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			Author’s Note:

			Whilst this book is the product of help from many friends and family members whose contribution proved vital in completing the manuscript, it is dedicated to its most integral contributor, Nicholas Daugherty. The world is a less mirthful and random place without you around, old friend, and we miss you dearly. 

		

	
		
			Your Excellency, 

			It is with great reluctance that I seek permission to withdraw the Bahadir court’s embassy from Tepek. I realize that our neighbors to the south are of keen interest to our nation, but the need for a withdrawal is great given recent events in the capital. As we well know, the nation of Luskaiti has sat under the rule of the new emperor Ichtak for just five years, and it already reeks of perverse ritual and blood sacrifice. Several days ago, something unspeakable occurred at the Khandaari Empire’s own embassy, and it was witnessed by some of our guardsmen. The following is an account of just that. I ask for this withdrawal in my belief that it is for the best, but I will leave such a decision to wiser men than I. 

			On the twelfth of Fomhir, guardsmen Denir and Doruk ran into the embassy just after sunset to report a horrid massacre. As the twelfth is a day of religious sacrifice for the Luskaitian people, I at first believed that the men had glimpsed a particularly horrible ritual butchery taking place atop one of the city’s many ziggurats, but they soon clarified that it was not any such thing. The arcane city has seen the removal or abandonment of many embassies over the last five years, but this was far different.

			The men told those of us in the embassy that, to their surprise, the majority of the sacrifices lined up about the bases of the temples on the day in question were not animals or slaves from the western continent, but of Khandaari blood. They could discern from their garb that they were not of the Khandaari Empire, but of the scattered tribes of the dog-men that still lay within Luskaiti’s jungle-choked borders. They apparently were in debate over whether to bring the matter to the Khandaari ambassador’s attention when, outside the entryway to the city’s central ziggurat Voul, they found the ambassador himself standing with several others from his staff before officials of the Luskaitian royal honor guard, the Ektal.

			Before the two could see what their heated discussion was about, the ambassador was seized along with his colleagues, slammed against the wall of the mighty temple and stabbed repeatedly by all Luskaitian guardsmen present, with a few nearby revelers even joining in. The men tell me they began to run for our embassy right then and there, but decided to inform the staff still within the Khandaari embassy what had occurred before they made a return. According to them, they made excellent time in their trip, but were not nearly fast enough. 

			They arrived to find the doors thrown wide and the few guardsmen butchered and thrown into the street. Finding it silent and still, they actually entered the place, but found it devoid of even a single living soul. They did find the remains of the ambassador’s family ripped to pieces in the building’s cellar, however, with Luskaitian runes scrawled across the stone walls in blood. Denir, who can read the religious script to some extent, made a hasty translation of the writing as a form of prayer which ran as follows.

			Oh bringer of night, oh dweller in darkness, we give thanks for your grace and revel in the spilled blood of your less favored children.

			The two made a hasty retreat back after that. I thought to approach our contacts in the city to see if I could produce more details about the slaughter, but all of them seem to have turned up missing. I also sent for an audience with emperor Ichtak and his court, but have received no reply. The guardsmen don’t leave the place anymore. Doruk disappeared yesterday after he went drinking, and he’s the third one to do so. 

			I send you this message in the hands of our finest messenger, who will leave the city in secret tonight. I can only hope our contacts in the Luskaitian guard have not gone missing or silent. I will await your word, but I will also make all necessary arrangements to leave in a hurry. The embassy is on lockdown, but it can’t stay that way in this city for long. Get us word on our orders as soon as possible. I don’t know how much longer the staff will stay put here.

			Royal Ambassador Deniz Abdil

			15th of Fomhir, I.Y. 1154 
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			19th of Hessir, I.Y. 1892

			In the jungles of the province of Nihqui, northeastern Luskaiti

			The dark furred, hyena-like humanoids proceeding down the shrouded jungle pathway had fear in their eyes, for they knew they were being hunted. It did not matter that they numbered over one hundred, or that the warriors of their tribe stalked along their flanks with rifles at the ready, or even that their superb eyesight, hearing and smell made them supremely aware of their surroundings even in the dark of a Luskaitian twilight. They, like so many other Khandaari tribes isolated within the jungles of this nation’s now airtight borders, kept to their traditional migratory patterns despite the risks, and those risks were massive. A nomadic shift of place meant leaving the hidden and defensible valleys and vales they normally inhabited and entering the greater jungle, which was a hunting ground for more than just cunning felines and venomous reptiles these days.

			Tradition was sacred, however, and usually judged worth the risk. The dog-men, as the humans called them, threw their heads back and forth, their noses attempting to catch the scent of danger in the air, and parents kept their cubs close, dragging them back if they strayed toward the darkness of the ever-looming trees. The chief of their tribe whistled as a bird might, a coded question to those on the perimeter as to whether all was clear. Not but positive, whistled returns reached her ears, and her tensions lessened. The Luskaitians were not going to take her by surprise. Of that she was sure. 
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			Neitahl lay on his stomach amongst the lush jungle overgrowth, his dark eyes barely visible through the opening in the face of his ebony turban. He trained those calculating eyes on the main body of the tribe moving before him on the path, using his rifle as a guide. The man’s nostrils burned from the Khandaari scent he and his unit had been forced to apply before deployment, but it seemed to be working, so he gave no silent complaint. His normally vibrant uniform traded out for a stealthier option, he wore a tunic and trousers of a deep black, and fine leather gloves to match sheathed his hands. Feet twitching anxiously inside his black jackboots and right finger lightly stroking his weapon’s trigger, he wished his officer would simply issue the attack order, so he could open up on the group. Once more, his eyes darted to his right and on upwards into a tall tree, in which he could barely make out the silhouette of his sergeant crouched on a concealing, leafy branch. 

			The soldier exhaled deeply, taking care to be silent about it. He must not allow himself to grow overexcited. But the enemies of Harak, his god, Luskaiti’s god, were so close and so prone. If only the sergeant would let them fire, he thought, then the world would be quicker delivered to a much safer state. It was then that Neitahl recalled a prayer that had been taught to him in his youth, and he ran it through several times in his head, asking his deity for any strength and clarity he would bestow. 

			Your children call, dweller in the night air. Bring us peace within and war without, that your name may be spread. Bring us to the enemy and grant us your hammer of will, that we may smite those unfit for life in your universe. 

			Neitahl grinned, going so far as to whisper his last and favorite part of the prayer.

			“Oh bringer of night, oh dweller in shadow, we give thanks for your grace and revel in the spilled blood of your less favored children.”

			A horn blast shattered the soft padding of unclad Khandaari feet and the chitter of the jungle, and the column before Neitahl slipped into frenzied preparation for the attack they knew was imminent. 

			Thanking Harak, Neitahl fired into the heart of the crowd, his emotions boiling over as he saw not only his but the shots of many of his fellow soldiers find their marks. Though all the fire came from the right side of the trail, the tribe’s warriors left standing seemed not to notice in the uproar and utter horror of the moment, firing off to either side of the road and going to their stomachs or their knees. Not taking the time to reload and shoot once more, Neitahl fixed his bayonet and prepared to charge when the call sounded. He could hear the shuffle of his hidden companions doing the same, and knew they all must share his eagerness for the blood of the dog-men. 

			A second horn blast sounded not a moment later, and the trees and undergrowth erupted in a wave of angry, ebony clad Luskaitian might. Some were killed by rifle fire in the seconds it took to reach their targets, but the vast majority of the fifty man unit got where they wanted, which was right into the bloody savagery of melee. Luskaitian charges were feared by all, and rightly so, for their warriors showed no sign of faltering even in the direst of circumstances if melee was a possibility in the end.

			Neitahl took no hits and drove his bayonet into the nearest Khandaari’s gut after dodging a fairly clumsy butt of his enemy’s rifle, immediately ripping it out to knock aside a thrust by another of the tribe who had come at him with a bayonet of its own, using the moment to stick the new opponent in the chest. All around him this played out, some soldiers using finely crafted steel maces and flails after having discarded their primary armaments. This was the domain of the Luskaitians, and as the noises of the quick but absolutely brutal battle subsided, it showed. 

			Luskaitian losses looked slim by Neitahl’s count as he stood, looking about at his blood drenched comrades. Perhaps seven lay dead or wounded, though neither he nor the others looked to count just yet. They were too occupied in looking over the bodies of the slain enemy, counting kills, and finishing off those survivors that still squirmed in agony on the ground, whether man, woman, or child, though it was difficult to tell with Khandaari. Neitahl had killed four, discounting his long range kill, and that did not quite sit well with him. He should have had more, he thought.

			Neitahl scanned the dead for perhaps the tenth time, and his eyes locked on a gasping Khandaari youth of perhaps three years, crimson gore spouting from a no doubt mortal bullet wound in his pale-furred chest. The cub spit blood and scratched futilely at the ground with his short claws for several long moments before sliding into death’s embrace, the soldier’s eyes on him the entire time, drinking it in. 

			Not even fit for slavery, he remembered, thinking back to Harak’s holy texts. Luskaitians stand above all humans as the blessed one’s chosen, but abhumans are fit only for eradication. The great purge, it was called. It had almost been completed here in the homeland, but it would have to be carried on outside. And for that, Neitahl was ready. He only prayed it would come soon, for these missions against the jungle’s scattered tribes were becoming less and less frequent as the tribes themselves grew closer and closer to extinction, and the last great offensives into the lands of the abhumans had been centuries ago, now just stories to be told in reverent tones.

			A call from his sergeant sent him marching off obediently with his unit, his daydreaming having held him for the short time it took the soldiers to form up. He would be punished for that when he arrived back in Tepek, but what did it matter? Not even the barbed whips of the torturers could steal the grin from his lips this day. Not after such a grand harvest. 
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			23rd of Hessir, I.Y. 1892 

			The Emperor of Luskaiti and King of Tepek, Korzuma II, stood atop the ancient and monolithic ziggurat Voul in the center of his nation’s capital of Tepek, his stern face slightly inclined against the strong wind and his piercing brown eyes sweeping back and forth across his city, the night lit up by a new addition to this age old place, electric street lights. The entirety of Tepek was a combination of the ridiculously old and the best modern science had to offer, the electric street lights being only one of these outstanding additions. 

			The winding, narrow roadways were now lined with another, even more recent sight, automobiles. Their horns and engines drowned out the once omnipresent sounds of the surrounding jungles. Music played on radios drifted from nightclubs and the gentlemen upon the nighttime streets wore modern Luskaitian fashions, frock coats, pointed turbans, stiff collared shirts and bowties, their female counterparts wearing brimmed hats, floor brushing skirts and corsets. A formation of Luskaitian air force biplanes zoomed overhead, the emperor wondering if their patrol had anticipated his vigil and gone out to show their aptitude for nighttime maneuvering. 

			The emperor scratched his chin, his mouth caught in a contemplative frown beneath his dark handlebar moustache, which, though the close cropped hair on his head was too short for such movement, was shifting in the driving wind. Korzuma had reigned for over two decades, had overseen the absolute overhaul of the Luskaitian military, had endorsed the rapid growth of Luskaitian science and industry, and had witnessed the emergence of his empire into a new era. No nation on the face of the globe boasted such advancements, such raw power. He stood at the reigns of a civilization the likes of which the world had never seen before. Yet, Korzuma felt vulnerable. 

			His oldest son, Axahl IV, had died jaguar hunting two years previously, and his second, Acalan II, had just passed away after contracting some strange illness during his trip to the empire’s western holdings in the colonies of New Luskaiti upon the western continent of Icalaquian. His youngest son and only remaining child, Ichtak VI, was only twelve and yet to receive a formal education at the long established institutions which taught the nobles of Luskaiti the customs, etiquette, and religious practices of the empire’s upper class along with military tactics, political theory and anything else the emperor deemed worthy of study. With Korzuma having just passed his fiftieth year of life, he grew nervous about the fate of the dynasty should he fall ill, or fall prey to enemies of the throne. It was at times of worry like these, more so than any others, when he turned to Harak for strength.

			It was due to this being, he firmly believed, that his race has risen to prominence here in the jungle, had carved a name for themselves where only scattered tribes had done so before, and had shaped the policies, borders, and existence of nations around the globe. To him, and to the everyday Luskaitian, Harak was a being of grace and good will, at least where Luskaitian souls were concerned. Their scientific advances, their military genius, their indomitable will, all was brought forth by this shadowed deity, whose worship dated back thousands of years, beginning long before its practitioners had founded an empire. It was in his name that lands were conquered, peoples subjugated, and mass sacrifices carried out on an annual basis atop the mighty ziggurats like Voul that dotted the landscape of the powerful nation. 

			Turning to face the stained, ancient sacrificial slab which rested on the middle of the uppermost tier of Voul, the emperor clasped his gloved hands behind his back, the black and silver finery of his house displaying both modern militarist fashions and the archaic heraldry and symbolism of his long-lived ruling line. His black jack boots rang out on the worn stone as he slowly approached the platform, leaning over it and running his hands across the reddish surface. Such gifts had been won by the blood spilled upon this altar. He was usually only here on the great days of sacrifice, but on occasions like these he enjoyed absorbing the atmosphere of this eldritch place. He needed to make the trip up more often, he thought, for truly he could feel great energy and emotion atop the mighty temple.

			“The final arrangements have been made, your majesty,” a sharp voice called from his right, drawing Korzuma’s attention to the new arrival.

			Rultahn, lord of the formidable and widely feared Ektal, personal guardsmen and soldiers of the emperor, stood before him in his Black and silver lined greatcoat, a black turban wrapped around his shaved head. His face was a billboard for the ruthless and calculating brain which lay behind it, his dark eyes sunken into his gaunt face and his mouth caught in one of his typical, sinister grins. Many an enemy of the dynasty had met their end at the hands of this man or his elite band of soldiers, and Korzuma trusted no one more than this malicious official.

			“Ichtak will be sent to the Reitakh academy in three days’ time, as will his companion, Hahln,” Rultahn continued, his own Jack booted feet bringing him up to the emperor’s side as he spoke. He pulled up short and gave the imperial salute, bringing his right fist to his chest with the clenched fingers pressed against his sternum and snapping to attention before relieving himself of the pose and finishing, “They will receive the finest education at the hands of the best the Ektal have to offer.”

			“You will be overseeing this process?” Korzuma asked, turning to face the man fully, his own tall frame outdone by the towering form of his most trusted honor guard.

			“Indeed. I will have quite a hand in it, I am proud to say. I won’t miss the opportunity to pass on all I know to an emperor,” Rultahn answered with true reverence in his cruel visage.

			“This is good. I want him able to assist me in the coming decades. I am older than I was when we crushed the Bahadiri expeditionary force on the northern frontiers, and older still than I was when we took the hinterlands of Lun’dei in the south. If the frictions of late with the powers in the north grow worse, that will overshadow either of those great struggles. I need an heir on whom I can depend when the time comes.”

			“The training will be flawless, I assure you,” Rultahn quickly put in, a grin back on his face, “and if the prince possesses even a fraction of your greatness it will not be ill spent.”

			“Ichtak is a strong lad,” Korzuma told him, “and more cunning than most at his age. From what I hear his minders say, a bit of an idealist as well, but that’s nothing you cannot dull. We don’t need another great innovator, I’ve covered that distance. We need a mind fit to put that to use in the most effective ways possible. And we need a pious servant of Harak. It can never be clear, but I believe the time for another crusade of faith grows near, perhaps not in my time, but certainly in his. He must be prepared to defend the faith and bring it to new heights.”

			“Both will be taught, your majesty,” Rultahn reassured him. “We have called in the services of Thunkahl the Great himself to aid in the boy’s religious studies. He will not be found wanting for Harak’s word, that is certain. But I wonder, my lord, what of the introductory week’s hunt? Should I excuse the prince from such a dangerous venture?”

			The High Priest of Harak in Tepek himself. That was a worthy teacher, and the prince would surely be in good hands under that one’s tutelage. Korzuma, even in his position, was impressed by that, almost so much as to ignore the last segment of Rultahn’s speech. He was, however, quite worried about the safety of his last remaining child after the untimely deaths of the other princes, and he had given much thought to the dangerous hunt given to all Luskaitian youths in their introductory academy weeks in order to pick out those who showed weakness of will or mind, the unfit either dying during the outing or receiving special attentions throughout the rest of their time there.

			“I will not have him skip this ritual, as it is far too integral to our people to simply duck out of,” Korzuma said. “Besides, there is no way the royals of the provinces and other great officials of the empire would not take notice and frown upon such weakness. No, I will send him out with the rest of his fellow students, but I would like you to assign him and his unit a guard of Jungle Stalkers to ensure he is kept safe.”

			“That can be arranged, my lord,” Rultahn told him. “There is an incredibly experienced and worthy unit of them stationed just north of the city on mock patrols. The heir apparent will be well protected, and the students need not ever realize their stealthy guardians are there.”  

			“It puts me at ease to know that the prince is in worthy hands,” The emperor said, more to himself than to his companion, quickly shifting the discussion towards something which had been bothering him. Looking back at the altar of Voul, he asked, “What is the condition of the parties sent forth to seek out the dog-men in the jungles? The twelfth of Fomhir is not far away, and in these uncertain times, it won’t do to fall behind on offerings.”

			“Two groups sent on missions of eradication have reported back with positive results and minimal casualties, your highness,” Rultahn reported. “Three of the four sent for collections have reported total tribal captures. The fourth is still silent, but we expect to hear from them shortly.”

			“Where was the group that failed to report on time?” Korzuma asked quickly, believing he knew the answer. A hint of nervous agitation had crept into his voice, a subtlety which was not lost on Rultahn. 

			“The northern reaches my lord, just north of Korahnek city,” Came Rultahn’s second reply, his face grim as he, too, caught onto the significance that lay in that fact, wondering how he had missed it before. That would make three lost units in that region of the Luskaitian jungle in under a year.

			“What is causing these wholesale disappearances of units?” The emperor fumed, his glare turned to the north. “No bodies, no communications, nothing. The region is empty, what could possibly hold up a group of trained Luskaitian soldiers there?”

			“We do not yet know if the unit is lost, your majesty,” Rultahn said cautiously, “but we will dispatch more units in that direction to investigate if you so desire.”

			“Do so,” Korzuma told him quickly, “but ensure they are Ektal this time. I don’t need more lives lost in the north to Harak knows what.”

			“It shall be done,” Rultahn said, his own mind whirling at the possibilities. He was about to speculate aloud, but his emperor beat him to it.

			“These groups are too large for total desertions,” Korzuma muttered, “and that has never been an issue before. Something is taking them. I want you to be ruthless, Rultahn. Send your best to the north and eviscerate whatever hostile force is lurking in the trees up there. We are beyond playing these cat and mouse games within our own borders.”

			Rultahn nodded his agreement, and watched as Korzuma turned away and walked slowly toward the north face of the ziggurat, his hands clasped contemplatively behind his back once more.

			“And, Rultahn,” The emperor prompted, drawing a quick ‘yes’ from the Lord Ektal before adding, “tell the High General Staff that the third and fourth armies should be moved to the northern borders to take up positions with the sixth, and to be quiet about it. We do not need a Bahadiri offensive taking us by surprise.”

			“But, Your highness,” Rultahn said nervously, “as the generals have said, that might be seen as a sign of aggression by the Bahadiri Sultan and provoke offensives.”

			“That order is final, Rultahn,” Korzuma said sternly, not turning from his view of the darkened northern horizon. “It will be their own folly if they decide to enter the jungles and fight us on our home ground.”

			Not daring to argue that point any further, Rultahn made his exit, descending the steep stairs down the huge eastern face of the megalithic ziggurat as quickly as was safely possible. Korzuma simply stared on into the night, thoughts of the emperor to be and his conquests to come dominating his mind.

			Ichtak, the name of the first to conquer in Harak’s name. How fitting the boy was named after their most famed ancestor. Ichtak, the conqueror. Korzuma liked that, but made his own fitting revision.

			Ichtak VI, the conqueror. That was a grand thought indeed. 
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			Ichtak drank in the sights and sounds of the marketplace around him. The shouts of salesmen and customers alike, the calls of livestock, and the noise of coin-laden pockets were almost enough to drown out the noises of the automobiles all around Tepek, and the sight of such a bustling place filled with such wares might make one unfamiliar with the city think it was a far more antiquated place than it was. It was these pockets of old world survival amongst the cutting edge of the whole that made Tepek so unique, and if not for the dress of the shoppers or the odd phonograph or radio relaying music or political discourse to the crowd it would be quite a task indeed to place them on a timeline. Though young and perhaps not as perceptive of these traits as some, the prince knew he liked the vibe of the place, which was made all the more exciting because he was not supposed to be there. 

			The prince was only seldom permitted to wander outside the confines of the imperial palace, and most of those wanderings were into the stagnant depths of Voul, a cramped and dim place he found eerie, though he berated himself for his childishness when he was put to nervous glances and jitters in the arcane structure’s interior. And even on those secure wanderings, he was accompanied by a minder or two and a host of Ektal bodyguards, jostling the crowds out of the royal path and announcing the entry of a prince at any important spot along the route. He had always wished for a quieter way to experience the city, and only in the past few weeks had he found a way to sneak out of the palace unnoticed. Hahln, a servant’s child who resided in the palace and a great friend to Ichtak, had free reign to leave, and had helped him mastermind the plan. 

			The pair rode out in the beds of carts and trucks, hidden amidst the palace’s trash as it was carried out in the evenings. It was not a dignified method of travel, but to curious boys of twelve it was an acceptable one. Slipping out of their hideaway, they were free to traverse the city, their clothes selected to look fairly plain and their faces often partially covered by hoods or hats. They would visit the many monuments and temples, or explore intriguing shops. The two had ridden along the city’s extensive canal system on the steam ferries and even snuck into theatre productions. When they needed a way back into the palace in the mornings, they snuck onto food or water trucks and rode back through the front gates.

			Aside from any feelings of excitement he drew from the experience, however, tonight’s trip out gave him a much needed mental diversion from the sorrow he still felt at learning of the death of his brother, Acalan, three weeks previously. The elder of the princes had been overseas for more than a year, and was seven years his senior, but they had still been very close. He had been one of Ichtak’s dearest friends, and the finality of his loss during his trip to New Luskaiti was still sinking in. This escape was far more valuable for easing his mind than for exciting his senses.

			Ichtak was fixated on a flower dealer gathering up her exotic arrangements before departing for the night when Hahln, who had slipped into a nearby store earlier, grabbed his shoulder to get his attention. Slightly startled, he spun quickly to face his friend. The boy was only slightly shorter than he, though Ichtak was quite tall, his mischievous face displaying its usual grin and his hazel eyes slightly masked behind his long, unkempt dark brown hair. The differences between them showed the social restrictions they both faced, as Ichtak bore the short cropped hair in the style of the royal men of Luskaiti along with the thoroughly managed and regal appearance of one bred and maintained for the public light. 

			“Follow me,” Hahln urged eagerly. “I’ve found something fun to do.”

			Providing no further explanation, Hahln motioned toward a narrow alleyway about twenty feet away and began striding that way. Ichtak took off after his companion, saying, “We shouldn’t go breaking any more windows, we almost got caught last time.”

			“Nothing like that,” Hahln replied, giving him another grin over his shoulder, “something even better.”

			Ichtak wanted to question Hahln further, but his friend was already around the corner and into the alley, and before he even had time to compose another question on what treasure his friend had uncovered, his eyes fell on the two ragged, tired looking boys standing farther up the way.

			The two of them were certainly not Luskaitian, by their looks, one tall and fair skinned, hailing from the western continental colony of New Luskaiti, and one more slightly built and showing features that marked him as being from Lun’dei, a look some of his old, harsher tongued minders might have brutally referred to as slant-eyed and squat faced. They were roughly the age of Ichtak and Hahln, but both were dressed in rags, and looked quite gaunt, but smiles still showed on their slightly dirtied faces. Both wore strange collars, which it took Ichtak a moment to place. After they reached the two, a wave of realization swept over the young prince.

			“These are slave children, Hahln,” Ichtak said, his face turning nervously to his friend, then back to the others. His deity may still be a figure shrouded in mystery for him, but there were many things he knew well, and one of them was that honorable Luskaitians, especially royal Luskaitians, did not associate with foreigners. That aside, they could be escaped slaves, and he certainly didn’t want guardsmen showing up looking for them and catching Hahln and himself conversing with them.

			“They seem alright to me,” Hahln told him. “Besides, look at what they’ve got.”

			Hahln motioned towards the ground, where Ichtak’s eyes found a crude wooden bow and a pile of equally crude, headless arrows, probably hand carved by the two boys. The Westerner stooped and picked up the mock weapon, holding it out to Ichtak and saying in thickly accented Luskaitian, “Give it a try.”

			Ichtak took the bow cautiously, and, unsure of himself but unable to resist the temptation, scooped up an arrow from the ground. The westerner, a warm look on his face despite his situation, stepped up beside Ichtak, the prince’s nerves waning just slightly as the boy showed him how to hold the bow and draw the arrow. Directed toward a chalk circle on the wall of a building perhaps thirty feet away, he took aim, and fired. Or, meant to fire.

			The blunt arrow went lazily forward about four feet, arching downwards onto the stone floor with a clatter. 

			Hahln laughed at his friend’s expense, drawing an embarrassed look to Ichtak’s face, but the slave that had guided him smiled and said reassuringly, “Everybody has trouble first, but you get better with time.” 

			The boy from Lun’dei walked over to the improvised arrow pile and picked up another projectile, handing it out to the prince with a friendly smile that pushed away any doubts he may have held. Ichtak accepted and, after several seconds of steadying himself, fired once more. Though the shot was not quite so disappointing, it was by no means impressive, the arrow sailing off to the side in an uncontrolled fashion.

			“Maybe one of you could show us how it’s done,” Hahln suggested, looking to the foreigners. “I don’t think we’ll get any better any time soon.”

			Ichtak passed the bow to the westerner, who took his place in the center of the alley and took aim, allowing his breathing to become more steadied and his eyes to focus over the course of several moments. Even with a crude bow and a glorified twig as an arrow, the boy was an excellent shot, and his target was struck just off the center. The prince had heard soldiers around the palace speak of campaigns in the west, and of the marksmanship of their hunters and soldiers, with both modern arms and more traditional weaponry, and he saw it didn’t wane with captivity. The boy from Lun’dei clapped him on the shoulder and said something congratulatory in his own tongue, which the westerner seemed to grasp. He replied in kind, laughing.

			The boy, seemingly displeased with the fair shot, stooped for another arrow, set on another try. A firm hand, gloved in black leather, caught the collar about his neck from behind, stopping his movement. 

			As Ichtak whirled about to see what was going on, he saw that Uniformed Ektal filled the alley behind them, some with pistols drawn, and some bearing truncheons, at least twelve of them having worked up the way to loom over them unnoticed. The western slave dropped his bow and struggled to keep from choking as he was lifted up before a large and stern eyed officer, the rest of the man’s face hidden behind a veil that wrapped around it where the black turban that adorned his head ended. Another of the Ektal, seeing the second slave wheeling around to run, slammed the southerner up against the stone of the alley wall and stopped his resistance with a blow to the stomach from his steel bludgeon.

			Turning his attention aside from his prize, the officer looked down to Ichtak, who knew full well that the honor guard had already recognized him. 

			“You are far from the palace, prince Ichtak,” The Ektal began, his captive still struggling in his hand. “I must ask that you both come with us. His majesty has all the Ektal and religious police in the city scouring it in search of you. He will want to know his boy was being assailed by foreign criminals.” 

			Lowering his gasping quarry to the ground, but keeping his hand firmly gripping the collar, he placed his free hand on Ichtak’s shoulder lightly, and, nodding to the other Ektal, began to stride out of the alley, guiding the prince while dragging the prisoner. Ichtak was astonished, far too out of his element to respond. His brain ran through every possible outcome of the situation, and none were good. He had disobeyed his father. People died for that. But surely, his son would not. Would he?

			“They weren’t attacking us,” Hahln protested, dragging the prince from self-worry, “they were teaching us how to use their bow.”

			“You must be careful who you come to the aid of, young man,” The Ektal guiding Hahln told him quite sternly. “There is nothing more cunning or dangerous than lesser children of Harak. Had we been a moment later, you would’ve had a knife in your back and the prince may have been lost to us, Harak preserve us.”

			Ichtak looked the foreigners over once more, wondering whether he really had been in danger in the alleyway. These two didn’t act dangerous, but like the Ektal said, foreigners were a group accustomed to trickery and subtle schemes, or so the minders and staff of the palace told anyone who would listen. As he considered the two resigned, defeated looking figures, he was inclined to think not, but still, he now examined them with a more suspicious eye. 

			The group, stern Ektal, struggling slaves, and distraught Luskaitian children alike, emerged onto a street not far from the market square they had entered the alleyways from. There on the narrow cobbled roadway was a large automobile with a flat, wooden, freight-bearing bed at its rear. This was no normal cargo carrier, however, and its bed was encased by strong iron bars on all sides with a wooden roof to match its floor sitting atop them. Within, packed shoulder to shoulder in an unwashed, afraid, and ill-treated mass, stood many slaves of the Luskaitian state.

			The slaves were from all corners of the empire, and there were not just western continentals from New Luskaiti or Southerners of Lun’dei present. The stalwart people of the Bahadiri Sultanate in the north and the sturdy tribesmen of the Confederated Kingdoms of Zamea in the rumor shrouded south of the western continent were also represented. All were bound by the same unforgiving and stern masters. Their clothes were generally tattered remnants of these poor souls’ old garments, their necks wrapped in numbered collars, and, as was the case with all the slaves in service to the Luskaitian government, displaying the brand of the royal family on their foreheads or on the backs of their hands, a straight edged triskelion set within a hexagon.

			Ektal surrounded the bed of the automobile and one sat in the driver’s seat. Sitting behind the first machine was a similar contraption with a wooden sided, open air bed, into which the Ektal already about the truck and those out of the alleyway began to climb. The officer of this group, several guns trained on the crowd in the cage at all times, threw open the door that lay on the slave car’s rear and tossed his catch harshly into the mass of humanity, and the slave’s companion soon followed. After some jostling to fit them in, the door was swung shut, and the two recaptured boys were consoled by their fellows in binds, shown the hope that only ones in the direst of situations can chance at sharing.

			Ichtak and Hahln were much more ceremoniously welcomed aboard the bed of the rear transport, with the prince being saluted all around and both children being helped up to relative comfort in the back of the vehicle. Ichtak watched the last of the Ektal pile into their places and motion the drivers to proceed to the palace, his brain falling back to worry about the trouble he would surely be in back home. As the automobiles sputtered to life and worked their way down the street and towards the royal estate near the city center, the prince caught sight of Hahln, whose head was craned over the side of their truck bed to see around the cab before them, his eyes locked with the slaves in their cell up ahead, his expression one of confusion and, Ichtak thought, pity.

			Ichtak leaned over himself, but was quickly pulled back protectively by a soldier beside him. Before he was yanked away, however, his eyes caught those of the slave children in the back of the cage, looking back at him with their own measure of confusion and pain. The crown prince of Luskaiti, for several moments, found himself absorbed by thoughts not of his own peril, but of theirs. They were enemies of Luskaiti, though, he told himself quite reassuringly, and before long, he was steeped in dread for his own well-being once more.

			Hahln was not so easily self-dissuaded, however, his eyes remaining on the two boys who had so entertained and interested him until the first automobile turned away from the palace bound course of his own and turned toward Voul, leaving the boy in deep, withdrawn contemplation and his eyes studying the stars.

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			Ichtak, alone in his dim and archaic though very opulent and darkly beautiful private chambers in the palace, was steeped in worry and fear. He had been shown to his quarters immediately after his arrival with the Ektal, some three grueling hours ago, and Hahln had been ushered off to another part of the palace, not coming to the prince’s rooms of the castle as was normally the case. They hadn’t had time to say anything to one another before their parting, and Ichtak worried not only for his friend, but for himself.

			If Hahln was not being allowed to see him, then surely someone, the Ektal perhaps, wanted him for something, but what that was Ichtak did not know, and every guess made him more distressed. His mind churned with the possibilities of what would happen to the both of them, the steady thumps of several pairs of patrolling Ektal guards’ jackboots outside his room driving him to ever more unnerving theories. A sharp knock at the door set Ichtak even more on edge, and, taking several moments to attempt to compose himself, he approached the door and slowly swung it open. 

			Before Ichtak stood Rultahn, Lord Ektal of Luskaiti. One would be hard pressed to find a soul in the world not intimidated by this imposing and keen eyed figure, whose shadowed reputation stretched its claws throughout the empire and into every bordering nation, but the prince, long used to this loyal servant of his father’s, was fairly accustomed to him. His Ektal greatcoat, making him look even taller, and the Luskaitian pistol and cruel flail he wore on his belt did nothing to diminish this. Rultahn pulled up to his full height and saluted the prince, his eyes never leaving Ichtak’s own.

			“Heir apparent, the emperor has asked to see you,” said the Lord Ektal in his surprisingly subtle and refined tone. “I am to take you to his quarters myself.”

			Ichtak did his best not to let on that this worried him greatly, but he knew that was no use. It was speculated widely among the staff of the palace and amongst the people and officials of the city that had frequent dealings with him that the esteemed Lord Ektal was either a mind reader or a practitioner of black magic which gave him great stores of private knowledge. Though the prince did not know about any of that, he knew the man certainly had a brilliant eye for others, and could read accurately into what you did more than perhaps anyone else save Harak.

			A small nod was really all that Ichtak could manage, and without a moment’s waste Rultahn politely motioned the prince out ahead of him, closed the door behind them, and walked with the boy along the archaic passages, grand halls, and massive chambers of the sprawling palace. The Lord Ektal strode swiftly even at a deliberately slowed pace, and Ichtak was almost jogging to keep up with him as they threaded their way to the complex’s innermost reaches. As the boy struggled to keep himself presentable while hurrying, he remembered that he still wore the lower class clothing he had worn into the city, and for a second was stricken with worry at how angry his father might be if he arrived in his chambers looking like a pauper in comparison with his usual attire. He decided he had bigger worries, though, and continued on.

			As the pair neared the staircase up to the emperor’s private quarters, the penance chamber was passed. Ichtak had only ever glanced in before when the room was unoccupied, but the room’s cruel devices were now hidden from view by a sturdy metal clad wooden door as the two passed. That did little to dull the screams from inside, and as several moments went by, the prince became sure that Hahln’s were among them. His eyes bored into the door as they moved, and his steps slowed.

			Rultahn, noticing his charge dropping behind, stopped and waited a moment, arms crossed and an expression on his face that told Ichtak to just move on. The prince looked to the door one last time, his head pounding and his throat dry, and then, trying to swallow a whole new level of fear and sorrow, moved on. His friend was certainly in the chamber, the one usually reserved for traitors and false practitioners, or so Ichtak had been told. He had certainly never known anyone who had been taken to the chamber before. Between worrying for his friend and wondering what awaited him, Ichtak barely registered the grand portion of the palace that led to his father’s quarters, one he hardly ever had gotten to lay eyes on, but it was a stunning place all the same. 

			The royal entry hall was designed to impose, its historical tapestries and scarlet banners displaying the royal and imperial crest, a black straight edged triskelion set upon a white hexagon, letting all who entered harbor no doubts as to the power of the man with which, if they were fortunate, they would share an audience. Upon the ceiling was a breathtaking and gory mural depicting an armored Ichtak I standing atop a mound of slain Bahadiri soldiers, bearing a war hammer and a Luskaitian banner, waving other Luskaitian soldiers forward during the glorious first battle of the northern reach. The floor and magnificent support columns were crafted from a breathtaking black marble, and lighting came from newfangled light bulbs set into finely crafted chandeliers, giving the room an eerie elegance. This chamber’s massive space was mostly empty save an ancient ziggurat shaped shrine of dark, moss-grown stone to Harak set in the center of the room, covered in offerings of everything from first class meals to gemstones and ingots of rare metals from across the empire. The lack of chairs or benches encouraged the visitors to stand for the duration of their wait, examining the artwork and grandeur of the menacing but excellent structure laid out before them. An impressive flight of stairs spanning the whole of the head of the hall led to three huge sets of richly carved doors, their inlaid pieces of artwork detailing yet more Luskaitian victories, golden ages, and milestones. 

			Before these doors, always on duty, stood twenty four Ektal in ceremonial plate armor very reminiscent of that worn in the mural above them. They still bore, however, long combat rifles set with bayonets, and held them at their sides in the fashion of spears. Rultahn halted, straightened himself, and turned to present the prince as they reached the first row of the guardsmen. 

			“The crown prince of Luskaiti,” He announced with some grandeur, and in unison, the Ektal all fell to one knee, their fists to their chests in the imperial salute, their heads bowed in reverence.

			Ichtak had gotten the treatment often before, but it never failed to raise him up a bit. He figured such an honored greeting would do the same for anyone. Despite his fears and doubts, he did feel slightly reassured as he ascended the stairs with his minder and, the elegant doors being swung open for them, entered the corridor that led to the throne room, known as the Victor’s Way by the Ektal guards.

			This well-lit passage, used to impress upon foreign diplomats the strength of the nation they dared barter or hold council with, which quickly narrowed after entry, was very cramped compared to the vast space behind, and had room for only five people to walk shoulder to shoulder along its width. Along its walls stood thirty more Ektal guardsmen, with fifteen along each wall, who all knelt as the prince strode through. Between each of these men along the sides stood mannequins garbed in replica uniforms of Luskaitians past, with dated plaques beneath them to denote the years during which the uniforms were worn and which battles, campaigns, or wars had been fought during the period. On the wall were display cases, usually containing the original weaponry of famed Luskaitian generals, officers, or royalty, but occasionally holding the medals or artifacts of some defeated enemy, in one case harboring the preserved and shrunken head of a Bahadiri prince who had been slain in battle. At the end of the corridor, on a golden plaque hung above the turquoise and silver studded double doors that led to the throne room, were etched the words, ‘Our Lives for the Emperor, Our Souls for Harak’.

			With this door opened grandly before them, Rultahn and Ichtak strode out into the throne room, equally large as the royal entry hall, but much more grand. With a similar décor of black marble and Luskaitian banners, the place was kept dimmer than the entry hall, which cast effective shadows on the oversized onyx throne that centered the room atop a raised dais across the way. In alcoves along the sides of the room were set large statues of past emperors and empresses forged of copper or iron, and in the center of the room rose a much larger, older, and more arcane looking altar to Harak, on top of which rested an ancient but well maintained stone depiction of Ichtak I. The palace had been built and rebuilt over the ages around this structure, supposedly the first place where this most beloved of emperors slew in Harak’s name, and under which the first emperor’s corpse was stored. Inlaid on the black floor about the altar was a silver Triskelion, and the words ‘Peace to him who has earned his paradise’ sat displayed on a large silver plaque inlaid just below the reach of the Triskelion. 

			The throne stood empty, and though the ten Ektal that stood to either side of the throne knelt and saluted the prince as he crossed the chamber towards them, there was no one else about. This did not thoroughly surprise Ichtak, as it was rare for any visitors to the throne after noon, and it was well after midnight at this point. But it still unsettled him, because it meant that they were headed for the black iron door set into the wall behind the throne, and beyond, the house of the emperor. The prince had never been allowed to enter there in all his years, though he had heard his brothers had been allowed entry at certain times, and this oddity sent him back to the depths of worry as he came to the door. With assurances from Rultahn to the two guards flanking it that they were both indeed permitted entry, it was opened for them, and they entered.

			The common room they entered was used to host the harem and the eunuchs during daily gatherings or idle relaxing, and was built out of an intriguing and breathtaking emerald turquoise-like stone that Ichtak had never seen before, but was sure was incredibly rare. About the room lay the finest of furniture, opulent rugs, and hashish and opium pipes, and on its walls hung magnificent paintings detailing landscapes and animals, generally those to be found in the Luskaitian heartland, but occasionally some that lay in farther corners of the empire. In its center was a sunken pool filled with heated water. The chamber was empty now, and the two doors leading to the quarters of these groups were closed, the eunuchs on the left and the harem on the right. Directly across the room lay a set of double doors leading deeper into the emperor’s sanctum. 

			Reaching this doorway, Rultahn pressed a faintly glowing rubber button on the wall, sounding a chime within the chamber. Several silent, anxious moments passed, with Ichtak being too worried about what awaited him within to even give the effort to worrying about the fact that he stood in such an unfamiliar place. His ears, strained for any kind of sound from beyond the wood of the doors, finally heard a solitary pair of heavy boots, not hobnailed like Rultahn’s but with the valuable rubber soles free of clacking metal, making their way towards the door. Ichtak gritted his teeth as the door’s locks were slid over the course of several long moments, and finally, the door swung open.

			In the doorway stood Korzuma II, dressed not in the fine military wear which his son had always seen him bear, but in a comfortable but finely made black robe in the fashion of a great coat. His short, dark hair, usually covered in a turban or helmet when in public, stood open to view, and in his hand sat a pipe from which fumes slowly wafted. Rultahn saluted the emperor, but he gave him no heed immediately. He studied his son intently for several long moments before turning to look at Rultahn.

			“You have my thanks, Rultahn. Now leave us be,” Korzuma told him firmly. For a moment the Lord Ektal looked distraught at not being allowed to remain, but he composed himself and, with another salute, wheeled about and departed at his quick, long striding pace. The emperor watched Rultahn until he disappeared back through the door to the entry hall, then, clearing his throat and sighing deeply, he turned his gaze to his son.

			“Come, my son,” He told him firmly, but not aggressively. “I have vital things to share with you.”

			Ichtak, still quite on edge, did his best to stay calm as he followed his father into his private chambers. They went through a well decorated foyer in the same style as the common room, and going through a doorway set in to the wall on the right, Ichtak was shown into a sprawling, well lit, high ceilinged room of rich mahogany paneling and flooring, lined with row upon row of high bookshelves stacked with tomes both modern and ancient, massive and rather tiny, worn and pristine. It was a collection the grandest of scholars would envy, and, though the emperor had not yet decided to advertise the fact, it was the single largest and most valuable collection of writings anywhere in the world.

			Korzuma threaded his way through the rows, moving quickly enough that Ichtak had to hurry to keep up. After a minute or so navigating the labyrinth, they came upon a clearing in the shelves where an incredibly well made and finely detailed hexagonal desk with a triskelion carved into its top lay waiting. A comfortable looking chair sat behind the desk, and the emperor strode around to it, his hand moving down to pull it back slightly.

			When the emperor motioned for Ichtak to sit down, the boy thought that surely he had mistaken his father’s signal, but as he stood staring his father reassured him, “You may sit.” 

			Ichtak nervously rounded the desk and sat down. He looked unsurely at his father as the man walked back around the desk and, with a slightly reassuring nod to his son, moved off into the rows again, his eyes scanning the shelves. The prince was left to his own thoughts for a while, and they were not ordered and calm, to be sure. 

			After several tense minutes of absence, Ichtak’s father returned from another direction bearing a large old tome. Ichtak watched, half afraid and half excited, as Korzuma sat the book before him on the desk and pushed it his way, standing just to the right of his seat and observing him as he drank in the book’s cover.

			‘The Coming of Harak’ was the title the aged book proclaimed in rather dated, stylized lettering. Upon its cover lay the familiar triskelion, and there was no author listed along the spine. The time worn, dark leather cover was, in fact, completely featureless beyond the symbol on its front.

			“This book tells the tale of Ichtak I,” Korzuma told him, some reverence in his voice. “Your namesake was a great man, a mighty god-blooded servant of Harak, given right to rule because Harak’s own blood flowed in his veins. You share in that bloodline, my boy.”

			Ichtak knew he was a prince, but, assumably because all Luskaitians’ religious instruction and practice began later during their teenage years, he had never been told he was of Harak’s blood. He didn’t really grasp the depth of the claim, but he knew enough to realize that he had learned something important. Korzuma, perhaps aware of the thoroughly fascinated look on his son’s face, perhaps not, leaned over and flipped several pages into the book, revealing an artist’s depiction of a bloody scene.

			A man, large and imposing, his face veiled and a regal turban sporting many feathers from a central crest sitting upon his head, stood atop what had to be Voul, the bloody altar behind him oozing gore and stacked with disfigured Khandaari corpses. His filthy hands were thrown toward the sky and his face was a mask of exaltations, yelling up into the heavens. In his right there was brandished a curved dagger, and in his left, dripping fluids, was a heart extracted from the sacrifices. The caption beneath the image revealed the figure to be Ichtak I, depicted on the twelfth of Fomhir, Imperial Year eleven fifty-four.	

			“Ichtak was a pious man, as have been those named after him,” Korzuma told his son, his own eyes lost in the image. “I have known about your excursions into the city for some time now. It is only natural that curiosity take hold of you on occasion. I have not, however, been careless. You were never far from Ektal and Niquiniitztoz police agents, never out of my sight, as it were. Tonight, however, something had to be done.”

			The prince was shocked that his father sounded so calm, perhaps even forgiving, in his speech to him, but his nerves were certainly not yet eased. 

			“Tonight many men I trust reported to me that you two were mingling with slaves, escaped slaves, no less, and that they pressed themselves into action. I know that, to an extent, Hahln may well be to blame, but I need to ask you something in all seriousness, Ichtak, as your friend has put me to worrying with some of the things he has said tonight,” Korzuma went on, looking down at his son though the boy would not meet his gaze for more than a moment. “Do you know why the foreigners, why the lesser peoples, must be kept as our servants?”

			Ichtak, not sure how to respond, thought for a moment and stammered, “Not really, sir.”

			“I think you are ready to learn, though it is slightly early,” Korzuma told him, closing the book before Ichtak and beginning to pace around the clear space set about the desk.

			“Our lord Harak made humanity, Ichtak, all of it, as you may well know. He brought us all forth out of nothing, and indeed, gave us purpose. In the beginning, all was good. But humanity is corruptible, Ichtak, and many men were indeed corrupted. Harak tried intervening, but only his most faithful servants remained. In the depths of our home, on the very ground we live on, we Luskaitians kept the traditions alive, and Ichtak I, may he rest undisturbed, was the first man to speak with Harak in a long time.”

			“You see, my lad, Ichtak I was visited by our lord during his nightly meditations quite often. It was he that wrote Harak’s wishes out in the Bastion of Will,” Korzuma pressed on, Ichtak growing even more enthralled at the mention of the forbidden holy book of the Luskaitians, his eyes growing large. “Harak is a vengeful god, and he was ready to exact that vengeance upon those who had betrayed him. So he blessed Luskaitians with might, intelligence, and skill beyond that of other peoples, and named us lords of his earth. He then ordered that the non-Luskaitian races be rounded up and put to nobler work at our hands, that they might earn redemption through service to Luskaiti and Harak.”

			Ichtak was stricken by that, a new understanding of it all washing his sharp but still juvenile mind over with this simple and relieving explanation. They were actually helping the lesser peoples. That was torn from him, however, when he thought of the sketch in the book, of the slain Khandaari lying on Voul, of the countless bodies that were brought down from the temples every year after the influx of Khandaari prisoners and, on occasion, of those Eiden reptile-beings from the far north. They were said to be raiders and monsters of the most brutal sort, sure, but did they deserve their lot? Was that their own redemption in the eyes of Harak?

			His father had begun to discuss the finer points of Harak’s rewards to the slave folk, but Ichtak, far more forward than he ever would have been before, driven on by this conflict of reason and unreason, boldly asked, “What about the dog-men? Are they saved as well?”

			“No, no, my boy,” His father replied, his face serious, his expression hardened with years of conflict and distrust. “In fact, we damn them to nothingness with our rituals. It seems a harsh treatment, but you must understand that we don’t do such things lightly. Have you ever heard the name of Tarakahm, Ichtak?”

			Ichtak, after thinking for a moment, lied slightly, answering, “No, never.”

			He had heard it, once before, from Rultahn, who had been cursing under his breath near the time of his brother Acalan’s funeral. But he had known from the look he had gotten when the Lord Ektal realized Ichtak had heard him that Rultahn was not supposed to be saying it, especially not in front of the prince.

			“That is good, for it is illegal for any but the royal family and the priests to speak it, lest he grow in power,” Korzuma muttered, a look of relief on his face. “Tarakahm is the father of the abhumans, the Khandaari, the Eiden, and the Nauticans. He is the antithesis of our lord Harak, his dark mirror and twin. We know not if the gods are related, but one thing is certain. Harak and Tarakahm are supreme enemies of one another, and have been for longer than our globe has existed. It is the goal of all abhumans, as servants of Tarakahm, to slay us, to remove us from the earth, and as Harak’s children we have the same obligation. Thank Harak we have weakened them so much, sparing our homeland from large attacks for centuries. But in ages past, son, the beast men roamed free and slew with wild abandon, and our hatred of one another has not waned in all these years. It is for our protection and purification, not for their pain, that we sacrifice the abhumans to Harak, though our lord knows full well they deserve every moment of it.”

			    A look of such distaste filled the emperor’s face when he spoke of Tarakahm’s children in such venomous tones that his son could not help but be imparted some of that feeling. Surely there had been dastardly deeds done at the hands of these beast people, and if for Luskaiti to survive, they had to die, then, to Ichtak’s young mind, those deaths could be justified. His father was sure of it, so he certainly could be as well. The minders of his youth had told him nearly as much with their cautionary tales, but this was word from the emperor, irrefutable word if ever there was such a thing. 

			“Now, my son, I want you to have something. And please understand, I give it to you in the hope that it will prepare you to be a man of this nation and one day, Harak willing, take my place on the throne,” Korzuma said, placing a hand on his son’s shoulder reassuringly and giving him a rare smile. Nothing gratuitous, but something that displayed some pride in this child, his last and youngest, perhaps his brightest. Never had this been an issue with his brothers, but the emperor supposed the side effects of cunning were never non-existent, and that with time and dedication, his boy would be just fine.

			Ichtak smiled back, happy not only for the understanding he had surely received, but in joy that his cold father, ironclad ruler of the world’s most powerful empire, a man without rival, would show him approval. He watched as from around his neck Korzuma produced a fine golden chain with a small key affixed to it, stooping down to the top drawer of the desk and delicately sliding the key into the lock which was built into it, opening the well-made compartment with ease.

			From this, he produced a thick, Steel-covered tome with a sturdy lock mechanism on its side to keep it from being perused by the uninvited. Its metallic cover was unmarked other than a title running down the spine which read ‘Bastion of Will’, and its pages, slightly yellowed with age, bore the wear of continuous and frequent use.

			This was no mere holy book. In Luskaiti, some unfortunates went whole lifetimes without ever gaining a completed copy of their own. They were not only hand written pieces of highly valued religious art in this age of printing presses, but highly secret volumes that had to be earned through service in Luskaitian academies, whether public or specialized, and through the show of loyalty to the government. Though lessons from it could be conveyed in academies, access to the book itself was restricted to those who were shown devotees, and possessing one gave a person access not only to its pages but to the chapels of Harak and, of course, honored spots at the fore of the crowds during the yearly offerings atop Voul and countless other Ziggurats across the empire. To even see one so early and outside of any school was a shock to even the prince, and he was quite blown over by the tome that his father held before him. 

			“It is yours, my boy,” Korzuma told him, producing another key from the drawer on its own silver chain and handing it to Ichtak, continuing, “keep it safe, and never let doubt sway you from your duty to our lord, and to your people.”

			His heart racing at the thought of actually possessing such a sought after item, Ichtak quickly threw on the chained key, tucking it under his shirt as his father had done, and hefted up the weighty metal tome. Though Ichtak was strong and large for his age, it was a great tax on him to carry it after his father as the two wound their way back through the library, silent, but sharing a new understanding to be found only in spirituality. Ichtak felt more connected to his father than ever, more connected to his position than ever. He wanted to open the tome on the spot, to read it then and there, to see what could be garnered from such a magnificent text, but he held back. There would be time for learning later, time for improvement and strengthening, but this was not that time. For now he basked in the presence of his father, shared the odd glance with him, and wished for things to continue as they were. When they reached the door back out to the throne room it seemed far too soon for Ichtak’s liking, even though his arms ached from lugging the book. 

			Korzuma halted, turned to his son, and, dropping to one knee and taking his shoulders, he said, “I trust that your mind and the blood that flows through you will carry you through any trials you face. But Hahln seems troubled, and I have no idea as to whether penance can cure him or not. Some are just lost, but I hope that is not his fate, as he still has the potential to be a great man of Luskaiti one day. Just do me a favor, and watch out for anything… odd, on Hahln’s part.”

			“Of course, sir,” Ichtak told his father obediently. His mind had wandered far from his friend given his current distractions, but now a pain wracked Hahln came back to his mind and he was troubled. He was worried for his friend, but not in the same fashion he might have been before tonight. Now, he fretted for Hahln’s spiritual well-being, not his physical well-being.

			His father clapped twice quite loudly, raising himself back to his full height, and within moments a eunuch had emerged from their respective quarters, his plain black robes and turban finely made despite their less audacious appearance. The eunuchs of the royal quarters were all illegitimate male children of the emperors. The emperor or empress could only produce heirs with a chosen spouse, but, as Harak’s book and the Luskaitian government suggested, one must be as productive as possible to better the nation, so those male children that were born of a royal and a concubine were made eunuchs to prevent any claims to the throne from outside the immediate family, and any female children were married off at suitable ages to military officials of the Ektal or the lesser royals of the empire. In this way the rulers of Luskaiti strove to keep their house safe, and the communal living of the entirety of this system made them extremely familiar and generally loyal servants of the empire.

			This eunuch, an older man than Ichtak’s father and probably a son of the prince’s grandfather, bowed low, awaiting his orders.

			“Narakh, take Ichtak to his quarters, and carry his book for him, if you please,” As the eunuch took Ichtak’s book from him reverently, Korzuma looked at his son once again and placed a hand on his shoulder. The emperor looked at Ichtak with patient understanding, telling him, “If you ever need aid interpreting the word of the lord, or questions about his world, do not hesitate to come to me, my son.”

			Clapping his child on the back, Korzuma watched the prince go with Narakh, Ichtak’s own gaze thrown over his shoulder until the emperor shut the door to his chambers and was lost to sight. The two made their way in silence past the bowing Ektal and through the grand chambers of the palace center quite quickly, rolling on at a steady pace and approaching the outer reaches of the great imperial house. As Ichtak passed back by the penance chamber, he heard Hahln once more, and thought about calling out to him, but didn’t. He would let the inquisitors do their work, as his father had ordered. It was certainly the best thing for his friend, after all.

			When he finally reached his chamber and saw the silent but bowing Narakh off, Ichtak sat down, opened up his new acquisition, and began to read more intently than he ever had in his life. He had come to the conclusion that he would learn all there was to learn, be the best servant of Harak he could be, be the best emperor he could be, and on his path to such lofty heights, he would save his friend from any corrupting notions he might pursue. Hahln, his closest companion, surely deserved the effort from him, and the prince would be ashamed if he could not provide his friend with the means for a second chance when he had so generously been handed his own.

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			The young prince spent much of the night and the following day reading, fell asleep for just under four hours, and in the wee hours of the next morning, was reading his book again. He had all of his meals sent to his rooms by the staff, where he sat continuously bent over his newfound font of wisdom. So focused was he on the gathering of knowledge from the text, and so great was his desire for it, that he found himself nearly halfway through the massive text by the time he grew weary in the late evening of the second day, a feat for even the most studious of priests or scholars carried out through sheer will. And this was no idle skim being done, either. Ichtak, whose memory for such things was already quite good, had quickly picked up many quotes from the text, and knew several passages by heart, as well as fundamentally grasping the generalities of the faith and the lore laid down behind it.

			So many questions that had burnt at the back of his mind so very insistently for so very long were answered, and he felt at this point that finishing the tome might just make all the world a transparency to him. All of the inner workings of the faith were laid bare to him, and indeed, many traditions and laws of the empire were made totally comprehensible to him through this blessed book. His father’s offer for aid in interpretation or understanding spurred him on even more, half hoping he would need the help and get to speak with his often absent father once more, and also wanting to complete the read unassisted with the desire to impress. 

			It was written in older, more evocative and archaic tones than modern Luskaitian writings, which were sometimes hard to grasp for the youth, but he would send for old dictionaries and encyclopedias from the palace’s more public library wing, or consult his own respectable collection of histories, and be back at the text in no time. 

			Throughout all of this, however, there were occasional lapses in his ironclad focus as his mind wandered to Hahln, who the servants and Ektal guards told him was still in the penance chamber. It helped to know that those who punished his friend had good intentions, but it did not dismiss all doubt that the prince understandably held about his friend sitting in pain as he was, to his reckoning, being shown the world. After many such episodes, just before midnight going in to the third day, Ichtak decided he would set out for the chapel in the palace center, to pray for his friend.

			Because these hours were restricted at the palace, and none but the royals, their most esteemed servants, and the Ektal on guard could be out and about, Ichtak was permitted to pass from his room unescorted and set off at a swift pace made quicker by eagerness to show his fealty before Harak and by concern for Hahln. In his arms was the heavy, locked tome, held to his chest protectively as he wound his way through the darkened corridors and halls to a portion of the palace very near the penance chamber, with tall, well-weighted black iron doors marking this entrance to the most venerable place of worship in Luskaiti save Voul itself. The doors stood wide open, which struck the prince as quite odd, as Ichtak did not believe he had ever seen them not closed and guarded by uniformed priests prior to this moment. 

			Their black, triskelion studded blockade had always been in place, and Ichtak had thought he would need to show his newly obtained book to garner passage as was custom for entry in to any religious site in Luskaiti. He was confused, wondering whether it would be acceptable to just step inside. Ichtak certainly did not want to compound his exterior trespasses of the night before with an even more serious breaking of bounds on holy ground. So, mind divided, he stood in his place before the doors in the dim and empty corridor, his eyes scanning the darker interior that gaped before him.

			After several moments that seemed to the youth like hours, the shadows produced a time worn, gaunt face, its features speaking to the possessor’s great age and experience, but the eyes spoke to something more. His left was a dead and blind white orb, but his remaining eye was a piercing, dark green and with a life and energy that the rest of his features did not share, and gave him an impression as of a much stronger being. A moment in those darkened confines showed Ichtak that it was not just a face, but a black robed man, his heraldry and elaborate ritual garb showing him as not just a priest, but a very high ranking one. Around the top of his head he wore a turban that came to a point in Luskaitian style, but with an elegant, gemmed crest on its front sporting the feathers of some jungle bird from the wilds of the empire, and supporting his weight as he hobbled along was a beautiful silver staff ending in an intricate triskelion forged of gold.

			Ichtak, somewhat startled by his appearance, stepped back after a moment’s hesitation. The priest carefully descended the two shallow stairs and approached the boy, his hand outstretched welcomingly.

			“My lord Ichtak,” came a deep and commanding, but not unfriendly, voice, the priest reaching the prince and saluting him, “you must forgive me for not bowing, for I fear my old bones have seen to that being a painful thing. Have you come to pray in the chapel?”

			“Yes, I have,” Ichtak told the man, his nervousness lessened greatly by the man’s demeanor, “but, if you will excuse the question, who are you?”

			“Oh yes, I have forgotten my manners, lord,” the priest chuckled to himself. “I am Thunkahl, high priest of Tepek, servant to your house, your majesty. I have been expecting you, young prince.”

			Thunkahl the Great was a name widely spoken in Luskaiti, a man who had been instrumental in preparing both Ichtak’s father and his grandfather for the throne, and whose extreme longevity, well over one hundred years at this point, was leading to a reputation as quite the occultist and healer, though the priest insisted he was merely a healthy soul blessed by his god. Ichtak, in awe at hearing a name so revered, and having a much more enhanced respect for such a reputation now after his readings in the Bastion of Will, bowed awkwardly, drawing a laugh from the old man.

			“Oh no, my lord, that is not at all necessary,” the man said, a grin on his face. “I am just a bringer of the word, while you are of the one himself. As I said, lord, I have been awaiting you’re arrival, and wish to sit with you awhile.”

			“How did you know?” Ichtak asked, realizing that the question sounded slightly childish after he had finished, but still needing his curiosity dulled.

			“Our deity shares with those who are open to his speech, as I am sure you will one day learn,” Thunkahl replied, motioning the prince ahead of him into the dark chapel before following, continuing. “Besides, you are young and have a book of great wisdoms in your possession. It is only natural that you seek some guidance, even if it only be through meditative prayer.”

			The prince entered a wide vista, its height dwarfing any roof in the palace he had laid eyes on. Though it was large enough to rival the entryways to the royal quarters nearby, it was not as filled with seating as it could have been. Elegantly carved pews crafted from the finest trees to be found in Luskaiti lined the center of the space, with seating enough for a little over three hundred, Ichtak guessed. Between the walls and this space, though, were fairly wide open spaces running the length of the room’s walls, set with rich carpeting and spotted with statues, almost always depicting some past royalty. The walls themselves regularly sported alcoves in which a priest might meet with a member of the congregation or a believer might go for solitary prayer. The ceiling was covered in a mural to match the brilliance of the one in the royal entry hall, depicting what from his readings Ichtak took to be a shadowed representation of Harak offering a goblet filled with blood from a sliced hand to a Luskaitian in royal garb, perhaps Ichtak I, though the prince could not be sure in the dim chamber.

			As the two walked further into the room, Thunkahl took the lead, and Ichtak followed at his slow pace as he led them down a split in the pews, toward the opposite end of the room, where a large shrine in the form of a ziggurat rose behind a pedestal from which a priest might address the flock. All of this was obscured by no small amount of darkness, however, as was everything in the room. Ichtak, looking about to find lights, saw no familiar bulbs or the more old fashion candles, but odd greenish orbs that burned dull along the elegant pillars that split the pew’s sides from the open aisles along the sidewalls. They seemed to bob and sway in the windless chamber, giving the entire room not just a greenish tinge, but an ever shifting one. 

			“What are those lights?” Ichtak asked the priest after some moments observing them. “I haven’t ever seen anything like them before.”

			“Just passing tricks of old priests like myself, small blessings of Harak, if you like,” Thunkahl chuckled, “but the lord does far more for those who serve him properly. Like I have said, you will learn in time, your majesty.”

			Ichtak began to ponder just what powers this servant of their god might possess, but could not follow this train of thought to its conclusion before the two reached the last row of pews before a slow incline of steps that led up to the base of the ziggurat. Thunkahl turned right and, moving several steps down the row, sat down on the bench, motioning for Ichtak to take a spot beside him. The prince did so, but was sure to put about half a meter between himself and the priest, still not comfortable enough to place himself too close to the old man. He relieved himself of his heavy tome, placing it between the two of them on the pew.

			“I trust you have read the account of creation, lord?” Thunkahl asked Ichtak, his eyes drifting upward to study the mural above them. The prince had thought to inquire about Hahln, and a prayer for him, immediately, but the question came too swiftly for him to put together the words. Instead, his mind was buffeted back to the memories of the earliest passages of the book to be read, those that described the beast lord’s endless sparring with Harak. 

			He knew them well. They laid out how the gods, perpetually attempting to oust the other, got into an arms race of sorts, ending in the creation of humanity as an army to hold back Tarakahm. Not to be outdone by his brother, the beast lord breathed life into what the Luskaitians would term the abhumans, races like the Khandaari and Eiden, and they were tasked with destroying humanity. As it turned out, the beast races proved more apt over the eons than the human race, as most humans were said to have forgotten Harak over the course of time and traveled away from his holy land, erecting the nation states or forerunners of nation states that exist today, making peace with the great enemy and allowing them opportunity to flourish in their corners of the world. 

			This segment of Harak’s holy book ended with the deity returning to his chosen people, raising Ichtak I to semi godhood by sharing some of his blood with the emperor, and cementing Luskaiti’s place as ruler of the human world, giving the royals a divine right to their seat on the throne, and the Luskaitian people a divine right to enforce penance service on the rest of humanity. It remained burned into the youth’s mind due to its extreme bearing on his position, and the excitement and fear it had instilled in him. The thought of possessing the blood of a god had never occurred to the boy before, but names like the divine seat for the Luskaitian throne and the line of the true lord for the line of emperors made additional layers of sense to him after his reading of the passage.

			“I have,” Ichtak told the priest, a distant look in his eyes as his mind sunk into that darkly wondrous book once more.

			“Then you know why you are what you are, and you know why we do what we must,” Thunkahl said quietly, “and that, young prince, is the most valuable lesson to be found in that book teeming with valuable lessons. Finding one’s duty and purpose laid out before them is a gift, one that should not be thrown aside by anyone with wisdom in them.”

			Ichtak silently agreed. He had felt that all throughout these past days, a sense of new meaning, of a new path. It was exhilarating, somewhat daunting, but exhilarating all the same. 

			Several moments of silence passed as Ichtak thought about that purpose, but his mind was drawn back to what had brought him to the chapel before long and, breaking the silence, asked the first thing that came to mind, saying, “Is Hahln all right?” 

			“Your friend?” Thunkahl prompted, receiving a nod in response. “As right as one can be when being shown the path of Harak in the most cleansing of fashions. He is in pain, my prince, but Harak requires us to suffer to learn our greatest lessons. It is, in fact, a universal rule. One must suffer defeat or loss to truly know how to avoid or weather it, just as one must suffer pain in the living flesh to fully learn how to avoid eternal pain after one’s life has ended. He will be scarred, your majesty, but he will also, Harak willing, be set on the right path, and that is worth all the temporary pain in our universe. It is a gift they are giving him, though he may not realize it now.”

			Leaning over to pat Ichtak’s shoulder gently with his gnarled hand, he continued, “Do not be worried for the boy. In all my years I have not met a soul who the time tested way of pain could not cleanse.”

			Ichtak, looking up in to the brilliant eye of Thunkahl, asked a question that had eaten away at him for some time, strengthened by the priest’s assertion. 

			“Why am I not with him in the penance chamber, then?” 

			“You, your majesty, are of Harak’s blood,” Thunkahl replied. “All that you do is without flaw, whether it be confused or not. You have trodden with sinners, young prince, but you are above such things. As such, your soul is clean. It is merely imperative that we give you the knowledge needed to show you the path upon which to travel, and your nature and the hand of our god will steer you towards the correct shore.”

			Ichtak didn’t grasp all of that immediately, but as several more moments of reflective silence passed, he was both relieved at the knowledge that he would be guided to his destiny, and worried by the fact that Hahln might not have such guidance. 

			“When will Hahln be free to go?” Ichtak asked, worry still quite noticeable in his voice.

			“Whenever the inquisitors believe him ready, lord,” Thunkahl told him. “Do not rush their work. It will be done when it will be done. I can have word sent to you when he is set free, however, should you desire it.”

			Nodding quickly, Ichtak received another pat on the shoulder.

			“Worry not, then,” Thunkahl said, rising with some effort and going on, “I will leave you to your thoughts in this place, and I will send word as soon as Hahln is free of doubt. Stay as long as you wish, my lord. You are more than welcome in any house of Harak now. I will be seeing you soon, your majesty.”

			With a not so rigid salute, the priest began to hobble slowly off and up the steps toward the shrine, passing around behind the ziggurat and disappearing from sight. After some seconds, a loud clack as of a light door swinging shut was heard, and the prince found himself the sole person in this archaically beautiful house of worship, alone with his thoughts in this fortress of Luskaitian culture and will. 

			But he was not alone at all, he reminded himself. Wherever he went, Harak was said to be listening and watching intently, and doubly so in these places of worship dedicated to his glory. With a seriousness and focus of intent rarely observed among those of his age, Ichtak bowed his head, clasped his hands, and cleared his mind as best he could. Then, he prayed for the strength and wisdom to guide his friend through his troubled hours, and for Harak to impart understanding to Hahln. 
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			It was late in the morning hours when Ichtak was told of the release of Hahln and of his battered state, but it took nearly two hours of searching to find him in the palace. After checking his usual haunts, which included his chambers, the dining hall, and the balconies of the upper floors, the prince wandered out in to Harak’s bounty, the largest and most lush court yard in the whole of the palace, set near the rear of the complex. The courtyard was an incredibly dense forest of rare jungle growth selected for its breathtaking beauty and pleasing aromas. Amongst this canvas of greens, bursts of vibrant yellows, oranges, reds, and blues caught the eye, drawing one to large and intricate floral growth or odd patterns displayed on the vegetation. Equally beautiful tropical birds and insects zipped about or loitered on their respective roosts, and their noises, accompanied by the masking of the walls by very large plants and thick patches of flowered vines, made one feel as if they had truly escaped into the shadowed and alluring depths of Luskaiti.

			In a darker corner of this oasis amongst the stone was a black marble bench that was placed to look upon a small artificial pond filled with colorful aquatic life from not only Luskaiti’s jungle rivers and lakes, but from those of equally lush Lun’dei in the south. Sitting backwards on this bench faced one toward a huge fern which grew in the corner, whose drooping leaves made it quite umbrella like to look upon, and doing just that as Ichtak laid eyes on the spot was Hahln, who did not seem to have registered his approach. He sat, slump shouldered, bandaged hands gripping the bench and arms braced, as if he found it hard to sit up relatively straight and had to throw some pressure on to his arms, though several of his fingers, clearly broken and in splints, stuck outward awkwardly, unable to grasp with the others. 

			As Ichtak slowly rounded the bench to take a seat beside Hahln, he noticed that his friend still wore the clothes he had sported on their ill-fated city excursion, though they were now ragged, and in places torn and blood stained. The sleeves ended just under the elbow, and on every bit of skin observable below were small, freshly healed slices, making his arms look almost scaled. One of his feet was in a thick, overly large boot with metal rods running down its sides, and a crutch lay on the ground beneath him. His hair had been nearly shoulder length, but it had been shaved off completely, and on top of his exposed scalp he bore an excruciating looking brand burned in to his skin, a Triskelion set within in a hexagon. A bandage was affixed to his nose, which, judging by its angle under the dirty material, was almost certainly broken, and his forehead displayed several cruelly blackened knots from hard blows he had received. A chunk was missing from his left ear, and his neck and wrists were blistered and raw from being set in binds for days. The prince tried to show as little shock as possible, though, in truth, he was blown away by the viciousness of Hahln’s wounds. 

			Hahln gave Ichtak no attention as he strode up, his gaze never taken from several softly glowing yellow green mushrooms growing in the dark and damp of the fern’s shadows. His friend sat down beside him, and in a voice that didn’t conceal his unnerved state very well, he said, “They’re very beautiful. What kind are they?”

			It was a lame stab at opening conversation under the circumstances, but Ichtak couldn’t bring himself to say anything else.

			“Jinkahln’s cap,” Hahln said, still not looking up. Fungi of all kinds were the hobby of Hahln, who was encouraged by his father, an herbalist and caretaker for the palace gardens and courtyards, to grow and nurture the growth wherever it was healthy to do so. He was constantly looking for new spore shipped in earth filled jars from overseas, or flipping through books on the things to pin down the growing habits of one species or another. In his quarters, under a small sunroof whose light intake he carefully controlled, he grew a small but rich garden of the most vibrant specimens he could nurture there, breathtaking even to Ichtak, novice as he was on the topic. Hahln had once told him they were like a cleaning crew for the earth, feasting upon dead matter, and that if they were removed, the entire natural system would collapse. You couldn’t find a human or animal going to such lengths to keep the natural world together, Hahln would often say excitedly. Ichtak wasn’t always a captive audience for such talk, but today he would happily listen to an encyclopedia’s worth of information on fungus rather than tackle the horror that displayed itself all over his friend’s body.

			“I haven’t gone to my quarters yet,” Hahln said, speaking slowly and distantly. “I’ll hate to see what’s happened to the garden while I’ve been away.”

			Ichtak was put to nervous silence once more, and the two of them sat in uncomfortable quiet for well over a minute before Hahln continued, “I’m sorry for getting you in to trouble. I should have listened to you in the alley.”

			The prince was stabbed with hurt at that, and was about to tell his friend that his apology was not needed, when Hahln spoke again.

			“Do you think the slaves are lesser races?”

			Ichtak was slightly taken aback, but he regained control quickly. It is your duty to steer him correctly, as you are his friend and companion, he told himself. The prince would not back out of this, not after being empowered with the counsel, encouragement, and help of his father and the second holiest figure in Tepek. Not after being blessed with access to the Bastion of Will, and certainly not after praying for exactly this kind of opportunity to help Hahln in any way he could. He would stand his ground, and do what his father, and his god, would ask of him, and as prince of Luskaiti, he felt he was doubly obligated to do so.

			“I do,” Ichtak said, starting just a bit weakly and then shifting to his most assured tone. “It says as much in the book that must be read, and everything in that text is Harak’s will. As Luskaitians, we have to uphold our god’s will. It is for our own wellbeing, and theirs.”

			Another moment’s silence followed as Hahln shuffled his good foot about in the dirt, and, throwing a quick look sideways at his friend before throwing his gaze towards the grey sky above, said, “I thought they seemed pretty normal.”

			“I know, but that is part of their danger,” Ichtak went on, trying his best to emulate Thunkahl’s serious tones. “The Bastion of Will says that they are only what they are because they have led sinful past lives, and only service and penance is going to earn them a place as Luskaitians in later lives. We are doing them a favor, Hahln, by taking them in and giving them a chance at redemption. This has been one of our most important beliefs and has been for a thousand years and more. It is not easy to do our duty, but we have to. We are the only real servants Harak has left.”

			Ichtak placed a hand on Hahln’s shoulder, and his friend looked over at him. There was something mature in his friend’s usually mischievous gaze, but it was mixed with the clear look of one who is confused, unsure, and worried. In a way, it made his friend more respectable, but there was a part of Ichtak that lamented that familiar spark being gone, perhaps lost forever.

			“They are in Harak’s hands when they are with us, which is much safer than being in their own countries, shut off from his word and his people,” Ichtak assured him, restraining the friendly grip he put on Hahln when he saw him wince at the slight pressure. Every movement Hahln made must be a pain, and the prince felt even more deeply for his friend than several days of worry had seen fit to make him feel. 

			Hahln put his gaze back on to the odd mushrooms beneath the fern, his eyes reflecting some of their light in in an eerie fashion. Another moment of strained silence passed before Hahln carefully bent, took up his crutch, and, avoiding any very quick or fluid motions, righted himself and turned to go. He only went a few steps around the bench, however, before he halted, and turned his head to his friend.

			“I hope Harak forgives them,” He told Ichtak. “I really do. I hope he forgives them all. They don’t seem like evil people. At least, those we met didn’t. I hope that’s the case.”

			Hahln then went on his way, and Ichtak, standing to watch his friend go, said, “That can only happen if they suffer enough. It is not always fair, but it is their only way.”

			Hahln threw a glance over his shoulder, but kept going, soon making his way back into the halls of the palace, and out of the prince’s sight. Ichtak, exhaling deeply and turning back around, sat down once more, and placed his chin in his hands.

			Hahln seemed receptive enough, he thought, but he was still unsure if his friend was invested, if his friend was safely secure and rigid in his beliefs. He would not watch Hahln lose himself to doubt and worry, even if it cost him a lifetime’s worth of worrying. He didn’t want his greatest friend drifting away from him, away from their world, Luskaiti’s world. His world.

			For a moment, he wondered whether Hahln’s comments had been enough to warrant warning his father, but he decided against it. Hahln might be confused, but he wasn’t yet insane. Ichtak was confident in his friend’s ability to see the light, and drawing attention to him now would be a waste of energy. He had a ways to travel, that was surely true, but he could make the journey. Hahln could be pulled out of this. He had to believe that.

			Perhaps, though, the Reitakh academy would do most of the work for him, he reminded himself. It was where the bulk of the Luskaitian upper class were really indoctrinated in to the faith. It had centuries of experience in imparting the will of Harak to the up and coming generations of the nation. Ichtak would not let that stop him from helping where he could, whenever he could, but he dared to hope that with any luck, Hahln would emerge from the academy a learned soul.

			Ichtak rose, then, remembering he had more of the Bastion of Will yet to finish, and went at a quick pace back towards his chambers, eager for more information from the book that had given him so much purpose and meaning. As he passed along the familiar corridors and drank in the heraldry and prizes of his house, he dearly hoped that Hahln would find meaning in the book as well.
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			Two more anxious days had passed since Hahln’s departure from penance, and Ichtak was beginning to get back into a state of normalcy with his friend. They could comfortably joke and converse once more, and any time the prince did not invest in Bastion of Will was spent with Hahln. In addition to the awkwardness dissipating, Ichtak thought his friend showed real improvement in his thought patterns, only once brining up anything related to the slaves or his penance, and that was simply to concede a point to the prince. It had been for the greater good, he had told him, both the slaves’ treatment and his. 

			As a result of this, Ichtak rose in the early morning of the second day with high hope and good spirits, doubly so because today was the day he and Hahln were to go to the Reitakh academy and begin their formal education and indoctrination in to Luskaitian society. His bags sat eagerly packed, his copy of Bastion of Will, which he had finished the day before and had spent much of the night carefully reviewing, lay on the small table next to his door, ready to be brought along, and he was just getting his outfit in order, a military fashioned black and silver suit in the vein of something his father would wear. All was ready, and Ichtak stood anxious and threw his thoughts to the great revelations he expected to unfurl before them in the coming years.

			Though the morning had passed in a slow and grating blur, a group could be heard approaching his door and he knew what to expect. He snatched up his book and stood before the door, ready to throw it open at the first sound of knocking, which he did, bringing an entertained grin to Rultahn’s face as he withdrew and looked the prince over. Hahln stood next to him in the hall, as did several eunuchs bearing Hahln’s baggage. Ichtak was disappointed, however, to see that his father was not among them. He had hoped to see him before he left, as his returns to the palace would surely be few and far between during his time at the academy. 

			As the eunuchs bowed and with reverence entered his chambers to grab his suitcases, Rultahn saluted, saying, “I see you are ready, your highness. Hahln was quite prepared as well. It is good to see such eagerness in you both. Surely it bodes well for your futures. Do you want the eunuchs to see to your book, lord?”

			“No,” said Ichtak, looking almost nervously over his shoulder at them. “I believe I will carry it.”

			Ichtak had let no one handle his book since it had been given to him save when his father had ordered it that first night. He had decided it was more dutiful as one who had been granted such a great tome bound to secrecy that he carry it with him whenever possible. The Lord Ektal nodded, an understanding in his eyes for the reverence he saw in the prince’s. 

			Rultahn, seeing that the eunuchs had done their work and were emerging, motioned forward to let the prince lead, telling him, “We will leave through the front gate, prince. Your father awaits us in the grand entrance hall.”

			At the mention of his father, Ichtak was restored to his full level of anxious joy, and he swept past the group of them towards the main entryway of the palace, throwing a grin at the also excited Hahln. His battered appearance had been sped in its curing by the royal physicians on Ichtak’s request, but this did little to aid his broken bones, so he still leaned on his crutch. Despite any of that, his attire was quite fine and orderly considering his family’s wealth and status, and his expression was one of happiness, showing much the same excitement the prince felt so keenly. His head bore a pointed Luskaitian turban, an unusually refined accessory for his friend, sat upon his head, no doubt put there to hide his newly acquired brand.

			His look at Hahln reminding him to slow down just slightly to allow his friend some ability to keep pace, Ichtak led onward through the opulent corridors, Hahln and Rultahn just behind and a small entourage of baggage laden eunuchs following at a respectful distance. All the while he was running over and over in his head what he might say to his father before he departed, knowing that contact was sure to be sparse in times to come, even more so than it already was in the same house, admittedly a massive and archaic palace, but all the same, it was closer than where he would be. It was his father’s possible attentions that so exhilarated him about the prospect of the academy, as he hoped that by performing to an incredibly high standard and putting himself above either of his prior siblings who had attended, he would earn some much sought after time in the emperor’s eyes. He did try to curb those thoughts as they came, however, berating himself for childishness and internally repeating what some of his minders used to tell him in his youth, that his father ran an empire that effectively ran the world, and if he wasn’t busy or preoccupied, even when dealing with his children, then all Luskaiti should be worried. 

			All internal dialogue stopped when they did enter the entry hall, however, for as Ichtak’s eyes fell on his father, it was to find him before a slew of residents of the palace, all crowded in behind two man thick lines of rifle-bearing, uniformed Ektal, which ran in a curved arch beginning at the elegant front doorway of the palace and on to the opening of the hall from which he was exiting. His father stood just twenty feet or so along this arc, a look on his face that could have been pride when he locked eyes with his boy, though Ichtak couldn’t know with his father, who was extremely emotionally controlled at the worst of times. The Ektal snapped to attention and gave salutes in unison, and Ichtak straightened himself in polite acceptance of the gesture before striding over to his father, finding that anything he had considered saying to the emperor had flown out of his head the moment he had seen him.

			“I will keep this concise, Ichtak, as I know you’re eager to go,” Korzuma told him relatively quietly, so that the words didn’t carry beyond the pair of them in the crowded, noisy hall. “I am more sure than ever that you will do our family proud. I want you to come back with the wit and wisdom to replace me one day. Remember, my boy, that you represent not only you and I, but our god and nation. You will be in the best of hands, I have seen to that, but I cannot be beside you at Reitakh. Be respectful to your elders, accept wisdom from your teachers, and open your heart to your reading, but do not forget your place. Assert yourself if that is required. And most importantly, be open and jovial. You will forge bonds at the academy that will never be broken, and your own class will be a ripe field for choosing your own royal staff from one day. I wish you the best of luck, Ichtak, and hope for you to find everything you expect and more at the academy.”

			With that, the emperor bent and embraced his son, not very forcefully or for very long, but he had still done it, which was, for Ichtak, something he had only ever observed other parents do. Korzuma’s eyes met his as he pulled back, and he clapped the prince on the shoulder, saying, “Goodbye. I will see you during next year’s break.”

			Korzuma returned to his full height, and motioned Ichtak ahead, a slight smile on his face, which meant all the world to the prince. He passed his father, and, waving a farewell to many extended relatives, acquaintances, and old minders and servants of the palace staff, proceeded down the walk and out of the palace.

			Hahln paused before Korzuma when the emperor had finished seeing off his son, bowing in practiced fashion as best he could with his impaired leg, and receiving a slight nod and a glance from the ruler, moved on, thinking that more than significant given any previous interaction the two had shared. Rultahn shared several whispered sentences with the emperor as they passed out of Hahln’s sight, but the hushed conversation lasted no more than a few seconds, and by the time Hahln could not view the two anymore without wheeling around entirely it had ceased, and saluting, the Lord Ektal trotted past Hahln to catch up to the prince.

			Outside, the prince took the steep, long, Ektal-lined stairway down from the entryway and, as his feet hit the cobblestone of the yard before it, he turned about and drank in the place he had called home throughout his life, sometimes happily, sometimes not so much, for what felt like the final time, though its tall construction and placement on a hill in the city center made it visible from the academy, and indeed most other parts of the central city. He stayed there soaking it in absently until Hahln reached him with Rultahn on his heels, and a small group of automobiles rolled up behind them, shaking him from his observation.

			Ichtak turned to follow the two as they strode over to their car, an expensive, open topped model emblazoned with the imperial crest on its doors, and stepped up in to its cab along with them, their luggage being stowed in the trunk. He took the seat beside Hahln, facing the front of the vehicle, and Rultahn sat on the seat opposite them with an armed Ektal officer. In the cars in front and behind them were more guards, all clearly armed, their rifles propped up with them in the seats. 

			Ichtak’s eyes didn’t dwell on this, though. Instead, they found the top of the stairway in to the palace, where his father stood, watching them prepare to go. Rultahn shouted a command up the line of cars and the whole group began to move around the cobbled yard, toward the opened gate and the city beyond, and all the while the prince watched the emperor, keeping his head craned to look until he passed out of the gate in the grand castle-like walls and out of sight. Ichtak turned his head to look out upon the city which even through his unauthorized expeditions he had gained little experience in, and to Voul, its archaic stone might dwarfing all the other buildings in the city center, even the palace. The academy stood in the streets just around the base of the structure, but with the twists and turns of the city and the traffic involved even with the Ektal clearing most of the way, he knew it would be some time before they were down there beside it. As they descended the hill and put more distance between themselves and familiarity, his excitement was balanced somewhat by nervousness born of things he hadn’t considered before. 

			“You will enjoy the academy, young prince,” Rultahn told him reassuringly, looking at him closely from across the way. “You are sharp, and you have Hahln to keep you company. My daughter had no such companion, and she has thrived there. Your brothers did as well, Harak bless them. It is a wondrous place, and I will be there often as an instructor, as will Thunkahl. That will surely make it easier to feel at home.”

			Ichtak did feel what insecurity he had about it drain quickly away at that. If his brothers could find themselves at home there, especially Acalan, then surely he could as well. And, though he did not exactly love the company of Rultahn, he knew him well and his presence would mean some measure of familiarity, as would that of Thunkahl, who, while a new face in his life, Ichtak thought he might really come to enjoy the enlightening company of. He nodded thankfully to Rultahn, looking anxiously back out to Voul, trying to pick out the buildings of the academy in its surroundings.
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			When the people of Tepek said that the Reitakh academy lay in the shadow of Voul, they meant what they said literally. For most of the day the massive structure blocked most direct sunlight from the grounds of the sprawling complex of old and religiously styled buildings constructed in much the same style as the great temple itself, enough so that lanterns in the vein of the new electric varieties, which gave off an odd greenish light much like the ones in the palace chapel as opposed to simply giving off warm light like those on the rest of the city streets, were kept shining at all hours. The central audience hall, a great ziggurat roughly a third the size of Voul, was much newer than its much larger counterpart, but it’s still vast size meant that the academy was even more shadowed than it already would have been. Around all this ran an old stone wall from many centuries before, when trebuchets and ballistae had been the worry of defenders, not heavy artillery, though some men of the Luskaitian religious police patrolled the battlements with rifles ready. Ichtak had glimpsed the place from outside the walls before, but never had he been too close, or beheld the interior of the aged complex.

			There was but one gate in to this complex, and the convoy carrying the heir to the Luskaitian throne entered through this, driving between lines of sandbags behind which more armed men sat as they entered the grounds. After a brief drive through the place towards the central ziggurat, they stopped before its ground level entryway, and the passengers of the Ichtak’s car got out, this time unaccompanied by the Ektal guard who had come in to the automobile with them. Rultahn, along with several attendants from the academy who rushed over to help after obligatory bows or salutes to the prince, retrieved the luggage from the trunk, shifting it all out of the path of the cars. A wave from Rultahn set the machines to rolling again, wheeling about and heading back towards the exit.

			“This place is dark,” Hahln commented from beside Ichtak, the two both looking about their new surroundings, “really, really dark. I wonder what these lights are all about.”

			“I’m not sure,” Ichtak told him. “Thunkahl seemed to know, though. Maybe we’ll learn soon enough.”

			Thunkahl’s name made Hahln flinch just slightly, and as he discreetly glanced over to see if Ichtak had caught it, the prince feigned an interest in the stone beneath his feet. Thunkahl had been one of the people to work with Hahln in the penance chamber, or at least Ichtak strongly suspected it to be so. He would do his best not to embarrass his friend by acknowledging his understandable edginess with such a name. 

