established clearly defined watch details just in case an attack came. We wouldn’t be taken by surprise.
While we tried to prepare the main camp for an attack, the imperial soldiers continued to focus on their own area. I didn’t know why they refused to integrate into the main force at night, but they wouldn’t be moved on the subject. I resigned myself to the fact they wouldn’t work with us unless the saurians tried to wipe us out again.
Our caution might have kept us from getting as much sleep as we otherwise would have, but the night passed without incident. No attack came, and as we prepared for the second day’s march, my scouts reported evidence of only a few saurians coming near our position while the main force slept. We were cautiously optimistic as we continued on for the second day.
During our travel, my regular soldiers practiced various formation and movement drills with portions of the militia. They would give signals, and those participating in the drills would have to quickly form up into groups from their positions among the refugees. Throughout it all, they made sure armed personnel constantly covered the outer edges.
The maneuvers were sloppy at first, and the imperial soldiers laughed at the disorganized movements. Despite the rough start, things became crisper and more disciplined as the day progressed. By the evening, even Lady Kyla shocked everyone by commenting on the progress of the militia.
We were all sure the enemy would attack us on the last night of camping before we reached a secured location. In our minds, there was no way they’d pass up our last night of vulnerability before arriving at the fort. The entire refugee camp along with the regular soldiers had a nervous energy running throughout for the entire night. It reminded me of the air before a thunderstorm, the potential for action and violence was there, though nothing happened.
Despite our nervousness and certainty of an impending attack, none came. We marched at dawn without delay. My scouts again reported that small numbers of saurians had observed the camp, but no real numbers challenged us or came near. The rumor floating among the refugees and soldiers was that the enemy was scared to engage us after the fight we’d given them.
“What do you think their reason for not attacking is?” Lady Kyla asked me as we walked down the hard-packed road. It had been the topic of discussion for everyone since we began the last morning’s march, but I was still surprised that she asked for my opinion.
“Honestly, I suspect they want us in the fort,” I replied as I looked out over our surroundings. The terrain had changed again. Where once long grasses waved in the wind for as far as the eye could see, it was now being replaced by new vegetation. Short, stubby grasses and bushes with occasional bare spots of sand dotted the landscape and offered no cover. The gently rolling hills that could conceal large groups had given way to flat land with no elevations or depressions.
“What makes you think that?” the weasel-kind lieutenant asked in his ever present smug tone when it was clear I wasn’t going to readily share anymore. Over the last couple of days, I’d really come to dislike the bastard and had to keep myself from reacting to his attitude.
“I think they have a much larger force than what we’ve seen so far. If I was them, and I’d lost several small battles to a group like ours, I’d give up on trying to wipe them out. Our destination is clear. We’re traveling with no real food or supplies, and once we arrive, they’ll know where all of their enemies in the area are located. In their shoes, I’d stop worrying about small engagements and think about either a siege or trying to draw the full enemy out into a large decisive battle. Either way, having our party join up with the main force only makes that easier. I suspect their last attack was as much from a sense of indignation at us surviving their initial assaults as it was from anything else,” I said looking out at nothing in particular.
Everyone was quiet after my assessment. I’d given them quite a bit on which to think. If I was correct, while we had inflicted casualties, we hadn’t really touched the saurians’ true numbers.
“If you’re right, a prolonged siege will be their most likely course of action. The fort has several deep wells supplying its water but not unlimited food stores. With our people there, it will mean over ten thousand mouths to feed. They could keep us hemmed in while they supplied their forces from the nearby plains until we were too weak to put up a real fight,” Lady Kyla said.
The conversation ended after Lady Kyla gave her assessment. The weight of the truth was too much for levity. We each felt like we were heading into an uncertain future. The only absolute was that there was violence and conflict ahead. We continued the march in an anxious silence.
Despite the melancholy that hung over the leadership, the refugees and soldiers were in gradually better moods. A speck on the horizon grew larger and larger throughout the day. Eventually, the speck became an unclear mass, then an imposing structure that lorded over the entire area. The finish line was in sight. We were almost there. Each step closer was another weight off the backs of the soldiers and townspeople.
The fort was a testament to the Soltaran Empire’s wealth and power. It was also an example of the extravagance that some attributed to the empire’s decay. Built to house upwards of thirty thousand troops, Fort Granas was the last great structure on the eastern border.
An imperial prince supposedly commissioned it as a show of his strength when he assumed the throne. Not a single stone was local, and it was rumored several hundred slaves had died during its construction. While the fort was impressive, it was so tactically unnecessary it bordered on ridiculous. There were places in the heart of the empire that had nowhere near this level of security. Its large size added to its remote location ensured that the fort hadn’t been even half staffed for decades.
As the sun found its position directly overhead, we finally came close enough to make out details. While the outer stones were impressive, noticeable cracks and seams had formed. That these faults hadn’t been repaired spoke volumes.
Despite its flaws, the fort still looked intimidating. The walls were easily thirty feet tall with a length and depth that could support thousands atop them. Besides the abundance of space for defenders, the top of the outer defenses sported evenly spaced platforms for artillery equipment every twenty feet or so, though only a few such pieces were visible. Small gaps were periodically placed along the wall face at various heights for arrows and spears to be used against an invader. Each corner even had a tower that would be perfect for large catapults. Even though the spaces were empty, it was almost possible to imagine how formidable such weapons would be mounted on the walls.
After the ordeal of the last several days, I could see everyone’s morale soar at being so close to shelter. I was proud that my soldiers maintained discipline and stayed vigilant instead of getting wrapped up in the excitement. Even the militia members, taking their cue from my soldiers, remained much more stoic than the other refugees.
At close to three hundred yards from the fort, the gargantuan metal gates opened with a loud shrieking sound. A mounted patrol of one hundred imperial soldiers exited the large gate. They took their time to form up into neat rows before slowly trotting in our direction.
I briefly debated calling my soldiers into a single formation as the mounted patrol approached to make it easier for them to surround us. There was no longer any cover to inspect or watch out for, and we were close enough to be protected by the troops in the fort. My two shadowing patrols offered no added advantage whatsoever.
Despite all of this information, I decided not to call the soldiers into a solid formation until I saw what the mounted forces would do. As we got closer to the mounted patrol, I could make out the details of the leading officer. He was riding an impressive battle charger, and it looked as if he thought the entire world was beneath him. He also wore the rank of captain complete with knight insignia exactly like Lady Kyla’s.
A part of me thought on the possible reasons to have multiple knights on the same backwater campaign. The other part focused on his haughty expression as he led his well-polished soldiers towards us. It didn’t appear that the two of us would be getting along with one another.
“Please have your soldiers and the refugees stop,” Lady Kyla said in a quiet tone only those closest to her could hear. I was so surprised at the politeness of her request I obliged her without hesitation. I signaled for the men to stop, and the militia followed suit. It wasn’t a popular decision as, so close to safety, many of the refugees couldn’t understand why we would stop for any reason. The irritation was plain to read on their faces. I felt for them and understood their frustration, but it didn’t change my mind.
The captain and her small contingent of lieutenants, along with a handful of guards, walked forward to meet the mounted knight. Instead of having his men ride around the entire refugee formation, the officer had his soldiers stop behind him in formation to wait. It wasn’t lost on me how far the mounted troops stopped from us, and Lady Kyla had to walk for several minutes to get there.
Anyone observing the exchange couldn’t miss the insult. They were of the same rank, yet he treated her with disdain. The faces of many around me reflected the irritation I felt at such petty actions.
The passive aggressiveness of the mounted leader aside, Lady Kyla’s composure impressed me. I couldn’t see what they said once she arrived within speaking range, but it clearly disturbed him. Their exchange lasted for several minutes before he turned his mount sharply and rode back towards the gates with his unit scrambling to keep up.
Lady Kyla looked weary after the exchange but signaled for us to continue moving. At my command the ponderously slow gaggle of refugees began moving again. Now that the knight and his soldiers had ridden off, I gave the order for the Silvanti troops to fall in behind the refugees.
It was just me, along with Tristan and Selene as my bodyguards, at the front of the refugees when we reached Lady Kyla’s location. Her two lieutenants looked angry, but she’d re-established the neutral mask I expected from her.
“Is everything alright?” I asked cautiously once we were in easy speaking range. The town representatives had moved in closer to us from the middle of the group so they could hear what we said. I had to commend them. For being civilian commoners, they were extremely brave in trying to stay involved with the nobles. I hoped that impulse wouldn’t get them into trouble now that we would be near so many other houses.
“Everything is fine. My fellow knight was simply expressing everyone’s displeasure at my delay in returning. They also relayed my orders from Princess Emilia,” she said in that same neutral tone she adopted anytime she spoke of duties or unpleasantness.
Her words stopped me in my tracks. “There is a member of the imperial line here at Fort Granas?” I asked incredulously. Meeting one of the Cruento line had been risky enough. I didn’t even want to think about what one of the royal family would say at hearing my bloodline. When I’d first seen Lady Kyla with her knighthood insignia, I’d written off the possibility of her being assigned to the imperial family. I just thought they assigned her to some official with connections.
“Yes, Emilia Saeva is the sixth daughter of Emperor Rhydian the eighth. Her mother is the emperor’s fourth concubine, so while she has her father’s name, she’s far removed from the line of succession. Her father gifted her the Governorship of Tor’s Rest, and she’s leading this year’s campaign on the eastern front,” Lady Kyla said as if it was common information.
“Based on some of my reading, a member of the imperial line of her rank would have four knights escorting them,” I said as much to myself as asked the knight before me. How one of her personal knights got so far away from the fort was a mystery I chose to ignore.
A nod from her confirmed the information to be true. After a few moments of thinking, I decided on a course of action I thought would be best for everyone. “Very well. Lady Kyla, I appreciate your willingness to share such information with me. I also appreciate what you and your people have done for these townspeople. Should you ever need anything of me, do not hesitate to find me,” I said and bowed.
The gesture caught her off guard, and she bowed in acknowledgement of the respect I’d given her. For beast-kind, honor and strength came before all. My offer of help was a very real thing. If she ever called on me, I’d be honor bound to come to her aid.
“I can see why the imperial line would fear your blood. Even as a mere lieutenant of a mediocre house, you still offer thanks and support as if you were a force to be reckoned with,” she said grinning. I would have normally been offended, but I could sense she wasn’t making fun of me.
“Regardless of your rank or station, I believe they may be right to be cautious. In just a handful of days, you’ve led your men against our enemy and organized a militia of several hundred townspeople. I thank you for your support and offer the same of myself. Also, when not in an official capacity, I’d like for you to just call me Kyla,” she said sincerely. Touched by the partial thawing of her professional exterior, I requested she drop my titles as well when not in formal environments.
Our exchange complete, I shared my idea for our marching order from here on out. All the imperial soldiers would march in a solid formation in front. The refugees and wounded from all parties would follow after them. I, along with the able-bodied Silvanti army, would bring up the rear.
The divide would allow for the imperials to march in a place of honor while separating our two groups as much as possible. Hopefully, the separation would allow Silvanti House to enter without too much notice. My entire army had done an amazing job, but being noticed by more powerful houses or the imperial family could cause a lot of problems for us.
She only hesitated for a moment as she thought about my plan. “Very well, Valian, I agree to your plan. Though, I would like to point out that you have several hundred refugees wearing your symbol on their clothing. Many of them are also carrying swords and shields. You may escape notice this instant, but I doubt you’ll stay hidden for long,” she said in an amused voice.
“Thank you, Kyla,” I said before smiling and executing a bow. She bowed in return and, just like that, we separated from one another for the remaining trek. As we formed up and walked towards the giant defensive structure before us, I found myself wondering what the future would hold.




Chapter 17

Despite its remote location, passing through the entryway of Fort Granas was an awe-inspiring experience. Being the last group to enter gave me and my soldiers plenty of time to appreciate the sheer size of the fort’s walls and gates. When we did finally enter, we couldn’t help but be impressed with how long it took to reach the other side.
The passage through the stone portal was elaborate and had been well thought out. As we marched through the nearly twenty feet of wall, no one could miss the murder holes all around and above us. If anyone ever breached the gates, the defenders would harass them with arrows and spears while pouring boiling oil on them from above. Another set of iron gates sat at the end of the devastating tunnel. I couldn’t imagine trying to force the internal gates open with such defenses in place. As long as the fort wasn’t completely overwhelmed with numbers, I didn’t see a realistic way for it to fall to an attacker. Its outer defenses were too thick, and its access points were too easily defended.
As we stepped back out into the light, there was a flurry of activity going on all around us. The refugees were being led deeper into the fort. The wounded were being assisted and taken in a different direction. Soldiers from different houses were moving in various directions. I assumed that they were going on guard detail or being relieved from their shift. Everything was like a well-oiled machine crossed with a beehive. Everyone was getting something done, but in the whole, it was chaos.
“State your name, the number of troops you’re leading, and your house affiliation,” a bored sounding fox-kind said as I led my soldiers past the guards posted on either side of the fort’s entrance. I pulled my attention from the surrounding activity so I could focus on the officer who’d just addressed me. He was a younger lieutenant like myself, but had all the military bearing of a green recruit.
There were primarily two classes of nobles that served as imperial officers. The first were the elites, such as Kyla Cruento, whose bloodline was so old and connected to the empire so strongly that it guaranteed her a place of prominence among the imperial army. Many of these old lines sent their youngest offspring to serve the empire. Though I hadn’t asked her, I was willing to bet Kyla had older siblings that ran the Cruento House affairs separate from the empire’s interests.
The second class consisted of nobles who weren’t exactly the cream of the crop. These officers haled from defunct houses that owed a debt to the empire or nobles who were just above commoners in terms of their bloodline’s strength. Those with debts were obligated to serve the imperial army for almost no money, and those from weaker bloodlines had little hope of rising in the ranks. With an army of hundreds of thousands, the empire just needed bodies sometimes.
The lieutenant before me was of the weaker variety. It was clear by his wrinkled tabard, unkempt facial hair and dirty armor that he was resigned to his lot in life. I was acutely aware of the fact that, had I been a bastard from a different noble house, this could have easily been my fate. The thought disturbed me. I shook it off as soon as it surfaced, deciding that even then, I would have tried to better my position somehow.
As my focus turned to the slovenly dressed lieutenant, I could see him struggling under the pressure of my aura. I had forgotten that it was still radiating out at full strength as I hadn’t had to restrict it these last several days. Paying closer attention to the imperial and other house troops around me, I realized it was time to reign in my presence.
With my aura brought back under control, the soldiers surrounding us outside of my command visibly relaxed, though the fox-kind lieutenant still looked nervous. I answered his question and added that my senior command should have already arrived. He hurriedly flipped through his log book, in what I assumed was a search for the entry containing the other Silvanti House troops in the fort. When he didn’t find it in his book, he had to go into the guardhouse and get another log to look through. We repeated this process three times.
After over an hour, he found what he was looking for and added several lines to the original entry. His log updated, he called one of his soldiers forward to lead us to where the other Silvanti House troops had been quartered. I’d been trying my best to hold back my growing irritation with minimal success. It was clear by his nervous glances in my direction that he was ready for me to be away from his station.
In moments, we were walking deeper into the fort’s buildings in the direction the refugees had been going earlier. As big as Fort Granas was, while a campaign was using it, it was essentially a town. As we walked, I noticed several shops on either side of the road. The further we went, the more services I saw available. There were tanners, weapon smiths, armor smiths, jewelry shops, taverns, brothels, various trinket vendors, food vendors, and even an area set up as a slave market. Anything you could want could be found for sale within the fort.
I remembered Fort Granas’ layout from one of the books that Karsam had stored in the (now burned) wagon. Main thoroughfares passed through the center of the fort running north, south, east and west. They all led from gates like we’d just entered towards the central keep, which was protected by a secondary wall taller than the first. The princess and senior imperial leadership along with their forces would all be garrisoned within the central structure.
House troops and the camp followers used the space between the perimeter defenses and the inner wall. The camp followers hoped to make money off the concentration of soldiers. The soldiers appreciated the goods and services provided to them by the merchants. The atmosphere was closer to that of a festival than a military fort. I would have enjoyed it had our situation not been so dire. These people didn’t even know they were in danger yet.
There were smaller roads branching off in every direction that led to various open squares and housing areas. Each housing area comprised four barracks buildings that butted up against one another, leaving only a narrow entrance into a central courtyard and drill space. Each of the barracks buildings were three stories tall and could hold up to five hundred soldiers a piece. It wasn’t spacious, but it beat sleeping outside. You could tell if noble houses were staying in the barracks buildings and which one by the banners that hung at the entrances.
It was to just such a place our escort led us. The entrance had the Silvanti House crest along with another that I didn’t recognize hanging before it. Besides the two noble house pennants, there was one other that was a surprise to see. It was a plain white cloth that looked more like a bed sheet hanging next to the two crests. Surprisingly, the sheet sported the same drawn symbol of a crescent moon with five slash marks that my troops and the militia sported on their shields and clothes.
Looking at the faces of the surrounding sergeants, I wasn’t the only one surprised by this development. Our imperial guide gave a bow and quickly excused himself, I could smell the subtle hint of fear coming from him.
“Any thoughts?” I asked Sergeant Iglias as I walked into the housing area. We were about to come face to face with those that had abandoned their army, and I had no idea how it would go.
“Sir, the army is harboring a lot of anger. I suggest you keep everyone on a tight leash for the time being, at least until you’ve squared things away with the other officers. I’m including myself in that,” Sergeant Iglias said in a low tone so that only I, Tristan, Selene and the sergeants nearby could hear him.
Surprised, I turned to look at Sergeant Iglias. He didn’t look away from my piercing gaze, and in his eyes, I could see the intense anger at the army’s abandonment. Looking at the surrounding soldiers, I saw more of the same.
“Very well,” I whispered to myself before turning back and striding into the courtyard of the housing area. “All right soldiers; form up facing Silvanti’s building,” I ordered loudly as we entered the courtyard. The commotion alerted those in the surrounding buildings to our presence, and I saw a flurry of activity around us.
As the soldiers arranged themselves in the center of the courtyard, I looked around and got my bearings. The building to the far left of the courtyard and the one who’s back closed in the housing area had my symbol on a white sheet hanging next to their doors. My symbol could only mean the refugees from Vega Point were using the buildings. The Silvanti symbol hung in front of the building across from where we entered. The unknown symbol stood before the building to our right.
I noticed that two of the militia were posted as guards at each of the refugee areas. While their discipline impressed me, I couldn’t break my focus on the entrance to Silvanti’s space right then. The next few moments were too important to get distracted.
A single soldier stood guard at the entrance of the Silvanti building looking uncomfortable. I had seen his counterpart duck into the doorway to alert the leadership as we’d entered the courtyard. I also noticed the unknown house’s guards watching on high alert. Two of their officers were standing just inside their doorway monitoring the situation.
It didn’t take long for Colonel Karsam along with Aaryn, Roland Vinea and a limping and bandaged Maxon Vinea to step out of the dark entryway assigned to Silvanti House. Stephan was mysteriously absent. Letting my aura radiate from me, I looked each of them in the eye. Karsam, who was shadowed by Lathian, had a weary look on his face, while the Vineas and Aaryn were openly hostile.
I didn’t want to speak in the open. There were too many eyes on the situation for it to end in anything good. Recognizing the same thing, Colonel Karsam spoke from his place in front of the doors. “Valian, please step inside so we can discuss the way forward. I swear upon my honor that no harm will befall you during our meeting.” His words seemed to placate the soldiers at my back.
“Sergeant Iglias, I place you in charge of the soldiers until my return. Keep most of them in formation until all of this is resolved, but dispatch a detail to aid and check on the needs of the refugees. Also coordinate training time this evening for the militia. We still have a lot of work to do before we meet the enemy again,” I said as I stepped forward to follow Colonel Karsam.
At a nod, Tristan and Selene both stepped in behind me while Sergeant Iglias gave orders to the soldiers. I glanced back at my two shadows. I could have used my aura to make them return to the formation, but it would have only caused more problems. Their faces were grim and determined, and I wouldn’t be the one to deny them the right to carry out their duties as my bodyguards. “This is going to go so well,” I muttered to myself as we entered the building. The snort from Tristan told me he’d heard my sarcasm.
I followed the remaining Silvanti nobles up to the second floor, then down the hall. We entered a conference room large enough to seat twenty people in basic chairs around a large table of unfinished wood. Two large windows in the upper portion of the room’s outer wall provided light for the entire space. There were also several large lanterns on the wall for overcast days or nighttime meetings. I liked the room as soon as I entered; it was functional with none of the extravagance that the nobility seemed to love.
I took the seat below the two windows as Tristan and Selene positioned themselves on the wall behind and to either side of me. The other nobles, led by Karsam, took seats across from me. Inspecting everyone more closely, they looked tired, but no worse for wear. Maxon was the worst of the lot. He had angry red claw marks running down his face at an angle. They’d miraculously missed his eyes and lips, but stitches held his nose and face together. It wouldn’t have been so bad, but his face was swollen with black, yellow and blue bruising all over it from the damage he’d sustained.
“So, how would you like to start?” I asked Colonel Karsam as none of them seemed to want to speak first. I could cut the tension in the room with a knife, and I didn’t foresee it getting any better. This meeting was like lancing a wound; it was uncomfortable as hell, but had to be done to encourage healing. I didn’t think we’d be on positive terms any time soon, but I hoped to avoid bloodshed between us. There were plenty of enemies available without turning on each other.
“What’s this, then?” Major Vinea asked in an irritated voice, ignoring my question and gesturing at Tristan and Selene. To their credit, neither Tristan nor Selene moved or reacted to the major’s hostile tone or aura. Honestly, if anything did happen in this room, I had a feeling the real threat would come from Lathian. He’d silently taken up a position behind Colonel Karsam upon our entrance.
Lathian stood relaxed but ready in his protection of Karsam. I found it intriguing that he moved so freely around the other nobles as a slave. Despite his unconcerned posture, his eyes told a different story. They surveyed the room with a haughty arrogance, speaking to what he thought of our dealings with one another, but cataloging every detail. After his assessment of the room, his gaze fixed on me. His blatant staring was a constant irritation goading my inner beast.
“They are my bodyguards, major. A lot has happened in three days, and my soldiers decided a protective detail was in order. I wouldn’t deprive them of their honor by not allowing them to fulfill their duty,” I said to the major. I kept my eyes squarely on Lathian’s as he continued to stare at me with equal parts amusement and threat. The message was clear; I recognized the threat he posed but wouldn’t be intimidated.
The major snorted in derision, but other than that, no one made a sound for a long moment. Even the temperamental Aaryn stayed quiet. Karsam finally broke the stand-off. “That’s enough. Lathian, I gave my word he’d be unharmed, stand down. Valian, you’re right, a lot has happened. I suggest we share our stories and then find our way forward,” he said with a steel in his voice I admired.
After that, the hostility seemed to come back down to a neutral level, and we shared our stories of the events of the last several days. Karsam and the others painted a picture of an organized attack targeting the officers and senior sergeants among the army. As I’d guessed, the saurians had infiltrated the camp before springing the attack. To hear them all tell it, they’d barely made it to the horses and away with their lives.
Following their story, I told my own. I detailed what we found in the villages and what awaited us at Vega Point. I then told the state of the Silvanti army when we found them and how we used staying busy and engaging in training the militia to raise moral. Lastly, I described the attack against us and the remaining trek to the fort.
The other nobles stayed quiet throughout my story. At first, it was a grudging silence based on Karsam’s orders, but by the end of my story, they were genuinely listening. After I’d finished my telling of the events, I waited as the others contemplated what my story meant. Occasionally, I’d see eyes drift to the trophies around my neck.
Aaryn was the first to speak. “That’s quite the tale, Valian. Even if we accept it as truth, many things need to be worked out now that you’re here. Obviously, the soldiers will fall back under our command. Though, I wonder about the best method to deal with the refugees. They’re using Silvanti swords and shields and have been eating our field rations. That’s Silvanti property for which they didn’t pay. What about this symbol that the refugees have painted on everything? I even saw it on the soldiers’ shields and uniforms.”
It was clear by her tone that she wasn’t impressed by what she’d heard from me, and her attitude appeared to infect the Vineas. Their expressions went from neutral to aggressive as Aaryn spoke. By the time she finished, it was as if nothing I’d said mattered.
Had the townspeople’s sacrifices meant nothing? Families lost children, mothers and fathers. Their homes were surely destroyed by now. Despite their losses, they’d fought with pride and honor against both fear and the enemy. How could anyone so callously dismiss them?
I tried to hold back my temper, but Aaryn’s response and mis-aligned priorities pushed me over the edge. My aura radiated out, letting everyone in the room feel how angry I was. My hands and forearms shifted into their deadly beast forms as I slammed them down on the top of the table and dug deep furrows into the wood.
Speaking in little more than a growl, I addressed those before me. “The symbol is a sign of their respect and loyalty. It’s also a promise from me that I’ll do my best to protect them. A concept that Silvanti House seems to have forgotten. They know that I’d sacrifice myself before I left them abandoned. I’ve made that promise in blood.”
None of the nobles before me had an answer for that. They sat there in stunned silence after seeing my power and anger radiate out in such a manner. Even Lathian had gone pale at my display.
Using the moment of quiet to calm myself, I shifted my hands back to normal and forced myself to relax. I slowed my breathing and closed my eyes. I took a moment to tighten my vambraces back since I’d stretched their metal clasps during my partial shift. When I continued speaking, it was in a calm, even tone. “The soldiers with me will not be redistributed among you. They have no faith in a group of leaders that would leave them in the manner you did. As to the supplies and equipment the refugees are using, consider all of it as a loss. If I hadn’t organized the survivors and refugees, the equipment would be left to ghosts, and the rations would be rotting in the sun,” I said with a finality
“Everyone leave us. Lathian and your bodyguards can stare at each other in the hallway,” Colonel Karsam suddenly said. Tristan and Selene both looked to me at his order. I nodded for them to honor his request. The other nobles started to protest, but the look the colonel gave them left no room for argument. Colonel Karsam and I looked at each other without saying a word until everyone had left and the door had been closed.
“You’re sure you want to continue down this path?” Karsam asked as soon as we were alone. He appeared relaxed as he spoke, and his tone conveyed no emotion.
I let out a frustrated sigh before responding, “I have thought about it and see no alternative. The soldiers will not follow you and the other nobles after what has happened, and the refugees have all but sworn themselves to me. I’m not sure that all of them realize how difficult things will be, but they all know that a threat is out there. For some reason, they trust me to protect them from it. I’m hoping that by focusing on training and preparations, I can keep any panic at bay.”
Karsam nodded at my response before continuing. “I understand the soldiers’ anger. I’d be just as angry if I was in their position. That being said, my orders from my brother were clear. This campaign was supposed to be a chance for Aaryn and Maxon, as the future heads of Silvanti House, to grow closer and rub elbows with young members of other houses. I couldn’t risk losing either of them,” he said with a troubled look in his eyes. It was clear that his duty as the leader of the army and the instructions given to him by his brother left him conflicted.
“It would seem that the House of Fero has been born again,” he said as much to himself as he did to me after a moment of silence. His eyes were on the table before him, but they looked as if they were seeing something far away.