			“I didn’t get the chance to thank you earlier,” Hahln said, out of the blue. “My parents told me I wouldn’t be here if you hadn’t asked that I come with you, and they’re right. So, thanks.”

			“I wouldn’t want to go all by myself,” Ichtak laughed, “you don’t have to thank anybody. I asked first, yes, but my father had the biggest part in it. He didn’t want me wasting too much time making new friends and messing about, like he said Acalan did in his first years. He said that if you came along, I might be inclined to focus more instead.”

			“I don’t know about that,” Hahln joked, “but thanks anyway.”  

			Laughing a bit at that, the prince looked over their surroundings. Ichtak was just starting to register how many people were milling about around the base of the ziggurat. Perhaps three hundred students of similar age to the prince in the academy milled about before the structure, all awaiting entry to the temple. It was where their instruction was to begin that day in the form of an introduction being given to all the new students in its center. All these students were children of the best and brightest Tepek had to offer, and their presence here bespoke great wealth on the part of their families at the very least, though usually a combination of wealth and some nobility, along with outstanding family history, were required to gain access to the highly sought after application acceptances. Perhaps Hahln was right, perhaps he couldn’t have gotten in. But that mattered little to Ichtak, even though his father might have made a bigger deal of it. His friend was here, and that was all that mattered. 

			“Hello sir,” a girl’s voice said happily from the side, “I’m glad you’re back to stay.”

			The two turned to see a fair girl with short hair pulled back into a short braid, who stood in dress reminiscent of the Ektal, wearing pants, something that the two rarely saw “proper” Luskaitian women in from courts, harem, or simply milling about, do, and jackboots, which certainly was unheard of. She had stern, dark eyes, which held a constant look of seriousness or concern, even as she smiled at Rultahn, who stood behind them, looking over their luggage to ensure all was prepared and intact.

			“Come here,” Rultahn laughed as he turned and saw her, setting the suitcase he had held down and pulling her into a hug. He pushed back and exclaimed, “You’ve grown over the past year. I won’t dare miss another, I promise you that.”

			Rising, Rultahn stiffened and motioned to the prince, grinning and saying grandly, “This is Ichtak VI, crown prince of Luskaiti, and Hahln, a friend from the palace staff. They are the reason I am here. Your highness, this is Tlalli, my daughter. This will be her second year at Reitakh.”

			Rultahn clapped his daughter on the shoulder at that, but Tlalli fell out from under his hand almost immediately in a bow. As if that weren’t fit, she then straightened and snapped a salute to the prince, saying, “I am sorry, lord. I should have honored your presence sooner, but I did not know it was you.”

			“Don’t worry about it,” Ichtak told her. “You have more than enough excuse. You must not see Rultahn often.”

			“No, I don’t,” she said, smiling, looking to her father again as she continued, “but I guess I’ll get to now, thanks to you.”

			“I don’t mean to rush anything, here,” Rultahn cut in before Ichtak could say anything, “but we are slightly late, and the gates into the hall look crowded. We should be off.”

			“Sorry,” Tlalli said once more, and, waving to her father and bowing slightly to the prince as she went, she said, “I’ll see all of you soon, I expect.”

			“Come on,” Rultahn told the two boys, “the staff will get your luggage. Let us get inside. I need to get to the stage up front, and you two need to find good seats. You won’t want to miss a word of your introduction to Luskaitian society.”

			Ichtak and Hahln strode off to keep up with Rultahn, who had already set out. The prince watched Tlalli go her own way off towards several more squat ziggurat-like structures, catching a poke from Hahln as he saw him doing it.

			“Careful there, your highness,” Hahln whispered mockingly, “you wouldn’t want Rultahn catching you eyeing up his daughter.”

			“Shut up,” Ichtak told him quietly, turning back towards their destination, “it wasn’t like that.”

			“Okay,” Hahln laughed. “Pretty cute, though.”

			Ichtak hushed him. He could agree with that, but he worried that Rultahn would overhear as Hahln grew more careless and mirthful. He shifted his eyes down to the Bastion of Will, which sat clutched in his arms, and then looked over at Voul’s mighty form framed in morning light from behind. What a place to learn the ways of Harak, Ichtak thought to himself excitedly. His gaze stayed on the imposing monument all the way up until they reached the thicker crowd just by the arched entryway. They pushed through, Rultahn not paying any heed to the lines that wrapped about this way and that, and came to the doorway, where two older students in Ektal-like uniforms like Tlalli had been wearing sat at a table stamping admittance letters and allowing the students entry.

			“Papers?” prompted the free one of the two, busily shuffling though a notebook laid out before him and jotting something down in it.

			“I am Lord Ektal Rultahn, here with Ichtak VI, crown prince, and a companion of his,” Rultahn told him, annoyance clear in his voice as he addressed the distracted student. “You are surely expecting us.”

			The student looked up quickly and, laying eyes on the uniformed Ichtak, shot up and to attention and saluted, nearly knocking the desk over in the process. His colleague, who had heard Rultahn’s loud and venomous tones quite well, did likewise, as did many of the students close enough to have grasped who the new arrival was.

			“Humblest apologies, my lords,” the student told them, “go right in. May you enjoy your time at Reitakh academy, your highness.”

			Rultahn strode quickly off while Ichtak was thanking the student, and he and Hahln had to move quickly to catch up. They walked down a short stone corridor whose walls were covered in religious text, and emerged in to a room which was quite large, with stone-cut seating for perhaps two thousand arrayed in a semicircle about a simple stone stage far below. The whole room was quite archaic, undoubtedly changed little for hundreds of years, and old tapestries, banners, and paintings showing glorious scenes of conquest or sacrifice were hung on every space available. It was dimly lit in general with greenish orbs just like those Ichtak had seen in the palace chapel, but the stage was equipped with modern bright electrical lighting to allow better vision of the speakers upon it. The place was about half full, with students milling about, speaking and laughing on the stone seating. 

			“Okay,” Rultahn said, turning to them, “I will see you two very shortly from the stage. Choose your seats, I don’t think it will be long before we get started.”

			With a salute to Ichtak, Rultahn was off around the top row of seating and down the stairs around the side of the round chamber. Hahln’s eyes swept the room for empty seats, and in no time he gathered that the front few rows were almost totally empty. 

			“No one is up near the front,” Hahln said. “Nervous to get too close to these intimidating teachers, maybe. Let’s go up there and grab a spot before more people start coming in.” 

			Ichtak agreed, and, making sure not to hover too close behind his injured friend as he hobbled down the stairs, they made their way together to the bottom few rows. Turning off on to the second step from the stage, the two made it to the middle of the long stone row and sat down, quickly realizing that such seating was not built for comfort.

			“How long is this introduction supposed to take?” Hahln asked, looking around the empty stone stage and sitting up slightly to get a good view of the doorways at its rear that he assumed speakers would exit from, and to look more closely at the wooden, microphone bearing podium at the stages front. He slid his crutch beneath his feet and rested his right arm on his leg, the elbow of which seemed to pain him.

			“Not a clue,” Ichtak said, shifting himself about on the cold stone to get as situated as was possible, and setting the Bastion of Will down beside him as he continued, “but I hope we don’t have to sit here for long.”

			“You won’t hear me argue with that,” Hahln muttered, his battered frame needing no extra factor to drive him to discomfort. His eyes found a soft patch of reddish brown moss on the stone beneath him, and his eyes went to the room’s ceiling.

			“They need to mortar up the top of this place,” he said absently, his eye going back down to the moss, “that gorecreep isn’t going to go away until it’s nice and dry in here. It will tear up the stone in just a few decades. We’ve had to get loads of it out from stone palace buildings as they age and get a bit worn.”

			“What is happening to your garden back home?” Ichtak asked suddenly, remembering his friend’s collection of rare growths and wondering what was to become of them. Hahln had been caring for some of the specimens he grew for well over four years.

			“My parents are supposed to take care of it,” Hahln sighed, “but I don’t expect much good out of that. It takes a lot of watching and feel to get it right. I suspect I’ll just start over when I get home. I already put parts of my favorite mushrooms into preservative jars, and maybe I can get more spore out of some of them.”

			“That’s disappointing,” Ichtak commented, feeling for Hahln quite deeply. There wasn’t a day that had gone by in years, at least no usual day, that is, in which his friend had not slaved away doing something for his small and darkened garden for hours.

			Before the thoughts could continue, footsteps rang out on the stone of the stage before them, and they, and most other students in the chamber, quieted. Before them, Thunkahl the Great, robed in black and scarlet and still bearing a magnificent staff and turban, took a spot behind the podium, his one functional eye scanning the crowd intently. He paused on Ichtak and Hahln for some moments in silence, setting Hahln to gripping the edge of the stone row nervously, before sweeping the rest of the line and finally returning his gaze to a more general view of the room. Though students were still filing in, Thunkahl cleared his throat, and, grandly gesturing outward to the seated students before him, he began to speak.

			“You are boys and girls of Luskaiti,” Thunkahl’s already powerful voice boomed out of speakers set in to the walls all about them, “children of the greatest empire this world has ever seen. And, even more importantly, children of glorious Harak, he who forged humanity in eons past. But these simple things you surely know. I would like you, however, to absorb something else before we ever begin your education on these hallowed grounds, in the shadow of our most honored sight.” 

			There was a pause as he gauged the audience once more, and then he announced, “You have entered this place as the children of Luskaiti, but should you achieve all within your grasp in the coming years, and should you prove your worth as a human being within the walls of the Reitakh academy, you will leave this place the men and women of Luskaiti, the people of our empire. I, Thunkahl the Great, for those of you in the dark, have been chosen to lead this year’s class throughout its time of instruction, along with several other highly qualified men who you will meet shortly. This is because we have a rare guest in our midst. I speak, of course, of Ichtak VI of Luskaiti, crown prince of the empire, who will be studying alongside you at this fine institution.”

			Murmurs swept through parts of the crowd, though not too many were brave enough to whisper even at such a revelation as that when the high priest of Tepek still stood before them, demanding their attention with his gripping presence. Ichtak simply looked ahead and hoped no one fairly near the two of them would recognize him just yet, though his fine officer’s style uniform set him far apart from most others in the chamber.

			“Before you in these next six years are hidden the secrets of Harak, the ways of our people, and the training you will need, both physical and spiritual, to serve in your respective positions of the Luskaitian military when you graduate and set out upon your mandatory service period,” Thunkahl went on. “Throughout your time here, we will expose these things and much more. I and my colleagues are here to impart all the wisdom to you as is possible, as you, the coming generations, are this nation’s and this people’s future. As such, we have the highest, noblest, and most driving of motivations to forge you in to the best we can make you. I will not hold you much longer, for the following speaker will have more technical matters to cover, so I will leave you with one thought to bear in mind. Luskaitians have placed themselves at the forefront of all fields of intelligent existence, and have done so for many a century. I suggest you remember that in any time of struggle you may experience in your time here, and strive to live up to those who have come before, as it is your duty to the nation and to the one true god to carry us to even brighter horizons than they have. Thank you, and remember that Harak’s eyes are ever upon you.”

			At that, Thunkahl hobbled off through the stage’s other exit. Some moment passed in silence, but Ichtak saw Hahln visibly relax beside him with the priest out of sight. Ichtak wondered if he would ever get over the fear while they were working under him, because if not, Hahln was surely in for an unpleasant six years. When Rultahn emerged onto the stage, swept up to the microphone, and prepared to speak, this figure that should have been far more imposing didn’t even set Hahln to visibly twitching, which even Ichtak might have done in younger days. Surely his friends penance must have been harsh and horrid in ways hard to imagine to make one so unshakable as Hahln jumpy about anything. He attempted to remind himself, however, that Hahln needed his treatment and was on the road to recovery, so all was for the best.

			“Good day to you all,” Rultahn said to them, his voice not as practiced, deep, or aged as the priest’s, but with a far more stern and threatening undertone. “I am Lord Ektal Rultahn, servant of the imperial house and, of course, high commander of the Ektal. I will be adding to my duties in the coming years, however, the task of teaching you the art of command, battlefield performance, and strategic thought, as well as directing your physical training and contributing to your cultural education wherever I am qualified to do so. I will not be an easy instructor to deal with, and that will not change with time, I assure you. I am here to ensure that his majesty the prince and his generation’s elite are ready to serve their nation and their god, and I will do so through the way that works best, which has always been harsh discipline, no large measure of forgiveness, and no tolerance for youthful nonsense or chicanery of any kind. You are to be molded in to citizenry, and you will begin to act like it from this minute onward to the best of your abilities.”

			“There will be no excuses for lack of effort in this school,” Rultahn went on. “It is your responsibility as the future populace of this great nation state to stand firm on your own two legs without my or any other instructor’s overt support. As you may well know, the following week will be your orientation. You will accustom yourself to life inside this institution, and follow instruction to the letter, lest you face serious consequences. However, this week will not be too difficult just yet. It will be used to give you what amounts to a crash course in high society living, traditions, and beliefs, the latter of which will be more Thunkahl’s territory then mine. The two of us will be guiding you into this world of order, into which you should be honored to have been born. Tonight, there shall be a gathering outside the front of this building at ten in the evening, and all of you will attend, no excuses. As for today, I suggest you use your time to acclimate yourselves to your new living space and surroundings. Your quarters are the c block barracks to the east of us by about half a mile, marked c, naturally, and your luggage has already been moved to your assigned rooms by elder students of Reitakh. You may find the directory for room assignment in the lobby of the barracks. Young Luskaitians, leave this chamber with the knowledge that you hold the potential to change the globe within you, should you put forth the effort. I will expect you to begin such a trend by being here on time tomorrow. Dismissed.”

			Rultahn did something akin to snapping to attention, straightening himself rigidly and nodding the crowd’s way, and then spun on the spot and followed Thunkahl off. Throughout the very last portion of his of his speech, he had been looking directly at Ichtak, who now felt a bit more pressure to impress. It had already been there, surely, but Rultahn had inflamed it once more and left him to stew in it, his mind whirling at the thought of striving for a no-mistakes-tolerated policy of living for the next six years.

			“Good,” Hahln exclaimed from beside him as the noise in the room picked back up once more, “couldn’t have taken much more of the seating. So, let’s get out there and see what the barracks are like.”

			Ichtak, snapping himself back into focus from his thoughts, nodded, and rose with his friend, and the two of them slowly made their way back up the steps, through the crowded hallway out of the structure, and into a flow of students drifting onward towards a row of low stone buildings of old but sturdy Luskaitian design. No small number of them directed looks of recognition at Ichtak as he moved with them, either recognizing his face or the uniform he wore as those of their prince. Several stopped and saluted him, and Ichtak, not wanting to seem offish, would stop long enough to bow slightly and nod in thanks, though he was simply focused on getting his struggling and tired friend to their chamber without incident, catching him if he stumbled or giving him support should he need it, and sitting down with him on several occasions when he needed a rest. Besides, such stops allowed him to sit down his weighty book, which he still held close to him.

			“Hey, Ichtak,” Hahln said during the last of these rests, not far from the C barracks, “does all that attention annoy you after a bit? I guess it’d be nice for a while, but it seems like after the novelty has worn off it would just be time consuming and irritating.”

			“Sometimes, but I don’t mind,” Ichtak told him honestly. “It can also be a really good pick up to a foul mood.”

			“Oh, well,” Hahln laughed, his winded state making it hard on him, “maybe we can tell some people I’m the prince, and see if they buy it. I need some energy today, if on any day.”

			They both laughed and joked for several long moments, most of the other students having passed them by before they gathered their things, rose, and moved together off towards the building that was to house them in their coming years of study.
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			It was just after nine when Ichtak and Hahln prepared to leave their small, two bunk room in the aged housing complex and go back to the central audience hall, wanting to provide themselves more than enough time to move at a pace easy for Hahln and still reach their destination slightly early. Their room in the c block barracks was simple, consisting of just a single long table with two chairs serving as a desk, several wall mounted shelves upon which to store books, and a single large chest of drawers for the storage of clothing. It was a dim place, having no windows and possessing only two small candles to provide direct light to the table surface, though one could leave the sturdy wooden door ajar to allow some of the brighter glow from the electric overhead lamps in the hall to penetrate the room. Its dark stone interior was broken only by two Luskaitian triskelion banners that hung over each bed, and a portrait of Korzuma II which hung over the table. But as in many Luskaitian structures of older and more religious design, the air had a stagnant and humid quality to it and the temperature remained quite warm inside, sometimes to an uncomfortable degree. The two were glad to escape it after hours of unpacking and discussion, and they made their way quickly out into the fresh air and back towards the ziggurat at the heart of the complex.

			Ichtak still wore his fine officer styled uniform, and Hahln had kept his attire much the same, save having swapped his dress jackboots out for more comfortable, lower sitting boots that would be easier to move in under his condition. He had done so not only because of the walk they faced, but because the two had heard from other c block residents that, in addition to a majestic dinner in the grandest of Luskaitian styles, they would be dancing that night as well, in an attempt to mingle the members of the new student body. 

			“Have you ever done any kind of dancing before?” Hahln asked as they moved along the now even darker and much more sparsely peopled grounds. “I never have. The learning curve will be sharp with all the pain I’m in, not to mention that I’m on a crutch. I’m thinking my new shoes aren’t going to help that much.”

			“A bit, here or there,” Ichtak told him. “Father made me learn a bit with the courtesans a few years back. It’s not very fast or anything, so I think you’ll get by. Besides, I’m sure you’ll find a nice strong man to bear your weight.”

			Hahln slapped his arm in mock outrage, laughing. The simple action almost toppled him, though, and he caught himself just in time with his crutch, drawing more laughter from the both of them. As that subsided, Hahln said, “I’m not going to like dancing, but the food will make it worth it. I haven’t really eaten all day. That officer’s son from next door to us said they’d brought more than five hundred pigs, nearly as many llamas, and a horde of guinea pigs in for the feast this morning before we arrived. That will certainly make up for any embarrassment I must endure.”

			Ichtak, his own hunger quite pronounced, also liked the thought. But it seemed too large a number for under three thousand first year students. He turned to Hahln and asked, “How much meat do they think all the first years can eat? Even if they’re hungry ones.”

			“I think older students can attend if they’re interested in mingling,” Hahln said. “That’s what I’ve been told, at least. I don’t know how many are expected, but just be glad we won’t run short of good food. I know I am.” 

			As Hahln said that, Ichtak’s thoughts turned away from food to something else entirely. He found himself wondering whether Tlalli would come to the gathering. He didn’t really have a reason for wondering, as it wasn’t like he had laid out a plan to ask her to dance or something, but he had been thinking of her on and off the entire afternoon. He attributed it to the fact that he’d never really had any contact with a girl that wasn’t either a close cousin of some kind or a much older courtesan of his father’s, with even his mother, the empress, having died in days well before he could really recollect given his extreme youth at the time, and also to the fact that she’d been more relaxed and jovial around him than most adults could manage, even on such immediate notice. He didn’t know, however, whether any such forwardness on her part was a sign of some kind of interest or not, so he debated it lazily in his mind as they went on, occasionally attempting to break himself out of these thoughts that may well be worthless, as she might well not even attend, but he would slip right back into them.

			“Not a lot of people out here yet,” Hahln observed as they neared the audience hall, spotting around two hundred students milling about outside the ziggurat. “I suppose they’re not too familiar with Rultahn. I wouldn’t want to risk being a second late if he told me not to be.”

			“They still have about twenty minutes, and we have a good number of people behind us, so it’s not quite time to pronounce doom yet,” Ichtak said, looking back over his shoulder at crowds of other students coming from the barracks. There were indeed quite a lot of them, and a few were joining the crowd from the other housing complexes, meaning that some were indeed students from other classes. 

			“Still,” Hahln pressed, “I wouldn’t even risk being here just twenty minutes early if it weren’t for my leg. It’s a safer bet you’ll escape a lecture or worse that way, I’m sure you’ll agree.”

			“I suppose that’s right,” Ichtak admitted. “We’ll just have to see how he handles himself with more youngsters to look after than just us.”

			They reached the sizable crowd growing before the large structure, and, spotting Rultahn positioned up near the entryway speaking with several older students, they moved up fairly close to him through those younger recruits making up the majority of the crowd. He was more dressed than he had been earlier, displaying a thoroughly flashy dress uniform with far more gold and silver trim than his usual, dourer uniform possessed, and wearing a veritable cuirass of medals won while on campaign proudly on his chest. Ichtak had seen only his father dress in more impactful uniforms.

			But the prince was distracted just then as he spotted Tlalli mingled with a few people not far to their left, standing in a black military styled jacket and a simple but elegant skirt to match. Her own uniform matched the Ektal style of her father’s and that of many of the other older student’s present, sporting silver lining and detail on its cuffs, buttons, collar, and shoulder boards. Despite her controlled and precise dress, she had let her dark hair down, and it sat around shoulder length, in the front falling just low enough to mask her right eye. Ichtak stood there, examining the group of girls she stood with and trying to make a plan as to how he would talk to her without making an ass of himself, when Hahln saw her as well, jabbing him in the leg with his crutch as he saw Ichtak looking.

			“I knew you liked her,” He laughed quietly, “I could see it in that dumb expression you had on your face when you met her.”

			“Thanks,” Ichtak said, throwing an annoyed glance Hahln’s way, “I appreciate that.”

			“Don’t mention it, your highness,” Hahln told him, chuckling.

			The two set to insulting each other good naturedly for several minutes, Hahln ribbing Ichtak for his interest and the prince generally sticking to labeling him a child. Ichtak was preparing to attempt some particularly clever slander on Hahln when from beside him he heard Tlalli’s voice greet him with, “Good evening, your highness.” 

			Ichtak turned quickly, and there she was, having approached without his noticing. She bowed slightly, nodding to Hahln before asking, “Are you dancing with anyone in particular tonight?”

			“No,” Ichtak answered quickly, “I don’t know anyone here very well save Hahln.”

			“And he won’t dance with me,” Hahln cut in with his best attempt to embarrass. “I’ve begged him for hours.”

			“Well,” Tlalli laughed, “I was going to ask if you wanted to go with me. If you even want to dance, of course.”

			“That sounds great,” Ichtak said, attempting not to sound as excited as he was, and ignoring Hahln as he slapped a hand to his chest and pulled a face in parody of a touched onlooker, “Though I have to warn you I am not very good.”

			“Neither am I,” Tlalli told him, “Which works fine. We can keep it simple.”

			“Your attention, students!” Rultahn called from the front of the group, now holding up his right hand to draw attention to himself, though with his tall frame and impressive evening wear it was impossible to miss him. “We are going to enter the hall, and take either a right or a left to the downstairs passages that sit to either side of the entrance of the main chamber. At the bottom of these is a banquet hall, more than large enough to accommodate us. No slipping off, and no dallying. There will be no admittance to the room after the main body of you has entered. Follow me, and mind your heads on the stairway if you are on the tall side. The ceiling is quite low in places.”

			Rultahn wheeled about and entered the audience hall, his group of senior students following directly behind, with the slow flow of students in tow beginning to enter behind these. Ichtak, Hahln, and Tlalli joined the current as it shifted inward, jostling their way forward if it became necessary in the cramped quarters of the corridor leading to the main chamber. 

			“I have a question, Tlalli,” Ichtak prompted as they entered the audience hall and turned right towards the downward stairs. “How come I’ve never seen you before? I mean, Rultahn lives in the palace, so, did you ever live there?”

			“No,” Tlalli told him as they began their long descent, “I stayed with my mother out in the lower city until I was old enough for preparatory schooling at five. Then I went to a permanent institution, the ‘Kahltak Institute for Martial Excellence’, and just stayed there year ‘round until I graduated and came here last year. I used to take the breaks off and go to stay with my mother, but she died when I was two years into Kahltak.”

			“I’m sorry for bringing it up,” Ichtak told her apologetically, “It must be a hard thing to discuss.”

			“Its fine,” Tlalli said, seeming quite unaffected, “I’ve gotten over it. The independence made me more focused, anyway. Father says I’ll make a great soldier someday, and if I do, it’ll be because I wasn’t coddled earlier on. So, something good came out of it, thank Harak. That’s how I like to think of it, at least.”

			“Why couldn’t you come stay at the palace on your breaks then?” Hahln asked from beside Ichtak, who was supporting him as they proceeded down the stairs.

			“There is a no residence policy for families of soldiery in the palace,” Tlalli told them. “I think it’s for security reasons, to limit access to the royals. I meant to ask, how do you know the prince? You must be from the palace as well.”

			“Yes,” Hahln answered, feeling slightly out of place between a prince and a prominent military official’s daughter as he said, “my parents work the gardens and grounds of the palace, and mix up salves and other odd things for the staff.”

			“Maintain the best gardens in the world, by my father’s account,” Ichtak said, bolstering Hahln a bit, “and Hahln does a fair bit of it with them. He can do a lot with pretty ordinary plants and fungi to make the odd type of medicine here or there.” 

			“Nothing to mend broken legs, though,” Hahln joked through clenched teeth as he accidently struck his bad foot on the lower step at a slight jostle from behind.

			“I don’t want to be out of line,” Tlalli said, “But what happened to you? You’re very banged up.”

			“Just fell off a truck,” Hahln lied, throwing a look at Ichtak as he did so. “Insisted on riding out to market in the back and let a stray bump throw me off. It’s not as bad as it looks, though.”

			Hahln had told that story to several people who weren’t aware of what had really happened to him, mostly at the insistence of his father, who, when Rultahn had told him of his son’s whereabouts, thought his mother would be ashamed if she learned her son had been sent to penance. Ichtak didn’t know why he prolonged it here, but he didn’t press it, or show any sign that he rejected the notion. Surely he should bear his wounds with pride, knowing that he has learned and bettered himself in the process of earning them, as it said in the book to be read, Ichtak thought to himself.

			“Are you allowed to leave the palace?” Tlalli asked. “I thought under aged people couldn’t go out into the city, not without special occasion.”

			“I’m the only one that can’t,” Ichtak told her, sharing another knowing look with Hahln. “The young royals can’t, I mean. Hahln is free to go whenever he likes, as long as his parents don’t tell him otherwise, like with anything.”

			“It must get boring up there sometimes,” Tlalli said, looking over to him, “It’s a beautiful palace, of course, but being inside it all the time must make you a little crazy.”

			“Plenty crazy,” Hahln interjected.

			“It does,” Ichtak told her. “Dulled, not crazy. A lot of sitting around with this kid could easily make anyone crazy, though, so I’ve gotten off lucky.”

			Reaching the bottom of the long stairway, the three of them exited into a huge dining hall which dwarfed even the audience hall above them, being at least double the other chamber’s size. Six huge old wooden dining tables and accompanying benches sat upon the floor, two extremely long ones running the length of the rectangular room’s sides and four tables of about a third of the larger ones’ lengths arranged in a square between them, with a wide open space left in the center of these four for dancing or milling about. Above them hung chandeliers of black iron which gave off much brighter light than collections of candles alone could, and it didn’t take one long to realize it was a modern electrical mockery of a classically lit chandelier. All along the walls were paintings evoking the greatest figures in Luskaiti’s history, and at the far end of the room from where they entered was a raised stage, relatively small compared to the one above, with a similar podium, behind which stood Thunkahl, and towards which strode Rultahn. 

			Upon the tables was arrayed a feast the likes of which many of these wealthy, noble, and highly politicized students had never seen before, topping many of the gaudiest dinners provided even in palace soirees. The beautifully carved tables bore platters displaying flawlessly spiced whole roasted pigs and llamas, maize and potato platters of all kinds, bowls of quinoa seed and dried peppers, along with baked and seasoned achira root. Bowls of Mussels and fried clams sat alongside several seals, special delicacies, to be sure, and each table was centered by great black skinned chunks taken from the great burrowing worms the Luskaitians called the minhocão, which could grow up to lengths of one hundred and fifty feet. Alongside these were common fruits, mushrooms, and tubers taken from the land’s bountiful jungles.

			“Take your seats,” Thunkahl called into a microphone, sending noise through large wall mounted speakers at several points in the room. “Sit wherever you like, and make yourselves comfortable. I will take your attention while you eat to ramble for a while about your futures here, but please, do not touch the food until prayer has been made and sacrifice offered up.”

			“Over here,” Tlalli said, grabbing Ichtak’s forearm and pulling him over toward an empty section of the bench row near the dance floor but not far from the nearest wall speaker. He looked at her strangely, not used to anybody directing him anywhere without layer upon layer of reverent respect in their voices, much less being directed physically, and when she caught the look she just smiled and kept on. Hahln laughed at his friend’s expression and did his best to keep pace with the two as they made their way over. 

			Sitting down, the three began to heap their plates with the choicest morsels available, with Ichtak slicing off thick hunks of flesh from the worm portions available and bringing one back for each of them. Ichtak had only tasted the flesh of the great jungle worms once, a couple of years ago, after a successful hunting trip by his older brother Acalan and some friends, and not only was it exquisite meat, it had been a favorite of his brother’s. He was excited to have it again, and a combination of hunger, pleasant memories, and anticipation combined to make it quite hard to let it sit there as the other students took their seats and he awaited the prayer. Though he was certainly used to waiting for a blessing before his meals, this still struck him as a long delay, even though it lasted only a scant few minutes. 

			“I’ve never eaten minhocão before,” Tlalli commented curiously, poking at the glistening, deep purple interior of the thing, its hue only enhanced by its cooking, “how does it taste?”

			“Like salamander,” Ichtak told her, “but much more rich.”

			“Have you ever hunted one?” Tlalli asked him, some excitement in her eyes as she reminisced about grandiose stories nobles were in the habit of telling. “I hear the royals hunt them all the time. Really dangerous, as well. I have seen the preserved mouths of them in private collections, and they’re cruel looking, like a grinder.” 

			“No,” Ichtak said, shaking his head. “My oldest brother Axahl hunted quite a lot though, even more than Acalan. He and the party he always traveled with killed a fair number, more than any other in Luskaiti’s history by my father’s account. I don’t think my father would let me go until I’m old enough to leave whether he demands it or not, though. He’s protective of me, even more after Acalan passed.”

			“I was sorry to hear about the second crown prince,” Tlalli told him. “My father was distraught. He looked after him quite often as a boy. I apologize again, I probably shouldn’t talk about it.”

			“I’ve had to cope,” Ichtak said, pained but not showing it at this point after months of feeling that way whenever Acalan came to mind, “but he passed observing religious constructions on Icalaquian. He died in Harak’s service, and that’s all a Luskaitian can ask for.”

			“Indeed,” Tlalli said wholeheartedly. “That’s pretty much what father said about it. Even for the sinless royalty it’s honorable to die doing true work.”

			She gave Ichtak a comforting smile, and he returned it. Hahln was still staring at his food, and though a flicker of doubt came through his expression as he caught their pious back and forth, neither noticed. The boy sat there shifting some buttered and seasoned maize about until, with a crackle, the speakers came to life once more and projected Thunkahl’s mighty tones to them once more.

			“Young men and women of the empire,” Thunkahl began, “We are gathered here in the shadow of Voul to induct you into the world of Luskaiti’s finest. It is with the highest of hopes that I pray for guidance, protection, enlightenment, and growth here over the coming years to be gifted to you by our lord. Harak, I beg you to look over and after these students, and to bless them with your strength, courage, and wisdom in times to come. I beg you to ensure the survival of your empire on earth through the raising of another generation of leaders, and to sweep any obstacles aside that may block their paths, whether internal or external. And finally, mighty Harak, I humbly ask you to strike down those who would do us harm, and to cast out those traitors who would work against us. It is with these wishes for prosperity in mind, lord, that I offer up to you a sacrifice. Bring forth the child of Tarakahm!”

			There was a hushed murmur throughout the room. The students who did know what Tarakahm meant had probably only heard it whispered in the direst of times before, and if that didn’t shock them enough, a battered Khandaari prisoner was dragged forth onto the stage by two uniformed Ektal. The sorry creature’s hyena-like fur was ragged and burnt away in patches, its ears were missing large chunks, and its eyes were blindfolded with a filthy rag. The dog-thing was forced to the floor and held there by booted feet in the center of the stage, where a ring of patterned grooved stone stained with the blood of many waited to accept this new addition.

			Ichtak, having seen the bodies of many Khandaari offerings being carted before the palace as trophies, was used to the violent aftermath of the rituals, but had never witnessed one himself. As the students around the room tensed, some with nervousness, Ichtak was filled with excitement. The words of the Bastion of Will emblazoned upon his consciousness, he was ready to witness Harak’s swift justice carried out first hand. The Khandaari captive on the stage whined something in its strange tongue, the rhythm of its tones sounding like a plea or prayer of some kind, and with centuries of all too true horror stories telling the beast what would come next, it struggled as best its battered frame allowed, though it was no use. 

			“For you, Harak, we spill the blood of your dark kin’s offspring,” Thunkahl shouted, producing an ornate dagger from beneath his robes, “Send this soul back to its master in tatters.”

			Thunkahl propped his staff up against the podium, stepping back to where the Khandaari lay, pinned to the ground. Knife in hand, he knelt laboriously over the abhuman, and with vigor no one would have ever guessed a man so old capable of, he ran the knife through the khandaari’s upper gut to the hilt just beneath the ribcage, sliding his ungloved hand into the opened body and, after a moment’s practiced shifting, tearing free the still beating heart of the writhing creature and lifting it proudly above his head for all to see. Blood spewed lamely from several torn arteries, and steady trickles rained down from the organ onto the floor. A yelp escaped the lips of the sacrifice, and in just several seconds, its desperate but weakened thrashes stopped. 

			“I proclaim appeasement!” Thunkahl said loudly enough for everyone to hear even with his distance from the microphone. “You may feast, and with the knowledge in your hearts that as disciples of Harak, you are the inheritors of this earth!”

			Many students, including Tlalli, Ichtak, and even Hahln applauded at the display’s end, and not many were bothered enough to keep them from digging into their rich platters as soon as Thunkahl had given them leave to do so. More than enough sinister tales about the Khandaari were told all across the empire for them to be sure this was a just and fitting end to what had been a cruel creature. Placing the heart in the khandaari’s mouth like some pig served with an apple in its dead maw, Thunkahl strode back to the microphone to begin speaking more levelly once more. 

			“Now I will touch on some important matters before you are left to your own devices for the evening,” Thunkahl said, his blood drenched hand going for his staff upon which he threw his weight again, “the first being tomorrow’s lesson. All of the first years, and any others who wish to attend a second time, will be expected in the audience hall upstairs at noon tomorrow, no exceptions. We will be covering a bit of lore vital to your histories and what you will be doing in your first introductory week here at the Reitakh academy. As such, come prepared for great revelations.”

			Aside from purposefully quieted chewing and drinking, there was no speech in the chamber to compete with the priest’s. He had their full attention, his powerful presence, show of faith, and act of skilled brutality locking them in on his every word, even with the distractions of such a delicious feast laid out before them.

			“You will be fitted for academy uniforms after tomorrow’s lesson, and then you will be issued copied portions of the book to be read, the Bastion of Will,” Thunkahl continued. “I urge you all to study what you receive closely throughout your time here. It will, of course, be discussed in all your lessons under me, but it is a life changing experience to be alone with this most valuable of tomes, even just scattered portions of it. One day, when you earn your place as graduates, you will be permitted to peruse it in its entirety. This is without a doubt the truest and most righteous of blessings, I can tell you.”

			“As a final note,” Thunkahl said, beginning his conclusion, “I will see no wild Bahadiri dancing from up north done in this room tonight, nor any other dance from outside our borders. You will dance like respectable members of society tonight under this hallowed roof. With that, I bid you enjoy your food, your evening, and your new home.”

			Thunkahl bowed as much as his aged frame would easily allow, then turned, hobbling over and off of the stage. He slowed slightly and spat upon the Khandaari sacrifice as he passed its corpse, muttering something beneath his breath as he continued on his way.

			“What an impressive display,” Tlalli said reverently after several moments of silence were spent watching the powerful elder’s exit. “I can’t wait to see the real offerings on Voul when I’m old enough to be allowed attendance.”

			“I second that,” Ichtak said, wholeheartedly agreeing. “My father tells me there’s nothing like administering the opening ceremony, or being there for the opening rituals. I can’t imagine what it’s like for the priests that get to preform them.”

			“I know,” Tlalli exclaimed. “It must be a real bolster towards their faith to see the crowds all across Luskaiti cheer them on, or to roll the corpses down the dark side of Voul. It would be for anybody.”

			“At least they’re culling them,” Hahln said, eyeing the corpse on the stage warily, despite its lifeless state and safe distance from him. “Those things aren’t safe to keep around. My father says he fought against them down on the southern border when he was younger and still serving in the grand imperial army, and he tells the most awful stories about what went on down there.”

			Ichtak looked to his friend, something akin to welling pride in his eyes at the one devout thing he’d said that day. He averted them as Hahln caught him looking over at him, putting on a curious expression, but knowing there was definitely hope for Hahln to grow some Luskaitian sense yet.

			The meal winding down and the students slowly completing their meals, the odd pair of them were making their way out onto the empty floor space to dance here or there, an older student having turned on some fairly slow traditional music over the speakers. As Ichtak savored his last bit of minhocão, Tlalli grasped his shoulder as she rose, pulling him towards the dance floor and saying, “Let’s go, before the center gets really full.”

			Ichtak nodded a silent goodbye to Hahln as he rose to go, who nodded back, swiping what was left of Ichtak’s meal from its own plate and onto his. The prince turned to face Tlalli, and all of the nervousness that had seemed to become background noise before roared back into life. An interruption, though, for better or worse on that count, delayed them. 

			“Your highness,” came an excited voice from behind, several steps back toward the table, “I had no idea you were here this year. Welcome.” 

			Ichtak knew the voice, and he fully expected what he saw when he turned around. A tall, thin man of about twenty stood before them, his dark eyes capable of showing great anger but displaying to Ichtak only pleasant surprise. His head was shaved bare like Rultahn’s, and indeed most other Ektal officials’ heads, and upon it he wore the common pointed turban displaying the triskelion crest of the Ektal. His uniform was certainly in that fashion as well, though it bore no rank lines or insignia on it anywhere that Ichtak could see. 

			It was Tlaloc, Ichtak knew immediately, a good friend of his brother Acalan’s who had lived in the palace before his own departure for Reitakh academy, and Ichtak had consequently seen quite a lot of him. Tlaloc had held a bond with his older brother that was comparable to the one he had with Hahln, and by all accounts he had been at his brother’s side in New Luskaiti when he had passed. Clearly his dreams of becoming an Ektal were close to realized, though Ichtak knew the look of a trainee when he saw one, as there were enough of them brought to tour the palace exterior wings in the summer months. The man threw a salute to Ichtak, smiling widely. 

			“It’s marvelous to see you,” Ichtak told him, stepping forward and shaking his hand. Tlaloc had not made it to the funeral, carrying on his brother’s work in the colonies for just over a month, as the then crown prince had wished it, before returning to the homeland and the academy. As such, it had been nearly two years since the two had seen each other. Taking in how much Tlaloc seemed to have matured in the past couple years, Ichtak asked, “Don’t take the question wrongly, but, why are you here? You’re a graduate, right?”

			“Yes,” Tlaloc laughed, “but there is an event planned for the end of the week that Ektal recruits are supposed to assist the students with, and until then, I am just mingling about here. We also need to be here to consult later in the week should anybody have any questions.”

			“About what?” Tlalli asked eagerly. “What are the first years doing at the week’s end?”

			“I am not permitted to tell just yet, but it will be made clear tomorrow,” Tlaloc told them. “Beyond that, it isn’t just first years this year that are permitted to partake in the event, it is everyone in the school that attends this party here tonight, but don’t tell anyone I told you. They are planning something positively thrilling for all of you, trust me. I will let you two get to it, thought. It was good speaking with you, your majesty.”

			 	Tlaloc gave Ichtak a bow which Ichtak quite politely returned, and then set to walking along the tables again, going over to another few older Ektal initiates and chatting with them. 

			“Sorry about that,” Ichtak told Tlalli as he turned to follow her again. “It’s been ages since we’ve seen each other.”

			“Its fine,” Tlalli assured him, taking his left and right hands and standing opposite him as they reached an open space on the floor. Nodding her head and getting a feel for the music coming over the speakers, she asked, “Do you know the yoyolictzin?”
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			It had been well past one in the morning when Ichtak and Tlalli had finished their dancing and wished each other good night, and well past two when Ichtak and the groggy and full Hahln had at last returned to their room in the sprawling c barracks. When a bit of friendly discussion regarding the night’s events had ended, it had been three. When the two awoke to the rapping on their door that signaled the wakeup call at nine, neither rose. They fell immediately back into sleep, knowing they had three more hours until they were expected back at the audience hall. It was, however, nearly twenty past eleven when Hahln woke himself fully and, hearing the commotion of leaving students outside, asked the time of one of them. Waking Ichtak, the two prepared in a rush, and hurriedly joined the students already on their way to the central building. 

			“We’re lucky you woke up when you did,” Ichtak told Hahln as they hurried along as quickly as his friend could manage across the grounds. “We definitely wouldn’t have made it otherwise.”

			“Don’t act as if we have yet,” Hahln said, the brisk pace hard on him despite his fair effort to keep up, “we still have a ways to go before we’re at the door.”

			These worries were quite justified, but the two made incredibly good time considering the circumstances. As they approached the audience hall, they were greeted by Tlalli, who, as she had told Ichtak she would be the night before, was waiting for them before the entryway to the main chamber, which many students were already shuffling through. She smiled and nodded to Ichtak, who returned the gesture.

			“Cutting it quite close, I see,” she said as the two came up, Hahln leaning more heavily on his crutch than usual and looking short of breath. “Come on, let’s get inside and sit down.”

			Pressing through the entryway and into the audience hall, the three having to shove their way through on several occasions to make room for Hahln, they reached the chamber and descended the stairs as carefully as the crowd allowed. Scanning the open seats in the room, Ichtak pointed out several on their side of the rows fairly close to the front, only seven rows back, saying, “We could probably still get a good view of things from there.”

			Seeing that this was the best option, they headed for the seats, fortunately reaching them before anyone else thought to. They took their places and made themselves as comfortable as they could upon the hard stone.

			“You could pull rank and get us better seats, you know,” Hahln joked. “I’m sure that if you walked up in your uniform and told a group, ‘Sorry, these seats are needed for royalty’, they would scurry off fairly quickly.”

			“I’m uncomfortable enough with the looks as it is,” Ichtak laughed. “I don’t need them to be foul looks as well as curious ones.”

			“My father should be speaking today,” Tlalli said as people around them settled in and the room grew quieter, “but he wouldn’t tell me what this year’s event is. I’m anxious to learn.”

			“What topped off your class’s introductory week?” Ichtak asked, having been told by both his brothers that their own introductory weeks were excellent.

			“We did some target practice throughout the week with standard issue rifles, and got to live fire test them with freshly caught Khandaari. We topped it off with a jaguar hunt,” Tlalli told them, “but we also got to do a practice patrol east of Tepek. There’s no more dog-men around there these days, but it was interesting. It was good practice for the southern and northern borders.”

			“Quite a time, then,” Ichtak said excitedly. “I hope this one comes close to being so worthwhile.”

			“With the prince of Luskaiti in the class and the high priest of Tepek as your head of religious study,” Tlalli said, “there’s no way it will turn out dull. They’ve probably put all their preparation for the past year into giving you something profound.”

			Just then, onto the stage moved the purposeful Thunkahl, silent save for the soft thump of his staff on the stone. All students who had not yet reached free positions on the rows now scrambled to do so, and all talking in the room ceased. The priest approached his podium, cleared his throat, and began to address them in his enchanting tone.

			“I pray you all had a good night and a better rest,” He said, “for we have ahead of us today more serious matters entirely. I ask that you close your eyes and join me spiritually in prayer before we begin in earnest.”

			Not an eyelid in the room remained raised, with even the people caught on the stairs sitting down where they were and closing their eyes.

			“All powerful Harak,” Thunkahl began, “we are to discuss a tremulous time in your personal history today, and your dark twin’s name will be evoked more than once. I pray, as should all those here, that you will shield us from the eyes of thy traitorous brother, and allow our respect and trust in you to carry us onward through the trials of the day. Harak be praised.”

			Thunkahl watched as the students opened their eyes and looked to him, waiting for him to begin his main delivery once again, and more than face seeming a bit concerned by his requests for protection. Ichtak noticed Hahln tense beside him once more as the priests eyes swept over their portion of the room.

			“There will be only a very select few of you in this room who know the tale of the hunter and the serpent, pulled from the pages of the book to be read,” Thunkahl went on, “and fewer still that realize the full significance of its substance. I ask that you prepare yourself to learn a part of your nation’s holy text, and that is nothing to be brushed aside, I assure you.”

			Ichtak had indeed read the story, and remembered it well, which set him apart from Hahln and even Tlalli, who had never been granted access to this section of the Bastion of Will. He hung on Thunkahl’s every word, expecting revelations from this practiced and learned servant of Harak as he revisited the tale. 

			“To provide some brief context to those totally in the dark, there was once nothing,” Thunkahl said, speaking in his most arcane and evocative tones, “and Harak, from nothing, carved our globe, our very universe. Upon our planet, and perhaps more, he placed humanity, his finest creation set above the beasts he had crafted. All was good and right in the world in those simpler eons, and Harak walked amongst his creations in the guise of man, spreading his word and providing law, order, and security in a primal society in need of his wise and guiding hand.”

			“However, there were always dissidents in the ranks of his children, and though it is not sure which race began the trend, it is clear that after many millennia of peace under Harak’s rule of law, those not of Luskaitian blood turned from the light of Harak to pursue heathen faiths of ancestor worship or decadent shamanism,” Thunkahl said venomously. “Diabolism was a keen blade to the impure souls of those races less spiritually fortified than us. You see, we, the last and most polished of Harak’s creations, those cast forth most strongly in the image of the great creator, were steadfast and willful in our devotion. But this was not enough, and soon we sank into obscurity, and the majority of even our proud race delved into heathen practice. It was in these dark times, when faith in the true lord was at its lowest, that Tarakahm came into being.”

			The silence in the chamber turned to tense nervousness, the shadowed term being even more effective upon them than it had been the previous night. Thunkahl’s delivery was at its grandest, and he had every audience member locked on him. Even Hahln, who was so off put by just looking at the man, sat ready to hang upon every syllable the priest put forward. 

			“The dark one’s birth is shrouded in mystery,” Thunkahl told them, the whole crowd feeling the respect and distant fear in his voice as he discussed the subject. “Some say the ignorance of mankind gave him strength enough to rise. Some say that he had always been, that it was his tempting whispers that had driven men to such heights of blasphemy. All we know for sure is that Tarakahm came, and he came with a single goal: to divide and destroy the works of his fellow deity, our father Harak. His drives cannot be known, nor can his purpose, save perhaps by Harak himself. His methods are steeped in shadow and his black hand is at work in all corners, ever evoking fear and doubt in man. But his most lasting ‘contribution’ to this world of ours was the beastly races, the abhumans, forged in the name of destruction and shaped upon the anvil of a jealous, mad god. Made in mockery of the animal life Harak had so carefully constructed, and taking the insult further by giving to them the features of Harak’s masterwork.”

			“These monsters you know well from your childhood’s darker tales, your horror stories, and your elders’ frightening yarns of encounters with these hell spawn,” Thunkahl said with disgust. “First were crafted the Nauticans, the aquatic aberrations that dwell beneath the ocean. They were not good servants, and like the lesser men with Harak, they soon turned from his sway, though they still hunt men on the open ocean along with their terrible beasts of the deep. Fortunately for our terrestrial race, their nature keeps them distant from us on most occasions. Second came the Khandaari, skilled and vicious raiders, as I’m sure you have heard tell of. These were once the most numerous and totally viable threat to humanity as a whole, though they have lost their faith in their creator as did their aquatic brethren, adopting the Lun’deinian faith of misguided ancestor reverence. We have gone to great length, however, to cull them in the service of Harak, and it pleases me to say there are now almost none outside their wasteland bastion in the south.”

			“It is after the bringing of the dog-men into the world, but before Ichtak I brought our people back to the true path of Harak, that today’s tale takes place, and it concerns the last and most horrid and influential of the known races to spring from the tainted well that is the mind of soul blackened Tarakahm,” Thunkahl said, his face graver than ever. “These were, of course, the Eiden, the only children of Tarakahm still faithful to their dark master. Though, as with the other wicked races, their creation is obscure, they were brought into being in our homeland, in the jungles of Luskaiti, as an affront to our lord, whose home is and always will be here in the hallowed rainforests of our people.” 

			“Tarakahm released this scaled plague into the Jungles, where they slew, burned, and raided. It was so for many, many centuries, and the plight of the Luskaitian people was great,” Thunkahl told them. “It was then that Harak took the form of man once more to intervene. Harak took to the jungles as the mightiest of huntsmen, slaying countless Eiden over the course of a year. It was in the dying days of this year of glory, however, that he was caught in a vale by four mighty specimens of lizard-men created specifically to rend his mortal form beyond use. These were the paragons of the Eiden, most devout of Tarakahm’s favored sons, and no novices at the arts of hunting and combat. A trap was laid by the cunning mind of Tarakahm, and before mighty Harak realized his danger, the four were upon him.”

			The room held its breath. Never had most of them heard much of their god, and only the most select few had ever heard a tale about him being assailed in any way save in blasphemous gesture. 

			“Our lord is no weak-necked fool, however, and he smote one with his great war club as it emerged from the brush,” Thunkahl said, enacting the strike with his hand grandiosely, “but then two were upon his back, and he faced the largest before him. Though his arm was held tight, he still laid a mighty blow on the greatest of the paragons, throwing him back and away. Having bought himself time, Harak threw back an elbow with force sufficient to knock the teeth even from an Eiden’s iron jaw, and removed one of the brutes from his back. He twisted and felled the other with another excellent blow from his club. Turning to face the smaller of the paragons who had been thrown from him, he found the beast now aiming to flee for the forest. Seeing this, he bared his weapon to strike once more. Treacherous combat is the business of the beast peoples, however, and that was no different in ages past than it is today. The mightiest paragon assailed him from behind, and in a moment of animal rage brought his claws across the left side of the lord’s face and ravaged his eye.”

			A quiet, tense room grew ever more gripped, somehow allowing further investment to build in them at this tale, this legendary staple of their past. 

			“With the lord blinded and occupied, the smaller lizard-thing ran off and into the jungle, as did the stronger of the two, having thrown great Harak to the ground but seeing that there was more than a little fight left in him as he immediately began to rise,” Thunkahl went on after a moment’s pause. “As our lord rose, though, he gave no chase. Half blinded and wounded, both in his adopted body and in pride, he retired, abandoning his comparatively weak form and returning to his own mode of existence as a god. It was these two escaped Eiden, paragons of their race, who would populate the jungles with new generations of beasts, all the way up until just over a thousand years ago during the first sphere of Harak’s return, when emperor Axahl II drove the last of them out in a great crusade and into the northlands in which they now reside.”

			“It is in honor of this ancient struggle, and to reclaim the glory of our lord, that the nobles of Luskaiti occasionally hunt the Eiden for themselves, not in their northern holdings, but bringing them here to hunt in the depths of the jungle, as it was for Harak himself,” Thunkahl explained, “And, students of the true faith, so shall you. It is time for you to don the mantle of Harak and slay his greatest foes. You will hunt serpents at week’s end.”

			The silence so deeply set upon the room was brushed aside by several murmurs, worried whispers, and even a handful of gasps. Hahln sat looking thoroughly frightened, surely hating to think what horrors a lizard-beast from the north could wreak when the Khandaari did so much to unnerve already, the wary words of his father on the subject brought freshly to his mind. Tlalli’s eyes conveyed only eagerness at the prospect. Ichtak was excited to have the opportunity, but careful to contain himself on some level. He had lost his oldest brother to a hunt for a much less intelligent and much less dangerous creature, and as such, he knew it was a dangerous business. But still, the thought of being able to relive a moment of the Bastion of Will in the flesh was sorely tempting to him.

			“Your leader of military studies, Rultahn, shall cover the event as it will occur in more detail,” Thunkahl told them, his own tone having calmed. “I leave you now with this thought. If in the footsteps of Harak we are to tread, we have very large strides indeed to make along our path in pursuit of him. Thank you, young citizens of the empire, and good fortune to you.”

			Thunkahl progressed from the stage, and Rultahn made his way on briskly. Behind him came several Ektal pushing a large, tarp covered box of some sort on wheels, with ten more armed Ektal coming out onto the stage and taking up observing positions at its rear. As the container came to a halt next to the podium, all of them lifted their rifles in unison and ensured they were kept them trained on it. The three bearers slid the tarp free of the box to reveal a large steel edged cube of thick reinforced glass with holes drilled into its roof, and as they did so, backed quickly off several steps and drew pistols which were also kept trained upon the cage, or rather upon its occupant. 

			Within this prison of glass and metal stood a great and powerful reptilian being, its height well over nine feet and its mass that of several men. Its head, stooped in the crate to allow it to stand, was elongated in nature, reminding the students of pictures they might have seen of the crocodiles in the south of the Bahadiri sultanate or in the north and east of their own homeland, with a remarkably similar eye placement and maw. Its tail, long, thick and heavy, swept at the bottom of its small enclosure absently. Its scales were a deep black on its back, arms, and legs, but its face and the rough bony ridges along its spine sported dark orange-yellow patches. Its chest and stomach were scaled in a more whitish-grey, and its eyes were a deep and piercing yellow, made all the more impactful by their especially dark surrounding scaling. Its frame was incredibly strong, and as it placed a huge, dull-clawed hand on the interior of the box and glared out at them, many wondered if it had the ability to break free. It was clothed in nothing save the tattered remains of furs taken from the great deer, moose, wolves, and bear that roamed the cold northlands, and these were mostly gone at this point. A proud and renowned warrior of the Eiden, he was, though the students and even his captors were quite ignorant of that. His bearing, though, even in such humiliating and restrictive captivity, was one of strength and resilience. 

			“This,” Rultahn began dramatically, “is the bane of the Bahadiri sultanate, and would be the bane of our own homeland had our people not long ago seen to their extraction and repulsion. I urge you to listen, as this is one of the specimens that you shall find yourself stalking in the jungles just scant days from now.”

			The students were indeed enthralled, though their eyes were locked on the container with mixed fear and wonder in them. Never had any of them, even the Ektal initiates that stood at the room’s very rear, laid eyes on one of these Eiden, and though their raids on the north eastern border that Luskaiti shared with them were few and far between, they were the most bloody and discussed of clashes when they occurred.

			“The unnamable one has truly perfected his dark art on the form of the Eiden,” Rultahn said, nervous respect evident in his usually unshakable voice. “Scales stronger than the thickest of reinforced leathers, internal flesh no softer, and bones whose nature rival that of steel. They are built for the most brutal of combats, and they are incredibly hard to bring down. It takes many, many shots from the most powerful rifles to bring one to its knees, and when it goes down, it is usually not dead. I have seen many a man grow overconfident and approach what he takes to be a bloodied corpse, only to be torn to shreds. The Eiden’s claws are dull, but powerful, able to kill given the force put behind a blow from one. It is the maw of these beasts, however, which one should do their best to avoid. No creature on this earth bites like these can, and should you find a limb in one’s grip, it will certainly be a lost limb before long. And, on the topic of limbs, should you cut off an Eiden’s arm, leg, or tail, they will regrow to full size and strength in under a year. One hardy meal of meat can keep an Eiden going for weeks where it might sustain a man for a day or two. They have excellent night vision, up to ten times better than our own, and they are fast over short distances, far faster than the fastest man can manage.”

			“Why is it we have survived our conflicts with them, you may ask yourselves,” Rultahn went on. “I know I certainly did when I was first deployed against them. The first answer to this lies in their mode of fighting. They use firearms only when necessary, and never employ artillery or cavalry of any kind. Technology like the plane, kept out of reach even to the Sultanate in the north and held only by us, the most forward of nations, is utterly alien to them. They find it dishonorable to kill at a distance, where a combatant might be unaware or unprepared. They prefer to close with men and kill them with weapons reminiscent of our past: broadswords, crude hammers, and clubs. The second is their habit of hibernation. Even when their environment was not so inhospitable, they slept away several months of the year, and now, in the frigid north, they must spend nearly half the year beneath the earth in semi-sleep. Lastly, they are nomad raiders, content with taking what they need for the moment and moving onward to new grounds. Even with these setbacks, they are dangerous foes of the highest degree.”

			“Now, at the end of the week, many of these beasts will be led out into the jungles to the east of Luskaiti, multiple areas will be ringed by my finest Ektal for many miles around, and you will enter these in small groups to hunt, with three Eiden being placed within each boundary. Your hunting parties will be led by out prospective Ektal initiates, and today you will sign onto one of their parties, bearing in mind that no more than twenty nine students may accompany one initiate. Trust me wholly when I say you will need every rifle that number allows. Throughout the remainder of the week until the event, you will be taught the skills and lore you need in order to survive an encounter with the enemies of mankind. You will learn the basics of rifle use, the fundamentals of tracking, and the principles of survival while on the hunt or on the field of battle. As our lessons progress, you will learn that the two are often one and the same.”

			“I will now dismiss you, so that you can go to the rear of the audience hall and speak with one of the Ektal initiates about joining their parties,” Rultahn told them. “Then, as was mentioned yesterday, we will have you fitted for uniforms and issued portions of the Bastion of Will. This will be done in the principal administration building, just to the north of this one. Enjoy the rest of the day, and remember that Harak’s eyes lay upon all things.”

			Rultahn turned and motioned for the three Ektal bearers to take the Eiden back offstage, and as they threw the tarp back over the cage and set it to slow and careful motion, and the other Ektal, rifles raised and prepared for any sign of danger from the tank, followed. Rultahn stood, hands behind his back, awaiting the last of them to leave, and once all were out of sight, he followed. 

			“Come quickly,” Ichtak told Tlalli and Hahln as he looked around and saw that many other students were already on their feet and headed for the stairs. “I want to find Tlaloc. He should be back there. If we can get into his unit, we’ll have a fairly experienced hunter with us, and a good person to round it off.”

			The three stood, and, allowing for Hahln’s unwillingly slow pace, they made their way up the stairs and to the rear of the chamber. Spotting Tlaloc across the way, the path to him quite crowded and obstructed, Ichtak told Hahln, “Wait here one moment. I’ll sign you up with us. That way you don’t have to ford the way through all these people.”

			“Good,” Hahln sighed, leaning against the side wall of the chamber, “We may have overslept today, but I am very tired, not to mention fed up with saying, ‘pardon me’. You two go on.”

			Ichtak nodded to Tlalli and the two pushed their way through the crowd to reach Tlaloc, who stood before two other students writing away quickly in a notebook. As he finished and bid the other two a good day, he looked up and saw Ichtak, and, speedily setting his notebook down beside him on the floor, he snapped to attention and saluted, saying, “Great to see you, your highness. You as well, Tlalli. Will I have the honor of leading you in this hunt?”

			“Only if you have three spots open,” Ichtak told him, motioning towards the side of the room where his injured friend awaited them before going on, “Hahln, just over there taking a rest, wants to go along with us.”

			“Hahln as well,” Tlaloc exclaimed with a nod. “This really will be a good excursion, then.”

			“I hope so,” Ichtak said, looking around at other students eagerly being assigned to parties. He thought for a moment before he asked quietly, “Tlaloc, do not take this the wrong way, but what do you know about hunting Eiden?”

			“Nothing too substantial, as I’ve never hunted them before myself,” Tlaloc told him with honesty, “but I’ve read many accounts of their abilities, behaviors, and ways, and have seen traces of them far to the northeast on patrol runs. I don’t believe they will top some of the other things I’ve come up against in the jungles and outlived.”

			“Fair enough,” Ichtak said. “I trust you know best.”

			“Nervous?” Tlalli asked, looking over at him, perhaps a little mockingly.

			“His brother Axahl was mauled to death by a jaguar while he was spear hunting,” Tlaloc said seriously, looking a little irritated, and not just on his young friend’s behalf. He was nervous himself, even without such close connections to hunting tragedies, and, adding to the severity of the statement, he finished, “These Eiden are a lot more dangerous than jaguar.”

			“I’m sorry, that was out of line,” Tlalli told Ichtak sincerely. “I should have known that.”

			“Its fine,” Ichtak said, addressing them both. “Axahl’s death was kept very quiet for some time outside the palace grounds. It wasn’t very common news.”

			“And he was a great hunter, from what Acalan told me,” Tlaloc added. “It is always best to enter the jungles prepared for anything, including the worst. So caution is no bad thing.”

			Indeed, Ichtak stood not in fear of what might find him in the jungles, be it harm or thrill, but in fear for his father, so protective of him after the deaths of his other sons. What did he know of this? Surely he would not allow his son to attempt a hunt that sounded so dangerous, not on his first outing, and not at such an age. And, should something happen to him, what would it do to his father, to his line?

			Before Ichtak, Tlaloc straightened and snapped off a salute, pulling him from his thoughts. Suddenly, Rultahn’s voice, coming from behind, said, “May I have a word, my prince?”

			Ichtak turned and was saluted by the stern man, who threw a nod to Tlaloc and a smile to his daughter before turning his attention back to Ichtak and saying, “Your father would want you to know that he has approved your participation in this hunt. I want you to know, however, that he has also ordered me to place you in the most tightly observed of our perimeters with only the finest of Ektal on guard. I trust you are all signing on together?”

			“Yes,” Tlalli told him, bolstered nods from the other two.

			“Good,” Rultahn told them, looking proudly at Tlalli and assuring them, “You have a tenacious fighter with you. I hope to see great things out of Tlaloc’s party, then.”

			Looking back at the leaning Hahln, Rultahn asked, “How long is he required to use a crutch, do you know?”

			“He is to see a physician about it tomorrow in the medical complex,” Ichtak told him, “but I expect he can be out of it by week’s end. He tells me it already feels much better than it has.”

			“All seems fair and in order, then,” Rultahn said, “I will see you all tomorrow. We will be covering the basics of Eiden tracking and hunting, and all that will start at noon, right here. I believe Thunkahl is discussing the parts of the Bastion of will that you are to be issued after my presentation, as well. If you will excuse me, I have to see that my Ektal secure our Eiden guests well enough to keep them contained. Farewell.”

			A short bow, and Rultahn was off, striding around and between students and beginning to move back down the stairs. 

			“I suppose we had better be getting those uniforms, then,” Ichtak said, looking on as students began to file out of the building, their parties assigned.

			“I will be on my way, then,” Tlalli told them. “I already have all my uniforms, and my copies of the book to be read. But I will see you tonight at dinner in the dining hall, if you are going to come.”

			“Of course,” Ichtak told her. “I’ll be here around eight, I suppose.”

			“Sounds like a plan,” Tlalli said. “I’ll be waiting outside.”

			She saluted Ichtak, smiling, and joined the students moving out the door. Ichtak turned to Tlaloc, waved him a quick farewell, and went off to join Hahln. 

			“Are we all signed on?” Hahln asked, yawning and stretching his good leg out before him as he straightened and took up his crutch to go.

			“Indeed we are,” Ichtak told him, “but we need to go and get those uniforms, and get you your segments of the Bastion of Will.”

			“Let’s get on it, then,” Hahln told him, beginning to move off through the crowd. Ichtak followed, wondering where Hahln’s prior look of tension had gone. Signing it off to a good development, Ichtak shrugged it off and followed his friend, helping him through the crowd, out the door, and onto the shadowed grounds of the academy.
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			As Ichtak, Tlalli, and Hahln seated themselves in the audience hall once more the following day, their eyes fell upon a large blackboard that had been added to the stage, and on the several rifles that had been set upon a gun rack resting beside it. Neither of their accustomed speakers were before them just yet, but the chamber stood full and nearly silent, with most of the students looking quite on edge. The cause for this was not visible, but it could easily be smelled in all corners of the room. A foul stench akin to rotting flesh filled the place, and many students sat trying to shield their noses from the stench with their hands or with the sleeves of their newly issued black uniforms. 

			“I’m glad I didn’t eat much this morning,” Hahln muttered from beside Ichtak, looking around the room for what could easily have been the hundredth time in an unsuccessful attempt to uncover a source to the awful reek.

			“I just hope they’ll get out here and address us soon,” Ichtak said. “The sooner they do, the sooner we’ll be out of this stench.”

			“Do either of you recognize it?” Tlalli asked, looking around curiously like the others. “I can’t place it. It’s like rot, but different somehow.”

			“Not at all,” Ichtak said, resigned. “It’s not like anything I’ve smelled before.”

			Out onto the stage strode Rultahn, bringing a halt to any and all conversation. He took his place behind the podium as he turned to face them, letting a slight grin show as he observed them sniffing the air and looking about in confusion.

			“I trust you have noticed the new scent of the hall,” Rultahn said, scanning their puzzled expressions through shadowed eyes. “It is part of today’s lesson. This is a smell you should all remember well, for it is the smell of an enraged Eiden.”

			Some slightly nervous glances were thrown about the room as this sunk in, as if the students expected one of the great lizard beings to appear at any moment and come barreling down their row of seats.

			“The creature is held below,” Rultahn explained, “and it is quite safely contained. But you see, when Eiden are threatened or simply very excited, their bodies pump them full of adrenaline and bolstering hormones, and they excrete a stench of sorts to tell other Eiden in the vicinity that it is time to go on the offensive. It drives not only the initiator but any Eiden in the area into a frenzy that I’ve seen wreck entire regiments. We have spent a night with shock prods on the beast below us, and you can still smell our efforts. It is, as I said, good that you know this odor, for if you smell it when we stand in the jungle, or anywhere, for that matter, it means an Eiden is close at hand, and that it is angry beyond the range of human emotion.”

			“Today you will receive a crash course in the very basics of Eiden hunting,” Rultahn told them. “You will need all the knowledge you can gather to ensure your safety, I assure you. Our parties are large, but Eiden are fierce, and it cannot be stressed enough that they will be a danger even when you wield the finest rifles Luskaitian hands can craft. You will need all the clever wit of a jaguar, as well as the ferocity of one, to bring just three of these things to the ground.”

			“Before we begin to discuss this in detail, however, I would like to expand upon my experience with these creatures,” Rultahn said, “as I feel you should know where my knowledge comes from before being expected to employ it in life or death situations. I was, upon my induction into the Ektal, sent to the northern reaches to repel the Bahadiri expeditionary force which at the time was ravaging our homeland in that part of the country. Well, the campaign was quickly won and land was ceded to us, and with the long oppressed populace of upper Korahnek liberated and permitted to live under Harak’s rule, we were put on new patrols during peacetime. Our northeastern annexed territory borders the Eidenlands, and, knowing well the dark one’s children and their designs, our nation keeps the area as defensible as it can afford. I was therefore put to service on the harsh upper borders, defending the nation from the raids that issue forth from those cold and cruel lands.”

			Ichtak, Hahln, and especially Tlalli were fascinated. None of them knew much at all about any of Rultahn’s past, save that he was a great soldier and a loyal servant of the royalty. More than that, none of them had ever seen any of the Eidenlands, or the northeastern empire, for that matter, so plain speech about the brutal raids often whispered about in the region was an interesting prospect indeed. 

			“The fear of raids was by no means unfounded,” Rultahn said, his voice becoming dramatic as he retold a tale he’d doubtless not told many times, but relished the glory of reliving, “and during my five years in that god forsaken land out beyond the Jungle’s borders, I saw all too much of the brutes from the north. We killed many, and in turn, many of us were killed. This was no home ground slaughter as the Bahadiri conflict had been, but a bloody pulping of two forces in the territorial funnel that connected us. They gained little, and we gained little. I lost far too many fair Luskaitian souls in those rocky wastes, and as soon as I was offered a raise in rank and a change in location, I graciously accepted. But the fighting goes on still, even to this day, and more of Luskaiti’s elite Ektal are sent up there every year to fight off the lizard-beasts. With that in mind, look at this not as a situation in which to prove yourselves, but a situation to prepare you for your possible futures.”

			Rultahn’s eyes found the Ektal initiates, arrayed along the back of the chamber once more, and stayed there observing them for several quiet seconds before he turned his attention back towards the seated students and pressed on. 

			“I have three of the rifles you will be using, the E91 heavy bolt action rifle, here,” Rultahn went on, motioning to the firearms on stage. “These are incredibly powerful as rifles go, and are only issued to Ektal serving in the field. They pack enough force to bring down a great huehytakh spider with a well-placed shot or two, but it will take much more to kill an Eiden in the full throes of great rage. Though we will practice with these rifles throughout the week, I will tell you now that, fortunately for the Eiden’s enemies, their most vulnerable feature, their stomachs, are usually visible to us. Their ribcage is not a ‘cage’, but a solid mass of bone and cartilage, and they have multiple copies of organs whose loss would kill a man in that armored cavity. Their legs and arms might as well be made of thick leather wrapped around stone, as they bleed very little and even the complete loss of a limb barely slows an Eiden. Their skulls and the scales on them are stronger than the finest steel, with the eye sockets being the only true entryway, and even they are quite small and impractical targets. This leaves us with the stomach, which, while no open doorway, is visible and a fair target, and contains just enough vital material to bring an Eiden down after a fair number of well-placed shots.”

			As he spoke, he sketched out a rough chalk form in the shape of an Eiden, placing a circle about the stomach. He then drew out a thick, four toed foot with short digits and thick and dull claws, and next to it a hand with three short fingers and a thick, almost hook-like opposable thumb. Turning to face them, he said, “Those of you who have hunted before, or even those who have simply heard tell of hunting expeditions, will know how vital the tracking of your prey’s movements can be. These are the hands and feet of the Eiden, as well depicted as my artistic talent allows. You will often see Eiden footprints, as they are a heavy race and leave quite deep prints, but hand prints are much more rare. The Eiden are known to get low to the ground to hide or take up a particular scent, however, so it is not unheard of to find them. Fortunately for those of us hunting the beasts, there is nothing quite like them in all the jungle, and their prints stand out from any others you may find in this land. This will make our task just a bit simpler.”

			“I must also make it clear to you that Eiden are more than capable of speech and communication,” Rultahn said, turning his full attention to them, “not simply too dumb for words, as some of our men have fatally believed. They may be crude in their methods, but they are perfect for their particular purpose, which is to kill. Their tongue may be roaring and guttural nonsense to our ears, but they are indeed able to coordinate with one another, and they will do so, believe me. You will not find these beasts wandering separately from one another in your respective hunting areas, and if you do spot a lone specimen, proceed with all the caution you can muster, as its fellows are doubtless nearby, perhaps unseen by your eyes, but in all probability already resting their own on you.”

			“What will work to your favor, however, is the Eiden’s distain for stealth, or indeed any kind of indirect or non-forward mode of attack,” Rultahn went on, writing ‘traits’ on the board, and beneath it scribbling the words ‘cooperative’ and ‘confrontational’ before beginning again. “They will almost never, especially when in groups, be seen attempting to approach a target unseen. Some of our general staff put this down to their size and build making it an impracticality, but I would attest that this is because they find such combat dishonorable. Even if it does not suit their best interests to charge the enemy head on, they will attempt to do so, as that is their way. And, though they are more apt than any other race on this planet to pull off such things successfully, it also means that we have ample time to fill them with bullets before they reach us.”

			“Eiden may well have the best eyes and noses on the planet, and they put them to work in every aspect of their lives,” Rultahn told the gripped room, writing ‘perceptive’ on the board. “Do not expect to be overlooked by an Eiden even in the poorest of lighting, and do not expect even your masked scent to escape the notice of an experienced one of the beasts. They are experts at perceiving the slightest disturbance in their surroundings, even foreign ones like our jungles, now alien and hostile to them. Do not ever assume, even if all appearances would suggest it, that you are concealed from them, or that you possess the element of surprise. All too many have grown overconfident at some slight sign of distraction or ignorance an Eiden has shown them only to be slaughtered when they tried to exploit their supposed advantage.”

			“Eiden are incredibly long lived, surviving upwards of two hundred years, with some claiming counts up to three hundred, when they are not cut down in battle,” Rultahn wrote ‘Experienced’ on the board as he said this. “So, their leaders on the field will usually be well over a century in age, as will most of their elite warriors. They will have many, many more years of experience in battle than any of our soldiers, and they employ that readily to make up for any disadvantages a situation might present them with.”

			“If you are unlucky, you may encounter an Eiden at close quarters during your coming hunt,” Rultahn said, writing ‘Skilled’ on the board before turning to them once more and continuing, “Though normally I would, as a Luskaitian, revel in the thrill of a melee engagement with the enemy, it is not something that even the best of Luskaiti’s shock troops want to be entangled in with Eiden. Though you may strike a blow against your enemy, know that your bayonets will do little to his hardened flesh, and a truncheon or mace even less. In fact, in ages before gunpowder it was said quite seriously that one must outnumber the Eiden at least ten to one to have any hope of victory, and while a slight exaggeration, it gives us a feel for the power these creatures possess. Taking that into consideration, I would advise you to flee for your lives if confronted by an Eiden, retreat and hope its pursuit is not too heated, and, should you live to turn about a safe distance away, keep firing. Hand to hand combat with Eiden is often suicide, and those poor souls who I have seen try to carry on the Luskaitian tradition of martial prowess against them have all failed to do so, most of them marred beyond recognition when we dragged them back to their families for funeral services.”

			“My last warning to you should be common sense, but I will lay it out to make it vivid in your minds as you get closer to the hunt,” Rultahn told them, setting his chalk down. “Stay together and with your initiate hunt masters at all times. Simply because Eiden do not stalk and pick off their prey in silence and stealth does not mean that spreading your group out will help you bring one of these creatures down. No one here wants to drift off from the group and find themselves charged by three Eiden, only to have no support to aid you in killing the things.”

			Ichtak, who had been wondering whether Rultahn would ever run out of things the Eiden could do to slay him, was grateful that the list was done and that he had some knowledge of his quarry, but that did not make him less nervous at having been shown feelings of hateful respect, and perhaps even a bit of fear, towards these things by one of the most immobile and ironclad men he knew. As Rultahn dismissed himself, introduced Thunkahl to the stage, and took his leave, Ichtak wondered just how well he and a party of comparatively inexperienced students could fair against these menacing beings from the north, even with the better part of a week’s hard preparatory training ahead of them. He was brought back into focus when Thunkahl began to speak, however, and his eyes fell immediately upon the strong voiced priest who so captivated the students, and indeed anyone he was set in front of to preach, with its power and eloquence.

			“With such trials ahead, young followers of Harak, it is crucial to remember the hand our god has in all of our fates,” Thunkahl began, gesturing out towards the crowd with a sweep of his hand. “Yesterday, you were all armed with portions of the tome that will give you some measure of understanding towards the workings of our nation and its culture. With the children of Tarakahm before you, you now have access to a shield with which to fortify yourself, and that shield is faith. Faith in the one true god and his path, and yes, faith in and righteous fear of Tarakahm and his despicable machinations.” 

			“With that in mind, I would suggest you read the tale of the hunter and the serpent once more, put down in the words of Ichtak I himself, to place you in the mindset of such a momentous occasion as this one,” Thunkahl told them seriously, “And I would also recommend that you learn by heart the prayer before battle, given in the opening of your segmented versions. It will take some recital for most, but I will give it here to give you a feel for its power to inspire, even more so than the other litanies of the book to be read.”

			Ichtak, knowing the prayer well, followed along with the priest under his breath as the old man chanted, “Your children call, dweller in the night air. Bring us peace within and war without, that your name may be spread. Bring us to the enemy and grant us your hammer of will, that we may smite those unfit for life in your universe. Oh bringer of night, oh dweller in darkness, we give thanks for your grace and revel in the spilled blood of your less favored children.”

			“I will not keep you long at all today,” Thunkahl said as he began to close his speech. “You will be issued rifles outside as you leave and will be expected at the range on the south side of the academy grounds at four o’clock for instruction in riflery. Farewell, and let Harak ever be on your minds.”

			Thunkahl, his quick but effective delivery finished, made his slow way back off the stage, and the uniformed student body began to rise and make their respective ways toward the stairs. Ichtak looked over at Hahln as his friend spoke over him, and realized he was addressing Tlalli as he asked, “Do you know where we can go to see your father? I need to ask him something about the hunt.”

			“Perhaps,” Tlalli answered, looking a bit surprised, “but what do you need to ask him?”

			“I want to know whether he thinks I will need full use of my leg to run during the hunt,” Hahln said, his face dark, “as I don’t think that I’ll be going very far very quickly on the thing anytime soon, even if I can get around without crutches in a few days.”

			“Okay, fair enough,” She said. “I think we can get an audience with him at the officials’ barracks, if he is not too occupied today.”

			“I think I can give him some questions as well,” Ichtak added, “so that sounds good to me.”

			The three rose, making their way up and out of the aged structure once more and turning for the barracks row, hoping to catch up to and spot Rultahn along the walk there but knowing that at Hahln’s pace, that was unlikely.
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			As the three entered the reception area for the officials’ barracks, they were struck by sights that to Ichtak and Hahln evoked memories of the entryway to the royal quarters back home, with many works of patriotic grandeur upon every surface, and a banner whose text read ‘For King, Emperor, and Country’ upon the wall behind the semicircular stone desk that stood opposite them. Behind this sat two uniformed Ektal, fairly high ranked by the looks of their shoulder boards and silver buttons, and as the three drew closer one of the two looked up, an expression of annoyance evident upon his face at the interruption to his downtime until the figures drew closer and he recognized one among them. Tapping his fellow’s boot and pointing out Ichtak, the two shot up and snapped off salutes and bows as the prince and his friends reached the other side of the desk.

			“We would like to speak with Lord Ektal Rultahn,” Ichtak told them, attempting his most regal tone and not throwing in a ‘please’ in his own rather unpracticed attempt to make it sound more like an order.

			“Of course, crown prince,” the man who had noticed him first, more over his initial surprise than his companion, assured him. “I will show you to his quarters. Right this way.” 

			Making his way out from behind the desk, the man showed the three into one of the long hallways set on either side of them and they were led down quite some way past offices, smoking parlors and lounges before turning onto a long stairway whose dark and winding way took them to the uppermost floor five levels up. On this floor the offshoot halls and doorways all seemed to lead to private quarters or to more expensive and refined relaxation areas, like a large library and a fine dining hall. After some winding around to the other end of the place, they arrived at a large door whose ornate plaque read “Lord Ektal”. 

			“Would you like me to wait with you until he is prepared for an audience?” the Ektal asked, looking to them expectantly. Ichtak worried from his tone and expression, not to mention seeing that he hadn’t bothered to knock on the door, that he meant to simply wait outside Rultahn’s quarters until the Lord Ektal just happened to leave them. 

			“I think we’ll handle it,” Tlalli told him, stepping forward and knocking quite forcefully on the door. 

			“Very well, I’ll be off, then,” the man told them quickly, looking nervously back towards the door and leaving with as much speed as he could without looking ridiculous. 

			Ichtak knew that many people were unnerved by Rultahn, but he had not seen the kind of nervous fear that Rultahn’s own soldiery seemed to show him before. He had seen a similar look on Tlaloc’s face last night when the Lord Ektal had surprised them, and he had noticed the way the Ektal under the stern man’s control jumped when he addressed them, directly or indirectly. The prince supposed he was quite a talented leader, to inspire such fear and order in his charges.

			After some quick, booted footsteps, the door before them swung open somewhat violently, and before them stood a scowling Rultahn, looking like he may well be capable of shooting them on the spot with that finely crafted silver Ektal revolver he always kept displayed upon his belt. But, it seemed recognition wiped that away quickly, and, saluting the prince and nodding to his daughter, he politely said, “You will have to pardon my forwardness, I have quite the problem with intrusive staff in this place. They do not seem to comprehend what solitude and tranquility can mean to a person. But, that is beside the point. What brings the three of you out here to see me today?”

			“They wanted to ask some questions, sir,” Tlalli told him, “if that is permissible.”

			“Of course, of course,” Rultahn said, moving aside and motioning them inside. “Come in and we can speak in my office.”

			Tlalli, certainly the most comfortable of them in this situation, strode forward without hesitation into her father’s chambers, followed by Ichtak and finally Hahln, with Rultahn closing the door behind them and striding to catch up with his daughter, saying, “Continue through the foyer and the parlor and it will be straight ahead of you.”

			As they wandered through Rultahn’s private home at the academy, they were stricken by the relatively small place’s ornate design and impactful decoration. Flags of different imperial provinces lined the foyer walls, and the doorway into the parlor was capped by a Luskaitian flag. In display cases along the sides of both rooms were medals, weapons, uniforms, and other odd mementos the officer had gathered during his years of service. There were no pictures on the walls of the first room save a painting of Korzuma II that hung over the parlor fireplace, odd given Rultahn’s high income and the recently developed Luskaitian tradition of placing photographs of one’s family about the home. 

			The office struck each of them as incredibly eloquent and finely furnished as they entered, but its décor also gave off a nearly religious vibe. Its walls were studded with framed passages from the Bastion of Will, a bundle of Luskaitian identification tags hanging behind his well-crafted desk sat below a gold plaque that read ‘Those who fall for noble causes be not forgotten’, and a copy of the Bastion of Will, plated with gold and studded with turquoise, sat in pride of place within a display case upon his desk. The bookshelves to either side of the door were filled with historical and religious writings, many spines bearing the name of Thunkahl or preceding high priests whose names lived on grandly in Luskaitian memory, and on the front of his desk was displayed a Khandaari head preserved by the taxidermist’s art set upon a plaque, a Bastion of Will quote engraved on it that read ‘When Harak slew his first of the Dark kin, he felt pain. But out of pain blossoms order and glory, the fruit of our people’s struggles.’ 

			Behind the desk, hanging to either side of the identification tags, were two framed photographs. One was a photograph of a large group of men, all in Ektal uniform, standing in attention upon a multi-level rise so they could all be viewed with their officers at the front, and several machine guns and mortars displayed upon the ground before them, with a caption set on to the frame that read ‘102nd Ektal defense task force, 12th Fomhir, I.Y. 1871’. The other was a picture of Korzuma II with all three of his sons, each one in uniform. It had been taken years ago, as Ichtak figured he could be no more than three, and his brothers both looked quite a bit younger than he remembered them. The caption set into its frame read ‘A servant of Harak is a servant of the Emperor and his house, the marks of the true god on earth’. 

			“Take a seat,” Rultahn bade them as he rounded the desk and placed himself in his own fine leather armchair. They did so, each taking a spot in one of the four matching chairs that were crammed into the small room in front of the desk, with Hahln laying his crutch across the fourth.

			“So,” Rultahn asked, shifting some papers out from in front of him and bringing his eyes up to look them over, “what did you need to know?”

			“Well,” Ichtak began, after several quiet moments spent waiting for Hahln to speak, “we were wondering whether Hahln will need the full use of his leg in the hunt. He will be off the crutch by the end of the week, of course, but he will still be somewhat slow on his feet. If this hunt is to be as dangerous as it sounds, will he need all his speed to stay safe on it?”

			“I am going to lay this out truthfully,” Rultahn told them, looking to Hahln, “because I think you can all handle it. Quite honestly, the Eiden are, as I’ve said, very fast over short distances. If you can lay eyes on it, and you flee, Harak would have to bless you with unnatural speed for you to be able to outrun it before it catches you if it so desires. Sure, it is better to fly from such a situation than to attempt to stand and fight, but escape is almost never possible. The only way to bring down an Eiden is with rifles or gunfire from afar, and if it reaches you, hope and prayer will serve you better than perfectly functioning legs.”

			Several more moments of silence passed as that sunk in. It had been frank, but it had also been somewhat expected given what they had heard during their lesson for the day. Still, Ichtak, watching as Hahln looked over to them nervously, wondered if his friend still had the motivation to accompany them.

			“I say it only in utter honesty,” Rultahn said, noticing Hahln’s nervous motions. “I would rather be frank than see you deprive yourself of this honor regarding something that one shouldn’t really worry about given the circumstances.”

			“And I do appreciate that, sir,” Hahln said honestly, “but, I can’t help but be scared with something like that being laid out ahead of me.” 

			“All great deeds require courage, and the domination of fear and doubt,” Rultahn assured him. “It is quite alright to be scared, but to show it to the enemy is a good way of getting yourself killed. Fear must never be allowed to rule your actions. You will grow accustomed to the presence of danger in time, as will all of the student body here. They must if they are to graduate and function in our world.”

			Hahln sat back and tried to relax, his only query answered, now worried about being worried. Ichtak, seeing that Hahln looked to be spent on conversation for the moment, asked, “When will we be hunting them? My brothers used to go on nighttime hunts on occasion and given the way they described them, I would hate to meet something like an Eiden on one.”

			“This will be an evening hunt, stretching on into night until the beasts are caught,” Rultahn answered. “It is far easier for an Eiden to see at any time than it is for us, but because they are not nocturnal by nature, and will be unused to the jungle, especially in its darker hours, we have chosen to do it then.”

			“How will we see without being spotted?” Ichtak said, the thought of walking around with lanterns while predators were on the lookout for you striking him as odd.

			“There are newly developed attachments for the barrels of your rifles that affix something akin to an electric torch to them,” Rultahn said, “So, really, you will not be trying to avoid detection. The key lies in pursuit and awareness, and choosing your path safely.”

			Ichtak nodded, his curiosity, for the moment, satisfied. 

			“If an Eiden killed you, would it hurt?” Hahln asked rather childishly from his seat, truly deep into wondering about it.

			“No, not really, in truth,” Rultahn told him earnestly. “I would not think so. A bullet or a knife can leave you bleeding and gasping for days, but even a light slap from an Eiden could cave in all of your ribs. I would say that, from my experience, there is usually no time to even ask for aid. If you are hit, you die.”

			Hahln sat back once more, only slightly relieved. Ichtak waited several moments to see if Hahln had anything else to say, and with neither he nor Tlalli making any noise, he stood, saying, “Well, if we are out of questions for you, we’d best be off. I would like to get to riflery quickly and see if I can get my hands on a weapon for early practice.”

			“That is a plan,” Tlalli said, standing up as well. 

			“Well then, I will allow you all to show yourselves out,” Rultahn said, sliding back in his chair and giving a casual but respectful sitting bow to the prince. “I wish you all luck and Harak’s blessings. I will be down to help instruct when the main class begins. Listen to Tlalli if you find yourself having trouble. She is an excellent shot.”

			With Hahln gathering up his crutch and catching up to them, they passed back through the grandiose but small rooms and came out into the halls. As they made their way down the paths they had been shown along earlier in the day, Tlalli asked, “Have you ever fired a rifle before, Ichtak?”

			“Never,” Ichtak told her. “They are not allowed to be fired on palace grounds unless some emergency requires it. I have disassembled a musket from the New Luskaitian colonial period that my father had in his collection though, when he needed it cleaned.”

			“A lot has changed in two hundred years,” Tlalli laughed, “I’m afraid that won’t help you clean or load a modern rifle. But, it has gotten easier, as I’m sure you know. It probably won’t take you all that long to get familiar with it.”

			As they proceeded down the stairs and finally out of the building, Ichtak forgot any worries he harbored. Though he did not notice it while laughing and joking with Tlalli, Hahln did not share his ease.
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			The humans yelled and ordered one another about in their alien tongue outside the cage-backed truck in which Baldur stood, but he paid them little heed. He had expected a death atop the stepped temples in Tepek, but after being loaded onto one of these roaring mechanical devilries with two of his brothers in captivity and being carted out of the city and many hours into the jungle, his eyes wasted no effort on his captors. If they wanted them dead, they would kill them, and there was nothing he could do about it from the inside of this cage, as much as that tore at him. What mattered now was that the vehicle had stopped, and that the looming and threatening jungle, darkened by the oncoming night, lay all around them.

			“This is soft skin trickery,” Einar, the beaten and broken but still strong and capable warrior seated on the floor of the truck bed muttered. “They will kill us out in the trees. I know it.”

			“Maybe our people are bargaining with them, for prisoner exchange,” Offered Gudbrand, who sat opposite Einar, the space being quite cramped with the three of their massive forms within it. “After all, we have a thane with us.”

			“Luskaitians do not negotiate with Eiden,” Baldur said, his eyes not leaving the dusk shrouded trees. “It has always been that way.”

			“But, my thane,” Gudbrand said, some hope in his voice, “why else would we be brought out here, away from those foul temples?” 

			The truck backed up several feet to a low, crude, and new-looking stone wall, the top of which was barely below the bottom of the bed of the truck, and halted once again. As Baldur turned his head from side to side, looking down the wall, he saw countless machine guns and Luskaitian guardsmen to man them stationed along it. It stretched off in both directions through the jungle growth and well out of his vision. Looking upward coldly through the bars as two Luskaitian guardsmen walked out onto the roof of the cage from atop the halted truck’s cab, he said, “Tarakahm knows, but it wasn’t for our own good.”

			He thought he knew well what would happen here. They would be herded out of their cage and gunned down by the cowardly warm bloods right there in the clear stretch of low grass before the true jungle closed in. How humiliating, he thought. More humiliating than being captured at the end of a raid instead of dying in the combat like so many others had, more humiliating than being paraded in front of children for lessons, and more humiliating than being shocked into a rage for no better reason than to give some Luskaitian horror house a new scent. As the spineless creatures atop the cage began to carefully draw up the door to the cage, he turned his head back to look at his fellows and ordered, “Stand. Let us show them no exhaustion or fear. It has been an honor fighting with you.”

			Einar was up beside him in an instant, and Gudbrand was not long behind in joining them. They were all large, but the Thane stood strongest and noblest among them, and he did not let the strain of their situation show on him at all, his posture still aggressive and his expression one of suppressed and vitalizing rage despite his many minor injuries. Their long stay in the depths of Voul without sunlight had weakened them tremendously, perhaps more than any torture they had endured, but they had gotten plenty of light during the trip here, and they were ready to give these men a fight if they could manage.

			Two Luskaitian soldiers came up either side of the cage with shock prods, meaning to force the Eiden out, but they could not reach them before Baldur strode forth and onto the grass, turning back immediately to face the gun line, with his companions doing the same. There they stood for several long moments, each waiting for gunshots that did not come, each judging which of these strange little folk were close enough to reach while under fire and rip limb from limb before being felled by the cruel bullets of the southerners. As they continued this standoff, Baldur could feel the patience and nerve of his companions wane, and after several minutes had passed with no sound from either Luskaitian or Eiden, Einar stepped forward, a long, hissing, and guttural roar escaping his throat as he approached the line. 

			As Baldur reached out to hold back his friend, several gunshots rang out from separate weapons, but none hit the Eiden. Instead they danced along the ground before their feet, keeping them back in their position. Gudbrand stepped up behind them and took them lightly by the shoulders, whispering, “Let’s just make a run for it. If they’ve not got sense enough to shoot us, let them drool. There is no wall ahead.”

			“I don’t trust this at all,” Einar said, his scowl not fading.

			“Come,” Baldur ordered, turning around with Gudbrand, “I don’t trust it either. But the only path we have open to us is to just move on. We will have to see just what kind of Luskaitian tricks they have in store.”

			Reluctantly, Einar joined them and they made their way off, first slowly and expectant of pain from behind as bullets tore into them, but then running and finally sprinting out into the already shadowed, oppressive trees, not a single shot coming after them. They ran like that for several minutes through the dark and choking growth before Baldur halted them.

			“Stop,” Baldur called, “we should conserve what energy we can in this alien place. We will need it unless our notions about the warm-bloods are mistaken.” 

			“This place will be foul after dark,” Einar murmured, looking around at his already shrouded and dim surroundings, which would only grow more obscure as the night came on. Their eyes were good, but did not make up for the complete absence of light, which was close to what the deeper jungles of Luskaiti come to at nightfall. 

			“All of us will stick together,” Baldur said firmly, “And we will move north. I expect we’ll find surprises waiting for us, but I see no better option.”

			With only nods coming from his comrades, Baldur strode off into the growth with them in tow. This was certainly not normal, but he was not going to simply lay down and rest in the heat and dark of these strange plants. As he led his fellow warriors off through the strange maze of growth and tangle, a thought crossed his mind. Perhaps, he mused, they will come in after us.

			“Keep your eyes open, and your noses to the wind,” Baldur warned them. “I expect we won’t be alone and free in this stretch of godforsaken jungle for long.”
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			After a week of intense practice and training, Ichtak, Tlalli, and Hahln sat riding alongside with Tlaloc, Rultahn, and a hunting party of their other classmates in the back of an open topped truck, their number thirty in total. Near at hand to each of the students sat their newly issued rifles, and all of them looked about the rough jungle road, which, though most of the other trucks had broken away onto other roads headed for their own destinations, bore several more vehicles much like their own, wondering when they would reach their designated hunting ground. The dusk was quickly falling away before the closing night and the occasionally flickering lights of the trucks did little to brighten up the surrounding jungle beyond the road. Ichtak, along with many other students, found himself worried about not only the Eiden they would be facing, but the other predators that called this place home, many of which were predominately active at night. 

			Stories of the big cats that stalked the jungles, along with tales of other things such as venomous snakes or the fabled minhocão, were fresh in their minds. Some particular favorites of parents or minders attempting to keep youngsters entertained and quiet were the tale of the Huehytakh, great spiders that lived in tunnels beneath the earth and who only came to the exits to watch for prey after the sun had left the sky, or of the Kumanqa, a large carnivorous plant more than capable of ensnaring a full grown man with poisonous, barbed vines and pulling them, paralyzed, into its waiting maw. These tales were all fine and good behind city walls or inside of one’s home, but when preparing to trek through the jungle at night, they could not help but think of them and be unnerved.

			“It always looks so peaceful at night from up high in the city,” Hahln said, almost inaudible over the talk of other students and, of course, the engine. “Standing on the walls of the palace and looking out to the distant horizon makes the forest look like a paradise. Now that we’re out here, it seems more intimidating than beautiful.”

			“It will be worse when we’re out of the truck,” Ichtak said, looking back at the vehicles trailing them and at the jungle behind, Tepek having slipped out of sight due to a combination of distance and thick growth hours ago. I had better make sure I get back there still breathing, he thought.

			“Don’t talk like that,” Tlalli told them both. “You’ll have yourselves scared into running away before we even spot an Eiden’s tracks, let alone kill one.”

			“Hard not to out here,” Hahln commented, looking around warily once more. He could not at first be sure, but as the truck moved farther down the road, he could swear there was light, and not light from the trucks, coming from between the darkened trees ahead and to the right. Tapping Ichtak on the shoulder, he said, “Look. Maybe we’re not too far off.”

			The truck soon rounded a bend in the narrow, one lane dirt road, and the students were struck by bright firelight from many bonfires arrayed behind a low stone wall that ran off as far as any of them could see in either direction into the masking growth. Behind it stood uniformed Ektal, and along its top were mounted machine guns of the most modern Luskaitian design. So intent were the soldiers on the area before them that only two, no doubt assigned the duty to do so, even turned their heads away from the enclosure when the truck pulled closer to them. They motioned over to a clear-cut section of the jungle, in the direction of which their truck turned. The trucks in tow continued on along the road ahead, not splitting off, bound for their own destinations.

			Tlaloc was the first to stand on their vehicle, but Rultahn, who had come with them to see the prince and his daughter off, and had spent the entire ride in conversation with the Ektal initiate, pulled at his sleeve, and, drawing him closer, he whispered something to the young man that made him shiver slightly. But, beating that back with the willpower only a lifetime spent preparing for Ektal service could bring, he called, “Everyone off the truck, and be sure you have your weapons fitted with their lights! We will need them in the jungle tonight.”

			As the students all made their way out of the vehicle, passing the seated Rultahn on their way off, Ichtak and his friends found themselves some of the last to leave, as they had been seated right up against the truck’s cab. The Lord Ektal patted Ichtak’s shoulder as he passed, and said to all of them, “Bring back a trophy worthy of a good story for me.”

			Ichtak, in the grips of fresh nervousness now that they had reached their destination and seen the measures taken against escapes, nodded in Rultahn’s direction silently and made his way off the truck. Tlalli saluted her father and followed suit, and Hahln, without a crutch but not without some trace of a limp, did his best not to stumble getting out of the bed of the vehicle while bearing most of his weight on one leg. As the three looked about with both eagerness and nervousness filling their minds, they joined the main body of students, who stood behind Tlaloc, who in turn stood before one of the Ektal stationed at an even lower point in the wall which lacked direct defenses and must be an entrance of some kind. They made their way around the group and got as close as they could to Tlaloc to try and hear what was being said.

			Tlaloc was asking basic details of the guard, along the lines of when the Eiden had been let loose and how long they had been unaccounted for anywhere along the ring encircling the large hunting area. After several minutes of this, he thanked the man and turned to face them.

			“Though I know it has been stressed many times already,” Tlaloc began in his best emulation of a commanding officer, “I must remind you to stay together, to keep calm and logical, and to rely on each other. Whatever happens in these trees, stay with the group and keep your weapon close at hand.”

			There was utter silence amongst the students, most looking right at Tlaloc, and many others looking about hopelessly trying to source the confusing and mysterious sounds of the blackened nocturnal jungle. 

			“We will be entering now,” Tlaloc continued, “so turn on the electric torches and keep them on unless I order otherwise. If you should get separated from the group for any reason, try to find our lights. They will be easy to spot out there in the dark.”

			As Tlaloc turned from them and stepped over the lowest section of wall, Ichtak hurriedly followed, tapping his arm to get his attention as he drew nearer. 

			“Tlaloc,” Ichtak asked as the initiate’s attention was turned to him, though Tlaloc’s eyes still darted back to the jungle often, “what did Rultahn tell you? You looked just fine until you heard whatever it was he passed along. What was it?”

			“I am not supposed to tell you,” Tlaloc told him, “but, I suppose a question from royalty is not something that any Luskaitian can turn down easily. Don’t breathe a word of this to Rultahn.”

			Ichtak nodded, looking over his shoulder to ensure his friends were at least a few feet away before whispering, “Of course, just between us.”

			“Do you remember the Eiden that was displayed before us near the beginning of the week? The huge one with the orange-yellow scale markings?” Tlaloc asked.

			“Sure,” Ichtak answered quietly. “Is it here?”

			“Yes,” Tlaloc told him, “but it isn’t just any Eiden. It’s one of their thanes, their field marshals, in a way. We are in for quite a hunt tonight.”

			Realizing that the students were shuffling closer to the jungle, Tlaloc shot up and jogged ahead of the group once more, repeating his earlier command of ‘Stick together’, then pushing his way into one of the less thick patches of undergrowth, rifle leading. The students followed, with Ichtak motioning for his friends to make up some space and follow him near the front of the line. Once they had pushed in together once more, they entered the trees with caution.

			Though everyone in the party had an electric torch, it did not make seeing in the dark of the nocturnal jungle much easier. Most kept their lights pointed downward a majority of the time, ensuring they did not trip over any unforeseen obstacle or step on anything dangerous. Some patches of them, though, like Ichtak, Tlalli, and Hahln, worked out that if those in the lead and the rear of their part of the party, Ichtak in front and Hahln behind, kept their own eyes out on the ground, then Tlalli, who stood in the middle and was the best shot of the three, could shift her light through the trees and keep her eyes on their surroundings, being guided by the other two if there was anything unusual in their way. Tlaloc, far more experienced in the nighttime jungles than any of them, did not have to turn his light downward often, and instead spent his time shifting back and forth through the group, looking carefully over every one of their flanks before moving on, taking a head count as he went and asking for reports from students near the rear or sides of the group. Everything came back positive, save the odd sighting of a snake to be avoided or some large spider on a tree branch, and the lot of them knew well enough to keep their distance from these things.

			Every sound of the dark jungle, from exotic birds performing their nightly calls and monkeys high up in the canopy whooping and howling at one another, to the disturbance of vegetation just outside their line of sight by larger animals on the ground with them, sent the students glancing around anxiously, which meant that, in the constant buzz of sound all about them, they were almost constantly swinging about expecting to see a jaguar, tiger, or worse come bursting through the brush or come springing out of the trees. A flower on the vine of a lush plant that in the day would have looked beautiful would set one of the youngsters to jumping as they turned their lights on them in the dark and suddenly found themselves looking at a bright patch of red or yellow amongst the dark blanket of rich greens. 

			“Do you see anything?” Hahln would occasionally prompt his friends in front of him, not comforted at all by their answers of no. They were all on edge, but Hahln was certainly the worst of the three, jumping at every noise and coming very close to discharging a shot at a fallen tree branch from above that landed close to the path, which he would have done had the safety on his gun not been active. 

			When Tlaloc halted, whistled and held up his right hand to signal them to stop after nearly an hour’s nervous wanderings, many were startled. As they cautiously grouped up around him, they found that he was knelt down, looking the wet ground before them over under his light, they were put even more on edge. Under the play of Tlaloc’s light was a patch of moist ground with little growth on it, and in this soil were several tracks made by large, four toed feet which all of them recognized as those of the Eiden.

			“These are fairly fresh,” Tlaloc remarked, “No more than half an hour old, I would guess. We are getting close. Keep wary, and keep your weapons prepared for use.”

			Tlaloc straightened, a look of determination on his face as he scanned the area around the now more tightly packed group once more, counted them, and, judging all to be well, led on deeper into the jungle. The students followed, not daring to spread out even to the slight extent that they had been before. Several more minutes had passed as they wound through some incredibly thick brush when Tlalli jumped just slightly, the movement barely registered by Hahln, who stood beside her. Her light lingered on a patch of growth a ways off for a few moments, the stillness drawing Ichtak’s attention around, and then she turned to look at them.

			“There were eyes over there,” Tlalli told them, drawing the attention of Tlaloc and a few of the other young hunters up near the front of the group. “High off the ground, too. And there aren’t any trees in that patch of fern.” 

			Many lights found the patch of thick greenery Tlalli had been looking to, and observed it closely, as if those holding them expected whatever had been lurking there to reappear for them to see. Tlaloc looked over, then turned back around, saying, “It will have moved on. Stay alert. We don’t want to be taken by surprise out here.”

			“Tlalli,” Hahln said quietly as they moved on, asking hopefully, “It wouldn’t have been a jaguar, would it?”

			“Not a chance,” She told him, her eyes not leaving the surrounding trees, “the eyes were too far off the ground, and it couldn’t have been in a tree as there weren’t any. Besides, they were too far apart on the head. And finally, cats’ eyes don’t light up that way under any kind of light.”

			“What way?” Hahln asked nervously.

			“It was a reddish orange, like coals in the bottom of a fire,” She told him. 

			Hahln stopped asking questions and simply followed in scared silence, his eyes now on the trees instead of his feet.
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			“They are just man spawn,” Einar told the others as he strode up to where they sat, shrouded beneath a huge leafed plant in the gloom, “Little ones, all uniformed and carrying rifles, just one elder soldier among them, if you can call soft skins elders. They stink of fear, you can probably smell them all across this little patch of hell.”

			They all could indeed smell the children’s worry from here, though they were far out of their lines of sight. It was why they had dispatched Einar to see what was making the odor in the first place. 

			“If we are encircled and trapped with human runts,” Gudbrand said venomously, “then let us kill those we can before we are brought down. How may are there?”

			“Thirty in total,” Answered Einar. “A lot of guns, even if they are wielded by man spawn.”

			“I don’t want to assault a group of spawn until we know we have no other alternative,” Baldur, who had been quite silent after their discovery of the rest of the defended circle, told them sternly, not meeting their eyes as he looked off in the direction of the human scents that so overpowered them. 

			“What, out of mercy?” Gudbrand said, some annoyance creeping into his usually reverent voice. He did not like the thane’s mopey and weak willed attitude now, so unfitting their situation. He would not go down hunted out and shot in a burrow like some badger, but make an end in some kind of combat. Standing up and walking over to look Baldur in the eye, he asked, “Have you forgotten when they took Erik Gustavson’s brood and skewered them on pikes out before the tribe’s hall? Have you forgotten the young warriors of our people, barely into their fifties, which they strapped down and butchered in the temple right before us?”

			When Baldur did not immediately answer, he stooped down closer to his face and said, “I am going to kill as many of them as I can, and you can either come with me, or stay here and be hunted down like some elk calf.”

			Baldur stood and shoved Gudbrand back and out of his face. He could accept his companion’s annoyance with him, but there were certain lines that, as a thane, he would not allow to be crossed. For a moment, it looked as if the two would rip each other to pieces right then and there, but Einar stepped between the pair and cooled them with the words, “I have been fighting the southerners for fifty years, and Baldur has even longer. I agree with you, Gudbrand. But I will not go anywhere to fight unless Baldur goes there with me. Either path we choose, don’t fight one another when our enemies are all around us.”

			Gudbrand exhaled deeply and walked calmly over to Baldur, nodding apologetically to him and clapping him on his thick shoulder, gripping him firmly. Baldur did the same, a sign of deep respect not to be taken lightly among the Eiden, among whom physical contact of any kind was so rare.

			“I don’t want to be remembered as a hunter of spawn, even if they are Luskaitian spawn,” Baldur told them, “but there are few options, and I doubt we, dying out here in enemy territory, will ever be sung of at home. If both of you wish an assault on the hunting party, I will give it my all.”

			Gudbrand nodded, and Einar, looking back through the jungle and sniffing deeply, nodded.
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			After nearly half an hour’s uneventful wanderings, Tlaloc stiffened and lifted his rifle. Ichtak froze, as did many of the other students who realized what was going on, and looked forward, attempting to spot something before them. Tlalli stepped up beside him, gun readied and pointed toward the brush before them, with Hahln following suit in a much more shaky fashion. The moments that followed seemed like an eternity, dragging ever onwards as the students formed up and looked forward into the dark wall of green leaves which stood before them. 

			It was not long before Ichtak heard Tlalli begin to mutter the prayer before battle, and he joined her along with several others around them in reciting it. As they finished their recital, and nothing had happened, Ichtak resolved to stand repeating the prayer over and over silently to himself until either they continued to move or something happened.

			Just as Ichtak was about to inch over and ask Tlaloc just what was going on, the brush before them exploded with motion. Three huge forms, the largest one in front, burst from their cover in a blur of motion, and though they were many yards off they were clearly going to cover the distance quite swiftly. A peculiar but terrifying roar issued from them, a kind of thunderous and growling hiss that was loud enough to be heard on the perimeter quite some distance off. The students began to fire after Tlaloc took the first shot, but their aim was not generally good enough to impact the area they had been told to shoot for, their accuracy not aided by the shock of the moment. The Eiden ran on, bleeding slightly from many small wounds in their scaled flesh, but neither slowing nor showing they felt any real pain from the hits. 

			As the Eiden drew painfully close, one of the smaller ones arched backwards and fell, caught in the eye by a fortunate shot from one of the hunters. This did little to slow the other Eiden, but as the dying one let out a moaning growl, the others were whipped into a frenzy, and an all too familiar stench hit them almost immediately. When the two remaining Eiden reached the group, the smaller of the two split off to its right and dived into the center of the party, panicked screams and more gunfire coming from the crowd. The larger of the two, though, whose orange markings set him apart from the others and whose wild eyes locked on Tlaloc, veered towards the prince’s part of the party. 

			Tlaloc stepped back several times as he desperately made to reload his rifle, its four shot clips already expended twice over, but the strides of the angered Eiden were much quicker. It raised its huge right arm high, and in a lame attempt to block the blow, Tlaloc threw his rifle desperately upwards in a clubbing motion at the limb. The blow bounced off the falling arm quite harmlessly, and, realizing his doom, the Ektal initiate attempted to let himself drop to the ground out of the reach of the thing’s clawed hand. Tlaloc’s head, not even close to being out of the way in time, was snapped sideways violently as the hand made its impact, the whole of his face being torn brutally by the dulled claws of the Eiden, which brought its leg up to kick the limp Tlaloc backward and into the group of students.    

			 Though more bullets had ripped into its frame while it had been dealing with Tlaloc, the Eiden turned to face the child who had fired one of the final shots at it, the beast’s eyes shifting to Ichtak. They were just several strides of the abhuman’s long legs away from one another, and the prince felt he knew he was doomed. The Eiden looked hurt, but was certainly not dead yet, and as it growled and began on its way forward, Ichtak fired the last bullet in his small clip, piercing the thing’s gut but not slowing it in the slightest. In fact, it quickened its pace, if anything.

			To Ichtak’s surprise, Hahln shot forward around him, wielding his emptied rifle like a club and ramming it sidelong into the thing’s chest as it approached. His brave efforts were barely registered by the hulking reptile, however, who threw the boy to the ground violently with a shove from its left arm, its eyes still on Ichtak, who was now fully within reach of his brutal, natural weaponry. 

			As Ichtak lifted his rifle to attempt to ward off any blow that came his way, his mind telling him that everything was surely over, Tlalli made her move. Having slipped her bayonet from its place in the side of her boot, she threw her rifle to the ground and ducked down, sprinting forward in that low position towards the thing, her woefully small weapon in hand. She drove it into the thing’s stomach with all of her momentum and tried to use that speed to drag it across its more vulnerable scales. Her strength and speed were not enough to do a terrible amount of damage, however, and she had to let go of the knife as it caught just several inches into its slide, her forward movement carrying her off stumbling to land near Hahln. 

			Though her wound had not been fatal, it was incredibly surprising to the focused Eiden, and it was indeed deep enough to be painful. His blow, which Ichtak’s raised rifle did little to ease, was only a fraction of what it could have been, and in fact mostly missed him. But it was still an incredible hit. The entire left side of Ichtak’s face lit up with pain, and he was thrown to the ground to writhe as the numb shock quickly left him and the agony set in. 

			As he lay there on the ground, listening to gunfire, roars, and screams, he forgot about the Eiden that may well be preparing to kill him, before whom he was sprawled helplessly and to whom his back now faced. His hand went up to his face, whose left side felt like a bloodied and torn rag under his fingers. He could not see anything with his left eye, and blood was gushing from four long, jagged gashes in his skin, one of which had taken quite a chunk out of his nose. He sat there grasping his face, not thinking of anything besides the pain, and then he thought of Hahln and Tlalli. They had tried to stop it. Hahln, as scared as he was, had stepped up to defend him. What a fool he had been to doubt him.

			Before his scattered and confused thoughts could find any center, however, the jungle before his new position erupted with new sound. More gunfire, yells, and horns, these of grown men. He raised his head to look, his obscured and hazy vision showing him what he was sure were many, many Ektal, perhaps fifty or more, running out of the trees, guns blazing. 

			“The prince!” He heard as he began to drift off from consciousness. “Defend the prince! Bring them down!”

			As booted feet surrounded him and he felt gloved hands on him, checking his pulse and patting him as if to get his attention, he was swept into blackness, his last sight being of Hahln and Tlalli leaning over him, calling out to him, with turbaned Ektal milling about behind them, trying to get the pair out of their way.
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			Ichtak awoke to the sound of rustling papers, and his first sight was that of a dull grey ceiling. In a haze, he looked about, his vision taking a moment to focus. He was laid out in a bed, though he had no idea where. The room about him was quite dull and bare save a small, simple, and fairly elaborately framed painting of a triskelion hanging on the wall across from where the head of his bed stood, bearing no furniture that he could see to the right of him and having no windows. He tried to turn his head about to see the left side of the room, and a dull ache began in his upper neck and along his jawline, then moved up that side of his face and peaked over his eye. It was a burn like freshly cut flesh rubbing up against something rough, but amplified many times over. His hand shot experimentally up to his head, and he found that a thick patch of bandaging linen was wrapped around more than half of his face, which felt numb and odd to the touch out from under the cloth, and painful and ragged beneath it. His left eye was also covered, which explained his somewhat restricted vision, which was hazed in addition to being halved. Worry shot through him as he tried to remember where he was, and how he had gotten there, and, perhaps most importantly, why he was bandaged up like this.

			“Lay back,” a familiar voice which he knew well, but for some reason could not place, urged him softly. “You are hurt, prince. You are in the hands of Harak and his healers, now. Sleep.” 

			And so Ichtak did, whatever kind of blurred and rambling drug induced state he was in making a deep slumber all too easy to slip into. Though his prior, featureless sleep had been void of any dreams so far as he could remember, his mind now turned to visions of the deep jungle, of aged temples not surrounded by urban sprawl. Most vivid in his mind after the fact was his recollection of wandering through an old, overgrown ruin as night fell, laying eyes on sculpture, architecture and religious script whose beautiful and striking nature was hardly ever seen recreated amongst the Luskaitians of today, great works of splendor which nature had not marred beyond appreciation through all the passing of time and ravages of plant life that were so obvious around him. All was quiet and peaceful, and that serenity in a place so accustomed to the omnipresent sound of jungle life did not unsettle the prince or strike him as odd, but calmed him considerably.

			It was from these kinds of wanderings that Ichtak awoke when he did so for the second time, the sound of worn and well-aged papers being shifted and turned pulling him from sleep once more. He tried to shift his head to the left again, his pain not so great as to dissuade him from the movement, but more than enough to make him wince. Before him was an open doorway in the center of the featureless wall at which he stared, the corridor outside showing an equally bland look. Next to this was a simple wooden stool, on which sat a robed and turbaned figure flipping through the pages of an old leather-bound book and murmuring quite softly to himself. His face was downturned toward his text, his fingers tracing paths along the lines of its pages. Ichtak thought that he could place the quieted voice, and the bony and gnarled hands, but once more in his haze he failed to put his finger on it for several long moments. 

			As he listened to this man and struggled to catch any of his words for a few dragging minutes, he finally found his answer, the fog that lay upon his mind clearing ever so slightly the longer he lay there. It was Thunkahl, of that he was sure. He struggled to prop himself up a bit more, giving himself a better view of his surroundings.

			The old man’s gaze raised slowly from his book when Ichtak made his move, and he immediately rose, coming over to the boy’s bedside and gently forcing him back downwards into a relaxed position, saying, “Do not overexert yourself, your highness. It is best that you get as much rest as you can.”

			“Where are we?” Ichtak asked as he lay back down, far more alert than he had been earlier, and thoroughly curious, rubbing his bandaged face gingerly as he continued. “What happened?” 

			“We are in the infirmary of the Reitakh academy in Tepek,” Thunkahl told him, shifting his stool over closer to the bed so that the prince could look to him without craning his head, “You were assailed by the children of the great enemy out in the jungle. The Eiden assaulted your party with terrible result. But, you have lived, and what is more, you have been blessed.”

			A flood of memory, scrambled and inexact, but present all the same, flooded back into his mind, a look of worry crossing his face as he asked, “What happened? Are Hahln and Tlalli alright? What about Tlaloc?”

			“Calm yourself, young man,” Thunkahl urged him. “Tlaloc has fallen, but he did so in battle with the abhumans. He will be well remembered for that. Your young friends are all right. Hahln made it out with only a broken arm, and Tlalli is uninjured, save perhaps being a little disappointed. They have both been kept from you for now, though, given that you need peace and solitude for a time. You have received a great blessing from the lord, and that is not to be taken lightly. You must be made aware of it before we allow you any ill advised excitement or distraction.”

			“What blessing?” Ichtak prompted, sadness at hearing of Tlaloc’s demise made less weighing and powerful by his realization that he had completely rushed over the mention of such a blessing in Thunkahl’s earlier statement. “What do you mean?”

			“Think deeply, your highness,” Thunkahl told him. “In that jungle, those beasts did something to you that sets you in a group separate from most mortals. It places you amongst those whose physical frame has been altered in honor of Harak.”

			Ichtak rubbed his hand along his bandages once more, beginning to understand.

			“You have been marred as our Harak was marred, my lord,” Thunkahl said reverently, “I know well the pages of the book to be read, but one does not have to be a scholar of the faith to recognize when a serpent draws blood from the face of a god. You have lost an eye, young prince, gained a few scars, and in the process, come closer to Harak, if that is possible for one of the royal and god-blooded line of Tlatoani.”

			“What does that mean?” Ichtak asked, thinking it too simple a question as soon as he had posed it, but still needing to know. 

			“It is a mark of faith and support,” Thunkahl explained, motioning to his own dead eye as he pressed on, “Some followers of Harak who choose the most righteous of paths, to serve as his priests, mar themselves to show their dedication. But you have been marked on the lord’s whim, separate of your own hand. You must truly be a pious soul at heart, and he has had the good grace to recognize it.”

			Ichtak absorbed that, trying to wrap his mind around his deity allowing an Eiden to harm him, but giving him a mark of service as a reward for his pain.

			“I have been perusing great tales of our past, both those known to me and those of more remote, eldritch eras,” Thunkahl told him, lifting the old book he held and taking Ichtak’s shoulder lightly. “I cannot be sure, but I believe he has set you apart for a reason. He has great plans for you, young man. Grand plans, plans to bring forth the most extravagant of golden ages for our empire, plans that are built upon your shoulders, Ichtak.”

			Ichtak thought of his dreams, of great beauty being found in antiquities. Had they been meaningful visions? Had he known in some subconscious part of him that such a destiny had been given to him, or, more exhilarating still, had Harak been attempting to tell him so? The prince reigned himself in, though, as something else from his memory, something that had troubled him without his being able to place it, came to the fore.

			“Where did the Ektal come from?” Ichtak asked, staring off at the triskelion painting on the wall. “We should have been dead, and they came to save us. Where were they?”

			“They were jungle stalkers,” Thunkahl told him, the name of the Ektal’s stealthy guerilla fighters bringing many images of strength and power to any Luskaitian’s mind. “Your father had them following your party the entire time. They were only to intervene if absolutely necessary, and, as it turned out, he was right to be cautious. Harak may have blessed you with one of his marks, but you would not be standing here had your father not heeded his worries, no doubt Harak’s doing as well, and sent those men in after the party to keep tabs on you.”

			Despite his fortunate escape from demise, Ichtak could not help but feel somewhat diminished by the fact that their group had been in the eyes of highly trained ambush troops the entire time, their sole goal to ensure that the prince survived should his group not prove capable of handling the threat loose in the trees with them. And though they had indeed failed to prove themselves, and had truly needed the aid, it did not diminish the guilt that it had been anticipated, at least to an extent.

			“Do not look disappointed,” Thunkahl said, “your father has the very mightiest kingdom and an heir to protect. And, as I have said, had it not been for Harak’s influence, that aid would not have come and you and your friends may well have fallen.”

			“How many were killed?” Asked Ichtak, his mind wandering back to the screams of those who had been in the path of the other Eiden who had reached the group that night. 

			“Five,” Thunkahl told him, “Four students and the initiate. All were fighting the children of Tarakahm, and all can expect fair treatment for their souls. But that is enough dark talk today. You still require much rest, prince, for your wounds, while divinely bestowed, are grave. Lay back, and tomorrow, your father will come to see you. He is anxious to visit, and overjoyed that his son has come home to him.”

			“Has he been here already?” Ichtak asked, a more excited and childish tone to his voice than was normal for him. Though he did his best to stifle it, it shone through to Thunkahl regardless.

			“He sat by you all the first night,” Thunkahl told him, backing his stool up once more. “He only left to see to his duties once we were sure you would make it through the coming days, though I don’t think he ever lost faith in that being the case.”

			“How long have I been here?” Ichtak asked as he settled back down into a more comfortable position, the mention of ‘first day’ making him wonder.

			“Four days,” Thunkahl told him. “We have kept you asleep. The miracles of modern medicine are many, Harak be praised, and the more efficiently we can usher you into good health, the better your education at Reitakh shall be for it.”

			Ichtak, his mind still racing but drugs wearing on his alertness, quickly started to drift off, his worries slipping away as sleep took him. But, just as he was on the verge of any real slumber, many booted feet coming down the hall and entering the room alerted him, and as he forced his groggy eyes open and looked towards the door, he saw Thunkahl saluting as rigidly as his age allowed, his tome having been dropped forgotten to the floor, and Rultahn, his reverent eyes on Ichtak and his wounds, standing off to the side of the door. His father, Korzuma, filled the doorway, nodding to the priest’s welcome, and behind the emperor stood the many uniformed Ektal guards that had accompanied him to the room.

			Korzuma, seeing his son looking up at him, quickly strode over and knelt beside the bed. He looked Ichtak’s bandaged face over, meeting his uncovered eye with his generally distant features displaying an expression of genuine relief, saying, “I had worried so much that something would happen to you out in the jungle, and that we would be left hopeless. But you have come through alive, and with a mark worthy of Harak, no less.”

			“Father,” Ichtak said, still shaking himself out of drowsiness the best he could, “Thunkahl said you would come tomorrow. What are you doing here?”

			“My business is taking me to Voul,” Korzuma told him. “We are going to prepare a ceremony for those killed in the hunt, and display the slain Eiden for all to see. I decided to stop by and check in on you. It has certainly proved worthwhile.”

			He patted Ichtak’s shoulder lightly, and Ichtak felt fairly ecstatic despite his physically and mentally numbing medications. His father looked deeply concerned, and if there was one thing he had always strove for it was to garner some attention from his ever occupied parent. Even if it was only because of injury, he was incredibly glad to have it.

			“When will the ceremony be?” Ichtak asked, hoping desperately that he could attend. He wanted to see the Eiden put to shame before god, wanted to see his slain friend honorably burned atop Voul, given a true soldier’s funeral. 

			“In Two days,” Korzuma told him. “We need time to gather the offerings, and to warn people of the event. We also need to give you some time to recover, of course.”

			“I can come?” Ichtak asked, relieved. “Will I get a spot atop Voul? I would like to watch the Eiden mongrels being sent to the abyss.”

			“Of course,” Korzuma replied, a proud look in his eyes. “There will be fresh sacrifices, as well. We will bring shame to Tarakahm on that day, and bring honor to those who fell in Harak’s name. I wouldn’t want you to be deprived of the spectacle.”

			“I cannot wait to see it,” Ichtak told him, his anticipation wiping all of his notions of drowsiness away.

			“I will let you rest,” Korzuma told him, grasping his shoulder reassuringly as he rose. “You need the sleep. Thunkahl will continue to watch and pray over you. I will see you again tomorrow, my boy.”

			Ichtak watched as his father left, his retinue in tow, with Rultahn throwing him a slight smile and a salute before silently exiting. He was left alone in the room with Thunkahl once more, who still looked star struck by the emperor’s sudden appearance. 

			“That was quite a surprise,” Thunkahl said, more to himself than to Ichtak, before sitting back down and looking to the prince, saying, “Now, do your best to get some more sleep. I don’t think we shall have any more visitors this day.”

			As it turned out, Thunkahl was right, but that didn’t make it easier for Ichtak to find sleep. It took nearly an hour for him to finally drift off as he thought of all that had happened up to his injury, and all that lay ahead. Finally, his thoughts turned to dreaming and he was again exploring vast structures of older and more remote eons, hearing the wise voices of ages past, and hoping that he could live up to the expectations of all those who had come before him. The beauty reflected around him made the prince certain that if he could manage to revive the old ways, he could bring about a golden age of faith and power once more.	
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			Climbing the steps of Voul was an exhausting experience for anyone, but it also carried with it a religious semblance. One who conquered the steps of Voul was not only standing in the most holy place in the whole of the empire, but also had proved themselves dedicated enough to Harak to be worthy of looking upon the spectacles enacted there. As Ichtak climbed the long and steep stair beside Hahln and Tlalli, surrounded by mourners and armed Ektal guards all while not ten steps behind his father, he felt closer to his god. The priests chanting in the fore of the procession, Thunkahl, whose age made it necessary for him to be borne up atop an extravagant palanquin, calling out verses from the Bastion of Will, the doomed looks of the ten drugged and bound Eiden who were being dragged up the stairs by strong groups of guardsmen and the fifty chained Khandaari close behind and surrounded by Luskaitians combined to set a picture of what true homage and sacrifice was to be, topped off by the bodies of the honored slain being carried up in military fashion by uniformed Ektal.

			Thunkahl and all of his priests were clothed in older, more ceremonial clothing featuring beads of ivory, turquoise, and gold, along with shoulder and chest pieces crafted of straw woven in with silk and fine threads and chains of precious metals. Their faces bore strange designs and writing in ancient Luskaitian holy script marked out in black paint, and their turbans had been swapped out for extravagant, oversized crests of multicolored feathers taken from the most exotic avian jungle life, with Thunkahl’s being the largest. It was attire donned only on the holiest of occasions, and was rare to see used outside of the month of sacrifice, Fomhir. 

			The ceremonies taking place that day had only been announced a couple of days before, but the streets below Voul, especially those on the opposite or ‘dark’ side of the structure down which the corpses would be rolled, were full, the populace always overjoyed to see their faith brought to glory. Music rang out upon the streets and cheers went up from the crowd as priests not of high enough standing to be atop the temple delivered their condemning sermons to the masses below and the evening sky was filled with formations of Luskaitian air force planes towing long triskelion banners, all of it centered on the prince. He had survived, and come away blessed, and therefore it was a celebration, the dead being treated as aides to the prince’s survival and tools in Harak’s plan whose purposes had been served. It was a happy occasion, though given the relatively small but still present number of sacrifices that would take place atop the ziggurat, it carried with it its own share of vengeful action and insult towards the enemies who had played a role. As they neared the summit of Voul, the climbers quickened their pace, their tired legs within reach of their goal.

			It took just under an hour with breaks to climb from the ground to the top of the mountainous temple. Though the trip to the top had taken its toll, and all were exhausted as they crested the top of the stairs and found themselves facing the great ceremonial slab centered on the top of the monumental structure, the promise of religious fulfilment and revenge drove all on through that exhaustion. The sacrifices were quickly ushered into the center of the platform, and the Ektal guard surrounded them, weapons readied, lashing brutally out at any who dared show signs of struggle. The group assigned to guard the Eiden offerings was armed with strong electric prods, for even drugged the things could prove quite a hassle, and a shock served one better than bullets in calming an Eiden down. On a raised stone throne set a distance back from the altar, Korzuma took his place, and Thunkahl was put before the altar itself, he and several priests preparing daggers in blessed water and murmuring over them. The bodies of the slain were thrown atop pyres placed there the night before, and beside each a torch wielding soldier took up their place, ready to set them ablaze when the right moment came, with yet more priests wandering around these and silently reading from the Bastion of Will. Ichtak and his friends stood to the right of Korzuma’s throne, near to where Rultahn and some representatives from the Luskaitian general staff stood. Off to the throne’s left, a third group of priests had assembled around several drums.

			Tlalli and Hahln, neither of whom had ever set foot inside Voul, much less stood atop it, looked around at the city from the highest point in it, the modern high-rises dotting the more normal cityscape not coming close to the temple’s magnificent standing. Both their their uniforms, Hahln with a sling about his arm, and Ichtak stood in his own finest imperial wear, a thick bandaging still masking half his face. 

			“It’s a shame the abhumans get such a view when they’re brought up for execution,” Tlalli said, looking with some measure of disgust at the Khandaari and Eiden near the altar. “It seems like too nice a thing that the last thing they see is the lord’s city spread out below them.”

			“I agree,” Ichtak said. “It is a shame.”

			“Ah, don’t be so quick to say so,” Rultahn, hearing them from just a few steps away, cut in. “It is one of the grandest things about the location. On the climb up, one can’t help but be awestruck by the achievements of the followers of Harak. Even a beast can see the power and spectacle of Luskaiti, of true civilization run by humanity as it was meant to be, and know that they look upon pure, raw strength. It is as close as they can come to absolution. To realize the worthless nature of their own ways in the face of our own before they are sent to the block and beyond.”

			 The three looked the prisoners over, seeking signs of hopelessness, and they were indeed there. But other things were evident as well. Two Eiden sprawled out on the ground next to one another did their best to wrap their thick tails about one another before being dissuaded by shock prods. Many pairs of Khandaari spoke together in hushed tones when the guards were not within striking distance, comforting those who were gripped with panic. An older, grey muzzled one swayed lightly and chanted something, his occasional hums sounding like the low whines of a dog, and some others close by followed his lead, mimicking the movements and chant. When guards finally took up their rifles and butted the older Khandaari man with enough force to knock him down, truly injured, even more chimed in, only finally being silenced when the shock prods were turned on them.

			“I don’t think they look hopeless,” Hahln said, quietly enough for only Ichtak and Tlalli to hear.

			“We’ll see how they get on with that after the first of them go to the altar,” Tlalli said, mistaking the bit of sorrow in Hahln’s voice for disappointment. Ichtak, however, did not mistake it, and looked sideways sharply at his friend, who seemed too preoccupied to notice.

			Hahln did indeed seem quite troubled as he looked over sacrifices, and Ichtak was quick to make a note of it. He could not let his friend lapse. His father had warned him, and Thunkahl had warned him. For some reason, Hahln seemed ignorant to some of their words, particularly those regarding the lesser beings. He might fear them, but fear was not enough. Hate was a necessity. The good book said so, and Ichtak meant to show his friend that.

			“I have called this meeting to celebrate the marking of my son as a great believer in Harak,” Korzuma announced loudly, all sound stopping as those on the top of Voul realized that the emperor had stood to address them, “and to honor those who acted out Harak’s will in defense of him. It is my duty as emperor to deliver the honors I am to give, and it is with this that we shall begin.”

			Korzuma stepped down from the short pedestal atop which his aged stone throne sat, and took up a small, polished box of dark wood that he had carried up with him. He strode over to where Hahln and Tlalli stood near Ichtak, opening the box and revealing two square golden medals, within which were hexagons bearing straight edged triskelions along with text running along the three sides which read ‘one god, one emperor, one people’. He stopped before Hahln, and the boy immediately straightened and saluted, his nervous gaze thrown up to meet the emperor’s always serious eyes.

			“I give to you, Hahln,” Korzuma announced for all to hear, “the Imperial medal of Courage, for your attempt to defend my son in the face of Tarakahm’s most hideous creations. It is the highest honor I can bestow upon citizens not serving in my armies, and I gladly give it to you.”

			Hahln stood as still as possible as the emperor pulled one of the medals from the box, and, storing the container under his arm, pinned the medal to the boy’s uniform on the left side of his chest. As the emperor righted himself, he gave the imperial salute, and Hahln immediately snapped off another in return. The emperor nodded to him and took the box out from under his arm once more, moving on towards Tlalli.

			“Upon you I also bestow the Imperial medal of Courage,” Korzuma told Tlalli, who had an utterly awestruck look on her face, “again for the defense of my boy in the jungles of our homeland. I don’t doubt I will see many more promising things from you, given your father’s reputation.”

			The emperor pinned her medal on and saluted, and she almost forgot to return the salute as she looked down reverently at the badge of honor she had just received. 

			“To my son, I give a wish of good fortune and a warm welcome back to his home city,” Korzuma said, moving on to his son and looking him over proudly, “as I cannot best a gift which our god has given.” 

			Ichtak swelled with pride as his father saluted him, and he returned the salute. Korzuma then turned and looked toward the bodies that lay upon pyres amongst the now silent priests. There were thirty seven in total, the five from Ichtak’s group along with thirty two students from other hunting parties. Looking out over the fallen, the emperor called, “Upon all of those slain in the hunt for the wicked Eiden, I place the honorary rank of Inductee of the Ektal. Every one of them shall receive their due rewards at the hands of Harak for falling in service to him.”

			The emperor saluted, and all of the Ektal present, including Rultahn, followed suit. There were several moments of silence before the emperor turned to the sacrifices grouped up around the altar. Then, at a nod from Rultahn, all of the torch bearers near the pyres set the wood ablaze, and from below, a column of smoke could be seen rising from the temple’s peak. Ichtak felt that Tlaloc would appreciate the gesture of being made a true Ektal in death, and as he saluted the pyre, he felt happier for his older friend.

			“I now pass the ceremony to you, Thunkahl,” Korzuma said, looking to the priest, who bowed in return. “Guide us in exacting our revenge on Tarakahm for his deeds.”

			“I thank you, my lord,” Thunkahl said as Korzuma returned to his seat. “I shall begin by reciting a short passage from the book to be read. I ask you all to watch with joy the offerings in their final moments, as Tarakahm is to be humiliated this day.”

			The drums on the platform began a slow and rhythmic pulse, and the first of the Eiden was dragged up onto the altar by two priests assisted by several Ektal. As they rolled the poor creature onto its back and began to laboriously cut through its stomach to get to the multiple hearts that lay in its chest, Thunkahl began his recitation.

			“Oh Harak, it is with great humility and reverence that we offer up to you the filth that Tarakahm the wicked has placed upon your earth, that he might be weakened and you might be pleased,” The old priest chanted. “May they never find rest or rebirth in death, and may their master’s thoughts be plagued by the knowledge that the children of his enemy remain strong and vigilant, ready to combat him on any field, to fight him on any border, to deny him his victories.”

			The Eiden’s hearts were ripped from its chest, and, throwing them into a large urn that stood ready for such offerings, the still dying abhuman was efficiently removed and tossed by a group of strong Ektal down the steep set of stairs on the other side of the ziggurat, sending it violently rolling all the way down to the streets below, where crowds screamed in ecstatic excitement as the lifeless mass came to a rough stop. The corpse was fetched by guardsmen and tossed onto a truck, who then returned to watching the stairs, ready for the next body to arrive. It did not take long. In less than a minute, the next Eiden was on its way down the side of the temple. The Luskaitians’ sacrificial practices had been perfected over the course of millennia, with each generation of priests teaching the next how one properly and effectively appeased Harak. 

			As the third Eiden was thrown onto the altar, Ichtak looked to Hahln, whose eyes once again rested on the distressed Khandaari before them. As the Eiden was butchered, Ichtak thought he might say something then and there, but thought better of it. This was an issue that would be righted with subtlety and caution, and now was not the time. Instead, he did as Tlalli did, and enjoyed the spectacle and the distant roars of the crowd below, relishing the experience as one of revenge and victory, as that was just what this was. His father had said so.

			This did not drive Hahln from his mind, however. He had grown lazy in his duties over the past couple weeks, he thought. Tlalli and the oncoming hunt had dulled his will to help his friend. He would redouble his efforts, and do all he could to bring his friend into the light, for that was his duty. He was, after all, a marked servant of Harak, and who better to see to such a task that the descendant of god himself?

		

	
		
			Interlude I:

			Axahtal Plantation, Korahnek Province, Northern Luskaiti

			29th of Hessir, I.Y. 1897

			It was well past midnight when Coyotl was prodded awake by his wife, and as he rose groggily to see what was the matter, he found himself looking at his son, standing frightened and distressed at the foot of their bed. He rubbed his eyes, looking off to the large clock that hung on the far wall, its hands telling him it was well after midnight.

			“He wants you,” Coyotl’s wife told him sleepily, “something spooked him.”

			“What is it?” he prompted his son, Atl, trying not to sound irritated. His son had woken them up the previous night as well, and he could ill afford to lose sleep when slaves were disappearing left and right from his fields and the guards were still scrambling to explain it. He had more than enough to trouble him without lack of sleep thrown into the mix. 

			“It’s back,” Atl said, wide eyed. “The ghost. It came up to the window, and I saw it. I know I did.”

			“Alright,” Coyotl said, resigned, seeing that he would have to indulge the boy again tonight. He rolled out of bed and walked over to join his four year old son, placing a comforting hand on his shoulder and saying, “We’ll go look for this ghost, then.”

			As his son, emboldened by his father’s company, moved out the door, Coyotl took up a robe and pulled it about himself. He then took up a candle from beside the door, striking a match and quickly lighting it, moving to catch up with his son as he made his way several doors down the dark hall and peered cautiously into his room.

			“It was at the window,” Atl explained as his father joined him in the doorway, both of them seeing nothing but darkness and the distant outlines of the thick and looming trees near the edge of the property. “I swear it was. It looked right at me.”

			“It must have gone,” Coyotl told him, smiling to himself. He went over to the window and slid it open, slipping his head out and looking all around, making a show of it for his son. There was nothing in the dark yard, and everything on down to the outline of the wooden barracks where the slaves were kept under armed guard looked in order. Nothing marred the walls of the large but single story stone house, and nothing that he could see was anywhere along the shadowed edge of the jungle. 

			“I don’t see any ghosts,” he told Atl reassuringly as he turned around to face him, “but just in case they come back, I’ll leave you the light. No ghost creeps about in the light. Will that work?”

			Atl nodded. The boy was tired, and his father could tell. With his fear at least mostly dealt with, he climbed into bed, facing himself away from the window and pulling the covers up tightly around him. Coyotl placed the candle down on the bedside table, and patted his son’s head, saying, “Good night. If the ghosts come back, just let me know.”

			“Good night, papa,” Atl said from beneath his shield of covers. Coyotl laughed silently to himself as he moved out of the room and pulled the door nearly shut behind him, leaving it open just a crack. 

			As he found himself in the darkened hall again, looking toward his bedroom, he weighed whether it was worth going back to bed. He was already up, and it would take him a fair bit of time to make it back to sleep. He decided against it, and began to make his way carefully through the very dark house, out of the hall and through the main parlor, and finally through the dining room and into the house kitchens. The sizable facility needed to feed twenty guards, five servants, and the family, along with making large pots of the simple food they issued the slaves, and it was quite sprawling. Coyotl made his way across it to the wine rack and blindly pulled a bottle from the shelf, groping for a corkscrew in the dark, quickly opening the bottle and taking a deep pull.

			As he lowered the bottle and looked about, he noticed some light coming from the small cleaning room tucked away at the kitchen’s rear, which held most of the servants’ janitorial supplies. He strode over to see what was going on, not hearing any sound coming from the room, and as he passed through the low archway into the rough stone chamber he saw Tenoch, his stern, older head of staff among the guards, sitting at the rough wooden table that lay in the room with several candles burning, some maps of the grounds and the surrounding jungles spread out before him, and the odd paper covered in hasty notes strewn about atop them. There were several steps in the room’s far corner that led up to a heavy door that opened onto the rear yard, and it stood open, letting the fresh night air come in.

			“Sir,” Tenoch said respectfully, nodding as the land owner entered. “Odd to see you up at this hour.”

			“Atl has been dreaming things up again,” Coyotl said, taking a seat opposite Tenoch and offering the man his bottle, which he refused. The land owner took another draw from it before asking, “What are you doing inside?” 

			“The slaves are all in fits,” Tenoch told him, annoyance clear in his voice. “Seem to think we’ll believe that they’re being taken, and not slipping out somehow on their own. Putting on quite a show, as well. Dull creatures, the lesser races, but persistent. What I can’t figure out is where the hell their bodies are ending up. There’s no way a foreigner can survive more than a night in the jungle, especially not hunted and on the move. They have to be somewhere within our reach, either holed up in a ditch or dead in one, but none of our sweeps found any trace. So I’m up here, pouring over the area, trying to think of something we’ve missed. I needed to get away from all the babbling in the shack, you see. But don’t worry, there are more than enough men on guard all around the thing to catch any funny business and put an end to it.”

			“We need to stop this before it gets out of hand,” Coyotl sighed, looking out into the night through the doorway. “We’ve already lost ten. We should interrogate a few today, see what it is they know.”

			“I’ve already done a bit of it, sir,” Tenoch said, scratching his head absently. “They won’t say anything other than that the white things are taking them. But most of the savages barely speak any Luskaitian, so it’s hard to understand any of the nonsense they’re spewing. If it wasn’t so rubbish, I would try to grasp it, but I know better. They are fooling us somehow, slipping out. I’ve scoured the inside of their quarters again and again, and nothing has come up. I’m running out of ideas.”

			Tenoch was ex-Ektal, so if he said he had ‘done a bit’ of torturing, Coyotl knew full well he meant it. He looked over to him again and asked, “How about the exterior? Is everything on the roof secure, all the bars on the windows still tight?”

			“Yes and yes,” Tenoch replied, tapping the pen he held against his lower lip. “I just can’t think of anything they’re doing that we can’t easily monitor. I’m going to put three armed men in their sleeping quarters tomorrow night in addition to the normal guard postings, it’s the only way I can think to cover angles that we haven’t already covered.”

			As Tenoch finished speaking, a gunshot rang out from somewhere in the yard. With practiced speed, the ex-Ektal snatched up his nearby pistol and readied it, pointing it at the door and shooting out of his chair. Coyotl stood as well, his hand nervously going for an old pan that hung on the wall and brandishing it clumsily. 

			“Stay here,” Tenoch told him cautiously, several more gunshots ringing out in the night and some screaming joining the noise. He crept up the few stairs and out of the door, looking all about as he went. Coyotl moved up to the stairs’ base, looking out after him. 

			It was no time at all before three quick shots rang out, and Tenoch nervously fell back into the storage room, eyes wide. He grabbed a candle, and, looking to his employer, said, “Come with me, I need to make sure I just saw what I thought I saw.”

			Coyotl hesitated as Tenoch moved up and out of the house once again, desperately wanting to stay inside, but he worked up enough courage to move to the top of the steps and put his head out, and, seeing that Tenoch was only a few yards away, knelt over something still in the grass, he cautiously moved out and joined him. The gunshots in the yard had all stopped and there was only the sound of frightened slave speech and yells of orders and reports from guard to guard down at the edge of the jungle. 

			As the land owner drew close to what Tenoch had shot, his face was screwed up in disgust and fear. The creature before him was roughly humanoid in shape, but gaunt and stunted, perhaps not even five feet tall. It had no hair, and its skin was so pallid as to look stark white, with all of its abnormally dark veins and wiry sinew slightly visible through it. It had elongated fingers and toes which lacked fingernails. All three of the ex-Ektal’s shots had hit home, two in the thing’s chest and one in its face, and though nearly half of its gaunt head had been pulped by the shot, through its blue-black blood he could see a skeletal nose, a black, featureless eye too large to evoke anything but discomfort, and clustered, needle like teeth in the thing’s sagging mouth. Its ears were large, pointed things that twitched spasmodically in death, and its clothing was alien and sparse, only really covering the legs of the thing, looking to be cobbled together from what he could only describe as shell or carapace of some kind, like one might see on certain insects in the jungle, but from larger specimens than he had ever seen, certainly. Next to its outstretched hand lay an odd blowpipe carved of some material they both could not place, and clutched tightly in its other hand were several cruelly barbed darts.

			“This is not natural,” Tenoch said, his face pale. “This is some devilry, some Tarakahm crafted devilry. I’m going to gather the men up and come on back to the house. You get inside and see to your family. The slaves might just have been right.”

			“This needs to be reported,” Said Coyotl, shocked, but still remembering his place as a lesser noble and as a servant of Luskaiti’s government first and foremost. “We need to send someone into Kamaxl, so they can call up Tepek. This is more than I’m fit to handle, more than all of us are fit to handle. God, I thought the Khandaari were disgusting, but this…”

			“I agree,” Tenoch said hurriedly, looking off towards the guards making their way up from the edge of the yard, two of them bearing a small form which both of the men nearer the house had a feeling would look quite similar to the one they had just examined. “Just get inside. We will hole up in there until daybreak, and then send some men in the automobiles into town. Suddenly the idea of driving jungle roads at night seems like an unpleasant one to me.”

			“Go and see to them then,” Coyotl said, looking at the guards and deciding he didn’t want to lay eyes on another of these things tonight if he could help it. “Be quick to the house. And leave the slaves be. They can fend for themselves. I don’t expect they’ll be leaving on their own any time soon with these around.”

			As the two split and Coyotl made his way back into his house, he wondered just what his son had seen outside his window that night, and shuddered.
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			31st of Hessir, I.Y. 1897

			If you won’t listen to the warnings, then what good do they serve?” Rultahn asked High General Lanaxhal, who sat across from him, arms crossed defiantly. “We have bodies, we have reports from enough men to mean at least a few must be accurate, and we have been losing regiments in that part of the jungle for years. Hell, we’ve even marked the area as an assault and ambush prone zone for the purposes of troop movements without ever knowing what was going on up there. That was only the case because our citizenry in the area was left unmolested. But that has changed now, we know that. And you really think observation is the best option?”

			“I simply think we shouldn’t be too quick to drag ourselves into a full scale military operation without really knowing what our goals are,” Lanaxhal said, some measure of parent to child style criticism in his voice. The head of the imperial army was no fan of Rultahn or his Ektal, or of the favor they carried over his own troops with the emperor and the noble class, and the Lord Ektal knew it well. Incompetence incarnate, Rultahn thought, an already lackluster soldier grown complacent and feeble willed in his older years. When the aged general sighed as if he’d been tasked with reasoning with a youngster, Rultahn had to restrain himself. He would’ve liked nothing better than to put a bullet through the man’s pudgy face, to avenge this slight. It was admittedly a small one, but nobody insulted the Lord Ektal and stayed amongst the living for very long. Now was unfortunately neither the time nor the place, however, and Rultahn simply added it to a list of reasons he would one day bring the lax old man’s arrogant and complacent existence to as long and painful an end as was possible.

			“I agree with our army’s respectable head,” High Admiral Otekatl, also seated at the round stone table, put in, drawing Rultahn’s glare from Lanaxhal for a brief moment. “I think caution is our best option, if only because we know little about what we’re facing up there.”

			“We don’t need to know what we are facing to know that they are monsters,” Rultahn spat. “You blind fools have never even laid eyes on the things, and let me tell you, when the specimen arrives you won’t be so hesitant. I don’t need a report on their biology or habits to know that bullets kill them, and I certainly don’t need goals to see that I wouldn’t enjoy having them running amok in our own homeland. This is a purge, not a war, and god help you all if you delay it and cost us the ability to put these things down efficiently.”

			“I would tend to agree,” Sky warden Huotl said, “but what of the social implications of declaring this war? Is Thunkahl to be here? I would certainly like to pose him some questions.

			“Thunkahl will be accompanying the specimen,” Rultahn answered. “He believes it is of religious importance to keep the things under anointed eyes at all times. Even the dead ones.”

			The rest of them paused, respect for Thunkahl running high in all present at the meeting. If the priest thought they were incredibly dangerous or unnatural, then perhaps there was need of direct, immediate action. 

			There were four men seated around the table, each representing their own branch of the Luskaitian military. Lanaxhal for the army, Otekatl for the navy, Huotl for the air force, and Rultahn for the Ektal. Three were dressed in black Luskaitian military finery, while Otekatl wore a dark blue uniform of similar fashion. They were dressed up with medals, and flanked by standing officers or advisors from their own branches. All wore unveiled pointed turbans save Huotl, who wore a much more modern peaked cap bearing a silver pin that depicted a triskelion set upon angled wings. They all sat rigidly, attempting to gauge their fellows, their escorting officers directing attention primarily towards Rultahn, who had such a reputation of danger about him, and who was not afraid to call any of these highly ranked, seldom criticized men out on what he saw wrong with their suggestions.

			“That is my principal worry,” Lanaxhal went on after a few moments. “We cannot risk upsetting the whole of the nation because of a war when there may well be no easily publishable or pronounceable purpose to give them when they ask for one.”

			“Have you not been listening?” Rultahn almost yelled at the man. “There have been entire units lost in those trees, most of which were wearing your uniforms, you incompetent bastard. There have been missing slaves, missing livestock, missing produce shipments, and missing children. Everybody in the region has some reports of something or other being stolen or missing, though we had not a clue what might’ve been behind it until now. If entire units being dragged off to Harak knows where and missing product is not enough of a reason to bring the hammer of the emperor down on the place then what in hell is?”

			“It is a rural backwater,” an annoyed but somewhat beaten looking Lanaxhal said, his glance to Otekatl for further support going unanswered. “Slaves and livestock can escape, animals can steal fruit, children can be killed in the jungle or run off, and soldiers can desert. These are all very usual occurrences. I am not claiming that there isn’t something behind some of this, but we should not overreact.”

			“Explain to me, then, oh mighty commander, why this hasn’t happened before,” Rultahn said, extreme exasperation plain on his face. “Why it has never, in all recorded histories of the region, happened before. Even more interesting to me is the fact that no other ‘rural backwaters’ have this problem. Surely one so wise as you can explain that to me?”  

			 “I am supreme commander of the most capable army on the planet,” Lanaxhal said, indignant, “and I will not be spoken to that way.”

			“The emperor is the supreme commander of the Luskaitian Army,” Rultahn said coldly, “And the Ektal, and the navy, and the air force. We are just advisors to him. Never forget that, Lanaxhal. You may forget anything else you please, but don’t forget that, or it will be you we come to put down, not beasts in the jungle. And, let me tell you, the one would give me just as much pleasure as the other.”

			For the time being, Lanaxhal quieted down, and did his best to not look embarrassed, leaving the others to go on. He did not like his loyalties being called into question, and certainly did not like being threatened, but the Lord Ektal held all attention and a retort was just not in him.

			“Let’s say we enact a full scale operation up there,” Huotl said after no one else seemed ready to chime in directly. “When we do, where will we find the things? Killing a few when they raid plantations is all fine, but prior sweeps of the area have turned up nothing. No Khandaari tribes, no traces of camps or settlement structures, no unexplainable tracks or trails, nothing. Do we have some idea of where these creatures are, now that we roughly know what they are?”

			“We have several men, hired plantation guard staff, that say they’ve found where these things come from,” Rultahn explained. “I cannot divulge more than that we believe they’ve come up from underground. There are many cave systems in the area, and almost all of them not being used as mines are unexplored. We will blast most of these closed and deploy through a few scattered entrances, and hopefully find wherever they live and breed and put the lot of them down.”

			“Easily said,” Lanaxhal cut in, “but how many, if any, are down there? There could be any amount of these beasts nesting down in the dark.”

			“That is why we need to enact this offensive as if it is a call to war,” Rultahn told him firmly, “at least in our major recruitment centers like Tepek. We will assumably have the element of surprise working for us, but we will also need soldiers enough to ensure that should we encounter a fair number of these beasts down there, we still come out on top. Some of the things are being cut up and examined in the depths of Voul right now, and all kinds of wards and priestly defenses have been placed over the medical staff that have been brought in from all over the city, but even with our grasp of the medical field it’s doubtful we’ll learn much in any short time, and we have very little time indeed if we are to behead this snake while it’s still visible to us. More time for examination and on site scouting would always be preferred, but at the very least we have the locals organizing bands to scout into some of the cavern complexes, and agreements with some brave souls to have them guide our troops in if they find anything of use.”

			“How have you been granted access to the corpse before any of us?” Lanaxhal asked sharply, Rultahn surprised by the man’s insistence on continuing a petty, childish attention grab competition while more important matters were clearly before them, even given his already well rooted disdain for the man.

			“Because it was an ex-Ektal that shot the specimens we now possess, a group of ex-Ektal, to be precise,” Rultahn said, some satisfaction in his eyes as the high general grimaced. “They were employed as high-end slave guards on a banana and cocoa plantation. When they had these things on their hands, they did the first thing any Ektal, prior or otherwise, would do. They notified me. I saw them at the same time as the emperor saw them.”

			“The emperor has seen them, then,” Otekatl said, immediately asking, “What is his council?” 

			Rultahn almost missed the high admiral’s question given his pleasure at Lanaxhal’s expression of disappointment when the general heard that the Lord Ektal had been privy to an audience with the emperor and a glimpse at the unknown that he had not, an all too common occurrence, though Rultahn’s enjoyment was certainly not dulled by familiarity. However, as he turned to face Otekatl, he answered, his eyes flicking back to the high general to catch his reaction, “The emperor will be joining us when Thunkahl arrives, so I assume you will all be more than versed with his opinions on the situation by the time we break from council this evening.”

			A silence fell on the room at the mention of a visit from the emperor, and as all sat about looking at one another, Rultahn hoped the emperor would arrive soon. He could not bear much more of the high general, and while the other two were not thorns, they were not pleasant to converse with, either, especially not when they were all to plan some strategy which required cooperation. It was times like these more than any other that he wished for states of warfare to be declared, because then this idle chatter fell by the wayside and the emperor stepped in, having the last say on any and all military dealings, and leaving his bodies of soldiery to carry out their assigned tasks to the best of their abilities. It was smoother that way, he thought. No arguments, no foolish hands at work, simply orders and action. He leaned back in his chair, hoping dearly that those times would soon roll around again, and that the High General Staff seated before him would have its concerns and input rendered useless. 

			Just as Lanaxhal began to open his mouth in what no doubt would have been some other half thought out jab at the Lord Ektal, the hallway outside filled with the noise of jackboots on stone flooring and Rultahn thanked Harak for the interruption, and for delivering the emperor to them efficiently. It could be no one else, he knew, not with those kinds of numbers and not in this part of the palace, an administrative section reserved for official dealings of the armed forces, also knowing that this arrival meant a return to comfort on his part. The emperor was in agreement with him, which he knew full well, and the friendship, or at the very least, the strong bond of trust, which existed between Korzuma and himself was well known amongst the others on the High General Staff. Lanaxhal just might keep his mouth from flapping for a while, which was fine by Rultahn. 

			The sturdy but ornate steel door leading into the room was thrown open and several of the palace Ektal marched in, with five sliding off to each side of the door and lining the wall before another came through and announced, “All hail his highness Korzuma II, King of Tepek, Emperor of Luskaiti, and the will of Harak incarnate.”

			All at the table jumped up to salute as Korzuma entered, and he nodded to them absently as he rounded the table and took up a spot standing beside Rultahn’ chair. Rultahn offered the emperor his seat, as did Huotl, as the emperor was standing roughly between the two of them, but he politely declined, his head turned and his eyes remaining on the door through which he had entered. All of the general staff and their accompanying retinues stood still and staring as well, those that had not laid eyes upon this new beast wondering just what they would see pass through the door. 

			Their wait was not a long one as Thunkahl the Great came into the room, the high priest receiving salutes from first Rultahn and all the Ektal present and then Lanaxhal and his company, not to be outdone. He gave this little heed, however, his aged face worried as he stood aside from the door and waited for the two Ektal bearing a covered stretcher to enter behind him. A strong, damp, earthy scent as of freshly dug trenches, graves, or pits on a rainy day filled the room with the new arrivals, and the high priest muttered to himself over the corpse, his incredibly ornate copy of the Bastion of Will open in his hands as he followed the two bearers over to an emptier side of the room off to the left of the door and the table. A thick, white tarp was thrown down on the bare floor by the Ektal who had announced the emperor’s entry before the two Ektal bearing the stretcher dared to lay what they held down, and as soon as they could, they backed away warily from it, leaving Thunkahl to lean over the stunted, cloth-covered form and pray.

			“Gentlemen,” Korzuma began, drawing all eyes save Thunkahl’s from the corpse, “we have a problem. A very serious problem, indeed. I would like my respected heads of army, navy, and air force to rise and join Thunkahl. You need to witness just what it is the people in the north are seeing on their properties and clinging to their walls.” 

			The three men nervously shuffled about the table, their eyes locked on the covered body. All in the room looked as if they expected it to move, or to send forth some sudden cry and strike out, and that did nothing to bolster their nerves as they came up around Thunkahl, waiting as the priest put down his tome, careful not to set it too near the thing on the floor, and traced a triskelion on his chest with his fingers protectively, only then reaching out and throwing back the covering that obscured the strange, alien figure now lying in the palace of Luskaiti’s most noble house. 

			The pale, wide eyed being that had so unnerved the priesthood of Tepek and rustics in the northern reaches did nothing short of terrify the men who now stood before its blank black eyes, the bullet holes in its torso telling them how it had met its end. Its mouth was wide open, some dried blood smearing its lips and chin and its long, pointed tongue hanging out to the side, an appearance that did less to make it seem comical than to make it seem even more off-putting. It was nude, its emaciated looking form bearing no visible genitalia, and its front showing no sign of a navel or nipples, though it bore a thin and wiry version of the musculature roughly common to humanoids, the sole exception being that of an inordinately long midsection, the area between the bottom of its ribcage and the start of its hips going on for nearly twice the length it would have on a man, proportionately. Its thin but powerful looking legs were also quite long, and the bare soles of its feet and palms of its hands had a look to them as of a sponge, porous but dark and dirtied in color. 

			“There are quite a few of these things running amok in the province of Korahnek,” Korzuma told the room at large as all eyes drank in the odd sight, “and all the lands north of the Korahnek City are rife with reports of them all of a sudden. As Rultahn has likely told you, though we have lost units in those jungles before, it was always put down to a clever Khandaari tribe, and as these unseen enemies were impossible to track and pin down, and they weren’t harming the citizenry, we have simply avoided the area. But now they are taking slaves, and have even reportedly set fire to several plantations, and this boldness has cost them.” 

			   He motioned down to the body on the floor, continuing, “They have been tracked to the mouths of cave systems below Korahnek, if our reports from the locals are to be believed. This is why I am confident that we can make a difference with another, much larger expedition into the area. But it is not just my opinion, but Thunkahl’s as well, which I have called you here to receive. He and the priests of Tepek have deliberated much on the meaning of such an appearance by these malign beings.”

			“That I have,” Thunkahl said, rising slowly and with effort from his kneeling position on the floor near the corpse and turning to face the High General Staff. He showed far more liberty in speaking before the emperor than any of the others did, and even Rultahn was given pause by the near-outburst the man had made so soon after Korzuma had quieted. The emperor seemed not to have taken it as a slight, though, and Thunkahl seemed not to register that it might have been taken as such, so the crowd gave the old man their full attention as he went on. 

			“The Bastion of Will says that Tarakahm birthed many children,” Thunkahl began, the name of the deity drawing concerned and worried looks from even these heads of world class military branches, “but the dark one’s children, as known to us, have only numbered three so far, and the Nauticans, sheltered in their dark oceans, are nearly a myth to the people and most of the priests now, only feared by the fishermen who have to brave their waters and risk angering them and their beasts of the sea. But there is mention of several others, the one that comes to mind being the Tayohua.”

			Otekatl shuddered at them mention of the Nauticans, knowing well the dangers of the waters of the world. Some of the men present recognized the name Tayohua, but the mention of them in the book to be read was minimal at best, and not usually dwelt on given the more tangible nature of other abhuman races.

			“The good book tells us that they were ‘Shadowy beings numbering amongst Tarakahm’s most recent creations’, perhaps even forged after the Eiden given they only receive brief mention well after the Eiden’s story is told,” Thunkahl said. “It goes on to say that ‘The myth shadowed Tayohua are said to be creatures born of earth, and will only make themselves known to the chosen people when the time is right for some great purge of the unclean on the part of his holiness Harak’. I have told the emperor that I think the time for a great war is upon us, and if these are indeed one of the lost children of the dark one, not only am I right, but we are obligated to do everything within our power to rid this land of them before we have a plague of the unclean upon the land not seen since the Eiden were allowed to roam the jungles and the Khandaari tribes held numbers in the millions. This could very well be the opening of a great conflict spanning beyond these Tayohua, gentlemen, greater than any you or many generations of proud Luskaitians before you have seen, and I would not like to see our nation stutter and slip into the abyss because of some obscurity.”

			Lanaxhal hung his head slightly, Thunkahl’s words cutting at him given his respect for the priest’s views. He supposed he would have to look weak before Rultahn and give in, if both the emperor, the high priest, and the holy book itself were against him.

			“Now, we know very little of their nature, but what we do know is quite terrifying,” Thunkahl explained. “The surgeons carving them up say they are more a fungus than an animal. They have no visible gender, lack many internal organs we would need to operate, and may well emit some kind of spore when they die. More will come about in time, but the implications of this alone are quite disturbing. There is no telling how many of these wretched creatures are alive down in the dark below our feet, but given their method of reproduction as far as we can tell we would tend to guess that there are a fair number, at least on a regional level.”

			“I know what must be done,” Thunkahl continued, coming to a close. “I may not be a man of the military, but I am a man of Luskaiti, and as such I know when action is needed. We would be fools not to launch a strike into the heart of the lowlands of Korahnek province, to not wipe the caverns below it clean of Tarakahm’s filth before they grow out of hand. I pray Harak guides you all to similar decisions, for I feel the fate of our faith and our people may rest upon this.”

			Thunkahl fell silent, leaving those present in quiet thought at his words. With a final, knowing look about the room, he knelt once more and covered the body, opening his book once more and beginning his low chants.

			“Well,” Korzuma said after several moments of quiet thought, “we must decide on a plan of action. I propose that we launch a well-equipped, small scale expedition into the province and send teams down into the caverns to wipe the things out. I will need air reconnaissance at night, because while spotting the things in the dark is unlikely the fear factor of having planes overhead, especially on the outskirts of Korahnek city, may be vital in keeping them below ground, where we need them. Any who oppose that should say so now, and be prepared to give your reasons as to why the children of Tarakahm should be allowed to pillage our lands and terrorize our people.”

			Not a single sound issued forth in defiance from the High General Staff. Thunkahl’s words and Korzuma’s final challenge had been more than enough to deflate any doubts or constraints they had in their minds. Even Lanaxhal stood quiet, ready to pledge his allegiance to the plan directly if it was required of him.

			“Excellent,” Korzuma told them. “I will issue the order to war myself tomorrow. It is your jobs to inform your own organizations and prepare them. As always, Thunkahl and every priest in this part of the empire will employ all their resources to draw Luskaitians of both Tepek and Korahnek into the armed forces. We will wipe these vermin from the jungles yet. Otekatl?”

			“Yes, your excellency?” the high admiral asked, thrown off his guard at the sudden call to attention by the emperor.

			“You will double your naval presence in the waters off our northwestern borders,” the emperor commanded. “Our military operations in the north will no doubt catch the eye of the sultanate, and I will not have the Bahadiri navy taking us by surprise should they decide to take advantage of our situation.”

			“Of course, sir,” Otekatl said obediently. “We will send all we can spare, lord.”

			“Rultahn,” Korzuma called, drawing a confident ‘yes sir’ from the Lord Ektal before he continued, “Your troops will be the spearhead of the raiding parties we send underground. Keep that in mind when equipping them. And bring no explosives. Grenades would not serve you well in caverns without proper planning.”

			“Yes, my lord,” Rultahn said. “I have already seen to it. They will make up for the loss of machine guns and grenades as weight by bearing multiple lights for every soldier and more than a week’s worth of rations into the depths with them. They will be a force to be reckoned with, I assure you.”

			“Splendid,” Korzuma told him.

			“What part shall the army play, your highness?” Lanaxhal asked, needing the assignment after Rultahn had received his own orders and had come back with a pleasing answer.

			“The army shall follow into the deeps as prime numerical support,” Korzuma told him, “so ensure you do as well in equipping your troops for the dark of the caves as Rultahn will. I will also be placing the whole of the ground operation under the direct command of you and your army general staff. I need Rultahn to remain, given the need for his presence at the academy for at least another year.”

			“But, your highness,” Rultahn began, astounded by the development and infuriated by the look on Lanaxhal’s face, “I was under the impression that my troops would be under my command, as would all underground expeditionary force actions. I revealed the threat with the help of my men.”

			“But you have duties in Tepek, Rultahn, and I need to keep some of the best back in case more provinces come under threat from these things,” Korzuma explained to him, realizing his plight but not wanting to deal with the infighting of military heads in his valuable time. “You should be happy to be granted such an honor as watching over Tepek in a time of military action.”

			“Of course, sir,” Rultahn told the emperor, snapping off a salute in respect and apology. “I am sorry for any disrespect, sir.”

			“Very good,” Korzuma told him. “Now, I want the lot of you out of here and seeing to your duties as soon as is possible. I dismiss you. Go forth and rally the troops, and be prepared for a flow of more. But I implore you, do not take this lightly. Our experience with this enemy is limited, and our knowledge of their homes even more so. You will be in Korahnek in four days’ time. I wish you all Harak’s wisdom and guidance in the face of such horrors.”

			With that, the session was over, and the branch heads and their staffs all exited and strode out the palace doors, war on their minds as they were hastily shuttled off to rally their troops. Rultahn dismissed his company and stayed with the emperor’s leave, however, waiting until all but he, the emperor, and Thunkahl had vacated before asking, “Your majesty, why would you give Lanaxhal the command of the entire operation? He has experience, yes, but his heart is not in this. I doubt his ability to do the job. He may well endanger everything we aim to accomplish with this offensive.” 

			“I have thought this through carefully, Rultahn,” Korzuma told him sternly, “and I will not allow rivalry in the High General Staff to change my decision. I see nothing but success on his record, Rultahn, timid as he may seem. I trust he can do the job, especially with your Ektal leading the way in the tunnels.”

			This calmed Rultahn somewhat, the fact that his Ektal would be at the spearhead’s tip forgotten in his worry.

			“Besides,” Korzuma added, “I have a task for you, one beyond continued instruction at the academy.”

			“What, Lord?” Rultahn asked, eager for some part of this action.

			“Thunkahl tells me that the Kahli scrolls, fairly recently discovered texts telling of the coming of the Tayohua, hold prophetic information,” Korzuma told him. “They were found thirty years ago, locked away in an old library in the lower city. They were written by someone who only refers to themselves as the mouth of Harak, though their exact age is hard to place. The priests have mostly dismissed them as nonsense, until now.”

			“In these texts,” Korzuma explained, “it is said that during the reign of a second emperor, a prince will be marked by the lord and a threat will reveal itself in the north. Other more minor match ups have been pointed out, but the main point of our focus on these texts is that they suggest that after the threat has been dealt with, the emperor will come under direct threat, though it is vague on just what breed of threat that might be, and that the prince marked as Harak’s chosen will fall under great pain. This, Rultahn, is where you come in.”

			Rultahn relished this. It swelled his religious pride and nationalism to new heights, all while offering him the chance to get something done. He stood ready to receive his orders, saying, “I will do anything you ask of me, my lord.”

			“I need you to remain with me in Tepek, and oversee the arrangement of redoubled guards not just for the palace and myself, but for the city as a whole,” Korzuma told him. “I need you here as a protector of the empire’s core. I also need you to oversee the recruitment at the academy, and ensure that my son is turned down should he attempt to sign up for the expeditionary force. His faith and will are great, but with such an ominous thing laid out in these texts, and all the priests in Tepek swearing to their legitimacy, I am far too worried to allow him out of my sight. In fact, you are to bring him back to the palace for independent tutoring under Thunkahl and yourself as soon as recruitment is done. I will not have my last son stolen from me as my others were so cruelly taken.”

			Rultahn nodded, his own respect for the boy quite great, “I will ensure he is let down easily. It will disappoint him to learn he will not be able to serve the empire. And I will not let anything befall him. I swear to Harak, he will remain unharmed while I live.”

			“I thank you, Rultahn,” Korzuma told him, putting his gloved hand on the Lord Ektal’s shoulder, an unprecedented show of affection. “I trust you more than anyone in the empire to keep that promise. Now go. I have much to think about, and you have the academy to get back to. I will see you in two days’ time, after registration.”

			“Of course, your majesty,” Rultahn said, saluting. “I will not fail you.”

			With that, Rultahn turned and left the room, satisfied with his part in the campaign to come. Thunkahl and Korzuma were left in the relatively small room to wonder at the nature of these things which had so upset the nation. It was in these hours spent speculating that Korzuma’s mind went repeatedly to his son, Ichtak, in his last year at the Reitakh academy, whose zeal and faith would ensure that when the recruiters came to the school to offer service to those sixteen and over, he would answer their call. 

			He thought of Ichtak, upon whom the priests of Tepek placed so much hope and reverence, and worried.
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			The realization struck our lord that he had hit upon perfection, and though he knew his prior creations to be imperfect, he permitted them to live on in the hope that they would seek redemption in service to their betters,” Hahln said, reciting the passage from memory, “and thus Luskaitians were brought into the world to offer aid and guidance to those unwilling to walk the path of light when left to their own devices.”

			“Good,” Ichtak exclaimed, knowing that the recitation had had two small wording flaws, but that Hahln had grasped the majority of it and knew its core well. He looked for his friend’s reaction carefully as he prompted, “What of the passage about the great betrayal of the faith on page one thousand two hundred twenty one?”

			“In the absence of the lord, the lesser races fell to animalistic diabolism,” Hahln recited without hesitation. “They created heathen forms of governance, began infighting, and left the godliest places of the world in search of new territories in which to build their own empires and seek their own power in ignorance. For their sins, they are born damned, and though they may be despicable beings, it is the duty of Harak’s chosen people to turn them to his light, by force if need be.”

			“Excellent,” Ichtak said, impressed. Hahln had come a long way over the course of five years. Nightly recitals, discussions, and religious inquiry had worked wonders, and it had been well over two years since the prince had seen any odd behavior out of his friend, though he always kept his eyes open. They now continued the sessions mostly to have an excuse to spend time together discussing the history and structure of the empire and their religion, and to provide Ichtak practice for sessions he conducted with other students from all around the academy.

			Thunkahl had proclaimed Ichtak the most dedicated in matters of faith and culture in the whole of their class, and had made him minister of religious studies for the student body, making it his duty to aid students who had trouble grasping the tenants of the true faith or the ways of Luskaitian society, a duty which he loved and dedicated himself to wholly. He showed the faded scars on his face proudly beneath a pointed turban crested in the fashion that Thunkahl’s was crested, though his may not have been as ornate, and though his nose had a small dip in its middle where a chunk had left it and his cheek and forehead were deeply lined on the left side, he had a stern and noble appearance about him. His left eye was a milky white, its pupil and iris a barely visible grey broken by a slightly darker line running through them near the center, whose spherical shape was offset and irregular after the injury he had sustained to it, and his right was more piercing than ever, some of the priests at the school commenting that he had gained some of the observance of Thunkahl and would make a great practitioner of the faith one day before stepping up to serve as the emperor. He was tall, nearly as tall as his father, and quite well built, long drills and exercises under Rultahn and his Ektal initiates having made him sturdy and resilient. A strong body to match a strong mind, his teacher had commented.

			Hahln still had quite friendly and warm features, though the hints of mischief in them were rarer seen these days as he matured. His hair was long again, reaching down just below his shoulders, but was usually kept pulled up and held under a turban to remain within the bounds of academy laws. He kept it long to hide the triskelion seared into his flesh all those years ago, a thing Ichtak had tried to convince him to proudly display, though his efforts had ultimately led to little. He was fairly short, though not overly so, and their long drilling and exercising had made him quite wiry and capable. He wore a fairly plain black uniform in the style of the one he had received in his first year at the academy, contrasting with the gold laced and epaulette sporting greatcoat that his friend now wore to denote his rank. Hahln had been given no such distinctions, but that suited him just fine. He liked the lack of workload and the lack of attention from superiors. 

			“That should just about do it for today,” Ichtak told him, leaning back in his chair. They sat in the parlor of Ichtak’s comparatively plush four room apartment in the upper floors of the temple of the order, a building in which all the priests associated with the academy, including Thunkahl the Great during his stints on the grounds, lived. A large portrait of Korzuma II hung over the fireplace and there were many bookshelves lining the walls of the room, though none of the tomes carried more value than Ichtak’s well-aged copy of the Bastion of Will, which lay open on the small table that sat between their seats, facing Hahln. He reached over to retrieve a small and beautifully carved chest bearing a triskelion and the characters ‘W.I.T.C.’ on its side, offering it to Hahln and saying, “I could do with a smoke. You?”

			“Of course,” Hahln said, accepting the valuable chest graciously and opening it. It contained the finest tobacco grown in New Luskaiti, shipped forth from its far distant western shores, and as such was quite a valuable commodity back home in the mother country. He pulled a well carved and polished wooden pipe out of his side pocket and packed some of the fine leaf carefully into the bowl of the pipe before handing the box off to Ichtak and asking, “Do you have a match on you?”

			“Naturally,” Ichtak answered. “I have a pack, just give me a moment.”

			 Ichtak removed his own pipe, a gift from his father which had supposedly come down to him from his grandfather, from its place in a leather pouch on his belt. It was made entirely of ivory taken from the tusks of the large elephants that roamed eastern Luskaiti, the animals on which the Ektal heavy cavalry rode upon in times of war, and inlaid with intricate carvings which included a small triskelion and some passages from the Bastion of Will marked out with black ink. He packed his bowl with care, not slighting himself any tobacco but assuring the air flow would be acceptable, and then removed a small bundle of matches from the same pouch, handing one off to Hahln before striking his own against the side of his jack boot, bringing it to the bowl of his pipe, and taking a long draw on it to light the thing.

			As he blew a thick cloud of smoke through his nostrils he watched Hahln light his own pipe in similar fashion. The two sat there silently for several moments, enjoying the first few draws from their pipes, before Hahln asked, “What has you cutting our session short by an hour today? I trust you won’t run me off before we’ve had at least a bit to talk.”

			“Of course, I ended early so we would have the time,” Ichtak told him. “Tlalli is expecting me at the theatre this evening, and I want to end all my sessions slightly early so that I have more than enough time to prepare.”

			“Ah,” Hahln said between puffs, “the wicked creature. How’s she been?”

			“Just fine,” Ichtak told him, not wanting to get too deeply into it with his friend, who he knew full well held no feelings even close to positive towards her. “In fact, she has already been accepted as one of Rultahn’s chief Ektal initiate graduate assistants in military affairs, even this early into the semester.”

			“Fantastic,” Hahln laughed. “Perhaps I’ll get to see more of her. I had worried I’d get more than a few months off, but the hand of fate says otherwise, I suppose.”

			He coughed slightly, ending his chuckle, but Ichtak didn’t humor him. The less reaction he gave him, the less his friend would say. He just sat back and enjoyed his pipe, waiting for Hahln to move on in his own time.

			“So,” Hahln prompted finally, “how was the break?”

			“It was interesting,” Ichtak told him. “With my father gone to the western continent and Rultahn and I taking care of day to day administration, though, it was mostly paperwork and monitoring. All the real decisions were still sent to my father for final deliberation. That’s not really what made it unsatisfactory, however. With the emperor gone for the break I haven’t seen him in two years. It’s been far too long. I had to come back here to aid Thunkahl in setting up for the academic year just days before he returned. With Thunkahl off for the past couple of days, it has been quite busy for me around here. It certainly has been nice to see my oldest friend’s foolish face again though. It really has been too long.”

			“That it has,” Hahln laughed. With Ichtak’s duties around the palace over break and his additional responsibility for preparing during the opening part of the academic year, he had barely seen him over the past few months. This was the first such laid back session of religious discussion and general relaxation they had had this year, and the first conversation they had shared beyond hellos in some time. Hahln reached out to the small chest which held the tobacco and filled his pipe again, the bowl already low, asking, “Why is Thunkahl gone? Rultahn is gone as well. They can’t stay gone too long, or you and Tlalli will be left running the place, and that won’t do.”