Chapter 18

It took a while to agree on all the details pertaining to the creation of my new house. Karsam was clever enough that even though my soldiers were angry with Silvanti House, there was still a bond between us. It seemed that he was playing the long game.
He agreed to overlook the insult to Silvanti House from my early dissolution of my oath as an officer. In return, Fero House would fulfill Silvanti’s obligation to the campaign since he no longer had the soldiers to do so. He also agreed to continue to pay the wages of the house-trained troops during the campaign if I would allow those that chose to stay with Silvanti to do so. I agreed, but with the caveat that it work both ways. He had to let any of his soldiers that wanted to join my forces do so without penalty.
The only sticking point was Bashita. She was an expensive acquisition for Silvanti House, but it didn’t suit her to stay in the academy stables. I ended up waiving my wage as an officer for the entire campaign to keep her. The money would have been useful, but, compared to her actual worth, it was a pittance to pay.
As we were finishing up, Karsam let me know which stable she was being housed in, as there were many within the fort. We then shook hands, and he asked if I wouldn’t mind giving him and his nobles the room so he could explain the situation. He assured me he’d do everything in his power to keep the others from causing me problems.
I stepped out of the conference room as Karsam called for the waiting Silvanti nobles to re-enter. Questioning looks fixed on me as we passed one another. Instead of speaking, I gave a slight bow to the others and signaled Tristan and Selene to follow me out. I headed down the hall towards the stairs without looking back. I was nearly out of the building when I heard the outraged shouting on the second floor. The other nobles were obviously not taking Karsam’s agreement well.
Most of the soldiers were still in formation in the drill square though Sergeant Iglias had allowed them to relax quite a bit. Some were even sitting down on the paving stones. They all stood up as I exited the building, and Sergeant Iglias called them to attention.
Looking at the formation before me, I decided that bluntness would serve me best. “All right soldiers,” I said loudly enough for everyone in the courtyard to hear me, “Colonel Karsam and I have come to an agreement. As of this moment, I’m the head of House Fero. The crescent moon with five slashes will be my symbol.” At this, the formation broke into excited whispering, and it took Sergeant Iglias and several of the others reminding the soldiers where they were to re-establish order.
I continued as if nothing had happened. “While I am starting a new house, any who wish to stay with Silvanti may do so without penalty or judgement. Likewise, any of the soldiers that retreated with the Silvanti officers may join my ranks without question or condemnation. Furthermore, I’ve worked out a deal with our former house. We will fulfill Silvanti’s obligation to the campaign in exchange for the sum of your wages.” Again, the formation fell into disorganized whispering, but this time a stern look from Sergeant Iglias was enough to get them back under control.
“I know that me making a deal with those who left you may not be a popular decision, but it is what I feel is best. Besides this formation, we have nearly nine hundred townspeople to protect and feed. We also have a militia of over three hundred soldiers to train. Those things take money, and Silvanti’s coin is as good as any. The saurians are outside the gates. Until we’ve defeated them, this is our home,” I continued. As I spoke, I saw the light of understanding and acceptance within the eyes of most of the soldiers. In that moment, I was truly proud to be their leader.
The rest of the evening was a blur of planning and delegating tasks. The townspeople readily swore their allegiance to Fero House. We split the soldiers between the two barracks that already had my crest hanging over them. Silvanti Soldiers delivered one hundred gold pieces from Karsam. A note was attached saying Silvanti had covered all of Major Vinea’s debt to Fero House. Fifteen of the twenty soldiers that had retreated with the Silvanti Officers also joined my ranks. They now had the same number of soldiers as they did officers.
I tasked several sergeants with organizing the militia and house-trained troops into one coherent force and establishing a training regimen for them. Others collected the old Silvanti tabards to trade for tabards representing my new house. We chose the colors of black and blue, and a shop guaranteed completion of our order within three days.
The most daunting and expensive task was the purchase and fitting of armor for over three hundred militia troops. I’d expected it to diminish our coffers, and I wasn’t disappointed. In the end, we managed to find several traders carrying used leather armor that fit our budget.
While we secured all the things necessary for the success of our house, I had several townspeople go out and buy as much preserved foods and traveling supplies as they were able. We ended up with a sizable surplus that could keep everyone fed and sheltered for over a month should we need it. The empire guaranteed everyone associated with a campaign a certain amount of food from the imperial stores, but I didn’t want to depend on it should things go poorly.
In all of our preparations, I was constantly moving. Whether it was training, strategy meetings, inspecting the new recruits, or one of a hundred other things, I was always busy. In the week following our arrival at the fort, though I had a room in one of the barracks, I was rarely there. I’d clean off and change in my quarters periodically, but that was about it. I’d never been so relieved to not need regular sleep, as it had become a commodity I couldn’t afford. Eventually, I had to add more soldiers to my bodyguard detail as Tristan and Selene couldn’t keep up by themselves.
A couple of days into my new role as a house leader, Karsam found me to deliver orders from the imperial force. It was Silvanti House’s, and by extension Fero House’s, turn to provide wall and security details for the main fort. The noble houses on campaign rotated through guard duty on the outer wall alongside the imperial troops. Luckily, the sergeants under my command were familiar with the practice and handled everything while providing me a report of the activities and time tables.
Things were running smoothly. We’d gotten our soldiers outfitted and replaced our tabards. The training of the militia forces was going well. The fact we were a house of many beast-kind species, while rare, had caused no issues or friction. Even our wounded had made it back to us. Only five had died while twenty were slowly being reintroduced to our ranks. We had to integrate fifteen amongst the refugees as their injuries left them no longer able to fulfill their military duties.
We’d been training and preparing near on two weeks when I received a surprise visit from Stephan Umbra. The last time I’d interacted with him was shortly before the duel, and I hadn’t seen him when I confronted the other Silvanti nobles. I didn’t know what he could possibly want. My impression of him had been that he was a sadistic and entitled noble. I wasn’t prepared for the man who found me in a conference room turned office looking over reports.
Gone was the smug, self-important look I remembered. He still stood tall and confident, but his eyes were darker and his disposition more somber. He had a long scar on his left cheek that looked to be from a saurian claw.
“Stephan, what brings you here today?” I asked as I stood to clasp his forearm in greeting. He returned the gesture stiffly. We’d only known each other for a short time before everything turned chaotic.
“House Leader Valian, I wanted to speak to you about my possibly joining your ranks,” he said bluntly as we both took seats at the conference table. It was the last thing I would have expected from him. “I’ve already talked to Colonel Karsam about it and even have a letter here from him.”
I took the letter he held. It was folded neatly and had the Silvanti House crest stamped into red wax at the fold. I opened the message and began to read. It only took a little while to finish, but its contents took me longer to process.
The letter told me that Stephan was the last of his line after his father’s and sister’s deaths. His mother had passed away during Saundra’s birth. It also spoke of the confrontational position that Gortros Umbra had taken against several of the more influential nobles in Silvanti House. It then detailed what that position would likely mean for Stephan without support from his family. The last part of the letter talked about the change in Stephan since his family’s passing.
“You know what this says?” I asked Stephan cautiously. I didn’t want to insult him after he’d put himself out there to join my house.
“I do. I also know you’re probably hesitant to let me join your ranks after the way I treated you,” he said as he looked at the floor, not meeting my eyes. He took a moment to calm himself before continuing. “I know how I’ve acted. I took advantage of everything I had and only ever cared about my family’s position and myself. That’s gone now.” His gaze lifted to mine. I saw a sadness and loneliness there.
“I need a new beginning, a place to direct my energy. You’re starting from scratch, and I can be of use to you. I might not have acted like it, but I watched my father in his dealings. I learned how to manage a house and how not to act from his example. You can’t do this alone, and I’m asking for a chance to prove myself. If, you’d have me,” he said with a conviction in his voice I’d have never expected to hear from him.
Looking him in the eye, I saw a fire there that would either spur him to work tirelessly or cause him to self-destruct. I felt my inner beast stir, and I was surprised that it was with a feeling of anticipation. That fire would make Stephan fierce, and I needed ferocity if my house was to survive.
“Very well, but know that until we’re established, there will be little wealth or comfort for anyone,” I said, giving him the chance to change his mind. He didn’t hesitate to accept my statement and give his oath of allegiance. Following that, I sent him to find Sergeant Iglias and figure out what task needed his attention. I gave the clear expectation that he listen to the senior sergeants. They were instrumental in keeping Fero House afloat.
“I think you did the right thing. Losing one’s family has a way of changing people,” Tristan said from behind me. His voice surprised me. I’d been so wrapped up in what had just happened that I’d forgotten he was on duty. With the need for more bodyguards, I couldn’t keep track of who was following me when. The other bodyguard on duty was stationed outside the door.
“I hope you’re right,” I said, listening to Stephan’s footsteps fade in the hall as he walked towards a new life. I was thankful that Tristan still offered his input like this. The weight of leadership threatened to crush me, and I was glad for his comradery.
I returned to the haze of reports and planning that had become my life these last several days. Over the past two weeks, I’d occasionally spent time with Bashita in the stables. Being pent up frustrated her, but she was otherwise healthy. I also periodically watched the soldiers training in the courtyard. All of that broke up the monotony of paperwork, but it was always waiting for me upon my return.
On top of the constant administrative tasks, I was starting to become anxious that we’d heard nothing of the saurians since we’d gotten to Fort Granas. I’d initially worried we wouldn’t have enough time to prepare before mobilizing, but now I was becoming suspicious. Something should have happened by now.
A knock at the conference room door broke me out of my thoughts. “Enter,” I said automatically. The door swung open to an imperial soldier stepping into the room. My bodyguard in the hall seemed tense. Tristan became more alert and took a step towards me.
I could smell a trace of fear from the soldier as he stood at attention before me. Following the formation of Fero House, I’d stopped suppressing my aura. Those around me were loyal and benefitted from my will bolstering their own motivation. This soldier had most likely been feeling my aura since he’d entered the building. Since his allegiance was at best neutral, it was affecting him greatly.
He took a breath to steel himself before looking at me and delivering the message. The court had summoned me stand before the princess in the audience hall at once. Taking pity on the messenger, and appreciating his fortitude in delivering the message, I reigned in my aura and gestured for him to lead the way. Tristan and his counterpart fell in behind me as I stood to go see the princess.
I found Stephan and Sergeant Iglias in the courtyard before I left the housing area and let them know where I was headed. I was pleasantly surprised to see Stephan training with the soldiers and taking direction from several of the senior sergeants. Stephan quietly warned me to be careful to which Sergeant Iglias nodded in agreement. I made my way to meet the princess with the warning in mind.
The walk to the central keep took longer than I expected. Though I’d been sending soldiers out into the fort to handle tasks, I’d been too busy to venture further than the courtyard. Those vendors who’d wanted to negotiate beyond what I’d authorized my representatives to pay came to me in the barracks conference room. I hadn’t even gone to any of the shops in which we’d done business.
As we traveled down the busy main road, I noticed that the lively atmosphere from before wasn’t nearly as strong as it had been. Something was causing the moral of the fort to wane somewhat, but I didn’t know what it was. My troops had reported nothing of importance over the past two weeks. I made a note to myself that we needed to start sending our people out to gather intelligence.
After a lengthy walk, we finally made it to the central keep of Fort Granas. Passing through the inner walls wasn’t as impressive as the outer walls, but it was memorable none the less. Imperial soldiers manned the defenses, and I noticed several catapults up on the corner towers. I absently wondered why they’d assembled them here instead of the outer wall as we entered the keep.
The keep’s halls were lavishly appointed. A thick burgundy carpet covered the floor and ran down every hall I passed. Huge tapestries and suits of armor adorned the walls leading towards the audience chamber. There were no windows, so fancy iron wall sconces were placed periodically throughout the keep. The sconces burned an oil to stay lit. The oil gave off little smoke, and a spicy scent similar to the saurians permeated everything. I briefly wondered if the oil was derived from the enemy’s fat but cast the thought aside. It was all unnecessarily extravagant, and I vowed never to be this frivolous in my spending.
The soldier left me and my bodyguards in a chamber with two great double doors on one end. I knew from my reading that this was a holding room for those waiting on an audience. Spectators of the hall would use side doors to enter the central chamber out of the way of the proceedings.
As I waited, I more thoroughly inspected my surroundings. Paintings of nobles clad in white and gold robes decorated the room. Two huge chandeliers hung from the ceiling illuminating the paintings with bright candle light. Padded chairs were placed sporadically along the edges of the room. They had stationed six imperial guards along the walls on either side of the room while two stood beside the double doors.
I don’t know how long I waited to enter the hall, but it was long enough to become bored. I knew that my own guards wouldn’t be allowed past this point, so I had them take a seat. Their orders were clear; they were to relax once I was gone and await my return. The only way they were to get up was if an imperial general ordered them directly. It was probably against protocol to have commoners sitting in the fine furniture, but I didn’t care. The princess was playing games, or she’d have summoned me at a specific time instead of having me wait.
I was telling myself not to be impatient for the hundredth time when the large double doors finally opened. An older tiger-kind in fine silk clothing carrying a metal staff stepped out. He verified my name before telling me the princess would see me now. His facial expression and sideways glances made it clear he didn’t appreciate my guards sitting in the padded chairs. I chose to ignore him.
As I stepped into the large audience hall, the elderly tiger-kind announced my full name to the room. Several nobles were standing on either side of the cleared walkway. They all began speaking amongst themselves at the announcement of the name Fero. Though they were whispering, the noise combined and echoed in the room making it seem as if millions of bees were right by my ear. My introducer immediately banged his staff several times on the stone floor to silence everyone.
I continued moving forward as the echo from the staff drowned out the buzzing noises from the whispering. Taking the hint, those on the side of the walkway remained quiet. As I made my way towards an elevated platform, complete with throne and lounging princess, I inspected those I passed.
The spectators appeared to be a hodgepodge of imperial officers in court finery and house nobles wearing armor and tabards. Those in finery were all well-groomed and had the look of sycophants. Those in armor and tabards had cautiously guarded expressions. It made for an interesting mix as I covered the remaining ground between myself and the raised platform.
None of those in the room, save for the guards along the walls and the four knights stationed around the platform, were wearing more than a long dagger on their hip. I recognized Kyla and the knight she’d met on the road, but I made a point not to show it. I realized wearing my sword in the audience chamber might be seen as a threat.
Taking my place before the platform, I gave a moderate bow. I wanted to show respect, but not appear weak. “Princess Emilia Saeva,” I said respectfully in a neutral greeting to the woman before me. She looked to be a couple of years older than I was, but still had a youthful beauty. Platinum blonde hair and pale skin only served to make her stand out more. She wore an elaborate pale blue gown that highlighted her womanly charms and her vivid blue eyes. Unfortunately, those eyes possessed no warmth and only held cold calculation as she gazed at me.
If her pale appearance and striking hair wasn’t enough to tell she was of the Saeva line, her aura left no doubt. It radiated from her in waves, carrying her displeasure to all of those around her. Fortunately for me, it wasn’t a match for my own, and I was left unaffected.  
Having bowed and acknowledged her, I waited for her to speak. I felt her direct her aura at me. I quickly bolstered my defenses against the unseen assault. Standing tall, I looked her in the eye as she tried to force her power on me. After several moments of our exchange bearing her no fruit, she seemed to realize that everyone in attendance knew what was happening.
She sat up straighter and addressed me as though I was barely worthy of her notice. “You claim the heritage of Fero despite their supposed extinction after the Founder’s War. What proof can you offer that your claims are true?” she asked in a condescending tone as she redirected her aura towards the surrounding room.
“I bear the black coat characteristic of my line. If you’d like proof, perhaps one of your knights should challenge me as a test?” I said as I raised an eyebrow. My brazen attitude caused those in attendance to recommence their chattering amongst one another. Though they’d all seen our face-off, there was no proof I’d stopped her aura nor was there anyone brave enough to make the claim. That I would so casually offer to fight one of her knights showed my lack of fear. If I won, there would be no doubt to my claim; that I was willing to offer such a test was enough for people to believe me regardless of if the princess took me up on my offer or not.
Princess Emilia’s alabaster cheeks turned a light shade of red, and she took several moments to regain her composure. “I’m not interested in your attempt to show off in my court. Do not waste my time with your insolence. I was more curious in how an unknown bastard usurped another house’s army and forced his dominion over several hundred refugees from the town of Vega Point,” she said as her confidence rallied.
“I’m sure you’re aware of the difficulties encountered on the trip along the eastern border. The head of Silvanti House’s forces and I have come to an agreement in the matter of the soldiers. The refugees joined us willingly and are protected under our leadership,” I said ignoring the implications of her statement.
Emilia laughed. “Ah yes, the supposed attack from several organized saurian war parties during the trip to the fort,” she said looking back at Kyla who was at full attention with her eyes facing forward. “You expect me to believe that wild, fabricated tale? Please. It is common knowledge that saurians do not fight together.”
It suddenly became clear why I’d heard nothing after our arrival. The princess and her senior leaders hadn’t believed Kyla and instead ignored her findings. I briefly wondered how they’d rationalized the refugees as Emilia continued talking.
“So you doubt the word of one of your sworn knights?” I asked, interrupting whatever the princess had been saying. She flushed with anger at my interruption, and I could feel the tension rise in the room. The knight closest to me, the one that had ridden out to meet Kyla, gripped his sword as if ready to attack me for my impertinence.
“While Kyla Cruento is from a renowned and well respected family, she’s wolf-kind, like yourself,” Emilia started as if explaining things to a toddler. “If she arrived at a town an upstart noble claiming to be from an ancient bloodline had already sacked, she may have felt pressure to…” she was in the middle of speaking when I couldn’t hold back my anger any longer. A feral growl rose from deep inside my chest loud enough that the sound echoed throughout the grand room.
The entire assembly stood in stunned silence. Emilia’s faced drained of what little color it had, and her eyes shifted to cat-like slits. I allowed my aura to radiate out at full strength, just as Princess Emilia’s had been. The difference was that mine was stronger and quickly overwhelmed her own. I saw the discomfort in the audience around us as my emotions hit them.
There was rage deep in the princess’s eyes as I spoke loudly enough for the assembly to hear me. “While some may favor their own species over others, I would remind you of your history. If I am a member of the Fero line, then Lady Kyla Cruento would be the last person to support false claims from me. It was her family that led to the downfall of my bloodline. That she would swallow the pride of her own lineage to admit what has happened should have alerted you to the seriousness of the situation,” I said, pacing back and forth in front of Emilia’s platform and throne. The wolf was rising from within, stalking its prey.
I paused just long enough for my words to sink in before continuing, “Now, to the claim of my sacking an imperial settlement. That is an accusation even a princess cannot make without concrete proof. If you have such proof, show it. I would also add that those under my command come from a variety of beast-kind species and not just my own. If you are indeed accusing me of treason, perhaps you should make your accusation plainly so I may properly take offense,” I all but shouted.
I reigned in my aura, removing the overwhelming pressure those in attendance had been feeling. The room was silent for only a heartbeat before the entire hall burst into an uproar. Those loyal to the princess were calling for my execution at raising my voice to a member of the imperial family. Those that had questioned the story given to them were calling for proof. All the while, the valet was banging his staff on the stone floor to quiet everyone.
In the middle of it all, the princess and I stared at one another. We were both standing now; her in front of her throne, me on the ground before her. Her canines elongated in her mouth, and my fingernails took the distinct shape of claws at the end of my hands. Finally, Emilia reached her breaking point. She knew there could be no bloodshed in her hall without proof of wrongdoing.
“Enough!” she yelled, drowning out the others in the room. “You will die for this insult,” she growled before someone from the assembled nobles interrupted our exchange.
“Princess Emilia,” a massive man wearing armor and a tabard said in a deep voice loudly enough that everyone turned towards him, myself and Emilia included. The man was a mountain and could only be bear-kind. He had to be nearly seven-feet tall and weigh at least three hundred and fifty pounds. Long dark hair was tied back from his face and a thick braided beard came down past his chest. He was an intimidating sight, and I couldn’t imagine facing him in battle.
Beside him was a leaner, younger version of himself I assumed was his son. The younger bear-kind was as tall as his father, but didn’t have the same mass yet. At a guess, I put him near three hundred pounds of muscle. Instead of the wild mane of hair, the young man had a shaved head and a short, braided goatee.
While I’d never met either of the two before, their house crests were easily recognizable as Ferrun House, one of the most powerful and influential mining houses in Tor’s Rest. The larger man wore the rank of house leader and could be no one besides Droka Ferrun. He was a bear-kind whose reputation preceded him, having won more duels than anyone in Tor’s Rest.
Bear-kind weren’t split into different types like canine and feline types. You either were, or you weren’t a bear. While this made them more unified than the canine or feline branches of beast-kind, it meant that competition for leadership was much fiercer among them. Supposedly, this man had bested over fifty opponents in single unarmed combat just to reach his rank.
“There has been a lot of speculation in the reports we’ve gotten. Perhaps it would be best to send out another scout detail to ascertain the situation before things become more heated within the fort,” he said in his deep voice which reverberated in my bones as he spoke.
It was just the excuse Emilia needed to end the assembly. From what I’d seen of Emilia and heard of Droka, I knew he wasn’t her biggest fan, but even he recognized the folly of our arguing amongst each other when there was an enemy outside the fort. Emilia sat back down on her throne and smoothed her dress.
“Very well. Sir Leonis Celer will lead an imperial scouting mission out into the surrounding area at dawn. House Leader Fero, as you seem to have the most experience with the enemy, you’ll help him track down any saurians nearby, but you’ll go alone. I won’t have your forces sabotaging the expedition,” she said as if this entire thing had been her idea.
Sir Leonis was the knight I’d seen on the road, and he was now facing the princess and vowing to find the truth. The man reminded me of Maxon in appearance. He was tall with sandy blonde hair and broad shoulders. He obviously cared a lot about his appearance as his armor and tabard were in immaculate condition. I’d have to be careful around him too. He was lion-kind and would outweigh me by an easy hundred pounds, if not more, in shifted form.
I took the declaration of a scouting mission as a dismissal and started back towards the doorway I’d entered. I didn’t know the exact time, but I knew that I’d been here longer than I’d wanted to be. I couldn’t wait to be back in my spartan barracks accommodations with my loyal soldiers.
As I was leaving, the younger Ferrun bumped into me. I quickly said, “Excuse me,” as he did the same. I was willing to bet no one saw the note he passed me during our collision.