			“Right you are,” Ichtak said, taking more tobacco for himself. “It is quite odd that they should both be so occupied at the same time. I would guess that whatever they are off doing is more important than monitoring us, at any rate.”

			“We certainly can’t fend for ourselves,” Hahln joked, still laughing. “We’re not all quite as serious as you or Tlalli. We need them here to remind us we’re here to learn.”

			“That can’t be denied,” Ichtak replied, “but like I said, I can’t imagine they will stay away for all that long.”

			“So you have no idea what is keeping them?” asked Rultahn, great curiosity forcing him into the question.

			“None,” Ichtak told him, “though Thunkahl said he was ‘off to see to dark business’ when he left. He also left me in the possession of a few old documents called the Kahli scrolls, which apparently were penned by some mad priest who though himself a prophet. Called himself the ‘mouth of Harak’. Interesting reads, but so far just reiterations of information in the Bastion of Will and wild speculation on children of the dark one not yet brought to light. Interesting, but without merit, as far as I can tell.”

			“Odd,” Hahln said, “but he is a cryptic one.”

			“Only because that is the nature of all things that matter,” Ichtak said. “If he were not we would take the mysticism and draw out of the word of Harak, which must be contemplated upon to be put to its greatest effects, and to give the prospective believer something to work towards.”

			“I suppose you are right in that,” Hahln told him. “We fools just wish it were otherwise.”

			They shared a laugh at that, but a knock at the door cut into their conversation. It was far too early for Ichtak’s next charge to be visiting, so he knew it must be someone of the priests’ order or the academy’s staff. 

			“Come in,” Ichtak called, wondering who it could be, given his widely known preference for peace and quiet unless he had given leave for that tranquility to be disrupted. Not that he was cruel or had outbursts when it was, people simply respected the wishes of a possible future priest and ruler of the empire as best they could.

			The door swung open with some speed to reveal a younger student, Kalahtl, who Ichtak had shared many sessions with over the course of their time there after a troubled first year, but who now was one of the most respected scholars of religion in the younger classes. He looked excited and surprised, exhaustion obvious in him, as if he had been in a hurry to get there.

			“Your highness,” he panted, “Rultahn and Thunkahl are back. They are in the audience hall. I’ve been instructed to fetch all the student staff. Everybody of sixteen years or more is needed in the hall.”

			“Whatever for?” Ichtak asked, chuckling slightly at the out of sorts third year, “Something important, I gather, for you to have run all the way here.”

			“Oh, yes,” Kalahtl said, “Oh yes indeed, my lord. Very important. We are at war.”
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			The base of the audience hall was entirely surrounded by a throng of uniformed students, priests out amongst them reading from the Bastion of Will about the importance of service and combat in the name of god. Calls went out over the crowd to the Ektal initiates at tables all along its base, stacks of paper ready beside them, as young Luskaitians crowded in and signed themselves up for active duty. Long lines of people crammed themselves closer together to enter the hall itself. Over all of this, many synchronized phonographs set atop the sign up tables played nationalist marches and songs, the lyrics urging the listeners on, relating the glories of war, and stating the greatness of the eternal imperial house. Two flags had been raised on flagpoles that had been brought in that morning, and the large banners of the empire flew overhead, overshadowing those present and reminding them of their loyalties.

			All was lit in the late afternoon gloom by the odd green lights of the priests which had so mystified the prince in his youth, though now as he approached the audience hall they only had the memory of wonder about them. He now knew that they were nothing but odd electrical currents directed through some form of metal that changed the hue of the glow, carefully made to appear as if hanging unsupported from a distance. They were marvelous to look upon, to be sure, but they were just that, things to be gawked at. Things to convince the faithful of the powers of Harak using the new technologies of the empire. It was all doubtless for the greater good, though, for if more fell into the ways of the one true god because they believed in some minor forms of witchery, then who was Ichtak to judge?

			Into this crowd pushed Hahln and Ichtak, having rushed out to see what was happening. Ichtak quickly spotted Tlalli behind one of the tables near the audience hall’s entryway, calling out to other Ektal initiates and pushing papers across the way to students eager to sign them. The prince made his way over, coming up to the table’s side and waiting as she finished stamping approval on the papers of a very young-looking student, who assured her he was sixteen, but did not have any identification to prove it. In fact, many of the faces in the crowd looked too young to be in their last couple years here, yet they pressed in, eager to enlist, and Ichtak had yet to see one turned away.

			“Hello,” She said, surprised to look up and see them at the table. “Its good you came. I was starting to worry that you would be left out.”

			Tlalli had remained quite beautiful throughout the years to Ichtak’s thinking, but her dark eyes could give glares as severe as her father’s, and her expressions could put someone to running just as easily as they could draw them in for conversation. She was not very tall, but was exceedingly fit and agile, and already carried herself with the swagger of an accomplished military official. Though most of her face was hidden behind an Ektal veil, Ichtak could make out her giving him a smile before looking distastefully at Hahln, like an adult questioning the presence of a small child at some elitist cocktail party. Her low, paced voice was capable of endearing tones, though most only knew the harsher mode of speech she employed when ordering understudies and those she outranked around or threatening some punishment to disobedient or lacking students, and it was this much less pleasant tone she adopted as she commented, “I don’t expect there’s much doubt as to who’s lack of backbone slowed you in your duties, though.”

			“What is going on?” Ichtak prompted quickly, anxious to know just what was happening, and to avoid any further aggressive comments by either of them.

			“Something has come out of the caves up north of Korahnek city,” Tlalli told him, slightly distracted as another student came forward and handed her his identification number. “I don’t know just what, but Thunkahl is inside speaking about it right now. You can go in and listen if there is enough room. Come back out when you register, though. I’ll have you placed in my unit.”

			She made a point of looking only at Ichtak as she finished speaking, immediately turning back around to accept a signed paper and pass it over to another Ektal initiate who bore it off to be placed in one of the stacks. 

			“We’ll be back momentarily, then,” Ichtak told her, watching as Kalahtl, who he knew full well was only fifteen, reached a table not far away and handed what had to be a fake identification number to the Ektal behind it. He dismissed it as the way of Luskaitian youth, turning around and joining Hahln as he moved off to enter the audience hall.

			As they shuffled down the entry corridor amongst all the other students, they could already hear the much revered voice of Thunkahl ringing out in the room ahead. Amongst the noise from the mutters and motions in the cramped hallway it was hard for Ichtak to make out Hahln’s words as he turned his head to the prince and said, “When we get out, let me sign up first. I’ll show her loyalty. I want to annoy the woman as much as possible.”

			“Very well,” Ichtak told him, laughing. “Just remember she will have a gun out in the field. She could be more dangerous than her father, I think.”

			“More irritating, perhaps,” Hahln muttered. “More rigid, certainly. But I don’t think she is more dangerous. Mostly talk, that one.” 

			Ichtak shrugged it off, fairly used to such things by now. He didn’t like the way either of them acted, but he had tried talking them down into a more agreeable state of coexistence before and had found it impossible, eventually giving up on attempting to calm them altogether. He simply ignored it. It was the best thing he could do.

			“And did you see her signing on those children out there?” Hahln went on. “What kind of practice is that?”

			“All the initiates were,” Ichtak told him, shrugging. “It’s natural that they are happy to receive any volunteers, and will let it slide when they aren’t quite of age. Besides, the young ones volunteered knowing full well that it was war they were signing up for. That is why they are here, to prepare them for service and loyalty. It may just be good for them.”

			“But at that age?” Hahln continued, pressing the issue, “It just is not right. I don’t think I would have grasped the seriousness of the decision at thirteen or fourteen, not at all. I might not even grasp the seriousness of it now.”

			“Well,” Ichtak said, “at that age you certainly know that we would have tried to sign up as well, and we would have been sorely disappointed if we were turned away. More than that, it is not important what age the recruits are as long as they are willing to follow commands and act as soldiers of Luskaiti. They will be as ready as one can be before going into danger after two weeks of basic training.”

			The two of them entered the familiar audience hall to find the seats crammed full of silent students, the stairways down the sides made into extra seats by latecomers like themselves. They pushed their way through the crowd at the top of the room as best they could and came to the railing, looking down from the back of the chamber over the seats at the comparatively distant Thunkahl, whose voice was still well audible through the speakers mounted on the walls. 

			“As was said in the book to be read,” Thunkahl told them, “it is not the visible threat that brings harm, but the invisible. It is not the wave glimpsed from afar that spells doom, but the flash flood which comes in the night. These Tayohua are that doom. I cannot stress enough that these are heralds of great strife and conflict to come, and if we are not first to act we may well be swept away. I beg of you, if you have not already, register. Join the legions of Harak. Go north and exterminate these vicious monsters before they reveal their full potential for devastation.”

			The room was locked in on him even more intensely than was usual, and Ichtak found himself wishing that he had been here earlier, had gotten to see the old man’s delivery from the start. He was incredibly respectful of the high priest, having spent a great deal of his time in the academy studying under him outside of lectures and readings, staying for hours in his private quarters to discuss the intricacies of the world and Luskaitian society, to discuss their worries and their hopes, and generally sharing the most stimulating discussions that the prince had ever had. He was glad to see that Hahln’s nervousness had calmed around the man, though it had not gone from him completely. It would be a shame for Hahln to live his life without the influences of such a wise and respected figure simply out of fear brought with him out of an ignorant childhood.

			Ichtak also found himself reflecting on the mentions of the name ‘Tayohua’ used in the Bastion of Will, knowing them to be cryptic and hidden beings supposedly descended from Tarakahm. If they were at work in the north, then dire times were indeed at hand, regardless of the context. 	

			“There are most likely a great many of these beasts below the feet of the poor souls in Korahnek,” Thunkahl went on, “Crawling about in the blackness underneath decent beings. And it will not be a simple or pleasant task to delve into their warrens, nests, or whatever these things have built up over the ages down there, and bring them to an end before they can further impact us. That I assure you. But, we must be prepared to do so to defend our homes, and, beyond that, to uphold Harak’s will. It is a large enough stain on the world for it to bear any abhumans at all. For them to have footholds here in Harak’s nation is beyond unacceptable.”

			There was general, scattered clapping that grew into a widespread cheer at that, and Ichtak and Hahln joined in. 

			“I applaud you for your nationalism,” Thunkahl said, raising a hand for silence, “but do not forget what we face. We face an enemy created to harm us, one that we know very little about. You will be going into the bowels of the earth to face them on their home ground, with little but faith to protect you. While Harak is a strong shield, he is no guarantee of success or survival. It is up to us, his followers, to do what we can with the strength and wit he has given us over the other beings of this world and crush these beings, no matter the cost.”

			The crowd did not seem dissuaded, applauding once more at the priest’s assertion. Ichtak wondered about the intricate detail of the matter, but the staples of it were clear. There was some new species of abhuman in the northern province of Korahnek which needed to be dealt with, and that was all that needed to be said for him to know that a serious matter lay before them. He tugged on Hahln’s sleeve, motioning for the hall leading out of the place, and the two started their quiet way out, pushing past the flow of students making their way inside along with a few other people set on pledging themselves to the cause. 

			Ichtak did not have a reason for wanting to sign himself up immediately, but he felt it necessary, somehow. Hahln, moving beside him, asked, “What are the Tayohua?”

			“A race said to have been crafted by the dark one and hidden away,” Ichtak explained, knowing his friend had not yet been granted access to this portion of the Bastion of Will. “Supposedly beings who dwell in darkness. To be revealed to the world when the time is right for some great change or movement, though what that is remains unclear. All of the pages dealing with the various shadowed and unknown abhumans are quite vague and inexact, in fact, so describing what exactly they are is hard to do, given that nobody really knows for certain. At least, no one here. If they are ravaging the north, I’m sure some already know all too well what they are, and what they are capable of.”

			They emerged into the gloomy day again, and found themselves in the excited and patriotic atmosphere of the registry swarm. Pushing his way left and up to Tlalli’s table, Hahln made his way up to the front of the line. As Tlalli looked up to find her next recruit was Hahln, she immediately looked about for Ichtak, who was several paces behind his friend. Her eyes went back to Hahln quickly, though, and she pulled a registration paper from the stack before her and slid it to him, saying, “I had no idea you would actually give devotion a try. Sign.”

			“Do you need my identification number,” Hahln asked coldly, taking the paper from her, “or will I have to tell you I’ve forgotten mine?”

			“It won’t be necessary,” Tlalli replied. “I already know you’re a child at heart. But one more for the firing line will do no evil, I suppose, even if they cannot aim.”

			She snatched the sheet away from him as soon as he had signed it, and he was sure to say, “Place me in your unit. I’d hate to leave Ichtak alone out there.”

			Tlalli grimaced, but at a nod from Ichtak she turned to hand off the paper. She found her father standing there between her and the next initiate over. His approach had been missed by all three, Tlalli and Hahln being quite occupied being generally venomous towards one another and Ichtak annoyed with the exchange but watching intently all the same. Rultahn smiled, looking to Ichtak, and said, “Your highness, I must have a word with you.”

			“Yes?” Ichtak prompted, curious as he approached the table and stood next to Hahln.

			“You are going to sign up for active service, I take it?” Rultahn asked.

			“Of course,” Ichtak told him.

			“Well, I have orders not to allow you to enlist,” Rultahn told him, “and I almost didn’t get down here in time to keep to them. Your father has asked me specifically to bar you from service.”

			“Why?” asked Ichtak, somewhat angered and very surprised.

			“He will explain it to you himself,” Rultahn told him calmly. “He has asked that I accompany you back to the palace as soon as those students who have enlisted are shipped out tomorrow evening. I am sorry. I realize you must truly wish to serve the nation, and it pains me to rob you of the chance, but your father is a wise man and he will have more than enough to tell you when you speak to him.”

			Ichtak did indeed feel robbed, more so than he ever had. Tlalli looked almost as crushed as he, and Hahln simply looked stunned, staring at his enlistment paper in the realization that he was now being sent north to fight some threat no one understood without his greatest friend, one of his only friends, and with only the condescending Tlalli present as a familiar face.

			“I’m sorry for my outburst,” Ichtak said after several moments, looking to Rultahn and then off towards the temple of the order before sighing, “I will be going.”

			He began to move off, and Hahln went to follow him. Tlalli shoved Hahln’s signed paper into her father’s hands and strode out around the table, catching the prince’s sleeve as he went. 

			“I will be by your quarters tonight before the theatre production starts,” she told him. “You will still be going, right?”

			“I will,” Ichtak answered after a moment’s hesitation, giving her his full attention and saying, “I will see you this evening, then.”

			She smiled somewhat sadly and nodded, then stood as if ready to say something else. A moment passed in silence, however, and she simply nodded to him once more, and made her way back to the table, where her father was accepting signatures in her stead. 

			“I can’t believe I’m going to war without you,” Hahln said as they walked off, out and away from the chattering crowds of anxious students. “I just can’t believe it. If Rultahn had been just a moment earlier, perhaps I could have abstained.”

			“No,” Ichtak said, not too harshly but with a hint of scorn still evident in his voice. “It is best that you go. Any who can manage should serve. It is written in the Bastion of Will, and so it is a duty of ours to fight when we are called to war.”

			“I know,” Hahln told him, somewhat hurt, “but I can’t help but feel that way. I’m going into danger on my own. With other soldiers of Luskaiti, of course, but independent of any people I really know, save Tlalli, if she counts as a person.”

			“Don’t start with that,” Ichtak said, “it’s never pleasant and it’s certainly not pleasant now.” 

			“Sorry,” Hahln sighed. “I am sorry.”

			The two walked in silence for some time, heading for the temple of the order and Ichtak’s quarters through the mostly empty campus, the majority of the student body having gone to the audience hall. Ichtak thought of days to come, of the chance he had missed, and of the dangers Tlalli and Hahln would face without him. Hahln just thought of being alone, which scared him well enough.

			“I haven’t even asked if it’s okay if I come back to your rooms yet,” Hahln said after some time spent in thought, “and I am following you there all the same. Am I bothering you? I can go if you need to be alone, I would understand.”

			“No, no,” Ichtak assured him. “I’ll take the afternoon off to smoke a bit more, and we can sit and talk. We won’t be doing much of it after tomorrow, I suppose. Maybe we can break out the Canelazo my father sent me last year and have a few drinks. I think I will need them.”

			“I can agree with that,” Hahln laughed.

			The two walked the rest of the way to Ichtak’s quarters in silence, the sun dipping below the horizon and the shadow of Voul plunging the academy grounds into obscuring but calming darkness.
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			It had been, by any estimation, a pleasant evening, Hahln having spent hours with him reminiscing and finally agreeing to meet up with him before he departed the next day, and the theatre production having been extremely well put on. It was a play depicting Emperor Acalan I and his military campaigns, along with his reimplementation of blood sacrifice in Luskaiti, and was a popular favorite. Tlalli had been fairly silent most of the night, and so had he, but it didn’t stop them from enjoying the time together. He now walked back with her to the officials’ barracks where she resided with the other Ektal initiates, the darkened grounds void of too much activity this late at night.

			“What will you do at the palace?” Tlalli asked him as they walked. “Surely they aren’t stopping your last year of education?”

			“I don’t suppose,” Ichtak said, not having thought much about it, “but I really haven’t any clue. Today was the first I’ve heard of it.”

			“Well,” Tlalli said, looking about them in the dark, “I should tell you, my father has sent some Ektal to watch your floor in the temple of the order. They are stationed all around the place, and are not to move all night.”

			“That’s odd,” Ichtak said, looking off toward the temple in the distance.

			“Just be careful,” Tlalli told him quite seriously as they entered the officials’ barracks. “He is worried about something, even if he doesn’t want to admit it. 

			“I’ll keep my eyes open,” Ichtak assured her. “I don’t think I will be getting much sound rest tonight, anyway. Too much to think about.”

			The two made their way past the Ektal guards, who nodded their recognition to them, and made their way through the barracks and up to the third floor. At the back of the building on this floor was the entrance to Tlalli’s quarters, and as overseer of the other initiates from her class she had the largest and finest chambers.

			“I wish this wasn’t goodbye,” Tlalli said as they stopped before her door, “but I’ll be gone early tomorrow morning to help the other initiates organize the student recruits and work out transport arrangements. I don’t suppose I’ll see you for some time.”

			She was in a corset and a long, floor brushing dress, wearing a wide brimmed hat fixed with a see-through veil on her usually turban bearing head. It was all black, but otherwise was completely uncharacteristic of her usual attire, and Ichtak could tell it had annoyed her to wear it. She removed the hat as she finished speaking, allowing her to look into his eyes without craning her head upward to compensate for the brim of the thing.

			“We’ll see each other again, after this is all over,” Ichtak said. “I might even be graduated and in the royal command by then.”

			“I hope so,” Tlalli told him, looking at him with sadness he’d never seen her display before. “I’ll miss you, your highness.”

			She pulled him in close and kissed him then. Nothing too sloppy, but enough to show she cared. They were still Luskaitians, though, and any kind of physical contact was considered improper outside of marriage, so the few they had shared felt quite forbidden and adventurous. Ichtak, always the one upon whom such things were initiated, but part of his dedicated and traditional mind liking it regardless, hesitated a moment and returned the gesture.

			“I’ll miss you too,” Ichtak told her, “more than I’ve ever missed anything in my life, I’d expect. Come home safely, if you can manage.”

			“I think I can do that,” She said, smiling. He didn’t doubt her, her skills as a soldier outstripping his by far, but that did not stop him from worrying.

			“I will write to you,” She assured him, opening her door to go inside.

			“I’m counting on it,” Ichtak said. He returned her wave as she entered the door, and she bowed as she pushed it closed, looking him over a final time before smiling and vanishing from sight. Ichtak stood there for several moments, truly lost, and then made himself turn to make for his own quarters. Behind the closed door, Tlalli stood still as well, listened as the prince walked off, and promised herself she would make it back to the academy to hear him return.
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			When Ichtak opened the door to his quarters in the temple of the order and entered, he knew somehow that someone else was in the place with him. His other worries and feelings drew back as he focused in and shut the door silently behind him. Tlalli’s warning having put him on edge, he was ready for anything. The room was dark, but he did not reach to light the kerosene lamp on the small table just off to the right, scanning the dim confines of the parlor that doubled as his foyer for anything out of place. It was not long before he noticed that there was someone sitting in one of his armchairs, his head turned in the prince’s direction, though the turbaned man’s identity was not obvious in the dark. 

			“Hello, your highness,” Came Thunkahl’s voice from the shadows. “I hope you don’t mind the intrusion.”

			“Not at all,” Ichtak told him, relieved. He grabbed a match, reached over and brought some light to the room by lighting the kerosene lamp. Thunkahl sat in silence in his armchair, his hands clasped before him, simply looking up at the prince.

			“What brings you here at this hour?” Ichtak asked, thoroughly curious as to why the priest was sitting in the dark just waiting on him. Calls from the man were common, but not this type of unannounced visit. It was considered very rude to interrupt somebody even with an appointment, and usually unacceptable to interrupt them without one. While Ichtak thought of the man like an uncle at this point and was not offended by his unexpected presence, he did find himself more than a bit surprised by it.

			“I merely wish to apologize,” Thunkahl told him after a cautious look around the slightly lit room. “You see, I was the one who was primarily behind your father’s decision to ban you from service for the time being.”

			“Why, may I ask, was it so important that I be kept back, then?” Ichtak asked without hesitation, some irritation creeping into his tone.

			“It was vital because you are in danger,” Thunkahl said sternly, “and not just from things in the north, not just in the act of going to war, but in general. There is something, some great anguish, that we need to keep you from, and though I don’t know that we can, I am going to try my best to prevent such a thing from happening to you. If I am to be completely honest, it must be said that I was also here to watch the place, to make sure nothing slipped in.”

			“How do you know I am in danger?” Ichtak prompted him, some patience coming back into his voice after Thunkahl’s somewhat unnerving message, surely tied in with Tlalli’s warning. “Why do I need protection?”

			“It has been foretold, Ichtak, in the very Kahli scrolls I have tasked you with perusing,” Thunkahl replied. “Have you not studied them?”

			“Of course,” Ichtak said, not making the connection, “but not all of them. Forgive me, friend, but they are a very cumbersome read, and not too clearly phrased. Much in them seems to be speculative and rambling. And, some of its claims could be taken to be quite assuming and arrogant, perhaps even heretical.”

			“Well,” Thunkahl said, “The passages foretold the coming of the Tayohua, and much more. It might take the eyes of many priests to uncover these sayings, but it does not change the fact that when read in the right fashion this writing lays out the line of recent events, to your brothers’ early deaths to the passing of your grandfather and uncle in some outbreak from the west, along with things like your marking by Harak. It is truly prophetic in nature, of that the entire priestly order of Tepek is convinced. And it hints that an heir to the throne will be brought under great duress in this period of the Tayohua’s return.”

			“I will need to redouble my efforts on the text, then,” Ichtak said, truly astounded the work could tell anyone so much. “Many of its meanings have been lost on me, apparently.”

			“As I said, it took many priests to piece the whole of the puzzle together, and even that took time,” Thunkahl assured him. “You should not be too ashamed of not accomplishing such a thing in just two weeks. But regardless, those texts are why you are to be kept back. The emperor will not risk his heir, and rightly so. He will do all he can to protect you from any threat you fall under. The best way any of us can see for that to be accomplished is for you to be kept in the palace, within easy monitoring range.”

			“I see,” Ichtak said, allowing the man’s words to sink in, and looking over to the lower jaw of the Eiden who had wounded him those few years ago, now mounted above his fireplace, feeling his scars and trying to tell himself that this protectiveness was for the best, that it had been needed. But that did not make it easier to accept the fact that he would be left by his friends and be barred from serving his god and country in the most respectable fashion open to him as a Luskaitian.

			“Well, your highness, you must be tired, as it is quite late,” Thunkahl told him, looking to the old clock affixed to the wall. “If you desire some rest you may sleep. I will go if you desire it, but, if it can be permitted, I would like to remain here through the night. I am not much use repelling danger, but I would be more comfortable if I could sit in your quarters praying and watching than if I were to just sit in my own and hope.”

			“Of course. You are welcome to stay,” Ichtak told him, glad to have the offer, “but I don’t think I will go to sleep myself just yet. My mind is too occupied for it. Would you mind if I sat and talk with you for a while?”

			“Not at all,” Thunkahl chuckled. “These are your quarters your majesty, and you may do as you will in them.”

			Ichtak came over to the parlor’s center and sat down, leaning back and immediately going for his pipe. He could use it at this point. As Ichtak filled his bowl and lit it, Thunkahl looked to him and said, “I hear Hahln is still going with the expeditionary force. Is that true?”

			“Yes,” Ichtak told the priest. “He did not realize I would not be accompanying him when he signed on, but he is resolved to go, which is good, given the fines, jail time, and penance service that are handed out for pulling back from service after registration.”

			“It will be good for him, I think,” Thunkahl said. “There was always something strange about that boy. Maybe some extended encounters with foul, darker beings will straighten out the last of his problems.”

			“He has improved vastly over the years,” Ichtak said in defense of his friend. “More so than I could have ever hoped. He has the rare tilt towards oddity here or there, but he is quite respectable over all.”

			“Rultahn’s daughter does not seem to think so,” Thunkahl said to him.

			“She is just holding onto old events,” Ichtak replied. “Hahln hasn’t acted out of sorts in years.”

			“Sometimes it is not one’s actions but the way one goes about them that sends the greatest message,” Thunkahl said in a rather sagely fashion. “The girl recognizes this. That boy still has some way to go before I would say he is fully cured of his oddities.”

			Ichtak sat silently, wanting the priest to move on. He knew Hahln showed his weakness slightly every now and then, but did that really matter? It did not seem to dictate his actions, and he seemed to acknowledge their oddity and need to be suppressed. Either way, helping Hahln was his burden to bear. He certainly did not appreciate Tlalli or even the respected Thunkahl’s comments about him. 

			“How is the Lord Ektal’s daughter, by the way?” Thunkahl prompted, Ichtak thankful for the change in direction until he said, “You two are very close, I am told.”

			The way he said it made Ichtak all too aware he meant to imply more than friendship, which set him off guard. He and Tlalli kept the fact that they were at all romantically involved quite secret, at least towards superiors in the academy like Thunkahl and Rultahn. The nature of their relationship might be obvious to students, or perhaps other Ektal initiates, given the amount of time they spent alone together at classier events like religious dinners or theatre productions, but those were chosen on the premise that older members of the staff had more leave to go off of academy grounds to do such things and usually did so, generally leaving them unobserved. It was to avoid being restricted by their elders there that they tried to remain at a state of simple friendship in the eyes of those elders. Only the emperor himself had guessed there was anything to the two of them being together openly before, and he had been very silent about it.

			“She is quite well,” Ichtak told him. “I am sure she is excited at the chance to prove herself.”

			“Indeed,” Thunkahl said, tapping the book under his hands absently, “be careful with Tlalli, prince. There are certain things a Luskaitian, especially a royal Luskaitian, should not indulge in until the time is right.”

			“I am fully aware,” Ichtak told him flatly, slightly offended. He rose, taking his pipe and his box of tobacco up with him, saying, “I will retire, if you will excuse me.”

			“Of course, your majesty,” Thunkahl said, bowing slightly as the prince left, the heir not acknowledging him. “I did not mean to offend.”

			Ichtak thought of saying something, but got ahold of himself and simply entered his room, shut the door, and bolted it behind him. It was dark inside, and he lit a candle on the bedside table. The windowless room was well decorated and lush, but quite traditionally Luskaitian in style, and he made his way over to an armchair in the corner which faced the opposite wall, on which hung a map of the world with mighty Luskaiti’s expansive territories painted up in red. He sat his box down on the table beside this chair and lit a second candle, taking up his pipe once more and looking the world over. He sat and wondered whether he, assured for so many years that he would change that world, would be permitted to any time soon.
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			After a fairly restless night and emerging to find Thunkahl gone, Ichtak had made for Hahln’s quarters in the T barracks. Though it was only just past eight o’clock, and Hahln was a notoriously late sleeper, he somehow knew his friend would not have slept well that night either. Entering the large, low stone structure and weaving his way with familiarity to his friend’s chambers, he came to a sturdy but plain wooden door and knocked.

			His feeling had been correct, as Hahln was at the door within moments, already in uniform, or perhaps simply still in his uniform from the day before. He grinned as he saw Ichtak, throwing the door open wider and motioning him inside, saying, “I would normally turn away such an early visit, but I will make an exception today.”

			The two of them made their way to two simple wooden chairs set at a small, round wooden table in the center of the main room. The room itself was a combination of a kitchen, sitting room, and foyer, with as many old storage pieces like chests and shelves lining the walls as was possible. The walls themselves were hung with thick frames in which were displayed pressed and preserved mushrooms and mosses, and the center of the table they sat at bore not a vase of flowers as centerpiece, but a small pot with striking red and white amanita caps from the Eidenlands thriving in its moist growth medium. The whole room smelled a bit like damp ground, but Ichtak liked the odd place. His friend’s many pots filled with exotic mushroom growth were the last survivals of his gardens, and he planned to grow them to new extents one day when he had the land or space to do so. A relatively small picture of Hahln’s parents sitting together, his father balancing a much younger Hahln on his knee, was the only break in fungal growth related decoration, and it was displayed over the fireplace. 

			On a grate over the flames in that fireplace was a pan of sliced mushrooms, always on the menu when sitting in at Hahln’s place. Ichtak didn’t know whether Hahln ate mushrooms alone, but sometimes it seemed that way. He would occasionally eat with him at a restaurant or dinner party that Tlalli was unable to attend, and would view Hahln eating meats or vegetables more common to the Luskaitian palette, but those times were rare, and his friend seemed to always eat in, never bringing home much from the markets save small bags of spices or herbs along with oils for cooking. Still, Ichtak enjoyed the meals, even if they were fairly Araslevanian or Saxonian in nature. One could say what one wanted about the people of northern Icalaquian, but their cuisine, or at least Hahln’s rendition of it, was good.

			“I hope you don’t mind Ferishi cap for breakfast,” Hahln told him, seeing him looking at the cooking fungi. “They are freshly picked. It only takes the things a few weeks to mature.”

			“Not at all,” Ichtak said. “I don’t suppose I will be having it for a while if you’re to be gone, so I had better savor it while I can get it.”  

			 “I don’t know what I’m going to do with all this, now,” Hahln said disappointedly, looking around his main room with some measure of sadness. “I will have to start cultivation all over when I come back. It took me years to acquire some of these species, and now it’ll all fall to waste.”

			“I could attempt to have them brought to the palace with me if you wanted,” Ichtak told him hopefully. “Perhaps your parents could care for them until you return.”

			“No, too much to learn,” Hahln said, shaking his head. “They might try, but their minds are tied up with plants. No, these will just have to go. I’m going to cook up all the edible ones this morning and feast around lunch before I go. Care to join me? I don’t think I can eat the entirety of my collection by myself.”

			“I don’t see why not,” Ichtak told him happily. “It will be a good way to send you off.”

			“Good,” Hahln said, looking quite pleased as he rose, approached the fireplace, removed the pan, and slid the mushrooms onto a large wooden plate laid out on the low shelf next to it. He seasoned the platter with some pepper from the southern provinces and poured a small amount of oil onto the plate, bringing it over and setting it on the table between their two spots as he asked, “So, when do you leave for the palace, exactly?”

			“As soon as Rultahn is ready this evening,” Ichtak answered, accepting a smaller plate and some silverware offered to him by Hahln, and pulling some of the mushrooms onto it.

			Hahln seated himself, helped his own plate, and began to eat as well. Ichtak looked him over, thinking that he seemed much more content and calm than he had the night before.

			“Is your father back from Icalaquian yet?” Hahln asked as they ate. “It would be more of a fitting trip home if he was.”

			“Yes,” Ichtak told him, “he arrived back last week. It was all over the news. And I believe I told you about it.”

			“I’m not one for the news, or remembering,” Hahln laughed, “but it’s good that you might get to see the emperor for a while.”

			“Yes, it is,” Ichtak said, “but it doesn’t mean I’m happy about returning home. I needed this chance at battle to prove myself. Now I don’t know when my time will come around to do so.”

			“You don’t need to prove anything,” Hahln said, looking over the table at him seriously. “The whole of the populace thinks you must be Ichtak I in some reborn form or another, and Thunkahl and Rultahn don’t do much aside from sing your praises these days. I don’t think it’s proving yourself you need to worry about, it’s making a good leader of yourself before you ascend to the throne. And I believe you are already well on your way to that. Perhaps your father is going to coach you a bit when he brings you home, take you on as a kind of apprentice.”

			They laughed at that, but once they had both quieted, Ichtak said, “But my only other excursion was not too glorious in terms of my combat abilities. And on top of that, all my ancestors have sought to go to war, or at least to battle, at some point before taking the throne. It seems to be a kind of tradition, one I think it would be quite a dishonor to break.”

			“Ah,” Hahln said, a knowing look on his face, “but they all waited until finishing their studies and then took command of whole armies. That is the way a future emperor should make war, not on the ground with the rest of us.”

			“Perhaps,” Ichtak sighed, “but I don’t like to have to sit out of anything and everything while war has come to our homeland. It’s not a comfortable feeling. More than that, I have trained long and hard in the fields of riflery and melee engagement. It would be a waste to let those skills go unused.”

			“I have a plan,” Hahln said, “and I hope to make it work. If I can attain a promotion or two by the time I’m back, and get another on graduation, I’ll be an Ektal in no time, maybe even an Ektal sergeant. Perhaps then you can come in as some imperial marshal, and I’ll be there to be your second officer. It’ll get me through the months alone with people I don’t know too well and that Tlalli snake. You just worry about being competent enough in your grasp of military study to lead us to good results when I come back.”

			Ichtak laughed at that, saying, “I promise to try my best.”
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			It was a long time before the two of them stopped eating, smoking, reminiscing and speculating, and they truly made the best of it. But a knock came on the door some time into the afternoon, and when Hahln opened the door, he was surprised to find Rultahn standing there.

			“Hello, your highness,” Rultahn said, looking past Hahln and addressing the prince first before turning to Hahln and nodding. He took several steps into the room and smelled deeply, looking distastefully at the plate on the table and the pots lining the walls.

			“What are you doing here?” Ichtak asked, thoroughly curious. “The soldiery doesn’t leave for another two hours.”

			“You are correct, my lord,” Rultahn told him, his eyes coming back to the prince, “but we have been asked to make our way back as quickly as possible, and I believe it is in our best interest to do so before the soldiery departs. I have already wasted some time in looking for you. We really must be off with some measure of haste.”

			“We will have to return to my chambers and gather my belongings then, I suppose,” Ichtak said, looking to Hahln apologetically.

			“That is already taken care of,” Rultahn informed him. “I have several men loading your things onto a truck to be brought up to the palace as we speak. They will be treated with the upmost care, I assure you.”

			“Very well,” Ichtak said after a moment of resigned silence. “We are going by automobile, I assume?”

			“Of course,” Rultahn answered. “I have one waiting just outside for us.”

			Ichtak stood and looked around the room absently once, then looked to Hahln. He walked over to him and put out his hand, saying, “I suppose I will see you when you come back victorious.”

			“You can count on it,” Hahln told him with a reassuring smile, shaking the prince’s offered hand vigorously.

			“Let us be off,” Rultahn said. “I am sure Hahln here needs some time to prepare for his own leave-taking.”

			Ichtak threw a glare at the Lord Ektal and he quieted down, the prince and his father being the only two people on the planet, besides perhaps Thunkahl, that could get away with such a bold action. Ichtak moved on, however, waving slightly to Hahln and receiving a salute from his friend in return before he wheeled around, forcing himself to stride out the door, not looking back. As he heard Rultahn fall in behind him, and saw a group of six Ektal a ways down the hallway awaiting them vigilantly, presumable to accompany them along their way, Ichtak wondered just what it was they expected to protect him from, if the threat itself was so cryptic. 

			Rultahn caught up to him then, walking along beside him, his eyes straight ahead as he told him, “I apologize for any offense, lord. I am merely out of sorts around foreign smells and sights.”

			“I know,” Ichtak said, not looking at the man, “but you would be best served being more polite around Hahln. He will not be leaving the circle of trust of the royals in my time, I can assure you of that.”

			“Of course, your highness,” Rultahn said. “I will try to contain any feelings that may be at odds with your own, I assure you.”

			“Very good then,” Ichtak told him as they exited the building and approached the small but luxurious car parked before the main doors, trucks full of armed Ektal in front of and behind it. He looked to Rultahn as they got into the main cab together and asked, “What am I to study in my time at the palace?”

			“Whatever you wish us to focus on will be focused on,” Rultahn told him, motioning for the convoy to move, “but your father desires that you be given a more in depth grasp of military maneuvering and tactics.” 

			“That is just fine,” Ichtak said, looking off over the academy grounds to where the enlisted students were already gathering in front of the audience hall, “I couldn’t have chosen a subject better myself.”
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			Ichtak stood atop the old but well maintained battlements of the wall surrounding the exterior of the palace. It had been quite a defensive structure in its day despite never being needed, but now it was mostly symbolic and aesthetic in nature, and afforded those who wished to stand atop it a great view of the city below. The prince looked off towards the Reitakh academy, using Voul’s immense bulk as a guide to lead his eyes on down to the audience hall in the school’s center. The trucks bearing Luskaiti’s new recruits were rolling out along Reitakh’s winding roads and flowing out of its front gates, beginning to weave their way through the city and off in the direction of the main roads north. Many such migrations of vehicles and even several old fashioned wagons drawn by horse teams rumbled along in that general direction, but Ichtak was focused on those leaving the academy, the planes overhead and the cheers in the street for the more decorated units putting on marches not drawing his attention. Even the artillery salutes being fired as the Tepek Ektal’s most honored divisions marched through major streets in full formation, bands playing their anthem as loudly as possible and crowds crying the lyrics to patriotic songs or rhymes to send them off, did little to distract him.

			He was not alone on the wall, for off to either side of him some distance away were positioned handfuls of Ektal soldiers, placed on guard duty to ensure nothing befell him during his vigil. He paid them no heed, his eyes and his thoughts on Tlalli, Hahln, and all the other people he knew being shipped out to battle down below. He wondered what he would do with himself for the span of who knew how long while they were away, knowing they were in danger and steeped in glory while he sat inside the palace in safety, at least as far as he could tell.

			The sun was in the latest stages of setting, and the jungles visible in the distance, which truly began to close in as the city’s borders faltered into more sparsely populated buildings and homes, formed a dark and obscure mass in comparison to the shimmering lights of Tepek. Fireworks were set off as the darkness closed in, a varied and dazzling array of them lighting up the sky above. Ichtak, even in his somewhat depressed state of mind, found it hard not to find the whole of the spectacle breathtaking. But just as his national pride would well up and he could begin to forget about his woes, he would think of his friends down in the transports and would return to being torn. Part of him wanted to be down in the procession with them, being sent off with the most glorious of farewells before finding himself born anew on the field of battle, while another part of him simply wanted to see them at his side, safe. Both were out of his grasp.

			“I have been waiting to see you for months,” came his father’s voice from off to his side. “I expected you to come to me as soon as you arrived, but I think here will be as good a place as any to catch up.” 

			“I am sorry,” Ichtak said, somewhat surprised, as his father came up and joined him behind the crenellations of the wall overlooking the city. “I did not mean to keep you waiting. I just wanted to see the soldiers make their way out.”

			“Of course,” Korzuma said. “I understand. But have some hope about you, my boy. You will have your chance to see battle, when the time is right.”

			Ichtak looked over at his father, who stared off over the spectacle of Tepek being mobilized, and wondered just when that chance would come. Working up the nerve to ask aloud, not really able to suppress it after a long stint of hard thought on the matter, he asked, “Might I be permitted to know when that will be? I know you have your reasons for holding me here, but I really must have an idea, or I fear I won’t be able to find any peace or rest for the entirety of this conflict.”

			“As soon as your last year of preparation is finished, my son,” Korzuma told him, turning to face him. “I simply wish to keep you under my supervision until I am sure you are as prepared as is possible when you are finally released upon Harak’s foes. This is why I will be keeping you here this year, to study under Rultahn, and Rultahn alone, along with occasional discussion sessions with Thunkahl, of course. I will have you ready for the field by the time you finish your education.”

			“Am I to be here for an entire year?” Ichtak asked. He immediately worried that the war would end, and his friends would return, only for him to be kept out of reach of them for months as his academic year ran its course within the confined walls of the palace.

			“Indeed,” Korzuma said, looking him over. “The distractions of the academy are many, and I know full well that you would soon find yourself devoted to more than just strategic military study there. That is the knowledge which will serve as the lifeblood of your future. You have already placed the blocks upon which your religious life shall be built, but we must prepare you for the more violent but no less glorious living that can only be experienced at the head of an army. Beyond any of that, it is a dangerous time. I trust either Rultahn or Thunkahl has told you of the Kahli scrolls, and the omens they provide?”

			“Yes, they have,” Ichtak replied, “but do we really need to take them so seriously? I found nothing when I myself studied the scrolls that was more than a relatively recent attempt at aping the Bastion of Will’s prose and structure.”

			“They have proven themselves accurate in some cases,” Korzuma said, “but that could well be fortunate speculation and coincidence. However, just to walk the path of caution, I wish to keep you here under my guard, learning the skills you will need to navigate our all too often hostile world. You are my final heir, Ichtak, and I do not want you to be taken from me as my other heirs so suddenly and painfully were.”

			“Understood,” Ichtak told his father, not wishing for him to continue. The topic troubled him. Indeed, it was the only thing which Ichtak could tell really did trouble him, emotionally at least. The part of him that always yearned for contact with his only parent and last surviving family member welled up with joy at the prospect of Korzuma defending him out of protectiveness and care, but he would not make the emperor of Luskaiti delve into detail on it just to please himself. The prince simply turned his head back towards the city and asked, “How large an operation is this?”

			“Fairly large, and it can be made larger if need be,” Korzuma said, moving his own gaze back out and onto the troop processions, “Large enough to eviscerate whatever threat has risen up in the north, one would hope, but not so large as to unbalance Tepek and Korahnek provinces. We have not brought our full force to bear, just a fraction of the two provincial militaries will be mobilized along with some new recruits like those from Reitakh, but that is more than enough to deal a severe blow to entire empires. More will be brought in if the need arises.”

			“How much do you know about these things, these Tayohua?” Ichtak asked.

			“Nothing more than our best medical and biological professionals know, which isn’t much,” Korzuma told him honestly. “I know they see flawlessly in the dark, come out of caves, can cling to walls like spiders, and make clothing out of parts from insect life that I dare not imagine which must share the black pits with them. I know they slink about, go quietly on their feet, and are hard to spot. They may well be born out of the ground, as fungus or plants of some kind. Some reports say they likely release spores upon death. What all that combines to tell us, beyond that they are horrid, is not yet abundantly clear. But I will not allow them to parade about in the north like they own the province, nor will I allow them to exist beneath it if I can help it.”

			Ichtak agreed in full. They sounded horrid, and any abhuman upon the Luskaitian claimed globe certainly deserved termination. Curiosity made him wish he would see one brought back and sacrificed on the apex of Voul, but he dismissed the thought almost as soon as it had arisen. It would serve his people well enough if they were simply culled, regardless of how it took place. An odd and joking thought hit him then, almost funny to him, that Hahln would return knowing how to cultivate one of the beasts in his garden. 

			“Will the troops be away long?” Ichtak asked, now finding himself thinking of his friends.

			“It is all dependent on how long it takes us to put down this threat,” Korzuma explained, “but I hope to have them back within a few months. A shorter time stuck in tunnels beneath the earth hunting Harak knows what, and being hunted by them, is far better than a longer one. Our soldiery will endure what it must if it must, however, regardless of the time involved. If there is one thing our history has taught me, it is exactly that.”

			The two sat there silently, watching the celebration below, thinking of the conflict at hand. Several long moments passed before Korzuma asked, “How is Tlalli?”

			“Fine,” Ichtak answered, looking over to his father. “She seemed ready to go, and I can’t think of anyone more competent in a situation like this than her.”

			“She is a good soldier by all accounts,” Korzuma said, “but I mean was she bothered by your parting? It is not good for any soldier to enter battle worried for someone on the home front, distracting them from the anger and focus needed to win the field.”

			“She was troubled by it,” Ichtak told him, “more troubled than I’ve ever seen her be, though I truly can’t say I’ve ever seen her emotionally distressed about anything before. But she will pull through. Like I said, she is far more iron willed than anyone I know.”

			“Good,” Korzuma said, “I hope it will be so. You’ve found quite a woman in her, Ichtak. Don’t let that pass.”

			Ichtak didn’t mean to. He sat there just staring absently in thought for a moment before he said, “Thunkahl seemed to know all about us. I thought it was well kept from the official staff at the academy. You didn’t tell him, did you?”

			 	“No, not at all,” Korzuma chuckled. “I would assume Rultahn did the telling.”

			“Rultahn?” Ichtak asked, surprise on his face. “Does he know?”

			“Of course,” Korzuma said, laughing. “The leader of a military body which possesses the best investigative and infiltrative forces in the world, especially a paranoid one, would not miss out on the knowledge for long.”

			“That is not pleasant to hear,” Ichtak said. “I haven’t seen him sour towards me, or had him approach me about it.”

			“And why would he?” Korzuma asked. “He is quite proud of it. That is why I suggest it may have been him that did the telling. He makes it his business to let anyone and everyone know about who his daughter is being courted by.”

			 	Ichtak grasped his forehead, annoyed, muttering, “Thunkahl doesn’t seem to think it is a thing of pride.”

			“He is a man of faith, and the most devout soul in the empire,” Korzuma laughed. “Of course he would think otherwise. Do not be troubled by it, my boy. Be glad you have found yourself a woman who has some ambitions, who wants to live her own life, not live on your wealth. My wife did not possess such designs, and the only good things I got out of the time wasted on her were you and your brothers.”

			Ichtak knew little about his mother, as his father made it a point not to ever dwell long on the subject, and it was never within the region of Ichtak’s nerves to ask. He now felt a bit more able, prompting cautiously, “What about the empress was a disappointment? I don’t mean to imply you are wrong, I am just curious, given my lack of knowledge.”

			“Too much to list,” Korzuma sighed, reaching into his pocket and removing a pipe, carved of ivory which was similar in design to Ichtak’s, and a bag of fine tobacco, filling its bowl and offering the bag to Ichtak, who refused, having done his fair share that day already. As he lit a match and took a drag on the thing, he said, “Where to begin?”

			“She was a weight to bear, one who wanted wealth and influence through position,” Korzuma began, his voice harsh. “Somebody who thought their newfound place could grant them the power to influence policy. She was wrong. I will leave it at that, and say we are fortunate that she died early. We may have had quite a schemer on our hands had she lived to polish her tactics.”

			Ichtak remained silent as his father stopped, not seeming to care to continue. He decided he wouldn’t force the issue. It may have been an old one, and one Korzuma dismissed as a boon, but Ichtak could see there was still something in it that troubled the emperor, and he knew when enough was enough.

			“But you will not have those issues if you are lucky,” Korzuma said him, looking over at him. “You will be a great emperor in the vein of Ichtak I or Axahl II. I don’t believe the troubles of the rest of those who have sat on the imperial seat will bother you significantly. You have grown into a strong and respectable man, my boy. You will have all the chances you could wish for to prove that to the world, when the time comes. You have already done so during my absence with Rultahn’s aid. I am quite proud of your judgments and decisions.”

			“Thank you, sir,” Ichtak said, elation driving away a bit of his worry and silent speculation. “I was merely doing as I believed you would do, father.”

			“Well, you have proved yourself capable in my eyes,” Korzuma said with some pride, “but you will need more preparation and time to become truly outstanding amongst our long line of great predecessors. This is why I ask that you focus in the coming year. I don’t wish to see your potential at greatness wasted. Never forget your friends, but do not let them distract you from your duties. Besides, I will be ensuring the mail sent from the front reaches you as speedily as possible. That ought to ease some of your worries.”

			“I thank you for it,” Ichtak told him, appreciating the gesture. It would indeed lessen his unease to hear from his friends on the frontlines. 

			“I will leave you to your solitude, then, my boy,” Korzuma said after a moment of silence, “I hope to see much more of you in the coming year than I have in the past. It will be good to see you take your final steps into maturity, even if it is under a cloud of threat.”

			Korzuma turned and shared a parting glance with his son before leaving him to think alone on the wall, the spectacle below partially forgotten. It was a look Ichtak had not seen before, one of respect. Not the respect of those who considered themselves inferior like Rultahn or soldiers about the palace and academy, but of a man speaking to his accomplished colleague, sharing a pride in the other’s accomplishments, but from an equal level. He decidedly liked the look, and as he swept his eyes out over the city once more, he resolved to do his best to receive it as many more times from his father as was possible over the coming year.
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			Hahln sat in the back of a transport truck, rifle in hand, looking about as the citizenry of Tepek showered their praises on the mass of troops being sent forth to battle, music playing, crowds cheering, and banners waving. He was amazed by the ecstatic uproar of citizenry the mobilization had brought out, and he knew well that the reason he no longer felt in doubt was because he, regardless of how small a figure he was in all the mass of soldiery, was a subject of the Luskaitian people’s good will and hope. It felt like the first time the society around him had granted him such fair wishes, though he dismissed that immediately as a sour and traitorous thought brought on by his uncomfortable situation.

			Tlalli sat not far away from him, speaking with several other Ektal initiates. Hahln was not happy to be in a unit with her, but he knew he would have to put up with it. Besides, if anything, she would prove a good enough soldier to keep them alive given her glowing reputation. Even if she did, it wouldn’t lessen his dislike for her, but it might make her more tolerable in the short term.

			Though Ichtak placed the souring between his two friends in the second year he and Hahln had spent in the academy, Hahln would say it was a feeling he had had from the beginning. Partially she had annoyed him because she was a distraction to Ichtak, and partially she had annoyed him because she was a year older than them and seemed always ahead in the knowledge of or function of one thing or another. That would have been minor, though, had she not been so fast to criticize any mistake he made, so quick to jump to conclusions at the slightest hint that he might disagree with authority or have a thought that differed from those of their betters. She knew, somehow, that he was troubled at that time, and she still thought it to be so. No span of years or amount of effort seemed sufficient enough to change that, and many snide comments, accusations of ill thoughts, and outright insults had taken them to the point where they could not truly carry on a civil conversation with one another. 

			In all honesty, Hahln attributed the fact that it took him a longer span of time to be taught the ways of proper Luskaitians under Ichtak to Tlalli’s attitude. It was far easier to believe in something that was said to be out of place if the norm was something of which your greatest vocal rival was a staunch proponent. He had said as much to Ichtak years ago, and the prince had told him that a proper Luskaitian is never to blame his own weaknesses on another Luskaitian for the sake of one’s own pride, for your own soul is what is being tested before Harak. Hahln had never quite let the idea go, however much he appreciated his friend’s lessons and hours upon hours of relatively thankless aid.

			Tlalli, for her part, had known Hahln was troubled rather early on given Ichtak’s attentiveness to him and his oddities, along with the prince’s willingness to attempt to fix them. She merely saw weakness in him, some need to differentiate himself, some infuriating belief that he might well know better that those who clearly knew best. She did not like anything about him, but it was his insistence that he was a righted soul, and Ichtak’s occasional support of that claim in front of her, that irritated her most of all. In Tlalli’s eyes, that was impossible. You could not remove the heretical and timid nature from anyone, not when it came down to the barest part of it. That was that. There was no fixing one’s mental strains and problems once they were in place, and they were deeply rooted in this little gardener’s child from the palace staff.

			Hahln, however, was a bit of a recluse, relying on Ichtak for his social connection almost solely, and seeing a kind of beauty and calm in being alone that others did not seem to understand. He did not dislike people, but sometimes feared that his oddities, his none too serious mannerisms, and his progressively more quiet nature would put off people who were not already familiar with him. He therefore only possessed a few close acquaintances in the academy, and only Ichtak as a truly dependable friend, which never would have bothered him under normal circumstances, but unnerved him now as he rolled onwards toward uncertainty without the prince beside him.

			Tlalli possessed many acquaintances outside of Ichtak, and a wide range of passing social contacts, but none of them were very close. The truth of it was that over time, most people who spent any time around the young woman came to respect or admire her, but also to fear her, a feeling she did nothing to dissuade. She was so strictly adherent to any and all teachings of the book to be read and the words of the priests and authorities who aided in the interpretation of it that any differentiation, any stutter in obedience, or even any show of fear or timidity towards doing one’s duty in a dangerous or stressful situation was met with the intensity one usually only saw from their gravest enemies. She was somebody the students kept somewhat close to as a pillar of what they could be and what they could accomplish, but also one they kept at arm’s length for fear they would be attacked for some perceived weakness of character or will. 

			This meant that the two of them were generally only really seen in their spare time with Ichtak or working somewhere on the grounds of Reitakh, the never vocalized rivalry for his time giving more fuel to their fires when it came to mistreating one another. But it also meant that they now sat fairly close to one another, occasionally exchanging the odd none too polite sentence to break the silence. The phrases they gave and received might not have been pleasant, but the familiarity and connection was there, so in an odd outreach both of them were seen to do quite a bit of conversing for hated rivals.

			“How many days is Korahnek from Tepek?” Hahln asked Tlalli as the truck began to leave the crowds and larger buildings behind, indicating they were near the city outskirts. Not daring to sound too polite, he added, “Or are you too proper to know anything about our more rural provinces?”

			“Well over four, but it can be done in three if we are lucky and swift,” Tlalli told him, not looking at him and instead throwing her eyes northward. “The less time spent in such close quarters with you, the better. My mind is rotting away just thinking about it.”

			“We will be crossing the Korahnek ranges, I take it?” Hahln asked, referring to the grandiose and incredibly tall but relatively thin mountain range that wrapped around the southern end of the province, the range that in forgotten days used to serve as the southern border of the Bahadiri Sultanate and the northern border of the Luskaitian Empire, and which was occasionally called by its original Bahadiri title, the Güney, or southern, range.

			“No, we will be driving to the west coast to make our way around,” Tlalli answered sarcastically. “Why, are you scared to cross the heights?”

			“I am simply eager to see the old cities on the mountaintops,” Hahln replied, “not that such things would concern you.”

			There were indeed cities nearly as old as Tepek on the mountain tops in the Korahnek range, cities built upon the bones of razed Bahadiri towns and outposts which represented some of the best the empire had to offer in terms of technological and architectural advancement, despite their placement upon the ‘Top of the World’, as the inhabitants of the region in elder days would have called it. But Hahln was indeed lightly scared to cross them, for the very reason Tlalli had suggested. He had stood atop Voul years ago, and had found that he did not like heights at all. To know he would stand somewhere many times as high off the normal lay of the ground was not thrilling to him. The length of the trip also bothered him, the tracks through the mountains for steam locomotives still remaining unfinished and those going over it remaining dangerous for anything but small, lightly loaded cargo trains to pass upon, leaving them to slowly ride the entire winding way by sputtering automobile. He did not show it at all, however, long having perfected the art of hiding such things around Tlalli.

			“Good,” She remarked, pushing aside his verbal jab. “I hope you are ready to see what we must beyond the mountain cities, then. I hear they are particularly nasty things, the Tayohua, especially at night in the middle of the jungle, or in the dark places under the earth.”

			“How enlightening,” Hahln commented. “Something born and bred to hunt in caves is a monstrous sight. I am shocked. Who passed such brilliance onto you? On occasion you have to recognize you’re not a conduit of Harak, and that you might just be mad.”

			“Oh, the things I would know if Harak spoke to me,” Tlalli said, venom easily detectable in her tone. “Unfortunately it was my father that told me of them, not god himself. You would do best not to make light of them. I have a feeling we will both be quite less apt to rip away at each other when we’re down in the dark surrounded by wide, black eyes.” 

			“Comforting,” Hahln sighed, looking about the nighttime road. It was wide, with multiple lanes on each side, streetlights still overhead, showing them that even three hours in a truck had done little to remove them from the metropolis that was Tepek. The road was less expansive than it had been, though, and the buildings were certainly becoming sparser. The jungle was occasionally allowed to thrive out here and the odd patch or two caught the recruits’ attention, its vibrant yet haunting nighttime sounds or relative darkness drawing them in. 

			“Tell me again why you are with us, given that we are normal army recruits?” Hahln asked after several silent minutes, with few on the entire transport talking. “Are we not too low for your high standards?”

			“I am still an initiate,” explained Tlalli, “and initiates are not allowed to serve in Ektal battalions. That right must be earned. Therefore in any pre-promotion engagement or active patrol the initiates enter as low level officers into the army to command new recruits of even lower standing, just like you.”

			“Ah,” Hahln remarked, “how fortunate.”

			“I won’t have this kind of thing when we are up in the north, wandering around tunnels,” She told him sternly. “I mean it. I will put a bullet in your head if you jeopardize the missions we are given when underground by arguing or bickering with me. And I want it to start now. Let’s call it a practice run. Feel free to brew up the foulest insults ever heard by man’s ears to employ when we are out of service, but you will address me as ma’am from here on out, and be silent when I tell you to.”

			“Yes ma’am,” Hahln sighed, his tone one dripping with sarcasm, the response drawing several laughs from the Ektal seated all around.

			Hahln did not register that Tlalli’s hand had moved until her gun was leveled with his head, her semi-automatic E91 pistol’s barrel just inches from his eyes. The slight click telling him the safety was now off was almost deafening to his ears even over the rumbling of their transport, and for a heart stopping moment he thought it was the trigger mechanism at work. There were several utterly quiet moments passed in that way, the surrounding laughter having immediately died away and all conversation anywhere near the pair on the truck bed having quickly halted. 

			“I will ask that you address me once more, private, this time with feeling,” Tlalli ordered him slowly, never breaking eye contact with him, “and if I am not satisfied, you will be terminated, rolled over the side of this truck, left to rot in the road, and reported as disloyal and traitorous, to be remembered with dishonor, when we reach our final destination. Now address me again.”

			“Yes, ma’am,” Hahln said, his face straight and his voice level, not moving a muscle that wasn’t required for the speech. He doubted none of what she said. She had the authority to do it, and the look in her shadowed eyes told him she would if given the slightest reason to do so.

			“Acceptable,” Tlalli told him, raising her pistol away from his face, but keeping it at the ready. She looked at him coldly, with the kind of look Hahln had never seen before, but which all of the men Rultahn and many other Ektal officers had killed or threatened would recognize immediately, and ordered, “Now quiet down. I will have no more from you tonight. And if I am improperly addressed one more time on this expedition I will not hesitate to kill you where you stand. Understood?”

			“Yes, ma’am,” Hahln said once more, his eyes not leaving her weapon. 

			Tlalli kept it in her hand, but brought it down to rest in her lap, putting the safety back on. She looked over the others nearby, their stares all quickly averted as her glare found them. None wanted to risk angering her. She was volatile in a controlled situation, but this was something else entirely. She was in command now. There would be no mistakes, no slights, and no stutters. Only obedience.

			Hahln looked about at those around him, keeping his eyes from finding Tlalli. He knew what this meant, knew how this time on duty would play out for him. It was not going to be a pleasant few days for Hahln, which he had known, but additionally, he now realized it was certainly not going to be a glorious campaign for him. He found himself plotting out methods and paths for his own survival amongst his unit as the truck rolled on through the night rather than thinking of battles to come or the dangers posed by the enemy, taking him farther and farther away from familiarity.
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			When the soldiers called forth from Tepek had heard they were going to be arriving on a plantation in Korahnek which would act as their base camp, they had been pleased. The peaceful and lax nature of the plantations in the north and east was always described with much envy and admiration by those citizens of more dense and urbanized regions who had visited them, visitors always returning with pleasant stories glorifying the laid back customs of rural life. Most of these recruits or standing personnel from Tepek were quite young and not incredibly well traveled, but those with more experience among them that could elaborate told stories of the fine cuisine and landscape to be experienced in the north of the empire, especially in Korahnek. So it was that when their vehicle convoys, wagons, and units of marching soldiers arrived at the Axahtal plantation in Korahnek, all scattered in their moments of arrival due to varied departure times, travel distances, and speeds, they were surprised to find it a hive of activity, not the laid back sprawl of beautiful land they had expected.

			All across the grounds of the encampment were set up row upon row of tents, and dense jungle growth was still in the process of being felled to make room for more trucks, automobiles and wagons to be placed, and to allow for the assembly of more tents and makeshift barracks. There were long rows of banana trees that bore little in the way of fruit at this point in the year, between which lines of uniformed troops were being driven hard by officers, either running or marching. Open topped vehicles made their slow way through the tent city, bearing the most highly ranked officers to areas that needed their attention, and artillery pieces pulled by teams of horses were being moved over to be set with the larger vehicles, not needed in the operation but made available just in case. In the same spirit of preparedness, there were both large quantities of horses representing the army cavalry corps and upwards of thirty armored howdah bearing elephants representing the Ektal heavy cavalry corps kept by minders on the outskirts of the camp. Planes were constantly passing overhead, and the noise of shouts, music played on phonographs, speeches and sermons given over the radio, and the rumble of vehicles on the move conspired to make the whole area a buzzing cacophony.

			This was the scene onto which Hahln, Tlalli, and the others in their unit looked as their truck crested the final hills blocking their view and they found the place sprawled out below them, all centered around a large house of traditional Luskaitian one floor design. As their truck jostled down the rough road and wound its way through thickets of dense plant growth, and they grew closer to it, Hahln wondered how long they would spend there, being drilled and trained just like they had been for years during the physical and military aspects of their education. He did not look forward to it, but he certainly did not raise any protests, not with Tlalli so near and the other recruits just as likely to insult him as to agree with him.

			The two had shared little contact over the past few days, and that served Hahln well enough. He may have been more comfortable talking with her before because he thought she was familiar to him, but clearly he had been mistaken to a great degree. He had conducted himself with a great level of caution around her ever since, never daring to ask her a question that might be taken as pointless or self-explanatory, never addressing her without giving her a rank title or saying ma’am, and never responding to any of her verbal abuses. He knew when it was best to stay quiet after years of attempting comedy or light conversation amongst those unappreciative of his efforts, and this was far beyond any one of those situations. 

			When their truck bumped its way down a newly made dirt road and into a large, barren field which had been cleared for parking, Tlalli rose as best as the motion of the truck allowed, calling, “We are now on the grounds of the Axahtal plantation. We are to find those tents which are assigned to our unit with the help of an assigned Ektal overseer, and then we will be sitting down with that overseer to discuss what lies ahead of us. I expect the highest standards of order and codes of respect to be adhered to whilst we are here. Is that understood?”

			“Yes, ma’am,” Called the students and initiates filling the back of the truck. She outranked them all, and Hahln had not been the only one to come under threat, directly or indirectly, from her over these days on the road. They all knew who was in charge, and acknowledged it well. 

			“Good,” Tlalli said, pointing out a table set up at the edge of the cleared parking area with several men in Ektal uniform behind it, “Now get a move on. Out of the truck and over to the assignment desk.”

			She led by example, jumping down the short distance to the ground from the now stilled truck and striding quickly over to the makeshift desk, all of the others jostling one another to keep up and not fall too far behind. Hahln was among them, holding no fool’s desire to anger her or to miss any information that might make his life easier here. All made sure to bring along their bulky packs bearing field utilities and their rations along, having quickly learned that the penalty for leaving such vital equipment behind was an hour in penance with whichever chaplains were stationed nearest to their unit.

			“Good morning, initiate,” An older Ektal behind the table said as Tlalli stepped up before him and saluted, a gesture he returned before going on, “Name and unit, please.”

			“Tlalli Tetocoyan, Ektal initiate and junior administrator of military affairs at Reitakh academy, sir,” she announced. “This is the 97th Tepek militia.”

			“Tetocoyan,” The man murmured, looking reflective as he stood silent a moment, thinking. He suddenly was stricken with recognition and said, “You are the Lord Ektal’s daughter, correct?”

			“That I am,” Tlalli answered, not sure how to take the recognition given the man’s odd tone.

			“Forgive me, but I am pleasantly surprised,” he explained. “I served with your father on the northeastern front. I once outranked him, but that didn’t last long. A good soldier, that man, and a great officer. From what I hear he has reared another great commander for Luskaiti.”

			“You must be Tenoch, then,” Tlalli said, the man nodding as she did so. “I thank you. My father speaks quite highly of you. You have come out of retirement for the offensive, sir?”

			“Of course,” he told her. “I might have stayed out of it had it occurred somewhere else in the empire, but not now, when it ravages my home. And not with the children of the dark one being its perpetrators.” 

			“Good to hear that integrity is not dying off,” Tlalli commented politely. “Now who is to be our residence guide today, sir?”

			“I am,” Tenoch replied, “and I will be your unit’s Ektal overseer for the course of the campaign, as well. Lord Rultahn ordered it when he learned I had come back into the service. But I will not waste any more of your own or your unit’s time just yet. Let us be off to the tents, so that your soldiers may relieve themselves of their packs.”

			Tenoch left the desk in the hands of his fellow Ektal officers, walking around it to join them before leading them off to their left into the forest of tents. They wound their way through the maze for more than ten minutes, seeing that field hospitals were already established for use, tobacco, alcohol, and ration distribution centers were already in operation, and surplus field gear like mess kits and bayonets were being issued out from redistribution centers. Soldiers not on immediate duty sat around laughing, drinking, smoking, and occasionally singing an old Luskaitian war tune rather poorly. It was the first time many of them had ever seen any kind of massed troop body, and for these students from the academy, it was a grand sight. With the power of the nation laid out to see before them, even in a limited, relatively small force such as this, they felt a little closer to invincibility. 

			After a bit of walking they felt rejuvenated after their long, still stint in the trucks, but it was still with some relief that they reached the tents assigned to their unit.

			“Group up,” Tlalli called as she came to a halt, everybody scrambling to do just that as she went on, “I will call out your names in groups of three. These are the groups that will be staying in tents together. You will fill each tent from the farthest on down to the nearest, and I will hear no complaints about placement. I expect you back here with Tenoch and I in ten minutes’ time. Let us begin.”

			As Tlalli began to call out the names of her unit and send them off to their tents to acquaint themselves with their location and relieve themselves of their packs, Hahln looked Tenoch over. He was a man of Rultahn’s old unit, and he looked it. The Ektal officer was dangerous, and it showed in his glare, ever present unless willingly suppressed, and his older frame was by no means wracked with infirmities. He was probably in his mid-fifties, old for a soldier, but still looked more than capable of keeping up with those under his command. He was thickly mustached, and like the Lord Ektal, kept his head shaved, though it was hard to tell under his turban unless one looked from the right angle.

			“Hahln, Kalahtl, and Metoton,” Tlalli called, bringing Hahln back to full attention and sending him striding out of the main body of those present and walking off towards the nearest unoccupied tent, the two younger students joining him. Hahln immediately recognized not only Kalahtl but his fellow soldier’s friend Metoton as well, as he had seen this other younger recruit sign up at the same time as Kalahtl, knowing that he too had been a pupil of Ichtak’s. 

			“Hello, Hahln,” Kalahtl said as they put some distance between themselves and the unit. “Good to know we’ll be staying with someone reasonable.”

			Hahln nodded his acknowledgement to him and his friend as they pushed their way into their tent, a small rectangular affair with three cots crammed into it, with barely any space left to move about. Hahln allowed the two of them to set their own bags down beneath the beds of their choice first, taking the last remaining as his own only after they had made their decisions. He did not want to offend in any way if he was to be staying with these two for the coming weeks in preparatory training.

			“Well, we’re finally here,” Metoton said, sitting himself down on his cot. “It took long enough. I can’t believe we’re still four days’ travel from the northern border. Luskaiti is larger than I imagined.”

			“I agree,” Kalahtl said. “It was quite a drive, though. The size and grandeur reminds you what we came all this way to fight for.”

			“You’re right,” Metoton agreed, “I cannot wait to meet a real enemy head on.”

			“Have you killed many abhumans, Hahln?” Kalahtl asked, turning to face the older student. There was true curiosity on his face, but no fear. He had probably never seen a Khandaari, much less an Eiden. His was still a feeling of excited exhilaration at the thought of an encounter with such things, a want for adventure and heroism.

			“None,” Hahln answered, “not by myself, anyway. My bullets did some small amount of the work to bring down an Eiden back during my first year in the academy.”

			“Were they as horrifying as people say?” Metoton asked, little fear showing on his own face.

			Hahln thought about the Eiden’s desperate charge through the undergrowth towards their party all those years ago, and then thought of their compatriots that had died atop Voul the following week. He shook his head, saying, “They were at first. But then one learns that they are mortal, just like us, and that they have their own fears to face, just like us. Then they do not seem so horrifying.”

			“Well I’m ready to face whatever comes down there,” Kalahtl said, “regardless of whether I’ve seen it or not. Harak will guide me through it. I’m sure his highness Ichtak has told you the same. He is the reason I am here. I have him to thank for all I’m going to have the chance to accomplish, for all the good I can do in the world.”

			“He has changed many lives,” Hahln commented, quite proud of his friend for a moment, but then changing his train of thought. Looking at the two younger students, he said, “I don’t mean to offend, but how old are you two, really?”

			“I am fourteen,” Kalahtl said, then pointed to his friend. “Same with Metoton. We do everything together.”

			“You sound like Ichtak and myself, a bit,” Hahln laughed, scared a little bit inside at how young the boys were. But then again, he was but three years older. Why should they have less right than him to wield a weapon in Harak’s name?

			“I was surprised to see that the crown prince did not come himself,” Kalahtl said, seeming a bit disappointed, “what kept him?”

			“His father ordered that he stay back and finish his education,” Hahln said, not revealing the bit that Ichtak had told him relating to the scrolls that had been found and the possible danger he could be in, regardless of how Ichtak wanted to dismiss it. He figured it would be best if he was left to worry about his friend’s safety alone.

			“We had better get back out to Sergeant Tlalli,” Metoton said, getting up and looking out of the tent nervously. “It looks like most other people are getting back there now, and I wouldn’t like to make her angry.”

			“I can agree with that,” Hahln said, and the three left the tent with some haste. The majority of the other soldiers in their unit were indeed already assembled, but judging by the fact that they were not yelled at or ordered off to penance they had arrived within the allotted amount of time. Tlalli stood speaking with Tenoch, and Hahln ensured he got himself close enough in the group to listen. He did not want to miss out on any information about what was going on, how exactly this situation was to be dealt with, and who was in charge of them, above Tlalli, of course. 

			“You were among the first to kill one, correct?” Tlalli was asking as he drew close enough to hear.

			“Yes,” Tenoch answered, visibly shaken as he thought of it. “Not a pleasant sight, I can assure you.”

			“I don’t suppose it would do to ask for a description from you, sir?” Tlalli said. “I have been wondering just what these earthborn children of the dark one are.”

			“Terrible does not even begin to touch upon their form,” Tenoch began. “They are white as cave fish, and have huge eyes like an owl’s, but wholly black and featureless. No nose to speak of, no gender to speak of. They are small, but bent out of shape. Their hands and feet are too long to be natural and their spine runs far too much of a distance between the bottom of their ribcage and the top of their hips. But the way they move is the most horrible, the way they crawl on surfaces far too steep and smooth for anything wholesome to move on, like some kind of overgrown spider missing several limbs. I won’t go any further into it now, however. I am sure we will see more than our fair share in a few weeks’ time.”

			Hahln did not like the sound of that, but he did not let it bother him too much. The other soldiers were all gathered ‘round and everybody looked interested, with several looking quite unnerved. Hahln noticed that Metoton was among that number, looking around to his friend, who did not seem to share his feelings, still excitedly looking forward to more details from the Ektal. He felt for Metoton in that moment, all too familiar with the nerves one could face before going into battle with something you did not fully understand.

			Any worries of what was to come were pushed aside when Tenoch began to speak. He straightened up after Tlalli indicated that the unit was present, and called out over them, “As I am sure you are aware, as a new unit with no combat experience, I have been placed in the role of preparing you for battle and aiding and advising your sergeant in her own role. We will be beginning our training this afternoon, but before any of that, we will be attending a command briefing by High General Lanaxhal of the imperial army, who is in control of operations on the ground here. We will be given instruction on what certain units will be doing during operations, and we shall also receive any information the High General deems necessary for his soldiers to be in possession of when put on offensive. You are in luck, because this briefing is taking place in just half an hour at the plantation house, which is for our purposes command headquarters for the entirety of the operation. We will not have long to wait for all to begin. I urge, however, that we make some haste and find good seating, so as to be able to hear what is said.”

			“You heard the officer,” Tlalli told them quickly, “let’s get moving.”

			As Tenoch led the way off up the hill towards the plantation house, Hahln found himself drifting nearer to Metoton. As he came closer to him in the group, ensuring he spoke too low for Kalahtl, walking several paces in front of them, to hear, he asked, “Are you nervous?”

			“A bit,” Metoton said, looking slightly surprised at Hahln’s approach.

			“Don’t be too on edge,” Hahln warned him, “at least not visually. I learned that the hard way. Just keep a stoic face in front of Tlalli. The best place for fear is when you are alone with your thoughts. Then it can motivate you to survive and thrive. But in the ranks of trained Luskaitians, little harm can come to us.”

			“You think so?” Metoton asked.

			“I am quite certain of it,” Hahln assured him, knowing that was at least partially a lie. He had no idea what awaited them down in the caves, nor what it was like to serve in a Luskaitian military operation. But as it seemed to put the younger student at ease for the moment, he figured it was worth it. 
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			Finding seats among the chairs set up in the area out before the grand front porch of the newly dubbed command headquarters was difficult when the unit arrived with just ten minutes to go until the briefing began, but some managed. Others were forced to simply stand in the area around this seating, getting themselves as close as they could to the porch from which the briefing would be given. 

			This is where Hahln, Kalahtl, and Metoton found themselves milling about when onto the makeshift stage proceeded a rather large older man sporting an impressively bushy moustache in full and rather extravagant military attire fitting of a Luskaitian army commander. Along with this man came several military aids in similar, though less decorated, uniform. They carried a tall microphone stand, and guided the wire carefully out and around to the point from which their High General would be speaking, ensuring it would not be a tripping hazard to any officers walking across the porch while the briefing was in progress. This must be Lanaxhal, Hahln thought, for he certainly had an erudite look of superiority about him. A commander in the style of the noble general, one who could likely trace a long line of highly ranked military officials back for centuries.

			“Welcome to Korahnek, servants of the empire,” Lanaxhal said to them in a rather deep, friendly voice, one that did not evoke images of a commander but of a grandfather. “I have been tasked with ridding the northern province of this new threat, and with your aid, I will do so. But before that can begin, you must be made aware of several things.”

			“Firstly,” Lanaxhal began, holding up a finger for emphasis, “these beings are a kind of plant or fungus. Therefore, select units will be armed with a new innovation from Tepek, the flamethrower. This will only be used on leave from the highest ranked official in the area, and it’s not to be employed when dealing with these Tayohua personally. It is to be used to destroy whatever pods, growth, or sprouts produce these things, and to cleanse any area which they may have inhabited down there if necessary. These will be given to spearhead units which require them this evening and your heavy weapons teams will be expected to operate them in place of their normal armaments when the time comes.”

			Hahln did not know what a flamethrower was, but he could make a wild guess at what its uses were. But he knew full well what fungus was. Despite the nature of the situation, he could not help but be fascinated by the idea of anything bipedal and mobile coming from a kind of fungal growth. He promised himself that he would keep an eye out for samples of the stuff while underground, not just to torch, but to study carefully. He wondered what other strains of growth might be thriving down in the darkness, and began scheming as to how he could possibly salvage a few more traditional specimens of fungi he might find down there.

			“Secondly,” Lanaxhal went on, holding up another finger, “the forward explorations into the caves that have returned successfully have reported extensive uninhabited ruins in the upper reaches that are more accessible to us. They may well have been built by these things. That is why we will be sending more traditional priests of the order along with your chaplains down into the caverns with you. The first leg of your journey will revolve around collecting what knowledge you can from these areas before any further explorations are made. Though we have seen no Tayohua activity there yet, it does not mean there won’t be any when a longer residence is taken up, so I warn you, be cautious when the time comes, and keep your eyes open. These beasts are quite easy to miss, by all accounts, and are silent as can be when they put themselves to it.”

			Hahln found himself even more intrigued. Fungi that constructed buildings? What could the architecture possibly look like? What did they need them for? What would cause them to be abandoned? All questions that made him both excited and hesitant to enter the tunnels below.

			“Thirdly and finally,” Lanaxhal said, holding up a third finger, “there have been some changes in deployment plans after further examination by the general staff. Due to the dire need for defending our base camp from Tayohua incursion, I will be keeping the Ektal stalker units on defensive duty for the beginning of the operation. As such, I will be sending units pulled from the army down as spearhead escorts, in roughly similar numbers. I will ensure that the most experienced among you are placed in positions of command, and I will ensure that reinforcements are never too far behind should things turn sour.”

			Hahln could hear murmurs amongst the Ektal present, most with quite a venomous tone to them. He looked over to Tenoch, who stood not too far away, and was not lost on the mixture of worry and anger shown on the Ektal officer’s face. Some small amount of fear shot through him once more as an Ektal officer seated not far away commented none too silently, “What is the fool thinking? He’ll get all the fresh meat butchered.”

			Metoton shifted uneasily beside him, and Hahln, not knowing quite why but compelled to do something, clapped him on the shoulder softly, quickly removing his hand, in a small gesture of support. The boy seemed to hold still and stop his visual fretting, and that was good. As Hahln knew all too well, that kind of thing got you nowhere in Luskaiti.

			“With that having been said,” Lanaxhal told them, “I will leave our unit heads to check in with our infantry coordinators over on the end of the porch there and get their revised assignment schedules. I wish you all Harak’s blessings, and I know we will have ourselves a successful campaign here.”

			As Lanaxhal turned about and headed for the front door of the plantation house, his military aids following him closely, Hahln found himself desperately hoping, for both his and the younger soldier’s sake, that they were not going to be assigned to a spearhead escort. Somewhere inside him, though, he knew that fate would not be that kind to him. 

			When he saw Tenoch and Tlalli striding quickly off over towards the infantry coordinators, not issuing any commands to their unit in their hurry, Hahln motioned to Kalahtl and Metoton to follow him and made to catch up with them. He felt he needed to hear what hand they were dealt, needed to know whether he and the rest of these relatively untested students would be thrown into combat so quickly. The already thick crowd about them combined with others meaning to do the same as them made this nearly impossible, however, and by the time Hahln next caught sight of the two they were already making their way back towards the main part of the unit. The dire look on Tenoch’s face, combined with the rather excited one on Tlalli’s, told him all he needed to know.

			“Quickly,” He told his two companions, “let’s rejoin the unit before they get near enough to notice us. I think we’ll get the information we need soon enough.”

			They made it back into their unit just in time for their movement to have been missed as first Tlalli and then Tenoch stepped up before where the majority of them stood to address them. Tlalli, her look one of reverence and entitlement instead of any trepidation or caution, announced, “We have been granted the honor of being a spearhead escort. We will be right in the thick of the caves in just two weeks’ time. As such, I recommend all of you focus on your training, do everything Tenoch or I ask of you, and place your trust in Harak. Two weeks from now, we will be descending into the caverns and taking the fight to the Tayohua.”

			Hahln had expected it, but it didn’t make it any less crushing that it had occurred. He prayed more fiercely than he ever had in his life that he would be able to find the courage to do his duty to the best of his potential when the time came.

			“Now it’s off to the drill grounds with you,” Tlalli told them, looking them all over coolly as she continued, “Tenoch and I will be seeing to some matters relating to the conduction of the coming mission. You will report to the sergeants driving the soldiers on the drill grounds, and you will not leave until deemed passable for the day by one of them there. They will be taking your names and ranks, so don’t think you can shirk your duties. Is that understood?”

			“Yes, ma’am,” Came the programmed response.

			Tlalli gave them a salute, and then turned to go, as good as dismissing them. Most of those in the unit still waited until she and Tenoch were a fair distance off into the tent maze before moving off themselves towards the long rows of trees between which soldiers were being coached, yelled at, and occasionally lashed. As Hahln moved off towards them along with the bulk of the unit, he noticed a large group of foreign slaves being utilized to wash uniforms, bedding, and cooking utensils under armed guard out behind the plantation house. It was the first time he had seen slaves in a long while, and a flood of memories good and bad came flowing back to him in this time of confusion. He did his best to dismiss them as the drill grounds grew closer, the commands of officers dragging him back to his role as a soldier and reminding him of his priorities. 
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			As Tlalli reached her tent that evening, she could not have felt better. Truly, her father and all of her instructors had been right. She was flourishing here at the head of a unit, and many other highly ranked initiates in similar roles were constantly questioning her about how she managed the control she exhibited over her soldiers. Even Tenoch, a commander in his own right, seemed quite impressed.

			But she was not without troubled thoughts as she sat down at her desk in this much larger and comfortable tent, remembering the comments Tenoch had thrown about, the comments all of the Ektal had thrown about, implying that the army units were not prepared. She was determined to prove them wrong, promising herself that the militia under her command would sweep aside all obstacles. Though she was bound to be an Ektal at some point in the future, was even now an Ektal initiate serving only temporarily under the army high command, she felt the same streak of competitiveness all of the other army officers did. She would see these young students molded into soldiers before all this was over, Harak willing.

			Also on her mind was Ichtak, and as had been her plan the whole of the trip, she immediately went about writing him a letter now that the day was over and she was safely arrived. That was the only detractor from this whole situation. The one person she could talk to and converse with, the one person she felt was on an equal level with her, at least amongst the students and Ektal initiates of Reitakh, was missing this. She knew him well, better than anybody by her estimation, and by extension she knew he would be fretting about missing the expedition, and about missing his chance to serve.

			She had missed his religious discourse over the past couple days, missed the prayer recital and literature discussion shared with someone else over these dinners eaten alone and rests shared with no one. But, given her fearless and never faltering nature, it wasn’t until she was well into writing the many pages she penned that evening that she realized she was doing it for herself as well. After she finally sat her pen down, called a passing group of army privates over and ordered them to have the letter sent, she found herself pacing her tent and desperately hoping for a quick reply.
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			Though Ichtak had been anxiously awaiting word from his friends for the entirety of their absence, the first letter, a nearly twenty page item from Tlalli, did not reach him until eight days into their expedition. This long letter was a godsend, however, and Ichtak read it five times before receiving the much shorter letter from Hahln the very next afternoon, giving it much the same treatment. The first letter detailed the great respect, power to serve, and responsibility that Tlalli felt she had been given as a sergeant in the army, and was studded with more obscured, indirect, but still decipherable statements that she regretted his not being there. It also contained a long set of quatrains from an old religious poetry book which they had learned together in Ichtak’s second year at the academy, something he for some reason felt obligated to recite aloud every time he reached it in subsequent readings. Hahln’s letter mostly talked about the rigors of training, the visual impact of such a large body of troops, and about Kalahtl and his friend Metoton, who Hahln had apparently taken a liking to and was watching over. Only Tlalli’s letter mentioned that they had been transitioned to the strike teams entering the caverns first, though the excited and bold presentation of it took most of Ichtak’s worry away, the prince being more than confident in her ability to pull the unit through such trials.

			Sitting in his familiar chambers in the palace, so seldom used since his first departure to the academy years ago, while he read these connections to those dearest to him time and again made him feel as if they were indeed all back together, sharing an afternoon’s long discussion in good spirits. He penned several responses to Tlalli’s letter, but scrapped the first two as he deemed them too filled with wishes of safety and warnings in one case and too full of overtly sentimental material in the other. His final draft, though, was mailed out the evening that he received the letter, and a similar process was gone through with his response to Hahln, though there was a greater attempt at good wit and humor in the latter and it took only one draft to write, the two’s strong bond and open friendship allowing anything and everything to pass between them and not come off as odd. 

			It was into a session of reading these letters again on the day following responding to Hahln and Tlalli that knocking on his door burst, interrupting Ichtak and generally agitating him. He had been content to play quite the recluse over the past days, only allowing Thunkahl into his chambers to have a chat about things in the north when he arrived to the palace to aid in Ichtak’s continued education. As Ichtak rose and approached his door with the intention of yelling at whichever distant relation or eunuch had come to offer him food that he had not ordered or to ask him how his studies were going, he threw it open to find Rultahn, unaccompanied by any other Ektal soldiers, standing before him. The Lord Ektal respectfully saluted and bowed his head.

			“What is it?” Ichtak asked, not too warmly, but then again not as harshly as he had originally intended to address his visitor. His slight hesitation around Rultahn was long gone, but his respect and value for the man was incredibly high.

			“I am sorry to disturb you, your highness,” Rultahn assured him, “but we have  to begin our lessons at some point, and I think now is as good a time as any to begin study of a topic I think you will find most interesting.”

			“What might that be?” Ichtak asked, seeing that Rultahn held beneath his arm a large, rolled up piece of paper along with several books.

			“I want to begin our study on strategic engagement on the battlefield, your majesty,” Rultahn answered excitedly, “beginning with the much discussed victory of Ektal General Xentahl at the battle of northern Xin’ziang, just twelve years back.”

			“Excellent,” Ichtak said, truly excited himself by the prospect. He had been itching to talk of warfare with the Lord Ektal since he had arrived, and he knew well that Rultahn had been involved in the campaign of which he spoke. His input and knowledge of the conflict was no doubt quite respectable. He asked rather quickly, “Should I accompany you somewhere or should we just talk in my quarters?”

			“We will be just fine here, prince, I assure you,” Rultahn said, coming through the door as Ichtak motioned for him to enter. He made his way over to the round table set in the center of the prince’s main room, which was quite sparsely decorated when compared with the heir’s room at Reitakh, and set first his roll of paper down upon it, and then his stack of three books. He carefully unfurled the paper and spread it out, Ichtak seeing as he approached that it depicted a rough overhead view of the uneven and hilly Lun’deinian countryside on which the main part of the battle had taken place, with little to mar the features save a date in the lower right hand corner that marked it as being accurate to the day of the battle flanked by a compass and scale guide. 

			“What do you know of the battle, prince?” Rultahn asked him, looking the map over intently, memory flooding back into him.

			“That it was a great victory, and that it was vital enough that the emperor of Lun’dei signed a peace agreement with us just two days after its completion,” Ichtak told him. “I also know that it was fought in the foothills of the Xin’ziang Mountains, in the middle of winter. Were you not part of the battle?”

			“That I was, prince,” Rultahn said, “and your other contributions are right as well. The men of Lun’dei are not terribly strong willed, but these soldiers were well dug in, and the fight was hell. Artillery couldn’t get them out, our cavalry were worthless in the terrain, and our air force did not yet exist. I was an advisor to General Xentahl himself during the conflict, and this battle contains one of the most important and fundamental lessons I will teach you in its narrative. But please, take a seat. Have a smoke, perhaps. I will be talking for a while.”

			Ichtak did just that, eager for the tale. He sat down across from Rultahn, who stood stooped over the table observing the map as if he could picture the troop bodies being maneuvered, sent forth on assault, and pulled back on its empty form, and filled his pipe, beginning to unwind for what he expected would be quite a yarn, and an educational one at that. Ichtak thought to offer some tobacco to Rultahn, but the man refused. Ichtak suspected he did not indulge in the habit, an oddity among well to do Luskaitians, but he did not question it.

			“Why, you might ask, were we in the mountains during the winter?” Rultahn chuckled after several long moments. “I know I have asked that question myself. But the answer is that we were tired of the nearly two year grind it had taken to gain the twenty miles that brought us that far into the territory, and it was just one more major push to take the last defensible point along the enemy’s northern border. And that, your majesty, was Xiang’sho pass, directly behind the lines of Lun’deinian soldiery that blocked our path.”

			“We dug in, and tried to make the best of things for nearly a month,” Rultahn told him, “but we are people of the jungle, as are most of the men of central Lun’dei, but in those mountains during winter, there is no warmth to be found, no shelter to be taken, and no food to be scavenged. Men starved, froze, lost feet to the chill, everything you can imagine. But the worst were the Xiang’sho tigers. They are white furred, and they hunt in the cold nights of the lower mountains. Usually they make a meal of goats or the odd deer, but they have no qualms about eating human beings. It was awful to hear the things dragging soldiers out of the trenches at night, or to see the aftermath of them slipping into a dark bunker and slaying half the soldiers inside before someone finally awakened and dealt with the beast. And there wasn’t a place along the line where you couldn’t find their eyes on you somewhere out in the darkness using a rifle scope. It still gives me the chills to think of them.”	

			“The offensives were no better,” Rultahn told him, looking up at him finally with a slightly absent expression on his face, his features twisted by hard memories. “Charges up a slope at a gun line are suicide, and doubly so when there is snow on the ground and no food in your soldiers’ stomachs. Countless good lives were lost in offensives that led nowhere, or captured an enemy line only for us to not have men left enough before reinforcing to hold off a Lun’deinian counter attack. Our situation was dire, and General Xentahl knew it well. It was in the fourth week of the engagement that he called us to command headquarters for the campaign and laid out our plan for the next month, the plan that would win us the battle and, subsequently, the war.”

			Ichtak was totally gripped by the tale at this point. There was nothing he liked to study more than a military engagement, and this live account was fascinating. He knew roughly what was to occur on the mountain, but this fresh perspective made every detail new and riveting in a way even this exhilarating tale never could have been prior to that point. 

			“And this, your highness, is what we did,” Rultahn said, looking back down to the table and his map. “All the slaves of Lun’deinian descent within a two day radius of us in the southern provinces of the empire were rounded up and brought to the front line. We dressed them in Luskaitian uniform and told them that if they made it to the enemy lines, they were free, which was true enough. But almost none of them did make it. They ran unarmed into a hail of bullets up a slope they nearly had to crawl on. The effect was immense, to say the least. The mongrels up the hills sang their lamenting chants for two day afterwards, and we laughed and sang down below, knowing we had just made a stride forth down the path to breaking them. But the General was far from done.”

			“The next step was to set our entire front on the defensive and loose the jungles stalkers on the enemy in the dead of night,” Rultahn told him, growing more excited. “They were always a stealthy bunch, but they became legend up in the mountains over the course of a few weeks. They would enter the bunkers and trenches of the enemy not for ammunition or food but for live enemy soldiers, which they would club unconscious and sneak out into no man’s land. Then the Lun’deinians would awaken to find several of their comrades sacrificed by priests, their torn bodies displayed on the barbed wire between the lines. The stench was awful, because our two commands stopped agreeing upon times for fetching the dead, and any attempts by them to do so were met by sniper fire. Soon, we had a veritable forest of bodies between us, but Xentahl still needed to go further.”

			“The next innovation was impalement,” Rultahn said, some measure of fond recollection coming onto his visage. “We brought up all the spears from the light cavalry that were going unused in the mountains, setting them up like banner poles in no man’s land in silence over the course of a night. We then let them sit for a day, in full view of the enemy. When more of them disappeared in the following night, they found them not butchered in the barbed wire, but gasping and moaning on the pikes, rammed through from anus to chest. The priests had it down to such a science that it took more than a day for a man to die, even with a spear protruding from his lower neck. The screams and wails were an uplifting chorus to us who had suffered so long, I assure you.”

			Ichtak had heard tales of the great impaling, where reportedly upwards of two thousand men all along the line were gored on the pikes of light cavalry and left to sit as dying scarecrows in the field, in full view of the enemy. It was a favorite story of his older brother Acalan, one he used to relate to him out of a fairly recently penned history book.

			“Well, your highness, a lesser man than the good General may have considered his enemy broken, but to Xentahl, a final, grander blow was needed,” Rultahn said, relishing every word. “He sent for great snakes from our homeland, poisonous spiders, and a whole colony of man eating ants, and they were delivered to him. He had our best hunters tranquilize a group of five of the Xiang’sho tigers, cage them, and have them ready. Then he sprang into action, having teams of jungles stalkers and trackers recruited from the southern provinces loose the animals in the enemy trenches in the dark of the night. For days we heard the screams of the southerners as they struggled with the odd snake or spider that had hidden itself away from the cold and the men, only to slip out and slay one of their number. All during this time we ran more Lun’deinian slaves from further corners of the empire at them, even arming them with empty rifles when the cunning men of Lun’dei grew wise enough to stay their shots at unarmed targets. But the slave releases were only a distraction for the General’s crucial final actions.”

			“In The chaos of the front line, Xentahl anticipated that the Lun’deinian command would have to draw troops from their flanks to supplement the relatively small number left alive in the main defensive emplacements,” Rultahn went on, “and he made every move to exploit it. A group of jungles stalkers slipped unseen through the eastern flank of the enemy, but killed no one. Their goal was Tei’shin, a village on the mountainside from which many of those on the front hailed. It was only in the glow of morning when the men of the south found their homes burned, their women and elders slain, and their children cut up and offered to Harak. All of the dogs were placed on pikes, and the unit of stalkers actually had the foresight to target the Lun’deinian commander’s child, cut off both his legs and an arm, and nail them to the wall of the man’s home in the form of a triskelion. In the snow they wrote a passage from the good book in entrails, reading, ‘Struggle against the one true god and his chosen people is a task for which no being on earth is prepared’. It was only after this final insult that the general made his killing blow.” 

			“Two days of artillery bombardment were followed by a full assault utilizing all units, the forest of rotting southerners making for good cover as they went,” Rultahn chuckled, “and victory was achieved. It did not take more than an hour to break their lines, all the way up to the pass. And by the time we had reached the end of it in pursuit of the survivors, we were told the emperor of Lun’dei was ready to cede all the land north of the Shopan River, along with any of its population who could not efficiently be evacuated from the territory, to Luskaiti in return for a peace treaty. Xentahl and the High General Staff of the day graciously accepted with the blessings of our emperor, though I would not have been so kind had I been in command at the time.”

			Ichtak sat there, absorbing the powerful tale. It was the breed of war Luskaitians were in the habit of waging, and even then it was unique in its raw ferocity and cunning. He found himself possessed of new respect for Rultahn at learning he had helped orchestrate such a masterpiece of conflict.

			“Now,” Rultahn said, his eyes finding Ichtak’s, “what was the key to our victory?”

			“Fear,” Ichtak said without hesitation, sure he was correct.

			“Partially true,” Hahln replied, “but terror would be the better term. A complete and utter breaking of spirit. The taking of destruction so far that hatred for the enemy can no longer be sustained amongst their ranks and they simply become gibbering messes, flinching at every stray shell and jumping at every creak of trench planking. It is terror, Ichtak, which will win you a battle more quickly than anything else, whether it be against superior numbers or in unfavorable terrain. You see, a man with nothing but grating, ever-looming terror still has something to loose, and that is his life. That is something that the scholars and wise men of lesser races will not tell you. A man will run away from battle far more quickly if he realizes he has nothing left to defend, and faces a long and agonizing death should he remain. It is this which won us the war with the southerners, above any maneuvering, unit placement or deployment and resupply strategy.”

			   Ichtak had thought at the beginning of this tale that it would serve to teach him about just those kinds of things, maneuvering and commands that had saved the day, but this was far more impactful and impressive to him. That a cunning employment of force by a ruthless general could send a force spiraling into chaos and finally into full retreat was fascinating, and surely would alter the more mathematical and motion based way in which he had previously viewed warfare.

			“This short campaign is a paragon of what a true Luskaitian should look to achieve while at the head of an army,” Rultahn told him, “though I would obviously suggest that once you have put yourself on such a road you continue down its length instead of accepting petty surrenders and halting your advance.”

			“Why did the emperor agree to the halting of the advance?” Ichtak asked, his mind going to his father. He could not imagine the emperor, so set on the forwarding of his empire and his people, denying them the chance at total victory over the southerners. 

			“He merely listened to the council of Xentahl and his superior, the then Lord Ektal,” Rultahn explained, “and the high general of the time along with the high admiral simply followed the lead of the Lord Ektal when providing their own counsel. There was a great deal of spinelessness and acceptance of small but low cost gains in those days, and there still is, to an extent. The oaf Lanaxhal has made it into the High General Staff, and he is certainly not out of favor with the emperor. Admittedly, he has not lost a battle or botched a campaign beyond recognition yet, but he is one to accept the first offer of the enemy when it comes to halting combat, something which must only be done if it is necessary. And in no case which I have seen has our agreement to any pact or treaty been necessary.”

			“He sounds like a fool,” Ichtak quickly inserted. “Are there not any in the upper ranks of the Army willing to challenge him for his position, ones with the will to see the empire’s military used to its full effectiveness?”

			“None that have yet shown themselves,” Rultahn sighed, “but we are certainly in desperate need of change in the system, especially where Lanaxhal is concerned. I may have done some work to rid the emperor of any notions that a timid approach is the best approach, but as long as the current high general remains around there will ever be a whispered grain of doubt in the emperor’s mind.”

			“I will not be so accepting of such fools,” Ichtak commented, looking down at the map once more and wondering at the fact that not just all of this northern portion of Lun’dei could have been Luskaiti’s, but that the entirety of the southern empire could have sat conquered under their banners, if not for the interferences of a weak necked man and his doting officers. 

			“Then your rule will be marked by greatness, your highness,” Rultahn said. “It is a miracle that your father has done so much for the nation with such men about him, a testament to his own brilliance, but without them, we would be even farther ahead of our foreign peers, if we can even address them as such.”

			Ichtak was happy for that. As he refilled his pipe and began to think of a world in which his wise father had not been so restricted, he saw that Rultahn had removed a book from the top of the stack and was thumbing through it.

			“Are these books on the battle itself?” Ichtak asked, looking the unlabeled black leather volumes over, all of them identical in size and appearance. 

			“Yes and no,” Rultahn told him, continuing to flip through the book he held. “They are my journals from the campaign. I thought you could look through them should you be stricken with the urge to do so. They may not be great works of military strategy, but they are a glance at what it means to be an officer of any rank on a battlefield, useful for the periodical and regional information alone.”

			Ichtak, supremely interested, took up one of the books and opened it up, finding himself looking at a page filled with tight and precise writing, the date at the top reading ‘11th of Tetl, I.Y. 1885’, and a small sketch of a grenade, a very new design amongst the infantry at that time, laid out with all its inner workings labeled.

			“I will leave them here with you when I take my leave, and you can do all the reading you want,” Rultahn told him. “If you find them intriguing, let me know. I have writings stored away from all of the operations I was assigned to over the course of my field service.”

			“Thank you,” Ichtak told him quite sincerely, setting the book down on the table before him.

			“Have you heard from Tlalli since she departed?” Rultahn asked, looking over at him and closing the diary through which he had been looking.

			“Yes,” Ichtak answered, not sure how to take the man’s interested expression. His father’s assurance that Rultahn was quite happy about his relationship with Tlalli meant little to him at that moment, as he was now apprehensive and nervous in the face of the Lord Ektal.

			“Good,” Rultahn told him. “You are more fortunate than me then, prince. But she is always speaking of you, so I am not surprised she made it a priority to write to you. How is she faring in her new position, I wonder?”

			“Very well,” Ichtak answered, somewhat relieved. “She had nothing but good things to say about her placement and the unit’s training process. She was also quite excited to have been placed in a spearhead formation leading the way into the caverns, some last minute change, as I understand it.”

			“What of the Ektal?” Rultahn asked immediately, anxiousness in his voice. “What are the army recruits doing leading the way into the caves?”

			“I don’t know,” Ichtak told him honestly, “I only know that the High General ordered a change in placement and that units made up of militia and army soldiers are to be sent in as the spearheads.”

			“Lanaxhal,” Rultahn muttered under his breath, pure hatred on his face, “what is the fool doing? There will be blood spilled because of this, mark my words.”

			“Are they in danger?” Ichtak asked, suddenly worried. He had not considered the change as much more than an opportunity for Tlalli to prove herself in a grander fashion, but Rultahn seemed upset.

			“They may well be,” Rultahn said, “and if my daughter is lost underground because she was sent below with an inexperienced unit devoid of immediate reinforcements then, Lanaxhal will find himself dead, by my hand or by the nation’s, I can assure you of that. This is a slight to the Ektal, a chance for the old man to show the worth of his organization, and if petty showboating brings disaster to this operation, it will not mean anything good for any of us.”

			Ichtak looked back toward his desk, where Tlalli and Hahln’s letters lay, worry creeping into him more deeply than it had in years. He could not bear the thought of either of them being caught in danger without him there to provide what aid he could, even if that aid might be slight, and now that the possibility of such danger seemed more likely, he was distraught. 

			Rultahn seemed to pick up on this distress, however, and said, “Do not fear too much for them, prince. Tlalli is a clever tactician and a true hearted Luskaitian. She will not be easily defeated by any foe, even on unfamiliar ground. Of that I am certain. You and I will see her again.”

			Ichtak nodded, trying to control himself. He set his once more emptied pipe down and clasped his hands together, trying to stop their light trembling.

			“I have something to request of you, your highness,” Rultahn said, looking to him with as comforting an expression as a man so used to serious and dire looks could manage. “A suggestion, if you will.”

			“What might that be?” Ichtak asked him, somewhat more calmly. 

			“I want you to pray for my daughter as I do, for her safe return and her combat success,” Rultahn told him, “and should Harak grace us with a positive answer, propose to her after your graduation, with my blessing. She has dreamed of it for years, and though I may be a biased observer, I cannot think of a better Empress for Luskaiti. I would be honored if you were to do so, as would she. Your father approves as well, as I’m sure he may have implied. He has asked me to prompt you to get on with it, though the choice, of course, is up to you, your majesty.”

			Ichtak sat there for a moment, not sure how to respond to that. His father had indeed hinted that he approved of Tlalli as a long term counterpart for him, but he had not known that both he and Rultahn had designs on when he would be married. Perhaps taking his hesitation to be confusion, the Lord Ektal continued, “Your father does not wish to pressure you, nor do I, but we know your feelings for Tlalli are great, as are hers for you, and we only desire what is best for you and the empire. It is a dangerous time, and we believe it would serve us well to produce more potential heirs to the throne sooner rather than later. If you need time to think on the matter, I will leave you, but please consider it before next we meet.”

			“I will consider the proposal,” Ichtak said, “but this is quite sudden. You will have to excuse my surprise.”

			“Of course, of course,” Rultahn assured him, rising, “no offense was taken by me, I assure you, my lord. I will leave these materials here for your study. Now if you will pardon me, I need to speak with the emperor about a certain man sitting on his High General Staff.”

			Rultahn saluted and, receiving a return salute, bowed low in an extra sign of respect. He then straightened and proceeded out of the room, leaving his map on the table with his journals and leaving Ichtak alone with his thoughts. 

			Ichtak went to his desk, sat down, and picked up Tlalli’s letter to him. He had always wanted to propose to her, there was no doubt about that. The mere presence of her filled him with comfort, and the thought of making her his empress even more so. But the expectation of others thrust upon him to do so was an altogether more odd feeling. He was not sure how to handle such expectations, or whether to see them as odd at all. He could understand the need for more heirs, for consolidation of the imperial line, but was it so necessary to lay out that he should be wed simply to allow him to produce more heirs for the empire in a culturally and socially acceptable fashion? 

			The prince sat in thought for long hours, well into the night, before finally putting pen to paper and beginning to write. If he was struggling with the decision to propose to Tlalli, he would consult her on it. If there was anyone in this world that would come to his aid and give him the feedback and wisdom he needed in this particular situation, he knew it was her
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			When Tlalli was finished penning a response to Ichtak’s second letter, which had arrived an anxious ten days after she had sent off her first, and three after she had received his initial response, she had to convince herself several times over to send it off, picking over it and finding minor things to fix, not wanting anything to be imperfect. She was not used to being as touched and warmed by written words, or anything for that matter, as she was now. Her father may have been forward, and the emperor may have been practical in his reasoning, but Tlalli hoped Ichtak would see that she was ready, whenever he decided to go forward with a formal proposal, and would forget his restrictions about forcing anything on her. She was so swept up in the matter that she missed morning inspection for the day and dismissed the troops immediately to drills when one worked up the courage to actually approach her tent and ask if she was going to perform her usual evaluation. Her hope and nervousness was refocused into will, however, when she realized that she would probably find herself in the caves before a response came, and that she would need to pull through in one piece if she ever wanted to see Ichtak or his return letters again. 

			Therefore the next four days were filled with a training regimen of new intensity for her troops, and they were whipped into the most obedient and uptight bunch of militia in their quarter of the camp by the time the two week preparation period was over with, Tenoch calling her methods and driving force a model for the rest of the initiate officers. Indeed, many of the other initiates, both those in control of units and those under the control of more highly ranked prospective Ektal, commented that she had never displayed such ruthlessness and determination in all their years together in the academy, which was saying quite a bit given her reputation for such things. This was never, of course, said directly to her. 

			The night before the descent into the caves was a sleepless one, worry and duty battling it out in her head over and over again throughout the long nocturnal hours. When she did finally dream, she dreamt of shapeless things in dark places dragging her away from the light. Awakening feeling uncharacteristically unnerved, she quickly put pen to paper and wrote another letter to Ichtak, wanting to ensure that if she were not to come back from this venture he would have a final letter from her. 

			When Tenoch finally came to ensure she was prepared that morning, she was already in uniform, having sent off her letter and feeling ready for anything the children of Tarakahm could send her way. Throwing her restraints and worries aside in the face of danger, as her father and countless others had always instructed her to, she proceeded out of the tent and away from petty emotions. Now was the time for war, and nothing else could be permitted to accompany her, lest she never be seen to find those feelings again afterwards. She would allow herself to feel anger at her separation, pride in her position, and the drive to reach home, but she would not allow herself to show weakness, not to these foul creatures in the caves.

			Their group, which would be assembled from several units of militia, was just one of many proceeding into the depths of the earth to seek out the Tayohua that day, and she was set on ensuring her unit was marked out not just amongst the unit making up her expeditionary force, but from all of the units descending on that day. She would succeed for the empire and for Ichtak, and then she would return, and not just go home, but go home with respect and glory, along with the promise of engagement. Of this, she was certain, her prayers to Harak having been willful and wholesome. On her chest was pinned the medal that she had received for defending him those years ago against the Eiden, and she wore it proudly as she strode out into the morning air to take command of her unit, a reminder of her purpose. She was ready to descend. 
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			Hahln stood in a steel-faced group with Kalahtl, Metoton, and the rest of their unit, along with five other units of militia, all of them from Tepek and most of them from Reitakh. Their ages were varied, and their backgrounds vastly different, but they were all united in the knowledge that what lay before them were blasphemous creatures put here by a twisted god, and that should they want their empire, their families, and their own lives to prosper, they would march forth into the dark and come back victorious. Just over six hundred soldiers of Luskaiti, freshly trained and both nervous and excited in the face of action, awaited the order to funnel themselves into the wide opening that lay before them in the base of a sheer and menacing cliff face not two miles from the plantation. 

			Before these new soldiers stood Tlalli, five other initiate sergeants, Tenoch, a small group of chaplains and priests of the order surrounding twenty battered looking slaves from the plantation, and an Ektal in uniform who had supposedly been amongst one of the earlier parties to descend into these caves and lay eyes on the unwholesome structures and sights held within. Around the black mouth of these caverns was a group of well-armed Ektal manning machine guns that faced down into the dark, ready to rip into whatever might attempt to crawl silently out of this maw of rock and stone to prey on them. 

			Metoton had gotten over many of his fears over the past few weeks, and Kalahtl was just as fearless as he had been at registration. Hahln was nervous, but ready. There were not many causes he could say with all truth that he would willingly lay his life down for, but one of those that he would gladly die in the name of was slaying the children of the dark god. It did not matter what they were, or how they lived. They were the stuff of stories told on dark nights and whispered in shocked reminiscence by men old enough to have fought in the border skirmishes with them, and there was no doubt in his mind after years of reassurance from his friend that while they might care for one another, these things cared for naught but slaughter outside their own kinsfolk. He had written a letter to his parents and a letter to Ichtak, both potential goodbyes masked in some amount of good humored bombast on his part. He was ready to enter. 

			“Soldiers of Luskaiti,” Tenoch called after sharing some silent conversation with the sergeants, “we are about to enter a place defiled by more than just bat droppings and darkness. It is imperative that you conduct yourselves with the utmost care and efficiency, and that every order issued by your superiors is followed down to the letter. Our goal is to reach the principal ruins within this section of the cave network, a walk of more than six hours. You will stick together and not wander off, for these things like to pick out and steal away those who stand alone. I wish you all good luck and urge you to march forward with no fear. You are men and women of Luskaiti and you are the instrument of god’s wrath.”

			Tenoch saluted, and the whole body of troops returned the gesture. The lead chaplain stepped forward and called out a prayer over the assembled militia, and all present bowed their heads in reverence. As he gave the prayer before battle, Hahln felt more at ease, and more at one with his spirituality. If there was a time to embrace his trust in Harak, he felt now, standing before what could literally be a bastion of Tarakahm, was that time.

			“Forward,” Tenoch ordered as soon as the prayer was complete, and he and the Ektal guide led the way through the defensive line and into the cave. Lights were flipped on all around, including both gun mounted and hand held varieties. The students all wore heavy, bulky packs that included what must have been the better part of a month’s supply of food rations, and extra batteries for their electric lights, along with a great deal more equipment the sergeants had deemed appropriate, like picks and hammers in case some form of digging was required. Their bed rolls were tightly wound up and wrapped about the upper sides of these packs, tied firmly down. These loads along with their hobnailed jack boots ensured that there was no illusion of stealth about the group, though honestly six hundred and more armed soldiers on the move in a confined, echoing space could not have hoped to be very quiet in the first place.

			“Six hours to the ruins?” Kalahtl muttered as they moved across the wide, tall, but mostly barren cavern into which the mouth of the system led. “How long are these tunnels?”

			“Everywhere under the province,” Metoton speculated, gazing around in wonder at the temple sized opening in which they stood, unable to believe such spaces existed beneath the earth. He looked to Kalahtl, who was frowning at him unbelievingly, saying, “That is what Tenoch said.”

			“They have never been explored,” Hahln said quietly, “so they could be immeasurably large and we would have not the faintest idea of it.”

			“I thought we were hunting them out in a burrow,” Kalahtl commented, sharing his friend’s look of wonder, “like digging an armadillo out of its hole.”

			“If only it were that simple,” Hahln sighed, looking ahead to the several tunnels leading out of the place on the other side, their guides choosing the one farthest right and with the sharpest downward slope to follow. Speculating aloud, he said, “I wonder if all of the paths we are sending troops down connect at some point in the caves. Perhaps there is a whole world of dark corridors down here that we know nothing about.”

			That gave the younger soldiers something to consider, and as they entered the much more close and cramped tunnel and began to make their way downward, they fell into silence, letting the clack of boots and the rustling of full bags and uniforms form a background for their quiet worries and speculations. Hahln was doing the same, though after nearly an hour on the long and winding march into the blackness, he thought he had caught the whiff of something on the air, a smell he was all too familiar with, years of cultivation having given him a near immunity to it when he was around it, but making it instantly recognizable when it had been missing from his surroundings and was caught again. It was the scent of fungal growth, and a lot of it. 

			He thought about alerting those around him to it, but as he tried to decide on just how to do it without being punished for causing fear or disruption in the ranks, he saw the passage ahead widen and then end, opening onto a massive cavern to utterly dwarf the one above. As the militia shuffled forward, the sergeants in front urged them not to push and to be careful, and to pass that message on down the lines. It became obvious why they took such precautions when Hahln emerged into this new chamber, as did the reason for the smell. 

			The Luskaitian troops were exiting onto a rough ledge just wide enough to hold three men standing shoulder to shoulder, one that wrapped its way around the wall to their left in a downward arc and finally connected with the rough, stalagmite laden floor of the cavern over thirty yards below them. The chamber was wide, so wide it was hard to pinpoint where the other end was, given that a light mist seemed to fill the place and their own electric lights did not penetrate incredibly far. There were odd points that were visible to the group where chunks of the ceiling had fallen loose in great slides and tumbles of rock to form great mounds on the ground. Stalactites from the ceiling dripped water in a fashion that made it seem to be lightly raining, and a small waterfall could be seen plummeting down from above, though larger ones could be heard outside their range of sight in the caves. Most striking of all, though, were the great mushrooms that grew up from amongst the stalagmites, some reaching well over forty feet into the moist air of the cavern. Some grew alone, others in patches, and others in great swathes, and there were several different types, most of pallid whites or browns, but one, the breed that seemed to attain such great height, was more pointed at its cap, and had gills which gave off a very faint, alien glow of lavender light. This light gave the entire misty cavern an even more odd and otherworldly feel, and the students could not help but be awestruck, many standing for several long moments on the natural stone ramp before beginning their descent into the forest of stone and fungus.

			Hahln was quite simply blown away. He, like everybody there, had never seen anything like it, but with his knowledge of known species of fungi not stretching to these specimens, he was struck with the excitement that one might ascribe a biologist who, after a lifetime of study in the finest academies of the empire and observing the life of Luskaiti’s jungles, has stumbled upon a new species utterly alien to his field. So amazed was he, in fact, that when Kalahtl, aware of his older friend’s hobby, asked him about them, he was completely tuned out, Hahln’s eyes darting all around to absorb the sights of the cave as they began to traverse its floor. 

			“Do you recognize any of these things?” Kalahtl asked once more, nudging Hahln to get his attention.

			“Not at all,” Hahln said, not breaking his gaze from one of the towering and faintly glowing mushrooms above them, “but they are beautiful.”

			“I don’t know about that,” Kalahtl said, nervously taking in his misty surroundings and drawing in as close as possible to the main part of their column, “it all seems a bit unnatural.”

			As the militia trudged on across the wet stone, which was often blanketed in a thick grass of dull grey fungal growth akin to moss, they were careful not to slip in the dark and obscured place. Moving deeper in, they began to hear chirps and hums in this underground forest, the sort of noises that might be heard from a cricket or cicada above ground. As they glanced about for possible sources of the noise, some found them. Occasionally, amongst the growth of mushrooms large and small and the clutter of natural stone pillars, a glimpse was caught of large, pale, cricket-like insects with elongated heads and eyes that resembled those of a fly, most over a foot in length. They did not seem hostile, however, and the initial fears of those present were slowly forgotten as the sight and noise of the things became more familiar in the strange place. 

			It was not long before the group found themselves on the bank of a small river carving its way through the center of the chamber, its speed fair but its depth not great, small, blind fish slipping both up and down the flow of water. The waterfall that fed it put forth quite a noise, making the light talk and relays of information shared by the soldiers next to impossible, but on they went, winding along the bank of the river and following it towards the far end of the cavern, still not visible from their position. The floor of the place was beginning to slowly decline, bringing them deeper as they walked. It was ten minutes into this leg of the journey when they came across a wide pond, whose water was murky and deep, reflecting the glows above like pale purple stars in a darkened night sky. All around them, the cavern had begun to resemble a kind of rocky marsh, with similar ponds of lesser size cropping up all over and creeks and streams from other points in the cavern meeting here, and several deposits of thick mud and sand having built up to pull at the soldiers’ boots as they went onwards. The largest of the glowing mushrooms thrived here, some well over sixty yards in height by their guesses, and others reaching above their vision through the mist.

			Winding their way around the largest of the bodies of water, Hahln glimpsed a white shape surfacing out in the middle of the pool, its back frilled with sharp red fringed sails of flesh. It was almost immediately gone, but, he could tell it had been large. He motioned Metoton and Kalahtl, along with any who would listen, farther away from the shore of the pond, having heard horror stories about crocodiles in the north and fouler things in the oceans, and not wanting to witness any such beasts pulling them into the waters of the cavern, as beautiful as they were. A whispered order came back along the line to stay clear of the shore, and Hahln felt relieved. They continued on, staying clear of other pools in a similar fashion. It was several minutes before the party began taking a detour out around the remainder of the pools, seeming to want to get around them before putting themselves back on track to the other end of the cave. It did not take Hahln long to make out why.

			Out before where the militia had begun to turn was a large pool, and perhaps twenty yards away, sprawled out on the shore and occasionally rolling about or standing on stubby legs to shift themselves around were several great, pallid salamanders, the red frills along their backs marking them out as the things Hahln had seen in the largest of the pools. They were all greater than five yards in length, perhaps longer, and their flattened heads would occasionally lift to allow their beady black eyes to watch these intruders cautiously as they passed by. The soldiers reaching that point inevitably sped up, but the creatures looked too lazy to pose a threat unless one were to come too close, or stepped into their water holes, of course. 

			It was well after this, perhaps twenty minutes later, when the other end of the cavern came into sight. The students began to make their way carefully down a rather steep and rocky hill, the mushroom growth becoming sparse along the downward slope. It was on this slope that some began to notice small, faintly glowing shards of lavender akin to the glow of the mushrooms above embedded in the rock below their feet. The small things looked rather like gemstones, but very sharp, as if cut by a jeweler. They were occasionally tried by the soldiers, who thought they could be of value, but the things proved quite well embedded. Had they been allowed more time, some might have tried their picks on the things, but their officers would not approve, and they were forced to continue on. As they went further, the things grew larger, until finally, at the base of the far wall of the cavern, there were chunks the size of Hahln’s head embedded in the stone. 

			After the breathtaking spectacles of this massive expanse, the stream carved tunnel opening that their group now entered looked quite bleak, and though he was certainly nervous in this strange and foreign environment, Hahln looked back with some measure of sorrow, wondering if he would ever see the place in all its mysterious and imposing splendor again. Metoton saw his hesitation and took his sleeve to lead him along, saying, “We’ll be passing back through on the return trip, friend. Come along, before we get punished for dallying.”

			Hahln nodded quietly and moved forward, thankful for his friend’s optimism, but still wondering whether he would see all of this again. Had the officers not hinted they might dynamite these caverns to prevent the escape of the Tayohua during their training weeks? Even if he survived to walk back to the surface, would they find these darkened groves unharmed?

			Thunkahl used to tell his students that the path of Harak was fraught with loss and sacrifice, something that Ichtak had repeated many times. Hahln, thinking back on his long and arduous religious studies, thought that there was surely no better example of that than here.

			Hahln, believing that the large and open cavern must be an anomaly, was to be pleasantly surprised when throughout the remainder of their trip they would occasionally enter similar spaces, though none proved quite as large or as impressive as the first. Despite this, most of the journey was spent in pitch black, claustrophobic tunnels and corridors more akin to those they had entered through. Though these oases of alien life and dim light were a refreshment to Hahln, the march was still long and arduous, stretching on for more than eight hours with the troops not allowed to break past slowing slightly to drink from canteens or, when those ran dry, the streams and smaller pools of the fungal oases. The risk of slowing was far too great, the sergeants had told them. And, as they went ever deeper, the incline of the ground usually taking them downward, they were inclined to agree. 

			In the more sizable of the dark and vacant seeming caverns, strange calls were occasionally heard, and some soldiers that had begun at the back of the column made their way up into the middle or front after several hours, swearing that they had seen glimpses of pallid things and caught the sound of tittering or wheezing somewhere behind them, though they could never place what the source of these was. The men whispered that two of the company, fellows from a unit other than Hahln’s who he did not know, had left to collect water from a stream in one of the tunnels that contained them, just yards away from the main body of troops, promising to quickly catch up to the column. Apparently, these two weren’t seen again by any of their companions, and there was never an indication that they were in trouble from the mouth of the tunnel so close by. Though details were scarce, apparently no one who knew the two were there could muster the courage to see what lay around the bend in the tunnel and check on their comrades.

			Despite several such tales, however, the mostly intact column came to the end of its long travels that day in a huge cavern almost half the size of the first oasis through which they had passed, still quite large amongst the spaces of the underground. In this place were several clusters of mushroom growth and a large river fed by many streams which thundered down the wall of the chamber and cut its floor in two. Despite the breathtaking nature of the river, by far the main feature of this place were the massive crystalline growths that jutted from the walls and the ceiling, all the same dull lavender as the ones they had witnessed higher up in the cave system. They had been steadily increasing in size as their descent gained ground, but they had jumped from roughly the size of a person in the last oasis through which they had moved to the size of great obelisks or jungle trees, some dwarfing the largest of the mushroom growth in the wide space. 

			Amongst all this were scattered archaic structures of an odd and utterly distant caste to those with which the militia were familiar, buildings which took the form of domes crafted from stone carved by well-practiced hands, detailed with the finest of decorative bas-reliefs, and inlaid with the crystal-like growths that lined the walls, small circular openings cut into their sides near the ground to allow entry, and in the tops to allow smoke from fire pits within to escape the mound-like things. Some were small, one chamber affairs, while others were made from multiple domes of varying sizes, overlapping with one another to form more than one chamber in a structure, sometimes sprawling out and up to ten or more large, connected rooms. They exited onto a ledge less far off the ground, and it was not long before Hahln and the others found themselves weaving their way through the place toward the wall which lay to the right of the opening through which they had come. 

			This place seemed rather devoid of the life that had filled the other oases, with no insects, small or large, making their chirps and calls and no huffing or groaning salamanders to lounge about on the banks of its pools. The chamber’s silence was enough to unnerve Hahln, even after so long in silent tunnels. 

			“Are these places empty?” Kalahtl asked as they strode between two aged domes, their black interiors a mystery through their open entryways.

			“The few scouts found nothing in or around them, apparently,” Hahln said, himself not enjoying the feel of the place, “but I wouldn’t stray off from the group just yet. Best to wait and see what happens.”

			When the column reached the base of the wall for which they were headed, they began removing their packs with their sergeants’ leave, and it was not long before Tlalli, not seeming daunted or dulled in the slightest after such a taxing journey, stepped up and addressed them. The other officers seemed all too happy to allow her to take the responsibility, sitting down or drinking what remained of their water.

			“We are now in an old Tayohua settlement, at least as far as the priests can tell,” Tlalli called out over the assembled militia. “We will be camping in the domes tonight. However, before any sleep can be had, we must set up a perimeter encompassing all of these buildings set around us.”

			Tlalli motioned to the surrounding semicircle of structures, within which they stood. There were several sparsely placed domes within this large opening, but the thick area surrounding this relative clearing in the place had thin openings between buildings and would be more easily defensible. Set partially into the wall behind where she and the other officers were positioned was a very large dome dwarfing all the others they had seen, its sides covered in intricate designs depicting strange figures engaged in even stranger rituals and practices. 

			“We will accomplish this by felling several of the mushrooms around the caves and using their stalks as makeshift cover and blockades between the outer houses,” Tlalli went on. “These beasts seem to do their ranged fighting with darts, so the flesh of the fungus should be enough to stop any of their projectiles. Those who are unable to fit in the domes tonight will use their bedrolls and simply sleep in the open, within the perimeter. I expect the work done in four hours. No one should go anywhere without being in groups of at least thirty, though fifty is preferable. Should you be threatened, use the flares in your bags to signal for help, and if we deem it tactically wise, we will respond.”

			“My unit will be responsible for guard duty. We will need seventy soldiers on patrol around the perimeter in two groups of thirty-five, and a group of thirty to guard the priests and their slaves while they examine the gems in the walls and the carvings on the larger structure in order to learn what we can about the abominations that dwelt here. Your respective officers will accompany you on your duties, and answer any queries you may have. You are dismissed.”

			Tlalli stepped back over to the other sergeants and Tenoch, and after a few short moments of conversation, all but Tlalli and Tenoch moved off into the militia to organize their troops and assign them duties. Tlalli simply strode off toward the large dome and motioned for those who would to follow, her entire unit jumping up or coming to their full awareness and hurrying off after her. The priests and chaplains, along with their slave retinue, moved with them. 

			At the entryway, Tlalli stopped and faced them once more, saying, “You know your duties. Patrol groups A and B get to it, and security unit A stand ready to receive more information.”

			The soldiers under her command needed no more prompting, and immediately set off to see that their jobs were done. Hahln, Kalahtl, and Metoton, all having been assigned to the security unit, remained still, eyes locked on the architectural oddity before them. Into its walls were carved the figures of what could only be the Tayohua, though they were never shown to be at war or at arms. This struck the Luskaitians who gazed up at these designs as odd, never having seen such effort and craftsmanship employed on artwork not dedicated to military grandeur. Indeed, it would be considered disrespectful by most to employ such efforts on something not related to the glory of the imperial armed forces. Instead of participating in great battles, these things stood in circuits, hand in hand, or sat in what the southerners of Lun’dei might recognize as meditative stances, though these soldiers simply took them to be unarmed martial stances or some odd posing of the respected dead by mourners. Also oft repeated was the image of gemstone-like forms they could only assume represented the lavender protrusions that dotted the cave system.

			When their group stood alone, Tlalli broke into their observations, calling, “Now then, the priests are going to be deciphering the carvings on the exterior of the structure, while their servants collect the statues and artefacts from within for return to Tepek to be studied in greater depth. I will need ten soldiers to stand guard inside with the foreigners, and I will have the rest keeping watch over the place’s exterior while they are at work. Keep your eyes open, and remember, these things can crawl upon the walls like spiders. Now, who will stand for interior guard duty?”

			Kalahtl stepped forward and raised his arm, and Metoton followed. Hahln thought to, but by the time he had settled on trying it there were already ten soldiers out before the main body of militia, more willing to stay inside with a roof over their heads than to remain outside where enemies could literally fall from above. Metoton and Kalahtl nodded their silent goodbyes to Hahln, who responded in kind, and the two groups parted ways. 

			“Right,” Tlalli said, watching the interior guards walk past and force the slaves into the building at gunpoint. The slaves were armed with picks and chisels to perform their work, but their wrists were still bound, making any dangerous use of the possible improvised weapons difficult. Still, the guards were not taking any chances. Turning away from this, she went on, “Now patrol the front of the building, and like I mentioned, be wary. We are dealing with wholly unnatural creatures here. Unpredictability is woven into this campaign.”

			Hahln and the rest of the unit did as they were ordered, Hahln’s eyes nervously scanning the walls and ceiling, but still occasionally leaving these to appreciate the mushroom growths and crystalline towers filling the cavern. Though he was slightly unnerved, he found himself glad that he had been left out of interior duty.
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			It was nearly an hour into their monotonous strides from one side of the dome to the other when Hahln made out Tlalli yelling furiously from within the large dome. She had been drifting in and out of it to keep an eye on both of her nearby guard units, but now seemed to be in a rage past anything any of the unit’s militia had ever seen from her. It was not long before, wondering just what could cause such a disturbance, Hahln and some of the soldiers from the exterior unit made their way cautiously up to the round doorway to see what exactly was going on.

			There came into view a large and fairly empty room whose walls were lined with statues of what in different circles might have been considered immense beauty, along with display tables bearing crystals of comparatively bright coloration which produced much less faint glows. At the other end, through a rough gap in the wall perhaps four feet high, was a small antechamber of some kind, out of which a kicking and yelling Bahadiri slave of perhaps ten years was being pulled. 

			“What traitorous impulse could possibly have compelled you,” Fumed Tlalli, still glaring at the gap. 

			The next figure the soldiers standing on either side of it gripped and wrenched out unceremoniously was Metoton. 

			“What on earth were you shirking your duties with a mongrel for, soldier?” Tlalli hissed, grabbing Metoton’s head and, pulling him away from the men that held him, slamming him up against the stone wall.

			“He saw a gemstone in the alcove,” Metoton stammered, attempting to explain. “I went in with him to retrieve it.”

			“Then why are his bonds cut?” asked Tlalli, glaring down at the now free hands of the boy.

			“He had trouble using his tools,” Metoton replied, “I only thought to speed up his work.”

			“That is a lie, and you know it,” Tlalli spat. “There are no gemstones in there, and no work to be done. You were resting, and with a slave, no less.”

			Hahln stood there shocked, watching the slave struggle under the boot of one of the soldiers. He was reminded so much of himself as Metoton attempted to assure Tlalli that he had meant no harm, and that the slave had meant no harm. The memories of his night in a Tepek market square, of two slave boys likely sentenced to death, of Thunkahl and the palace priesthood tormenting him for days, and of the years spent blaming himself for his situation and the doubt others threw upon him. As he saw Tlalli’s sneering face, watched Kalahtl, Metoton’s greatest friend, looking disappointedly at his distressed companion, and observed Tenoch’s look of disgust from nearby, Hahln found himself wondering why he had let go, why he had submitted. There was nothing right about this, and somewhere deep inside himself, he assured himself that he had always known that. That regardless of what had happened, what he had been trained to do and say, somewhere within had been the Hahln of that night in the summer of 1892, the Hahln who had stumbled upon two slaves and witnessed not cruelty but kindness, the Hahln who had assured his would be rescuers that there was nothing to fear, and that there had been no ill will between them.

			“You, an ex-pupil of the crown prince, toss aside teachings from our most honored of countrymen and fraternize with slaves?” Tlalli yelled, rage clear on her face. There was no madness in her expression, Hahln observed. There had never been. There was, as was all too often the case, only pure, unrestrained hatred. 

			“This is heretical,” Tlalli said, calm now, but cold, “and that is not acceptable. Not here, not when all of us have come to protect those we care for and safeguard our faith from monsters bred by mad gods here in the bowels of the earth. You disrespect everything the empire stands for, everything a proper soldier is to stand for, and everything I stand for, and I will not tolerate disrespect.” 

			Tlalli had her pistol in her hand just as fast as she had the night she had nearly shot Hahln, and she immediately fired into the slave that lay pinned, helpless, to the floor before turning the gun on Metoton, the soldiers that held him sliding back cautiously in anticipation of the coming shot. 

			A shot did come, but it was not from Tlalli. Hahln stood frozen, rifle raised, unsure of why he had done what he had done, but feeling that it had been the right thing to do. His eyes were locked on the swaying form of his sergeant, Tlalli, the girl his friend had confided in him that he wanted to marry.

			Tlalli had no time for a last thought, for the bullet that took her in the side of the head from across the room wiped any thoughts from her nearly instantly. The last feelings she held were those of anger and betrayal, and surety that if she were to just show force now, the rest of her operation would be void of troubles. If she could just kill this traitorous leech who had so ignored and defiled the wise guidance of the only person in the world she truly held faultless, there would be no more chaos. And then there was no more.

			Tlalli did not sway long before crashing, dead, to the floor, and though all eyes in the room now lay on Hahln, there was no immediate motion. For several long, tense moments, there was only still, unbroken silence. 

			Then there was a clatter of gunfire from farther off in the cavern, coming from several places at once, and the sound of flares being fired almost immediately followed. Hahln turned to look out into the cavern and saw three blinding red lights tearing through the mist of the huge chamber. It was then that he felt a sharp, searing pain in his side, and, looking to the left, he saw that the soldier next to him had driven his bayonet hilt-deep into his torso. He stood for a moment, surprised, and then the butt of another rifle came down atop his head, instantly turning all to blackness. 
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			When Hahln hit the ground, Tenoch snapped himself out of his confusion. He gripped the trembling boy who Tlalli had attempted to execute by the front of his greatcoat, and shoved the rifle he had discarded back into his hands.

			“You will redeem yourself today, boy,” The old Ektal growled, “or I will see to it that you never leave these accursed caves alive.”

			He pushed Metoton violently backwards and, looking down at Tlalli’s crumpled form for a final time, as if needing to see it once more to fully believe its reality, he took off across the room, heading for the building’s exit. He shoved his way through those who stood in the doorway and drew his pistol, harshly stomping upon Hahln’s still form as he went, striding out several steps into the cavern and catching a full view of three flares lingering in the air as two more went off. 

			“To me!” He screamed at the two patrols that had been circling the area, now standing still and looking around wildly for oncoming attackers. “To me, all of you!”

			Soldiers flooded out of the building, Kalahtl having to grab Metoton to get him to follow, and the patrols ran to Tenoch’s determined voice as quickly as they could manage. The priests and chaplains followed, the chaplains armed with pistols akin to those issued to officers and the priests simply bearing what notes and books they had with them, hoping to survive. The slaves were left to cower in the dome, forgotten. When the experienced Ektal officer had his new unit about him, he fell into old thoughts, thoughts he hadn’t had to employ in quite a while, but found himself excited to do so now that the time was upon him.

			“Listen up,” Tenoch told the frightened mass of young men and women huddled around him. “I am going to take us to the exit tunnel, and try to connect us with the two units between here and there.”

			There was something in his voice that told everyone present that he didn’t care what happened to those units on the other side of the chamber, and that he only needed these other two to bolster their numbers. His face was a mask of determination, however, and no one questioned his orders.

			“We will take the exit tunnel and proceed back to the surface,” Tenoch told them. “We are doubtless encircled, and there is no winning this fight. We will need an entire legion’s worth of troops down here to pull this job off. Now follow me, and if I see a single one of you stray from the path or disobey an order, I will end you just as easily as I draw breath, understood?”

			“Yes sir,” responded the well drilled group, all nervous emotion drowned out of their voices by power and volume. This was it, either the end of all things or the near death experience they would relate in later years to grandchildren before a fireplace. They would either escape or die. Something about the screams, scattered gunshots numbering far too few for so large a force, and the mist surrounding them told them that they were on death’s doorstep, and if they held back now, all would be lost.

			Tenoch took off over the moist ground, his speed and agility surprising for his age, and his unit followed. The militia wound their way through the cramped domes, eyes darting about, awaiting the sight of a pale, dark eyed face at any moment, making for the tunnel where they had entered, and running onward toward the nearest flare. 

			Metoton, only leaving because Kalahtl begged him to do so, stood and stared at Hahln’s fallen frame in the doorway. He would have been dead had it not been for this man he had barely known. The young student from Tepek who had sympathized with a slave could not know the reason for Hahln’s actions, could not know how much he himself sympathized with the boy’s plight, but he knew that he owed him everything, and leaving his body behind to rot in the caves seemed a cruel thing indeed. But he did finally break his gaze and run for his life along with his friend, joining the tail end of the group as it went.

			It was several minutes into their motion when they reached the first flare. It lay discarded on the cold stone, its flame sputtering and its smoke already fading. There was no sign of any of the hundred men and women who should have accompanied it, save several small patches of blood scattered about the area. Several initiates began to scour the place, but Tenoch, never stopping his motion, called, “It is too late! Keep running, or we will join them in oblivion.”

			The column swept itself into full motion again, making for the second flare not far away. They were there within a minute, and not many were surprised to see the flare dropped, dying, and unaccompanied. As they passed through the area, they noticed that all of the gunfire from around the chamber had stopped, and that the cavern was silent save for the noise brought on by the rush of water and their booted footfalls. It was then, exiting the clearing of domes in which the flare lay, that they heard it. 

			Up from behind them arose a kind of roar, one that sounded as if it was issued from a thousand voices even though its volume and range indicated otherwise. It had an otherworldly quality, as everything else in this netherworld of stone seemed to, and was certainly incapable of being issued from human vocal cords. It sent shivers down even Tenoch’s spine as he hurried on, leading them towards the exit. 

			Not twenty seconds later, an answering cry arose from the part of the chamber that lay before them, much louder and much closer. Many of the students slowed, but Tenoch urged them on calling, “Forward! We will never leave here alive if we halt!”

			They wound through several more clusters of the domes before some of the soldiers began to fall. This was no tripping, no loss of footing caused by wet stone. It was stiff, limp loss of control. There was, however, no sound. Very few were brave or foolish enough to slow and try to see to the fallen, and those that did so were promptly felled themselves. It took several moments, but the soldiers began to realize there were pale figures perched in crouches upon some of the domes, their black eyes fixed on the runners.

			That is when the unit fell apart. With bodies dropping and perhaps twenty people gone, a full third of the militia stopped running to exchange fire with the beings on the rooftops, also finding them hanging upside down from the crystal pillars and latched to large stalagmites and stalactites. Some were felled, and quite lot were driven back and out of range, but it did not stop those who slowed down to fire from becoming separated and promptly cut down in a hail of silent, barbed darts. 

			Metoton and Kalahtl followed Tenoch as closely as possible now, knowing they needed him to even find the exit, and knowing that he knew what he was doing better than anyone else present. It was with him they ran, ducking low and keeping their direction erratic to make themselves harder targets for the creeping marksmen which preyed upon them. This did not stop people from being hit, however, and more fell every moment the fragmented group ran on. 

			The time it took to reach the exit felt like eons to those who ran, but in reality it took only several long, tense minutes. This was more than enough time, however, to ensure that only thirty of them reached the edge of the forest of not so abandoned buildings. They were immediately flushed with relief, the passage to freedom ahead of them. Just a short ramp of rough stone lay between them and the tunnel out of this city off death. 

			It was with utter terror that their eyes found the walls around and above the door covered with the pale and gangly figures of the Tayohua. Even Tenoch stopped his motion as he took in the sight of hundreds of shifting forms latched to the sheer rock before him, all their own unnaturally large black orbs locked on him and those about him. 

			“Harak take me,” Tenoch muttered, just loud enough for Kalahtl and Metoton to hear, before he lifted his pistol and, firing wildly into the living wall of shifting Tayohua, charged forward towards the base of the ramp. Many of those still left followed, for there seemed no better alternative. Metoton, however, felt differently.

			Acting quickly, Metoton grabbed his friend by the arm, tugging him back and around the dome next to which they stood, looking for the entryway. Hahln had fallen trying to save him, and he was not going to let himself die so easily. Several darts whizzed past overhead as he and Kalahtl moved, and his friend was not easy to pull along, seeming to want to join the others in their charge. He dived through the low opening, dragging his friend in with him. He quickly shut off his light after making sure that the place was empty, and shuffled back and up to the far wall. 

			Kalahtl, however, lay very still. He nudged the form near the door with his foot, not receiving any response.

			“Kalahtl?” Metoton whispered, not willing to believe what he suspected. He crawled over and shook the limp form, again receiving no response. He dared to switch his light back on, illuminating the black interior of the place. Out from Kalahtl’s neck stuck a barbed, thin dart. 

			Metoton collapsed into himself with confusion and grief. He had no idea what to do, no idea how he would escape, and no one to do it with. He knew now that he was alone, horribly alone, and in the middle of countless enemies who wanted nothing more than to slay him. He then noticed, however, that Kalahtl’s pupils contracted under the beam of his light. Hope suddenly washed over him as he felt his friend’s neck for a pulse, sliding the dart out and tossing it aside. He did indeed find a faint and very slow beating there. 

			He was pulled away from these procedures, however, by another abhuman roar from outside. He turned his light off immediately, dragged his friend as far away from the entryway as was possible, and slid up next to the small, roughly six inch wide opening in the opposite side which acted as a window into the dim world beyond. He peeked out after several moments of hesitation, finding that nearly all of the thirty souls who had charged onwards into the hail of darts had fallen. Tenoch stood alone on the ramp, several straggling Luskaitians taking darts and falling to the ground as they tried to make their ways up the ramp. 

			The Ektal officer himself was stopped by a sea of the Tayohua which had swarmed down from the wall and now stood in his path, many wielding intricate clubs or blades crafted out of bone and shards of the jewel or crystal that lay all around them. They were clad in varying degrees of clothing, or armor, all cobbled together from the hardened and barbed outsides of large insects like the ones the militia had seen in the oases, and indeed from larger specimens than they had laid eyes on, and all flailed and called out wildly in alien tones to the man before them if he tried to make his way past. His gun, emptied, had been dropped, and his knife, now in his hands, was held out before him in an attempt to intimidate, though the things seemed to ignore the weapon, batting it easily aside if he ever attempted to lash out at them. 

			As this standoff continued, even more of the things poured down to fill the ramp behind Tenoch, and he found himself spinning about wildly, attempting to anticipate attacks from any angle. The things called out in their infinitely strange voices, and hissed or bayed loudly when he came near, but they never harmed him. It was after several moments of this that a louder, more commanding tone drowned out the others, and they hushed and stilled. A larger Tayohua, taller than a man but more emaciated looking than the other abhumans, made its scuttling way down the wall between the others present, its thick carapace of armor forged of exoskeleton clacking the entire way. It wore a grandiose headdress vaguely reminiscent of the flamboyant feathered affairs that priests of Harak dawned on days of religious sacrifice in the month of Fomhir, though this was made of long antennae, the hollowed out head of some giant pale spider with its eyes still present, and the clacking leg ends of many smaller things dangling all around its sides, clattering wildly every time the Tayohua turned its head. In its hands it bore a long spear, made of multiple bones fastened together end to end and tipped with a giant black fang or stinger of some sort. It leaped from the wall and fell well over ten feet to the stone, landing in a crouch and immediately bounding up to its full height before Tenoch, not fazed by the fall.

			Tenoch struck out at the thing almost immediately with his knife, but it easily stepped back and out of his reach. A second blow in the form of a stab was side stepped, and a third was smacked aside by the thing’s gauntleted hand. Eventually, Tenoch stopped, winded from a long run and confused as the thing simply stared him down. They stood there for several moments, observing one another up close, each an alien figure to the other.

			“They are the leader of this incursion,” Came a voice from the direction of the larger Tayohua. At least, Metoton thought, from his vantage point, that it did. The thing’s mouth moved, but it produced multiple tones, as if several beings spoke at once. Its Luskaitian was flawless, its pronunciation perfect, but its utterly breathtaking voice almost made it hard to comprehend. One of the tones it produced was nearly singsong, while another was deep and growling, and a third monotone and calm, with others chiming in and fading out as the sentence went on.

			“They have tread upon blessed lands and brought weapons into sacred places with intent to kill,” The voice came again, utterly different each time it was utilized. It unnerved him greatly, and did so even more acutely when he began to wonder how the thing spoke their tongue.

			“We are not to let them leave this cavern alive,” The thing told him, “to prevent them from bringing more forces of destruction forth to our homes. We regret that it must be so, but we will allow them the chance to prove themselves in single combat. If we are bested, they shall be free to leave, and will not be hindered at all in their journey.”

			“How dare you speak our tongue,” Growled Tenoch, truly furious, “and how dare you imply this was our doing. Your people assailed us first. You are monsters come forth to destroy us, beasts from an angry god sent to reap us.”

			“We came forth only to free the ones in binds,” Came the odd response from the tall Tayohua, “nothing more. It is they who come forth in the name of an angry god.”

			Tenoch yelled in anger, raised his knife, and charged, making to stab the thing in its stomach. Its gangly arm batted his blade aside and it spun its spear about in one hand, driving it deep into the chest of the Ektal officer and holding him up to its eyes as the life left the man’s face. 

			Slowly, the being lowered the man to the ground and slid its weapon out from his chest. It gazed long at his body with its large, blank eyes. 

			“They must move those in slumber,” The thing announced after a moment, seeming to address all those around it. “We shall see to the young.”

			Metoton froze as the thing strode forward, the Tayohua clogging the ramp parting for it. The others scattered after it had begun to move, scampering to the bodies and throwing them across their backs in shows of strength that might seem impossible for such small creatures, but Metoton’s eyes were locked on the larger being. He could not be sure due to the nature of the thing’s eyes, but it seemed to be looking at the darkened window in which he huddled. He slipped down beneath the bottom of the opening, gripping Kalahtl for some measure of comfort while listening to the clatter of speedily crawling Tayohua outside. There was another outburst of roaring or calling from all across the cavern, which drowned out any other noise in its sheer volume, shaking Metoton to his very core.

			When it ended, he could swear he heard the soft clatter of bone and chitin making its way around the dome in which he sat. It became evident that he did hear it when it reached the area outside the doorway, where is suddenly stopped and grew quiet. 

			Metoton sat there beside his limp friend for a long while. The pitch black nature of his surroundings devoid of even the light of the dropped electric torches of his companions outside, now gone with the Tayohua, made it impossible for him to make out anything on the other side of the dome, much less see if something were outside. He waited, and continued to wait, hearing absolutely nothing but the flow of water and the occasional, distant calls of the Tayohua. He estimated it had been nearly an hour when he finally resolved to turn on his light, deciding that whatever was outside must have gone or lost interest.

			When the artificial light flooded the room, however, it lit up the crouched form that filled the doorway, its black eyes locked on Metoton. It was the same thing that had killed Tenoch, the same being that had strode about the dome. He jumped, startled, but the thing just stared back at him. His rifle was pointed at it, as the light was attached to it, but he did not fire upon this strange creature in the darkness. It, in turn, did not look afraid that he would. They sat there for quite a long time, staring at one another. Metoton did not know why exactly, but he felt as if the thing did not mean him any harm, despite the impossible to read nature of its alien visage.

			“Lower their weapon and come with us, young surface things,” the being said to him in its odd and split voice. It did not hold its weapon anymore, and held out an open hand, abnormally long fingers outstretched in a gesture of welcome. “Their companions will need our treatments if they are to awaken.”

			“You are not going to hurt us?” Metoton asked, looking down at the still immobile Kalahtl, and looking back to the thing in the doorway. “You are going to let us live?”

			“They are all permitted to live,” the thing explained in a fashion that might have hinted that it thought the answer was obvious. “Those responsible for their actions lay resting, not to bother us again. So come, we and they shall treat and help them.”

			Metoton looked down at his still friend one more time, and, hefting his weight and dragging him forward, he left the dome. The Tayohua stepped aside for him, then lightly took Kalahtl from his grip and hunched to carry the young soldier on his back. 

			“This way, young things,” the Tayohua told him, moving off through the buildings clustered about them, “we shall walk on the low paths to allow them to follow.

			Metoton looked after the Tayohua with a sense of wonder, not quite believing what had just occurred, and then strode off after this strange being.

			[image: ]

			On the old stone of the temple entryway, Hahln stirred, coughed, and was instantly wracked with intense pain. He had only ever felt more agony during the penance he had done as a youth, but the intermediate years and immediate nature of this particular pain made him consider it far worse. In a moment of panic he thought he was blind, the area around him proving to be black and lightless, but when he happened to turn his head upwards, he saw pale lavender lights in the gills of the distant mushrooms looming above, and he calmed slightly. 

			He tried to sit up, but realized the pain was far too great and settled for simply rolling over so that his back was to the ground, but even this was pure agony of the worst kind. He struggled to remember what had occurred, knowing only that he had acted impulsively and been attacked in his groggy, self-shocked state. When he felt blindly at the wound in his side, however, everything flowed back into his mind. The stab, the gunshot, the dead slave and the frightened face of Metoton staring down a loaded pistol. He had shot Tlalli. 

			Hahln groped around in the dark for something familiar, and after some nervous moments, found his pack on the ground next to him. He tore into it as best he could without hurting himself, finally finding a flare within the uppermost pouch, and then feeling on until he eventually came across a spare electric torch he had stowed in the main pouch. 

			Wondering where the rest of the militia had gone off to, Hahln very nearly set off the flare. But then he remembered the distant gunshots in the cave, the flares of the other units, and the general clamor that had begun just before he blacked out, along with the fact that he had shot an Ektal initiate. He thought better of it, and set the flare to his side, ready in case he needed it, but for now remaining unused. 

			Then, there was a shuffling before him, inside the temple, and he lifted his head despite the agony it caused to attempt to see what might be before him. In the dark, however, it was impossible to make anything out. He debated internally for a moment whether calling out was a good idea, and reasoned that if one of these Tayohua was in the dark with him, it probably already knew where he was. 

			“Who is there?” Hahln wheezed sharply into the darkness, driving him to a fit of coughs in which he was sure blood was brought up.

			Something was said in a language Hahln did not know, and suddenly a light was on him. A pale western continental with a flashlight stood before a group of slaves, the same group of slaves brought to chip statues and gems from their displays to be carried back to the surface. Only the poor boy who had been shot was missing, and they all looked concerned as they realized who this was. 

			A woman whose dark skin and proud bearing marked her as being from the mighty kingdom of Zamea in the south of Icalaquian crouched over him and placed gentle but firm pressure on his wound with a rag, calling out to another slave in the group with instructions of some kind. A man from the Bahadiri Sultanate who stood above him said in broken Luskaitian, “You are brave man. It will be a shame if you pass.” 

			Hahln winced as cold water was poured over his wound, and he lifted his head to look down at his torso. The woman kneeling by him pressed his head back down gently, motioning that he should stay still. Hahln tried to relax. He would like to say he had lived through worse, but that was not exactly true. The previous wounds he had sustained had been immediately treated at fine medical institutions. He appreciated that these strangers, slaves at that, were putting forth the effort to aid him, but he expected that death was the only realistic end result for him.

			Just then, there was a rattling outside, and a voice of multiple, varied tones called out, “Those responsible for their captivity are gone. Let us and them approach in peace, and we and they shall bring them no harm.”

			It was an odd speech, and the slaves seemed to have heard it too, so Hahln could not write it off as hallucination. They stood, and one of them called out something in their own tongue to the speaker which Hahln was oblivious to the meaning of.

			“No, we mean to aid them,” the voice came back, completely comprehensible to Hahln. “We and they come only to provide help to those in need.”

			The slave who had been tending him spoke, seeming to understand the voice, but responding in her own language. 

			There was more rattling and rustling and out of the gloom, four Tayohua approached, two bearing the limp forms of Luskaitians draped across their backs. 

			“We and they shall lead them to safety,” said the being nearest to them, “and carry the wounded ones to aid.”

			There was a moment’s hesitation as a couple of the slaves stooped over Hahln would not back off, not sure whether they should trust these strange beings with either Hahln’s or their own safety, but eventually, they stepped away, and the two Tayohua with free arms picked him up, attempting to keep him as level and supported as was possible between them, though the pain was still immense.

			“Now follow,” said the speaker amongst these strange things. “We shall lead.”

			It strode off, its fellows carrying Hahln along closely, and the slaves plodding after them. Hahln was not sure where they were going, or what the intentions of these things were, but regardless of his long reinforced fear and distaste for the abhumans, he for some reason felt safe enough to give into his exhausted and pain wracked urge for sleep and, after several minutes of staring up at the softly glowing mushrooms above, slipped into darkness.
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			It had been two days since Ichtak had left the confines of his chamber. The word from the north was that all entry units were gone, wiped from the underground, with only two runners from other units reaching the surface to report widespread attacks. The prince was a broken form simply pacing about or sitting silently, alone, his thoughts dark and his hope gone. There was nothing left of happiness in him by that time, only anger, and a need to find a focus for it. It was on that afternoon, those two long, arduous days after receiving the news that his friends’ unit was lost and labeled dead, that a knock came on his door. It was the first time anyone had sought to disturb him save Thunkahl, who had been unceremoniously rebuffed in this prior attempts. Ichtak debated whether he would bother to rise, but the knock was repeated three times over, finally spurring him into reluctant motion.

			Any kind of action felt pointless now. No one knew exactly what had occurred down in the caves, but his most true companions were lost to him, and he recognized that all too well, along with everything which that fact implied. He had spent the first day of his solitude in mindless and gibbering grief, and then retired to silent brooding, culminating in the morning’s questioning of whether life was still worth living. He had been heavily leaning towards a negative answer to that question. He threw the door open and found Thunkahl there once more, looking surprised to see the prince exhausted, unkempt, and dressed in what would amount to rags amongst most of the elite living in and around the palace.

			“What do you want?” Ichtak asked of the priest, his glare deepening. The priest’s questioning of him at Reitakh academy was far from forgotten, and he did not want to lay eyes on him after what had occurred in Korahnek. He was not in the mood for forgiveness, nor did he expect he would ever be again. 

			“Simply to tell you that the tunnels in the north are being collapsed, my lord,” Thunkahl told him, bowing. “The army have set charges in all known passages into the depths and are destroying them.”

			“What madness has taken them?” Ichtak cried, his emotion now truly coming to a boil. “We must wipe these things out, and see what has become of the lost militia. What lunatic ordered the destruction of the tunnels?”

			“That would be High General Lanaxhal, your highness,” Thunkahl replied, cringing as Ichtak slammed his fist into the doorframe. 

			“He needs the full support of the High General Staff to enact major operational decisions,” Ichtak fumed. “If I find Rultahn has granted him his blessings in this, he will suffer for it as badly as the buffoon pulling the army’s strings!”

			“Rultahn and the heads of navy and air force were not consulted, your majesty,” Thunkahl explained, almost apologetic as he said, “it was the emperor who approved the order. The High General Staff was bypassed.”

			Ichtak pushed past Thunkahl, his wits at least present enough to ensure he did not jostle the old man enough to send him tumbling to the stone floor. He left his door wide open and Thunkahl standing speechless behind him, caring not at all that he wore loose trousers and a simple cotton shirt in place of his accustomed flawless uniforms. Ichtak stomped off in the direction of the throne room and his father’s quarters, fury washing over him.

			There might have been next to no hope for Tlalli or Hahln, but now there was no hope. The only saving detail of the situation before had been the promise of blood from these beasts in the dark, the violence that was sure to follow when the full might of the empire flooded the tunnels with flame and steel to see these abhumans cleansed from their burrows, filling the prince with the vengeful satisfaction only those who feel they have been wholly and fundamentally wronged can comprehend. Now that, too, had been stolen from him, and he would be damned if he let it pass in silent pity and loss.

			It was with some speed that he strode out into the royal entry hall, not stopping to acknowledge the twenty four Ektal who knelt to recognize him. He took the stairs two at a time and entered the Victor’s Way. The hall’s trophies and displays did not steal his attention and grip him in wonder as they often did, however, and he did not remove his eyes from the door to the throne room until it was open and he had passed through it, nearly jogging at this point. When emerging into the throne room, the twenty Ektal guardsmen who flanked the throne knelt and saluted as their counterparts in the entry hall had done, but his eyes were immediately locked on the throne, upon which his father was seated. Before him stood Rultahn, seeming just as enraged, if not more so, than Ichtak. The two were absorbed enough in one another that Ichtak did not draw their gazes as he entered the room and began to cross the floor towards them.

			“You have given the reigns to a fool who used them to attempt to glorify his freshest recruits, and look where it has gotten you,” Rultahn growled, using a tone with the emperor which Ichtak had not seen him employ with anyone before, even given his dark reputation, much less the ruler of the Luskaitian Empire. He slammed his fist into a cupped hand for emphasis as he yelled, “You have allowed this bungler to destroy any chance of a favorable outcome in this situation! You have lost me my daughter, along with six thousand loyal militia sent marching to their doom in the dark, and you then have the nerve to allow the coward, the monster, to collapse the tunnels so we cannot chase the beasts? How dare you squander the power we have worked so hard to build, spit upon the ways of your own god?”

			“I will not be spoken to in such a manner by one who knows nothing of governance and nothing of faith when compared to myself,” Korzuma replied when Rultahn had quieted. “Lanaxhal will be imprisoned for his unauthorized alternation of Ektal units with militia, that much is clear. You will also see if you allow your eyes to open that with six thousand gone and regional worry skyrocketing, there is no alternative to shutting off the tunnels. There is no other way to ensure that we can survive whatever has decided to assail us from below without sustaining crippling losses, losses we can ill afford while surrounded by enemies on the surface. I was too forward in my assault on the caverns in the first place, having let my past victories go to my head even when such a new enemy lay ahead of us. I need no leave from you to take the path of reason to its logical conclusion.”

			“We could crush these vermin with enough time and men!” Rultahn went on, his temper not dulled in the slightest. “We could wipe them out! Just allow me to tunnel through these blast zones and take a true legion down into the tunnels. Or better yet, declare war in full! Bring the hammer of the empire and all its provinces down upon these caves in all its weight and fury. It is not Luskaitian, not godly, to do otherwise!”

			“You have no place describing what is godly to those descended from god, Rultahn,” Korzuma spat.

			“Then perhaps I do,” Ichtak cut in, his tone violent, “as you seem to have forgotten despite your lineage! You seek to leave these things be, to let them thrive under the rock? That is despicable. You have fallen low to allow cowardly old men on the front to dictate what you order of your military and your empire!”

			“You are angry and broken, my boy,” Korzuma told him, firm but not as angry as he had been with Rultahn, “so I ask that you calm yourself and clear your head before you question your elders again. It does not befit a man of royal lines to act on sorrow and pity.”

			“But it does befit a man of royal lines to act on fear, I see,” Ichtak said, glaring at his father. He felt utterly betrayed. This man who had been a paragon to him all of these years had seemed so suddenly to slink into the habits of a frightened child.

			“That is enough, from both of you!” Korzuma yelled, rising to his feet and stepping down from the throne’s raised dais to stand right before the two of them. “This is but an attempt at a solution. Our empire is surrounded by hostile powers, in case you have forgotten. We cannot overinvest in campaigns beneath the earth while our more usual foes watch hungrily for any chance to strike.”

			“They would not dare,” Rultahn said. “We have crushed them too often in the past for them to have the initiative to initiate wars.”

			“That was not the case with the Bahadiri expeditionary force,” Korzuma replied, quieting the Lord Ektal. He sighed deeply, saying, “I am not taking a coward’s way out. I am merely seeing if less costly and difficult strategies can be employed to greater effect. I lost my caution before and dragged our soldiers into unknown territory, so now I must take hold of it again if I wish to fix the problem.”

			“But any path in which these things are not brought to justice before Harak reeks of cowardice to me,” Ichtak muttered, slightly more controlled now. “We cannot forget that these cruel beings below our feet are still lurking about down there, feasting on our soldiers or worse. We cannot forget that they mean to topple us. It is their design, as laid out for us by Harak in the good book. That is not something the empire should set aside, no matter how much it costs us to do so. The Eiden were allowed to spread, and we have seen them become a true nuisance. The Khandaari have been allowed to cover the wastes in the southeast with their filth, and are still a plague on our people. The Nauticans drift uncontested below the waves, wreaking havoc on our shipping and occasionally doing horrid things to those who dwell along the coasts. If we can prevent another such threat from becoming whole, then we should waste no time in doing so.”

			“I do not wholly disagree,” Korzuma said, “but we must wait and see whether a solution as simple as this can be successful. Should it prove lacking, I will act. I simply do not desire a repetition of the first entry, which was undertaken in just such an eager and overconfident frenzy.”

			“And Lanaxhal will be executed?” Rultahn prompted. “He has committed more than enough treason for his part. I would see him butchered for it.”

			“No,” Korzuma told him firmly, “he will not. Not until we have evidence that he did anything that was not tactically sound or approved beyond switching his own units with those the Ektal put forth. If there is ever another expedition into the caves, those in charge will be responsible for finding Lanaxhal guilty or innocent of treason or heretical behavior. I will not argue this point.”

			“He deserves death,” Rultahn spat in protest.

			“And you deserve demotion and execution for how you addressed me today,” Korzuma told him, “but your usefulness to me is too great for you to be lost.”

			Rultahn bowed his head slightly, seemingly put back in his place. His face was still a mask of anger, though. It would be some time before the Lord Ektal looked at the emperor the same way again, if ever.

			“I hope you are satisfied with yourself,” Ichtak said, resigned but still boiling inside. “I will be praying for your return to reason, I assure you.”

			“And I shall be praying for your return to strength and solidity from such moping moods, boy,” Korzuma quickly replied, turning his back to the two of them and walking back up to his seat on the throne before ordering, “Now out, both of you. Take some time to find sanity before you return to speak with me of operations in the north.”

			Rultahn shook his head and turned to go, and, seeing that Ichtak meant to walk forward, perhaps in an attempt to grab his father’s attention and continue the debate, he grabbed the prince’s shoulder and motioned to the exit. Ichtak was at first angered by the gesture, but it only took a moment for him to suppress those feelings and, with a final glare at his father’s back, he himself turned to go. He walked out of the throne room, through the Victor’s Way, and out into the royal entry hall in silence, Rultahn beside him. It was only after Ichtak turned to return to his quarters and realized that the Lord Ektal meant to follow him that Rultahn spoke.

			“I am torn in my loyalties, prince,” He said as they walked. “I feel my morals and my faith drive me in one direction while my emperor drives me in another. I have never been so confused in all my life. And for it to happen after Tlalli is said to be missing is unbearable.”

			“I am confused as to why my father has abandoned courage and taken to cowardice,” Ichtak spat. “He has never showed such weakness or foolishness previously.”

			“It is the scrolls, I am sure of it,” Rultahn said darkly after a moment, “those things that the priests dug up and deemed correct. They have filled him with worry of late, poisoned his judgment with their ill omens. His first unsuccessful military venture as an emperor has simply served to upset him even more, feeding the fear.”

			“I will not stand for these things to live, regardless of the cause of his hesitancy,” Ichtak muttered. “If I have to await my ascension to the imperial seat and spend half my reign warring with the things below, I will do so.”

			“It may be more simply achieved, your majesty,” Rultahn proposed after several seconds of thought, “and in a more expedient manner.”

			“What do you suggest, then?” Ichtak asked, looking over at him, somewhat incredulous. 

			“Are your rooms open for a more private discussion?” Rultahn said in a low voice, his eyes on two palace priests walking around the corner ahead.

			“They are,” Ichtak told him, intrigued. “You had better be going somewhere with this.”

			Ichtak had had enough trouble over the past two days, and he did not want more confusion and pain stacked atop it. However, if more efficient vengeance was within his reach, and Rultahn knew the path to that vengeance, then he would risk any amount of entanglement in subtle and roundabout schemes to achieve it.

			“We are partners in loss, my lord,” Rultahn told him, nearly in a whisper, “and if the powers that be will not see that the will of god is done, we will have to seek its fulfilment on our own.”

			Ichtak knew utter honesty when he heard it, and recognized the respect in Rultahn’s gaze when he looked to him. He may have lost some of his reverence for the emperor, but his respect for the prince was perhaps stronger than it had ever been. 

			The two made their way to the prince’s quarters in silence, and Ichtak made certain that the door, which Thunkahl had apparently closed, was locked behind them when they had entered the place. He motioned for Rultahn to remain silent for a moment, and then set about searching the place, scanning all of the rooms to ensure Thunkahl was not sitting about awaiting his return so that they could enter discussion. When he found nothing, he motioned for Rultahn to sit at the table in the center of his main room.

			Rultahn did so, his eyes finding the stacks of letters piled in the center of the thing. Ichtak removed Tlalli’s correspondence and took them to his desk, out of sight of both of them. There would be more time for recollection and grief later.

			“Do you know the tale of Ichtak I’s rise to prominence?” Rultahn asked him, remaining quiet though they were quite alone.

			“I am familiar with it,” Ichtak replied. Ichtak I had declared himself the imperial high marshal of the army when he had come of age, his father, emperor Atl III, watching as his prince committed genocide against the Khandaari tribes of the jungles and brought about the following of a new religion in the outer provinces. Even before he had ascended to the throne, he had wielded much power. 

			“The title of imperial high marshal lies open to you still,” Rultahn told him seriously. “When you come of age, you can toss aside the constraints of the emperor and declare yourself high marshal.”

			“The title can only be assumed with the emperor’s consent,” Ichtak sighed. “There is nothing that I can predict changing his opinion before the end of this academic year. I will be obligated to wait until he comes to his senses or until I take the throne.”

			“Ah,” Rultahn exclaimed, “but a unanimous vote from the High General Staff can also validate a claim to the mantle of imperial high marshal, as long as one of those on the staff is willing to devote their branch totally to the marshal’s control. That is how Acalan I managed to receive the blessings to enact the very first true Fomhir sacrifices with the help of the forebears of the Ektal in ages past.”

			Ichtak had forgotten that. The imperial high marshal title had only been claimed four times, and only the first time had it been done without direct imperial consent. This mantle for princes of the empire had been designed to allow for great change to be enacted in the empire should the emperor prove busy with vital matters while minor details needed attention. This, Ichtak thought, was an even more dire situation than a simple occupation of attention. It was a failing of duty by the emperor, and though he felt like a conspirator sitting in his room with the Lord Ektal, discussing bypassing the emperor’s orders in hushed tones, he was sure it was absolutely necessary. 

			“And you will secure me a unanimous vote?” Ichtak asked the Lord Ektal.

			“Indeed,” Rultahn told him. “I have a feeling Lanaxhal’s replacement to the council will be more favorable to my positions. I have long ensured that the army high command is filled with men trained by me or my inferiors, in preparation for Lanaxhal’s eventual departure. The next High General will be malleable toward, if not dedicated to, our cause. The others can be swayed with the proper amount of finesse.”

			“And you would trust me with your Ektal?” Ichtak asked. “I am a fresh commander, inexperienced and untested.”

			“You possess the makings of greatness in you, and a strong sense of what is right in the eyes of Harak” Rultahn told him. “That is more important than any amount of experience. But do not fret, for you will have all the knowledge of high command I can provide over the course of the coming months. By the time I am finished with you, you will be able to outgeneral the whole of the army. And, atop all of that, I will be in this with you, your highness. There is nothing I am more committed to than the imperial line, but I am beginning to see that it is you, the inheritor of Ichtak I’s great will and the blessing of Harak, that I am bound to serve, and you have my vow that I will do so, lord.”

			Rultahn stripped off his glove and pulled a knife from his belt. There was a long scar on his palm which he drug the sharp, cruel blade across, reopening it. Ichtak, realizing what he was doing, grabbed a white cloth from the table and offered it to him. Rultahn, taking the thing and spreading it on the table with his good hand, squeezed his bleeding palm to force droplets out and onto the fabric. Several silent seconds were spent watching as he made the rough shape of a triskelion out of the droplets, and then offered the stained cloth to Ichtak, who accepted.

			“I offer my loyalty to you, Ichtak VI, that we might further the goals of Harak and bring the empire to greatness the likes of which it has never known,” Rultahn pledged, wrapping a small handkerchief pulled from his pocket about the wound and putting back on his glove. “I will serve you and our god as closely as my skill and ability allows, lest death take me or Harak’s will be lost to you.”

			The last part of the pledge, made by all Lord Ektal to the emperor upon their ascension to the rank, had been added in clear reference to their current situation. Ichtak folded the stained cloth and placed it in his breast pocket.

			“And I shall not forget your loyalty,” Ichtak told him, “as some seem to have done.”

			“I thank you for it, lord,” Rultahn said with a slight bow of his head. He looked up at the prince and said, “In the eyes of the Ektal, you are the emperor.”

			Ichtak absorbed that. He did not plan any kind of insurrection against his father, but he felt almost like he was taking sides in some breed of civil war. In a way, however, he was. He knew what his faith demanded of him, as did Rultahn, and they would not let the sudden hesitation of Korzuma hold them back from carrying out their duty.

			“I have a request for you, Rultahn,” Ichtak said, looking over a map of the city he kept pinned to his wall and gazing absently at it.

			“Anything, lord,” Came Rultahn’s response, “just ask it of me, and the Ektal will make it so.”

			“Secure me the loyalties of Thunkahl if it is possible,” Ichtak told him. “I feel I need his blessing to go into battle against these Tayohua. But be subtle and take your time. We have a year to wait and prepare. I want to have the priesthood standing with us when we declare our intentions.”

			“That should be a simple task, your highness,” Rultahn assured him. “Thunkahl is quite devastated over the withdrawal from action in the tunnels, as is the rest of the order. I believe we will find him quite agreeable.”

			“Good,” Ichtak said, “the old man has helped me through incredibly difficult times. I have not given him his due over the past few days, but he is the only reason I am not a lost soul.”

			“He is a great practitioner of the faith, lord,” Rultahn said, completely in agreement. The high priest and the Lord Ektal had a great level of respect for one another, their positions as the emperor’s faith advisor and military advisor meaning they often worked together. Rultahn could tell the prince’s respect for the man was great was well, as there was true regret in his eyes as he remembered rebuffing him.

			Ichtak sat for a moment, rubbed his head, and sighed. He removed his pipe and box of tobacco from beneath the table and began to fill the bowl, asking, “Do you want some, Rultahn? It is a good day for smoking, and drinking as well.”

			 “I will have a bit,” Rultahn said, surprising Ichtak. The man withdrew a pipe carved from bone of some kind from his greatcoat pocket and accepted the tobacco Ichtak offered him. The two lit their pipes and sat back, each finding themselves looking off at the desk upon which Ichtak had set his letters from his friends.

			“Rultahn,” Ichtak prompted, drawing a ‘yes, lord?’ from the Lord Ektal before continuing, “Did Tlalli write to you before she went into the caves?”

			Rultahn was silent for several long moments, finally saying, “Yes. She was loyal to the empire and the faith until the end. Vowed not to leave the tunnels while even one of those things still stood.”

			“There’s never been a soldier quite like her, to be sure,” Ichtak said, sadness in his voice, but not breaking sadness. He was consigned to it now. She and Hahln were lost to him. Vengeance, however, seemed within reach.

			“She was one of the finest,” Rultahn concurred, pulling on his pipe deeply. 

			“I want to recover her body,” Ichtak told him, not sure exactly why he felt the need to vocalize it, “if there is anything left to recover. I will bury it in the central palace courtyard, with the empresses.”

			“If there was ever a place she deserved to be,” Rultahn said, some amount of grief coming into his voice, “it was amongst the empresses.”

			The two sat there for well over five hours, reminiscing, smoking, and finally drinking, before eventually setting into plotting. By the time Rultahn departed that night, the two were very much readied to face a year’s worth of preparation for their plan to be put into action. They saluted one another at the door, and went to seek solitude, for sleep seemed an unlikely luxury to both of them.

			Ichtak then returned to his letters and wallowed pointlessly in memory until late the next morning. He would bury Tlalli in the empress gardens, and he would place Hahln in the quiet corner of Harak’s bounty, where all those years ago, he had decided to lead Hahln to salvation and respectability. There were no more fitting places for the two of them to rest, he thought.

			It was only royalty and those closest to them that were not burned after death in Luskaiti, for they were considered close enough to Harak to not need the spiritual lift that the cremation was supposed to provide. Ichtak knew it might be irrational to assume that he could easily get such a thing done to what would widely be considered commoners, but he was set to do so anyway should he be given the chance. 

			Rultahn, in his own chambers, removed the picture of Korzuma that hung behind his desk from its place. He was not yet bold enough to replace it with a picture of the prince, but that time would certainly come, he knew. From his desk, he removed the small picture of a younger Tlalli of about ten, the only picture he had of her, and removed the holster in which he kept his well-used and maintained pistol from his belt. He then affixed the picture to the opening flap of the holster, thinking that every time he drew his weapon, he would have to see her when he went to put the weapon away. 

			Both of them had new purpose, new motive. Both had found shared loss and both shared the fury that loss had caused them. The emperor had wronged them and the faith by holding them back, they knew, and neither could find it in them to simply lay back and watch their morals and their own sadness be trodden upon. Rultahn had found a new man whom he could serve with pride, a man he could call emperor using the reverence with which he had once addressed Korzuma, and Ichtak had found a loyal ally who knew the ins and outs of the imperial system and had the whole of the military under his thumb. Theirs was an alliance that could shake the world and the empire to its foundations, and both of them knew it to some extent as they lay awake in memory and speculation that night, their new purpose one born of a pure and unbroken desire for vengeance.

		

	
		
			Interlude II:

			Excerpt from the Journals of Ichtak VI

			11th of Xacaqin, I.Y. 1897

			My father approached me again this past evening to attempt conversation about the events in Korahnek, to speak openly about my feelings on his campaign of weak will and indecision. The man was amazed, perhaps even angered, by my determination not to speak with him, and when I asked him to leave my quarters, he did so in a hurry. I hope I have offended him. Perhaps then he will keep away for another week or so and leave me in peace.

			The happenings in Korahnek are dark. Rultahn tells me the slaves of the region are still disappearing, being taken away by Tayohua which have bypassed the crude solutions of my father and the army. There is little about the situation that does not smack of failure, but the emperor remains ignorant and proclaims his innocence of heresy or weakness, though his Lord Ektal would seem to disagree as much as his son on that point.

			My loss, and Rultahn’s loss, for that matter, has made us hardened. We see nothing but our goal, now, nothing but the invasion of the caves and my ascension to the rank of High Marshal. Every day is a test of my patience as the agonizing minutes and hours roll by, my mind as buried in books of strategy and faith as I can manage to keep it, and my eyes occasionally straying to the final letters of Tlalli and Hahln. I doubt my ability to hold out until the coming year, but Rultahn aids in keeping me calm, and my prayer keeps me sane, despite Thunkahl’s insistence on supporting my father’s mad decisions. While physical training aids in relieving my mind for now, I suspect even that relief will give way eventually. 

			Here in the palace, there is no joy for me but dreams of violence. My mind has strayed from visions of art and prayer to those of slaughter and vengeance, and despite the dark nature of my thoughts, I do not keep them away. They will hold me at my most vital and enraged until the moment I set foot beneath Korahnek and either die or send the servants of the dark god forth to their afterlife while honoring the memories of those lost in the accursed tunnels. There is nothing for me here in Tepek, yet my age and station keep me here, farthest from where I wish to go. 

			Mere desires for war have become more than that, burning away at me whenever I lay still or take my mind off preparation for military command and close combat conditioning. What I need is vengeance. What I need is Korahnek.
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			13th of Xacaqin, I.Y. 1897

			Rultahn was Ichtak’s only visitor these days, a fact which made him quite a bit more prepared to stride up to his door and knock in this time of darkness centered on the prince. The heir’s moods had been rather blackened of late, and for good reason, yet Rultahn was no stranger to such feelings, his own pain and loss having been sufficient enough to shake his faith in one of the few things he had always considered untarnished and eternal in the mortal world. The reign of Korzuma II had quickly slumped from that of a mighty commander and warrior into that of a cowardly wretch too removed from his people to react to subtle yet clear aggressions carried out near his northern borders. The emperor had held him back, had doomed his daughter and the children of a great many other loyal Luskaitians to cruel demise down in the caverns, and the Lord Ektal could not yet bring himself to forgive the man for that. Perhaps he would never find himself capable of such forgiveness.

			Tlalli had been distant, his daughter being someone which reminded the Lord Ektal too much of his deceased wife and his connections to the civilian world to be given a great deal of his attention. He had shaped her into the most useful soldier he could, teaching her all she would need to dominate her class as a Luskaitian officer, a leader of her peers in a society built around strong will, and though his personal and unofficial time with her had been restricted, he had indeed respected her greatly. His love for her was perhaps not as strong as that he had once held for her mother, but she had been his last remaining connection to his wife, the last bridge to the world of family and respect that stood firm for him. The Lord Ektal would have been distraught at such a blow regardless of when and how it had occurred, but with Korzuma claiming ignorance of the disappearing slaves in Korahnek and approving the wholesale destruction of the passages into the caverns in which his daughter had been lost, that distress had been all too easily and quickly fashioned into blinding anger. His pain had been turned all too quickly into some direct fault of the emperor, shifting all Rultahn’s aggravation, or at the very least most of it, onto the ruler, something which shocked even the heated Lord Ektal to the core.