Chapter 19

The night before the expedition was busy. There were many specific orders along with broad directives to give to my people as I prepared to leave. I’d even had to speak with Stephan about what he knew of the Tor’s Rest political landscape. Add an hour of sleep to all of that, and the night flew by.  
The next morning, I arrived at the eastern gate shortly before sunrise ready to go on this supposed scouting mission. Instead, I found two hundred imperial soldiers along with eight lieutenants, Lady Kyla and Sir Leonis assembled in the gate’s courtyard. Luckily, they’d had the sense not to bring horses, as the saurians would spot us in no time on mounts. I decided that I should greet Sir Leonis as he led this mission.
I walked up to the group of imperial officers where the two nights stood. Leonis and Kyla were briefing the lieutenants on the upcoming mission. The eight officers were a diverse group of beast-kind types, with the most prevalent being coyote-kind. As interrupting the briefing would be rude, I stood behind the lieutenants and listened to the mission details. I’d try to keep the tension among myself and the others at a minimum during our time together.
Leonis was clear on his thoughts about this mission along with his expectations. He didn’t believe we’d find anything, but he expected everyone to fulfill their duty to the princess to the best of their ability. We’d head out from the eastern gate before traveling in a wide circle through the area surrounding the fort until we made it back to the eastern gate. He projected the mission taking at least a week if not more.
There was a standing order to kill any saurians we encountered no matter their numbers or organization. The way he gave the order made it clear he thought we’d only see isolated tribes. In years past, he may have been right, but Kyla’s expression told me what she thought we’d face. During the briefing, Leonis ignored me and didn’t give me a defined role.
An hour after sunrise, we received the signal to move. The formation’s discipline impressed me as they marched out into the eastern expanse. These soldiers clearly had experience parading through Tor’s Rest. It wouldn’t do them any good when the saurians sprung their ambush, but it was entertaining to watch. I stepped out of the shadow of the wall on which I’d been leaning and moved to join the front of the formation. If I was being forced to go on this mission, I’d position myself wherever I pleased. Protocol be damned.
Once we passed through the gates, Sir Leonis set a fast pace just short of a jog. It pushed his soldiers hard until we reached the edge of the barren landscape surrounding the fort. The pace slowed considerably after that. The front soldiers had to cut their way through the long grasses and shrubs that had taken over the terrain. No roads extended to the east of Fort Granas. It was where the empire stopped, and we knew of no cultures to trade with beyond the expanse and desert it eventually became.
After a full day of marching, Sir Leonis called for the force to stop and set up camp.  The sun was barely visible in the sky, so the work was slow in the fading light. Our pompous leader made it clear he didn’t care what I did around the camp, but I wasn’t allowed to leave for any reason. I lost track of the man after that and occupied myself watching his soldiers beat down a clearing in the middle of the expanse.
I compared how he led his soldiers against my own leadership style. My focus would have been keeping the men battle ready at all times. He clearly valued the amount of territory covered in a day more than anything. He did at least send out scouts ahead of his force, but I questioned how much good it would do him. His pace exhausted the soldiers under his command. I doubted they’d be worth a damn in a fight regardless of how much warning they received.
Like the journey from Vega Point, the imperial force didn’t have a supply wagon accompanying them. Everyone managed their own equipment and food. Even the officers slept on bed rolls inside simple tents and ate field rations.
The soldiers worked with a practiced efficiency. The officers, with a minimal amount of complaining, also offered their assistance. Their procedures looked almost the same as my own training.
An entire week passed by with the same routine: Sir Leonis would march the soldiers at too fast a pace before stopping right at dark. The soldiers and officers would set up camp and get what sleep they could. The entire process would start over again before sunrise the next day.
In all of this, Kyla stayed away from me. On some level, I understood that interacting with me would only further complicate her position as a knight. I tried my best not to take it personally, but I noticed my frustration at being avoided bleed through from time to time.
To take my mind off the situation with Kyla, I spent the nights at the edge of camp, pretending to be asleep while listening for any saurians. I suspected the enemy watched us already, but spending all night walking around the camp wouldn’t accomplish anything. My efforts would only insult the soldiers with which I traveled. Since I wasn’t allowed far enough away from camp to scout our surroundings, I would lie there in the evenings listening. I also spent the time thinking about the various tasks I needed to complete for Fero House to thrive.
Over the course of the first week, I noticed that the imperial troops seemed to be more at ease with their routine. They were getting complacent with the way things were going. The uneventful covering of ground made them feel secure, and they forgot the danger that lurked in the long grass. I made a point of mentioning it to Leonis, but he dismissed me and said it wasn’t my concern.
That we’d gone an entire week without a sign of the enemy was both worrying and refreshing. Some part of me almost wanted to believe I’d been wrong about everything, but the reality of our situation always pushed its way into my mind. Wishful thinking would do us no good.
Nine days into our expedition, we came out on the western road near where Silvanti House had been attacked. We made it to the original ambush site around midday. I immediately went on high alert. There was no sign of the saurian corpses we’d left on display. Even after this many weeks, there should have still been signs of decay, or at least bones. There was nothing. It had all vanished.
The gruesome displays my men and I had created were also gone. Something, or someone, had disturbed the dirt around the road where we’d stacked the saurian bodies, but that was the only evidence of something ever being there at all. Even the ash pits from the burned funeral pyres seemed to have been trampled and covered over, making it look like any other torn up campsite. Some group had removed all evidence of battle from this location.
Sir Leonis sent two squads out to scout the area north and south of the ambush site. He then ordered the other squads to spread out and search the area. I was sure they wouldn’t find anything, but all I could do was stand around and watch. I noticed that Kyla also seemed nervous as she kept those under her command on full alert and near one another the entire time.
By the end of the day, I heard whispers from soldiers about the lack of evidence of an attack. I caught glances in my direction as the men continued to search for things that weren’t there. As my frustration rose, so, too, did my certainty we were in danger.
The sun dipped lower on the horizon, and it became clear that something here was very wrong. The two squads sent out to scout should have both been back by now, but the northern scouts had never returned. Sir Leonis order the camp set and called the officers to meet at his campfire. I had no delusions of having a voice in the meeting, but I went to the designated area just the same to hear what they decided.
As I walked up, Sir Leonis was giving the lieutenants a rundown of the situation with the missing squad. There was a tension in the air as he spoke. I caught Kyla looking my way with a frown on her face, but she said nothing. She was merely a passenger on this ride just as I was.
After his briefing, Sir Leonis assigned guard details and ordered that none of the soldiers were to venture outside the camp perimeter. As the meeting wrapped up, he opened the floor for questions or comments. By his scowl in my direction, the offer didn’t extend to me.
There were a few questions of sending a runner back to the fort, but Sir Leonis made it clear he’d not worry the main army without an actual threat. He even suggested that the squad could have gotten turned around on the way back. I thought he was being willfully ignorant but kept it to myself. One of the officers interrupted my private speculations by speaking loudly enough for the group to hear her.
“Sir, why don’t we ask Lord Valian? Princess Emilia sent him with us as a consultant and he has experience with saurian ambushes,” she said firmly. Several other officers nodded in agreement. Sir Leonis stared daggers at the lieutenant that had spoken before looking my way. He then looked towards Kyla who made a point not to look at me or Leonis. I took the opportunity to speak my mind.
“It’s true that the plains are rolling, and distance can be deceptive, but any of your squads can backtrack straight north or south. Even if they lost their bearings, they could find the main road and follow it back to our location. The only reason that explains the scouts not returning by now is that they met a hostile force and lost,” I said to the assembled nobles. Sir Leonis scowled and clenched his fists as I spoke. I ignored his posturing. My words gave validity to their fears, and I would not cower to his ire.
“Well, Lord Valian. Assuming you’re correct, what would you have us do now considering we have not found a single sign that saurians are active in this area?” Sir Leonis asked through gritted teeth. I thought about what my own men went through before answering. The knight would most likely ignore my advice, but maybe letting the lieutenants know might make them more alert.
“First, I’d decrease the number of fires in camp to preserve the soldiers’ night vision. Then, I would place stationary guards in concealed locations around the main camp. Enemy chirpers will likely try to infiltrate the camp before the main attack. If the saurians make a move, the outside guards can alert the main body, and we can organize a defense before they strike. You’ll lose soldiers to their initial ambush, but hopefully be able to organize the main force,” I said and waited for the knight’s response. I caught several officers nodding and thought my idea must have made sense to them. Unfortunately, by his expression, Sir Leonis thought otherwise.
“While I appreciate the advice of an esteemed noble such as yourself, I will not work this camp into a frenzy over unfounded theories. We still don’t even know we’re in any danger. You all have your assignments. Dismissed,” he said in a condescending tone. His aura radiated out as he spoke. It didn’t affect me or Kyla, but there was a marked change in the lieutenants. They all scrambled to take care of their designated tasks, and the meeting was over. Only the two knights and I remained by the fire.
“Lord Valian, I’d appreciate it if you didn’t unnecessarily worry my subordinates. They have actual work to do without jumping at imaginary monsters in the shadows. You’re just an observer here with no authority over anyone. Don’t forget that,” Sir Leonis said, meeting my eyes and, for a moment, the familiar red tint of rage covered my vision. I had to struggle to keep my aura suppressed. This was what he wanted; for me to become openly insubordinate so he could further discredit me in front of the others. Kyla walked off with her gaze lowered without saying a word. Whatever had happened to her after our arrival at the fort, her role here wasn’t one of leadership any longer.
The evening settled into the normal routine after that. Just like the night before, I laid down and pretended to be asleep while I listened for any sign of the enemy outside the camp. Guard rotations had more men assigned to them, but they followed the same routes every time. Their predictability made it easy to differentiate the sound of their movement with any other sounds in the darkness. Most of the night passed uneventfully, then a soft noise cut through my musings and focused my instincts on a razor’s edge.
The chirping was barely discernable at the edge of camp. By the lack of activity around me, only I recognized the sound. I rolled up into a crouch and looked towards the long grass closest to me. The fires were at my back, so I saw the surrounding grasses clearly. After a short time, I picked out several points of movement.
I silently eased over to where the nearest person slept and shook him awake. He was an experienced soldier, so at the slightest shake, his eyes sprang open to see what was happening. One didn’t live long in the field by being a heavy sleeper. The soldier didn’t make a sound as he looked at me questioningly.
“The enemy is here. Rouse the others quietly. Have them wake as many as they can, but don’t raise the alarm yet,” I whispered. The soldier’s eyes registered understanding, and he hastened to follow my orders. He headed towards where his senior sergeant slept without making a sound. Though I was focused on the possible attack, I noted his discipline as he carried out the task I’d given him.
A few moments later had several sergeants and lieutenants moving back and forth between our fire and their own. They made a point of staying in isolated ones and twos and moved casually so as not to alert the enemy. To the outside word, it would have looked like a couple of soldiers couldn’t sleep and were visiting with one another.
As the soldiers alerted more of the camp, I continued to listen for sounds of the enemy. It didn’t take long to pick up chirps and movement from all around our campsite. The imperial troops picked up on the activity as well. Luckily, we’d gotten most of the soldiers awake without raising the alarm.
The imperial soldiers’ ability to keep calm as we prepared for battle was a pleasant surprise. At the rate they were working, they’d be ready before the enemy made a move.
Sir Leonis’ voice sabotaged our preparations. “Valian, what the hell is going on here? I thought I made it clear I didn’t want to hear any more of your opinions in my camp?” he yelled loudly into the night.
I cursed silently and said a prayer to the ancestors that he didn’t just condemn us all to death. By the sound of his voice, he was headed in my direction from the middle of camp. I stood up slowly and checked that my blades weren’t stuck in my scabbards. The ancestors weren’t listening tonight as his voice broke the illusion of a sleeping camp. The saurians took notice of the change, and I braced for the attack.
Just as Sir Leonis came into view, a barrage of sharp stones launched from around the camp on multiple sides. They directed the missiles at the patrolling and stationary perimeter guards. Screams of the dying and wounded along with the chirping and hissing of saurians filled the air. Leonis had taken most everyone’s focus off the attack, and orders were slow to be given and followed.
Sir Leonis, confused by what had just happened, whipped his head around and took in the unexpected change in his camp. He quickly recovered his military bearing and slipped into command mode. “Form up on me,” I heard him order, and several beast-kind fell as they turned their backs on the enemy to follow the command.
We’d had a plan, and his single command had undermined it. The sergeants, used to listening to his voice, gave orders to break their formations and follow Leonis’ directions. As the imperial soldiers tried to re-position, brutes and chirpers flooded into the camp from every direction. The saurians hit the outer squads while they were in disarray, nullifying their advantage.
Several nearby soldiers died as I drew my blades and engaged two brutes charging me from outside the camp. I tried to coordinate my actions with the two groups of soldiers closest to me. The enemy caught them trying to break up and move to Leonis’ position like all the others. They’d already lost nearly half of their numbers. I gritted my teeth in anger at the knowledge. Damn Leonis and his pride.
Despite their weakened state, the soldiers combined and formed a line facing the long grass from which the closest enemies emerged. The line kept those in front of us at bay, but the enemy swarmed from all angles. They’d changed their tactics. Suddenly, several brutes carrying primitive clubs launched an organized attack on the line of soldiers. We were in trouble.
Their weapons were perfect for pushing shields out of the way. They broke the line in several places before the soldiers braced themselves. I stepped up to engage the enemy, trying to preserve the formation. I blocked the down swing of a primitive club with my sword, shattering my weapon in the process. My primitive side exerted a stronger hold on my mind, and the familiar bloodlust from my last battle returned as I partially shifted. The brute had aimed the swing at a wounded soldier. Instead, I disemboweled him with the claws on my left hand before he brought his weapon back to bear.
I parried a spear thrust from a chirper with my dagger before using my clawed hand to rip out the creature’s throat. The chirper had come from behind, and a quick look told me that we had already lost this battle. The enemy had hit us so fast that we never formed a cohesive defense. They’d broken the camp into an unorganized brawl, and in that situation, numbers won over training.
“Shift. Small beast-kind first then hold back the enemy for the medium and large beast-kind,” I ordered above the chaos of battle. My aura reinforced the order in the minds of all those still fighting.
“Ignore that order. All soldiers form up and create a defensive line,” Leonis immediately yelled from somewhere in the camp with his own aura behind his command. In different circumstances, I could have canceled out his control on his soldiers, but I didn’t. These troops were used to following his commands. It would only confuse them if I tried to wrestle control of the army from him in the middle of battle. Begrudgingly, I focused on the battle around me and getting the soldiers grouped together.  
The enemy threw more spears and rocks as more of their number charged from the long grass. I tried to gather the surrounding soldiers, but every time I succeeded, brutes with their massive clubs would disrupt my efforts. While I couldn’t deny the effectiveness of their tactic, it started to piss me off.
I attacked more aggressively, not staying in one spot, but instead trying to actively get soldiers to bring back to the largest concentration of imperial soldiers nearby. It became a lethal dance, full of rage and fury. Stab, claw, thrust, parry, swing. My motions were fluid and left a path of death behind me. I’d just mauled another club wielding brute while slicing the hamstring of a chirper when a sharp pain erupted in my right side.
Cursing loudly, I looked down in surprise. I saw a dagger hilt sticking out of the seam of my armor near my kidney. A hand still held the weapon, and as I followed the hand to an arm and then a body, I recognized my attacker. I ducked my head and rolled forward out of reflex as I recognized Leonis. I felt the breeze generated by his sword as it barely missed me.
Unfortunately, the blade in my side didn’t make the roll with me, and fire ran through the wound as Leonis jerked the blade out with a twist. As I came up from the roll, I pressed against the wound with my dagger hand, staunching the blood flow but igniting a new agony in the wound. I knew I would heal quickly even if he didn’t.
I turned to face my attacker. Sir Leonis stood there breathing heavily, looking nothing short of feral. He held his bloody dagger along with his drawn sword. A chirper made the mistake of charging him at that exact moment and Leonis decapitated the creature without even looking.
I saw his gaze drift to my shifted hand briefly before it refocused on my eyes. “The princess sends her regards. She told me to inform you she wouldn’t have even bothered with this if the heir of Silvanti House and her betrothed hadn’t requested it,” he said before he snarled and lunged.
He’d made the mistake of rambling too long. Even though I still pressed my dagger hand to my side, the wound had already healed itself enough to keep from impeding my movement. I lunged into his charge, releasing my full aura as I did so. He brought both his sword and dagger down in an overhead swing. I used my dagger to deflect his sword while catching his other arm in my clawed hand. In our stalemate, I pushed hard enough against him to cause him to stumble backwards, losing his balance.
I didn’t give him the chance to recover. Honor did not exist in a battle for your life. You either killed or were killed.
I swung from above with my dagger as I swiped at his abdomen with my razor sharp talons. He stopped both of my attacks and even knocked my dagger from my grip. He stood to make another attempt on my life, but he didn’t get that far. I pushed him back right into a chirper that had just killed an imperial soldier, and the saurian took full advantage of Leonis’ distraction.
Leonis’ eyes went wide and his body stiffened as the chirper drove a primitive dagger down into the back of his neck, severing his spine. The wound was serious enough to be fatal to even an old bloodline. We were strong, but we weren’t immortal. I spared one last glance at the knight who’d tried to kill me before wading back into the surrounding carnage with two clawed hands and a vengeance.