			Ichtak remained the sole defender of the faith in the Tlatoani line, the only royal projecting the ways set forth in the Bastion of Will. He might be the prince, and he might be quite young and untested, but Rultahn held firm in his belief that this young heir to the most powerful throne on the globe would become one of the most influential and aggressive emperors ever to grace Luskaiti, and the Lord Ektal was not prepared to let the boy march forth on his own. The prince was his last remaining connection to the promise of war, of vengeance in the name of his daughter, and beyond those things, he was a substitute for Tlalli, something into which he could pour all his hopes, ambitions, and lessons learned through a lifetime spent in combat to forward the nation. If the current emperor was not prepared to behave like a proper Luskaitian, the next to take the throne would be, and Rultahn knew just what would aid him in breaking this newcomer to combat in when it came to tense situations. He had hatched a plan, one which would test the courage and strength of this able and angered young royal, and if Rultahn’s notions about the heir were correct, he would soon see that this boy would blossom into the most deadly of leaders, warriors, and rulers.

			His knock at Ichtak’s door was not immediately answered, but the young man came forth to drag the door open soon enough, knowing well that his mentor in the art of command would be the only person who dared to contact him now, late in the evening well after the emperor dared to bother his often agitated and openly rude son. Still, he did answer, and Rultahn was greeted with an image of the prince not often seen before the disastrous Korahnek venture, but one which had become all too common in its wake. Ichtak stood in simple robes which he had worn for well over three days, his eyes bloodshot and dark due to lack of sleep and his voice cracked with a great deal of drink and tobacco.

			“Come in,” Ichtak told him as the Lord Ektal saluted, Rultahn gladly accepting the invitation and proceeding into the room, ready to share his plan with the prince. As had often been the case these past few days, however, Rultahn found himself worried at the sight of the prince, knowing well that the heir could not be sleeping or eating well given his drained appearance.

			“How are you faring, lord?” Rultahn asked, addressing the prince as formally and cautiously as he might address the emperor. He scanned the tired form in front of him as Ichtak moved to the chairs set in his main chamber, motioning for Rultahn to sit across from him as he took his own seat unceremoniously and sighed deeply.

			“Well enough. I am still alive,” Ichtak answered after several moments of drawn out silence, his eyes only then coming fully in contact with Rultahn’s, long having been held upon the floor before that point. There was little in the way of explanation in his words or his gaze, the Lord Ektal gathered, and though his worry was not greatly lessened, he found his stress relieved just enough to proceed with what lay before them at the prince’s seemingly honest answer to his question.

			“Our lesson is done for the day, friend,” Ichtak began after another silent few seconds spent watching the Lord Ektal take his seat, “so forgive me if I sound rude in asking my next question. Why are you here?”

			“To extend to you an offer,” Rultahn explained. “A chance at an expedition, your highness, something to test your skills and nerves in a truly dangerous situation. There is nothing which hones a warrior’s courage better than real, unrestrained threat.”

			“You have long taught me as much,” Ichtak agreed, “but I highly doubt my father would agree to any such outing. He is cowardly enough in his doings as it is. What are you proposing, in more exact terms?”

			“An expedition into Placalho, your majesty,” Rultahn told him. “A hunting trip, one in which you will experience horrors akin to those we might well face in Korahnek when we enact our scheme. Hunting has long been the proving ground of nobles, and that is because it tests many of the same skills which warfare itself tests. What better way to perfect your skills than a trek through shadowed and dangerous ground and a confrontation with one of Harak’s mightiest beasts?”

			Ichtak knew well the stories of Placalho, the grim tales of things dragged away to horrid deaths by beasts far more natural but just as potentially dangerous as the Tayohua beneath Korahnek. Therefore, he had informed guesses as to just what Rultahn was suggesting. Still, he asked, “And just what do you suggest we hunt?”

			“The huehytakh, your majesty,” Rultahn answered, “the most trying and dangerous prey in the empire, by my estimation.”

			The great huehytakh were well known killers of men, great spiders which lived in colonies dug beneath the soft ground of the southeastern empire. They were poisonous, powerful, and plentiful, and they were indeed dangerous prey. It took great parties of trained men to drag the beasts out of their holes as trophies, and even then men died in their attempts. Though Ichtak’s eldest brother, Axahl, had once tried to enter such burrows, two of his friends had not returned, and the proud hunter of their family had come forth empty-handed into the light of day and promptly vowed never to return to Placalho again, for hunting or otherwise. These were dangerous beasts, things which the mightiest of nobles steered clear of, and though the thought of entering their subterranean nests in a grand test of strength and cunning was both terrifying and exhilarating, Ichtak found himself doubting that his already nervous father would allow him to go along on such a voyage into danger.

			“The tunnels of the huehytakh stand as some of the most comparable ground to that of subterranean Korahnek upon which we can train,” Rultahn pressed. “Their ferocity would try not only our own fierceness, but our maneuverability and nerves in the dark of the underground. I firmly believe it stands as the grandest venture we can aspire to during our cruel and forced absence from combat here under the eyes of Korzuma, my lord.”

			“I stand interested, Rultahn,” Ichtak told him, “but still hesitate to say I will accompany you. My father knows well the dangers of the southern provinces, and has surely heard, as have all too many, tales of the ferocity inherent in the kingly spiders of Placalho. I do not suppose he would let us go trekking into the woods in search of them, not when the very word of the good book tells us to press onward against abhumans and the man refuses such sanity in favor of caution. He has lost much of his backbone. His heart might be well placed, but its strength has certainly dulled after the expedition failed.”

			Rultahn had known such a statement would be coming, and had been preparing his response to it all afternoon leading up to this meeting. He could only hope the prince felt as strongly about such matters as Korzuma’s lax attitudes as he did.

			“That is why I propose a venture into the dens masked by a trip to the southeastern colony’s capital, your highness,” Rultahn told him, leaning forth across the table and staring the prince down, looking for any sign of agreement as he desperately hoped the heir would follow along in his plan. “A trip to visit royals in Placalho City punctuated by a raid upon a huehytakh den along the road, a night’s diversion which your father need not know about until the deed is done, lest he step in and put a stop to the trial.”

			Ichtak leaned back, his eyes diverting to the table’s bare top. He was not one to avoid a challenge, physical or mental, and this hunt was a challenge, whether Rultahn meant it as one or not. The man had suggested a trial amongst the spiders of the southeast, and the prince felt all too compelled to accept such a challenge on the grounds that he must prove himself alone, the fact that potential training for underground operations was at stake certainly driving him towards the idea even more strongly. Was he really prepared to deceive his father, though, to lie and throw aside honesty in favor of pursing experience in struggles against deadly foes?

			Their plot to instate Ichtak as High Marshal was dishonest after a fashion, but never so much as to force the prince to outright lie to the emperor about the purpose of his actions. Did his father, even given his shortcomings and shock at his sudden defeat in Korahnek, deserve such treatment?

			Ichtak’s first thought was a resounding no, but it took only seconds for his mind to stray to the final letters of his friends and the condemning passages of the book to be read proclaiming the damnation and filth of the abhumans. If this trial would ready him for his struggle with the great enemy beneath the earth, he would do all he could to take part in it, whether his father would approve or not. Finally, he looked back to Rultahn, saying, “I cannot turn down such a vital and testing trek into danger, not from a friend. Tell me, though, how will we avoid the royalty of Placalho sending word to my father that their expected guests have not arrived?”

			“We cannot avoid it,” Rultahn explained, “but we can play along until the trip home to Tepek.”

			When Ichtak looked sorely irritated by this revelation, Rultahn quickly continued, hoping that more promises of grandeur would convince the prince as he went on, “The visit to the royals of Placalho will last only a day, and Korzuma will be so ecstatic that his son has taken an interest in social mingling amongst the upper class in supposed preparation for his rule that he will toss aside all notions of suspicion. We will spend one night amongst them and turn for home, and along the trip, we shall encounter unexpected but serious motor trouble, our escort of Ektal stopping at our side to ensure we receive protection in the darkened jungles along the southeastern roadways. Then, we will make our move into the trees and seek out our prey in their burrows under Placalho province.”

			Ichtak thought it over for several dragging moments as Rultahn looked on, clearly anticipating a positive answer. The Lord Ektal was certainly not alone in thinking such a hunt would prove quite valuable to their ability to operate in strange and shadowed underground environments, but the weight of lying to his father, whether such a thing was done directly or not, did not leave him quickly. Once more he thought of Korahnek’s caverns abandoned and dynamited, though, and again Ichtak came to the conclusion that the emperor was owed a surprise or two, even if he was bound to respect the man as his son.

			“Very well,” Ichtak finally agreed, “but you will handle all the arrangements, and speak with Korzuma. I am still not inclined to deal with him directly. You will tell him we are going to Placalho to visit the royals, as you said, but do not get too in-depth if you can help it. We do not need Korzuma poking around at who we will be contacting and when. I still wish to survive the trip not having been driven mad.”

			“It will be done,” Rultahn assured him. “I already have a plan in place for approaching the emperor. Allow me to handle the intricacies of all this. You merely get your mind in the right stance for a tricky hunt.”

			“That may well be difficult,” Ichtak told him. “Most of my hunting experience is limited to books, and my trek after Eiden certainly didn’t go well.”

			“You know what you need to about courage already, your highness,” Rultahn said, “so let me teach you the rest. I will come by tomorrow after the meeting with your father and tutor you on the matter of the huehytakh, and beyond just their basic habits and tendencies. I will tell you all you need to know to kill one, prince.”

			Ichtak, seeing the dark expression plainly shown on Rultahn’s face as his words came to a trailing halt, wondered just what spurred such nervous excitement in the Lord Ektal. Attempting to remain polite enough to be respectable, but desiring to know more as Rultahn sat in silence staring off at the map on his wall and towards Placalho, he asked, “Have you hunted the spiders before, Rultahn? Have you gone into the burrows?”

			“In earlier years, yes,” Rultahn answered, “but now is not the time for the tale. I will tell you what I can of it tomorrow as we discuss the huehytakh. For now, I must go. The hour grows late and I still have to plan for tomorrow’s meeting with your father.”

			“Of course,” Ichtak said with a nod, “you are free to go. But do not dare mark yourself out as a liar in the company of Korzuma, Rultahn. My father is cunning when it comes to truth and deciphering shrouded speech.”

			“I will keep it in mind, sir,” Rultahn told him, saluting after rising, the prince doing much the same across from him. The young heir showed the Lord Ektal to the door, and once he had been let out, latched the door tight as Rultahn now always insisted he did.

			After having bid the prince a good night, Rultahn strode off down the halls of the palace towards his own quarters, thinking of old horrors witnessed in years gone by, snatched up from deep and dark places beneath the earth in Placalho, where countless monsters dwell.
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			Korzuma had been worried about his son for several weeks, but as with many fits of solidarity and pained independence on the parts of young boys beginning to graduate into manhood, the emperor told himself these phases would simply drift past and fade away. He himself had become quite isolated when his first son had passed, after all, and he certainly did not have the moods and ever evolving emotional spectrum of the young. 

			It pained him that his son resisted his attempts at conversation, but he could accept that well enough, despite how much it stabbed at him. Rultahn’s hesitance to speak openly with him was, in many ways, far more worrying. 

			The Lord Ektal stood as an incredibly useful and cunning servant, and with him even slightly off guard, there was all too much to fret about. Had the man lost his nerve, had his emotions been thrown into turmoil by the sudden loss of his daughter during the Korahnek campaign? Had the official fallen to nerves and distraction, as his son had momentarily done? 

			The emperor dearly hoped that this was not the case, but there was little he could do for it now. Rultahn might be less vocally respectful, might arrive late to meetings called by the royal house and might salute only when obligated to in the ruler’s presence, but the Lord Ektal did his job for now, and that was all that Korzuma could ask for. Now, with his valued Rultahn coming to hold audience with him that afternoon on a topic having to do with his son, there came upon the emperor a reassuring and comforting hope that the pair might well be turning back to reason after their long span of worry and anger over those who they had lost.

			There was a creaking as the door to his library and study swung slowly open on aged hinges, its frame out of sight amongst the myriad bookcases in the large chamber. Korzuma knew this must be Rultahn, arriving guided by his eunuch servant Narakh through the outer reaches of his quarters. The Lord Ektal had been shown through these passages many times before, but as the emperor listened to the sharp step of the man’s jackboots upon the floor nearing his desk, he kept hoping that this particular visit would be a defining and vital one, a visit in which Rultahn might finally come to understand and respect his decisions, and share with him a collected and calm discussion.

			“Welcome,” Korzuma called as Rultahn moved into view around the endless bookcases, motioning off the silent, bowing Narakh. Pointing towards the chairs set across from his traditional place behind the triskelion desk, he watched as the Lord Ektal approached and saluted, only taking a seat after having been waved towards the things once again.

			“Now,” Korzuma began, leaning forth to put a stern look on the Lord Ektal, “what have you come here for? Do not bother to stay if it is another report or study from Korahnek, friend. I have more than enough from our agents in the area already, and my decision stands.”

			“Not at all, your majesty,” Rultahn assured him, his voice coming off as much less distant and cool than it often had as of late. Korzuma nodded to him, urging the man to go on, and the Lord Ektal explained, “I have come to ask your permission to guide the prince out of the city on a trip I feel will be quite valuable for his continued education here under the guidance of myself and Thunkahl, your highness.”

			“Just what is this excursion of yours, Rultahn?” Korzuma asked, the slightest hints of suspicion trickling back into his thoughts. “What does the prince need which he cannot secure here in Tepek, might I ask? Does the mightiest and most culturally wealthy city in the world lack whatever it is you need for your lessons?”

			“Indeed it does, lord,” Rultahn answered. Knowing that he was on dangerous ground making such a statement, he speedily continued, “There are no royals that the prince is not familiar with within Tepek’s walls. I wish to show the prince around, to trek with him into the outer provinces and introduce him to the kings, queens, and rulers, who will be loyally leading under him during his reign. I feel it is quite vital that he make these connections sooner rather than later, to allow them all the time we can to blossom and thrive.”

			Despite all that had occurred between himself and the emperor over these past days of loss, the longtime soldier and servant found it hard to deceive the man sitting before him. Still, he kept his face hardened and stern, awaiting the ruler’s reply as the man cracked a slight grin, clearly enjoying the suggestion.

			“I have been urging the pair of you to pursue such things for years, and you have finally come to your senses,” Korzuma chuckled. “The prince will indeed require all the friendly contacts he can get when he takes my place upon the throne. I trust he has already agreed to this excursion?”

			“Of course, your highness,” Rultahn answered. “He is not ecstatic, but has finally seen the value in such a trip. More than that, I believe he needs a distraction from his recent losses. Riding out into the other provinces to meet royals will be quite a respite for the both of us, I think.”

			“Well, I would certainly hope so,” Korzuma said. “I have been sorely lost without your levelheaded guidance and Ichtak’s continued visits to my chambers for advice. I pray this is the beginning of a return to normalcy.”

			The emperor had not been hostile, but Rultahn found himself having to repress anger at hearing the statement. For the man to sit behind his desk and urge them to toss away their issues was unreasonable and bloated, in his mind, and the remainder of his drive to be honest with this man who had commanded him for so long and continued to hold irritating and arrogant sway over his actions stood swept away.

			“We plan on taking our time and making a trip out of it, lord,” Rultahn told Korzuma in flawlessly forwarded pleasant tones. “Ichtak is ready to heal, I think, and this trip will, Harak willing, allow him that while giving him the opportunity to mingle with the nobler souls of the empire.”

			“Good,” Korzuma commented with a nod. He liked the idea quite well, as he himself had missed out on many opportunities for such socializing when he had been young. His early conquests and innovative policies had allowed him time to make up for it, but he wanted his son to make his own connections earlier. It would allow Ichtak many more options and simple political openings once he took the throne. Mind wandering to the most valuable lesser royals in the empire and just who his son would be meeting with, he asked, “Which province are you traveling to?”

			“Placalho, your majesty,” Rultahn answered. “Ichtak finds the area interesting geographically and historically due to its past as a Khandaari infested territory. Beyond that, he has never been there, and my experience with the region is sorely limited. It should serve as quite a valuable trip for both the prince and myself.”

			The southeastern province along the border of Khandaar was indeed an area whose history ran dark with abhuman occupation, and whose borders the prince had never crossed. The royals of the area were wealthy despite the largely rural nature of their province, and the family bore a fair number of children, including a princess of Ichtak’s age. Korzuma felt this was one of the better options as a destination for his son’s social travels, and found himself smiling to himself once more after having received the answer.

			“Placalho should work well,” Korzuma said, nodding to himself again, “it should give the prince a much needed reminder of imperial power and structure. How long will you be staying in Placalho City?”

			“For two days, if we can help it,” Rultahn told him. “We will let the length and harshness of the drive decide that, once we are there. Rest assured that we will give the heir what time he needs with his hosts.”

			“I do not doubt it,” Korzuma said, looking to one of the papers spread before him and writing out several notes as he spoke on. “I will make sure to send word to King Hoxatlal immediately. When should he be prepared for your arrival?”

			“We should depart on the fifteenth,” Rultahn answered after a moment’s consideration, “and allow for six days’ travel along the southeastern roads. I suppose we will be at the gates of the palace by the afternoon of the twenty first, should all go smoothly on the way.”

			“The roads are not what they used to be, Rultahn,” Korzuma chuckled. “I’m sure the trip will move along quite efficiently. On the matter of security, though, do you have a defensible convoy in mind?”

			“Of course, my lord,” Rultahn told him, allowing himself a bit of a laugh at the question. “Royal security and service is, after all, my job. I will take fifty jungle stalkers and a dozen or so Ektal bodyguards along in the palace’s new armored cars, all of them well armed.”

			Korzuma liked to hear that so many of the elite jungle stalkers were being brought along, especially in a region so choked with wild and relatively untamed places. They would serve the prince well should he and the Lord Ektal be caught up in some unthinkable danger along the roads. He looked to Rultahn, clearly impressed, saying, “You have my clearance then, Lord Ektal. Ensure Ichtak enjoys his time and learns what he might along the way. A meeting with a princess and potential empress will be good for him if he is to find a wife and sire an heir soon.”

			Rultahn found it hard to believe the emperor had added the last comment ignorantly or by accident, and the steady expression on the man’s face aided him in confirming that thought. It stabbed at him in a way not much ever had, reminding him all too vividly of his own recent loss, of how close he and his missing daughter had come to joining the ranks of the royals, and of the final, excited letters he had received from Tlalli while she waited for combat in Korahnek. The comment might have meant anything, but the Lord Ektal had a strong feeling it was a sharpened jab at reminding him of his place, of keeping him humble amongst the newly tense atmosphere between this once solid pair of master and advisor. Rultahn did not appreciate the gesture.

			“I will ensure Ichtak receives all the knowledge he can along the way,” Rultahn replied. “I merely hope it does not lay dormant in his mind and blossom into timidity whilst he sits upon the throne.”

			If Rultahn had immediately understood the insult which had been directed at him, the emperor certainly understood this open strike on his recent policy in Korahnek. He leaned forward over his desk, his eyes narrowed, saying, “I suppose the conqueror of northern Lun’dei and the lower province of Korahnek is labeled a coward by his underlings, now.”

			“Well, I cannot comment for all your many servants, your majesty,” Rultahn told him, his own eyes locked in a glare, “though I am sure his halt in Korahnek against stunted abhuman fungus has something to do with such perceptions.”

			Korzuma leaned back, not having expected such an immediate and open retort, regardless of the stern and sturdy nature of the man seated before him. The emperor shook his head, holding back outright rage as he muttered, “I have done my fair share of conquering, and razed my fair share of cities. I have marched farther during my reign against multiple opponents than any of my ancestors ever dreamed possible on the home continent, all while carrying us into a new age of communication and industry at home. You dare accuse me openly of cowardice for my choices on the matter of the perilous northern caves and their equally dangerous inhabitants?”

			“I accuse you of cowardice for surrender,” Rultahn shot back, “for this retreat was nothing more than a humiliating capitulation.”

			“I experienced a total annihilation of several scouting forces, regardless of how inexperienced they were,” Korzuma said, his own voice rising. “You would be best served by remembering the practicality of an order to hold back and observe whilst leaving your personal connections out of this, Rultahn.”

			“And forgetting the fact that we are allowing abhumans to live on beneath out territory would also serve me well, I assume?” Rultahn asked, a bit of mad threat slipping into his words. There was some level of sanity in the emperor’s words, but that did little to cool the Lord Ektal after the man’s previous humiliating words, not when all the empire’s history and morals backed him rather than Korzuma in this argument. 

			“It would indeed,” Korzuma answered, pulling his own voice back into calm and controlled territory as he relaxed in his chair, putting off as cool and cunning an image towards the Lord Ektal as was possible. His eyes still narrowed and his arms crossed, the emperor warned his angered servant, “Ichtak may go to Placalho, and you may travel alongside him. But, whether you agree with my current policies or not, you will bow to my will when I demand it of you. Do not dare corrupt my son with yet more ill will and anger while you are together, for the northern tunnels need to cool for now after our failed assault. If I find you have, you will meet the same fate as Lanaxhal, if not worse, regardless of your usefulness to me.”

			Rultahn returned the glare he was issued, but kept his mouth shut despite his desire for yet more explosive argument. He knew when he had pushed too far, and just now was the closest he had ever come to getting himself hauled off. The man before him, so trusted and reliable before, was suddenly alien to him, another icy obstacle around which he had to carefully navigate in the imperial hierarchy.

			“Now,” Korzuma said after a moment of tense silence, “remove yourself from the imperial quarters. I wish to get some work done before retiring for the day, and I doubt you will aid me in any of that in your current state. Go, tell Ichtak to enjoy his time in Placalho, and do not contact me prior to your return. I do not believe you would fare well if I happen to encounter you without having been given time to ease my anger.”

			Rultahn rose, and in his haze of barely suppressed agitation, almost forgot to salute. Korzuma probably would have missed any slight in that departure, however, for the emperor had buried his gaze in the papers before him, ignoring the Lord Ektal as he walked briskly along the stone of the library floor, his face locked in an expression more venomous than any he had worn in years and his mind a cloud of shrouded anger

			Leaving the emperor’s quarters and taking to the dark halls of the dim palace once more, he promised himself that Ichtak would not end up like his father, struck timid by a single loss. He would receive all the guidance and exposure to militarism that the Lord Ektal could give him, whether it cost the man his life or not. The empire depended on it, he knew, for if there was no war, there was no Luskaiti, and a world void of such potent power and culture was not one Rultahn was interested in living or dying in.
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			Ichtak awaited Rultahn’s return from his audience with the emperor in his own quarters, as ready to receive bad news as he was good news. Korzuma was not blind to the amount of time the pair of them spent together, and it would not surprise the prince if his father expected some kind of mild scheming out of them. Coupling that with Rultahn’s agitation and speed to anger, even where the emperor was concerned, and the likelihood of actually slipping off on an outwardly peaceful trip south was seeming smaller and smaller as he sat in the dimed confines of his main chamber and gave it yet more thought.

			The notion of not going out into the southeastern jungles now was quite torturous at this point, however, for Ichtak had spent all the previous night working himself up at the opportunity to test himself in tunnels not far removed from those in Korahnek, to fight in the dark with enemies that surely matched the Tayohua in terms of ferocity and danger. Taking that opportunity away would be yet another strike against him on the part of his father, he thought, another grudge for the prince to dwell on as he lurked in his dark chambers and desperately hoped the coming months separating him from the Korahnek caverns would pass faster.

			The knocking upon his door would see to either multiply or calm his agitation, though, and when Rultahn finally arrived, he made haste to the front of the room to let him in. The Lord Ektal saluted, as was usual, a book tucked under his left arm as he hailed the prince. Ichtak stepped aside and waved him in after returning the salute, scanning the corridor outside out of habit before shutting and latching the door behind them.

			“Well,” Ichtak began as the Lord Ektal took his accustomed seat in the front room after an accepting nod from the prince, “what has my father told you?”

			“We are set to leave on the day after tomorrow,” Rultahn informed him. “The emperor has accepted our trip on the educational merit mingling with other royals offers. He suspects nothing of our hunt, however, and if all goes to plan, we shall leave on the morning of the fifteenth without him ever coming into contact with you or I. Then, we will be free to make our move towards Placalho.”

			“And what will I be obligated to endure in terms of mingling?” Ichtak asked, eager now that the Lord Ektal had returned with a positive answer. He prayed that he would waste little time in socializing with his hosts, and would focus on what he actually cared for, venturing onwards towards the spiders of the region and their great burrows beneath the earth.

			“We will stay for one full night, as expected,” Rultahn answered, drawing an irritated sigh from the prince as he pushed on, “but shall leave in the early hours of the morning on the second day in the city, without remaining for a second dinner. Though such an oddity will surely reach the ears of the emperor before we reach home, it will not matter once we are out upon the roads.”

			“Once we have made our slip,” Ichtak concluded as Rultahn quieted, “we shall make for the Huehytakh dens.”

			“Precisely,” Rultahn agreed. He watched as the prince took a seat across from him, the heir seeming relieved at the spoken promise of action, and he could understand the mood well. With the both of them feeling the humiliation and loss of the recent Korahnek campaign all too vividly, they needed what escapes they could gain, and when the escapes promised practice towards their eventual revenge, their draw was inescapable. The emperor’s cowardly and offensive mannerisms did a fair bit to encourage such potentially dangerous ventures from him, though, Rultahn knew. He simply hoped the prince would not let the eagerness driving the both of them out on this quest towards mighty prey cloud his senses and bring himself to harm.

			“Well, my reading on the things has turned up little in the way of pleasantries,” Ichtak said, motioning towards several books set upon a nearby chair. “I pray you have a few words to share with me on the matter. The old hunting expedition you mentioned yesterday evening might serve me well if you are willing to part with the tale now.”

			“It may indeed aid us to revisit my own past,” Rultahn told him, glad to see some interest in planning from the young prince, “but we must first discuss the lordly spiders themselves. You remember my first true lesson to the lot of you at Reitakh academy, yes? When I shared my knowledge of Eiden with the students bound for the jungles to hunt?”

			“Yes,” Ichtak answered with a nod. “I have considered it often since then. Let us hope the hunt goes more smoothly this time around.”

			“You have matured much since then, prince, and are much more wise, strong, and perhaps even more brave than you were all those vital years ago,” Rultahn said. “There is little I imagine you can’t accomplish, not with Harak’s blessings resting so strongly alongside you. Knowledge of our quarry will remain vital to our success, though. Even with two and a half score of trained jungles stalkers with us, we will be hard pressed to fare very well in the caves of the huehytakh.”

			Rultahn reached for the book he had carried in and set before them on the table, the cover clearly reading ‘The True Lords of Placalho’. Flipping it open, he revealed a diagram of the often whispered about beast of the Luskaitians southeast, with several well-illustrated depictions of the creatures resting right next to one another on the page, all reared as if preparing for an attack on some poor victim. One depicted the thing with its exoskeleton stripped away, its labeled innards left visible to the reader, while the first and largest on the page showed the tarantula in all its menace and glory, the beast’s thick and sharp hairs bristled and its fangs gleaming.

			Huehytakh bore reddish brown stripes all about their lower legs, their hairy bodies otherwise sporting only a deep black broken only by a cluster of dull orange or white eyes, the beasts seeming just as Ichtak had imagined them during so many whispered tales and descriptions during his childhood and early years in the academy. Its form was marked out on the pages of the Lord Ektal’s old tome with numbers indicating a leg span of a dozen feet, with notes to the side warning of even larger specimens to be found in the deepest reaches of the creatures’ burrows, their slightly fat and flattened bodies marking them out as subterranean animals. Truly, these were some of the most deadly beasts in the empire, and Rultahn’s desire to find and kill them excited the prince. Despite that excitement, though, he could not help but feel nervous with the spider’s image laid out before him so plainly.

			“The huehytakh,” Rultahn commented as the prince continued to scan the page. “Truly the most feared of Luskaitian game. Of all the devastating arachnids and insects that roam the jungles, these are the most terrible.”

			Ichtak’s observation was broken as Rultahn reached forth once more and alternated the page, this time going forward to reveal an illustration of a mazelike burrow of stone coated in thin web. The Lord Ektal waved his hand across the page, saying, “This is where we have to venture, trekking down into the caves to find the largest of the beasts and claim them as our trophies. You see, the huehytakh live in hives similar to those of ants, an absolute oddity amongst spiders, and while the smaller creatures venture higher in the complex to monitor the outer tunnels, the alpha female lurks near the center, laying eggs and feasting on the choicest of prey dragged back into the burrows. It is the queen we shall seek out when we go to Placalho, and her fangs we will carry back to Tepek with us as proof of the deed.”

			“Surely she will be well guarded,” Ichtak said as he scanned the spider den depiction and its many winding paths, taking note of the countless other beasts shown lurking around the queen’s lair near the bottom levels.

			“Indeed she will,” Rultahn told him, “but let us set the challenge of the queen aside for now. We must pass many trials before we reach the prize, the first being the entrances to the tunnel system themselves. They are rigged with tripwires leading back to hunting huehytakh hiding not far off in the darkness. At the slightest motion, they will scurry forth to seize and slay whatever was daft enough to draw near to their home, dragging it away to be restrained and eventually drained alive. The party must first break through this outer ring of defending spiders by drawing them out into frightening fire or light before continuing down into the caves, where things will only grow more dangerous.”

			Rultahn pointed out several clusters of huehytakh settled down in rounded cubbies along the downward paths through the burrow, telling the prince gravely, “As we push past the entry levels, we will face those beasts awakened and alerted by our entry. We may be fortunate enough to catch several groups by surprise as we push onwards, but the majority will surge in upon us after the noise and promise of danger to their spiderlings reaches them. Once we have alerted the hive at large, our mission will turn into a mad dash for the upper lair of the queen, a push onwards into the dark until we find the youngest of the beasts, and only then will we take our prize whilst the matriarch comes forth to protect her offspring. There will be many challenges along the way, for not only spiders dwell in those horrid halls.”

			“Great millipedes and burrowing crickets, along with a fair number of other deadly vermin, make their homes in the burrows, along with spiders of all kinds drawn in by the presence of their larger cousins,” Rultahn explained. “They come to reap what rewards they can from the kills made by the mighty huehytakh. Whether we have been killed yet or not, they are more than capable of doing the job themselves if the lordly spiders fail to bring us down. It is for them that we will be bringing such a large and extravagantly armed party, for should multiple huehytakh and a swarm of lesser predators assail us, we will be overwhelmed without numbers of our own to fight them off.”

			Ichtak guessed the armaments for their hunt which Rultahn had spoken of were the combat shotguns being made up in Nihqui and shipped down to Tepek, a new weapon for use in close quarters engagements. The Lord Ektal had been a vocal supporter of them over the past few months, and the prince assumed he had finally arrived at a perfect point to test them.

			Rultahn pressed on, telling the prince, “Our jungle stalkers and our own tenaciousness should ensure there is no issue on the way down, but should we encounter more resistance than we have bargained for in the dark, the escorting party knows to get you out alive before expending itself on a foolhardy hunt gone awry. We will not lose yet another heir on a trophy hunt, however valuable the experience may be to our future ventures. I promise you that, at the very least.”

			Ichtak knew Rultahn’s promise was an honest one, something evident in his tone alone, never mind the dark expression upon his face. Still, Ichtak found himself wondering just how much of the seriousness the Lord Ektal displayed stemmed from the loss of his eldest brother jaguar hunting, and how much grew forth from whatever the man had experienced in Placalho during his own history hunting in Luskaiti’s verdant yet dangerous jungles.

			Seeming to pick up on the prince’s curiosity, Rultahn shut the book sitting before them, saying, “You asked earlier about my own experience with the Huehytakh, and I am willing to share it with you. However, you must know that the encounters I have had with the beasts were not noble hunts. They were clashes along the roads of northern Placalho province around two decades ago, when many of the ways down towards the plains and cliffs of the southeastern coastline were a far more closed, lonely, and dangerous place, unpatrolled by military regiments and often raided by Khandaari natives, and worse.”

			Tales from the Luskaitian southeast formed the bulwark of most children’s entertainment in the empire, for when the tales being told by candlelight, or the much more recently arrived electric lamp, were not of the battles of Luskaitian military grandeur, they were of the harsh and hostile wilderness of northern Placalho. Here used to reside countless Khandaari native tribes, the region having been a bastion for them in older and more remote eras of the empire, along with the horrid spiders they now sought to hunt. The prince would be lying if he said he himself was not interested in the mere idea of a tale from the not so far removed wild past of the dangerous province into which they were about to venture. When it was a story related by Rultahn, the added surety of truth made him doubly intrigued.

			“Three years after my positioning on the Eidenlands border, a deep winter promised little in the way of activity on the part of the cold blooded raiders of the north,” Rultahn began. “With the natives acting up in the south, we were needed as guards for nobles and valuable shipments traveling along the roads much more desperately than we were needed upon the silenced borders, with even the sultanate seeming quite placid during early winter. Even with automobiles being years away, the railways were not always preferable to merchants wary of overpaying for shipping, or older royals wary of clattering train cars. We spent weeks trekking alongside wagons pulled by both elephants and horses, their backs loaded with the wealth of Placalho, but it was not robbers or Khandaari natives who would eventually interrupt our shipments.”

			“We encountered several Placalho Rhinos along the road, with one of the larger creatures taking a short but ill-fated charge towards the lead cart before we brought it down with our rifles,” Rultahn said, “but the spiders did not come for us in the day. They only move after dark, and, unfortunately for us, a recently constructed stretch of road wound right through a lowland stretch of lightly hilled rainforest which they were using as a base for their hive. With the noise of the blasting and clatter of construction gone, they were up high in their burrows and waiting for a meal. Our shipment of horses raised on the southern plains was too tempting a target, I suppose, and before the sun had been gone an hour, the things were scuttling out of the trees at us, dragging our lead horses off with them and bringing the caravan to a halt on the shadowed road.”

			“No illustration can quite capture the odd horror of a huehytakh attack,” Rultahn told the prince, nodding towards the book between them. “The hissing of a great serpent or the roar of a tiger would be welcome, but the only noise which comes forth from the bloated and swift things is the clatter of legs and the rustle of any brush they knock aside during their advance. Their eyes are lifeless, and their dripping fangs are more intimidating than any bayonet, that is certain.”

			“They came out of their burrows?” Ichtak asked, confused. “I thought they only ever emerged a short distance, just enough to drag back prey.”

			“That would generally be the case, prince,” Rultahn agreed, “but the spiders will surge out in fair numbers if they feel their home is threatened by the proximity of loud and threatening creatures. Between the clamor of the caravan and the promise of so large and bountiful a meal, I would say the things had little choice but to attack. It was mere chance that we stumbled upon them, but what grim chance it was.”

			“The things didn’t truly stay all that long,” Rultahn sighed. “They needed no more time than they had, though. We shot only five of their number dead, and they dragged away more than a dozen of our own, not to mention the nearly twenty horses in the road which bolted or were themselves bitten and hauled away. Huehytakh have a reputation as dangerous, silent, and stealthy predators, and it is well earned. As soon as we could fit more horses to the few cart we had with us and get our wits straight, we proceeded at a run out of the lowlands, pursued only briefly by the spiders after we began our flight. They could have caught us if they had desired to, but they knew they had more than enough food for the moment. They merely watched and followed until it became evident that we were departing their lands before themselves returning to their burrows.”

			“So the caravan escaped relatively intact, but the spiders still reigned around the lowland road?” Ichtak said, suddenly wondering whether there were still such traps along the roads. 

			“We were intact, and they did escape, but their welfare didn’t last for long, your highness,” Rultahn explained. “We returned with a group of jungle stalkers and Placalho nobles numbering fifty and more in the following weeks, setting up post at which to monitor the things and their tunnel entrances before finally making our move, pushing forth into the tunnels with the lesser royals who were experienced with such things taking the lead. We marched on for the better part of a day and did battle with all manner of creatures down in the caves, only reaching the queen on the sixth hour. King Hoxatlal, now ruler but then prince of Placalho, ran the female through, and with her gone, what stragglers remained in the burrows dispersed themselves and headed for more remote regions of the province.”

			“The king must be proficient in the slaying of huehytakh by now, with all the training the Placalho royals get in facing them down,” Ichtak said, knowing well that the lesser royals of Placalho made a habit of hunting the beasts almost exclusively. By most accounts, it was a rite of passage amongst the local line of nobility to bring back the fangs of a queen by the age of fifteen. One tome on the royal lines of the homeland provinces stated that it was unheard of for a king to take the throne in the region without having slain one, a ritual carried out with nothing more than a spear, just as it would have been done for millennia before in the trees of the Luskaitian southeast.

			“Oh, yes,” Rultahn told him with a nod. “Hoxatlal slew many before and after that large specimen. In fact, he swore to the lot of us that the twenty foot across matriarch he brought down that day was only half the size of a pair her had done in the previous year. Fortunately for the hunting nobles of the province, the spiders are more a pest than they’ve ever been, with their numbers estimated as matching that of the human populations in some counties. They will not soon run out of hive-burrows to invade. Perhaps when we ourselves finish our deeds in the province, we will share the cool attitudes of the Placalho royalty on the matter of facing down such demons.”

			Ichtak nodded, becoming both more frightened and more exhilarated the more he heard of the huehytakh. He hoped Rultahn was right, and that they emerged from the caves with their heads cleared and their hearts strong. After all he had suffered so recently, he needed to take heart and pursue the traditions of old, something only Placalho seemed capable of offering him now. His dreams of antiquities had only grown stronger over the past years, and if there was anything which drew him into good spirits, it was the promise of immersion in Luskaitian tradition, where all was pure and whole.
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			After more than an hour of guarded speech with Rultahn about the coming hunt in Placalho, Ichtak saw the Lord Ektal off to his quarters and set out himself, feeling he truly needed fresh air and time alone. Winding his way through the palace, he made his way towards the central gardens, thinking all the while of the purpose behind their dangerous mission in the southeast and just how much depended on their successful return from not just the tunnels of the huehytakh, but their return from the tunnels of the accursed Tayohua in the north.

			Pushing through the darkened, windowless corridors as the young night awaited him outside, Ichtak could not settle upon whether his goal in going to Placalho with Rultahn was to defy his father after the blow the emperor had dealt him, or to distract himself from the pain that came along with thoughts of the short lived Korahnek campaign. He could not forget his loss at the hands of the hated abhumans lest he fall into more lax and fallible modes of thinking, but neither could he allow himself to forget that his father, whose attention and approval he had sought for so long, had abandoned Tlalli and Hahln, along with the rest of their detachments, to the Tayohua in the blackened northern caves.

			When the time came for him to act and take charge of the Ektal, to declare himself High Marshal and march into the caverns himself at the head of a hardened host of fighters, he would need the resolve and anger brewing in him to offend the emperor and take charge, to toss aside what protests his father might put forth and do what must be done to avenge his lost companions and slay the unnatural beings which even now waited beneath Korahnek, lurking until they could strike again. Whenever thoughts of Hahln or Tlalli came back to the fore of his thoughts, he found the notion easier and easier. He simply had to ensure the readiness didn’t slip as he and Rultahn proceeded with their plans to train and hunt in Placalho, to desperately hold onto the fear, confusion, and anger he had felt in the initial hours after hearing news of the tragedy. Only that would guarantee his victory, the success of his nation over the abhumans.

			Emerging out into the warm night air, he wound his way through the dim gardens towards the central benches, looking up through the thick leaves above him at the few slivers of starry sky visible beyond. The place was lit by several electric lamps along the path, their glow making the small and controlled bit of beautiful jungle growth even better lit than the often cramped corridors inside. Ichtak’s eyes found all those flowers and trees which comforted and intrigued him most amongst the palace’s collection, all the while keeping his thoughts on his drive for the mission ahead. He could almost see Hahln walking through the gardens with him, or picture bringing Tlalli back to the palace at his side, both images keeping the flames of his anger fresh.

			Not for the first time in these gardens, Ichtak suddenly found himself looking upon Thunkahl, and was surprised by the silence the priest seemed to keep when observing something or taking a rest. The old man sat now upon one of the many stone benches in the center of the garden, listening to fruit bats swooping about amongst the tall and twisting trees above.

			“Greetings, your majesty,” Thunkahl said, looking over to the prince as he rounded a patch of thick flowers and came into view. As if wholly aware of Ichtak’s purpose in proceeding out into the gardens, the priest sighed, “I pray I am not intruding upon your solitude by being here, but I too need time to think in peace on occasion. There are countless things to worry about these days, it seems.”

			“You won’t be a bother,” Ichtak told him. Thunkahl was more than welcome to be here in the gardens, where he knew the priest liked to rest and ponder whatever bother him. Interrupting whatever the man was currently deciding upon would be disrespectful of him, and if there was still a man in the empire he respected as much as Rultahn, it was the wise and faithful Thunkahl. Whatever part he had played in fanning the flames of his father’s worry and doubt had been accidental, he knew, and the priest had been as confused by the withdrawal from Korahnek as Rultahn had. The man was now, as he had always been, a servant of Harak.

			“Then have a seat and listen,” Thunkahl told him. “The gardens are alive at all hours, displaying the life Harak has blessed Luskaiti’s jungles with. It will be as good a place to speak as it is to meditate, if that is what you desire.”

			Ichtak did as the priest had suggested, taking a place not far at all from the priest on the long bench which faced the silent pool at the garden’s absolute center. Thunkahl gipped the end of the staff he carried absently, leaving the thing leaning up against the cool stone of the bench as he asked, “Ichtak, are you angry with your father?”

			The question was odd, but Ichtak knew it was also one Thunkahl knew the answer to. The priest had witnessed him turn the emperor away early from visits to his quarters, had heard him rant on about the Korahnek campaign to Korzuma whenever the man gave his son the chance to speak with him. Nodding, Ichtak answered, “Of course. Who would not be, after he left the Tayohua to stand unopposed under Korahnek?”

			“I understand such thoughts,” Thunkahl said, shaking his head, “but have come to the conclusion that they are not healthy at all, young heir. I do not like the situation in the north any more than you, but it would be best for all involved if you allowed the emperor to speak with you on even terms once again, to see his son and tell you what he must to make you a proper ruler. I have set aside my own uncertainty to aid my leader, and as his son, you owe it to him to be there when he desires a pupil onto whom he can pass his knowledge.”

			Ichtak didn’t know how exactly to respond, but the anger and tension that had been building in him all evening eventually drove him to protest, “He abandoned his armies and the morals of his god so that he could save his reputation. His first loss scared him, and instead of harnessing his fear and stomping out the enemy, he fled. Those are not the actions of a warrior, nor of a servant of Harak.”

			“He is the emperor,” Thunkahl said, his tone more firm than was usual when he addressed the prince, “and the good book tells us that he, as with all of your line, is of god. If Harak wanted Korzuma to act differently, he would have influenced your father to refrain from his withdrawal. Whether it makes sense to us now or not, he chose caution, and as a result, your father chose caution. Tell me, prince, what does the first passage of the seven thousand and forty first page tell us of the emperor’s word?”

			“That it is law,” Ichtak admitted, still unsure of how to digest the argument. As one who considered himself a devout scholar of Ichtak I’s writings, he knew this written rule well. Still, Korzuma’s actions had stung him sorely, and their contradiction with other commandments in the Bastion of Will reeked of wrongdoing. There was a hole in this argument, though, and it was one the prince had already thought over several times.

			“If I am of the Tlatoani line, though, does that not make me right in all things?” Ichtak asked, with silence following from Thunkahl. The prince nodded to himself slightly, saying, “If I believe a further strike would have been the just choice, am I not just as correct as Korzuma?”

			Though Thunkahl didn’t hesitate in answering negatively long, his assurance that the emperor was upon the throne and therefore closer to Harak did nothing to dull the surety in Ichtak’s mind that he himself was correct. If his father could use god as a shield for his actions, he most certainly could do the same, and when it came time for him to avenge the loss of Tlalli, Hahln, and countless others beneath Korahnek, he would be doing so in the name of Harak, not in the name of the emperor. 

			If Harak wanted the emperor’s way to prevail, he would somehow block Ichtak from becoming High Marshal, or from going forward with the coming hunt in Placalho. If he did not, then god stood with him, and that was all Ichtak needed to feel absolutely sure in his position.
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			Placalho is renowned across the lands of the Luskaitian Empire as a flat place in which the majority of the home continent’s horses and elephants are raised, with the lowlands along the coast being host to countless farms and pastures rearing the finest mounts in all the known world. Where its flatlands are renowned and respected, however, its rough northern and western jungles are shrouded in worry and myth, being host to many of the most terrifying of Luskaiti’s beasts. Placalho stands as a vast province, one of the largest in the empire, and the trip south to its capital in the central territory of the region took some time when traveling from the imperial capital of Tepek City. 

			Ichtak and Rultahn were starting early, both waking themselves more than an hour before the rising of the sun and proceeding out into the silent entrance hall of the palace. Their plan was to depart before the emperor made his way forth to bid them farewell, a touch thrown in at Ichtak’s request to spite the man, and as they passed through the large and darkened chamber in silence to be shown out of the doors by the ever-present guard of Ektal watching the entryway to the palace, the prince was quite satisfied that he had avoided an encounter with his father. 

			Better to ignore him until the deed in Placalho is done, he thought, for any contact the heir had with Korzuma seemed dragging and painful now. Perhaps a taunting trophy from a great beast of Placalho attained without the emperor’s permission would serve to upset the man a bit, something the prince could not help but relish given what the emperor had caused. Such thoughts were less notions of cruelty and more notions of justice to the prince, who felt that the wrongs done to him were just as disgraceful as any he could bring himself to send forth on his father. One step towards equality in disappointment and anger was more than fair, he reasoned, and he found himself praying that his trip south to gain experience and knowledge would jointly serve to show Korzuma a glimpse of his own pain, starting with an unannounced early departure leaving the emperor no parting contact with his already distant son.

			Rultahn led them out into the frontal courtyard of the palace, the stone expanse lit only by a few fires kept burning along the walls surrounding it, their flickering light revealing six large and sturdily built cars of a fairly recent armored design brought out of Tepek factories and bearing the triskelion emblem upon the front doors. Around these stood the thirty jungle stalkers who Rultahn had arranged as their guides, with the drivers awaiting their arrival inside the vehicles. The soldiers were arranged in ranks before the parked convoy, and all saluted as the Lord Ektal and Ichtak took to the several stairs leading down into the courtyard. Rultahn returned the salute, as did the prince, before stepping forth off of the stairs to face the unit properly.

			“The prince is bound for Placalho,” Rultahn told the lot of them as he scanned the walls for non-Ektal guards, finding none as he pressed on, “and you are his guards along the roads. Both our primary and secondary objectives are to be discussed with no one beyond this point lest it be myself or his royal highness, and no unnecessary risks are to be taken along the road that might lead to the prince being delayed or harmed. Otherwise, your duties stand as they always have. Give your best in defense of the ruling house of Luskaiti, and should our guest fall under threat, defend him with your life. Is that understood?”

			There was a resounding ‘Yes, Lord Ektal’ from all in the courtyard, and after looking over his waiting soldiers one final time from his spot at Ichtak’s side, Rultahn motioned the prince respectfully forward towards the third car, which a bowing jungle stalker helped him into. The Lord Ektal then dismissed the stalkers to their respective transports, with six going forth to each of the remaining five cars and all leaving their leader to join the prince on his own. Once all were in place, Rultahn waved through the window and set the first car into motion, with all the others rolling on in its wake as it circled the open courtyard and rumbled out of the palace gates, Ichtak feeling some small relief as the doors into the palace interior left his vision without a trace of his father ever having appeared.

			“We are in for six long days, I expect,” Rultahn told him as they drove down into the streets of Tepek and made their way through the still bustling streets towards the southern edge of the city. “You had better be prepared to share some stories and read up on our prey. Otherwise the drive will be quite a dull one.”

			“How long will we be traveling each day?” Ichtak asked, looking up at the ever present monolith which was storied and ancient Voul, its remarkable immensity looming always over the streets and buildings erected in its shadow.

			“I have told the drivers to travel twelve hours a day, your majesty,” Rultahn answered, pulling forth one of many books he had brought along on the wilderness and wildlife of Placalho from a bag upon the seat beside him. “That will ensure we arrive on time, putting us in Placalho City on the twenty-first.”

			Ichtak reached for the simple bag as well, pulling forth the first book he put his hand upon and finding it was a work detailing the many serpents native to the province, along with describing the times of year in which such creatures as the legendary giant constrictors of the central continent would move down into the slightly lower-lying rainforests of the southeast. Opening to the first page, he imagined he needn’t worry about selective reading. The prince would certainly have finished all of the tomes at least once by the time they made their eventual return to the palace.
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			The trip south into Placalho was not as long and arduous a journey as the prince had at first suspected it might be, for the young man had not traveled often in his time. The books did wonders to keep him entertained during the more familiar and dull portions of the ride, but the tales and occasional military songs or religious chants shared by Rultahn kept him even more entertained. Truly, though, the expanse and beauty of the empire’s territories was the most interesting part of the long road southeast. 

			Ichtak had not often found himself outside provincial Tepek, and had only twice left the relatively familiar bounds of its borders. Those included a partially remembered trip at the age of seven to the province of Nihqui with his elder brother, who was visiting a princess from the province at the time, and another into Zoatl with his father at the age of ten, the pair touring several sites in the region as the emperor allowed his youngest son to meet the royal family of the place. Both of those trips had been cloudy in his mind, and the reminder that his nation was so large and powerfully expansive was a grand one indeed. To think there was a whole other continent over the Iqal that he had yet to set foot on and upon which rested nearly half of Luskaiti’s land claims was astounding considering the size of their territories here in the homeland. More than that, though, he witnessed several beasts along the road and saw many cities and towns he had only ever heard called by name in passing before.

			Tigers tore at a tapir carcass not ten yards away from the road in light brush on the afternoon of the second day just after their cars crossed bridges which carried them over the sizable expanse of the mighty Atlaco River, and a group of farmers performing a controlled burn amidst the deep and seldom broken jungles to clear land for planting caught the heir’s eyes on the third. This was a nation of great rainforests and mountains, of coastal plains and northeastern pine forests in the foothills of the Eiden Heights range. Imagining that nearly three days more would be required at their current pace if they had desired to set forth from Placalho City to the guarded northern border of the heathen land of Khandaar to the south was quite impressive, and it was not a thought the young Ichtak would ever quite let slide. Like Hahln had been upon his trip to Korahnek, Ichtak couldn’t help but be awed at the land over which they passed, all belonging to his father, and all standing as testaments to the might of Harak and his people.

			Nights were spent in the towns and cities they encountered along the way, with whole floors of local hotels and manors being lent to the prince and his escort and the locals doing all they could to make him feel welcome. There were several parties thrown during the heir’s overnight stays, and there was no evening during which a great feast was not laid out before him and his jungle stalker guardians. Despite the clamor and occasional obnoxiousness of it all, the celebration was welcome after such a long period of solitude on the part of the prince. Regardless of all that, though, he still dreaded what veiled pompousness and petty pandering he might experience at the hands of Placalho’s rulers as he drew closer to the capital.

			Finally, as the sun sunk low in the sky on the sixth day, the convoy came within sight of the outer territories of Placalho City, passing along a much wider highway which led straight into the heart of the provincial capital. Cars along the road had been largely cleared, and the convoy was soon joined by cars also bearing the triskelion upon their doors, Ektal sent forth from the palace to lead the prince and Rultahn to their destination. Following these new arrivals, they wound their way through a place which had stood for well over two thousand years amidst the trees of the southern jungles. 

			The legendary walls of Placalho, great barriers built to keep the city safe from Khandaari raiders from the far southeast, still stood firm, their ancient walls bearing age old depictions of Harak’s vigilant features as well as those of serpents, tigers, elephants, and, of course, of the mighty huehytakh. They broke the outer sprawl of the city off from the more wealthy and mercantile interior, with most of the industry of Placalho being contained within. At the heart rose no less than eight step pyramids in the vein of Voul in Tepek, and though none stood as tall or carried their larger sibling’s power, their avenue formation leading up to the palace of Placalho’s royals was quite the sight to see.

			Winding onto the main avenue between the temples of Placalho City, the convoy was greeted by quite a crowd, the citizens having gathered to welcome the empire’s only prince to their home with cheers, chants, and banners. The road itself was lined with traditionally armored Ektal, pikes held in their left hands as their right fists stood clenched over their chests in Luskaitian salutes. Ichtak waved out the window at the crowds as they passed at Rultahn’s insistence, but his mind was more firmly planted on the awaiting royals and the coming evening to be spent in their company. 

			The palace itself was an impressive structure, built around a ziggurat-like center and consisting of two long halls down either side and a triangular entry hall pushing forth from the front. All this was upon a vast platform which raised it perhaps twenty five feet from the street below, the edges of this platform being shallow stairs which gradually climbed up to the entryway of the royal house. It was at the top of these steps that the king awaited with his family in tow, the group coming into Ichtak’s vision long before the newly swollen convoy stopped at the base of the steps and the jungle stalkers piled out to officially announce their nation’s future leader, and leaving the prince to hope that they were truly huntsmen and warriors rather than wholly bland ex-conquerors whose families had long been dulled in wit and nerve by state-granted riches and power.

			When the troops had lined themselves up before the parked convoy outside, Rultahn nodded to the prince to ensure the heir was ready. Receiving a confirming nod in return, he exited the vehicle and strode forth to stand before the jungle stalkers all around the base of the palace’s steps, calling out grandly, “Prince Ichtak VI of the Luskaitian Empire has arrived.”

			Ichtak VI, knowing the ritual well, stepped forth from the car and saluted, the whole of the lesser royal family before him falling to one knee after the gesture had been issued. He then strode up the steps with Rultahn at his side, their silent walk ending only when Ichtak stood just before the still kneeling king of Placalho.

			Hoxatlal of Placalho was a tall and rather portly man, though he had heft and strength to him which spoke to his many feats of daring in the jungles of the province. He had hunted with his father, had continued the tradition after the former king’s death, and would soon hunt with his own growing sons. It was a tradition as old as the pre-imperial tribes of Placalho, and this large monarch of the Luskaitian south was, beneath his impressive uniform and thoroughly civilized grooming, yet another great predator of Harak.

			Rising, King Hoxatlal smiled warmly toward the prince, his family around him doing the same as the crowds gathered to watch the arrival cheered. Looking the new arrival over, he laughed, “You have truly sprung up since last I saw you, your highness. Welcome to Placalho, and may our greeting be acceptable to you.”

			“Acceptable it is,” Ichtak responded, looking the rest of the family before him over as they each nodded respectfully to him in turn.

			“As you know well, I am to be hosting you here,” Hoxatlal told him. “You will want for nothing in my palace, prince, I assure you. Now, I believe introductions are in order for the rest of my family.”

			This Ichtak found helpful, as though he knew the names of the Placalho royalty, he remembered little about who was who, the present being more than a decade removed from the time he had last been introduced to them. Moving first to his tall and almost pale wife whose generally erudite and arrogant eyes showed nothing but respect for the royal before her, the king announced, “This is Queen Tlassi, who you haven’t seen since you were quite young indeed.”

			Queen Tlassi bowed once more after her introduction, and Ichtak nodded his acknowledgement before moving on to join Hoxatlal before a lanky and exceptionally dark eyed teenager of perhaps fourteen, who the lesser royal introduced as his eldest son, Itlalocan. Once more, the young man’s bow was met by a nod from Ichtak, and he moved on down the line to the final person present, a boy who in turn was introduced as the king’s youngest son, Xatlal.

			With a final bow, the region’s king rose and faced the prince fully once more, his grin wide behind his thick but well-groomed beard as he explained, “But the final member of my family awaits you in the palace garden, my lord. Come, you must be weary after your long trip and eager to forget your fatigue, and your woes. There is no better cure for any heartache than good company and food, prince, and we will provide you with all the house of Placalho can offer, which is, I daresay, quite something.”

			“Of course,” Ichtak agreed with what little he could manage in terms of a return smile being cast down in a concurring nod. The king knew of his troubles, yet might well not know the details of who he had lost in the caves under Korahnek. If he did, Ichtak doubted even a hopeful lesser royal would attempt to cast their daughter as a potential prize bride for the future emperor. As it stood, he was in no mood to share pleasant conversation with anyone, much less court a possible empress. 

			No, he told himself mentally as the king and his guards led the way up and into the frontal hall of the Placalho palace, he would not even humor this girl from the southeast. She would be told immediately that, despite what qualities she might have and despite her doubtless superior breeding amongst such fine Luskaitians as those who ruled Placalho, he was uninterested in the concept of marriage. It was, for the foreseeable future, a dead concept to him, and though he knew that he must one day continue his line, Ichtak had already recognized well enough that he would feel cheated all throughout the process of raising the next heir, one which should have belonged to another empress entirely. His father would doubtless label such thoughts byproducts of youthful arrogance and surety, overzealous reactions to sorrow and grief which time would dull, but regardless, the prince felt as such.

			The great doors of the palace swung open for them to reveal great halls of darkened stone studded with the heads of mighty beasts felled in the jungles and plains of the provincial kingdom. The teeth of one of the mighty minhocão decorated the empty expanse above one door, while the head of a jaguar sat amongst a cluster of great serpents’ ribs on another. One that stood out more clearly to the prince given their circumstances, however, was a sizable and quite respectable collection of wicked, dark huehytakh fangs. As the prince observed this collection, Rultahn prompted the king for information on several of the kills exhibited in the rooms they passed, the group never slowing much in their progress deeper into the maze of halls, ballrooms, council chambers, and trophy areas.

			After walking for several minutes, Queen Tlassi and her two sons broke off towards what looked to be a kitchen entrance, the woman telling her children to stay clear of the dining hall until dinner and bidding Ichtak a polite farewell. The king took them on, saying, “We’ll be having freshly killed minhocão tonight, my lord, whenever the staff gets the dinner prepared. You may pass the time with my daughter until the call to eat comes down. You should have about an hour.”

			Ichtak nodded, once again doubting the usefulness of this venture. As Rultahn prompted the king to relate to them the tale of their soon to be dinner’s capture, the prince glared forth at the arches leading out into a fairly dim courtyard, the thick air outside having been cast in darkness since their arrival in the city. Only a few lights burned to light the place, and from a distance, Ichtak spied a figure in the center of the fairly open growth and flora of the garden. Knowing this must be their stop, he silently prepared himself for an uncomfortable hour before an uncomfortable dinner.

			Bringing his grand tale about overseeing the recent minhocão hunt to a pause with assurances to Rultahn that he would continue in just a moment, King Hoxatlal motioned towards the arches as they neared them, saying, “The palace gardens, your majesty. Xochitl awaits you just outside.”

			Ichtak strode forth after a reassuring nod from Rultahn, passing through the exit into the humid night air just as Hoxatlal called from behind him, “I will send for the both of you soon enough.”

			As the voices of Rultahn and the king faded away behind him, Ichtak drew closer to the tall girl watching the remarkably clear sky in the center of the garden, who only turned to face him as he halted just beside her. A year younger than him by Rultahn’s account, she stood in a stiff uniform whose grandeur matched his own, but that did not hide the fact that she was quite beautiful, her dark hair having been kept rebelliously long for someone of such strict upbringing, and her smile being quite honest and warm. Ichtak was quite far from being swayed by such things, however, and though he returned the expression, he was no closer to feeling comfortable out here.

			“I hope the garden isn’t an unpleasant place for us to meet, your highness,” Xochitl said, her voice a much softer and less demanding tone than her mother’s. She looked around them once more before explaining, “I do quite enjoy it out here, despite the heat and the mosquitoes. This courtyard must be a sorry sight compared to the gardens of Tepek, though.”

			“I wouldn’t say that,” Ichtak told her. “The gardens of Tepek are grand, yes, but that doesn’t make the plant life of Luskaiti any less captivating.”

			Xochitl smiled and nodded her agreement. The pair stood in silence for several moments, both looking around at the vegetation before, finally, the princess spoke, asking, “Why, if I might be so bold as to ask, did you come down to Placalho, you highness? You’ve faced such hardships in the past weeks that I imagine a trip this far south could not have been entirely fun for you. I don’t regret having had the chance to meet you, but I feel like this might have been far too soon.”

			“It was,” Ichtak said after a moment’s thought, “but I accepted for my father’s sake. He so wants to see his son socialize that denying him the chance didn’t seem acceptable.”

			“I told the king he might want to postpone the visit,” Xochitl sighed, “but I understand that rulers of any rank have their hopes and designs. If you want to simply sit in silence, I would understand.”

			Ichtak was finding it easier to speak, and though he wasn’t anywhere near close to forgetting his losses, he was willing to at least share a conversation with Xochitl. Catching her eyes as she looked up towards him again, he told her, “Facing your sorrows with resilience is what the book to be read advises, so I suppose an hour or two talking won’t trouble my mind too much tonight.”

			Xochitl grinned, saying, “That’s right. So, what, other than the bastion of will, does the prince of all Luskaiti study in Tepek?”
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			After just over an hour in the courtyard, Ichtak and Xochitl were called to dinner. This came after the relation of each other’s schooling and the retelling of the tale of Ichtak’s scarring during his first year at Reitakh Academy. Xochitl told tales of the hunts in Placalho, and spoke to him about the eastern coast’s beauty, the prince never having been to the region himself. They had even discussed the recent Korahnek campaign, with Ichtak feeling comfortable enough to hint that he had his own designs on the place once he came of age. For the first time in over a month, Ichtak had cause to relax a bit, and Xochitl, cut loose from the bonds of her mother’s close inspection, found herself thoroughly enjoying the conversation. Still they talked while the servants of the house led them into the dining hall, and only when the crowd of lesser royals and high ranking palace staff rose to salute the prince did they halt their speech and turn their attention fully forward.

			Ichtak returned the salute as the awaiting Rultahn introduced him as the crown prince of Tepek and next in line for the imperial throne before following Xochitl forth to a seat at the table adjacent to hers, with the king and queen having been seated across from them. The meal was indeed grand, with Rultahn and the king spurring each other to tales of campaigns in the north and hunts here in the south respectively, and the princess asking Ichtak all about the imperial capital and its fabled monuments to the one true faith and the royal house. An eerie yet beautiful local song was preformed upon wooden drums and pipes, with a chanter being joined by all those sitting in the hall as he sang the praises of Placalho. 

			Until well after midnight the festivities lasted, with canelazo and tobacco from the far west being available in abundance, and it was late in the night when Ichtak, several glasses of wine down and perhaps a bit too bold for the situation, told the princess of the real reason he had accepted this trip south into Placalho. Fortunately for him, his judgment of the princess had not been off, and she applauded his drive to seek honor in the fabled forests of her province, quickly swearing she wouldn’t breathe a word to her parents. Having never hunted huehytakh herself, though, she questioned him thoroughly about the creatures and their tactics in chasing such beasts. By the time the pair were both called away from the dining hall that night, Ichtak actually found himself quite sad to be leaving Xochitl’s company. 

			She grasped his gloved hand before she left him, something which might have angered him just hours before. Then, Rultahn led Ichtak away through dark corridors towards their guest chambers, the prince’s thoughts quite quickly shifting to the coming hunt after he and his mentor were alone together.

			“You seemed to enjoy the night more than you’d expected,” Rultahn told him as they walked.

			“I did indeed,” Ichtak agreed. Though he knew well enough that the Lord Ektal had seen his mood in the company of Xochitl, he did not want to offend the so recently hurt Rultahn, who had to be feeling much the same pains he himself was after the loss of Tlalli. Though he had no way of knowing what the man would think of his newfound friend in the court of Placalho, he was thankful the conversation was kept vague and directionless for now. After following on in thoughtful silence for several moments longer, he asked more quietly, “Everything is prepared for tomorrow’s hunt, yes?”

			“We hunt huehytakh at the next dusk,” Rultahn said with a nod.

			With the great spiders of Placalho and his old friends laying somewhere in Korahnek weighing heavily on his mind, the prince found little real sleep that night. Tomorrow would be his first great test in many years, and he prayed to Harak that he was fully ready for it.
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			Ichtak awoke from a scat two hours of sleep just after dawn to the knocking of Rultahn at the door, calling him to prepare for the trip ahead. He was both groggily exhausted and incredibly grateful for the intrusion upon his fitful rest, for his dreams had been disturbing visions of dark mazes and horrid creatures whose forms had been made vague and shapeless by the onset of consciousness. He more vividly recalled wandering a cavern in the blackness of subterranean night and finding himself surrounded, his arms seeming stricken with some unnatural weakness as he struggled to lift some spear or sword he bore in order to defend himself, the encounter fading from his recollection after he had been dragged far off into the absolute shadow of lower, fowler places in the stone. Hahln had been there, struggling alongside him in silence, but he had been spirited away even before the prince had, and despite Ichtak’s endless calls for his friend, there had been no reply.

			This breed of dream was a commonplace one for Ichtak now, but that did nothing to soften the pain it brought back up in him after his mind had had a chance to come to full, aching awareness. Hahln was gone, as was Tlalli, both far beyond his reach, and never again would either of them be there beside him as he faced his challenges. He would struggle onwards alone, he thought for some agonizing minutes spent in the darkened and windowless room, doomed to march on as a solitary figure against a driving wind which wanted nothing more than to see him bent under the weight of its trials, his mentor’s knocking and calling a nearly forgotten backdrop.

			Rultahn was here at his side, though, Ichtak eventually reminded himself, tugging himself away from despair in the shadows. He could never forget the loyalty and kindness the Lord Ektal had shown him, and neither could he forget all that the wise and cunning man had taught him. The prince turned his attention to the door, clearing his throat after his unsteady sleep and asking, “Is it time to rise yet, then?”

			“Indeed, your highness,” Rultahn called after hearing no affirmation from the prince for several seconds, “the king awaits with breakfast. We are to be in the dining hall within an hour, and hopefully gone by the time two have rolled by.”

			“Understood,” Ichtak answered, pushing out of the antiquated but fine bed and setting about washing his face, shaving, and donning his uniform. Though he hoped Xochitl would be present at breakfast, it was his coming encounter with the huehytakh, along with visions of Tlalli and Hahln, which weighed most heavily on him as he went about his accustomed morning routine. He did try his best to think of what he might talk about over breakfast with Xochitl rather than of his lost friends, however, those wonderings being much more pleasing thoughts to occupy himself with than yet more of his departed companions lying in Korahnek, their ghosts haunting him still even as he sat on the opposite side of the continental empire.

			Finally, after donning a more reasonable and flexible uniform than was his custom and fully rubber bottomed boots which would provide greater stability in the blackened and treacherously smooth tunnels of the huehytakh, Ichtak waked forth from the room and found Rultahn leaned against the opposite wall of the hallway, a worn book in hand as he awaited the prince. He looked up as Ichtak emerged, asking, “Are you prepared, my lord?”

			“Of course,” Ichtak answered, looking down the hall towards several waiting servants waiting not twenty feet away. “It seems I have kept you waiting, however.”

			“Not at all,” Rultahn said, snapping his book shut and waving the servants forth to lead on as he and the prince fell in behind them. “I would’ve been locked away reading in my room had I not been awaiting you in the hallway. Keeping an eye on your room seemed the better option.”

			Had he not been experienced with the customs of the Lord Ektal, Ichtak might have asked why the man thought it necessary to watch his locked door in the middle of a tightly guarded palace filled with allies of the throne, but he knew well enough by now that Rultahn needed none. He thought of everyone as a potential danger, however remote the possibility of such a thing might be, and with Ichtak claimed as his new primary charge and master, the prince had noticed a great deal more of such actions over the past month. He simply nodded, looking onwards towards the opening of the hallway ahead into the grand entry hall, which in turn let out into the dining hall.

			“Xochitl seems a fine enough girl,” Rultahn told him after several seconds of silent walking. “You should ask her to exchange letters with you, your majesty. It may well help you forget how much time lies between us and Korahnek after our hunt is over and done with.”

			All his worries from the past night brought forth once more in full, Ichtak hesitated a moment before finally saying, “The timing is not correct, I fear. Such correspondence so soon after what happened feels improper.”

			“Your father, despite his shortcomings of late, is right about the need for you to move on and socialize, at least to a certain extent,” Rultahn pushed on, surprising the prince a bit. “There is little that could do you and the empire more good than you developing female contacts amongst the nobility, Ichtak. One day, even if it is many years away, the time will come for you to provide Luskaiti with an heir, and when it comes, you will need someone to carry it for you, someone of intelligence that you can trust.”

			Rultahn’s use of his name threw the prince off, for the man seldom called him anything that wasn’t an overly formal, aggrandizing title. He had heard his often distant father call him Ichtak more often than he had heard the Lord Ektal do so, and when he heard it spoken, he knew the man meant what he said as honest and loyal advice. He might have grown angry with anyone else who suggested so openly that he lay aside his current grief and seek to arrange contact with possible future empresses, but with Rultahn’s open earnestness being so plain and present for him to observe, he found no rage in him to summon. 

			“I am moving on,” Rultahn added after another awkward lull in the talk, “and Xochitl is clever and moral enough to aid you in doing the same, my lord.”

			Perhaps it wasn’t some grand sin to move on after Tlalli, but to Ichtak, such a direct and potentially callous approach still felt off. He appreciated the source of this advice, though, and because his trusted Rultahn had given it to him despite their situation, he would not ignore it. As they entered the dining hall to the loud and booming welcome calls of the king across the chamber, he looked to Rultahn again, telling him, “I thank you for your honesty, Rultahn.”

			“Of course, your highness,” Rultahn replied with a nod.

			The breakfast was more than an hour long and consisted of more than four courses, all the food served having been locally caught in Placalho. Perhaps appropriately, the great jointed legs of the huehytakh were on the menu, and had been fried quite nicely in the kitchens of the king. The taste, much like that of soft shelled crab, was one not often enjoyed in even the rich courts of Tepek, but was quite common here in the southlands. 

			Xochitl and Ichtak had shared portions of several of the things, the prince realizing just how big the beasts must get in relation to the size of these now hairless legs. Seeing illustrations of them in books was one thing, but seeing a leg laid grandly out before oneself on the table and having that leg’s length wax visibly beyond your own height would drive home the size of the monstrous arachnids for anyone. Still, they had spoken all through the meal, Ichtak pushing aside what worries he had, and at its conclusion after a great deal of religious discussion centered on the ascension of a new high priest in Placalho City, she had indeed agreed to write him, something which she joked her father would force her to do regardless of the circumstances.

			When the king had called the feast to a close, he had spoken to the gathered palace residents of the honor it had been to host the emperor’s son, and had bid the heir apparent grand fortune in all that he did. Hoxatlal then bowed low before Ichtak when the Lord Ektal and his charge went to leave, as did the remainder of his family, a very traditional sign of good will at a royal parting. Ichtak had saluted them, and had returned the wave Xochitl threw him as Rultahn led them out of the palace and into the convoy despite the potentially foolish appearance of the comparatively jaunty gesture, her parting words having been spent imploring him in hushed tones to be cautious and strong in his coming hunt. 

			Then, the jungle stalkers, Ichtak, and Rultahn had been whisked away from the heart of the southeast on much the same route they had taken while coming in, Rultahn only digging into the matter of the night’s hunt once they had left the bustle of the city’s streets behind them and found themselves on the jungle-flanked roads of Placalho’s interior. Hunt Master Yokahm of their accompanying stalker unit had joined them in the prince’s car for just this reason, and as they moved ever closer to their chosen hunting grounds for the night, he spoke in urgent tones of the necessity for skill, grace, and cunning in the execution of their plans for infiltrating and assailing the burrows. 

			And so the following hours were spent in deep conversation about the tactics to be employed in the huehytakh hives, and the jungle outside was largely ignored. This changed as dim evening and finally night drew in overhead, leaving them on single-lane and often unpaved roads in the jungle with little but the headlights of their convoy to light the blackened way. The group halted for a pair of tigers to wander across their way, spotted the eyes of a band of great apes peering out through the underbrush not long afterwards, and, upon reaching the end of their route where the lane came to a dead halt at the base of a great and twisting tree choked with grasping vines, found that the tree might well have been recently occupied, with one of the jungle stalkers pointing out droppings in its vicinity that he explained indicated a great vampire bat, a canazotza, was nearby. 

			Out here, with only the flashlights they carried to fend off the crowding dark, Ichtak felt his younger experience in the darkened jungle coming back to him, and all the nervousness in the face of the unknown that had plagued him during his hunting trip in the Reitakh years surged forth in such a tangible wave that he had to remind himself in repetitive internal mantras of just who was guarding him before his stomach calmed and his mind cleared. The jungles of Luskaiti were no laughing matter, he knew, but if one group could afford to laugh in the face of Luskaiti’s wilderness, it was these fifty jungle stalkers, molded in the blackness of tropical nights beneath the canopy and forged in the crucible of brutal and relentless training. He took his place beside Rultahn and Hunt Master Yokahm as they rallied in the shadow of the gnarled tree with their troops and, with the jungle stalkers gathered close in a defensive formation, they proceeded out into the blackness of the Luskaitian wilderness.

			“The canyon is not far from here,” Yokahm explained to Ichtak and Rultahn as they moved through the growth all about them. “Perhaps fifteen minutes will see us there.”

			“Should we worry about the canazotzas?” Ichtak asked, his eyes seldom having left the shadowed canopy above since having heard news of the great bats’ presence. 

			“No, your majesty,” Yokahm told him. “They seldom show themselves before humans, and as we grow nearer the dens of the spider lords, other animals become less frequently seen. Most have good enough sense to stay well clear of their homes, and those that don’t seldom live long enough to trouble hunters seeking the huehytakh. Only man ever seeks to tangle with the greatest beasts of Placalho.”

			It was as Yokahm stated the aversion of other creatures to the tunnels of the huehytakh that Ichtak noticed the dreaded silence of the jungle around them, a thing unheard of in the lively wilds of the empire. They pushed on through the silence, the prince reminding himself of Tlalli and Hahln as he went. His companions would not have faltered had they been there at his side, and with the unflinching Rultahn with him, he pressed on with his head held high, even if nervousness still simmered somewhere within him. 

			After a short trek through the dark trees they came upon a sloping descent into a rocky valley with uneven and very nearly sheer rocky walls along all sides save the one along which they stood. The ground of this place, no more than a hundred yards or so across, was largely clear of growth, and though the sides of the valley were dotted with the odd fern or twisted tree, it was the small gaps along the base of the rock that drew the eyes of the hunting party. These were the entryways into the hell of the huehytakh burrows, they knew, and distant shimmers of sticky silk in the beams of their flashlights as they danced along the stone spoke volumes as to the current occupancy of these deadly warrens.

			“Let me take the first descent, prince,” Yokahm told Ichtak as they began to move down the slope with care in the dark. “Keep your flares ready. We will distribute the spears once we are on the valley floor.”

			Ichtak did as Yokahm had instructed, taking a flare from his belt and keeping his eyes as keen as he could in the blackness, scanning for signs of movement. Though he saw nothing while they pushed down onto the low ground, he felt the noise of their descent through the light brush of the area quite painfully, the silence of the surrounding jungles doing nothing to aid in masking it. If the spiders were guarding their home, which they almost certainly were, then they knew there was prey in the valley. It would only be a matter of time before hunger drove them forth to dispatch these newcomers and drag them back into their nests.

			Yokahm and several other jungle stalkers moved ahead after halting the group at the base of the slope, scanning the ground with flashlights as they moved along and searching for something intently, their eyes occasionally darting to the tunnel entrances nearby to scan for potential attackers. Rultahn and several more jungle stalkers kept close to Ichtak, their guns at the ready, eyes scanning for signs of impeding danger.

			“Be ready, Ichtak,” Rultahn said in a voice which was almost a whisper. “When the stalkers bring out the spiders, they will be quick and merciless. We must frighten them fast if we are to survive.”

			Ichtak braced himself, but was unready when the jungle stalkers out before them actually found what they had been searching for and brought forth their quarry. Tugging and jerking upon a tight and nigh on unbreakable strand of thin webbing stretched out across the valley after a short wave towards the party behind them, Yokahm and his men brought forth the creeping masses of Placalho, and they were all that nightmare and legend made them out to be.

			Out of channels in the stone which should have been far too small for such great forms to squeeze through came black furred tarantulas whose scuttling brown and red striped limbs sent them rocketing over the distance between them and their prey. The smaller of their number were only one or two feet across, but the largest were twelve or even fourteen feet wide at the legs, their fangs prepared to strike as they reared, their many eyes gleaming in the beams of the flashlights. Perhaps most unnerving, however, was their absolute silence, for as they advanced, their legs made not a sound and their twitching mandibles remained muted, leaving only the cry of Yokahm to break the air as he shouted, “Now!”

			Ichtak was already pulling the trigger of his flare when the order was given, and many others went off just after his, Rultahn’s among them. The hiss and roar of the red lights as they flew up into the night sky above stopped the rushing things in their tracks just in time, the beasts having taken only seconds to cross the distance between the invaders and their dens, but it was the light which truly drove them off. The valley was suddenly illuminated in a glow like that of daylight, and the more than forty arachnids who had flung themselves into the open skittered away from the hunters and back to the rock faces, some returning to the tunnels and others leaving the valley altogether in their blind flight from this shocking and all too sudden brilliance.

			Not leaving the shocked prince time to really absorb the situation, Yokahm called to the whole of the group, “Hurry, while the things are fleeing down to the deepest reaches of the warrens, we must get into the main tunnels! Follow me, and take up your spears.”

			As Ichtak and Rultahn were handed spears of dark steel by the jungle stalkers around them and began their run towards the crevices, Ichtak thought of Tlalli, whose tenacity would have flown in the face of any such danger, and gathered his courage. Now was not the time to dwell in fear and doubt. Tonight, he would kill a huehytakh queen, and Tarakahm himself would be unable to stop him if he dared try.
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			Ichtak, not one used to kneeling or bowing, found himself crawling to enter the mouth of the spiders’ den which Yokahm had led them to, all of the jungle stalkers about him doing the same, spears close at hand in case the huehytakh returned. Rultahn awaited him as he exited the short, narrow entryway and found himself able to pull up and free his arms and legs from the clinging purchase they had found on the thickly spread silk along the ground.

			There extended on the other side of the entry tunnel a winding passage of smoothed stone, its roof just tall enough to allow the Luskaitians to stand as they looked down its length into blackness. The surfaces of the place were mostly cloaked in thickly spread spider silk, with twigs, leaves, and the bodies of small and desiccated jungle dwelling creatures being strewn about this mire of webbing. It was clinging, but its bond was not unbreakable, making the strides of the jungle stalkers labored as they trudged in, each step sending cascading waves of telling vibrations down the winding ways of the huehytakh to warn the spiders below of their approach. None were to be seen in their immediate area, but this did not mean the place about them was deserted.

			Large mites writhed in the drained corpses upon the floor, and a line of great ants, each well over six inches in length, flowed downwards into the rocky warren, picking its careful way through the silk and avoiding the stuff where it could. Several large, slow moths fluttered past the soldiers and out into the open night air, disturbed by the recent commotion, some catching themselves on stray strands of web and falling to rest upon the stone. Yokahm strode up before the group, his eyes resting mainly on Ichtak, and then motioned out towards the area around them.

			“All of the stalkers have seen these sights before,” Yokahm announced, his voice low in the amplifying realm of the tunnels, “and they know well that the expeditions into the dens never come back at full strength. We will lose men here tonight, and it is imperative that we get the prince out after the queen has been slain with all haste and selflessness. If this venture turns south, he is to flee without aiding us, back to the surface and the drivers in the cars, for transport back home.”

			The soldiers all nodded agreement, and Ichtak did the same. Rultahn shared a momentary look of appreciation with the hunt master before Yokahm turned to guide them on, saying, “Come, we must not linger in this place long. Other hives in the area will know soon enough, and they might just come to box us in while we hunt below.”

			That certainly made Ichtak realize the need for efficiency, and as he fell into step beside Rultahn as the column made its way down the passage, forming into two rows of twenty six, with the fifty jungle stalkers arranging themselves both behind and before the prince. Yokahm led from the front, and in this manner, spears still at the ready, they descended, their eyes scanning every shadow for movement.

			Here in the darkened belly of the earth and stone, the huehytakh had carved out quite a place for themselves, tunnel upon tunnel revealing alcoves in which they rested and fed, hollows in which they stored their captured prey for later consumption, and smaller crevices whose dark interiors remained a mystery to the wandering hunting party. It was not just the lordly spiders of Placalho which lurked in the warren, however, and as they trudged on and continued to see noting of the large huehytakh, they did begin to see more of the life that thrived in the shadow of the great arachnids.

			More ants surged across the dried remains of silk-covered animal corpses, carrying off chunks of flesh to their own much tinier burrows and dens in the complex. Smaller spiders of a nearly hairless and more pallid caste than their massive cousins crept lazily along the ceilings, occasionally striking out at the moths that seemed to enjoy the dark confines of the place, catching the flying things as they scattered and swooped in the lights of the Luskaitian expedition. It was an eternally silent world, one in which great blind crickets were assailed by two or three foot long centipedes, and rodents lured into the dark by prospective safety were entrapped and drained alive in the silk that coated the tunnels, not a one of them emitting more than a few scratching and mutely flailing struggles before meeting their untimely demise in the burrow. 

			Onwards the group moved through the blackness until it came upon a widened chamber, the first which they had seen, in the middle of which sat several corpses, clearly humans, all quite decomposed and cloaked in silk. Atop them rested several huehytakh spiderlings, juveniles probably less than six months old. Still, they were as big as dinner plates, and the group pulled up short after Yokahm spotted them.

			“A nest,” Yokahm commented, holding up a hand to keep the column still while he strode forth alone, smashing one of the young creatures with the butt of his spear before flipping the aged corpse over using the weapon’s shaft. Beneath were more than forty of the spiderlings, their small resting place having been shielded by the bodies around them.

			“Who are the dead men?” Rultahn asked from the ranks, craning his head to get a look at the bodies from his place in line.

			“Lost woodsmen or trappers from the area, no doubt,” Yokahm explained, beginning to smash the smaller spiders with his spear once more, his eyes scanning each of the three narrow routes out of the room other than the entrance. “The huehytakh certainly take their toll in the areas they inhabit. That aside, prepare yourselves. The matriarch will be upon us soon, for she surely knows we have found some of her young, and I warn you now that she will not come alone.”

			Rultahn stepped farther forward into the chamber, the group around him spreading out, filling the room and facing the entryways to the lower tunnels before them, leaving Ichtak and a fair number more behind their initial front rank. Ichtak, nervous, though not to be held back, pushed his way up to stand at the Lord Ektal’s side, gripping the shaft of his spear and glaring forth into the darkness in the shifting glow of the flashlights. Every click or distant rustle was a potential attacker in his mind, and his imagination wrought horrendous visions of just what was coming for them through the lower warrens.

			“Stand back, prince,” Rultahn instructed Ichtak softly, his eyes never leaving the largest of the three passages which lay directly before them. “I will make way for you when it comes time to deal the matriarch a killing blow.”

			“I will not be kept back from the fighting, Rultahn,” Ichtak told him, also keeping his head forward. “I will not shirk this hunt I have waited so anxiously for.”

			There came the noise of what could only be scuttling down two of the tunnels before them, and the soldiers braced their spears, knowing that speed was the key in this age old hunting method. They needed to kill the quick beasts on approach, and halt their sharpened feet and dripping fangs at a distance. Rultahn inched even closer to Ichtak, both of them steeling themselves for the coming assault, the Lord Ektal wishing for a moment that tradition allowed for him to use his pistol.

			Up from the downward slopes of the two occupied tunnels surged huehytakh, all much larger than most of those they had seen above ground. They came on like a raging storm of the southern seas, their bodies often a fair fifteen or sixteen feet across at the legs, their fangs and mandibles twitching with anticipation as they scuttled into the enemy, utterly silent. There was just a moment for Ichtak to run through several verses of prayer in his mind before his full attention was required in battle. This was training for his eventual retribution, he told himself, and it was with Hahln and Tlalli’s names weighing down on him that he struck out against the forward lines of the great spiders.

			The first to come before Ichtak was as large as any other, scarred over years of harsh existence and missing several of its many tiny eyes, the remainder of which gleamed in the indirect electric light as it reared up to strike at this invader. Ichtak waited for it to raise up, the thing’s fangs just a few feet away when he drove forth with his spear, the steel erupting from the upper side of the beast’s head, its force driving it all the way up the shaft of Ichtak’s spear before it stopped, still twitching, no more than half a foot from where his hands rested. Two more spears stuck it for good measure, jungle stalkers behind him jabbing the thing from around the prince’s sides, and once Ichtak saw that its spasms were only unnerving acts of death and not signs of continued life, he shoved the thing with no small effort off of his spear using his boot, bringing the weapon up again to face whatever the spiders could next throw at him. 

			When his eyes did come forward again, he found himself faced by two massive forms, the one in front slightly smaller than the beast trailing it as they pulled themselves from the widest of the tunnels and advanced. The rearmost of the spiders was at least eighteen or nineteen feet across, perhaps larger, and the orange markings upon her bloated abdomen marked her out as the queen of the warren. It was her companion, though, that warranted the first strike, as it was closer to the line. Off to his right came a cry from one of the stalkers, and though the prince yearned to look that way, he kept himself focused, the blue-black stained tip of his spear facing outward.

			This new enemy was ready, though, and the lead spider brushed aside the spear’s first thrust with a foreleg whose immense and indomitable strength surprised and overcame even Ichtak’s sturdy frame, and the shaken weapon was pressed aside, allowing the large beast to close in. Amidst all the cries and clatter of the chamber around him, Ichtak suddenly felt surrounded by silence, utterly fixed to the eyes of the monster before him, the spider which would certainly do him in, the hungering thing’s fangs twitching wildly.

			Rultahn threw himself in from the left, breaking Ichtak’s moment of stunned vigil, and though the Lord Ektal had to toss himself nearly onto the beast, he jammed his own spear into the thing’s head from the side, putting his full weight behind the blow to ensure it diverted the rushing progress of the spider towards the prince at his side. Down the creature went, and Rultahn fell atop it as its massive legs flailed in death, battering him down and tossing him off and to the ground, the spear still lodged in the huehytakh’s form. Such an impressive and jolting display of bravery was Rultahn’s assault that Ichtak had almost forgotten the larger spider which waited in the tunnel behind for its own turn to emerge, and with Rultahn having fallen and its fellow having been slain, it scuttled up in silence to the very mouth of the passage, heading straight for the Lord Ektal as he desperately struggled to rise, blood dripping from a wound upon his arm made by the cruel feet of the now dead tarantula, hand going out in a futile attempt at his firmly caught spear.