As I made my way towards the remaining imperial soldiers fighting the swarm of saurians, I caught site of several brutes sporting the necklaces of leadership. They were too far away for me to get to them, but I noticed Kyla and several of the lieutenants bearing down on them. Kyla moved like the wind; wild but graceful. She could hold her own in battle. She didn’t need my help. As the last of the leading brutes died, the enemy moved to scatter.
I dispatched several chirpers as they tried to retreat around me, but for every one of the enemy killed, five more escaped. I was making my way to the formation when everything changed. A deep drum beat started in the distance, and the retreating enemy rallied at its sound.
The world paused for a moment in my eyes as the enemy turned around to renew their attack. The imperial soldiers who’d survived faced the fact that the battle wasn’t over with. Kyla and her fellow imperial officers who thought they’d ended the fight looked shocked and confused. My eyes met Kyla’s, and we knew the worst was coming.
As the world sped back up, saurians flooded into the camp from the northwest. Their numbers were beyond my ability to discern. Many had primitive swords and spears of a type I had never seen.
As I took in the horror before me, several large brutes wearing stone body armor emerged from the edge of the long grass. Each of the monsters carried a large two-handed weapon that looked to be a cross between a great sword and a saw. They didn’t charge into the fray, instead they looked to be guarding something. I tried to see what they protected, but the number of enemies that now reached me made it impossible to keep track.
I did the only thing I could to help the soldiers before me. “Everyone retreat! If you can shift, do so. Use the long grass for cover and separate. Get to the fort, and don’t stop running until you’re there,” I yelled as I used the full strength of my aura to enforce the command. The imperial soldiers didn’t need convincing. Faced with the enemy all around them and my aura backing the command, they broke into smaller groups as they ran east, back towards the fort. They disappeared into the long grass on either side of the road as they fled. Some were in their beast forms, but most weren’t.
Kyla and the other officers were still fighting near me as the main formation scattered. I made my way to them, carving a path of death in the never ending sea of saurians. “We have to go, we’ve lost this fight,” I yelled to Kyla and her two remaining subordinates as I reached them. Defiance flashed in her eyes for a moment but disappeared quickly. Realizing the situation, she nodded, and we all cut a path in the direction the soldiers had run.
The enemy had attacked from all sides, but the bulk of their forces hit us from the west. That fact alone allowed any hope of escape. The saurian numbers on the eastern side of the camp were significantly less than the north and west. When the soldiers all turned in that direction, it allowed them to overwhelm the enemy and gain some distance from the horde behind them.
“How long does your shift take?” I asked Kyla as we ran towards the long grass. The enemy still ran at us from all sides, but a plan was taking shape in my mind.
“Fifteen seconds,” she said distractedly as she stabbed a brute attacking with a spear from her right. Her words gave me hope that my plan would work.
“At this rate, the soldiers will not make it. We need to distract the enemy and give everyone a chance to shift. It’s the only way they can outpace the saurians,” I said as I ripped through the chest of a chirper in front of us.
I spared a glance at Kyla as we battled the saurians around us and saw understanding in her eyes. “I’m game, if you think you can keep up,” she said with a sly smile.
“Run ahead and yell for everyone to shift. We will buy you time,” Kyla told the officers with her. I expected them to offer to join us, but when I looked back in their direction, I noticed the panicked expressions on their faces.
The lieutenants saluted and ran as Kyla and I slowed to a jog before stopping and turning back to face the bulk of the enemy. “We stay together just at the edge of their forces. If they wound one of us, the other carries them out at a run. No heroics,” Kyla said as we prepared to change forms.
“Agreed. Oh, and Kyla, my shift only takes ten seconds.” I winked at her as I embraced my inner beast.
Every time I shifted was like a new high. The power was amazing and was easier to access each time I reached for it. As I stood before the enemy horde, I glanced over towards where Kyla had been standing.
In her place was a dusky red female wolf-kind in beast form wearing plated leather armor. She was just slightly shorter than me with a sleeker frame. Attraction and lust from my beast bombarded me in equal measure. My desire kept me staring at the female wolf-kind, even as she used her sword and dagger to dispatch saurians around us.
The sting of pain from a saurian claw woke me from my trance, and I immediately took the creature’s life in recompense. With the spell broken, I got back to the business of wreaking havoc on the enemy. As I moved to engage those around us, I swore that I saw a smirk on the red wolf’s face.




Chapter 20

In true saurian fashion, they had begun their ambush shortly after midnight. Faced with overwhelming numbers, the imperial camp had collapsed almost immediately. The result was that our retreat through the long grass started in almost complete darkness while the drums continued to sound behind us.
Kyla and I fought the enemy as we retreated for nearly two hours. The more frustrated we made them, the less likely they were to pursue the surviving soldiers. Several times, the enemy tried to encircle or charge us, and two of their attempts almost worked. Their adaptation and tactics convinced me that there was an intelligent leader somewhere amongst them. The armored guards I’d seen further reinforced my conviction on the subject.
After we’d killed more of the primitives than I could count, they lost interest in us and stopped their pursuit. We used the opportunity to turn and run for the fort. Though we were no longer being attacked, the drums still beat in the distance.
It didn’t take long for us to catch up with the soldiers bringing up the rear. They were a couple of shifted bear-kind, and their forms were much larger than my own. Each of them had to weigh at least five hundred pounds and stood near a foot taller than me. They were so big that they easily saw over the long grass that covered so much of our surroundings. They periodically bent down and ran on all fours, trying their hardest to go as fast as they could. Their labored breathing and the foam at the corners of their mouths conveyed their exhaustion.
Even though these weren’t my soldiers, I couldn’t, in good conscience, abandon them. A glance at Kyla’s face told me her same feelings on the matter. We slowed to run beside the exhausted bears. If the saurians changed their minds and pursued us, we’d be ready.
We ran through the night. Kyla and I both used our auras to call any survivors to us as we made our way through the long grass. Imperial soldiers in every imaginable beast form started joining our group at once. Though we couldn’t communicate with speech, our auras allowed us to give orders and ensured everyone was on the same page.
Nearly an hour before dawn, the soldiers ran out of time on their shifts. It wasn’t an exact science; no two beast-kind were the same when it came to their beast forms. As the first soldier was forced to shift back to human, the others knew their time would soon be up too. In less than an hour, we were two wolf-kind in beast form escorting a group of naked imperial soldiers through the long grass at a jog.  
Eventually, the sun appeared on the horizon in front of us and the drums ceased with the light. Kyla and I agreed that the threat was probably over and directed everyone towards the road. As we did, Kyla shifted back to her human form, and I did the same.
Once we had fully shifted back to our human forms, I found the attraction to Kyla was still there. She stood, giving orders to her troops, with dirt and sweat smudged on her face. Blood and blades of grass were matted in her hair. She looked beautiful.
In that moment, I was disappointed that her armor remained in place after her shift. I shook my head to clear the thoughts of what she would look like without her clothing and focused on fastening my armor clasps. We had more pressing concerns at the moment.
The road offered a much easier path to jog and allowed a clear direction without fear of getting lost. It also provided a smoother surface for everyone to run on with their bare feet. As we broke out of the long grass, we met up with several more naked soldiers running towards the fort. They looked exhausted and beaten, but still they ran.
After yelling for the imperial soldiers to make it to the road and radiating the command in our auras most of the day, Kyla and I agreed that we’d found all of the surviving troops. After that, only the sound of labored breathing accompanied our retreat. If we maintained the jog, we’d arrive at the fort before sundown.
That knowledge was enough to keep the soldiers moving though they were well and truly spent. No one wanted to face another night outside of Fort Granas’ walls. The tension was such that the only words anyone spoke throughout the day were words of encouragement for those that wanted to stop running.
The sun was just touching the horizon behind us when we reached the short grasses surrounding the fort. The moment we passed the change in terrain, it was like someone had lifted a weight off our backs. We all seemed to find a hidden reserve we hadn’t known we possessed.
Even though we still had nearly two hours of running to go, no one complained. I watched the soldiers in the fading light as they ran, still bringing up the rear of the formation, and wondered what the saurians had planned. The walls, which were now in view, just seemed too daunting an obstacle to tackle.
Regardless of how impressive our defenses were, I was sure we’d be their target. The question was whether they were content to wait us out. They couldn’t leave the fort behind them and invade the empire without facing a fight on two fronts.
Sure, we were the only sizable force that wasn’t weeks away. They’d be able to ransack villages and towns, but eventually they’d face another imperial army. If we were at their backs when they did so, they wouldn’t stand a chance.
That was what I hoped anyway. The truth was that if they got into imperial lands, we’d have a hell of a time getting them out. Saurians bred faster than any other species we knew. They laid large numbers of eggs at a time and matured quickly. The only thing that kept them in check here in the east was a lack of food and their tendency to kill one another.
I pushed my thoughts of the saurian threat to the back of my mind as we finally made it close enough to the fort that cavalry would support us if the enemy appeared. The survivors no longer needed encouragement as they burned the last of their energy and picked up the pace. Their nakedness meant nothing to them as they approached the walls. No doubt, each one of them imagined a bed and warm food waiting at the end of their run. I was thinking much the same when Kyla spoke from her place beside me.
“We need to discuss your return to the fort,” she said, getting right to the point. The soldiers were too busy focusing on their goal to pay attention to our conversation.
“The princess tried to have you killed and failed. She’s not one to give up,” she continued when I didn’t respond to her first statement.
“I’m aware and have already been warned of her control over several of the houses here on campaign. My forces are working to safeguard against them,” I said, thinking of the letter that Ferrun House had given me. I didn’t miss the surprised look on Kyla’s face at my admission. As I looked up at the fort walls, they looked more like a trap than salvation.
After the silence between us had gone on for a little while, Kyla spoke again. This time, her voice had an unexpected vulnerability to it. “Why did you help us?” she asked, “Leonis tried to kill you, and I ignored you the entire mission. It makes little sense that you’d risk yourself to help us escape the saurians.”
I thought about her question for a moment before answering. “The soldiers didn’t deserve to be punished because of what Leonis did. I know you’re out of favor because of me. I understand your staying away in front of everyone. I don’t care about the old rivalries; from what I’ve seen, you’re a remarkable woman,” I said with a smile on my face as I looked over at her.
The light dimmed as twilight approached, but I still made out the blush on her cheeks and a glint in her eye. We ran in silence for a time after that. I found that it was nice just to run near Kyla, even with all we’d just experienced.
“You’d better lead the survivors. You should also make some distance between us. We’re close enough now to be under observation again,” I reluctantly said as we neared the gates. She didn’t respond, but she moved close enough to graze me with her shoulder before speeding up and doing as I’d suggested.
The final count as we entered the fort was one hundred and eighty imperial soldiers lost with twenty one survivors including me. The young lieutenants that had run ahead were never found, making Kyla and me the only surviving officers. The best anyone came up with was that they never made it from the ambush site. None of the surviving soldiers remembered seeing them after we gave the order to shift.
As we entered the western gate, a colonel I didn’t recognized ordered the survivors to report to the keep as imperial sergeants handed out clothes to the naked soldiers. Kyla nodded and led the weary soldiers down the main road at a slow walk once they’d dressed. I, on the other hand, saw several of my own forces, including Tristan, standing to the side of the staging area and moved to meet them. The colonel looked like he wanted to protest, but a look from me brought him up short. The only way I’d be returning to the keep right now would be by direct summons from the princess.
“It looks like you had an exciting time,” Tristan said in a sarcastic tone as he took in my blood covered form, bare feet and lack of weapons. He wore a sergeant’s rank; something I’d arranged before I left.
“The mission had a big finale. The neighborhood’s pretty crowded out there, and we’ll see what’s coming soon. Also had an imperial knight try to kill me at the end of the trip. He didn’t get the chance to understand his mistake,” I said casually as we made our way towards our housing area.
Everyone froze for a moment at my news of an assassination attempt but snapped out of since I was walking away without them. I hadn’t stopped my purposeful stride. Too much still remained to be done in a short amount of time.
“Speaking of missions, how are our preparations coming?” I asked before anyone commented on my news. Tristan jogged a few steps to come in close beside me.
“Preparations are complete, sir. No issues arose,” he said in a voice just loud enough to reach my ears.
“And the guests of honor?” I asked at the news of his report. I noticed a vicious smile appear on his face as he answered.
“They happily accepted our invitation. They’ve even reported as much to their handlers already. Before you ask, we’re sure. Stephan has a way with disenfranchised nobles,” he said in a smug tone. My house impressed me. I’d left quite the to-do list in my absence, and they’d only had a little under two weeks to get it all done.
My happiness was diminished somewhat by what I had to do next. “Send someone to summon Colonel Karsam and Lathian to my office. I want them waiting on me upon our return. Have Stephan and four armed soldiers keep our guests company until I arrive,” I said in a grim tone. My orders clearly disturbed Tristan, but he nodded his head and one of my escort ran ahead to carry out my orders.
“Congratulations on your promotion,” I said as a way to break the uncomfortable silence. We had just arrived at our housing unit and turned towards the barracks building that housed my office and quarters.
“Thank you. Apparently, the house leader thinks highly of me,” he said with a laugh.
“He’ll also be demanding more of you as this continues,” I said in a more serious tone as we entered the building and made our way to the conference room I’d turned into my office. He nodded silently as he opened the door for me to enter the room and followed behind me.
Karsam sat at the table before me looking frustrated at his treatment. Lathian stood behind him with a dangerous glint in his eyes. Stephan, along with Sergeant Iglias and a room full of guards looked tense; my arrival only added to said tension.
“Karsam, I will be very direct and blunt with you, and I expect a very direct and blunt answer,” I said in way of greeting as I took a seat across the table from the man. I then looked over his shoulder to address the elf standing there. “Lathian, if you so much as grab the hilt of that knife on your hip while we’re in here, I’m going to feed it to you,” I added.
“You’ll have to pull the blade out of your heart first,” Lathian muttered under his breath. It was just loud enough to be heard by everyone in the room.
“It won’t be the first I’ve had to pull free of my body this week. That is why we’re here,” I said as I let my anger slip through the stoic expression on my face. Everyone was suddenly poised to strike as my aura filled the room.
“I came as requested. What has happened?” Karsam said in a concerned voice, interrupting Lathian’s and my exchange. When I looked him in the eye, he looked almost desperate. I suspected that he knew what I was about to tell him but was hoping it wasn’t true.
“Young Aaryn and Maxon, in their capacity as house heir and betrothed, requested that I be killed as an early wedding present. Princess Emilia, being the generous person she is, obliged them by having Sir Leonis make the attempt during our mission together. It went poorly for him,” I said, trying my best to keep my anger under control.
Karsam paled at my explanation. His shoulders sagged, and he looked much older than I’d ever seen him. “I swear upon my life and Silvanti House that I did not know of this. Even now, I didn’t more than suspect until you told me,” he said in a defeated voice. In that moment, I pitied him. Even Lathian broke the stoic manner he had in front of others and placed his hand on Karsam’s shoulder in support.
Seeing someone I respected and admired brought so low, every bit of the exhaustion of the last couple of days settled on my shoulders. “I know that their betrayal comes as quite a blow. I’m sorry for the situation in which we find ourselves. It is only because of my respect for you I do not end the threat now. Make no mistake though, if they should continue on this course, I won’t hesitate to express my displeasure,” I said as I stood from my seat.
“Stephan, please see to our guests and help them in any way we can. The time table for our actions have been accelerated by Emilia’s boldness. The festivities need to start tomorrow around lunch,” I said to the shocked noble before me. He’d grown up with the two people who’d tried to have me killed after all. No doubt, he now saw things in a different light than he once had. I noticed Lathian’s interested look at my statement as I left the conference room. I needed to rest before plans fell into place.
I slept four full hours after my meeting with Karsam, the longest I’d slept since my ascension to noble status. Upon my awakening, a weight I hadn’t known I carried lifted from me. My mind seemed clearer. I felt refreshed and ready for the next day’s activities, which I set in motion before I left for the scouting mission.
My stomach growled, and I decided that I needed food since I didn’t remember the last time I’d eaten. Dressing in the clean clothing in my room, I equipped my armor and a set of temporary weapons that Tristan had acquired for me. My armor remained the nicest set I’d ever owned, but it was starting to show noticeable wear from my recent battles. Someone had cleaned and polished it while I slept, but the scratch marks that saurian claws and teeth had left behind remained visible.
As I stepped into the hall, I noticed more people up and moving than I would have expected for the middle of the night. A nervous energy saturated the air. Several of the soldiers looked in my direction as if looking for answers, but they didn’t dare approach me.
That wasn’t the relationship I wanted with my people, so I addressed those looking my way. “What seems to be the issue?” I asked. Despite my calm demeanor, I worried about what might have happened.
“What’s going on here?” someone yelled from further down the hall. Looking up, I saw Sergeant Iglias rounding the corner. As soon as he saw me, he cursed loudly at every soldier in the immediate vicinity until most had cleared the area.
“That was an interesting wake up call. Mind telling me what’s happening?” I asked as Sergeant Iglias covered the rest of the distance down the hall to see me.
“New activity from the saurians, sir. They’re massing just outside of bow range in front of the western gate. The latest report estimates tens of thousands. They’re banging some gods-awful drums. You can hear it as soon as you step out of the building,” he said in his customary blunt manner.
“I wouldn’t worry about tomorrow’s schedule. They won’t move tonight, sir. Even if they had millions, you don’t tackle these walls on a whim. I think their activity will actually help our cause,” he said confidently. Other than praying to the ancestors that they didn’t have millions, I agreed with his assessment.




Chapter 21

Just as Sergeant Iglias predicted, nothing more happened during the night. In the light of day, several sources confirmed a rough count of fifty thousand saurians. It was just over five times the total number of troops housed in all of Fort Granas. Everyone was on edge, waiting for the hammer to fall.
The threat outside the fort was only slightly more worrisome than the new development that happened at dawn inside the fort. Word reached all of the noble houses that the imperials had shut and locked the inner gates leading to the fort. The official reason given was that Princess Emilia had decided the measure was necessary due to seditious plots among the noble houses. I wondered if the move didn’t have something to do with a certain dead knight.
While her actions helped my own plans, it also shut away half of the six thousand imperial troops housed in the fort. That only left the three thousand imperials stationed at the outer wall and three thousand house troops to oppose the enemy. Even worse, the houses were broken up into separate commands with no clear leader. While I had faith in beast-kind discipline, six thousand vs fifty thousand was a steep competition.
I didn’t have much time to worry over such things yet, as events I’d set in motion over a week ago were coming to fruition. I sat in my conference room office, reading reports on every noble house present for this campaign. All the house heads would be attending a meeting here in the next hour.
While I’d been traipsing around the countryside with Sir Leonis, I’d given my people a daunting task. I had charged them with gathering intelligence on the others here in the fort. During my summons by the princess, I’d noticed how much intelligence we’d lacked on the players involved in this campaign. I’d sought to remedy the situation.
I would have stopped at information gathering, but the Ferrun House had slipped me a note telling me that my life was in danger as long as I openly opposed Princess Emilia. The message then detailed how she had certain houses under her thumb. She used those houses to perform many unsavory deeds without being tied to the actions. Her favorite methods of retaliation were kidnappings and assassinations.
Kidnapping didn’t worry me. I was too new to have any real attachments, and they’d just as soon kill me as lock me away. The issue I had was that using the houses in this manner led to division and isolation among the nobility. We were supposed to be working together to defeat the saurians. I tasked Stephan with fixing the issue.
What he’d come up with was a unification of the house armies. That would require that everyone meet and come to a common understanding. It also meant we had to deal with certain elements. Once we finished, the princess wouldn’t be able to destabilize our efforts any longer.
While I’d been away, Stephan, along with my sergeants, did surveillance, made connections, and put together reports detailing the various house dispositions between one another. At the end of all of that, they’d gotten all the house leaders to agree to a meeting. Each leader even agreed to bring only one bodyguard.
It was that meeting I prepared for now. In order for my plan to work, everyone had to see the benefit. They also had to be secure in the idea that Princess Emilia wouldn’t punish them for going along with the plan I proposed. Each of those attending was a colonel or house leader, so they all had a mind for the politics that kept action from being taken.
A knock at the door signaled the arrival of my first guests. I stacked my reports and stored them in a nearby bin so that others couldn’t read them before answering the door. Colonel Karsam arrived first. He was much improved from how I’d seen him the previous night. Lathian followed behind him. I greeted Karsam by grasping forearms, but, other than that, we said nothing to one another. Without an army at his back, his invitation was more of a show of respect. I also hoped that he’d be able to help persuade any holdouts in the group.
Droka Ferrun arrived next with, who I now knew to be his son and heir, Enoch acting as his bodyguard. They had one of the largest armies in attendance at four hundred and fifty soldiers. Their support was essential if I wanted to rally the other nobles. Since they’d passed me the note, I knew their dislike for Emilia’s tactics would be in my favor.
Over the next several minutes, each of the ten house leaders on the campaign arrived with a bodyguard or second to stand behind their position. Several wore looks of open curiosity while others seemed just short of hostile. I greeted all of them the same way without saying much else.
As the last of them took their seats, I stood to address the group. It would be a challenge to hold the attention of so many strong personalities. I planned keep the momentum with me by not allowing us to get off topic. There was no going back from this point forward. Either I’d succeed, or make enemies of all the political powers in Tor’s Rest.
“Welcome, and thank you all for coming today,” I said to the room while using my aura to get everyone’s attention. I didn’t want to overwhelm them like Lady Emilia tried to do in her audience hall, but I wanted them to respect my position.
A surly looking older jaguar-kind interrupted me, “And just who are you to arrange such a meeting among the houses?” he demanded. The man who spoke was one of my ‘guests of honor’ and a part of my special arrangements.  His attitude made it much easier for me to do what I needed to do. It was time to shake up the status quo.
“I’m glad you asked that question Samuel Taedas, colonel of Taedas House’s one hundred and fifty troops here at Fort Granas,” I said in a pleasant tone. He looked uncomfortable at my use of his name, title, and troop count. I continued as if I didn’t notice his discomfort. “My name is Valian Fero, leader of Fero House.”
“While I appreciate you prompting me to introduce myself, you yourself need no introduction. You and Griffon Aquila, the coyote-kind seated next to you, are well known among the other houses. Your notoriety comes from your roles as informants and assassins for the imperial family here in the fort and in Tor’s Rest,” I said and paused for dramatic effect.  
“While it isn’t illegal to act as informants against your peers, assassination is altogether different. Personally, I find such behavior distasteful and reprehensible. I prefer using strength to overcome my enemies. Luckily, several of your younger nobles agree with my view. They’ve become disenfranchised with your abuse of station, and would prefer a change in leadership,” I said. At my last words, the nobles behind the two leaders in question smoothly drew their swords and stabbed forward.
No one thought anything of the two nobles stepping forward while I spoke. Everyone assumed they were preparing to defend their leaders should anything happen. After all, that was the purpose of bringing a second or bodyguard to this meeting. The attack caught Samuel off guard, and he died instantly. Griffon partially stood, making the stab enter lower than intended but still piercing vital areas around his heart. He fell to the floor amid the utter silence of the room and died seconds later.
The two nobles standing over their dead ex-leaders removed their old tabards, revealing the Fero House colors beneath. They wiped their swords clean on their old colors and sheathed them before dropping the discarded fabric on the fallen leaders.
Without saying a word, the two nobles drug the executed men towards the door. Soldiers waited in the hallway with sacks, but for the drama of the moment, the bodies were carried out by those that killed them. No one spoke as the two left the room with their gruesome cargo in tow, and all eyes were on me as the door closed.
The two armies easily turned against their leadership. The senior nobles ran the houses like street thugs. They made younger nobles do things against their morals and values just to find acceptance, while they used common soldiers as disposable pawns. It had only taken the promise of valuing the soldiers’ lives and honor to convince them to defect.
“As of this morning, Taedas House’s one hundred and fifty troops along with Aquila House’s one hundred troops have disavowed their allegiance to their houses due to corruption in their senior leadership. Both their common soldiers and remaining nobles have sworn themselves to Fero House and are now under my command,” I said.
Including those two houses’ troops, six hundred and sixty soldiers now followed me at Fort Granas. Only House Ferrun had the numbers to challenge me directly. It was also notable that many beast-kind held equal rights within Fero House. Multiple species standing together in one house was almost unheard of across the empire. It was engrained at an almost genetic level not to submit to the leadership of other species. Not since the time of the Founders War had there been noble houses made of different species. No one could have guessed that I’d make such a bold move.
The conference room grew silent at my announcement as everyone processed what had just happened. I catalogued the faces of those in attendance. Most were pale with a visage of shock and horror at the drama that had played out before them.
Even if a noble was corrupt, things were typically handled in a certain fashion. It was the only reason that Emilia had been able to have spies and enforcers in the fort to begin with. That I was willing to disregard convention in such an open and public display spoke volumes.
I imagined the faces of the house officers wouldn’t have been much different if I had suddenly unleashed venomous snakes in the room. Of course, there were exceptions. Several of those in attendance looked furious at my actions. Those would be the ones to watch moving forward.
Even if some were angry, no one would be bold enough to act without planning. After my consolidation of troops, I was too strong to target without serious help. If Droka and his house stood with me, it would align roughly one third of all house forces to my cause. That Droka was content to watch things unfold without interfering solidified the view that he supported my actions.
Many of the attending houses were rivals; none would take the risk of being left on the wrong side of a partnership among houses. A miscalculation like that would lead to them being an easy target to be attacked with impunity. And just like that, I brought the house nobles at Fort Granas in line.
The rest of the meeting went smoothly. Those houses that were rivals couldn’t resist taking shots at each other as we discussed possible defensive strategies and scenarios, but that was to be expected.
Despite the security of our walls, I ran the meeting with the assumption that the saurians would gain entry. If such a thing happened, feuding houses would be expected to stand together. By the end of the meeting, those in attendance at best respected each other, and at worst agreed on a mutual protection pact.
As the attending nobles filed out, Droka and Karsam both stayed seated. This wasn’t a surprise; I had done a lot behind their backs while expecting their good will. I stood by the door and shared parting words with each of the house nobles as they left and ignored the looming storm. After several minutes, the last of the of the other nobles in attendance left. It was just me, House Ferrun, and House Silvanti left in the room.
“You seem to have been busy these last two weeks, even as you were out with the imperial scouting force,” Droka said with an intensity to his voice. “There is a fine line between a strong ally and a threat. The enmity between you and Princess Emilia serves Ferrun House’s objectives, but your ambition and consolidation of power may make you the more dangerous of two threats. How can we be sure you do not plan to lord over the houses in the same manner?” he said in a low voice. I understood his view, but I didn’t see a better way to accomplish my goals.
“Lord Droka, while I apologize for the surprise, it was the only path to take. Even with your troops here in the fort along with my own, we didn’t have the numbers required to make the other noble houses follow our lead. Beyond that, leaving the two imperial pawns in play would have had us all constantly looking over our shoulders. No matter how well disciplined and trained your soldiers are, it matters little with a dagger in your back,” I said with conviction. I wanted to try my best to make them understand the truth about our situation.
He still looked angry, but I could also see the wheels turning in his head based on what I’d just said. There was a simple truth to all of this: beast-kind respected power more than anything else. What he was angry about was my grabbing so much of it without his knowledge and the possibility I could abuse it.
Karsam thought for a long moment and chose his words carefully before joining the conversation. “Valian, I originally thought you could be a powerful member of House Silvanti to oppose the greed and decay that has infected the empire these last years. I realize now we could have never contained you. I still believe you are an agent of change, I just hope that some of the empire is left standing when you realize your full potential.” I heard the warning in his voice.
His statement appeased whatever reservations Droka still held. Looking past Karsam at Lathian, I saw a conflict in the elf’s eyes. I desperately wanted to ask what he was thinking. I’d seen that same look regarding me on multiple occasions now. Asking a slave for his thoughts would send the wrong message, however, so I remained silent.
After our exchange, Droka accepted my position of leadership among the houses. No doubt that once we were out of our current situation, we’d have to re-evaluate our relations with each other. After Karsam’s support, I would also need to revisit my views of Silvanti House.
After the meeting with heads of the houses, I had one more meeting to handle before my day was free. That was a meeting with all the nobles sworn to Fero House. Instead of breaking for lunch, a soldier brought me a loaf of bread and some dried meat. My senior sergeants along with eight nobles entered the room. Although all the nobles were around the same age, their ranks varied from major to lieutenant. No one wore the rank of colonel, as that was the second in command of the house, and no one seemed a good fit for the role yet.
Rank had been a sticky topic. All the nobles in Fero House were new to working together. Instead of ranks based on political power or wealth, I gave them based on weight of authority and skill. The sergeants had been much easier as they’d met over the last couple of days and come to their own understanding about where they stood in relation to one another. Unsurprisingly, Sergeant Iglias was still at the top of the pecking order.
Stephan, with his newfound humility and willingness to listen to the sergeants, showed great potential for growth within the house. I awarded him the rank of major because of that potential and the fact that he’d been the first to join me. The other two who’d earned the rank of major were Leah Inanis and Alexander Celeri.
Leah was a jaguar-kind who had risen in her old house by her skill at stealth. She was striking, but not classically beautiful. Her most noticeable feature was the premature grey streaks that started at her temples and ran through her dark hair. She had a pragmatic approach to things that would make her an excellent administrator.
Alexander, my coyote-kind leader, was a different story all together. He was younger than me by a year, but he was as smart as they came. He was an idealist through and through and extremely passionate about his beliefs. I could see it being a constant challenge to rein him in, but his charisma and conviction would make him a great leader to rally others.
Not only were these two the ring leaders of those jaguar-kind and coyote-kind who agreed to overthrow their old leadership, they did the deed with their own hands. I’d be counting on them to help integrate our forces into one cohesive army. I handed the rest of the ranks out based on their recommendations and the maturity of the other nobles.
Together, I thought my senior officers balanced each other out well, and offered unique perspectives to tackle issues as they arose. I asked everyone, including the sergeants, to introduce themselves to the room before I spoke about my vision for our future, and what hurdles we’d be facing to achieve that vision. The meeting went by quickly, and at the end, there was a clear position and purpose within our new house. Despite the potential for disaster, I was optimistic of Fero House’s chances to prevail and grow stronger.