			Now, Ichtak acted, his surprise gone. Rultahn was in danger, and the prince’s weapon was still at hand. This creeping monster, no doubt the queen of this blackened hive, was stalking forth with its own fangs bared, and Ichtak had no intention of letting it make its desired kill. He had no intention of allowing Rultahn to die, not after having been unable to protect his friends in Korahnek, after seeing them dead without ever having had the opportunity to save them. He would not let his mentor and guide be slain the same way.

			Up came Ichtak’s spear, and with a quick stride forward he thrust once more, tossing himself much as Rultahn had done with his full weight behind the strike. He was grazed lightly by several of the thing’s legs as it tried to block him, but his assault hit home, and just as the beast drew over Rultahn, it fell, its powerful legs collapsing out from under it as the spear pierced its head amidst its small forest of eyes. Rultahn rolled back to get himself out before it came to the stone, its fangs still clacking upon the floor and its legs occasionally tapping out absurd patterns against the silky rock.

			Rultahn turned to face Ichtak as the prince went to see if the man was alright, his expression one of shock and disbelief. Thinking it one of condemnation at the risk he had taken, Ichtak prepared for a berating, but both he and Rultahn were drawn away from the moment by a cry from Yokahm off to the right in the chamber, who proclaimed, “That’s right, run for the depths!”

			There was a general cheer from amidst the jungle stalkers as the spiders seemed to turn tail and flee, beasts of all sizes skittering off down their tunnels and into the darkness, with even the spiderlings from the floor moving towards the deeper passages. A quick scan showed that two stalkers lay dead, and another had been badly beaten and scratched, but a grand haul of over a dozen spiders had been slain, the matriarch’s death having caused the remaining twenty or so crammed into the room and its tributary passages to scatter like roaches under direct light. 

			Yokahm called a congratulation to the prince, and the stalkers about them cheered once more, but Ichtak turned his attention back to Rultahn after he was sure the direct danger was passed, asking, “Is your arm injured badly?”

			“No,” Rultahn answered after a moment looking down upon the thing. “It’s a deep gash, and the uniform is torn, but other than enduring a few stitches and losing some clothing, I’ll be fine.”

			Rultahn then went to looking at Ichtak directly again, his expression odd, a mix between determination and something rarer, something Ichtak recognized as open admiration. Finally, the Lord Ektal said, “I would have been dead, your majesty. I thank you for your help, and commend you for your outstanding bravery. By Harak, striking down the matriarch herself like a true hunter on your first outing. Astounding.”

			“You saved my life as well, Rultahn,” Ichtak told him with a slight grin. “I would have been a coward to not return the favor.”

			Yokahm called again, reminding the pair and the rest in the chamber that they had better retrieve their trophies and retreat whilst the spiders regrouped, and Ichtak went forth to the body of the matriarch, forcefully yet carefully removing the fangs with a knife pulled from his belt. Rultahn simply watched, running over and over the scene of the prince tossing himself into danger to slay the massive beast he now knelt beside in victory. This was a royal worth following, he told himself. One day, Ichtak VI could make an emperor worthy of all the song and praise the next thousand years could give him.

			The prince had already garnered the allegiance and respect of the Lord Ektal, but that day in the tunnels of the legendary huehytakh in rumor-shadowed Placalho, Ichtak won Rultahn’s admiration and total, unwavering loyalty. As the pair left the warrens amongst the jungle stalkers, fangs in hand, Rultahn found himself feeling something he had not felt since before the dreadful news from Korahnek had come knocking at the palace, something which reinvigorated him more than all the scheming he and the prince had done could. Rultahn had reforged and rekindled his purpose, and with that new direction dominating his mind, he emerged in silence into the nocturnal jungle above, stealing glances over at the fangs the prince held close to his chest, the pain in his arm long forgotten.

			He had come south to test the prince, to see if the heir was ready for combat and possessed all the ferocity and drive he boasted. Rultahn approached the convoy that evening with every one of his hopes about Ichtak confirmed and surpassed. Now, all that awaited was Korahnek, and with the heir at his side, Rultahn now believed quite firmly that their designs in the north would play out quite smoothly indeed. 
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			Ichtak sat in the dim cab of his car in the convoy headed home, rolling the fangs of the huehytakh queen over and over in his hands, feeling the rough break where he had broken them off. They were each a good two feet in length, and were not light by any means, but they were some of the grandest that the experienced jungle stalkers around him had ever seen, and the prince knew that he had achieved a grand kill indeed. Still, with the excitement and rush of the night over and a long drive back to Tepek ahead of him, Ichtak found himself lamenting that the expedition was at an end, and that he did not have the tunnels and warrens of the huehytakh to keep his mind keen and alert. 

			Without those dangers ahead, his mind wandered once more back to Korahnek, and he was faced again with the prospect of waiting an entire year before getting the chance to march north and face the province’s dangers. Tlalli and Hahln’s memory drove him to act, but he was pinned and caged within inactivity, something neither he nor his trusted mentor could alter. With the silence in the car continuing to drain on him, Ichtak looked once more down on the outlines of the fangs in his hands, their surface so smooth to the touch as to mimic glass.

			I will simply prepare, he thought, wrap myself in study and physical training. On some level, though, he realized there would be no comfort in that. The taxation of the wait would be the same, dragging on as he languished in the confines of his palace chambers, but at the very least he would be ready. When the time came, he would at the very least be prepared to march into the caves in the north and exact his revenge, to bring an end to the horrors that dwelt there. Oh yes, Ichtak told himself again and again as they drove on along the blackened back roads of Placalho, he would be ready.

		

	
		
			Interlude III:

			Beneath Korahnek Province, Northern Luskaiti

			12th of Jagai, I.Y. 1898

			It was to the sound of chants on the parts of many of the Tayohua’s strange voices that Metoton awoke, rolling himself out of a bed whose mattress was a sponge-like lichen which was grown in thick patches atop rock slabs to create resting places. The voices were not quite so strange to him now, however, as he had had the better part of a year to grow used to them. They were the combined tones of all the ancestors of the speaker in question coming through in certain conversation. The beings had told him that there was no death amongst the Tayohua, but that once one grew old and frail, they went to even lower caverns where the most warm and tranquil places open to them lay, and rooted themselves into softer earth. Over the course of years they would deposit a mycelium, the body of the Tayohua would wither and die, and out of the mycelium a new Tayohua would grow, containing not only its own developing consciousness, but all the memories, emotions, and thought processes of those that had grown before it. It was a very confusing concept to him, but he grew more accustomed to such things the longer he stayed among them. 

			Metoton was in a small dome much like the ones which the militia had found in the large section of ruins farther up in the cave system, though this one was decorated with the odd statue or gemstone of bright coloration, along with holding shelves on which books were stacked. The gems served as a dim light down here, and though his eyes had grown more accustomed to the dark, he would never acquire the Tayohua’s proficiency at sight in the depths. He slipped into a pair of leggings fashioned from chitin and skin taken from the large fish and salamanders that dwelled in the dark pools of the caves, and headed for the exit of the building. 

			His hair had been shaven in mimicry of the Tayohua’s hairless heads, and he was slightly pale due to his long time exiled from the sun. His torso was bare, as were his feet, and through the skin atop his bare head there were pushed many sharpened bits of exoskeleton to make a kind of crest running from the area of his forehead above his nose to the skin about the top of his spinal cord. This had been done in honor of the Tayohuan tradition of doing so, a thing all young ones, the ones freshly created or only beginning their second or third lifecycles, that is, went through during their initiation into the society. It was a kind of group meditation, a building block of such an eternal world, to which Metoton was headed, making his way through the streets of this underground city and toward the more egg-shaped, tall structure from which the chants issued.

			The cavern in which this city, which the Tayohua called ‘The Crystalline Falls’ due to the massive waterfall that thundered down the length of a particularly giant, hollow crystal before falling into the lake that filled the center of the chamber, was far larger than any others he had witnessed. The first oasis through which he had passed was perhaps half the size of this multi-tiered, thriving opening in the dark of the underground, and that was being generous to the oasis. Massive natural columns of rock made from connected stalagmites and stalactites spanned the gaps from floor to ceiling, and many solitary but giant lavender gilled mushrooms dotted the cityscape. But all around this open space were the massive gemstones these beings seemed to center around and live amongst, things they called ‘spirit stone’. These particular examples of this alien stuff glowed far brighter than those which lay in the caverns above, and the Tayohua had told him that the dull ones were dying ones, which was why they had abandoned the upper levels in favor of the lower ones, mourning the loss of the revered objects. It was perhaps because of this, though, that they remained almost completely unaffected by the blasting done by the Luskaitian army nearly a year ago to seal them down here. Many total and partial collapses had affected the upper levels, and the Tayohua lamenting the burial of many artifacts and oases under rockslides, but it was not a death blow to them by any means. On they thrived, living as they had always done.

			Metoton reached the main entryway to the great temple, one of many in the sprawling city, and stepped within. Along the floor and on the walls of the place in great circles sat countless Tayohua, and scattered amongst them on the floor was the odd human here or there, most of Luskaitian descent. The darts fired into troops in the tunnels had been harmless doses of a poison which paralyzed the body to the point of near death, held it in a natural stasis there for several hours, and then wore off if treated by the Tayohua shamans. The slaves which had disappeared from plantations and small settlements across Luskaiti had not been harmed, simply removed from binds. Both sleeping Luskaitians and freed slaves were brought here to the homes of the beings and given choices. The slaves were offered the option to either live amongst the Tayohua or return to their home countries by way of the massive network of tunnels the Tayohua could navigate, some even saying they could cross the seas from beneath to reach the western continent. The Luskaitians were not offered this choice, their government’s nature known by the Tayohua. They gave the Luskaitians the choice of either renouncing their ways and living amongst them or being set loose to wander the caves below, effectively a death sentence. The younger tended to choose the former, while the older and more dedicated chose the latter, those who attempted to return to the settlements of the Tayohua and wreak havoc being cut down the second time they showed hostility. 

			Kalahtl had chosen this latter path, ever the devout soldier, and had chastised Metoton as a traitor for his choice to stay. Metoton was hurt by his absence, but Hahln had filled in for his friend, and indeed proved a more understanding companion to have around. It had taken a month for Hahln’s initial hesitations to wear off, but what remained of his racism toward the abhumans dissipated after a relatively brief time amongst them, speaking of their surroundings and of their nature and finding it fascinating. 

			Metoton spotted Hahln seated amongst the assembly and made his way over. In the center of the room was the city’s elder, Long-born, the same Tayohua who had retrieved Metoton from his hiding spot in the abandoned city above and led him here. He had become a sort of guardian to Hahln and Metoton since their arrival there, and held a kind of fascination with them. Sitting down beside Hahln, who gave him a silent nod, he joined in the chanting. 

			There were few words, just emotional vocalizations. The words that were occasionally uttered were first said by Long-born and then repeated by the rest, containing terms like ‘balance’ and ‘eternity’. The faith, or more accurately, the philosophy, of these Tayohua was highly structured around balance, equality, and order. Whole groups of the beings from all over the region had come from many different cities and villages to unite in freeing slaves in Luskaiti above simply because they found out that they were slaves, and saw an imbalance in that. They apparently did things like this quite often, and though Metoton had only been exposed to them for a short time, and his own upbringing had been quite different, he found liked their methods quite well.

			None of the words were misunderstood, the Tayohua releasing something they called an aura, things Hahln called spores, which allowed the comprehension of their speech by those who inhaled them. Long periods around them had allowed the slaves that remained among them to speak their own tongues and be understood by the Luskaitians, and vice versa. The beings themselves seemed to understand all tongues, Long-born having told Metoton that they were guides of life in ages past and that it was their place to know all tongues, and leaving it tantalizingly at that.

			As the chant drew on, the pulse in the gemstones along the walls brightened, until finally, at the apex of their words, they flashed and returned to their normal states. Hahln, Metoton, and the others in the chamber exhaled deeply and rose, their morning’s meditation done, leaving them free until just before they slept to do as they pleased. 

			“You were late in awakening this morning,” Hahln said as they left the temple, waving to several others, both Tayohua and human, who they knew. He was shaved and clothed much the same way as Metoton, his Triskelion brand defiled with gemstone shard piercings taken from the upper levels.

			“Do not be harsh on the young one,” a voice came from behind them. It was difficult to tell the voices of different Tayohua apart due to the constantly shifting nature of every tone making them up, but they both suspected they knew who it was as they turned about.

			“They do as their mind and body allows,” Long-born said, going on. He had a way of quickly and effortlessly making his way through crowds of Tayohua that amazed them, even given the slight mental connection and general show of respect that they seemed to hold for one another, and indeed all forms of life. 

			“We were merely ensuring we were rested,” Metoton explained both to Hahln and the older Tayohua. He had done his best to adopt the Tayohuan way of speaking while he had been there to avoid confusion, as some of the beings found it quite confounding when they referred to themselves or someone else singularly. There were no singulars in their minds, each consciousness being a combination of many minds, and so they never referred to anything alive as singular. The beings also seldom used names, seeming to be quite adept at simply inferring who was being spoken to. Their ‘names’ were merely titles that they had gained for something which they had done or experienced, and were only honorary, almost never being casually employed. But Metoton, along with many of the other humans, found this a difficult thing to drop, so the Tayohua gave them their titles as names. 

			“Indeed,” Long-born said. He looked to Hahln, saying, “Are they still prepared to accompany us to the caverns of rebirth?”

			“Of course,” Hahln replied, dropping into the Tayohuan mode of speech, “we would not miss a chance to learn.” 

			“Do they wish to accompany us and they to the lower levels?” Long-born asked, addressing Metoton. “It is a sight to see, we promise.”

			 “We would like that,” Metoton answered, anxious for any chance to see more of the Tayohuan way of living and thriving. The caverns of rebirth were what they called the places where older Tayohua went to deposit mycelium and grow new bodies. Hahln had wanted to see the place since his early days amongst them, utterly fascinated with everything about the beings. He had shared that he was considered quite knowledgeable about mushrooms among the Luskaitians, which Long-born and several other Tayohua had found quite humorous, though they were not a race given to mirth very often, if at all. They had subsequently asked him what kinds of conversations he had shared with mushrooms, and had seemed quite serious in doing so. When he had explained that he could not speak to mushrooms, they seemed truly surprised. They could speak to all beings who either produced spore or took in breath, in turn breathing in Tayohuan spore. This meant that they could talk to animals as well as humans of any linguistic background, but the most sacred of conversational partners was considered to be the mushroom. Hahln and Metoton found their descriptions of such conversations vague and confusing, but they seemed quite moved when discussing them, again odd amongst a race who did not often display any kind of emotion, be it excitement, happiness, fear, or sadness.

			“Splendid,” Long-born said, dead pan in his delivery. “They shall follow. We and They shall collect water and food for the journey, as it is several hours there. It will be slightly longer than usual as we shall move on the lower path to allow them to follow.”

			Hahln and Metoton moved on after Long-born as he strode off, looking forward to a day’s wanderings in these more inhabited, lived-in caves, and all the new sights each excursion like this brought. As Hahln looked up at the towering mushrooms above and the hollow crystal acting as a funnel for the waterfall that gave the city its name, he had the distinct thought that he had never been happier, and Metoton thought much the same. The three wound off through the city, the elder meeting and greeting all in their path in his emotionless fashion that still managed to evoke thoughts of kindness and wisdom.
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			14th of Jagai, I.Y. 1898 

			Korzuma II stood in his study and library, staring at a photograph of his last surviving son on the wall above the door. The black and white features showed a boy of just eight, dressed up in the finery of his house and wearing the stern expression expected of Luskaitian royalty who appeared in any form of photographs. Even that coached, serious expression, however, was brighter than the looks his son now bore. Ichtak had grown incredibly reclusive over the past year, and his attempts to visit Korzuma had stopped all together, leaving the emperor to seek his son out, making visits during which the boy was not rude, but was certainly distant and uninterested. The only people his son did share any amount of his time with these days were Thunkahl and, to an even greater extent, Rultahn, both of whom periodically met him in his room for lessons, and often stayed far longer than was needed to simply review scripture or battlefield reports and missives. He was no fool, and he knew the purpose of this offish behavior. 

			Ichtak had lost his two closest friends, one his companion from childhood and one who very well could have been the next empress of Luskaiti. Korzuma fully realized that his son’s attitude towards him, one usually so respectful and accepting, had changed because he had accepted the containment plan put forth by the now dishonorably discharged and imprisoned Lanaxhal. It had worked, however, and aside from the occasional report of missing slaves in the north, there were no more incursions by the Tayohua. It was a solid strategy, the emperor knew, but the damage it had done to his relations with his son had been immediate, and he wondered every day whether it had been worth it. The years after Ichtak’s education had been slotted for a kind of teaching that only the emperor could give his son, and now, with Ichtak having completed his studies the day prior and seemingly seeing fit to remain silent and absent around him, he had begun to doubt the effectiveness such a thing would have.

			This mood was precisely why the emperor was calling Rultahn, who seemed to be the only person who really could carry on an extended conversation with the prince, save perhaps Thunkahl on a good day, to his chambers. The Lord Ektal had always taken his job as Ichtak’s defender and instructor quite seriously, but he had grown even more involved in the young man’s life and studies now. Korzuma assigned most of that increased attention to the fact that his daughter Tlalli was now lost to him, along with his focus being on one student instead of many. Those factors along with his lack of involvement commanding the Ektal in these relatively peaceful times meant that the man really only had one thing to focus on, that being Korzuma’s son. In an odd sort of way, it made the emperor slightly jealous, both of Rultahn for getting conversation and interest out of his son, and of Ichtak, for keeping his most trusted guardian away from him for extended periods. However, he did not let such emotions cloud his forward vision, and today, he required Rultahn to advise him on how to go about organizing his boy a celebration in honor of his education’s end, given that Ichtak’s response to the idea of such a thing had been wholly negative. 

			Korzuma turned and strode back to his desk, wondering just when the man he had called for nearly an hour before would arrive. He did not approve of inefficiency amongst those that served him, and Rultahn was not one known for being prone to such things. It was odd not to have him rush to his side to carry out an order or hunt down the solution to an ill that had bothered the emperor, and the Lord Ektal’s more flippant attitude in terms of arrival times and speed were not only a source of minor annoyance, but a source of worry to him. He knew that Ichtak’s respect for him had been dulled the past autumn, but his Lord Ektal’s feelings toward him were much more difficult to place. The man had been enraged at first, but had cooled quickly and gone back to his normal behavior, in most cases. It was only in small, out of character actions like late arrivals that any change showed, but for one so finely presented and militarist in mindset and action as Rultahn Tetocoyan, it was utterly unheard of. 

			A knock at the door to his study drew him over to the entryway, and he quickly opened it to reveal Rultahn and the eunuch that had led him to the study. Rultahn saluted, and Korzuma motioned him in, nodding to the eunuch as he closed the door behind the Lord Ektal. They wound their way through the shelves to his desk in silence. 

			“I apologize for my tardiness, your highness,” Rultahn told him as the emperor passed him by to sit at his hexagonal desk, motioning for the Lord Ektal to sit across from him in one of the chairs waiting there. Rultahn did so, continuing, “I was ensuring the prince had the maps and campaign accounts he had requested.”

			“Of course,” Korzuma said blankly, looking him over. The Lord Ektal seemed quite genuine, but he was a master of deception when he needed to be. The emperor would have to depend on him, however. There was no one else to get the job done in this case. 

			“I trust Ichtak’s mood has not lightened toward the prospect of a celebration?” Korzuma asked, having ordered Rultahn to put in his best efforts to interest the prince in the idea.

			“Not at all, your majesty,” Rultahn told him. “He believes it to be a waste of resources and his time. I must ask, my lord, why do you so insist he have such a celebration?”

			“Because he will be emperor one day,” Korzuma said simply, “and mingling with the nobility of the city and the empire is an important thing indeed if one seeks to rule with surety and effectiveness. He must begin to learn these things as he passes into maturity. Besides, he has been a solitary and lingering figure for far too long now. He needs to reopen himself to all those around him. What does he so desperately need his time for that he cannot give away an evening of it?”

			“Study, my lord,” Rultahn told him. “He has taken an extremely dedicated interest in the battles of the modern era, and in the waging of war. He is constantly pouring over battlefield maps in hopes of uncovering new angles from which to view a situation, reading the accounts of generals from both our empire and those generals that stood against them. He has actually composed an incredibly impressive compilation of Bahadiri tactical maneuvers and appropriate responses to them that outdoes any treatise on the subject I have seen issued by our leading tacticians.”

			“A useful field, surely,” Korzuma commented, having himself waged two wars during his reign, discounting the expeditionary debacle against the Tayohua undertaken the previous year, “but such focus and time borders on obsession. He will have to worry about more than generalship if he takes to the throne, even if he is a great crusader and wins many victories on the field. He will need the basics of administration and politicking on his side if he wants to be well rounded enough to make himself a legend amongst emperors, which I do not doubt he is capable of.”

			“I will attempt a final push at him,” Rultahn said, “but he is strong willed, as I’m sure you’ve realized. He will not simply agree to attend. I will, however, notify you if I can convince him to change his stance.”

			“Good,” Korzuma said. “I will need to be notified within a week, however. It will take some time for the guests to arrive for such an affair, and I want to hold it early enough in the season that the attendance is massive.”

			“Indeed, lord,” Rultahn put in. He knew that would make Ichtak even less likely to come. The boy had never understood the nature or purpose of large scale soirees of any kind, but in his current moods he would give resistance to the attendance his all. Rultahn understood the reluctance, having no great love for the drunken idiocy and forced socialization of such masses himself, but it was one of the things that came with being of high standing in Luskaitian society. He hoped that the prince would go along with this, if only to satisfy his father and win himself some peace afterwards.

			“Thunkahl tells me the lad has memorized the entirety of the Bastion of Will, and shows highly pious views on anything and everything,” Korzuma said after several silent moments, “but his attendance to temple is limited to days of sacrifice. I assume he is occupied by studies at these times as well?” 

			“Yes, your highness,” Rultahn answered. “He considers his private prayer and reading enough given his focus and drive. I can assure you he does an incredible amount of worship on his own time, a true paragon of the faith.”

			“He was always a pious soul,” Korzuma said, “but the absence from services is odd. It draws questions and speculation. Additionally, it denies him the chance to worship with his fellow nobility.”

			“Ichtak is showing benefit due to his focus, lord,” Rultahn told Korzuma, not appreciating the detractions from the prince’s achievements, especially from this man who, in his mind at least, had sunk from prior glories over the course of the past year. He looked the emperor in the eye as sternly as he dared and went on, “He has dedication to match Thunkahl’s and a military mind to exceed my own. He lives for these things, and they have become his life. I believe if we let him develop that with encouragement we really will have another Ichtak I on our hands, only even more successful.”

			“High praise,” Korzuma commented, “and I do not doubt its truth. But it does not change the fact that the boy must be taught how to conduct statesmanship and make high society acquaintances, or he will find his tasks difficult.”

			“Very well, lord,” Rultahn said. “Again, I assure you I shall do my best to convince him, but do not expect any miracles from me, sir. His mind is strong and he knows his morals, like any good leader.”

			Korzuma chuckled at that, and leaned back in his chair. Such an obvious stab at his current standing on the matter of the Tayohua problem had not been made in months by the Lord Ektal, but now it seemed more a passing strike than a deep well of anger to his eye. He looked the Lord Ektal over for a long while, then shifted forward and caught his eyes more directly, giving him a look of warning, not conveying outright threat, but underlying menace. 

			“Ichtak is crown prince of the empire and my son, Rultahn,” Korzuma told him. “He is mine to dictate the course of until I am gone and it is his place to rule. I will not have you encroaching upon that authority. I appreciate that your bond with the young man is strong, but you will kneel to my will when I wish it to be so. Is that understood?”

			“Yes,” Rultahn replied flatly after several tense, silent seconds, “I understand completely, my lord.”

			“Good,” Korzuma said, “do not let your respect for the boy prevent you from carrying out your duties to me. You are too trusted an ally for that to be what drives us apart. What serves my goals is in line with the best interests of the prince, even if he cannot see it at certain times.”

			“Indeed,” Rultahn agreed vocally, wondering what the emperor would think the following day when he and the prince enacted their plan, one for which they had endlessly prepared and plotted over the course of the past year. 

			“I am glad to hear agreement from you,” Korzuma told him sincerely. He leaned back in his chair once more, gazing off into the shelves and considering something.

			“There have been ten more slaves reported missing in Korahnek, your majesty,” Rultahn said suddenly, unable to keep the news back through this opening of silence. He waited for the emperor to reply, but when he took his time in doing so Rultahn added, “These vanishings continue across the northern province all the time. Are we going to respond?”

			“No,” Korzuma replied quickly. “There is nothing to fear from these trickles of slaves going missing. Such small numbers are escape cases, nothing more. We have seen no evidence that the Tayohua can reach us from below, or even that they still live at all.”

			Rultahn nodded quietly, used to giving the report month after month only to be denied. He knew the excuses were just like those of the ill-fated Lanaxhal, knew somewhere in him that they were denials on the part of the emperor, so shocked by the sudden defeat which had been dealt to him in the caverns. In a way, those excuses were justified, as no Luskaitian lives had been lost under mysterious circumstances, but it still irked Rultahn to no end. The man was holding out on a warrior’s response, some ingrained caution having overtaken him, partially the fault of Thunkahl.

			The priest, who Rultahn had thought would prove easy to align with the cause of the prince, was very negative towards out of the way hints and questions. He may not agree with the central principals of everything the emperor did, but offending or circumventing him was not in the old man, and he agreed wholeheartedly with the emperor’s newly cautious demeanor, at least externally. He had been the one who had set the stage for it with all of his talk of the Kahli scrolls and their ominous portents. Rultahn had been quick to dismiss the man as losing his dignity in his advanced age after the empire’s rough engagement with the Tayohua, but Ichtak still held a fair amount of respect for him. That alone was enough to dull Rultahn’s ill will towards the priest, though not enough to dismiss it completely.

			“I will ask once more that you stop relaying this information to me if you have nothing new or of importance to report,” Korzuma ordered him, seeming annoyed.

			Rultahn, thinking that the information in itself was always of importance, simply sat in silence, masking his irritation.

			“Now, if you would be so kind as to leave, I need solitude this evening while the time remains for such things,” Korzuma said, rubbing his eyes. “Do not forget to employ all your ability to convince my son to accept a celebration, and remember to report to me as soon as you have garnered a positive answer. That is all.”

			Rultahn stood and saluted, getting a nod from Korzuma before the emperor rose, turned about, and walked off into his maze of bookshelves. Rultahn himself turned and wound his way slowly back out of the study, his anger and quest not to get lost in the things making his progress slightly sluggish. He would see the prince that night, and discuss the following day. It was late, well after midnight, but the prince would surely not mind the intrusion. Tomorrow, a year’s hard work would finally come to fruition. 
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			Ichtak was nearly asleep when Rultahn awakened him with a knock at the door. The prince did not need to see the visitor to know his identity, for he was one of only three people that dared to bother him now, and the only one of those three who would be about and ready to talk at such a late hour. He had already assumed that the Lord Ektal was going to wait until the following morning to discuss their plan of action’s implementation one final time, but was eager enough to go over it aloud and respectful enough of this loyal ally of his that he was not bothered at all by the interruption.

			He rose from his bed and walked out into his main room, crossing it in the dark for the door. Ichtak had kept to his physical training regimen as best he could over the course of the last year, not unconscious of his need for his image and strength to be as impressive as possible soon. Having put on even more height as well, and having a handsome but scarred and hardened face that seldom showed anything but anger or irritation, he was becoming quite an intimidating figure in his usual wardrobe of impressive uniforms and militarist fashions. Tonight, however, he was in little more than common linens, and did not bother to change for the purposes of seeing his most trusted friend and mentor.

			Rultahn saluted as the prince opened the door, and Ichtak returned the salute, motioning him inside and checking the empty hall before closing the door. The Lord Ektal strode over to the table but stood, loyally awaiting permission to take a seat. Ichtak rubbed his eyes absently as he turned from locking the door, and as soon as he saw Rultahn standing, motioned to the nearest chair, inviting him to relax. 

			Ichtak felt his way in the dim light over to a small table near his bedroom door and, striking a match, lit a candle. Interior electric lighting was becoming available, especially in the palace, with wealth and technology being offered to them before anyone else, but Ichtak liked the feel and aesthetics of candles for some reason, and had refused offers for electric lamps or lights, the closest he came being the few kerosene lamps he kept around the place. Most of the furniture and decoration from his room on the academy grounds had been brought to him here, along with select items from Tlalli and Hahln’s rooms that had meant something to him, such as the bayonet with which Tlalli had stabbed the Eiden that had assailed him those years ago and the set of simple cutlery and cookware Hahln had always used to prepare them meals when the prince had dropped in on him in his chambers at Reitakh, now on display rather than laying in a utilitarian cupboard. The fangs of the massive huehytakh whose bite had come so close to felling Rultahn were mounted above the low fireplace, the trophy seeming to grip the Lord Ektal’s attention every time he visited.

			The prince brought the candle over to the table, largely empty save for a short letter received from Princess Xochitl the week prior, and set it before his guest. Having forgotten the letter’s position, he removed it to prevent the Lord Ektal from reading who it had been sent by and slid it onto a nearby shelf, only then sitting down across from Rultahn and saying, “I apologize for not being ready. I thought you had given tonight a miss in favor of tomorrow morning. We have already talked so much this evening, but I am glad we can lay it out before us another time. The more focus we can bring to the matter, the better.”

			“Quite all right, my lord,” Rultahn assured him. “I can be made to wait a few moments. Now, let us get down to business, so I do not keep you awake too long into the night. It would be best for you to feel and look in top shape tomorrow.”

			“Indeed,” Ichtak agreed. “So, are all the arrangements made? Is the High General Staff convening tomorrow?”

			“Yes, your majesty,” Rultahn told him, “They have all agreed. I shall call them to the situation chamber when you are ready.”

			“When is the earliest we can enact the session?” Ichtak asked, eager to get the meeting underway as soon as was possible.

			“I would recommend we hold it at noon,” Rultahn answered. “The emperor will be in his throne room at that hour. If all goes as planned, when you are voted Imperial High Marshal by the staff, we will be able to stride in and proclaim the ascension to him, if necessary. He will need to know as quickly as possible, of course, to tell the nation that we will be at war.”

			“Noon is acceptable,” Ichtak said, staring into the flame of the candle, unable to believe that the day was finally upon them. He wanted nothing to go wrong, and it was his nagging worry that something would that drove him to ask, “Are you sure we have the army’s vote?”

			“I know we do, my lord” Rultahn told him, grinning with an utterly snake-like cunning and confidence. “Years of my being distantly involved in military branches across the board have won me many allies, and the new High General, Mazatl Zuma, is an old acquaintance of mine, one whose memories have been cast in quite a fine light given the money he has received from our friends in the banking circuit. He will vote for our cause, or he will be bankrupt, and perhaps even shamed into stepping down from his position by some scandal yet to be revealed.”

			“You have done incredibly well,” Ichtak commented, truly impressed by the Lord Ektal’s work. He knew this is what the man was best at, but it still never ceased to amaze him how the head of the Ektal seemed to know just about anything there was to know about anyone if there was negativity in it. The prince looked up at his right hand man, a servant of his father’s who had so quickly become his closest confidante and most ruthless supporter, chuckling, “I do not worry that we should fail, then.”

			“I have done the best I could to ensure your confidence was not ill placed, my lord,” Rultahn told him, “and, bar madness on the part of the participants other than ourselves enveloped in our plans, we shall succeed.”

			“Thunkahl remains unresponsive to any prompting from you?” Ichtak inquired, hoping for a positive answer, but not expecting to receive one.

			“Unfortunately yes, my lord,” Rultahn answered, “though I doubt he will prove too large an obstacle for us. He has no power to intervene in the affairs of the High General Staff, only the power that comes from having the ear of the emperor.”

			“It saddens me that he could not be brought into the know,” Ichtak sighed. “Perhaps with our success he will realize the folly of the policy he has been roped to and break free of its shackles.”

			“It cannot be more of a loss than the emperor’s belief in Thunkahl’s cautionary tales has proved to be,” Rultahn said.

			“Thunkahl did as he thought was right,” Ichtak said. “He cannot be blamed. My father is simply set firm in his achievements and worried by his sudden defeat, and in his worry yearns for the peace of the weak willed. He has used these warnings to excuse cowering instead of moving forward with Harak’s grand designs. It is an understandable feeling after he achieved such great things and then faced such a setback, but it does not change the fact that it is a Heretical stance to withhold from joining in battle with Harak’s detractors, especially the abhumans.” 

			“You are correct, Lord,” Rultahn conceded, “but you must forgive me. It is hard to see a man I followed so faithfully turn from the light.”

			“And I could say the same,” Ichtak said. “I looked only for his approval for years, and just as I reached the point where I was poised to receive it, he abandoned some of his morals and took to the road of simplicity and ease.”

			Rultahn bowed his head at that. He was indeed quite grieved by the loss of trust in his emperor. It had so brutally coincided with the loss of his daughter, steeping him in misery. But Ichtak held new hope for the future, possessing a kind of raw aggression and calculating nature which had not been seen in any emperors in quite some time. Those features had been present prior to the botched expeditionary force excursion, but after the loss of his friends and the betrayal of his father, they had become the only thing he allowed others to witness from him. He was a machine, Rultahn knew, one who would wield the empire as a weapon to wreak revenge on the world for his pain, and the Lord Ektal, ever out of his element when outside of war, was more than willing to aid him in bringing that weapon to bear.

			“The jungle stalkers have been returned as well?” Ichtak asked, wanting to ensure all the delicacies in the scheme were indeed falling seamlessly into place. 

			“They are in the city now, my lord,” Rultahn assured him, “as are all the Ektal that could be withdrawn back to the capital without drawing attention from the emperor or the other military branches.”

			“Perfect,” Ichtak told him, thinking of the troops that would make a show of themselves tomorrow. They were all just that, a show, a reminder to the emperor and the other branches of the military that, once given the title of Imperial High Marshal, he was in command of the fiercest military organization in the world, and had absolute control over its operation. Thinking of the miners and sappers that would be needed to reopen the only known passages into the netherworld of caves, he asked, “And the tunneling teams, what of them?”

			“They sit in Korahnek city even now, waiting for the order to be transported north to begin work,” Rultahn answered proudly. “Over two thousand slaves in Ektal binds and just under a thousand of our finest sappers armed to the teeth with charges. They will be through the rubble in no time when we give them the go-ahead.”

			Ichtak could think of nothing else they required, and he finally said, “Then nothing will stand in our way. We will reveal our intentions tomorrow, and march for Korahnek the following day.” 

			“My lord, I believe you should consider allowing your father to send you off with a celebration of your education’s end and your newfound rank,” Rultahn told him after some thought on the matter. “It would soften the blow and ensure that your actions could not be taken as maliciously rebellious.”

			“We have been over this,” Ichtak said, shaking his head. “I will not lower myself for the whole of an evening to milling about with dancing drunks who fancy themselves sophisticated. I have more important matters at hand. Besides, that would delay us for days. We should be off as soon as possible.”

			“I do not mean to protest, your highness, but think of it this way,” Rultahn countered. “If the whole of Tepek’s provincial Ektal marched into the city to show their support for the new Imperial High Marshal, and nobles from all over the empire traveled here to see you off, your ascension to the title will be viewed as a much more subtle and agreeable act than it is, and your father will be less likely to overreact to save face in front of his family and contacts in the other provinces, especially when you claim a cause like service to Harak on a crusade of the faith as a driver in your claiming the mantle of the Marshal.”

			“You may have a point,” Ichtak conceded after a moment, looking off at the wall. Weighing the two options in his mind, he finally said, “I will celebrate my education’s end along with my leaving for war if the emperor will agree to hold the celebration about the base of Voul, and allow the Ektal to parade past as it continues, with you and I departing as the end of the show. It will be wholly appropriate to begin the march where it will end when we drag the Tayohua back to be butchered upon the great temple.”

			“A fine suggestion, lord,” Rultahn told him. “It would be a proper exit, certainly. We shall suggest it to the Emperor tomorrow after our intentions are made clear. If that is all, your majesty, I will let you return to your bed and seek some sleep myself. We have quite a day ahead of us tomorrow.”

			“I thank you for your aid, Rultahn,” Ichtak told the Lord Ektal as he rose and saluted the prince. “You are a true paragon of the faith and the nation.”

			“I do what I can to serve, lord,” Rultahn said, bowing. He then saluted once more for good measure and turned to go, striding over to the door, unlocking it, and quieting down as he exited into the hall and closed the door behind him. 

			Ichtak stood there a moment, satisfied with himself and his tactical mentor. They were on the verge of success, and tomorrow, they would finally taste it. He approached and locked the door, then going to his candle and taking it up to bring it towards his bedchamber with him. As he entered and shut the door behind him, he was confronted with the many letters from Tlalli and Hahln which he had tacked on the face of the door that looked to his room. Never to be forgotten, he had thought when he put them up, and indeed, all too often he found himself stopping at the door before leaving his chambers in the morning and reading every single word over again. He knew them all by heart now, having added them to his list of recital worthy passages along with those from the Bastion of Will. 

			Soon, he thought as he returned to his bed and put out the candle, I will give the abhumans that which they asked for. Soon they will realize what a mistake they have made. It was thoughts like these that aided him in drifting off to sleep on difficult nights, and tonight even more so, for the time to initiate his vengeance would finally arrive tomorrow.
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			The situation chamber of the palace saw little use. In fact, it had not been utilized for anything since the Tayohua emerged nearly a year previously. As such, it was thoroughly cleaned and prepared, as was the norm, before the High General Staff ever entered it. Beyond that, however, the Ektal took their places first, with Ichtak, not Rultahn, sitting in the place at the table accustomed to holding them, the Lord Ektal standing behind and to his right and all of Rultahn’s advisors and most trusted officers positioned nearby. Though none of the other branch heads or their retinues complained or raised alarm over this, it was quite uncommon. The High General Staff was supposed to enter the room and be seated according to the order in which they had been founded, with the Ektal coming second after the army, followed by the navy and finally the air force. Even more odd was Rultahn’s concession of his seat to the crown prince, but the military heads saluted and took their seats without needless question. They knew their queries would be answered soon enough if they just gave the situation time to unfold.

			When all had entered and taken up their positions, the Lord Ektal was the first to speak, as was tradition. However, Rultahn did not address them in the traditional style, instead saying, “I welcome Ichtak IV, crown prince of the Luskaitian Empire, to his seat upon the High General Staff.”

			All looked quite surprised by this, save the new High General, Mazatl, who tried to put on a fair show to that effect, but had never been a good actor. The others seated at the table, however, had more wonder in them at the assertion. 

			“Do not think I speak out against the prince,” Otekatl said after several moments’ silence, “but on what grounds does he sit on the staff?”

			“I would like clarification as well,” Huotl said, looking slightly more bitter. “What business does his highness have here, and why have we been called to convene?”

			“Ichtak has reached his age of induction, and finished the education he has pursued at Reitakh academy and here at the palace,” Rultahn explained. “He knows the book to be read by heart, and knows the codes of our people. He is ready and willing to claim the mantle of Imperial High Marshal.”

			There was some amount of stunned silence in the room after that, even from Mazatl. He had known he was expected to support Rultahn’s proposition at this meeting of the staff, and that the prince was involved, but he was just as surprised to hear such a rare thing uttered and honestly proposed as the others present were.

			“There has been no such action for centuries,” Otekatl said, utterly surprised. “For what purpose does the crown prince stand willing to request the title of the Marshal?”

			“And who is willing to give up their seat to him?” Asked Mazatl quickly. He was clearly slightly nervous in the meeting. It was his first convention of the staff, and things that most in his position never had to deal with were about to occur in this room, that was obvious to him.

			“I ask for the title of Imperial High Marshal because I wish to finish what this group could not last autumn,” Ichtak said coldly, surprising Rultahn, who was supposed to do most of the talking. “I aim to bring honor back to the Luskaitian military, and to advance the will of Harak which one of your number who is no longer among us defiled in his heretical ways. As for who is supposed to surrender power, Rultahn could best explain.”

			“Indeed,” Rultahn said, not thrown off by the prince’s impactful words. “I will be the one to step down. The prince will inherit full control of the Ektal until he releases us from his service, and as Lord Ektal, I shall remain his advisor.”

			There was some silence at this. The initial worry of all those present had been for their own positions, but with Rultahn having accepted the responsibility, their initial fears were somewhat dulled. This did not mean, however, that all sat right with them. 

			“What experience do you possess which makes you think you will succeed where Lanaxhal failed, your highness,” Huotl asked, as much respect in his voice as he could muster. 

			“Have you not read his treatise on Bahadiri strategy?” Mazatl asked the Sky Warden, looking over at him incredulously. “It was the finest piece of tactical discourse I’ve read in my life. Lanaxhal never produced anything in the way of strategic advisories for his troops or missives on possible battlefield responses to underlings, but the prince is already capable of doing so. I don’t think we should dismiss his ability immediately.”

			“I am not dismissing his ability,” Huotl quickly corrected, “I am merely asking what he thinks sets him above failure, and what his instructor, the Lord Ektal, thinks of his readiness for such a task.”

			“I am above the failures of Lanaxhal because I am not a cowardly heretic who refuses to employ force where necessary to exterminate the children of Tarakahm!” Ichtak shouted at the Sky warden, who lowered his head apologetically as Ichtak went on. “Beyond that, I have had a year of preparation and all the pain Harak could send my way to strengthen me since the expeditionary force fell. I will not fail in this, I assure you.”

			“I would attest to his readiness,” Rultahn added. “He is more strategically flexible than I, and he has come up with a plan to raid the tunnels which is nothing short of amazing. I trust he will be quite successful in his ventures, and I will be there with him to offer what experience and perspective I can.”

			“Forgive me, but, what is this plan?” Otekatl asked. “What does his highness propose be done to enact a successful operation?”

			“That is to be kept silent until it is put into play,” Rultahn answered. “Rest assured that when the time comes you will see the masterful planning that he has poured into this over the last year.”

			The room was silent for several more moments. Everybody present knew that they would be expected to take part in some breed of vote soon, and none wanted to ask about what most troubled them. The emperor did not approve of further action in the tunnels, and that was well known amongst the military’s upper echelons. The propaganda machines of the imperial press had sold the former operation as a wholesale success which destroyed all visible signs of activity in the underground, with any who would say otherwise to the general public being either in prison or dead. This was a direct action against the wishes of the emperor, unless he had suddenly gone through a change of heart but didn’t possess the will to order and help lead his own offensives, which was unlikely.

			“Has the emperor changed his stance on the entry of the tunnels?” Otekatl asked after a period of uncomfortable staring. “I realize there is some reason to believe small raids may be continuing unnoticed on the plantations in the north, but the emperor seemed hesitant to deem it a reasonable threat due to the lack of contact with soldiers and civilians.”

			“The emperor remains reluctant,” Rultahn explained. “That is why we require Ichtak to lead us in our crusade. The initiative to do so will not come from the emperor. We need an Imperial High Marshal.”

			“You ask us to act against the emperor’s will?” Huotl asked Rultahn, an air of disbelief about his voice. 

			“I ask you to stand with the crown prince, and to do what should have been done in the first place,” Rultahn snapped. “There is not a word in the Bastion of Will that supports such wholesale mercy to murderous beasts. I ask you to support your faith by doing as god would ask of you. I ask you to complete the task which a petty man threw aside for the purposes of personal glory, and which our emperor supported under the assumption it was best for the empire. I ask you to prove to the emperor that the old ways are best, and that his military is still capable of delivering him a victory.”

			The group sat and absorbed that for a moment. All four of them were pious and traditional men, lest they would not have made it so far in their military careers. So their need to answer the call of their religious and cultural desires grated with the duty they felt towards their emperor. It was Mazatl who spoke first, not only to hold to his promise and avoid veiled threats, but in answer to Rultahn’s moving words. This was the right thing to do, years of serving Luskaiti had told him that. 

			“You have my vote, prince Ichtak,” Mazatl said, looking to the heir and bowing his head. “May you show the empire what it is to serve Harak.”

			Otekatl spoke next. The admiral was more prone than most to fear and hate the abhumans, the strange Nauticans having dragged many a sailor to their deaths. The sight of one of their krakens tearing an ironclad asunder was never far from his mind when discussing anything frightening and ungodly, and he had of course laid eyes on the Tayohua themselves in the form of the body brought in with Thunkahl the previous year. Nothing that unnatural deserved leave to walk upon the planet carrying out its unlawful designs.

			“Mine joins that of the High General,” Otekatl told Ichtak, looking into his scarred features, those which the priests hailed as blessed, and continuing, “I trust Harak will not let his chosen be shown defeat.”

			Huotl sat alone in not having given his support to the boy, and this was certainly nerve-wracking. However, the man did not immediately give in. He sat in silence, weighing his options, submerged in thought. He finally decided to weigh in, however, not wholly out of piety and not wholly out of the pressure placed on him by the decisions of the others, but because Rultahn’s earlier feelings about Lanaxhal and his ability to not only comprehend the seriousness of the situation in Korahnek, but to deal with it accordingly, had proved right in the long run. If he seemed to think it was the right move to charge the prince with fixing the errors of Luskaiti’s prior High General, Huotl thought it might well be a wise choice.

			“I stand behind you and the Ektal,” Huotl finally said, nodding to Rultahn and bowing slightly to the prince.

			Though Ichtak had long ago convinced himself he was destined to succeed in his venture, that it was his destiny to destroy these beings and take his revenge, that his blessed mark was that of the destroyer and that he would be granted the power to wipe these foul creatures from their burrows, the prince was still somewhat relieved to hear the final agreement made. He was in charge of the entirety of the Ektal, and it had taken less than ten minutes in session with the staff themselves. He did his best to only display his most stern and commanding of expressions, but in truth, he felt truly exhilarated and perhaps a bit happy for the first time in nearly a year. He rose, knowing the ritual for the bestowing of the title, and faced Rultahn, the man who would hand the reigns of his organization over to him.

			“My lord,” Rultahn said with grandeur fitting the moment, his own anticipation having been almost as great as Ichtak’s, “the High General Staff offers you the mantle of Imperial High Marshal. I, Lord Ektal of the Luskaitian Empire, am prepared to grant you complete control of the resources and pure Luskaitian soldiers at my disposal. Do you accept the rank that is offered to you, and the responsibility that goes with it?”

			“I accept,” Ichtak replied, chills running down his spine in the excitement of this moment, finally arrived after what had felt like so long.

			Rultahn took up a copy of the Bastion of Will, his own, which had been brought in for the occasion and left before him on the table. He held it out before him, and Ichtak placed both of his hands on the edge of the tome opposite Rultahn’s own, both of them supporting the book together. 

			“Do you swear by all that Harak has laid down for his children that you shall follow his light in your actions and never betray your word, lest he strike you down?” Rultahn asked.

			“I swear by the book to be read and the one true god never to break from the path of Harak, and may he strike me down if I stray,” Ichtak replied.

			The other members of the High General Staff in the room watched as Rultahn sat his book back down upon the table next to him and straightened, even more so than his usually rigid stance already was. They all rose, none ever having been a part of such a ceremony but all having heard tales of it.

			“Crown prince of Luskaiti,” Rultahn called, “I and the High General Staff of god’s empire on earth proclaim you Imperial High Marshal of the Luskaitian Empire. May the hand of Harak continue to guide you in all that you do.”

			Rultahn gave an imperial salute, but kept his fist at his chest as he said, “Hail, the Imperial High Marshal.”

			“Hail, High Marshal,” Echoed the voices of everybody else in the room, the Ektal all having prepared for the moment and everybody else following their lead if they were not familiar with the custom. 

			Ichtak looked about the room, at the bowed heads and saluting forms, and for the first time in some years, he received a rush from the respect given to him by the soldiers. 

			It was then that the door swung open to reveal Thunkahl, trailing several priests behind him. Their footsteps had been completely tuned out or ignored by the group within the chamber, everybody mentally invested in the ceremony at hand. 

			“What is going on here?” Thunkahl asked quickly, seeming winded. “Why has there been a convening of the High General Staff without either mine or the emperor’s approval?”

			“Because I called one,” Rultahn answered simply. “Or have you forgotten the Lord Ektal holds the authority to do that, Thunkahl?”

			Thunkahl was quiet for several seconds, looking around the room and taking in the sight, many of these high ranking military officials still in respective stances, fists before their chests and heads bowed, honoring the prince. 

			“Hail Ichtak VI, priest, Imperial High Martial of Luskaiti,” Rultahn announced, a smile on his face.

			Korzuma, having been masked behind the group of priests in the hall, pushed his way through. Those who noticed immediately saluted him, and those who had not been first to do so joined in the welcome. Only Ichtak stood still, not being obligated to honor the emperor’s entry. He and his father stood staring at one another, some level of silent challenge in each of their gazes. The room was tense, having been made incredibly silent and rigid in mood after the new arrival, all eyes resting on the emperor and his son as they waited in silent standoff.

			“I welcome the new Imperial High Marshal to his position,” Korzuma finally said, his voice calm and measured, “and I pray that he will lead the troops under him to glory and victory.”

			The tension that had wracked the room was lessened slightly, with the emperor’s words being taken as at least slight approval. The emperor was indeed angry under his mask of relative tranquility, feeling betrayed by his son and by his trusted Lord Ektal. But they had indeed acted within the bounds of the law, and Korzuma was himself bound to respect their actions as just that, lawful. He was not overjoyed, but perhaps this would teach his son some patience and return Rultahn to a more careful stance. A failure might be just what the pair needed to bring them to their senses. 

			“I will not fail in that, emperor,” Ichtak assured him, trying not to sound too satisfied. He was, however, even more excited now. With the emperor quietly tolerant, at least in some form, towards his actions, there was not only nothing to stand in his way, but nothing to slow him in his route to success.

			“That remains to be seen,” Korzuma said softly, the first bit of iciness creeping into his tone. He and the prince shared glares that were darkly competitive a second time, and the room was once more thrown into tense waiting. 

			“Perhaps,” Ichtak responded, “but the faithful here in the High General Staff have spoken, and their trust goes with me. That is enough for me to believe that mighty Harak stands at my side.”
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			The units of Ektal that clogged the streets of Luskaiti were a surprise to the citizenry of the city, but a pleasant one all the same. Any parade or nationalist show of strength was a great opportunity for enjoyment, and quickly many family members and friends were called out to see the processions by those who caught sight of them first. It was not a mass of troops to rival that which came with a declaration of war, but still more than enough to cause commotion and a bit of celebration as the soldiers marched on towards the center of the city.

			The range of Ektal being brought up was phenomenal, something not seen displayed in marches in the city for well over a decade. The infantry, the artillery corps, and the cavalry were all marching on foot, or on horseback, through the streets, their uniforms setting them apart. Amongst these were the famed jungle stalkers, their more flat topped, peaked turbans and the dress capes they wore on such occasions drawing attention from all in their vicinity, and often great cries of praise and thanks. It was these who kept the empire safe, and they were not often shown to anyone but the enemy, living out on the borders and in the deep jungles to keep order there. All of this force was coming together at the base of the steep hill which was crowned by the imperial palace. 

			Winding their way up the streets that climbed the hill, they passed between large banners hung along the path that morning by the palace honor guard, and when they finally reached the palace itself they found the elegant gates thrown wide, their arrival anticipated by the Ektal soldiers in the courtyard. Marching into the forward courtyard, they found that it too was hung with an overabundance of triskelion banners, and that the doors to the entry hall stood open. They formed up in the large stone expanse between the walls and the castle, more constantly joining their number from the street entering the courtyard. 

			It was not long before the Lord Ektal came forth from inside, standing atop the platform that topped the steps and looking about imperiously. The soldiery below saluted, and he returned the gesture. He took several more moments to judge whether enough of the Ektal had arrived to make a proper impact with his next words before finally announcing, “Something of extreme significance has occurred today, something which has not occurred for centuries!”

			The crowd was silent. Some, especially the officers and jungle stalkers among them, knew full well what Rultahn spoke of, and some were anxiously awaiting the declaration. Either way, all knew it was going to be an impactful and memorable day.

			“The crown prince of Luskaiti, Ichtak VI,” Rultahn began with proper flair, “has stepped forward to do his service to Harak, and answer the lord’s call. The mantle of Imperial High Marshal has come into use again, and it is the Ektal who shall stand as his instrument of justice!”

			There was a general cry of approval. The very nature of the Ektal was that of the devoted and violent fanatic, and it was imperative that an initiate who wished to be accepted show not only a great aptitude for warfare, but a great love of the imperial family and Luskaitian faith as well. The only thing the coming of a new High Marshal could mean was combat, and combat in the name of the royals, no less. It was a grand thing for the Ektal to hear.

			“I present to you Ichtak VI, Imperial High Marshal!” Rultahn called out to the crowd, turning sideways and straightening himself before the doors into the palace. 

			The noises of the crowd died, and Ichtak strode out onto the platform with Rultahn. The Lord Ektal saluted, followed by all of the Ektal in the courtyard. Invisible to those in the courtyard but just made out by Rultahn, the ceremonially armored Ektal from the palace guard inside, who had come forward from their posts to see the Imperial High Marshal and now stood near the doors in formation in the main entry hall, also saluted the prince from behind. Ichtak returned the salute, and after a moment everybody returned to standing at ease.

			“Men and women of the Ektal,” Ichtak began after taking Rultahn’s place, “it has been just under a year since the army stole a chance at glory from Harak, a chance that cannot be ignored. The beasts of the north dwell under Korahnek still, and even now make off with slaves from our plantations in the province. This state of affairs is not only unacceptable, it is an affront to Harak himself!”

			There was another uproar of approval from the crowd. All agreed wholly with the Lord Ektal and the prince on that score, along with those who had been present in Korahnek the previous year being somewhat jealous that they had not been called to fight in the tunnels.

			“This is why I call on the Ektal, not just of the province of Tepek, but from all across the continental Luskaitian Empire, to stand with me and wipe the world clean of this scourge!” Ichtak went on, having gone over what he wanted to say countless times in his head and enjoying the way the words sounded being delivered to his soldiery. He clenched his fist before him to accentuate his point as he called, “The finest warriors in Luskaiti will find them in their darkened tunnels and crush them!”

			The soldiers below cheered, some calling out in joy. This was news the soldiers were glad to hear.

			Rultahn stepped up beside Ichtak and faced him, calling, “All hail the High Marshal!”

			There was a massed yelling of ‘Hail, High Marshal!’, and salutes were given to the prince as he stood, drinking in the calls and cheers of the crowd before him. No, he decided, there was no chance that Harak stood disapprovingly in his path. He would crush the Tayohua, and he, Rultahn, and their god would have vengeance. A small hint of a smile crept onto his features as he returned the salutes of the crowd.
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			“The prince has surely been troubled of late,” Thunkahl said, “but what has caused such actions from him?”

			“A combination of influences, one of them being Rultahn, no doubt,” Korzuma answered. They stood in the main entry hall, observing the events before them at a distance. The remainder of the High General Staff and their retinues stood fairly close to them, but the usual cluster of Ektal guards that accompanied the emperor were not near at hand, all having wandered forward to hail the new Imperial High Marshal. Korzuma shook his head slightly, muttering, “I can only hope failure will teach the pair some humility and respect.”

			“Do not so quickly condemn them to failure,” Thunkahl told the emperor quietly. “Ichtak is a prodigy for his age, even amongst princes, and Rultahn and his Ektal are a forced to be reckoned with at the worst of times.”

			“I am merely a realist,” Korzuma said. “One of the grandest generals in the empire could not accomplish his goals, even if he did act foolishly and selfishly in his own desire to impress. I do not expect my son to succeed where he failed.”

			“The boy has had a year to prepare, your majesty,” Thunkahl said, “along with the help of Rultahn, and possibly his Ektal. They may have advantages and schemes we do not give them credit for.”

			“I doubt that,” Korzuma replied somewhat dismissively. “Both are grief stricken and confused. They act on the need for some form of revenge, driven on by sadness. I doubt they will conduct themselves in an orderly fashion at all.”

			Thunkahl stood in silence for several seconds, listening to the excited cheers from outside. He still respected the prince quite highly, and the majority of his blame for such an uncomfortable situation lay on Rultahn.

			“Perhaps, your majesty, you should consider taking action where your Lord Ektal is concerned,” Thunkahl suggested with some measure of hesitancy, not wanting to overstep his bounds. “I do not doubt he is the one who drove the situation to this point. He may well be corrupting the prince. It would be shameful to allow such a man to cast so promising an heir in shadow.”

			“Rultahn is a great soldier and a generally trustworthy man,” Korzuma said quickly. “I have little worry that he is deserving of any kind of punishment. He has not been dishonest or harmful to me directly, Thunkahl. He has merely pursued his own goals through use of the law. He is no wild animal in the ranks, but a respectable man, and a good ally to have in a bad situation. I will not toss that aside, not for something as simple as this.”

			Thunkahl found himself disappointed slightly at that, having wanted to see Rultahn punished for such insolence. He had not been blind to the fact that Ichtak and the Lord Ektal had been planning something. He had simply had no grasp of how serious they were about it, and to what lengths they were willing to go. Clearly the emperor thought differently, but that did not stop the high priest from worrying. He felt that this, somehow, was the beginning of something all at once powerful, awesome, and dangerous, but he did not move to say it to the emperor just yet. He contented himself with simply continuing his vigil on the events outside. 

			“No, Thunkahl,” Korzuma said, more to himself than to the priest, “they are not dangerous, nor are they fully prepared. They will fail, and I will welcome them back with open arms. Then the imperial face shall be saved in the eyes of the officer class, and my son will realize he has much to learn before he can fully control the hearts of his people and the rifles of Luskaiti’s armies.”
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			Ichtak seldom went to Rultahn’s palace chambers for one of their discussions, but today, they required the Lord Ektal’s abundant supply of maps from the Korahnek expedition which he had collected from old colleagues and acquaintances. As Rultahn did not wish to show the fact that he possessed them to the entire palace by dragging them to the prince’s rooms, Ichtak was coming to him, winding his way through the palace corridors in the dim light of the evening. The palace was not immune to the heat of this summer night, but Ichtak still wore his finest uniform with all the medals and frivolous decorations he could pin to it, wanting to look the part of his new position, even if he was uncomfortable while doing so. 

			In the halls, the servants and the odd administrator or noble who passed him hailed him not as ‘prince’ or ‘your highness’, but as ‘High Marshal’. Ichtak liked the sound of the title, and as he returned their salutes or acknowledged their bows, he grew more and more sure of himself. His introduction to the Ektal that day had been a large stride in that direction, but the longer he spent under the mantle, the more he came to enjoy it, and that gave him boundless hope, for he had not even engaged in any real use of his power yet.

			Reaching Rultahn’s door, which lay in the wing of the palace opposite his own, near the barracks and the kitchens, Ichtak knocked on its steel-plated face. Rultahn was expecting him, and was at the door within seconds. There was a moment filled with the sound of sturdy locks being undone, and then the door swung open, the Lord Ektal bowing to him as he welcomed him in. 

			“Everything has gone perfectly,” Ichtak said as he entered the main room, turning and watching as Rultahn closed his door and firmly bolted all four of the locks that were set into it. This central chamber was quite bare, sporting a fireplace, a simple wooden table of fine material but ordinary carving, and several shelves displaying newer, less worn books. 

			“Indeed, my lord,” Rultahn laughed as he proceeded across the room and toward one of the doors leading out of it. “Now we have but to do as planned, and our losses shall finally be avenged. Perhaps you will even show your father a glimpse of the true path of Harak and bring him back to its light, sir.”

			Entering the familiar kerosene lamp lit room, Ichtak was struck once more by a kind of organized chaos in the form of maps tacked to the wall, papers holding letters, missives, and sketches heaped on the many tables, and a larger central table on which a massively scaled map with several edits made in red ink lay. All had to do with the Korahnek cavern systems, and the map in the center had the known collapse points caused by the previous year’s blasts marked out in red. This was the hub from which their most vital and direct planning had been done, and in which they had laid out their strategy for bringing this campaign to a successful end, having long discussed each and every point of their situation and resources like a pair of great generals in a forward command bunker, both plotting responses to every possible outcome of the coming conflicts which lay treacherously spread out before them in the darkness of subterranean Korahnek. 

			Rultahn pulled out one of the chairs from beneath the covered table, removing some letters from its seat and inviting him to sit. Ichtak took the seat and Rultahn went around to the other side of the table, straightening his papers, placing them on a smaller table behind him, and then sitting down in a chair of his own.

			“Now,” Ichtak said when the Lord Ektal had made himself comfortable, “the call has been made to Korahnek city?” 

			“Of course, High Marshal,” Rultahn answered. “I have phoned the chief officer of Ektal operations in the city and he has sent the message north to the dig teams. They will be hard at work in a matter of hours.”

			“And the troops?” Ichtak asked. “They are on the move?” 

			“Yes, lord,” Rultahn said. “There are Ektal from every province in continental Luskaiti on their way to the Axahtal plantation and the surrounding area. They will all be awaiting us by the time we arrive next week.”

			“And my father has been notified of the conditions for a celebration on my part?” Ichtak continued, needing to see if everything he could think of had come off positively.

			“I have seen to that, my lord,” Rultahn told him. “There is no doubt that he did not enjoy making the alteration, but he has done it regardless. It will be held in just eight days, enough to ensure that your father’s handpicked guests can arrive. We will depart at its end, as you desired.” 

			“All really is well, then,” Ichtak chuckled. “There are no signs of the slightest hitch. My father was quite right in insisting that you are a dependable ally in a difficult situation.”

			“I thank you for the compliment, my lord,” Rultahn replied. “I work well when my cause is a worthy one, and when war is at hand.”

			Ichtak nodded his silent approval to Rultahn, who was busy looking every detail of the map of the Korahnek caverns over yet again. The man was a machine in whatever he dedicated himself to, and his loyalty was much appreciated.

			“What is our best estimate for the time it will take to regain entry?” Ichtak asked, leaning over the map and observing it along with him.

			“The sappers guess they can do it in three days,” Rultahn answered, “but the slave drivers and engineers make more conservative estimates, along the lines of six days. Either way, we shall be able to enter when we arrive on the scene.”

			“And the army has been notified of our coming?” Ichtak went on. There had been a continual army presence at the Axahtal plantation since the Tayohua emerged, and the property had been bought out from under its owners by the state in return for lands in the south of the empire for permanent use as a military base. It was there that the Ektal would converge, preparing for a grand strike into the caves below.

			“They have, and are prepared to house us, thanks to Mazatl’s orders,” Rultahn said. “We will not be found wanting for rations or supplies. The army will provide as much as it can in support of us, in addition to everything the Ektal will bring along to the fight. The Tayohua will soon regret the day they came up out of the depths to haunt Korahnek.”

			Rultahn rose, walking around to a map that hung behind where he sat, and began to gesture to regions as he addressed them, saying, “We will bring cavalry up from the south, and the finest of our guerilla fighters down from the northern border. I have pulled all the favors I could to ensure we will have fine Luskaitian plate mail available for a minimum of ten thousand soldiers, and it is being delivered to the site in five days’ time. Along with ten thousand infantry in plate we shall have six thousand jungle stalkers and forty thousand infantry in normal uniform. Our cavalry will have to remain on the surface for patrol purposes, and to control the possible flight of our enemies above ground, but we will possess over five hundred heavy cavalry and eight thousand mounted horses. Artillery will also be brought north, as one never knows what they will need in a bad situation. Many, many more can be called should the need arise, and in fact, I have already put over fifty thousand more troops on standby. They shall arrive in Korahnek in ten days, ready to reinforce should our initial numbers and strategy prove insufficient.”

			“The armor will be like the twelfth century pieces on display in the Victor’s Way?” Ichtak prompted, somewhat exhilarated at the thought of seeing ten thousand Ektal in the uniform of centuries ago.

			“Indeed,” Rultahn told him, “the ceremonial variety worn by the Ektal palace guard is too lax around the neck, underarms, and groin. For creatures reportedly so accurate, we will need all the coverage we can get to repel their weaponry.”

			 The darts were a problem they had discussed early on. The two sole known survivors from the more than six thousand militia sent to their deaths the past autumn had been instrumental in informing them on how the Tayohua conducted themselves in battle, and the armor had been decided on almost immediately. It would neutralize the threat posed by the poisoned projectiles and lessen the dangers of a hand to hand encounter with the things. There had been no known encounters with the Tayohua in which melee combat was entered, but the fact that the creatures seemed to carry swords, war picks, and other such implements with them into the field implied that they might just do so if pressed to.

			As such, the Ektal pressed into the armored units would be those who had had extensive training and experience in hand to hand combat, and they would be armed not only with rifles and pistols, but with more brutal maces and flails to be employed should the battle grow more personal. In addition, the newly developed flamethrower had been well employed by two groups quick enough to use it in the previous expedition, so several of these armored units would be armed with Ektal special weapons issue flamethrowers. Now, as their mighty, steel-clad line closed with the enemy, they could incinerate large numbers of the beasts with great and sweeping gouts of flame. 

			In addition to their large column of nearly impervious soldiers, their jungle stalkers would be a stealthy answer to a stealthy enemy, making their quiet way out ahead of the army and taking up advantageous positions within the larger oases and inhabited caverns, either using such placement to launch ambushes on the enemy lines of movement or to make use of their sniper rifles in the massive spaces that existed under Korahnek. One group of these jungle stalkers, however, would be armed with flamethrowers, and tasked with seeking out the place where the Tayohua grew or bred. 

			One of the survivors, whose unit, like many, was accompanied by priests, had heard one of the priests commenting on a carving in the ruins they had found being the key to the beasts’ reproduction, and when he had examined it, it had shown the things standing with growth coming from their feet and entering the earth, and in some cases growth coming from their upraised arms and entering the ceiling. These specially armed jungle stalkers were to find these patches or groves of rooted Tayohua and remove them with cleansing flame.

			The main body of unarmored troops would simply be used in mass firefights with the things when their inhabited caverns were reached. By all accounts, it seemed as if most of the combats with these things had been lost because of the Luskaitian troops being taken by surprise, and because of a general lack of numbers, both in the assaulted groups and as reserves or reinforcements. Their new plan allowed for the ambush tendencies of the beings, and for reinforcement should the battles entered by their troops go sour. Their groups would not ever divide themselves in effort to speed up their actions or greatly outmaneuver the foe, who held the defender’s advantage. Instead, they would remain as one giant entity at all times, with no less than ten thousand soldiers being allowed to operate on their own, save amongst the jungle stalkers, who would be trusted in more flexible groups of one hundred or two hundred, with the sole exception of the cleansing unit, which was to be assigned five hundred incredibly experienced veterans.

			Even the sappers and engineers from above would be employed after their duties near the surface were complete, being used to fell the massive crystals that stood in the settlements and demolish the stone structures there. The murals and carvings on the walls had often showed the Tayohua in positions of worship around the things, and anything that could be done to break the spirit of the beasts, Ichtak was willing to do. 

			One of the survivors had told a particularly interesting tale, one in which the slaves brought along by their priests and chaplains, some two hundred of them, had been shackled to one another on the trip down to their camp. Once the travel had stopped, and everybody had sat down for rest, the Tayohua had not come upon them in violence, but had instead attempted to stealthily free the invaders’ slaves. The soldier and a patrol of men had found them at it, and rather than disappearing, the things had called more of their kin into the chamber to take part in a battle, seeming to wish to defend the slaves. Whether the things wanted to free and protect the lesser children of Harak or to simply take the obviously defenseless faction of intruders first, Ichtak did not know, but he would exploit the apparent desire either way.

			There were few lessons that had impacted Ichtak as deeply as the first true strategic lesson Rultahn had provided him, the one that told of terror wrought amongst the ranks of the Lun’deinian defense forces, and the new Imperial High Martial of Luskaiti would not miss the chance to employ such tactics against the Tayohua if he could manage it. At the very least, he would strive to use their desire against them in the most effective fashion possible. As such, he had ordered up over two thousand slaves from the southern corners of Luskaiti, having the Ektal buy the less valuable specimens, like children and the elderly, in bulk from the markets, for use in either luring the beings into favorable assault positions or, should their moods prove appropriate, sacrificing them in view of the things to inspire the kind of horror he had dreamed of placing in his enemies all throughout the past year. 

			Thinking of his slaves after a long mutual silence in which both of the men had been lost in running over their plans in their heads, Ichtak asked, “The slaves are being transported as well?”

			“Yes, lord,” Rultahn laughed. “Two thousand of the sorriest lot the southern provinces could offer up are on trains to Tepek. They’ll be here tomorrow. Then the trucks and carts will take them the rest of the way up to Korahnek. I would not have forgotten the supplies needed for your masterstroke.”

			“Indeed,” Ichtak returned, laughing a bit himself. “I do not know that I would call it my masterstroke, more my own flourish. I believe the armor will prove to be my masterstroke.”

			“Perhaps,” Rultahn said, “but we shall see on the battlefield. It is hard to predict specifics when outside of the conflict itself. And the Tayohua may well have some surprises for us before all is said and done.”

			“They may well,” Ichtak responded in kind, “but they will be crushed all the same. We have Harak on our side and true servants of him under our command. Failure is not an option.”

			“Amen to that,” Rultahn said, a tired but glad expression on his face. 

			The two sat in silent thought for some time, Ichtak running every possible scenario he could through his head about the coming battle, Rultahn mentally checking that everything was as it should be. After a while, they shared some glasses of Canelazo, spoke of the coming week, and agreed to meet the next day to discuss operations in their absence. After a few hours, Ichtak bid the Lord Ektal good evening, though good morning might have been more appropriate, and left the man to find some sleep.

			Winding his way back through the halls of the deserted looking palace and making for his room, he thought of his friends, and reminded himself that their bodies needed to be found and brought back for imperial burials. Then his mind took him to earlier days with the two of them, and it was in absent daydreaming that he entered the hall that opened onto his quarters. He was jerked out of his absent minded state by the figure who stood outside his door. It did not take long for him to place its robed and slightly bent form.

			Thunkahl stood before the entrance to his quarters, watching him approach. He had been trying Ichtak’s locked door when he had rounded the corner, and the look the priest now wore was an odd cross between anger and fear at having been found out. Ichtak approached quickly, anxious to know what the man wanted with him at such an unusual hour.

			“Thunkahl,” Ichtak called to him as he approached, a slight air of threat to his voice, “what has kept you up so late, old friend?” 

			“Simply worry, High Marshal,” Thunkahl replied, his own voice a mask of submissiveness in the face of the angered prince. “I only wish to speak with you about the day’s events, lord.”

			“There are other ways to garner my attention than approaching my door in the wee hours of the morning to try and gain entry without my leave,” Ichtak told him silently. The priest may have irritated him, and he may have resisted Rultahn’s attempts to turn him to their cause, but Ichtak still had a large amount of respect for this man who had taught him so much. His voice, even when slightly cowed, was incredibly effective, and he almost felt sorry for being harsh with the old man.

			“I apologize, your highness,” Thunkahl told him, bowing his head slightly, “but it is my duty to share my religious views and observations with those of the royal line, and that includes you, your majesty. I felt I must make an effort as soon as possible.”

			Ichtak looked the man over, and could certainly find a bit of sadness in the man’s expression. It was the irritation and agitated worry that was also visible there that moved him.

			“You can come in and discuss what troubles you,” Ichtak informed the man, continuing before he could make to thank him, “but you shall leave your foul feelings outside.”

			“It is not toward you that I feel anger, your highness,” Thunkahl protested. “It is Rultahn with whose conduct I take issue.”

			Ichtak looked at him with a face that warned him not to betray that assertion, and then turned to the closed door. He undid the stiff collar of his uniform and pulled out the chain on which he kept the key to his copy of the Bastion of Will as well as the key to his chambers. He quickly inserted the thing into the well maintained old lock and turned it, pushing the door open and motioning the priest in. The man still bowed as he hobbled past on his staff, not having lost his own attitude of respect. 

			Closing the door behind them, Ichtak entered. Thunkahl, despite his age and the long time he had spent on his feet that day, still waited until Ichtak gave him leave to sit to actually take his seat. The prince then sat down across from him, wondering just what worries the priest held that he would have to entertain tonight, and then wondering whether his powers of persuasion were honed enough to make a close ally of the man, though given Thunkahl’s traditional nature in terms of imperial loyalty he doubted it.

			“Now, what is it you wanted to discuss?” The prince began, looking at Thunkahl curiously. “What about the Lord Ektal agitates you?”

			“His straying from the emperor’s path,” Thunkahl told him earnestly. “I have never in my years seen a man who was so loved by the emperor turn so wholly to ignoring his wishes. And worse, he has pushed this attitude off on you, your highness. He has led you to act against your father, whose wish is god’s will. That is not the path the Ichtak I know would take.”

			“I offer you a question,” Ichtak said after a moment’s consideration. “If the emperor is of god, and so am I, how is my word less valuable or flawless than his?”

			Thunkahl thought long before answering. He held respect for the young man, and did not want to hurt him, but he also held a fair amount of nervousness around the prince, and did not want to anger him. At the same time, his question was a fairly complex one, given that he was indeed just as valuable as his father if one followed the logic that all beings descended from Harak, which was, to their knowledge, only the imperial family, were flawless and divine in nature.

			“I do not consider his word to be more valuable than yours,” Thunkahl offered, “but it is more imperative that he have the last word than it is that you do. He is not only more experienced than you, your highness, but he is currently on the throne. The empire would be made weak if the autocratic principle of rule were lost to us, and his power was undermined, even if it was by his son.”

			“What if his opinions are not close enough to the will of Harak to be considered worthy of following?” Ichtak asked. “What if he is wrong in his position, and I can offer a better alternative?”

			“That is dangerous talk boy, and foolish as well,” Thunkahl said quickly. “The emperor has shaped his opinions and rulings to best serve the empire, and he has never gone out of his way to oppose any one of Harak’s teachings.”

			“Not including purging the world of abhumans, I suppose,” Ichtak retorted calmly from his side of the table, a small grin on his stern face.

			“That is an unfair statement,” Thunkahl said. “There has not been true, open war between the empire and any single nation of abhumans in centuries, because it has not suited the empire to do so. However, we have never let the altar sit vacant during the month of sacrifice in all those years. Simply because the Khandaari still possess lands to the south does not mean we will not, either in one sweep or over the course of many small campaigns, purge them at some point in the future. The same can be said of the Tayohua. The emperor simply considers it a bad time for such action to be undertaken, and has therefore taken the approach of simply containing them in their caverns.” 

			“Ah, but they are not contained,” Ichtak told him. “There are disappearances every month from the slave stores of plantations all over the northern half of Korahnek. And beyond any of that, it is taking place on our ground, the blessed earth which Harak expressly says must never be defiled by free abhuman feet if it can be helped. The native Khandaari tribes are next to gone if not wholly exterminated within Luskaiti’s borders. We should do the same with the Tayohua, and soon, before they become the widespread nuisance that the Khandaari became.”

			Thunkahl was quiet for a moment. The prince’s point was quite valid, but he still held to the emperor’s decision. The emperor was correct in this. The containment strategy was far better than sending more troops, even far more experienced troops under more focused command, into the caves to face what they could not fully understand.

			“High Marshal, I understand your desire for their slaying,” Thunkahl said, “but you must realize that the foe that awaits you in the depths is unpredictable and cunning. You have been lured in to a state of vengefulness and blind anger by your grief and Rultahn’s influence. I only suggest that you reconsider your actions. There is still time to call off this new expedition into the tunnels, to remove your claim to the mantle of High Marshal, and to apologize to the emperor.”

			Ichtak sat staring at him for some time, weighing whether to be angry with him or not. The man may have made great strides towards providing him with the grip of the Bastion of Will and Harak’s teachings that he now had, but this was ridiculous, and his temper found itself far stronger than his respect.

			“You overstep your bounds,” Ichtak told him. “I am not blind, nor have I ever been. Rultahn has done nothing to shape my feelings, only aided me in acting on them. And I will not throw aside the expedition into the tunnels. You and my father will simply have to wait until we emerge victorious to see the error in your ways. I pray that you come to your senses then. But until you can speak to me in a sane fashion again, I ask that you leave my chambers. There is nothing you can do to convince me I am in the wrong while we sit here in conversation. If Harak wishes to strike down my efforts, he will do so. Now be gone, and do not return here unless your attitude has become more appropriate.”

			Thunkahl rose slowly, a certain measure of disappointment and sadness on his face as he began to make his difficult way across the room, Ichtak unlocking the door and opening it for him. He made it nearly through the doorway before he turned, his half dead gaze catching Ichtak’s, and spoke.

			“I cannot help but feel that the danger to the imperial seat still exists, your highness,” Thunkahl said, a firm look coming back onto his face. “I do not want you throwing caution aside. Promise me, if only in honor of the time we’ve spent studying and praying together, that you shall conduct yourself with care. The empire would suffer for your loss, Ichtak, whether you have been utterly loyal to the emperor or not.”

			“I thank you for the worry,” Ichtak replied flatly, “but my thoughts lie with Harak. If he strikes me down in the field, then that was his plan for me from the beginning, a fate written out long before I was ever born, or had heard the names of the vile abhumans. Now leave my sight.”

			Thunkahl bowed his head just slightly before turning and hobbling the rest of the way out into the passage beyond the door. Ichtak shut the door as soon as he was clear of it, sliding the first of the locks in place quickly as if worried that the priest would try to regain entry. He then finished locking the door in a more ordered fashion, and turned to finally find his bed and some much needed rest. 

			From outside the door, muffled slightly by the intervening material, Thunkahl’s voice came to him once more, saying just loudly enough to be heard, “Do not let yourself become lost, prince. Your role as a future emperor is far more important than the role of High Marshal, and far above your desire for revenge.”

			Ichtak stopped several paces from the door having heard that, standing still and considering whether he would respond. But Thunkahl’s footsteps could be heard shuffling off, along with the click of his staff on the stone, and he dismissed the thought. It would only make him more agitated than Thunkahl’s comment already had, and for now, he simply wanted to find sleep. 

			Entering his darkened room and closing the door behind him, he looked the shapes of the letters on the door over in the near blackness before making his way to the bed and silently undressing, none of his new letters from Xochitl ever having touched that nigh on sacred spot against the wood of the door which housed his last true remaining glimpses of his friends. As he made himself comfortable and laid down, he knew the relatively few nights until his departure would seem like an eternity, and, prepared for a long time alternating between staring at the ceiling and lying awake with his eyes closed before finally drifting off, Ichtak shut out the darkened room and thought once more of all too promising revenge.
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			The week leading up to Ichtak’s sendoff had been a long and tiresome one, in which little had been done other than the odd meeting with Rultahn giving status updates from out of the north, affirmations of troop numbers from the units on their way to Korahnek, and one to organize the parade that would be taking place at the celebration itself. All this was made up for in full, however, when the day in question arrived. Ichtak had not slept the night before, having been unable to make himself do so, and had used most of the night to don his ceremonial attire, chosen for the occasion to match what Ichtak I had worn when he had declared himself Imperial High Marshal. 

			It was incredibly reminiscent of what the priests wore on days of sacrifice, its large headdress holding many feathers from exotic birds and the piece itself being crafted from gold and turquoise, with similarly made ornate metal bands around his arms, legs, and waist as belts, the band at the waist holding up a dyed cloth which was effectively all the prince was covered by save his headwear and sandals. All along his skin, several priests from the palace had taken up thick red ink and traced ancient designs pulled from Voul and other monuments of great age, their meanings mostly lost to all but the most learned of religious scholars, with the exception to this rule being the revered triskelion, which was often repeated. 

			He also took the opportunity to shave his head clean, in keeping with the fashion amongst Ektal and indeed amongst emperors of old, Ichtak I having always been depicted as such on the few occasions a headdress of some kind did not disrupt the view of his scalp. He had always kept his hair closely trimmed in militarist fashion, but now figured it was time to look the part of not only the Ektal, but the emperor he was often compared to and aspired so grandly to be. The prince had begun to model himself on the old era emperor to a great extent, and this was but the latest of a list of changes which had included details as minute as a diet to match the first Ichtak’s, the prince now being almost wholly carnivorous, with even things like bread being replaced by flat pounded bone meal baked into a kind of tortilla. He also had planned an event for the sacrifices which would be performed that day, taken straight from images of Ichtak I during his imperial coronation.

			When Rultahn had come to fetch Ichtak with an escort of fully uniformed Ektal and they had strode out of the palace through the filled main entry hall, the servants and residents who were not attending the sendoff at the base of Voul crowding in to see the High Marshal off, wild cheers and several mass prayers were issued at the sight of him. Many outside the more highly ranked members of the palace staff and residents had not seen him in years, and the changes that would have already appeared great were accentuated by the costume of the old emperors to the point that he was hardly recognizable, in a grand and archaic way. His father, who awaited them at the front doors, gave him a look which betrayed some pride despite the situation, and Ichtak was glad the man who he had set himself against for the past year still had enough Luskaitian pride and sense in him to recognize the significance of the traditional dress. 

			“Come, High Marshal,” Korzuma told his son as he grew near, falling into the escort with his own group of Ektal guards, “let us get you to Voul.”

			They all descended the palace steps to the small convoy of automobiles set to transport them to Voul, which was as usual headed and followed by trucks into which the main body of the Ektal guards could climb. As Rultahn waved the cars into motion, and they rolled out of the still decorated entryway of the palace, Ichtak looked out over the city below, in the full throes of celebration the likes of which it did not often see outside of the month of sacrifice. He remembered the previous year, when the troops of the Korahnek expeditionary forces had been sent off with much revelry, thinking that now, he would be a part of that honorable procession. Ichtak tried to relax, and to avoid eye contact with his father sitting across from him.
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			The city was alive with military marches, patriotic songs, fireworks, Cheers, and the sound of artillery batteries firing blanks, much as it had been about a year ago. But on the street, things were different. It was Ektal who marched down the roadways, and the Ektal who were carried past in droves on carts. It was a procession of the finest troops in Luskaiti, the finest troops in the world, and the crowd knew it well. Their cheers were wild and prayer was often issued from the pious citizenry of Tepek as the units of black and silver clad soldiery passed them by. 

			In addition to the infantry there were huge columns of cavalry, most of the ‘light’ Ektal variety, which were mounted on horses and in their parade stances, generally carrying banners instead of lances or rifles, though their guns were displayed on their backs. It was the Ektal heavy cavalry, however, which were legend amongst the people and the enemies of Luskaiti, and they were the units that drew the most attention and adoration from the crowds.

			Atop great elephants taken from the less dense jungles and Khandaari borderlands to the southeast in mighty Placalho were set armored howdahs big enough to hold nine men. This included eight Ektal split into four two man teams at tight quarters, with each team set to man a machine gun mounted onto one of the sides of the roughly square howdah, and one mahout, who was used to control the animal, standing next to the firing team in front. The howdah itself was roofed, it’s sloped metal-clad top and sides coming together to leave only a small portion of the gunners visible from the outside. The elephants themselves, in addition to the heavy bulk they bore on their back, wore thick metal plates forged into sloped armor that hung on chains over the more vulnerable portions of its body that would see fire focused on them in battle, such as the head, shoulders, and the beast’s sides. The plating on both these and the howdah was very ornately decorated, as war elephants were a long standing symbol of Luskaitian imperial power and no expenses were held back in equipping one for battle, but of late they had been thickened and more steeply angled to allow them to more effectively stop bullets from enemy rifles. This meant that the elephants had a monumental weight on them, and though these war elephants were trained from birth to bear such weights, along with being bred for size and strength, they still moved at a slow pace when bearing it, especially when not spurred into faster motion by danger and uproar on the field. This did not stop them from being a tremendous sight, however, and there were well over a hundred of them being marched through the city streets that day.

			Also scattered amongst the infantry marching the streets were the jungle stalkers, their uniform only really different from the standard one worn by Ektal infantryman in that weighty and exotic feathers, their colors denoting rank, were placed into the fronts of the more flat topped and peaked turbans that they wore, forming a kind of crest. The stories told of Ektal in action did more than their appearance could ever have done to impress, however, and the citizenry who saw them would tell of the grand occasion for years to come. They remained more silent and stern than the rest of the infantry, bearing only one banner per unit and keeping their veils up, something Luskaitian soldiers traditionally did not do during a farewell parade given that the symbolism of the notion was one of defensiveness and dehumanization in the face of enemies one might face in battle.

			It was down upon this spectacle that Thunkahl looked from atop Voul. He was not displeased with his day’s duties, for any chance to sacrifice abhumans to Harak was a chance he would take, but he did regret that he would not see Ichtak off in person as he mingled down in the shadow of Voul with his guests. They may have parted on less than stellar terms before, but that did not change the fact that he worried for the boy.

			Early that morning he and his retinue of priests, clad in ceremonial attire and followed by a small collection of a handful of Eiden and a dozen Khandaari taken from the borders of the empire, watched over by a comparatively sizable group of Ektal, had climbed the ziggurat and begun the preparations for the day’s events. The group stood ready to tear the abhumans they had brought along to pieces at the signal from below, and Thunkahl only hoped the order would come soon. They had been atop the temple for over an hour, and were still waiting for the arrival of the High Marshal, the time now nearing noon. It would not do to be up here longer than the sedatives of the Eiden lasted.

			There was also some curiosity amongst the high priest and others of the order there to aid him as to why their first sacrifice, a Khandaari noble of some kind from the far southlands, was to be rolled down the front staircase as opposed to the rear, its throat being slit and its heart untouched. Thunkahl had been assured by Ektal chaplains that the thing would still receive proper defilement once on the ground, but such an order had never been given to him in all his years as high priest of Tepek. He kept his thoughts from it as best he could though, trusting the chaplains to do their duty. He stared out over the crowds below and waited for the prince to arrive.
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			On the ground below, many people were doing much the same as Thunkahl, awaiting the High Marshal’s arrival. All around the base of Voul were crowded well to do citizens and great patriots who had made their way from all corners of the province to see the sight of the emperor and the new marshal standing together, sending the whole of the Ektal off to battle. Clustered about the front of the temple, however, around the base of its massive frontal stairway, were several tents put up for cooking and dancing to be done in, around which had gathered a mob of the most wealthy and notable people in the empire. The owners of high grade national ore refineries, automobile manufacturers, and electrical companies mingled with the nobles of high society from all the imperial provinces on the home continent, and some from beyond. The kings and queens of those various provinces stood amongst them along with their families, even more respect afforded them as distant relatives to the emperor. Music played, people cheered the troops marching by in the wide street passing the megalithic temple’s frontal face, and servants swerved in and out of the crowds bearing food laden trays and bottles of strong alcohol the guests had little business drinking this early in the day. 

			When the prince arrived in his small convoy with the backdrop of thousands of Ektal in the street still marching past, there were many cheers, cries, and badly sung songs that flew from the partially inebriated crowd, but nobody dared be seen as disrespectful when the driver of the more elegant car in the middle of the line stepped out to open the rear doors facing them, all of them falling into relative silence as soon as they saw the man make his move. The driver threw open the doors and stood aside respectfully, bowing his head slightly as Rultahn climbed out and moved aside himself, straightening and facing the doors.