Chapter 22

After the surprise of the saurians appearing, the princess locking the inner gates, and my consolidation of power among the houses within the fort, nothing much happened. The damnable drums never stopped, but the saurians didn’t make a move on the fort either. Things settled into a tense routine as we prepared for whatever would come.
For six days, we worked on organizing the house armies within the fort in preparation for an attack. Several contingencies were in place depending on where and how the attack came. Our plans included house deployment orders and assignments along with pre-arranged fallback points. We even had staging areas should the enemy secure and fortify a position within the walls.
A large part of those plans centered on the civilians trapped in the fort. With the enemy already here, evacuation was impossible. Their appearance in such numbers caused fear in the citizens. When the princess shut the inner walls with half her army inside, it increased to outright panic.
There were riots in the shopping areas. Vendors hoarded food or charged ridiculous prices. The people were terrified, and none of the senior imperial officers would emerge or give orders from the central keep. Without clear orders from the top, the soldiers on our side of the inner wall focused on securing the food stores and maintaining their assigned posts. The lack of information just made the sense of dread gripping the civilians worse.
It took a coordinated effort from all the houses to stamp down the riots and crime that resulted from the widespread panic. We instituted a patrol schedule that ensured a constant military presence in the civilian housing and shopping areas. We also enacted a price limit on certain goods. It was wildly unpopular, and irritating in the extreme to enforce, but after two days of our enacted policies, the merchants and camp followers settled back into their routine.
Even in our attempt to bring law and order back to the outer region of the fort, the imperial troops on the outer wall proved a hindrance rather than a help. A stuffy imperial colonel named Uriel, despite my best efforts, refused to coordinate with the noble houses. He was of the mind we should all simply wait for direction from the princess’s senior staff. He was impossible.
When the noble patrols started, he had his staff threaten to imprison our forces for overstepping our authority. It had taken the reminder that he lacked the authority, numbers or space to deliver on his threat. After that, Uriel stopped all communication with us. If the saurians attacked, we’d unfortunately have to work in parallel with the imperials instead of together.
While all of this was going on, Fero House also stepped up its training regimen. Karsam agreed to let our newest members share the Silvanti barracks with his remaining people so that all of our troops could be together. The move infuriated Aaryn and the Vineas, but they knew better than to cause problems after what had occurred. Once the newest members of the house moved in, we went about breaking apart and reforming the army’s structure. Whenever a soldier wasn’t on a detail or sleeping, they were training.
We emphasized group movement with our soldiers. While it was always good to be the best fighter possible, being able to stand together might be the difference between life and death. I’d seen too many saurian attacks on this campaign. The one thing they all had in common was trying to break the soldiers down into individual fighters before overwhelming them. Whenever our forces stood together, we’d given the savages a run for their money.
We even included group exercises in shifted forms. That brought an entirely new dynamic to our army, as the variation in species allowed us to play to each group’s strengths. Having the size of the large felines and bears mixed with the small and medium species made everyone more deadly. The prospect of utilizing such strength excited me for our future.
When I watched the soldiers work, it was impossible to distinguish between the militia and academy trained forces. The sergeants did an excellent job of blending everyone together so they all performed like they were seasoned veterans. When the time came, I knew that Fero House would show why it should be feared and respected.
We also instituted special training for those with a knack for stealth and alternative tactics. The jaguar-kind possessed a natural talent with stealth, and the coyote-kind had a knack for thinking outside the box. The squads trained in this manner could break apart to work as independent agents or stand together on the field of battle. Flexibility was key when we finally met the enemy.
It was the seventh day of the siege when it happened. Shortly after lunch, a sharp crack echoed from the western gatehouse. The sound was so loud that it rang throughout the entire fort. I was in our central courtyard and felt a sense of dread rise up within me. Everyone stopped what they were doing to look towards the walls. Following the noise, the drums stopped beating, and all sound ceased at that moment. It was eerily quiet. The lack of sound was deafening after the days of constant noise.
Suddenly, we could hear the small sounds of stone beginning to break. Nobody moved or seemed to even breathe. Then, all hell broke loose. It started with some debris falling from the parapets, but shortly after, cracks formed in our indestructible defenses. For a moment, the soldiers on the top of the wall froze in the hope that the danger had passed. My troops and I watched in horror as the western gate and surrounding walls began to crumble and collapse.
The ground shook throughout the fort, and it seemed that all the world would be ripped apart. The stone barrier fell inward like a wave crashing onto the shore. People were thrown off of their feet in the upheaval and several buildings collapsed. With the breaking of stone and screaming of dying soldiers and civilians, the sound became a horrific symphony of death and destruction. Chaos ensued.
We’d spent the last seven days preparing for an attack, but no one was prepared for what had just happened. Though none of our plans fit this scenario, everyone sprang into action. “All right everyone. Our priority remains the civilians’ safety. The enemy is coming, and we need to be ready for them. Major Inanis’ and Major Celeri’s people head out. Focus on stopping the invaders from advancing as much as you can. If you can help civilians without hindering your mission, do so, but don’t forget that holding back the saurians is the priority. Link up with the other houses and create a unified front. If you can’t hold an area, try to get the civilians out and fall back. Major Umbra’s people, you’re with me and the bodyguard detail, we’re headed to the stables to get our horses,” I yelled out as the sergeants moved into battle mode.
I ran towards the stables as my bodyguard and Stephan’s soldiers formed up around me. I’d only gotten to spend a little time with Bashita since my arrival at the fort because of the demands on my time. No doubt she had plenty of pent up energy that needed to be worked out, and there was no better way to do so than killing saurians. I just hoped that the stables remained intact after the destruction that ran through the fort.
Three stables now contained horses belonging to Fero House. As my bodyguard and I made our way towards one stable, most of Stephan’s people broke off in other directions. I caught Stephan’s eye as he headed off with one of his groups. He nodded at me with a determined look on his face. I pitied any saurian that stood before him.
It didn’t take long to reach the stables holding Bashita and thirty other horses belonging to our house. It appeared that the building was free of damage. As I’d expected, the tension in the air energized my mount. It was a challenge to get her barding and saddle on as even I couldn’t calm her. She knew battle was near. She was ready to fight.
I noticed Tristan saddling a horse nearby. While he’d spent time working with horses after being assigned as my bodyguard, it was probably his least favorite aspect of the job. “Just don’t forget to unclench your muscles from time to time,” I said to him as he hopped into his saddle. His expression made it clear he didn’t appreciate my comment.
A half hour later found us riding towards the western gate. It was utter chaos. The remains of buildings littered the roadway and made riding at speed treacherous. The collapse of buildings was random and unpredictable. Some buildings that looked newer didn’t survive while some buildings that looked dilapidated stood tall.
Severely wounded civilians and soldiers were everywhere. The bodies of the dead littered the ground around the wreckage. Fero House had been fortunate in that none of our buildings had collapsed, but many were not so lucky. Groans and screams filled the air as masses of civilians ran towards the inner walls, ignoring the fallen around them.
Goods and debris were scattered everywhere as merchant carts were knocked over in the wreckage and panic. People had simply dropped their belongings in the mad dash to the center of the fort. No one knew exactly what was happening, but they knew their best chance of survival lay away from the outer walls.
I’d insisted on being towards the front when divvying up the necessary tasks in case the saurians broke through our defenses. Everyone had protested adamantly at the beginning, but I’d worn them down. Now, as my bodyguard detail of thirty soldiers and I rode towards the sound of battle, I knew I’d made the right decision. I would never be able to stay safely in the rear while people risked their lives in my name. It wasn’t in my blood.
Sooner than expected, we found the enemy. Several brutes and chirpers moved through an alleyway that would allow them to get behind the soldiers fighting on the main street ahead of us. This choke point was behind several others, and it surprised me the saurians had already made it this far.
Upon seeing us, the saurians rushed to attack. I quickly dismounted at the entrance to the alleyway and led seven of my soldiers toward the enemy. The rest were left holding the reigns to our mounts. Only one horse would have fit into the cramped space, so it only made sense to fight on foot.
Just as the tight space of the alleyway restricted our movements, it hampered the saurians’ efforts to reach us. Only two could attack at the same time, and the brutes kept getting in each other’s way during the skirmish. They were all equipped with clubs, spears, stone knives or crude stone swords, but they didn’t effectively use their weapons. They attacked as individuals instead of as a group.
We made short work of the group with only a minor spear wound on a soldier’s arm. Taking a moment to catch our breath, we looked out of the other side of the alleyway. What we saw made me sick to my stomach.
From our vantage point, we could barely see what had once been the cleared area behind the gate. Debris and rubble covered everything, and the closest buildings to the wall had been washed away in the wreckage. The bodies of those close to the fallen structure were mixed in with the debris. They represented the majority of our fighting force outside the keep.
A depression under what had once been the gate stood out. Based on the way it all looked, the only plausible explanation was that they’d tunneled under the wall until it collapsed. The drums and camped forces had been a distraction. I begrudgingly admitted the genius of the tactic.
Regardless of what had caused the breach, it didn’t change the thick swarm of saurians that continued to pour over the stone debris. It had to be a treacherous climb to get over the remnants of our defenses, but that didn’t stop the wave of scaly bodies. My blood boiled at the sight.
They’d destroyed too much of the wall, and the enemy swarmed through the streets in impossible numbers. We couldn’t contain them. I rushed back to Bashita and jumped into the saddle. I spurred her forward to the choke point being defended by a mix of different house soldiers.
“The breach is too large to contain. You and your soldiers are already at risk of being overrun. Fall back to the inner wall.” I yelled to the back of the group. The sergeant in charge turned to say something. I saw the anger she’d been about to unleash on me. Upon seeing who addressed her, she caught herself. She quickly saluted and turned back to her soldiers, giving orders to pull back as they fought off the saurians pressing their lines.
The inner wall was supposed to be our last defensive line if the enemy pushed into the fort. With a secure position at our back, all the house forces would defend a makeshift fortification around the civilians. From there we would hold for as long as we had bodies to throw at the enemy. We’d planned on fighting for days before they drove us back that far. Thinking of our new reality made me sick to my stomach.
“Send our best riders to relay that we can’t contain the enemy. Soldiers are to protect and escort any retreating civilians they can, but make their way to our last defense as quickly as possible,” I told Tristan as we rode back towards the interior of Fort Granas as fast as we dared. He nodded at my command before detailing five of our riders to get the job done.
It took less time than I would have liked to get to our last line of defense. The area was a beehive of activity with soldiers and civilians moving in every direction. The most important task was ensuring our makeshift fortifications were secure before the enemy arrived.
Just like the outer defenses, there was a large space between the inner wall and the surrounding buildings. Soldiers used that space to shoot any invaders trying to gain access. Here was where we set up our last line of defense centered on a gate leading to the central keep. The space offered enough room to make a dome shaped fortification that could accommodate all the surviving civilians and soldiers. Ideally, we would have used the keep for that purpose, but the princess ruined that plan when she closed the gates.
We hoped that the soldiers manning the inner defenses might let the civilians and our remaining soldiers enter when they saw our desperation. I never expected to need their help so quickly. Despite our need, I didn’t hold out much hope for the princess’s sympathy.
We’d created our two story fortification out of vendor stalls and wagons. Spears and metal spikes had been added to the base for extra protection. To secure the structure, we used anything and everything available. We tied portions of our defenses together with metal wire, string, leather cord and even twine. We also built scaffolding along the inside for our people to stand atop it. The project had been a huge drain on manpower, but it had clearly been the right decision.
Say what you will about Fort Granas, its architects built it with defense in mind. It had thick gates and walls. The buildings were made of stone. Zones around the defenses were clear of buildings for one hundred yards. Even the ground sloped up as you moved towards the inner keep, making invaders pay for every step they took.
Despite the fort’s impressive design, it had still fallen to some of the most primitive of the empire’s enemies. The only thing I could come up with when I thought about the situation was that we’d become cocky. Based on my reading, there was a time when Fort Granas housed even more soldiers than the thirty thousand for which it was built. To hear Karsam talk, it had been long before his time. No one remembered a time when thinning the saurians wasn’t viewed as a hunt rather than a campaign. The empire was learning its lesson now.
Seeing that everything was being tended to around the fortifications, I led my guards back out on horseback. We rode as far as we dared into the fort, checking for civilians or soldiers. Once we found a group, we’d cover their retreat all the way before leaving again. We always intended for the civilians to fall back to the central fortification immediately, so there weren’t many left among the buildings and roadways. The soldiers were a different story as many of them were still fighting the invading enemy.
We focused on the western side since that was the area being overrun the fastest. Those civilians we found were typically merchants who didn’t want to lose their wares or people too wounded to effectively move. At the prospect of not making it, many beast-kind had shifted. We had to help several of the wounded in their bulkier beast forms.
The soldiers were a different issue altogether. Trying to hold back the enemy while giving ground was a difficult task. If you retreated too fast, you left others open to attack. If you retreated too slowly, the enemy would overwhelm you, and you’d be cut off from your escape route.
We found several pockets of soldiers that had become entrenched with saurians surrounding them. Roars, hisses and shouts of pain sounded from the skirmishes as we approached. The fighting was fierce as our soldiers struggled to survive.
We used the mass of our horses to charge in and push back the saurian attackers so that the soldiers could flee. Unfortunately, the blood and smell of beast forms spooked many of the horses we rode and limited our effectiveness. We could only hold our position for a short time before we had to back away from the fighting or risk losing control of our mounts. It became a dangerous dance to keep the saurians at bay so that the infantry forces could get away.
We eventually stopped finding retreating soldiers and encountered larger enemy groups. I noticed several of the saurians wearing leadership necklaces, but killing them didn’t make their groups disband like they had in the field. Some other force was driving this army now.
Darkness descended on the fort as we escorted our last group of surviving soldiers into our makeshift camp. We’d lost seven of our riders and ten horses during our rescue attempts. It was a steep price to pay, but we’d helped over fifty soldiers and countless civilians make it to safety.
As we rode in, I couldn’t help but notice how empty the area was. A grim looking Droka met us as we dismounted. “The rest of the nobles are having a strategy meeting in the command tent. You should be there,” he said as I rubbed Bashita’s neck. Handing the reigns to Tristan, I took a swig from my canteen and moved to follow Droka.
I knew Tristan would be worried by my leaving without my bodyguards, but he’d have his hands full for a while tending to the soldiers and horses. Even being as tired as she was, Bashita was still hard for others to control.
Selene’s voice surprised me as she and Tristan jogged to catch up with me. “I bet he thought he’d get away with that,” she said to Tristan as they fell in a step at my sides.
“Sometimes he makes dumb choices. That’s why he has us to keep him in line,” Tristan responded in an upbeat tone that no one felt right then. I knew he was putting on an act for Selene’s and my benefit.
I smiled as I answered them, “You can’t blame a guy for trying. I’ve almost forgotten what it’s like not to have nursemaids following me around everywhere I go.” All I got for my comment was a snort from Tristan and a “humph” from Selene. I didn’t even ask who they’d left trying to wrangle in Bashita.




Chapter 23

All levity died as we arrived at the open pavilion serving as the command tent. Those in charge stood around a central table with a map of the fort taking up its center. Lower-ranking officers from every house stood along the outside edges of the tent. I noticed that every single head of the noble houses had made it to safety, and they all looked to be no worse of wear. Several house leaders yelling at one another helped me focus on the meeting instead of my errant thoughts. “Enough,” I said loudly as I directed my aura at those before me. Everyone stopped talking, but no one was happy about it.
“If it isn’t our fearless leader. No doubt come to rally us all and save the day,” one of the leaders said. If I remembered, he was from a wealthy house that focused on the textile trade in Tor’s Rest.
“Before we begin the verbal sparring, why don’t we get a status report? Who has the latest numbers from our forces?” I asked the room, ignoring the outburst of the house leader. Everyone looked around before a captain from Ferrun House stepped forward from the periphery of the tent.
“Sir, the last report has our infantry count at a few over eight hundred able-bodied soldiers, our cavalry at three hundred and fifty, and nearly twenty-five hundred civilians accounted for. All the imperial soldiers are unaccounted for and presumed dead. We also have less than one hundred wounded with most being minor injuries,” the captain reported.
Though he only carried out his duty, his report destroyed the remaining moral in the command tent. We’d started with a combined house force of three thousand soldiers. Besides our troops, there should have been almost thirty-five hundred civilians within our fortifications. All of that was on top of the loss of the entire imperial garrison on the outer wall.
Silence reigned in the tent as everyone processed the numbers we’d just been given. It appeared hopeless no matter how you looked at it. “Ideas?” I asked the quiet assembly, taking a deep, settling breath as I did so.
No one spoke for a moment until Droka Ferrun’s son, Enoch, stepped forward from where the other lower-ranking officers stood. “I say we have all the remaining survivors shift and charge the bastards. If we’re already beaten, we should take as many of them with us as we can. At least then we can be proud when we stand before our ancestors,” the young bear-kind said with conviction.
The assembled house leaders looked at each other quietly for a moment while Droka made a point of not looking up from the table in front of him. “Let’s focus on plans that don’t include suicide by saurian,” I said to the room, eliciting weak chuckles from some of the house leaders.
Enoch’s face turned red as he turned and stomped back to the outside of the tent grumbling. No doubt, he took offense with me for embarrassing him. If we survived, he would surely confront me about it. I truly hoped to see that day.
No one else said anything for a little while after Enoch’s suggestion. We all stood there looking at the map of the fort before us. No matter how hard we stared at it, the reality continued to weigh on us. Our situation was dire. If something didn’t change, we were doomed to die within view of the imperials that refused to help us.
In the silence, I felt the auras of those around me. These were the strongest nobles in the fort, and their auras all radiated one of three things: fear, anger or hopelessness. I myself was leaning towards anger, but more of it was directed at Princess Emilia than the invading enemy.
Karsam clearing his throat broke the silence that had settled on the space. He stepped forward with his shoulders back and posture straight. He immediately had everyone’s attention. “What of the old stories? Personal experience tells us saurians don’t band together. They’re more likely to kill one another. But… Our legends tell of white saurians that once formed great hordes such as this one,” he said to the room as if daring anyone to nay say him.
Many nobles scoffed again like they had at Enoch’s suggestion, but they didn’t make eye contact with the determined wolf-kind before them. I realized there might be something to what he was saying. I remembered the armored saurians from the scouting mission. They’d been guarding something or someone, even if I hadn’t seen their charge.
I pulled off my necklace of saurian trophies and stared at it in my hands. I felt the porous bone and thought back over what I’d seen of the enemy up until this point. After a moment of reflection, I decided to voice my opinion to the assembly.
I spoke loudly enough to be heard over the bickering that had once again consumed the house leaders, but I kept my eyes on the item I was holding. “We know from experience that killing the ones wearing these broke up the small war parties we ran into on the road until the drums started. Today I saw at least twice the number of those wearing the necklaces killed with no effect on the invading army. There may be truth to the legend after all,” I said. After I’d spoken, I looked up at the assembled nobles.
I made a point of looking each of the leaders in the eye, gauging their reactions. Some looked openly hostile to the idea. Others appeared to be cautiously receptive. Regardless of the two extremes, most looked to be doubtful. I wouldn’t be able to sway the assembly. I made a decision that I knew would drive a wedge between me and the group. “What do you suggest Karsam?” I asked, ignoring everyone else.
It was clear that several thought this conversation ludicrous, but they all hesitated at interrupting us. “I suggest a hunting party to find their leader. If we can kill the head, the body may wither before it swallows us all,” he said looking me in the eye. The challenge was plain. What was I willing to do to save everyone? I grinned at Karsam. Even after I’d broken out from under his leadership, he still called the shots.
“Preposterous,” one of the skeptics yelled as he finally worked up the indignation to speak, “If we laughed at the young Ferrun’s idea as suicide, how is this one any better? I won’t have my soldiers throw away their lives on some attempt to find a myth.”
I ignored the outburst as if the house leader didn’t even exist. “If they had a central leader, it’d most likely be near the largest concentration of saurians. No amount of soldiers could break through to that point. Even if they did manage it, the saurian leader would most likely just retreat as we got close,” I said as much to myself as to Karsam.
“That is why it would have to be a small hunting party that slipped in and dispatched their leader before the horde took notice,” a new voice said from the edge of the tent. I looked up to see Lathian standing there in leather armor with two large daggers on either hip.
“So now we’re to listen to the advice of elf slaves? I refuse. I won’t have any of my people take part in such idiocy as this,” the same vocal leader shouted from his place at the table, and many of the other house leaders nodded in agreement. For all of beast-kind culture’s strength, our belief that we were above everyone else would be our downfall.
Karsam stared at me as the others commenced arguing amongst themselves. “Lathian may be a slave, but he is also a skilled warrior. He has earned my trust and respect. You’d do well to mind that,” he said over the noise around the table.
I spoke up before the ire of the others could be directed at Karsam’s boldness. “My soldiers and I will attempt the hunt in shifted form. It may take a while to find our prey, so only those of noble blood will go. I’ll even take the elf along, if he thinks he can keep up,” I said with a smirk. Stephan, along with Leah and Alexander stepped forward into the inner tent. It seemed they’d support my decision no matter how insane.
“If that is the path you choose, then good luck, though I hold little hope for the venture,” Droka said in the silence that followed my declaration. It was clear that I no longer had a place in the meeting. I stepped out of the tent with Karsam, along with the others involved in the plan, moving to follow me.
“You’re sure you can only take nobles?” Tristan asked from beside me after we’d moved a distance from the other nobles. He spoke in a low voice so that only I heard him. The question was clear. He wanted to know if there was any way he could go. I glanced over at Selene and saw the worry on her face as she tried to hear what we were saying. She feared my making an exception for my friend.
“I’m sorry Tristan. If I could take you along, you know I would. I don’t know how long this will take, and I can’t risk your shifted time running out. Just know I’ve got your back this time. I would ask you to take care of this for me until I return though,” I said as I slapped Tristan on the shoulder and handed him the bone necklace. Selene visibly relaxed at my response, and let out a breath I knew she’d been holding.
After my exchange with Tristan, he seemed to sulk, but I knew it was for the best. My attention turned to preparing for the mission, and I set all other matters aside. If we survived, then I would worry about mending things with him.
Momentarily content to enjoy the spoils of their victory, the saurians hadn’t yet attacked our fortification. I didn’t know what held them back, but I had a suspicion. Thousands of bodies lay amongst the wreckage of the fort, a cornucopia of food waiting to be enjoyed by the saurian army. As gruesome as that knowledge was, it gave us time to plan and prepare for our mission.
I decided that Stephan, Leah and Alexander would all join me on my hunting trip. In beast form, we’d use the buildings, alleyways and wreckage to keep our presence hidden. The hope was that there were enough dead beast-kind in the immediate area to cover our scent. Hopefully, our increased senses and reflexes would allow us to dispatch any saurians that saw us without raising an alarm. My thoughts drifted to the red wolf-form of Kyla, and I wished she was here with me.
Despite my warning that we couldn’t guarantee his safety, Lathian insisted that he go. He assured me he’d keep up with the group and take care of himself without hindering the mission. I would have preferred to take only beast-kind, but too much was riding on our success for me to refuse him. Plus, he was a skilled warrior and might prove useful.
With the rough details decided, I sent the others to get food and an hour of rest before we set off. I’d recently slept, so I didn’t need the respite. I’d also had dry rations in the saddle during the day, satiating my hunger. I laughed to myself at the thought of how poor a last meal I’d had if we failed.
Instead of going with the others, I spent time with Bashita. She was tired after the long afternoon we’d had. She’d performed admirably the entire day. It had been a constant alternating cycle of moving and fighting. While she had several shallow cuts and scrapes across her body, she’d shown no fear or weakness. I was proud to be her master.
I took off her equipment and brushed her down before putting it all back on for her protection. If the saurians broke the barricade, her training and spirit would ensure that she fought for survival. Her barding and saddle might be the difference in my seeing her again or not.
I stayed with her until the weight of hopelessness threatened to drag me down. I took it as a sign to change scenery and bid my mount goodbye. It wouldn’t do to defeat myself before we started.
After my time with Bashita, I stood on top of our makeshift wall looking out at the fort before me. Instead of thinking about my emotions, I focused on my animal side.
The scent of blood and ash pervaded the air. The flames of various fires burned in the distance. They’d most likely been started in the civilians’ rush to flee. They added to the desolate scene before me but represented little danger amongst the stone buildings. I tracked the signs of movement in the dark as saurians snuck around the abandoned buildings well outside the range of any weapons. All of these things fed my beast’s desire for action, allowing me to push down my more human feelings.
The others arrived some time later, alerting me that it was time to get started. “We’ll be looking for a white saurian that may be leading the invaders. The goal is to find and neutralize our target without alerting the entire horde to our presence. I have a hunch the creature is being guarded by armored brutes with giant sword-like weapons. Once we find the bastard, we kill it and run back to this location as fast as possible. Also, Lathian here will be traveling with us, so try not to eat the elf,” I said and gave a few moments for the nervous chuckles to die down. “Questions about the mission?” I asked one last time and heard only silence.
“Very well, let’s get started,” I said as I let the shift take me. Just like the last time, it only took seconds to change forms. Instead of the pain I’d once felt, I only felt the numb, tingling sensation, and even that quickly subsided.
My more primitive filter took its place at the forefront of my mind as more detailed sights, smells, and sounds became available. I was immediately aware of the tightness of my clothing and armor now that it had stretched out to accommodate my increased mass. I grudgingly accepted it as a necessary evil for the added protection it offered.
I flexed my aura as I adjusted to my new form, and what I found surprised me. As the others completed their shifts, I could actually feel their minds with my power instead of simply giving direction. When I’d transformed before, the soldiers hadn’t been under my command and didn’t trust me enough to allow this type of connection. The ability to coordinate in beast form would be immensely helpful.
I reveled in the power before turning to the others as they finished their shifts. Stephan was a taller dark grey wolf-kind with less muscle than my own form. Leah was a lithe jaguar-kind female who was just slightly smaller than me with distinctive white streaks around her black spots on her sides. Alexander, being coyote-kind, was shorter and smaller than the rest of us. His light brown hide, more angular face, and expressive eyes distinguished him from wolf-kind.
Surveying those around me, I met their eyes and saw a mix of fear and hope within them. I nodded to Lathian and launched myself off the top of the wall. I couldn’t help but chuckle at myself, which came out as a huffing noise, as I landed on my feet and made for the dark alleyway in front of me.
A two story jump meant nothing to a shifted beast-kind of any race, but Lathian would be hard pressed to launch himself off of the fortification like that. Of course, he showed me up by jumping off the wall right behind me. Landing in a roll, He lost no momentum as he came up at a run behind me. I didn’t miss the smirk on his face as he followed me, or that he’d impressed the others with his stunt. Show-off.
As soon as we entered the darkness of the alleyway, it was as if we entered another world. There was an energy there that hadn’t been present behind the safety of the walls. Whether it was from the death and destruction that permeated the air or the fact we were now in a hostile environment, I didn’t know. The only clear thing was that my beast was in its element. I had to suppress the urge to howl in the excitement of the hunt.
We stalked through shadowy alleyways and over buildings as we looked for any sign that might indicate the enemy leadership’s position. The saurians roamed around in groups looking for food or destroying abandoned carts and buildings at their leisure. Their movements didn’t follow any rhyme or reason, but the groups got larger the closer we got to the rubble of the western gate.
Three times, we ran into small patrols we had to dispatch as we stalked closer towards the western gate. Each time, we ended the threat before others were alerted. Leah was especially gifted in that regard as her hooked claws allowed her to sneak straight down walls to attack her unsuspecting prey.
The unfortunate reason it was so easy to make progress was that too much food was available to the saurians. They had massacred thousands of beast-kind. With the abruptness of the wall’s falling, many of those closest to the area hadn’t been able to react and died almost instantly.
As the swarms of saurians had come through, they’d killed all they could and moved deeper into the fort. Their rapid spread had allowed them to get around the western side of the fort quickly. They’d caught many unsuspecting beast-kind before they could retreat to our makeshift camp.
Whatever force drove them had pushed them to not stop and eat until they’d secured the area. This wholly went against their savage nature. Keeping thousands of saurians on task was further proof of a central leader among them.
It took hours for us to make it near to where the gate had fallen. As we passed more slaughtered beast-kind, it became harder for me to control my anger. Images of broken saurians on my teeth and claws kept trying to force their way into my mind, and by extension, my aura. Several times, I had to pull back my bloodlust as it threatened to overwhelm the others’ senses. I saw Lathian casting worried glances in my direction as the hunt continued.
I was on the verge of circling away from the fallen gate and looking somewhere else when the noise of a muffled roar caught my attention. Though I couldn’t place the species, the noise indicated beast-kind still fought for survival in the hellish landscape. It had come from the large stone building directly in line with where the gatehouse had been. The large structure was two stories tall and as wide as any three buildings put together. It had once served as a prison for this section of the fort. I knew from my readings that another building just like it sat near the eastern gate.
As I thought more about it, several heavy doors stood in defensible locations within the structure. Its walls were too thick to easily break through, and its windows all had metal bars running through them to prevent easy entry or exit. The exterior of the building even looked to be in good shape despite its proximity to the fall of the gates. If I were facing a wave of invaders I couldn’t outrun, that would be the best place to try to protect myself.
My temporary excitement died down as I remembered our aim. Finding survivors had nothing to do with finding the enemy leader. I was about to dismiss the plight of the doomed beast-kind when I saw a commotion in front of the building. The armored brutes carrying their vicious serrated great swords headed toward the entrance of the building.
I tried to get a better view of the group by jabbing my claws into the wall of a nearby building and pulling myself up. It was a risky thing to do as it put me on the edge of the shadows in which we were hiding. Luckily, the darkness kept my black coat hidden, and my gamble rewarded me with a brief flash of white entering the prison.
Karsam was right; the legends were true.




Chapter 24

My anticipation radiated through my aura at seeing the saurian leader. The others couldn’t help moving and growling softly, unable to suppress the emotion I had projected. Lathian picked up on the change. “In the building?” he asked in a low voice, to which I nodded.
We circled around the fallen remnants of what had once been a general store and made our way down side streets and alleys towards the prison. The loose rock and scattered possessions made our footing treacherous, and the smallest amount of noise might alert nearby saurians to our presence. It was a tricky maneuver to get into position.
The building in question sat right on the edge of where the wall debris had crushed everything in its path. The two entrances to the prison were only in the front, and most of the surrounding buildings hadn’t survived the upheaval. The closest of the doorways was near a standing three story building, but the far entrance only had rubble and partially collapsed structures surrounding it.
Our best chance of killing our target would be from ambush. The brutes that had been acting as bodyguards were some of the most formidable I’d ever seen. Their weapons had serrated edges that would rip through our armor and fur with ease. To increase our chances of success, we had to split up and cover both entrances.
With a mental command, I sent Stephan, Leah and Alexander towards the nearest ambush site, while I signaled for Lathian to follow me to the other. I had to give Lathian credit; though we couldn’t openly communicate, he’d picked up on and been able to react to every order I’d given to the others.
Both groups reached our ambush points without being seen, but just barely. The others had no trouble reaching the top of the three story building that was their post. Lathian and I, however, almost blew the entire operation.
The second-floor balcony of a leaning and partially crushed building offered us our best position. Unfortunately, it was on the opposite side of the prison from our approach. The best way to access the spot was by climbing around and then through a window. As we moved to take up our positions, we found a chirper making a meal of the leg of an unfortunate victim in the room we’d been moving through. Before I could even react to the creature’s presence, Lathian lunged forward at lightning speed and stabbed it through the eye. He eased the creature to the floor without making a sound as I checked the rest of the floor.
Once we were in position, it became a waiting game. Whoever was inside wouldn’t last against the onslaught of saurians that kept moving in and out of the building. I periodically heard roars of anger and pain, and each sound cut into my heart. It was only a matter of time before the stand-off ended and the saurian leader left the building. Though I hated using anyone in such a way, their sacrifice would ensure that we defeated the enemy. It was a cold decision, but I didn’t see another way to succeed.
As I fought the urge to rush into the building, my prediction came true. A pained roar rang out and transformed into a human yell before it was abruptly silenced. Shortly after, numerous saurians left the building. I was glad I hadn’t given in to my urge to charge into the prison. I quit counting after one hundred and fifty of the enemy had exited the structure.
I noticed that, as the saurians exited the building, they were being directed somehow. Those that had just been meandering around and eating the dead started to behave strangely. They stopped what they were doing and shook their heads violently, as if trying to shake something loose.
I wondered with dread if the saurian leader used power akin to a beast-kind’s aura. To lead so many, it would have to be on a much grander scale than our own abilities. That was a dangerous ability for any enemy to possess.
My thoughts were interrupted as every saurian in the vicinity stood and headed in the direction of the civilians and our fortifications. Looking at the numbers of enemies moving through the streets, I knew our camp would never hold.
I sent the mental command to be ready to the other group, just in case they somehow missed the surrounding events. After that, I focused on my own surroundings and prepared myself for action. I had faith in the others’ abilities, but I hoped it would be me who faced the white saurian. These officers had become my friends. The thought of losing any of them crushed me.
The ancestors were on my side. After a short time, the bodyguard detail and what could only be our target emerged from the entrance closest to my and Lathian’s position. The brutes wore the stone armor I’d seen before, but their leader wore only a loincloth. The garment looked suspiciously like treated human skin. Bile rose in the back of my throat at the thought.
The white saurian only appeared loosely related to those around it. It was as tall as its brute bodyguards, but leaner with a more upright posture. The creature’s eyes were bigger than its followers. Even from my distant vantage point, I could see the intelligence behind them. Its scales weren’t just white, they had a luminescence about them that radiated out in all directions. It was as if the creature’s power was so great that it was manifesting physically.
Lathian got my attention by patting my shoulder. I turned to him and mentally applauded his bravery at using such a method on a shifted beast-kind. Instead of biting off his hand, I focused on what he showed me. He held up three throwing knives I hadn’t known he was carrying and pointed to the three closest brutes in the guard detail. The message was clear, and I nodded my understanding before positioning myself on the edge of the balcony.
The bodyguards’ armor covered many of their vital points. His throws would have to be perfect if they were to be effective. From what I’d seen of the elf, I knew they would be.
There was no signal, just the feel of air as the weapons flew by my head. I immediately launched myself in a straight line for my target. As I’d expected of Lathian, his aim and timing was impeccable, and his knives all stuck deep in the throats of their intended victims. Shortly after the blades found their mark, I bowled through the doomed bodyguards.
A knife to the side of the throat wasn’t an instant kill, but few creatures had the self-awareness to not reach up in a vain attempt to stop the bleeding. Instead of stopping me with the last of their lives, I threw the three massive brutes off balance and out of my path. Only my target stood before me.
Time slowed as I came into range. I reached out with my clawed hands, ready to sink them into the scaled hide of the saurian leader. I was sure of our victory. There was no way the enemy could react in time to stop me.
Just as my claws met their mark, the creature before became a blur of movement. One moment, he was standing in front of me, oblivious to my approach. The next, he was facing me and I was being intercepted by a battering ram. Before I could even process what had happened, I hit the side of the prison building so hard that all thoughts shattered in my mind.
I looked over at my enemy as stars twinkled before my eyes. The white saurian walked casually towards me while an elf battled seven armored brutes. Some part of me insisted that I knew the elf, but I couldn’t come up with his name at the moment. Already, he had fatally wounded one of the large beasts and only had six left to go. He was a strong warrior.
The white saurian reaching me cut my observation short. My rattled senses finally returned, and I realized what had happened as broken bones mended and realigned. The bastard had back-handed me.
The glowing saurian grabbed me by the neck, cutting my musings short. He picked me up against the wall as I tried to feel around for weapons that were no longer there. I had no idea when I’d dropped my blades.
It felt like a steel vice squeezed my throat. Oxygen was a precious commodity, and my inability to breathe would soon be a real problem.
He could have crushed my throat with his single hand, but his eyes told me he wouldn’t. They glinted with a cruel enjoyment of watching me suffer. If the reptilian creature had lips, they would have been drawn back in a smile. I felt my heart pounding in my head and knew I’d black out soon if I didn’t do something.
In desperation, I struck out at the creature’s body with my claws. They tore into the saurian’s densely muscled chest and abdomen. It took effort to slice through its scaly hide, but my strength prevailed. My success clearly shocked the saurian as it stepped back and dropped me out of reflex. We both watched as the claw marks closed much like my own wounds did when I regenerated.
A cold fear gripped me. Saurians weren’t supposed to regenerate. What was this creature? So far, my enemy was stronger, faster and tougher than me. My instincts yelled for me to run. If I was to beat this predator, I couldn’t go toe to toe with him as I had planned.
A quick glance around me showed that I was only two steps from the prison’s entrance. I noticed that no light came from the building’s entryway. It appeared they’d never had a chance to light the torches before the fort’s fall. If I could make it inside, maybe I could use the darkness to some advantage against my enemy. The anger in the white saurian’s eyes let me know that he’d follow until he killed me for the wound I’d inflicted.
I made my move as his clawed hands swiped forward. I mostly avoided his strike; only half of my abdomen felt the agony of being ripped open as I ran to the entrance of the prison. In my dash, I noticed that only five armored brutes stood against Lathian now, but he was bleeding from a cut on one of his shoulders. I mentally said a prayer to the ancestors for the elf as I disappeared into the darkness of the entryway; there was a real chance I’d never know how his fight ended.
My wound was deep, and to my dismay, it wasn’t healing nearly as fast as it should have. Whatever the white saurian was, something about it kept my regeneration from working to full effect. As I held pressure on the cuts, I wondered how much blood I could lose before I passed out.
I heard a rattling hiss that reverberated off the stone walls. I was exhausted, injured and, for once, scared. The vibrations of the noise spread throughout my bones.
The sound played tricks on me as the hallways caused an echo. I had no idea where the creature could be. I turned down one of the main halls leading deeper into the prison. I bled heavily from my wounds. The trail would be easy to follow.
He was baiting me, trying to cause me to panic and run. I knew it was intentional. Something told me he enjoyed cat and mouse games. I had to turn the tables. If I was to win, I’d have to be more than a scared rabbit. I’d have to be a wolf.
I heard my enemy stalking me. He’d occasionally make a clicking or growling noise that sounded as if it was coming from all directions. He was goading, trying to increase the terror that threatened to overwhelm my senses.
As I looked for a proper ambush site, a set of steps came into view. I stood before the stairs, debating on the way I should go, and an idea took shape in my mind. I smeared blood on the wall past the stairwell and let it fall on the floor as if I had continued running down the hallway. After a short distance, I doubled back and carefully ascended the steps. I pressed against my wound as much as I could, and tried my best to keep blood from leaking onto the stairs. I wasn’t completely successful, but I hoped the larger trail would hold the saurian’s attention.
On the second floor, I crouched down and waited for my nemesis. Part of my instincts screamed for me to escape. Another part of me knew I had to at least try to kill the monster.
It wasn’t long before my target came into view. His glowing form made it easy to track him in the darkness but didn’t reach my hiding spot. He stepped out in front of the stairs still following my blood trail. I knew that my trick wouldn’t fool him for long. Before he figured out my ruse, I leapt silently from my perch. Unlike my last ambush, there was nothing to warn him of my approach.
My fur blended in with the pitch black of our surroundings. I even made sure to launch myself without dragging my clawed feet on the stairs. I was a silent killer ambushing my prey.
As my claws connected, I attacked with all the animal fury I possessed. I roared, bit, slashed, tore and pummeled with reckless abandon. If I was to die, I’d not be going alone. Though the white saurian was stronger than me, it fell under my onslaught.
I thought I might actually be victorious as we both hit the ground. My hope, however, was short lived. Stabs, slices and bites came at an increasing frequency from the creature defending itself. It was recovering faster than I could do damage. In a moment of irony, I realized that this was how many of my opponents felt before I finished them. The tides had turned, and I was now the one in danger of losing.
My healing abilities were no match for this creature. I kicked out violently to give myself some separation and hoped it wouldn’t grab hold of me. The move worked as my enemy was pushed several feet away, but I felt a deep scrape across the outside of my leg for my efforts. I quickly tried to stand, only to find I could barely put my weight on my right side.
Without cataloguing my other injuries, I hobbled up the stairs and down the hall as quickly as possible. The bottom level had been various cells and supply rooms. This second floor appeared to be offices and living quarters. I made my way down halls, turning at random intersections. At a near panic, I tried to get as much space between myself and the white saurian pursuing me. A loud roar told me that he was done playing games after my last assault. I could hear his feet pounding on the stone floor. He was coming for me.
I turned down a hallway and came upon a dead-end. A room stood before me that had a large, fortified door torn partially off its hinges. Another roar behind me made it clear that there was no going backwards. I hurried into the room knowing it may very well be where I died.
What I found surprised me. The blood and body parts of several imperial soldiers and saurians littered the space that had once been an elaborate office. I recognized one of the mauled bodies as Colonel Uriel, and the roars and yells from earlier suddenly made sense. He and some of his soldiers had survived and made their last stand in this office. Though I disliked the man, it looked as if he’d made the enemy pay handsomely for his life.
I feverishly searched the space for anything I might use as a weapon. Several swords lay broken on the floor, but I had a feeling that none would suffice. Just before I gave up, I noticed a shiny point lying under the remains of a dead imperial soldier. I pushed the body aside and saw the top two feet of a pike resting underneath it.
The pike’s tip was a thick steel point with a guard immediately below it to catch and turn weapons. Unbroken, the pike would never work in the confined space, but as it was, I could use it. If I could get into position, the blade might be just what I needed to end this fight. Reaching down to grab the weapon, my fingers barely brushed it when the fortified door exploded into the room and knocked me off my feet.
I shook my head to clear the cobwebs that lingered from the impact and blood loss. Staggering to my feet, I turned to find the white saurian standing in the room’s entrance regarding me. It had several wounds in various states of healing all over its body. Apparently, my ambush had worked better than I thought. Regardless of its injuries, it was still in much better shape than me. I bled from a dozen wounds, and I knew four of them were potentially life threatening. On top of that, at least three ribs had broken from the force of the door and made movement painful.
My heart sank as I realized that the pike head was too far from my current position to be useful. The white saurian didn’t look as if it would give me a chance to retrieve the weapon either. It crouched down and stepped towards me cautiously. It had at least stopped treating me like an easy victory.
A desperate plan formed in my mind. The pike was several feet away on the other side of the monster. The only way I would reach it would be through the creature that had been stalking me. Taking as deep a breath as I dared with broken ribs, I prepared to attack. If I could push my foe off balance, I could get past and retrieve the weapon.
Like all desperate plans, this one didn’t even survive first contact. I charged the scaly beast in front of me and was met with claws, teeth and impossible strength. As I grappled with the creature, it became clear I wouldn’t be pushing him anywhere. In desperation, I locked my jaws down on the side of his throat and allowed him to stab me with his claws under my armpits. The damage was severe, and I felt the difficulty breathing that comes from having both lungs punctured.
I had hoped that I could reach the artery in the saurian’s neck by taking the wounds I had. We’d die together, but I could accept a tie if it saved the rest of the beast-kind counting on me for protection. The plan almost worked, but as my teeth touched the vulnerable spot, he realized what I was doing.
The white saurian jerked back and flung me across the room. I slammed into the desk that occupied the center of the space and landed among the dead beast-kind that littered the floor. Drawing air was becoming a challenge, so I knew that I wouldn’t be standing up to face my demise. As I accepted my defeat and rested my arms beside me, I felt the pike head under my left hand.
I let out a wet cough combined with a laugh to myself as I laid there and waited for the end. The white saurian didn’t have to do anything. At this rate, I’d die of blood loss or fluid in my lungs. Luckily for me, he’d run out of patience. He stalked forward and stood over me with hate and hunger in his eyes. He didn’t notice the weapon next to me.
I saw the moment the creature decided to attack. The muscles in his chest and shoulders tightened ever so slightly, and he gave a menacing hiss. I bet everything on my assumption and used the last of my strength to stab the pike up at my enemy’s position. The solid metal point pierced between his ribs and slid into the space that housed his heart.
We sat like that for what seemed an eternity. Me half sitting up, the white saurian bent over; a broken pike occupying the distance between us. The entire world was frozen. I saw the shock in his expression as I stole his kill.
A sense of disbelief came from the white saurian for a split second before the light in its intelligent eyes faded to the dullness of death. The creature’s head rolled to the side. Its mouth hung slack; showing the sharp teeth it had used to tear my flesh. While no longer a threat, it was still a chilling sight.
As its lifeless body fell to the side, a palpable shock wave radiated from the creature’s carcass. The force pushed me and the surrounding bodies several feet from my fallen enemy. A nearby wall stopped my slide.
As I laid there waiting to die, I realized that the saurian’s body no longer glowed. It appeared to be almost decaying before me. Hopefully, that meant the horde outside the prison now lacked a unifying force. I didn’t think about it long though as fatigue and injury finally sapped the last of my strength. The world tunneled in before it slowly faded to black. I absently hoped the ancestors would be proud and welcome me in the afterlife.




Chapter 25

I questioned whether I was dead when I opened my eyes. I was in a soft bed under warm sheets. The sun was shining in a window to the side of the room, warming it to a level just shy of being hot. A gentle breeze kept the air circulated. In my comfort, I decided not to think about it, and instead closed my eyes again to take a nap. If I was dead, it’s not like I had a schedule to keep.
The next time I woke, Tristan watched me from the side of my bed. He had a concerned expression on his face. “I’m sorry you died too, but your ugly face shouldn’t be the reception I get in the afterlife,” I said matter-of-factly.
Confusion registered on his face before he scowled at me. “You should be so lucky. Unfortunately for all of us, you’re still in the land of the living. Though, you tried your hardest to remedy that. Even with all of your efforts, two weeks of sleep is quite enough,” he said as he looked me in the eye.
“What’s the point of living if you don’t push things occasionally?” I asked as I sat up in the bed and swung my legs over the edge into a sitting position. Hearing I’d been out so long was quite the shock, and I wanted to be up as quickly as possible. Tristan moved to stop me from getting up, but stopped midway when he saw I had no trouble.
“The medic that looked at you said you may never walk again if you even regained consciousness,” Tristan said as he inspected my abdomen and upper body for the many injuries I’d received. The areas I’d been wounded were covered in fine white scars, but otherwise, there was no sign I’d ever been injured. Though, there seemed to be more scar tissue than regular skin.
It looked like I had been one big injury by the time I blacked out. Even as I watched, I could see the light scars fading away. I was relieved to see my regeneration was working again. Even though I’d only had it a short time, I’d come to rely on my ability to heal more than any other noble trait.
Breaking from the inspection of my wounds, Tristan walked across the room and threw me some clothing. “Get dressed. You’re making me uncomfortable sitting there looking at yourself in the nude,” he said as he pulled the chair in the corner closer so he could sit in it.
He proceeded to tell me what I’d missed during my hunt and subsequent nap as I got dressed and sat back down on the bed. I listened to the story intently, eager to hear what had happened while I was out and what was now happening within the fort. It took over an hour for him to tell me the entire story.
As Tristan told it, the saurians had only attacked our fortified camp in small groups while I was out looking for the white saurian. That was until some change came over them, and they started throwing themselves at the walls. Some even impaled themselves on the spiked defenses so that others could climb up their dead bodies. In all that time, the imperial soldiers behind the inner wall refused to open the gate.
When it was obvious the house troops wouldn’t last much longer, Lady Kyla led a contingent that took control of the gate and sent out reinforcements. The imperial troops bolstered the house defenses and evacuated the civilians into the keep courtyard. Apparently, she acted against the princess’s orders. Because of her actions, she had her rank and title stripped. It was rumored that if so many didn’t agree that her actions saved the entire camp, the princess would have charged her with treason and hanged her. Instead, Emilia cast Kyla out in disgrace as a “mercy”. Tristan spat out the words. The act made it impossible for Kyla to honorably return to her family lands in the heart of the empire.
The imperials held off the saurians long enough for the civilians to escape. Shortly after the civilians made it into the keep’s courtyard, something happened to the enemy. Their attack fell apart, and they started to run away from the besieged camp.
Enoch Ferrun, seeing the change in the enemy, led a cavalry charge into the retreating saurians. “Before you ask, no: no one rode Bashita in the attack. Your damn horse wouldn’t let anyone near her saddle. She’s currently resting in a nearby stable, just as moody as ever,” he said interrupting his story. After the charge’s success, the imperial army marched out in force to secure the fort.
I couldn’t help laughing at the news of Enoch’s charge and Bashita’s attitude towards everyone in my absence. I missed my mount terribly and hoped to see her soon.
I hoped that there wouldn’t be any bad blood between the Ferruns now that Enoch had fulfilled his ambition. Tristan smiled at my laughter as he’d been there when the noble had wanted everyone to run out at the saurians. The imperials showing up to claim credit at the end of everything didn’t surprise me
“As for our forces,” Tristan began, and his mood took a more somber turn, “only three of the refugees died, but we lost three hundred and fifteen soldiers. Sergeant Aldo and those under his command died near the western gate when it fell. The others died trying to hold back the tide during our retreat to the inner wall. All told, Fero House has three hundred and forty-five soldiers and five hundred twenty refugees remaining.”
His words shocked me. I’d been at the command meeting before my mission into the fort. Our losses had been reported, but this was different. An exact troop count was more real, and cut deeper than the abstract report during our struggle.
“What about Stephan, Leah and Alexander?” I asked, afraid of the answer. During the fight, I had hoped they’d come to my aid but it never happened.
“They are all alive and feel horrible for it. I’ve never seen people so sorry to be unhurt in all my life. Apparently, they were able to help Lathian finish off the rest of his opponents, but your fight was settled before they could find you. They say Lathian killed six of the damn things before he was too wounded to fight anymore. You, they found in a pool of your own blood next to a strange saurian skeleton after the enemy started running away,” he said as he threw his hands up at the ridiculousness of it all.
Thinking of Lathian, I remembered the last view I’d seen of him. He had been bleeding from his shoulder, and his arm dangled uselessly as he fought with the brute bodyguards. His skill with a blade was unmatched, I questioned whether I could beat him on a level playing field. I had trouble believing Karsam had ever bested the elf in single combat. I made a mental note to investigate that later.
Tristan distracted me from my own thoughts with what he said next though. “So technically, I’m disobeying an imperial command right now. The standing order is that you’re brought before the princess as soon as you regain consciousness,” he said almost casually.
“Well then, let us not disappoint her highness,” I said with a sly smile. “Where are my weapons and armor?”
At my question, Tristan seemed to slump. “About that,” he said as he looked at me, “Your armor was pretty well trashed, and I don’t know what happened to your weapons. Whatever that thing was, it tore through your armor and clothing like paper. The craftsmen among our people from Vega Point all agreed your armor was unsalvageable.”
A lump formed in my chest at the news. My armor was the nicest equipment I’d ever worn. Actually, aside from Bashita, it was the nicest thing I’d ever owned in my life. Even my replacement sword and dagger had been a far cry better than the sword I’d practiced with in the battle academy. Who knew when I’d be able to afford such fine gear in the future. What, with creating a house from scratch with no infrastructure to speak of, it could be quite some time before I had any money at all.
Tristan, seeing my expression, took pity on me. “That is why they insisted that they make you new armor and weapons,” he said as he moved to open the wardrobe in my room to show my new equipment hanging there.
I sat speechless for several minutes inspecting my equipment before I had Tristan help me put it on. The armor fit snuggly on my frame and didn’t hinder my movement when I ran through several motions. I was stiff from healing and the movement felt nice. Next, I sheathed and unsheathed my new blades several times to test the scabbards and the balance of my new weapons.
Like my last set, metal plating covered most of the surfaces on my chest piece, vambraces and greaves. Instead of the flat black of my old set, the metal of my new armor was polished to a mirror shine. The design of the new plating consisted of sharp lines instead of the circles and bends of the old armor.
Despite the look of the polished metal, it was the leather that stood out most. It was a dark brown with a scaled pattern imprinted into it. A quick look towards Tristan verified that it was saurian skin.
“The white saurian had apparently decayed faster than any ordinary beast. The imperials deny that there ever was such a creature. Of course, we are taking the opportunity to share what really happened out there with anyone who will listen. Without its skin, we had to use the skin of one of the brute bodyguards for your armor. The stuff is incredibly tough, and I doubt you’ll be able to destroy it as quickly as your last set. The craftsmen worked day and night to get it ready in time for you,” he said with a smirk.
We hadn’t been able to collect the enemy skin from the ambushes, but saurian was a well-known leather in Tor’s Rest. Some thought it barbaric to take the skins of a sentient species for leather, but after this campaign, I had no problem with it. With the numbers killed in the fort, every noble house and even the imperial forces would leave with large shipments of the trade good.
My blades were of the same style as the armor. Both sword and dagger shone brightly and were wrapped with the same dark saurian leather. I had to admit that the skill of the work impressed me. The blades and armor were flashier than I was used to, but they were of an even higher quality than what I’d ruined. I smiled as Tristan handed me my tabard, and I headed to confront Princess Emilia.
“Hold a moment. I believe you’re missing something,” Tristan said as I stepped towards the door. I couldn’t, for the life of me, think of anything. He held up my trophy necklace with the elaborate bone pieces. It had four large canines hanging from the very front of it that hadn’t been there before. “The beast’s body decayed before we could skin it, but his teeth were still on his skeleton. We thought they would make a good addition.”
I was speechless as he stepped forward and placed the piece around my neck. Sensing my gratitude, Tristan slapped my shoulder much the same as I had before I left him. “Now you’re ready to face the princess,” he said with a smile, and I knew all was forgiven. I smiled and nodded before turning to leave the room. It was time to face the world again.
My people were in the same barracks we used before, so I had plenty of opportunity to see the people of the fort on our way to the keep. As I made my way towards the keep, people stopped to stare at our procession. It was much emptier than I remembered. Burned out and collapsed buildings dotted our route to the keep, and loose stones still covered sections of the road. Throughout the trip, I intentionally kept from looking back at the western wall. I knew what was left of the ruined defenses and had no desire to see them again. The damage would take years to repair.
“If Lady Kyla is still in the fort, please send someone to find her. I’d like to meet with her after my audience,” I said to Tristan as we walked through the inner gate leading to the keep. With a nod and gesture from Tristan, one of my five bodyguards ran off to carry out my request. I shook my head and smiled to myself. I’d have to talk to Tristan about the excessive number of bodyguards later.
The attendants at the keep looked surprised to see me coming. No doubt, the popular theory in the princess’s court was that I’d either stay in a coma or be disfigured upon my waking. I suspected that no one would deliver the news of my recovery before my arrival for fear of Emilia’s temper.
Having been here before, I knew the way to the audience hall. Much to the chagrin of the attendants of the keep, I didn’t stop or deviate from my path to where I thought Emilia would be. Tristan’s orders had been to bring me before her at once. I wouldn’t disappoint her.
I banged on the double doors of the audience hall once before opening them. I didn’t want to knock over the valet, but I wouldn’t wait either. My timing was perfect as Princess Emilia seemed to be in the middle of a full court. An imperial officer was standing before her giving a report to the entire assembly.
The irritation at being interrupted was clear on her face, but it quickly turned to rage at seeing it was me. The crowd of on lookers was much larger than the last time I’d been here. A quick inspection of the hall verified that all the house leaders were in attendance. I stopped next to the imperial officer who had been speaking and gave a slight bow to the princess. “Princess Emilia, my soldiers told me that I should come before you immediately upon my waking,” I said loudly enough for the assembly to hear me. I made sure to stare directly into Emilia’s eyes as I spoke.
“Yes,” she said through clenched teeth as she held her beast back from responding to my challenging stare. She stood from her throne and broke eye contact for a moment before continuing. “I see you have regained your full strength. I was worried you’d be left a cripple from the severity of your wounds.” She feigned with innocent sympathy. She was a poor actress.
“I am honored that my wellbeing should be so important to a princess of the realm,” I said loudly enough for the entire hall as I continued to stare defiantly. Many of the house leaders laughed nervously at my words. The tension of the room was palpable.
“Yes, well, with your downfall momentarily averted, we can continue with what we were doing before your arrival. Sir Tobias here was just reporting to the assembly that the imperial army has finished thinning the saurian numbers. Any of the remaining beasts have gone to ground. We have defeated the savage beasts. The imperial army remains strong and unbreakable,” she said to the entire assembly. Her claiming credit for our victory didn’t surprise me, but I had to clench my jaw to keep from expressing my anger. I thought of all the people we lost because of her actions. Rage threatened to consume me.
“As for the services you’ve rendered the empire,” she continued without skipping a beat, “I have heard rumors that you and some of your house members distracted the saurian menace while my own forces prepared to push the foe back. I, myself, don’t see the significance of your actions, but the assembly has found some merit to reward.”
As she spoke, she turned and walked back to her throne at the head of the room before sitting down. “As such, I give you and your house the town of Woodman’s Knoll on the north border of the empire. You’ll be responsible for taxes and lumber quotas to the empire, but beyond that, the town and surrounding ten thousand acres are yours to command.”
Her words cut through my anger, and I was momentarily speechless. Her awarding me anything meant the nobles on the campaign had demanded it. I had no delusion that there wasn’t a catch, but the recognition of the other houses touched me.
“The generosity of the assembly is much appreciated,” I said loudly with another small bow. My words gave no credit to the princess, but acknowledged the other noble houses. Emilia didn’t miss the slight to her leadership. I saw her eyes flash for the briefest of moments. She quickly dismissed me before she lost control of herself. She gave a thin smile as I stepped away from her.
After we concluded my audience, I joined the rest of those in attendance at the side of the hall. Emilia, shaking off our confrontation, gave a speech about the success of the campaign and the bravery of beast-kind. Her speech was rousing, or would have been, if it was remotely true to events during the campaign.
Instead of seeing truth, the princess spun a tale of fiction to explain all that had happened. The wall’s collapse was blamed on poor construction and age. Our enemy’s numbers were explained as the incompetence of the area’s former governor in culling them. No mention of the white saurian was made at all. The imperial record would, no doubt, reflect her story instead of the truth, and many nobles bristled at the blatant falsehood being spoken.
With her story complete, Emilia officially proclaimed the campaign ended. All noble houses in attendance had completed their required term of service for the next five years. From this point forward, the houses were free to leave at their discretion.
After her proclamation of the campaign’s completion, everyone moved to leave the assembly hall. I noticed appraising eyes from many in attendance as they took in my new armor, the teeth on my necklace and my lack of injury. Several house leaders nodded as they passed, conveying recognition or respect for my actions. Despite the recognition, no one said anything to me.
There were eyes everywhere within the assembly. It wasn’t a place where you showed friendship, especially to someone hated by Princes Emilia. Showing me favor here would only cause more difficulty in Tor’s Rest. On the campaign, everyone was slightly isolated. In the city, the princess’s full power base would be available to her.
As I stepped out of the keep, Kyla’s presence surprised me. She stood near the entrance with no armor or weapons. The guard that had been sent to find her stood nearby.
“Lady Kyla, it is a pleasure to see you again. I hope I didn’t cause you any trouble. We could have scheduled a meeting time more convenient for you,” I said glancing at the soldier who looked downward and wouldn’t meet my eyes.
“It’s just Kyla now,” she corrected, but didn’t act overly upset. I saw her eyes look me up and down, focusing momentarily on the four fangs on my necklace. “It’s no trouble. I have little going on these days. By the way, I like the new armor. I’ll have to get the name of the craftsmen involved so that I can have my own made,” she said smiling at me.
“That can be arranged. I find the sight of saurian leather fills me with a sense of satisfaction after all that has happened,” I answered.
We were both smiling as she got back on topic. “What did you want to speak about?” she asked.
I invited her to walk with me as I made my way to the barracks where my people would be preparing to leave after the announcement of the campaign’s end. “Tristan gave me a rundown of the events I missed. I was wondering how much of it was true,” I said as we walked beside each other down the main road. I ignored the many eyes that watched us as we walked.
“His version most likely won’t match the imperial record, but I’m confident he told you the most important details. Both versions end with me being stripped of my rank and title along with being dishonored in the eyes of the empire,” she said, and just a hint of her bitterness showed through from her voice.
“Ah, I thought that might be the case,” I said as if I hadn’t noticed her bitterness. “Since you’re uncommitted at the moment, I wondered if you wouldn’t consider joining Fero House. You come highly recommended and the position of colonel is still open.” I stepped in closer so that our arms were touching as I gave my offer.
She laughed at my statement, but wrapped her arm in mine. “I’m not sure if you know what dishonored by the empire means,” she said sarcastically as she continued to hold my arm.
“It means you stood against a member of the imperial family to save commoners and house soldiers you had no reason to care about,” I said seriously as I stopped outside the housing area and turned to look at her.
“It is one of the biggest things you have going for you at the moment,” I said as I held both of her hands with my own.
“One of?” she asked looking me in the eye and raising an eyebrow. My beast stirred as heat ignited in my chest.
“My thoughts have turned to a red headed beauty and a dusky red wolf lately. I want both of them beside me, and I think they might be better at running a house than I am. I just have to convince them to take a chance,” I said looking her in the eye as I finished speaking. There was a fire there just beneath the surface.
“You aim high,” she said after a moment of silence in which we didn’t look away from one another. I nodded in agreement to her words, but said nothing. I had no experience with women and felt decidedly vulnerable at the moment.
“Sometimes talk is cheap,” she said as she pulled me into an embrace and kissed me deeply. Her tongue run across my own, and I momentarily grew light-headed.
“Now, let’s figure out how to get out of here. I’m tired of this place,” she said as she suddenly pushed me away. An involuntary growl escaped my lips, and she smirked at me before walking into the housing area. Watching the view of her walking away, I tried to collect my wits and follow her.
“Good luck. You’re way out of your league,” Tristan said from behind me. I’d forgotten he was back there. All I could do was nod in agreement.
I moved to follow the fiery, green-eyed beauty into the housing area. Despite the struggles I’d faced since my awakening, the future excited me. There may be storm clouds ahead, but in this moment the sun was warm on my face. I decided that I would bask in that sunshine for as long as I could.
End Book 1
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