			“Korzuma II, emperor of Luskaiti!” Rultahn called as the emperor stepped forth, not only Rultahn but the driver, the Ektal guards getting out of the other vehicles, and many in the crowd saluting. Korzuma then stepped aside, putting the Lord Ektal on his left, awaiting the other occupant of the car.

			“And Ichtak VI, Imperial High Marshal of the Luskaitian Empire!” Rultahn shouted, saluting once more along with all present. There was some amount of surprise on the faces of the crowd, as it was seldom that anyone but priests wore traditional garb at all, with even the emperors only wearing more ceremonial headdresses when they were coronated, and holding to the much more modern uniforms of the present day. The attire was not a disappointment, however, and cries of adulation and welcome followed the salutes as Ichtak left the vehicle, careful not to disturb his headdress or brush it against the roof of the automobile on the way out, and strode towards the crowd, Rultahn and the emperor in tow. 

			There were many more direct welcomes as he walked into the crowd, with everyone from the king of the province of Nihqui to the east to the commissioner of the Tepek City Niquiniitztoz, the military police of the empire, coming forth to greet him. Ichtak acknowledged them, but did his best to push through to the tents, from which he was to signal the priests atop the temple. Throughout all this, Rultahn and a fair number of Ektal did their best to stay within arm’s reach of both the prince and the emperor, their sense of protectiveness not lost in the crowd, no matter how thoroughly Luskaitian and presumably loyal all of the well-known citizens were. 

			Despite making fair progress, Ichtak was stopped by King Melahuac of Korahnek, the man bowing before reaching out to grip his shoulder, unheard of amongst commoners and imperials but a tradition amongst the royalty of Luskaiti. Ichtak stopped and accepted the man’s gesture, intrigued. The king had made it his business to intercept him, and seemed eager to speak.

			“High Marshal, I am overjoyed to have received an invitation to see you off and celebrate your becoming a part of proper society,” The king addressed him, then laughing, “though I will be traveling back just as you leave. I suspect we shall make much the same time on the way up until Korahnek city.”

			“It is good to see you,” Ichtak greeted the man, who he remembered mostly as a generous gift giver, but who he had always recalled as polite. “It has been far too long since we have seen one another in person.”

			“Indeed,” Melahuac said, “and you have grown strong and wise in that time. I thank you for heeding our calls to action. You do not know how much it means to the province to have your aid, High Marshal.”

			The king, seeming to notice the emperor a short distance behind Ichtak at that point, looked to him slightly warily, showing no disrespect, but no trust in the man’s understanding, either. His calls for further intervention in the caves beneath Korahnek had been unanswered, and in his province the people still saw slaves and the odd child go missing. It was harder to convince them that the threat was contained and dealt with than it was to convince those outside the province, who saw this not as an invasion to fix the errors of the first but an expedition to quell a wholly new uprising in the caves. 

			“Greetings, my liege,” Melahuac told the emperor in proper manner, saluting. “I was just informing your son how much his aid is appreciated.”

			Korzuma returned the man’s salute, and nodded his way, but remained silent, keeping his expression neutral. He did not want to appear too opposed to his son’s actions on this occasion, but he needed to keep himself from speaking about the matter to maintain that air of acceptance.

			“And greetings to you, Rultahn,” The king said, pleasantly surprised by Rultahn’s appearance, the two exchanging a salute. “I cannot tell you what a reassurance your continued support of our cause has been. It is an honor to meet you after our long correspondence.” 

			“Many thanks, sir,” Rultahn replied. “You can rest assured your own reports were vital in bringing about this action. We will have your province free of these vermin yet, do not doubt. I have the highest faith in our young High Marshal’s prowess as a tactician and warrior.”

			“I have heard many tales of your ability from the Lord Ektal,” Melahuac told Ichtak. “You truly have come down from above as our first Ichtak given new flesh. I will let you go, however. I do not mean to keep you. Once more, I cannot thank you enough for your service, Marshal, and should you need any reinforcements at all in your struggles, do not hesitate to ask. I will mobilize the whole of Korahnek’s militia if you require the extra numbers.”

			“I thank you for the offer,” Ichtak said, clasping shoulders with the king once more. “Perhaps we shall meet on the road north.”

			“Whether we do or not, please don’t hesitate to stop by the palace for a meal and shared stories upon your return,” Melahuac said, “though I am sure you will have more interesting stories to tell me after such adventures than I will have to tell you. Farewell, then, and may Harak watch over you.”

			With the king of Korahnek moving off amongst the guests again and his immediate path seeming as clear as it was going to get, Ichtak navigated through the last few yards of mingling people with as much tact as he could bring himself to muster in his eager state and finally emerged from the other side of the crowd still trailing Rultahn and the less than pleased looking emperor along with their guards. He made his way to one of the tents that stood behind the festivities and waved one of the servants there over.

			“It is time,” he told the remarkably nervous looking man. “Send the signal to the high priest.”

			The servant saluted and left the presence of the High Marshal and emperor, falling back into the tent to do as he had been told. Ichtak looked to Rultahn and nodded, confusing the emperor slightly, before he made his way up some of Voul’s stairs to give himself elevation over the crowd, making sure to stand off to the side of these much wider steps. Rultahn came forward to the base of the stairs and turned to face the crowd, leaving the emperor to stand with Ektal guards near the tent, looking on curiously.

			“People of the empire,” Rultahn shouted at the fair sized group gathered around, many of them already looking up at the prince, “the High Marshal would like to address his citizenry and supporters!”

			There were some scattered cheers from below, but all quieted when Ichtak raised his hand for silence. He stood there quietly for several moments, taking in the crowd before him. They might all be upper class this close to the temple, but there was not one of them who had not served in the military in one form or another if they were of age to have done so, even if it was primarily to save face in front of others. Many wore their old uniforms, or current uniforms given that a few like the commissioner of the Niquiniitztoz and several generals hailing from Tepek were still in active service. He assumed that they would all hold quite a nationalist and traditionalist background from this alone, even if the fact that they were leaders in Luskaiti, the king among kings in the fields of tradition and nationalism, were set aside. He had planned his words accordingly, and with one last look at his father below he began.

			“Fellow Luskaitians,” Ichtak called out to them, “servants of the empire, I come before you to inform you that a grave threat still faces us in the north, one that has claimed more than six thousand Luskaitian lives. Some of you will know men and women lost in the militia units which were sent into Korahnek years ago, as I did. Some of you will know that it was Lanaxhal, previously High General of our fair empire, who headed the operation, and that it was he who was primarily to blame for its failure. I come here to announce that the containment protocol has been unsuccessful, and that the Tayohua are still at large in the north, a fact the king of Korahnek has stood by for the past year.”

			There was some amount of muttering in the crowd, the rumors having been told widely but the truth now being laid out before them. Could the things have come back? Press releases had reported them buried and scattered after the blasting. Though it had been the reason most Ektal and highly ranked officials gave for their being mobilized, the citizens who cared enough to question it had found the reason hard to believe given the reported success of the containment strategy. The resurgence of something that was reportedly so dangerous within their borders was a worry to any and all of them, and their reaction was one of fear, for if they could come back in the north, what would stop them from spreading to other provinces under the earth? Some eyes turned to King Melahuac if he stood near enough to them, but no one was forward enough to prompt him for more information before Ichtak began to speak once more.

			“The Lord Ektal, our honorable Rultahn Tetocoyan, has pledged his Ektal to my service after our long years studying command together,” Ichtak went on, “and it is with his experienced voice at my side that I will enter the caves with the full weight of the Ektal behind me, and bring an end to this threat below our feet. There shall be no stutter, no slips, and no failure. I will drive these most honorable troops, excellent even amongst the soldiery of our most honorable of empires, into the beasts and grind them to dust. I will enter the caves and avenge those that were lost. And when all is said and done, only ash and rubble will remain to tell of the monstrous presence that once dwelt there!”

			There was a spirited cheer from below, the crowd excited by the young man’s will and drive. It did not take much to excite the Luskaitian citizenry to the thought of war, it having been drilled into them from an early age that the practice was an honorable one, but the prince’s appeal to their sense of loss, their injured national pride, made it all the stronger. Some of them had indeed lost nieces, nephews, even sons or daughters, in the caverns of Korahnek, and those who had not generally had some connection by acquaintance or more distant relation with someone who had. Military service was a must amongst the upper class, and it meant that they had suffered right along with the populace at large when the operation had come to its disastrous conclusion. They were all hungry for closure on some level, and this new High Marshal promised it. 

			Just then, a flare of greenish hue was launched from the other side of the tent, and Ichtak knew the signal had been given to those atop the temple. Some of the crowd looked toward the projectile, but the majority were engrossed in their celebration of the High Marshal’s words. The prince did not let this distract him, and kept his own gaze out on the crowd. 

			Amongst the cheers and hails from below, Ichtak spotted his father, who was not terribly angry, but looked fairly impressed. The emperor gave the prince a nod when he looked his way, then looked back out over the crowd and took in their adulation from the side. Ichtak did not fully grasp the expression, but it seemed one of approval. He did not think it very possible, but that was what he had read into it at that distance. Whether that was the truth of it or not, though, he let it bolster him and went on in his address to the crowd.

			“In honor of our quest for vengeance,” Ichtak shouted, “there are children of Tarakahm atop Voul even now, awaiting their spot on the altar! We shall spill blood to begin this campaign, just as we shall spill blood to end it. And in honor of this divinely guided task, I will initiate this venture with a traditional practice undertaken by the emperors of old.”

			Ichtak turned to await the descent of the first sacrifice, looking up towards the top of the temple far above, and he did not have to wait long. Just seconds later, the body of a Khandaari prisoner was being tossed down the front stairs, beginning a ritual that even most of the priests had forgotten over time. The bloodied form broke many times over as it went on its long tumble, picking up some speed on the steep incline, and there were great cheers as it passed Ichtak’s position and thumped hard into the ground on the street below, rolling several yards before stopping not far from the feet of those more forward in the crowd. 

			Ichtak proceeded down the stairs towards the body, Rultahn crossing to the corpse as he went and waiting for him beside it. The Khandaari splayed out before them was bent and broken at impossible angles after his long and violent fall, the deep slice in its throat looking trivial next to the tremendous damage the rest of the body had sustained. If the people in the crowd were confused as to why the corpse was not desecrated in the way typical of Luskaitian ritual sacrifice, its chest cut open and its heart removed, they became more curious when the Lord Ektal drew an elegant knife from his belt and handed it to the prince, who quickly took the weapon and looked out over the guests present.

			“Children of Harak,” he called, “we go forth to conduct a divine purge!”

			Ichtak then dropped to one knee amidst the new uproar of cheers and sliced open the stomach beneath the Khandaari’s ribcage, hot hesitating in the slightest as he drove his bare fist into the thing’s chest cavity and groped about for the heart, finally finding it in the mass of warm and blood slickened flesh. He tore the thing out, holding it up above him as he rose again. The crowd roared with more excitement and fervor, many people from the more distant streets having crowded in amongst the original numbers present. 

			With the citizenry cheering wildly, Ichtak took the heart and brought it to his mouth, tearing a large chunk of the raw, warm flesh off and downing it. The organ left a stain of red about his lower face, and blood ran down in small trickles from his mouth as he removed the remainder of the thing and held it up once more to show his deed. The crowd was a mixture of silence and shock, most never having seen even the depictions of such rituals in the paintings and sculptures of ages long past. Some, especially the royalty, recognized the gesture, however, and as they began their own cheers and exalted prayers, crying things like ‘The ways of the greatest Harak have returned to us!’, the rest of the group exploded into its own cries of joy.

			“The Ektal shall leave none alive!” Ichtak cried, some blood flying from his lips as he spoke. He awaited the eventual decline in the volume of the cheering before quoting a small passage he enjoyed from the Bastion of Will, shouting, “Suffer no abhuman to walk amongst you, and suffer no nonbelievers to run free in your midst! Bring them all to their knees before the altar of Harak!”

			Having sent the crowd forth fully into cheers once more, and seeing that Rultahn’s exit plan was ready to be put into play, he bowed, spat on the heart that he still held, and threw it to the street below him, its moist impact on the stone making a sick plop. He handed the knife to the Lord Ektal, who saluted him in reverence before taking the thing and wiping it clean, finally sliding it back into its sheath. Ichtak turned to his father, owing this man some form of farewell before his departure, and found the emperor approaching him.

			“You have accomplished much today, boy, even if it was in an act of disobedience,” Korzuma told him. “You have stirred the hearts of Luskaitians. That is the most important mark of greatness a prince can possess.”

			Ichtak stood there as he finished, not sure what to say. He had expected quite an icy sendoff from his father, only civil because others were present. Instead he had gotten a measure of respect. It was not complete admiration or total forgiveness, but it was admiration that he had forgotten his father was capable of.

			“Good luck to you, High Marshal,” Korzuma went on after they stood for several silent moments. “I will await your return, successful or not. When you come home to Tepek, do so with the willingness to talk to me freely once again.”

			“Farewell,” Ichtak managed as his father saluted him. He returned the salute, and with Rultahn giving the emperor a bow, the prince shared a final look of slightly improved understanding with the emperor before turning along with the Lord Ektal to take their leave.

			The pair wound their way with a group of Ektal guards around the crowd, Ichtak waving to the guests and civilians off the streets as they crowded in, calling well wishes out to him and saluting. At the side of the street before them, pulled off from a passing unit, was their grandiose transport out of the city.

			Standing calmly on the side of the street amongst the noise and bustle of the crowd and the marching soldiery was a bull elephant of the Ektal heavy cavalry, the howdah on its back having had its top removed and bearing only the mahout, who looked out to the prince as he approached. The uniform of the mahout and the armor of the elephant were far more decorated than those of the others on the road, and the triskelion over white with a scarlet backdrop were featured far more prevalently in their outfits. A wheeled, sturdy ladder was held in place by two guards next to its side, who bowed their heads at the High Marshal’s approach, motioning him on.

			Rultahn stopped next to the ladder, not just to allow the prince first use of it, but to face the crowd and call, “The Imperial High Marshal rides to war! Hail Ichtak VI, and hail the Luskaitian Empire!”

			The crowd cheered and hailed the prince as he quickly made his way up the ladder and into the Howdah, the mahout aiding Ichtak in his entrance of the thing before saluting him. Rultahn and six other guardsmen climbed up into the howdah after that, making the place rather crowded. That did not diminish the novelty and showmanship of the sight, however. Even Ichtak had seldom ridden in elephant howdahs, and then only on very special occasions. Now he stood atop one meant for a commander, and a whole detachment of the massive cavalry was at his disposal. It disappointed him to think that the grand beasts would not be able to accompany them under the ground. 

			Staying at the edge, Ichtak snapped himself out of the rush of the moment long enough to seek out his father in the crowd below, spotting him in the back, not having moved. Korzuma waved and saluted, and Ichtak did likewise. For now, he was on a mission for vengeance. But he found himself dearly hoping that once he returned, he could mend his strained relationship with the man. He kept his gaze on him as the animal was driven to motion by the mahout and began to plod forward, joining the present procession of elephants on their way down the street towards the north. He waved to the crowds that had come to see him off, but his attention was still on his father when they rounded a bend and were brought out of sight of the great base of Voul and the celebrants in its shadow, including the emperor. Ichtak then turned his gaze forward, thinking of the battle to come and growing slightly anxious as the beast below them padded along, taking them ever closer to the outskirts of the city over the course of some hours.

			“When shall we transition to the automobiles?” Ichtak asked Rultahn after some time, his desire for the coming campaign outweighing his fascination with the powerful but relatively slow animal.

			“A mile from the official border of the city,” Rultahn answered. “Just far enough so that the majority of the populace will see their new High Marshal in his more traditional light before you are whisked away to the field.”

			Ichtak settled in for several more hours of riding, the grand experience dulled by anticipation and longing for the violence to come. Large batteries of fireworks and gunfire salutes doing little to draw his attention, he sunk into the rethinking and reconsideration of his future battles, occasionally talking with Rultahn of the days to come as the evening turned to night and the city was cast into its artificial electric lighting all about them.

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			It was well over seven hours in total before the elephant was traded for an automobile on the night of Ichtak’s departure. It was then several hours of driving before the convoy stopped for rest in one of the towns some distance out of the city. Over the next few days, delays were sparse and speed was well maintained, and all of the troop transports, the prince’s included, arrived at the Axahtal plantation early on the fourth day. The cavalry units would be slower, since the vast majority of them were simply riding the distance to Korahnek on their mounts, but as they were needed for above ground sweeps and not for the underground operations, that was acceptable. Besides, many cavalry of both the Ektal heavy and light divisions were already present from provinces other than Tepek, and the Lord Ektal and High Marshal did not expect they would be needed this soon in the campaign anyway, if at all.

			The plantation house itself was still surrounded by tents and more permanent barracks made out of stone, but the radius occupied by these things around it had been expanded father than it had been on the occasion of the launching of the previous expedition. The Ektal flocking to the site were many, and there needed to be room to house not only all that were to go underground, but all of the cavalrymen, artillerists, and regional commanders, along with all the animals, equipment, and food stores needing appropriate storage facilities. The bustle about the place was much the same, but now silent and experienced Ektal fighters trod the grounds and observed the whole of the place, and Ektal commanders alone sat around the plantation house discussing the situation of things below the earth.

			Ichtak received quite a welcome when coming onto this scene, with all of the jungle stalkers in the camp making their way to the road and hailing him along with the Lord Ektal as he entered. His part of the large column of vehicles carting the Ektal from Tepek into the place stopped before the plantation house, where all of the Ektal commanders stood outside awaiting him. Rultahn exited the automobile first, receiving salutes from the assembled generals, and circled around to let the prince out, announcing him as the High Marshal to the group. Ichtak, wearing a much more modern but still quite well ornamented Ektal-styled uniform, received salutes from the group, and was introduced to each, every one of them being an Ektal general from a different one of the continental imperial provinces. 

			Talqual, a shaven headed older man who wore a handlebar moustache in the style of the emperor’s, was particularly pleased to meet him. He was general of the Korahnek Ektal, and seemed as overjoyed as his king had been at Ichtak’s actions, saluting him a second time when they were introduced and then saying, “It is an honor to meet not only a prince, but a prince with the wisdom to purge the enemies of Harak. Korahnek has needed someone like you for quite some time, High Marshal.”

			“Thank you for the welcome,” Ichtak told him, “but I only do as the faith tells us to do.”

			“Quite so,” Talqual replied, “but even that is heroic in its execution, my lord. The fear of my province at the abhuman activity of late has been great, and the disappearing slaves are growing in number. I feared the worst until your coming was related to us.”

			That, and the warm welcomes of the other generals, all happy to be back in the fight after years of relative peace, had Ichtak more than ready to make his advance. The enthusiasm here was immense, and the high ranking Ektal present, all hand-picked by Rultahn, shared many of his forward traits. Not a man or woman amongst the well ranked, and indeed next to none in the comparatively rank and file, were shirkers or cowards in mood or disposition. They were ready to give everything they had to rid the northern province of its infestation. 

			When introductions had been made, Rultahn turned to the prince and asked, “Shall we tour the camp?”

			“Indeed,” Ichtak told him. “I wish to see that everything is in order before operations begin tomorrow.”

			“Would you take the lead, then, Talqual?” Rultahn asked the general. “I am sure you will know the camp’s layout and functions better than I.”

			“I would be honored, lords,” Talqual answered quickly, motioning out before him and down a row of tents toward a large and fairly new stone building. “Right this way. We will start at the supply house and tour the rest from there.” 

			Ichtak, Rultahn, and all the generals behind Talqual proceeded down the row, soldiers stopping and saluting or bowing at their approach. All of the principal provincial generals serving in the continental Ektal, the Lord Ektal, and the prince walking together was not a sight often seen, and many were shocked by their mutual presence even though they knew that group would be present at the camp. The tents that they passed were all occupied in full, and the newly arrived soldiers were having freshly received ones raised for them all the time along the camp’s edge as they arrived. This was a gathering of Ektal, and indeed Luskaitian troops, the likes of which had not been seen in many, many years, not since the last war with Lun’dei in the south over a decade ago. This was an abnormally large gap of time for the Luskaitians to remain inactive, and the excitement of the occasion could be felt in the air of the place. This was no militia force bolstered by tentative detachments from other military branches. This was an army of Ektal, ready to face either death or victory, and nothing in between. 

			Making their approach to the supply house, they rounded a corner and got a look into its open front. The foundations of the building might once have been the beginnings of a huge barn, and that was close to what it had been built up into structurally. There were no walls within, but also no stables or other clutter. There was only a desk manned by two Ektal near the building’s front, with nearly everything else being occupied by stored materials which included labeled boxes and barrels, guns on racks, and stacked uniforms. Most evident of all, however, were the stacks upon stacks of full plate mail of fine Luskaitian make. The armor was well wrought and easily worn considering its weight, with perfectly fitted joints that did as little as was possible to hinder movement while still being incredibly protective. They were painted in a thick black and highlighted in silver, as was tradition, with red hexagons set about white spaces in which black triskelions were emblazoned having been placed on the large pauldrons of the things. 

			“Nearly all of the plate armor you ordered has come in, as you can see,” Talqual said as they looked the place over. “The last shipment is to be brought in tonight, with more to come for any reinforcements that might be needed later in the week. We also have the twelve gauge scatterguns you requested, lord. Most of them are in the cellar of the building, but we have more than enough to arm ten thousand men should we so choose.”

			“Cellar?” Ichtak prompted, noticing how few of the rifles there were for such a number to be given. “How large are the cellars?”

			“Quite large, sir,” Talqual answered proudly. “About six times the size of the barn interior, stretched out wide beneath us. This is really just a bay to accept truck and elephant loads of supplies. The real space is down there. Believe me, High Marshal, your troops will not be found wanting for good equipment.”

			“Impressive,” Ichtak commented, and indeed it was. All this material had been brought forth to the site in just over ten days, and when considering that most of the armor had to be freshly forged and most of the scatterguns, an oddity in such large quantities, had to be crafted from scratch, it was even more impressive.

			“Thank you, sir,” Talqual said graciously. “We do try to keep the highest levels of efficiency about us. Now, if you would like, you can see some of the troops being drilled in the plate mail.” 

			“Certainly,” Ichtak told him, and then they were walking once more, off around the plantation house in a wide arc, weaving through many different tents and more permanent barracks until they reached the drilling grounds, a stretch of field on which banana trees had once been grown, but which now was a barbed wire and mud strewn mess through which the troops slogged to the shouts of instructors throughout the day. The group occupying most of the space now, however, were wearing the plate mail in which they were to enter the caverns.

			It was a shame, in a way, to see the traditionally designed and highly beautiful armor of the Luskaitians covered in mud as they focused to keep balanced against the weight of their attire and the hard pull of the purposefully wetted ground, as even in a mass produced state the armor still displayed much of the elegance of design that typified Luskaitian metalwork. Still, the men had clearly grown used to their bulk, jogging through the miring mud with little more difficulty than they might have with their great coats and jack boots on, and stomping over barbed wire in the plate as if it was nothing but rather stiff string. Over six hundred of them ploughed their way on through the muck, their armor’s clanking and the slosh of wet ground easily heard from their position. There was a trench dug into the opposite side of the field from which they stood, perhaps two hundred yards off, which had been cut upon a slight incline, and the Ektal were jumping into it in a mock raid as the prince and his escort of highly ranked Ektal reached the edge of the area. 

			The three drill instructors nearest the group turned to see them there and immediately fell to saluting the High Marshal and the accompanying officers, and after returning the salute, Ichtak approached, asking, “How are the men faring?”

			“Incredibly well, for beginners in armored mobility,” one answered. “We have the soldiery more than ready to fight in them, your majesty. They will be quite a sight in action down in the caves, certainly.”

			“That I do not doubt,” Ichtak said, looking out as the men climbed out of the stormed trench and began making the jog back towards their position. He then turned back to the instructors and prompted, “Tell me, have the scatterguns been tested?”

			“Yes, my lord,” one of the instructors answered. “We have tested them on some of the more frail slaves brought up from the south. They are devastating at close quarters, but no surprises there. We expect their effect will be even more brutal in the cramped tunnels below.” 

			“May we see the slaves?” Ichtak asked Talqual suddenly. “I wish to take note of the stock you’ve gotten us before we enter the caves.”

			“Of course, sir,” Talqual told him. “They are a pitiful bunch, as requested. But we will see them ourselves soon enough. They are over near the E barracks, anyway, and there is someone there who I would like you to meet.”

			“Very well,” Ichtak said, turning to the instructors and saluting them again before making his way off with the others. 

			The group cut its way slowly across the camp, making for a set of permanent stone buildings built up near the older wooden slave barracks. They were saluted and hailed by ever more surprised soldiers, and had many vital parts of the camp pointed out to them on the way, from the water pumps drilled down into underground springs after the explorations of the year before to a rather large shed converted into a boot repair stop for soldiers that stayed here on guard duty continuously. As they neared the buildings they were headed for and came closer to the edge of the camp, they saw the enclosures and stables for the horses and elephants set on the brink of the jungle, along with another large enclosure with occasional tarp coverings held up on stilts sheltering parts of it from the sun and rain, absolutely filled with slaves from all corners of the world, from Zameans to Araslevanians and everything in between, though Lun’deinians were the most common. All of them were either quite young, looking upwards of four or five years younger than Ichtak, or very old for slaves, upwards of fifty, which was quite an age for the mistreated stock to attain under the cold and driving eyes of their masters.

			“The barracks are mostly filled with Ektal, and we ran the slaves that were already here out to fill in the wooden structures as well,” Talqual explained as they approached, “so we have grouped them up out here. Less work this way. There are even more here than ordered. I figured overdoing the number would not hurt given their weak disposition.”

			“Indeed,” Ichtak said, looking out over the mob of poor souls, clustered under the tarps to attempt to escape the harsh sun overhead. “They are perfect for my purposes. I need them to be the sorriest specimens they can be.”

			“If I may be allowed to ask, sir, why?” Talqual asked after allowing the High Marshal to observe the broken men and women in the pen. “What use is this stock? They are not going to be much use for any real labor, that is certain.”

			“I will lay out my plans for the things in due time,” Ichtak told him. “For now, let us move on to the barracks and see who it is you want me to meet.”

			“Of course, lord,” Talqual said, looking over to the stone buildings, “she should be back from the expedition now. I must tell you, though, she is quite eccentric. I do not want her less than orthodox behavior to take you off guard, sir.”

			“Really,” Ichtak commented, interested. “Just how eccentric?”

			“She is our lead sapper,” Talqual answered. “Just let her actions do the explaining. You will see well enough when we receive our report from her.”

			The group set off towards the nearby stone barracks buildings, weaving their way through the thoroughly full, closely packed handful of buildings and finding their way to the one marked E. When they stepped through the front door, they found themselves in a fairly small room made to seem smaller by the sheer amount of people that crowded it, along with the stench that filled it. There were more than a dozen soldiers in the room, most crowded around a relatively small central table covered in red and black cylinders and coiled fuses. The smell, undoubtedly, was that of gunpowder and dynamite, and the stacks of the stuff undergoing deconstruction and reconstruction in the hands of the people now milling about in the chamber were everywhere. The people within were incredibly involved in their work, and the entrance of more people into their workspace did not seem to disturb them or strike them as unusual. 

			“Insolence,” Rultahn muttered, pushing past a sapper and coming up to Ichtak’s side several steps into the room. He looked about, a bit agitated, clearly about to show it.

			“I present to you Ichtak VI, Imperial High Marshal of Luskaiti!” Shouted Rultahn, turning the heads of all in the room. There was a moment of stunned silence as everybody within realized the prince of the empire stood in their barracks common room along with the Lord Ektal and as many of the Ektal provincial generals as could fit in the room comfortably, with three still standing just outside the door. Then, salutes were given all around, and several of the sappers bowed low to the newly entered High Marshal. One of these was a small woman, perhaps five or six years Ichtak’s senior, whose silver lined Ektal uniform looked to simply be a splotched black and grey, the dust and powder discoloring it having been further mixed with the singes of countless narrowly missed blasts. The funny notion struck the prince as he stood there that even if she had been expecting a visit from the general and the Marshal, this was probably the most well maintained uniform she had.

			“I apologize, lord,” she told Ichtak in a slightly shaky voice, which he at first thought to be fearful. As her black and grey smudged face came out of her bow and her green eyes, ridiculous looking given their clarity amidst the mess, found his, he thought otherwise. There was no fear there. She had a pair of goggles pulled up around her forehead beneath the bottom of her turban, and the circles about her eyes were quite clear compared to the rest of her face, helping to give her a surprised or interested look, but Ichtak was sure most of that came from the fact that she seemed to keep her eyes open wide, not taking the time to blink very often. 

			She looked at him and the surrounding commanders awkwardly for several moments before Talqual cut in, “Would you kindly tell the prince what your team has achieved in the caverns?”

			“Oh, of c-course,” She said, snapping her head sideways and grabbing a dirtied map off of the edge of the table with jumpy hands. “We’ve blown holes in all the blockages near the surface. All of them are completely gone, c-completely. We’ve widened the tunnels that were cramped on the way d-down with the help of the slave teams, and we got some heavy explosives into the b-big caverns a ways down to move the rubble. Beautiful b-blast, that one.”

			“So, the entryways are all clear?” Ichtak asked as she came to a stop, not seeming set on saying any more about it.

			“Yes, of c-course, all clear,” She said, unable to keep some amount of confusion from her face, as if thinking she had already laid that out plainly. When finally deciding she had not, or just abandoning the thought altogether, she went on, “I am Sergeant Nehetl, by the way.”

			Ichtak, not knowing quite how to respond to such an odd ordering of information, simply said, “Very well. And we shall have no trouble fitting ranks of six to ten men across through the smaller tunnels?”

			“R-right, High Marshal,” Nehetl replied. “We blew up everything. Not quite everything, but everything along the paths. And m-maybe some other things. But not much else.”

			“Of course,” Ichtak said with a nod, amused, but also slightly worried that someone like this was in charge of a unit of people that worked with high explosives. 

			Nehetl unrolled the map she held and began to point out a more wide open spot on it, saying, “This cavern was all crumbled in, and we b-blew it up. So was this one. And, t-this one.”

			“That is enough,” Talqual cut in, silencing her as she made to keep pointing out passages and caverns to declare that she had blown them up. “Perhaps you could dismiss your unit here to their rooms so that we could all speak about the coming campaign together.”

			“Yes sir,” she said, turning to the others in the room and waving them out, most of them already on their way to the hallway that led out to the bunk rooms. As the chamber cleared, the provincial generals that had been forced to wait outside were able to make their way inside, and Rultahn slid up to the table and, being careful to wipe the place clean of as much black powder and debris as he could, set down his map of the cave systems that had been explored. He then straightened and looked to Nehetl.

			“Give me your map, sergeant,” Rultahn ordered, stretching out his hand. His mood had been set since entering the place and being ignored, and he was not the kind of man who found humor in oddities such as Nehetl’s. There was not much in which he could find humor these days, in all honesty. So when his demand came, it was a forceful and cutting one, causing Nehetl to jump slightly as she shakily pushed the thing into his hands. 

			As he shook the thing off to clear the powder build up from it, he asked Talqual, “Are you sure you have chosen the most suitable person for the position of lead sapper, General?”

			“She has her oddities,” Talqual said, looking to Nehetl, who seemed to care very little about the openly spoken criticism, already having picked up a fuse to fiddle with while her hands were unoccupied, “but one could not ask for a brighter mind in the field of the workings of explosives and in the stability of caverns and tunnels. Nehetl, if one wanted a thirty second fuse, how long would they have to cut it?”

			“Ten and a half inches,” Nehetl said immediately, looking up at him with renewed interest, “b-but the half inch is working length for attachment to whatever type of explosive you n-need it for. That is assuming w-we are speaking of Luskaitian made fuse. If we are t-talking about Lun’deinian fuse, we would need twelve and a half inches, but I m-might suggest an extra inch d-due to the uneven nature of the wire’s make. Unless y-you wanted slow burn cotton fuse, but I d-don’t see why anyone would. B-boring, really.”

			“And how about if we wanted to bring down the western half of oasis four without collapsing the east side?” Talqual asked, seeing that Rultahn was still working to mark out the newly expanded tunnels on his map and jot down notes. 

			“Oh, we’d just need about t-two to three hundred long bore holes d-drilled into the walls and ceiling over there, then we’d blast it with little packs of p-powder,” Nehetl answered excitedly. “Just little cylinders a few feet long and no thicker than a p-pen. That’d bring it down. We might have to get a blast shield of rubble up mid-cavern to stop the other side being d-damaged, but we’d need to take samples of the rock first, see how it would work out and all that. B-but what a time that would be. Are we really b-bringing down half of oasis 4?”

			“No, sergeant,” Talqual answered, “the question was merely hypothetical.”

			“I understand, sir,” Nehetl said, looking quite disappointed, and going back to bending and twisting the small fuse coil. 

			The other provincial generals were not quite so good at hiding their amusement as thee stern faced Talqual, one in the back laughing slightly at the conversation’s end, and Ichtak was in the same situation as most in the room, holding back chuckles at the way the woman’s eyes lit up at the thought of collapsing a cavern. Rultahn remained quite composed however, commenting, “She seems learned in the field, at least. High Marshal, let us explain to the generals what part they will play in the coming operation.”

			Ichtak, snapped back into thoughts of their vital mission, stepped forward and began his relation of the duties of those present. Talqual, having served with the elite stalker units himself in his time, was to accompany them into the caverns primarily for the purpose of taking reports from the jungle stalker units and providing commands to those groups which Ichtak and Rultahn were not going to have the ability to manage given their own duties. All of the other generals were to stay on the surface, not only to guard the entrances to the cave networks and ensure there was no escape for the Tayohua through known avenues into the dark pits, but also to accept the units that would continue arriving over the next week into camp and, if necessary, lead reinforcements down into the tunnels for the army that would be operating there. Nehetl and her sappers were to come along as well, for operations in tunnels which had not yet been explored might require their attentions, and because Ichtak had an idea that destroying the large crystals in the caverns would bring some amount of pain to the things given their prevalence in religious art amongst the race, and wanted to put it to the test. The felling of the gemstone pillars like humungous trees seemed to interest her immensely, and she promised it could be done. 

			Then, Ichtak laid out the roles Rultahn and he would play in the campaign, explaining that the armored column would be under his control and that the large army of Ektal infantry not clad in the plate would be given to the Lord Ektal. The two of them would, of course, be together as one force for most of the maneuvering that was to be done in the caverns, but some of their strategies involving city entry and the storming of large and probably defended oases hinged on the two being able to operate somewhat independently of one another. Otherwise, the two commanders would be acting as a team to decide on the direction, purpose, and formation of the primary detachment. 

			The way in which the regiments would move was discussed, as well as the point at which the jungle stalkers would break off from the main body of the force. The key resources of ammunition, rations, and lighting were reviewed, and Ichtak was once more incredibly impressed with how expeditious the Ektal were at retrieving the exact amount and supply of the things in question that were available to them. There would be no problems with anything they would require, be it bullets or simple socks. The army in Korahnek, true to the word of the new High General, was incredibly helpful in bolstering the Ektal’s already excellent supply lines with gear and supplies of their own.

			  Finally, several hours later, the talks ended. After Ichtak and Rultahn had finished their discourse, Talqual looked to the pair and asked, “Would you like to be shown to your quarters, sirs?”

			“Yes sergeant,” Ichtak answered. “Where will Rultahn and I be staying?”

			“We have rooms set aside in the plantation house for both you and the Lord Ektal,” Talqual told them. “They will be less than worthy, to be sure, but they are the best we have on the camp’s premises.”

			“They will do,” Rultahn said. “I expect it will be a while before either of us find any rest given the anticipation of tomorrow, anyhow. Where will dinner be served?”

			“At the plantation house,” Talqual replied. “The servant staff put the kitchens there to good use. It will be a fine meal, I assure you.”

			“Good,” Rultahn sighed, “it has been a long trip.”

			“Let us get up to the house, then,” Ichtak said. “I am ready for a good meal before the dangerous road ahead of us.”

			“Will you join us for the meal?” Talqual asked of Nehetl, looking over at her. 

			“N-no, general,” She answered, bowing to Ichtak and Rultahn as she went on. “I will eat with the s-sappers, sirs. I bid the High Marshal and Lord Ektal g-goodbye.”

			She made her way out of the chamber and into the hall towards other parts of the barracks, taking a bundle of fuses and a deep bowl of gunpowder out with her. Rultahn shook his head, saying, “Would it really have suited any of us well if she did agree to dine with us?”

			There was a general laugh amongst the officers at that, Ichtak chuckling as well. She would have looked a sight amongst the medal bearing and well groomed provincial generals and their guests, but there was something admirable about passing it up to eat with the troops that told Ichtak, more than any of her knowledgeable assertions or displays of fearless attitude, that she was probably the best choice to lead the sappers, despite her less than normal tendencies.

			The walk to the plantation house was more pleasant than the walk about the camp earlier had been, with the heat of the day having died down. Many of the soldiers were setting into large, double ration meals and smoking up the best of their tobacco and cigarettes, knowing that there was to be some action tomorrow, or at least a good possibility of it. Cooking fires were lit in clusters of tents and distributors made the rounds with alcohol rations. It was a more relaxed and calm atmosphere, but the tension and excitement for the coming battle was still there. The desire to fight was high, and one could sense it hidden amongst the jovial and stalwart nature of the soldiery. Tomorrow may have been a danger to be faced, but that did not bother these Ektal, veterans of countless border skirmishes and perhaps even a true military campaign if they were old enough. They stared the danger down with jokes, food, and the odd drunken song, bothered little by the coming expedition, and in fact anticipating it. That was the breed of soldiers the Ektal were, and as Ichtak watched them at ease all about the place, he felt even more certain of his coming victory in the caverns below.

			When Ichtak was shown his room, the old bedchamber of the landowner, he was not disappointed. It was well decorated in the fashion of rural houses, and showed the wealth of the family that had lived here. Ichtak, waiting to be called for dinner, sat down at a small desk set in the corner of the room and pulled forth the letters of Tlalli and Hahln from the right pocket of his greatcoat and laid them out on the thing, beginning to read. He would not let his need for vengeance and his hate for those who had done this to him fall from the heights they had stood upon for the past year, and as he sat scanning the pages again, he knew it really never would, though that did not keep him from refreshing it.
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			After a hearty and traditional meal through which Ichtak stuck to his carnivorous diet and a long night with little sleep, Ichtak found himself dressing in simple and light clothing before the mirror as the sun rose, making sure everything was fairly well fit without being too tight. He then proceeded out into the still darkened house, wearing no more than socks on his feet as he silently made his way through the place and into the kitchen, where Rultahn and two Ektal guards that Ichtak had seen positioned about the house were awaiting him. Upon a table usually used for preparing food for cooking or serving was spread a suit of Luskaitian plate mail, similar to those issued to the Ektal infantry, but studded with turquoise and pure silver as its lining. A great helm with a red and turquoise crest of feathers attached behind the ornamental raised plate that sat atop Luskaitian helms was at the fore of the display. It had been further customized for the High Marshal, the single slit that provided vision having been run across by knives on the left side in the simulation of a scarring or scratching, leaving the gleaming steel beneath the paint showing through. There was also a cape whose black exterior featured a triskelion symbol much like the ones painted onto the pauldrons of the armor, and whose interior was a rich, bloody crimson, folded and resting with the armor. Next to all this was a long shape with a thick mass at its head covered in a black cloth. 

			“Good morning, High Marshal,” Rultahn said, saluting. “It seems a good day to slay the foes of Harak.”

			“It always does,” Replied Ichtak with a smile, and Rultahn laughed a bit. The exchange was mechanical, carried out by two people utterly locked on and focused upon the violence to come, the violence for which they both had yearned for so long. The prince looked with a gleam of eagerness in his eye to the armor spread across the table, asking, “Is it all ready?”

			“We are ready to prepare you for battle, my lord,” Rultahn told him, “if you are ready to don the suit.”

			“Of course,” Ichtak said, having awaited the moment for nearly a year. He stepped forward and turned his back to the Ektal around the table as they began to take up pieces of the armor and bear it over to him to be put on with their aid.

			First to be put in place were the cuisses and greaves about his upper and lower legs, followed by the sturdy boots which came up about the greaves. Thick poleyn plates were then attached about the knees, and the straps and buckles that tightened and held all of these components were bound and locked in place. With the lower half of his body mostly covered, they went for the cuirass, which consisted of two pieces to cover both the front and the back of his torso, and the metal about his neck sitting quite high to protect it. To its lower end were affixed the top of what amounted to a small and thick chain mail and plate studded skirt that wrapped around the very uppermost parts of his legs and his groin. About his waist was wound a thick, black plated belt with a thick and decorative buckle inlaid with a golden triskelion. After this had been clasped in place, and Ichtak was starting to feel the weight of it all, the rerebraces and vambraces of the suit were affixed to his upper arms and forearms, with the spiked couter pieces being snapped into place around his elbows next. Then came the gauntlets, which reached up over the vambraces for a slight distance to provide some layered protection to his wrists, their knuckles brutally serrated and spined. The cape was then reverently unfolded and brought forth, being thrown about his shoulders and affixed about his neck with a silver chain sporting a triskelion buckle. With that in place, the weighty pauldrons were attached, keeping the cape visible but unable to obstruct the movement of his arms. Finally, a coif of cloth padding was placed about his head, and the Helm was brought to him.

			Ichtak took the helm and looked at its face, an unfeeling, featureless plate bearing only the mock scars, before turning it about and lifting it up above his head. It’s somewhat inwardly sloped bottom fit well into the protective neck plating of the suit, and allowed for full turning of the head, though looking down or directly up was difficult. He clasped and unclasped his metal clad hands for a moment, feeling thoroughly immersed in his role. He must look like some king out of paintings from fantastic old ages, he thought, and it would be grand to march into battle leading a host of armored Luskaitians once again, something not seen in the world for centuries. His strong frame was getting used to the weight, though as he took several steps forward in the suit, he realized he might need to use it for a little while to get used to moving fluidly in it.

			“You look positively imperious, my lord,” Rultahn said. The extra height granted from Ichtak’s thick boots and from his ridge and feather crowned helm was great, and having already been close to Rultahn in height, he now seemed to tower above the others present. Rultahn turned to the covered object on the table, saying, “I have a gift for you, an item pulled from the Victor’s Way in the palace with your father’s permission.”

			The covered item was brought to Rultahn by one of the other Ektal, who held it out before him grandiosely. The Lord Ektal took it with care and, gripping it under the cover, removed the obscuring black cloth from it. Beneath was a large headed mace whose head was brutally serrated and spiked, its long hilt an ornately crafted black twist which terminated in a triskelion inlaid with turquoise.

			Ichtak recognized the weapon immediately. It was Miqui, death in the Luskaitian tongue, the weapon wielded in war by Ichtak I. It had been well maintained and even re-forged several times over the course of centuries, but it had lost none of its visceral and violent awesomeness. The core of the weapon was that which had rested in Ichtak I’s hands, and that alone would have made the prince feel attached to the mace on some primal level. Rultahn knelt and offered it up to him grandly, and, taking it in his right hand and lifting it before him, he felt the great weight of the thing. Miqui was a weapon for strong and forward warriors, but fortunately for Ichtak, his training in melee combat, a staple amongst even modern Luskaitians for use in trench combat, and his physical conditioning had made him both of those things over the years, and he turned to swing the thing probingly in the empty part of the kitchen. Its power was immense, and he knew it would be a magnificent weapon to wield should the time come to use it. 

			“I have something else, as well,” Rultahn told him, drawing his attention back from the magnificent weapon to the Ektal standing with him. The Lord Ektal brought a leather bag up from below the table, his gloved hand flipping it open and quickly withdrawing a large, black leather holster containing a pistol.

			“This is a specially forged E91 pistol, with its trigger and guard altered to allow you to easily fire it while wearing the gauntlets,” Rultahn said, opening the holster and sliding the large gun out for the prince to see. “Its grip has been scaled up and its barrel elongated. It is also bearing bullets with explosive tips, a newly developed surprise from the minds in the advancement bureau in Tepek. I figured the best time to debut the things would be now, my lord. It is yours to bear into battle.”

			He handed the finely crafted weapon to Ichtak, its ivory hilt and inlaid carvings of old Luskaitian religious characters marking it out as a true piece of art amongst weaponry. The high Marshal took it in his right hand, switching the mace over to his left, and held the gun level, pointed at a bare stone wall. He flicked the safety off and then back on before testing the fit of his steel clad finger on the trigger. Finding it as functional a weapon as it was beautiful, Ichtak lowered it and handed it back to the Lord Ektal to be placed back in its holster. Looking down to his belt, he slid the mace’s hilt up through a loop and tightened it under the triskelion pommel, its large and cruel head resting against his armored left leg. He then unfastened the belt at Rultahn’s urging, and held it while Rultahn pushed the holster, now bearing its accompanying pistol, onto the thing. When it was fastened once more, the holster sat at his right hip, easily within reach. 

			“I thank you, Rultahn,” Ichtak told the man, removing his helm to look him in the eyes more visibly. “I would not have had the drive to achieve all this without you.”

			“Oh, you would have had more than enough drive,” Rultahn chuckled. “It may have simply taken you longer to find effective ways of focusing it.”

			Ichtak nodded, but gave the Lord Ektal a salute, his helm tucked under his left arm and his right fist making a powerful clang as it struck his chest. Rultahn returned the salute, smiling just slightly. Ichtak lowered his fist and looked about to the other Ektal, who bowed their heads at his glance. Feeling the absence of any breakfast keenly under the weight of the suit and the endless throb of his nerves, he asked, “When do we eat this morning?”
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			With a fine breakfast in the company of the provincial generals fueling him, Ichtak had strode down with Rultahn to watch the mustering of the forces that were to be led into the caves. They stood at the mouth of what had been labeled the primary cave entrance, the one that Tlalli’s unit had entered during the first expeditionary force fiasco. They stood with Nehetl and many other officers including Talqual, but the rest of the provincial generals were coordinating the arrival of the units accompanying them into the caverns, ensuring that six of the ten thousand armored Ektal were placed in the front of the column while the rest were positioned at the back, and that the forty thousand Ektal infantry were positioned between them. Amidst these were placed the two thousand and more slaves along with the chaplains and minders charged with controlling them, and the more than five hundred sappers under Nehetl’s command. 

			The group was so large it would take them hours upon hours to rally in their first destination, the dead ruin for which Tlalli and Hahln had been headed. This had been chosen not only because the High Marshal held high interest in the place, but because it was roughly the center of the mapped caverns, and gave a good base from which to conduct operations. First, however, they had to be completely formed up and the jungle stalkers, of which there were six thousand, had to get well enough ahead of them to make them effective. The last of them were even now flowing off into the tunnels, to be split into six units of one thousand once inside. This was to be the scouting and ambush branch of their operation, and Talqual, set to command them, turned to go as the final jungle stalkers slid into the darkness, saluting the prince and saying, “I will see you in the caves, your highness.”

			Ichtak, in his helmet once more and looking the part of imperial commander, returned the salute, and watched the man as he jogged to put himself out amidst his troops in the cave. Once the final ranks of the leading soldiers had disappeared into the dark, Ichtak turned back to face the army behind him. The thousands of armored Ektal armed with large, bayonet bearing rifles, brutal shotguns, and melee weapons akin to Miqui at their waists dominated the view, though up the deforested hill before them he could see the point at which the columns changed to uniformed Ektal before stretching out of sight, officers weaving in and out and keeping order. It was truly a sight to see, and Ichtak reveled in the thought of them being unleashed upon the Tayohua, perhaps that very day.

			Roughly ten minutes were needed for the quick jungle stalkers to gain their lead, and as soon as Rultahn’s pocket watch told him that amount of time had slipped past, Ichtak stepped forward, the front rank of armored Ektal parting slightly and bowing their heads as he and the other officers moved through them to about five ranks back, where a square of space had been kept clear in the ten wide column for them. Ichtak motioned to Rultahn, who blew loudly on a whistle hung around his neck. A chain of following whistles from officers down the miles long column sounded, urging the Ektal forward. 

			“Ektal of Luskaiti,” Ichtak called out as loud as he could to those about him, “let us cleanse the earth of its poison!”

			A cheer went up amongst the armored Ektal as they tromped onward, carrying them into the large cave mouth and on down into the darkness, lights attached to rifles clicking on all around as the sun’s glare quickly died away. Ichtak was now tracing the steps of his friends, and indeed, the plan was to follow their path all the way to the ruins. He felt ecstatic as the clang of heavy steel boots rang out along the stone passages, feeling the power the force brought with it into the caves. 

			On they went, down into the blackness of the underground. Their steps ringing out all around, their lights igniting the dark, the army trod on without challenge or incident until they reached the rubble strewn remnants of oasis one, the oasis through which Tlalli and Hahln had first passed. The place still rang to the fall and trickle of water, and held the same mist, though many of its mushrooms were lost under mounds of rock, the majority of the lavender glow nowhere to be found. Nehetl and two other officers from amongst the sappers slipped up to the front of the unit and took the lead, directing the column through the easiest parts of the chamber to traverse as the metal clad front line strode ever on, weaving through the open blackness of this now barren and void-like opening in the caves.

			Ichtak found himself once more wrapped up in thoughts of his friends as the nearly forgotten scent of growing fungus came to him again. He thought of Hahln and long days spent sampling different growths and talking over well prepared meals and full pipes. Anger and grief welled up in him to reinforce that which was already present, and he fingered the hilt of Miqui absently as they wandered on.

			The place, even with most of its fungal life gone, still buzzed with the odd sounds of the large insects that roamed it, and the lack of light made it all the more bizarre for the troops traversing it. They were nervous in the alien place, but not afraid. They tramped on steadily, fearing no beast in the dark. The jungles of above held things just as deadly, and even the great pallid spiders, brought out from hiding by the recent blasting, that came up out of burrows to snatch the cricket-like things on occasion scared those that caught sight of them little. Their two foot wide bulk was miniscule compared to the great arachnids that roamed the southern jungles near the old Lun’deinian border, and any interest in the armed men and women of the Ektal was met with fast and brutal jabs from bayonets that left the things shriveled and bleeding. There was little stirring even when, a good distance across the cavern, they laid eyes on several of the salamanders basking in blackness near the few pools that remained, shifted by rock falls and sometimes newly formed by the water coming from above, but still present all the same. They simply wound their wide way about the relatively motionless animals and went on, keeping clear of the water. 

			As the front of the column neared the other end of the cavern, they began to see sprouts of new fungal life coming up through rubble piles, and some mounds of lichen and mold like substances that looked purposefully placed. There was a slowing of the line when two jungle stalkers, hidden flawlessly amongst the rocks on a ridge, signaled the lead ranks of the army with flashlights and slid down the gravel slope to report to the main body of troops. They were motioned through the lines to the High Marshal, and after saluting him, they fell in with the group of commanders. 

			“What news from ahead?” Rultahn prompted them.

			“Tayohua activity around here,” One of them said quickly. “We can spot their tracks in the dust on occasion, these young mushrooms and mold growths speak to cultivation on their part, and there are mounds of the smaller crystals about that were certainly not here before. We suggest the column keep its eyes open, though we have yet to see anything while hidden here on our own.”

			“Very well,” Ichtak said. “I thank you for the information, soldiers.”

			The pair bowed and slipped up through the lines, dashing off ahead of them to catch up with their own unit. The lines went on, and not far ahead, the soldiers did indeed lay eyes on small mounds of the dull purple crystal scattered about amongst the rock. It was odd, but nothing brought fear into the Ektal, and if anything the little heaps drove them onward, the knowledge that there was something foul ahead motivating them more. Rultahn passed the word out to the troops around him, telling them to spread the word that Tayohua had been active in the area all the way down the column. 

			When the group pressed their way into more confined space once more, Nehetl and the group of sappers in the lead fell back to join the Marshal and the Lord Ektal once more, and the lot of them consulted some maps to double check their course as they moved on. Once the route was well refreshed, the sappers moved up again and, when winds or splits in the path came, they directed the group down the correct passages. More oases and open caverns were entered and passed through, with the odd group of jungle stalkers coming forth to report that, though signs of the Tayohua seemed to be about, they had not been spotted. The journey was long, and many stops were made to allow those men in full plate to remove their helms and drink from underground streams or their canteens, though those emptied quickly on this kind of journey. After more than ten hours, however, the group emerged onto the ruins for which Tlalli’s militia had been headed, the domes and crystal pillars stretching out before them little damaged by the blasts from above. There was a lone mound of the smaller gems at the foot of the natural ramp leading to the chamber’s floor, larger than the ones above had been, with a serrated knife sticking out of the pile, hilt upwards. 

			As the armored Ektal began to do as ordered and move off to one side, sorting themselves into six units of one thousand men and another of roughly four thousand over the course of the next hour as the rest of the front lines pushed inward, Rultahn moved to the pile, sliding the knife from its place amongst the gems. 

			“This is an ME 90 combat bayonet,” Rultahn said, looking over at Ichtak. “This is an Ektal blade.”

			He looked closely at the handle, a small tuft of fur set into the base of its hilt catching his eye. He brought it close to his face under the light to get a good look at it before exclaiming, “By Harak, its Tenoch’s blade! He killed a Khandaari whelp with this decades ago and kept strands from the tail with him from that day onwards.” 

			He looked down at the mound and shook his head, kneeling and beginning to shovel the crystal away with his hands. Not far underneath he found what he had feared he would, his old comrade in arms shriveled and dead beneath the unnatural looking stone. He was not as decomposed as he should have been with this amount of time having gone past, but he was clearly gone all the same. Rultahn grabbed him under the arms and pulled him out of the pile, Ichtak watching as he laid the man out and crossed his arms over his chest, placing the dead man’s small but wicked blade in his hands. 

			Standing and looking down at him, he said, “We will burn him, and any others we find, tonight I suppose. They don’t deserve to be put under such strange stone this far from decent places.”

			“Of course,” Ichtak said absently, his mind on Hahln and Tlalli, exploring the possibility of finding them dead once again, now with the added threat of having to face their bodies, shriveled and broken beneath cursed Tayohuan stone. 

			There were several flashes of light from the buildings off before them, and two jungle stalkers were let through the armored infantry to approach the High Marshal, giving their usual salute before one of them reported, “There are two thousand of us all over the chamber already, with eyes on every entrance. If they come in, we will know of it, and signal you to the area through which they have entered. Then we will butcher them from afar.”

			“Excellent,” Ichtak told them. “The fangs of Luskaiti have done well. You are dismissed.”

			The two shot back off into the forest of buildings and crystalline pillars silently, leaving the officers and the stream of incoming Ektal to get themselves organized. 

			It was nearly an hour before all of the plate wearing forward guard made it out into the cave, but it was a silent hour. Nothing unusual had been seen, no flares had been sent up, and no gunshots had been heard. As soon as the armored Ektal were all in and sorted, however, Ichtak dispatched the six officers he had picked for the job to the six smaller units, and the thousand man groups all began to wind off through the cavern, all headed for the six other entrances to take up watch and make protective camp there under the watchful and silent eyes of the jungle stalkers. With them sent to make the area absolutely secure, Ichtak and Rultahn gathered up a few Ektal infantrymen and sent them into the area immediately surrounding them to gather the more dry lichen on the ground, dead chunks of mushroom, and any kind of leather scrap that might have been left amongst the houses. It was not long until they had a fair mound of the stuff built up beside the body of Tenoch, and once it was of sufficient size, Rultahn placed the man upon the pile and bowed his head in silent prayer. His face was not markedly sad, but it certainly displayed simmering anger, and Ichtak knew the feeling. There was also worry there, and the prince understood that, too. Worry that his daughter might have been treated to the same degrading fate, and worry that he would have to come upon her that way. Finding her and giving her a proper sendoff was the right thing to do, however, Ichtak thought. No matter how much it would pain Rultahn or himself to find his companions, it should be done if it could be done. 

			His prayer complete, Rultahn knelt and scattered some mixed pages from a journal he kept in his pack out amongst the more dry parts of the makeshift pyre and brought forth a match. Bowing his head one last time, he lit the papers and stood to watch as the pile was slowly but steadily consumed by flames. When the fire reached a suitable point, and the body of his comrade was wreathed in flame and smoke, he saluted the man, with Ichtak, Nehetl, and the other officers present joining him. He and the prince stood there in silence, looking to the burning corpse and out at the alien cavern and thinking of what they might find, all the while more of their army pouring in behind them, with some of the accompanying provincial generals now finding their way over to them, bowing their own heads when they learned of the loss.

			It was only several hours in, after the pyre had burned low and the whole body of uniformed men and women had made it into the cavern, that Ichtak and Rultahn turned with the rest of the generals to address the soldiery. Ichtak strode forth, taking off his helmet before beginning to speak.

			“Warriors of Luskaiti,” He called out to the group before him, his echo carrying a ways out into the cave, “you have traveled well today. Your officers will now direct you in setting up your camps amongst the buildings. We will sleep as soon as the last of our units have finished securing the ruins. Until then, work hard to make the area safe and appropriate for your rest, and remain ever vigilant. Tomorrow, we slay Tarakahm’s spawn!”

			There was an outburst of cheers and hails from the group, and the provincial generals and the other officers standing about Ichtak strode forward to direct the troops in their choice of camp sites. Ichtak, watching the group begin to slowly disperse, with more soldiers flocking in and joining them in their chains off into the ruins, heard Rultahn, off to the side, say, “What kind of sick beings construct such things?”

			“The beings we came here to butcher,” Ichtak said flatly. “They are as disgusting in habit and manner as they are in appearance, apparently. I can only hope we have enough strength to wipe them out. It would not do to leave them squirming about down here.”

			“Quite,” Rultahn commented. “I cannot wait to see them flail about in their real cities below while they burn. We will crush them with fury they haven’t felt since Harak walked the earth.”

			“P-pardon my interruption,” Came Nehetl’s voice from the side after a moment, “b-but my sappers are all assembled and we would like to get to blasting before the call for sleep is g-given. Our work is quite l-loud, you understand.”

			Ichtak looked over to see the group of five hundred sappers awaiting orders, many milling about with whole barrels full of explosive on their backs or packs filled to bursting with equipment. Sergeant Nehetl seemed eager to begin, and Ichtak was not about to stop that. The armored Ektal were in place by now near the entryways, the jungle stalkers were observant, and tens of thousands of troops now filled the center of the cave. It was safe for the relatively small group to move about. 

			“Absolutely,” Ichtak told her, “but ensure you clear each area of everybody, including hidden jungle stalkers, and perform several last calls before felling any of the crystals. And be sure to operate within reason. We do not want to be buried in here.”

			“Of course, l-lord,” She said, chuckling just slightly as she said, “I’ve not made a m-miscalculation yet.”

			“Good,” Rultahn put in, “see that it stays that way.”

			“I will,” Nehetl said, bowing to the two of them, adding a salute to the High Marshal, and then moving off to join her sappers, all of them itching to get to work. 

			“Pass the word out to the units all about the caves, and get jungle stalker runners spreading the message as well,” Rultahn ordered a passing Ektal sergeant. “We do not want the troops thinking we are under attack.”

			“Yes, sir,” The man told Rultahn obediently, running off to tell the unit defending the behind them first and then off into the ruins, calling out occasionally to those around him in warning. 

			“Your highness,” Rultahn said, drawing a questioning look from Ichtak before he went on, “you must get some rest. You look weary, if I can be allowed to say so, my lord. If you would like to take a bedroll and sleep in one of the domes here next to the entryway, I will oversee the assignment of the troops.”

			“I thank you kindly, Rultahn,” Ichtak said, true sincerity in his voice despite the anger and pain the day had brought along with its satisfaction. “You have lost a friend and a daughter and you still offer me the first rest. I do not think I can accept in good conscience, friend.”

			“I do because it is my duty to do so, lord,” Rultahn assured him, “and because I dearly want to see you wreak havoc amongst the swine in the depths. You are, in truth, my last remaining companion, your majesty. Accept my offer.”

			Rultahn stepped forward and grasped Ichtak’s pauldrons reassuringly. Ichtak nodded, saying, “I cannot thank you enough, friend.”

			“Not at all, lord,” Rultahn told him, motioning a small group of Ektal over to join them. “Aid the High Marshal in getting out of his armor, and find him a bedroll. I want four armed guards outside his chamber at all times, is that clear?”

			“Yes, sir,” Came the conditioned reply, and two were off to go fetch a roll and some guards with enough energy to stand awake for some amount of time, while the rest began walking with Ichtak off towards the nearest groups of domes. 

			Rultahn nodded to the prince as he moved past, proud of the man that the boy he knew had become. He had grown quite affectionate towards him over his years instructing the prince, but the majority of that development had occurred in the past year. Though he did not show it to Ichtak in the most open of ways, he hoped the young man realized it. He thought of him as a kind of surrogate son after the boy’s father had disappointed, in Rultahn’s mind betrayed, both he and the prince. In fact, he had very nearly called him son when addressing him just moments before. As Ichtak disappeared into one of the domes with some of the Ektal, the others taking watch outside, Rultahn straightened and looked out over the cavern once more.

			He knew Ichtak recognized his loyalty, his dedication, but he also saw the yearning in him to impress his father, to win back the support of the man through achievement in combat. He had seen the prince’s long stare out towards Korzuma during their exit from Tepek upon the elephant’s howdah, and the Lord Ektal had found himself feeling something he never would have thought he could feel towards his emperor, which was jealousy. 

			Ichtak had been his pupil for the past years, had been taught how to conduct himself by him in particular, and had saved his life beneath Placalho upon their secret hunt. The prince and his comradeship made him forget about the pain of losing the daughter he didn’t see enough of, and he shared the dislike of the emperor’s policies that would have driven the commander of the Ektal mad had he been forced to bear the distaste for someone he had once revered alone. And to see Korzuma in competition with that made him quite angry, even enraged. It was easy to find fault in the man’s actions as a father toward the prince, easy to point out that he was only about when it meant that he could be seen in a good light or have the desired impact upon his son’s development, and though he knew part of this was because of this somewhat irrational jealousy, he did not care.

			Rultahn began to pace about the charred remains of the pyre with which he had sent Tenoch into the arms of Harak and thought of Tlalli, the prince, and his duty. His thoughts were only ever interrupted by intense scans of the ceilings and walls, and of the dome into which the prince had strode. He may be in a state of some confusion and comparative emotional turmoil, but he would not let something surprise him, his keen eyes always on guard. Ichtak needed protection, and he would not sleep until all defensive preparations were complete and a hundred Ektal stood about his dome. 

			Ichtak, he thought, the notion certainly not a new one in his mind. Now he is a man I could follow as an emperor. No fear, no regret, no pity. He was the machine Korzuma had been when he was young, when he had been the man that won the Lord Ektal over so completely with his virtue and rigid brutality, the man he had been before shock at failure had suddenly turned him to overzealous caution, with bravery and loyalty to inferiors ample enough to send him charging into a huehytakh queen’s strike range to attack. Ichtak could do that and more, he thought, so young and already disillusioned with the guff of modern soirees and associations. He was an up and coming ruler in the mould of the greatest of emperors, the likes of Ichtak I and Axahl II. That was a legacy he could stand behind.
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			Ichtak awoke just over six hours later in the small dome in which he had bedded down, and, knowing from his mood that he would not be able to sleep any longer, ducked out of the simple building and received salutes from the guards outside. Saluting them in return, he looked around the small structure to the stone ramp running down into the cave. It was now absent of most standing troops, every soldier having made their way onto the cavern floor. There was a huge cluster of the armored rear guard, over two thousand, camping and standing watch on and around the large slope, some even sitting about in the mouth of the entry tunnel. All of them were acting as the guards for this primary entrance to the old city, and the rest had been distributed to the center of the place to sleep where they could be more easily called and pushed into operation anywhere they were needed. 

			The comparative light weight of his step and the dull ache in his back and shoulders reminded him of the suit he had been wearing, and, wanting to receive information on the happenings about the ruins, but not wanting to do it in his cotton shirt and trousers, he supposed he should don the armor once more. Ichtak asked the guards about the entrance to his occupied dome to aid him in putting on his suit of plate mail, which had been laid out in the dome next to his and received its own pair of honor guards.

			When the whole of the weighty outfit was clasped into place and he had retrieved his weapons and armored belt from the inside of the dome he had slept in, he strode out and around the building to where the pile of ash that had been Tenoch’s funeral pyre sat. Rultahn was gone, probably asleep himself now that he had seen to the defenses of the cavern being in place, but several officers stood about the area, the Ektal provincial general of Nihqui among them. He was in command of the rearguard, and was surely here to oversee the defense of the main entryway. He saluted Ichtak along with the others as the prince approached.

			“What news do we have from the rest of the city?” Ichtak asked, returning the salute. “Have the jungle stalkers outside the cavern sent any word?”

			“The city remains completely secure, my lord,” The general told him. “The patrols around its outskirts remain uninterrupted and none of the entrances have come under assault. The jungle stalkers from Talqual’s unit have sent word that their search for the spawning ground has not been successful, though they believe they are on track. The others outside the city report some signs of recent activity, but nothing more. The Tayohua almost certainly know we are here, but they have not dared to act on it.”

			“Very good,” Ichtak said, “we will wait two more hours before issuing the call to arms. Then you and the other generals will enact your parts in the plan. While we await that, do you have men to spare?”

			“Well, I can spare a small group, certainly,” The general answered. “What do you need the troops for, High Marshal?”

			“I would like them to search for more of these mounds,” Ichtak told him. “Tell them to uncover any Luskaitian corpses they find and bring them back here to be burned like proper beings. And, can you carry out another favor for me, one striking a more personal note?”

			“Anything, my lord,” The general urged him, “we will do as you please.”

			“I knew two of the people amongst the slain,” Ichtak said slowly, not having often spoken openly about his lost companions, “One, Hahln Cencha, has an old triskelion brand on the back of his head. That will help you find him if he is not wearing his identification tags.”

			Ichtak paused for just a moment, thinking how a stranger might pick Tlalli out, and then remembering what she had mentioned in her last letter to him. 

			“Tlalli Tetocoyan, Rultahn’s daughter, will be wearing an Imperial medal of courage, issued in eighteen ninety-two,” Ichtak told him, the man having pulled out a small, worn notepad to jot the details down. He waited for the man to finish before continuing, “If you find them, please inform me personally. And do not burn them, I have special arrangements made for their remains. Spread the word amongst the soldiery if it is possible. The more that know, the more likely we are to find them.”

			“I will do all I can, sir,” The general said, bowing. “We will have them found before we leave this accursed place, do not worry.”

			“I appreciate it,” Ichtak told him honestly, and then turned toward the ramp as the officers of lower rank shot off with the general to deliver Ichtak’s messages to runners and patrols. The prince strode over, receiving and returning salutes as he moved amongst the tired soldiers, and made is way high enough up the slope to allow a good view of the city below him. Off on the eastern side, many of the crystal pillars lay on their sides, their bases destroyed and their bulk having crushed many houses nearby. The blasting had stirred Ichtak little, so great had been his weariness, though the sappers now remained silent, with the entire cavern on orders to rest in shifts. The quiet, alien place before him, the High Marshal stood and thought about Hahln and Tlalli resting beneath defacing and disgusting crystal somewhere out there in the maze of round stone structures, and hoped they had found good deaths in open battle like true soldiers when their times had come, and had not been cut down in some underhanded ambush. 
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			About four hours later Ichtak and Rultahn stood along with Nehetl and the provincial generals before a passage that led out and down away from the city from the side opposite the main entryway. They were accompanied by the ten thousand heavily armored Ektal spread out all about them, with the forty thousand strong main body of the force grouped up behind this arc of troops surrounding the stock of slaves. The jungle stalkers in the city were still in place, set to remain in position until the army was completely moved out ahead of them, and then make a cautious withdrawal, defending the rear of the force, which this time would have all of its armored units at its head. 

			“The stalkers ahead report that all the tunnels are large enough for our purposes?” Ichtak asked Rultahn once more, needing to be sure before they set out.

			“They are as marked on the maps, my lord,” Rultahn assured him. “There are three entrances to the cavern just ahead of us, making a kind of arc about our side of the oval chamber. The stalkers are already in place within the growth on the other side of the cave. It is up to us to enact your plan.”

			“Excellent,” Ichtak sighed. He turned to the nearby generals, ordering, “You have five minutes to reach your respective detachments. You know what to do when we reach the splits in the tunnels. Remember, restrain your soldiers from entering the main cavern until a flare is sent up.” 

			Salutes came at him from all around, and he returned them, the generals jogging off with their accompanying officers to find their units amongst the crowd. Rultahn pulled forth his watch to judge the time, and once the five minutes was up, he looked to the High Marshal for confirmation, who nodded. Bringing out his whistle once more, Rultahn blew a loud note, and the group about the prince fell into a position amongst the front ranks similar to the one they had held on the first day as the armored mob pressed its way in ranks into the tunnels. 

			Ichtak looked onward into the passage, his eyes narrowed under his heavy helm. He would spill abhuman blood today, of that he was sure. He only hoped he would see fear and panic in them before they met their foul maker. It would do him good to see them suffer for what they had done to Luskaitian soldiers, what they had done to him. 

			The column pressed its way through the tunnels for half an hour before coming to a split in the path. When the column reached it, a two man wide branch of the body of troops parted from the main group and began winding its way through the much more narrow tunnel, the column continuing this split of the lines as it continued to move on down the path. A similar split came upon them on their left no more than ten minutes later, and Ichtak watched as another two wide splinter of the army diverged into that passage, leaving them with a six wide column moving down the central tunnel. The High Marshal knew they were all headed for the same cave, and hoped that, for safety’s sake, they would all draw near the place at roughly the same time. 

			Throughout the hour that remained in their journey to the large cave that lay ahead, there were other passages to be passed by and natural alcoves off to the sides, but all were dead ends. The army kept on the move, not diverting from its course. About half an hour away from the cavern, a slight run of water down the wall on their right formed a small stream which flowed down the tunnel beside them, bringing noise other than their metal-clad stomps into the caves, and as they moved on the passage widened, allowing the troops to reform into a ten wide column as they progressed. It was with some excitement, but also some fear, that they caught sight of lights other than their own illuminating the tunnel as they descended, lights emanating from small chunks of the odd crystalline formations which glowed many times more brightly than any they had seen above. The soldiers kept from touching the things, even avoiding putting their boots down on the ones that were set into the ground if they could help it.

			 Not long after these crystals began to crop up, they came out into a large oval chamber, which was perhaps half the size of the one which held the city above. It held only a few large mushrooms clustered near its walls amongst rocky outcrops of stalagmites, was clear of any collapses, and the stream that ran out of their tunnel, along with streams from several other outlet tunnels, flowed forward to feed a large pool in the center of the room. There were no large insects to be seen in the open, nor were there oversized salamanders to be noticed about the pool, but all around the chamber were comparatively small chunks of the gems that had been seen in the levels above jutting from the wall, usually no more than a foot or so out from the rock in this place. They glowed with an intensity that paled those above by comparison, however, and their electric lights were not truly needed in the cavern unless they decided to traverse the more rocky and shadowed portions of it.

			He pulled aside and Nehetl and the other soldiers of rank helped form up the armored Ektal in the area of the room between the tunnel exit to their right and the one to their left, the ones through which, when the time came, the other Ektal columns would come. They lined the walls, rank by rank, the mass of the group growing thicker as more came in. He and Rultahn, along with a group of armored guards, stepped forth to observe the cave.

			“This is where it will be done?” Rultahn asked, nodding to a relatively flat area out before them on the rocky floor.

			“Indeed,” Ichtak answered, “As soon as the slaves arrive, we will begin.”

			A two flash signal from the light of a jungle stalker came from several yards away, and two previously unseen figures rose from amidst a stalagmite cluster. They approached the High Marshal quickly, being let through the ring of guards to relate their message to him.

			“What news?” Ichtak prompted them as they saluted and bowed.

			“We have slain several Tayohua entering the cavern, lord,” one of them answered. “None have been allowed to escape and report our presence, though we think they suspect something. Either way, there are a thousand stalkers in position amidst the stalagmites and mushrooms on the opposite side of the cavern, and a thousand more either spread out around the covered places on the ground of this place or circling it unseen just outside in the tunnels to swoop in when the time comes.”

			“That is good news,” Ichtak told them. “As you were. We will put the plan into action soon.”

			The stalkers nodded, bowed, and were off, slinking away and soon being lost in the dim clusters of growth and stone. Ichtak turned around to watch the column continuing its entrance, saying, “There is nothing to do now but stay vigilant and wait.”

			“Right you are,” Rultahn told him, taking a seat on a pile of rubble nearby. “Let us have a smoke before the rest of the army arrives, shall we?”

			Ichtak saw no harm in that, and pulled his pipe from a pouch now attached to his armored belt. Now was as good a time to unwind a bit as any, considering the enemy all about and on alert. Ichtak settled in and went about passing time, knowing it would be a long, anxious wait before all was in place to get started.
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			When the sorry looking slaves had all made their staggering way into the cave along with the uniformed infantry, not having been fed at all throughout the day prior and having received only small morsels that morning, Ichtak ordered their drivers into action. The lesser beings were rounded up and formed into spaced out lines one hundred long in the area before the subterranean pond, standing almost a hundred yards out from the armored Ektal when all was said and done. Ichtak then called the attention of the first full unit of a thousand uniformed Ektal to have made it inside the cavern to him and, pointing to the block of slaves, he ordered, “Do as was asked of you, and do not hold back. The lives of your people and the fortunes of your empire stand under threat, and these are naught but corrupt obstacles to reaching safety. Make them suffer!”

			There was some cheering from the more dedicated and fanatical Ektal, but most went about their work with silent seriousness. The slaves were human beings, even if they were lesser human beings, and in the minds of the Luskaitian populace that meant that they did not deserve undue scorn or punishment beyond their necessary service to Harak. But as this was forwarding a goal of Harak, it was indeed service, and they did not hesitate to do as commanded.

			The uniformed Ektal spread out through the ranks of slaves, each man taking a place behind a standing man, woman, or child. There were several long, fairly silent minutes that passed as the group got into position, and then, lifting their rifles, they waited for the final order. Ichtak walked the side of the block, checking to ensure all of the still, frightened slaves were in the sights of a soldier or next to an armed one who could be firing into them at a moment’s notice, then lifted his right hand, dropping it to his side and yelling, “Fire!”

			And fire the Ektal did, putting shots through the lower backs of the slaves before them, sending the pitiful specimens rolling about on the floor and clutching at their stomachs, most ripped open by exiting bullets. There were cries from children and adults alike that echoed along the cave and its many contributing tunnels along with the tremendous roar of the nearly simultaneous gunfire, an absolutely deafening cacophony after hours in the dark and silence of the dead passages they had traversed. The prisoners writhed and called out to one another, and Ichtak watched, satisfied. The Tayohua would not be able to miss the noise, and if they were truly the feeling type when it came to the slave races, they would not be able to resist seeking them out to come to their aid.

			The Ektal were not done, however. They turned and fired once more into any who had not been directly attended to, the slaves still standing, realizing what was happening and pleading with the Luskaitian soldiers or making stumbling, feeble runs off and out of formation. All were gone within moments. As soon as all of the foreigners were brought to the ground and in pain, the soldiers began moving amongst them, kicking them, sticking them in the legs or arms with bayonets, anything to get a noisome reaction out of the stock, hopefully drawing the real enemy closer and into action on behalf of the harmed slaves.

			Ichtak stopped and watched with some interest as the things fought on through the vicious wounds and torturous methods used to kill them, and knew that each moment they continued was simply bringing his goal closer. He would crush the Tayohua today, he promised himself to a backdrop of foreign screaming.

			He had assumed it would be some time before the beings mounted some form of attack, but as he looked out over the cave and saw the movement of pale shapes in the dark upon the wall, he began to think otherwise. Flares were set off by jungle stalkers in the middle of the caverns, the elite soldiers then rushing to relocate to hidden spots after alerting the rest of the chamber. There was a clatter of chitin-crafted armor on rock as the beings poured from tunnels on the other side of the cavern, crawling along the sides of the chamber as quickly as a soldier might jog on the ground with ease. Even still, there was quite a bit of reaction time given the size of the place, and over the minute it took for the things to come forward the uniformed Ektal that were in the cavern pulled back, taking up positions amongst the armored Ektal or amongst the stalagmite clusters to make them harder targets, and taking up their rifles to aim at the swarms of things writhing on the walls. Rultahn joined them, clapping the High Marshal on the shoulder as he passed and saying, “Harak is with us, let us crush the beasts.” 

			Ichtak strode forward amongst the front ranks of the armored Ektal standing in their band about the oval’s walls, shouting, “Stand firm! Have no fear of these abominations and their crude deity! Make them bleed, children of Harak.”

			He then led them in a recital of the prayer before battle, which all within earshot, save the hidden jungle stalkers, joined in on, the things clattering quickly closer all the time. The beasts on the walls let loose shrill cries in strange, otherworldly voices, shaking the understandings the soldiers below had of speech. There was no faltering on either side, however, and in Ichtak’s mind, there was murder on the blank and gaunt faces of the strange things above them. Only one group of them would leave this place today, he thought, and he meant to be the victor in the coming struggle.

			Scattered fire started to be heard from behind, and some of the things above began to fall from their perches, the better shots amongst the Ektal trying to pick them off before they came in range with their darts. They came on, however, moving farther up the wall and even onto the ceiling to weave themselves in amongst the stalactites as cover. Sniper fire tore into them from behind, the many jungle stalkers along the far wall finally letting loose their deadly volleys and dropping many of the beasts from the ceiling, sending them crashing messily to the floor. There were still thousands more, however, when they came close enough to begin unleashing volleys of their own. 

			Blowing upon their pipes, they fired their darts with pinpoint accuracy, though next to none of them worked to the shooter’s intended purposes. Though several unarmored Ektal fell amongst the armored wall, the patter of the small projectiles bouncing off the steel of the Ektal plate mail, along with the fact that none of the armored forms fell after the storm of shots, spoke volumes of the effectiveness of this method of defense. Many impacted the Marshal’s armor, reminding Ichtak of the noise of rain on cheap metal roofing. He did not let revelry in the success of his plan draw his attention from the situation at hand, however, and he lifted his pistol, firing three shots up into the crowds upon the ceiling, two of his targets falling from their spots amongst the stalactites. 

			The other armored Ektal did likewise, the two forces now close enough to one another that their restricted vision did not matter much. Their greater numbers and superior weaponry tore into the Tayohua clustered about on the ceiling, and the noise of darts on metal and gunfire was quickly joined by the sickening noise of many, many bodies slamming into stone from on high.

			The Tayohua, no fools and facing fire from many directions, made for the natural columns and the walls, scuttling and sliding down to land in the midst of the u-shaped formation of armored Ektal. The situation was not good for the abhumans, but they were quick and excellent swordsmen, and soon they were batting aside the bayonetted rifles of the Ektal in armor and forcing them to either be taken in the eyes, neck, or groin by crystalline blades or draw their own brutal steel weaponry, which these specialists in melee combat did with much excitement. As battle was joined and the clash of steel on whatever the crystalline stone was rang out across the chamber, Ichtak drew Miqui, but continued his slaying of the creatures from afar with his pistol until its nine shots ran out. Its ammunition was quite well made, he saw, its explosive shots taking incredibly large chunks out of the scrawny beings and sending them tumbling to the rock grasping at grievous wounds the size of melons.

			It was after he shoved his pistol into its holster and began to stride forward into the thick of the fighting when he saw the first of the armored Ektal from the left and right tunnels, alerted by the light and noise of the battle, spring their trap, pouring out from behind and encircling the Tayohua in a ring of steel clad Luskaitian brutality, some amongst their number bearing wickedly effective flamethrowers that spewed out into the clustered creatures where distance of allies allowed. Spurred on by the turn of events decisively in their favor, Ichtak took his final strides forward and decimated the skull of one of the small beings with a blow from his mace, having taken it off guard. With two more turning in the direction of this large and well decorated challenger, they both surged forward, jagged lavender blades in hand. 

			Ichtak swatted aside the thrust of one and brought his mace back to slap the other’s swipe away, impacting the blade so hard it flew from the second beast’s gaunt hand. With speed and mobility not easily achieved in the heavy suit, he took a quick step forward and placed a spiked, armored knee in the unarmed one’s chest, sending it rolling to the floor, ribs cracked and chest cavity punctured. Ichtak turned on the remaining Tayohua and parried a quick uppercut from the thing’s blade, bringing its hand out to the left and grabbing its wrist with his free hand, locking its sword arm in his strong grip. As it scrambled and pulled to get away, Ichtak raised his mace and brought it crunching brutally into the side of the being’s wide eyed head, sending bluish-black gore spewing all about and caving in the skull of the creature.

			Letting the slain thing fall to the ground, he intercepted another which approached him, blocking the swipe it sent his way with his thick vambraces and gauntlet on his free arm, bringing his mace under and up into the thing’s rib cage and nearly flattening it as he sent the beast into an awkward hop upwards before it tumbled to the ground, dead. He strode through the relatively poorly equipped Tayohua like that, crushing them under Miqui and calling out damnation on Tarakahm on occasion, until, not more than a few minutes later, the Tayohua all lay dead amongst the Ektal, and Ichtak, still thirsty for blood and looking for a foe, nearly swung into a nearby officer as the man came forth to check on him, mistaking him for an enemy in his rage. Gaining his wits and looking about him, he saw that only several armored Ektal had fallen at all, with no more than a score that he could count looking hurt or wounded. 

			He scanned the ceiling and walls of the place carefully before reaching into his smoking pouch and producing a green flare, shorter but more powerful than the red ones utilized earlier. He set it off, watching as it whined into the air and threw all of them under an emerald glow. Not more than twenty seconds later, an answering green flare came back from the jungle stalkers concealed on the other side of the cave, a resounding all clear.

			“We have crushed the enemies of Harak!” Ichtak cried to the cavern at large, drawing cheers from all around. 

			“High Marshal,” Came Rultahn’s voice through the crowd, pushing through the group about him and saying, “we have done it.”

			“Yes,” Ichtak said, “the ‘indomitable’ Tayohua were not much more than vermin to be crushed.”

			“Quite,” Chuckled Rultahn, “and I have even better tidings to give you, lord.”

			“What might that be, friend?” Ichtak asked.

			“The fallen, those struck with darts, I mean,” he began, “they are not dead. They are simply unconscious. There is a good chance the priests and medics can whip something up to wake them.”

			Ichtak stood there for a moment, looking slightly confused, though none could see so beneath his helm, before asking, “Why would they need us unconscious?”

			“For wicked designs of theirs, no doubt,” Rultahn commented. “I would not be surprised if their modes of torture went beyond our own penance chamber services. But it will serve them not at all where the soldiers that have been downed here are concerned, not with all of their own warriors dead and unable to drag them away to horrid fates in the dark.”

			Ichtak thought about what it might mean to be lost in the caves, wakening amongst these strange beings, but then thought better of it, having drawn on negative feelings about Hahln and Tlalli enough that day. He needed to focus now, needed to clear his mind and prepare for the next battles to come, for this was far from over. After a moment’s silence he said, “Rultahn, send runners forward to the jungle stalkers and see what they have to report.”

			“Yes, my lord,” Rultahn told him, moving off to find suitable soldiers for the job.

			Ichtak then motioned the provincial generals up from their places amongst the unarmored soldiers, telling them, “Send one thousand armored Ektal to each of the entryways and leave none unattended. Get the rest to the central cavern to rest and help establish camps. Make sure jungle stalker patrols are always about us in the tunnels, and get the rest of the troop body in here to make camp before the things grow clever and attack from behind.”

			“Yes, sir,” Came their responses, and, saluting the armored, bloodied, mace-wielding High Marshal, they ran forth and began to order their groups into motion. 

			Ichtak turned about, scanning the crowd, and found Nehetl, striding up to her through the mass of soldiery.

			“Yes, H-high Marshal?” She asked as he approached, his helm angled down at her, as far as its neck plating allowed.

			“I will need you and your sappers, as soon as you are ready and the tunnels are reported clear by jungle stalkers, to collapse the passages to our left and right,” Ichtak ordered, “along with any others the provincial generals deem fit for such treatment. They know the maps better than I.”

			“It w-will be done, sir,” She told him. She still held her pistol in one hand, and she absently slid it into its holster before saluting and moving off through the crowd.

			Ichtak walked over to where Rultahn stood, having come back from his speedily accomplished task, and stood next to him, watching as armored Ektal marched off across the chamber in large groups and jungle stalkers came out from their hiding spots all across the cavern and mingled with the other troops, sharing tales and news.

			“I saw the fights back there,” Rultahn commented to Ichtak, smiling sidelong at him. “I daresay you fight like Ichtak I seems to in all his paintings, your majesty.”

			“That was the goal,” Ichtak laughed, taking off his helm. He looked about the cavern, lit up like some arcane night sky, and asked, “How many of these beasts do you suppose are down here?”

			There had been well over five thousand of the things, and Ichtak had honestly expected more. It had been quite a large amount for an ambush party, sure, but it was far too small a host to accomplish much against his own army head on, never mind when it baited them into a bad situation. 

			“No idea,” Rultahn said, “but my guess is that we will find out when we’ve received more reports from the jungle stalkers below us.”

			Ichtak stood there gazing out at the cavern, looking over the dead Tayohua, and could not help but think of his friends, who might well have been dragged away to torment and misery. He dearly hoped it had not been so, but it seemed likely given the poison’s purpose as far as they could tell.

			“Rultahn?” Ichtak prompted after several silent moments.

			“Yes, lord?” Rultahn replied.

			“Let us see the priests and medics and find out how the poison treats the injured,” Ichtak answered, “and let us prepare pyres for the few Ektal who fell in the melee, if we can find the materials, and re issue the armor. They should be burned as heroes. The victory they helped deliver us demands it.”

			“Indeed they should your majesty,” Rultahn said. “We can see to it.”

			The two walked off, both worried about those still lost to them in the caves, whose death seemed assured but whose mode of demise might well be worse than they had ever imagined, even amongst such alien and despicable creatures as these.
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			It was just nine hours after the last of the Tayohua raiding party fell when the main body of the Ektal expeditionary force was on the move once more. The jungle stalkers had come back with incredible news of a massive cavern below, one filled with inhabited houses surrounding a massive, hollow crystal through which a waterfall roared. There was little about the place that suggested true fortifications of any kind, and Ichtak had spent the past hours planning the next offensive with Rultahn instead of resting. It seemed an easy place to capture, but Ichtak was taking no chances. 

			While two huge columns of armored Ektal would march through the two entrances nearest to them openly against whatever lay inside, hopefully drawing all attention their way, a larger column of unarmored Ektal, led by Rultahn, would wind its way about to a third entrance about half a mile down the side of the chamber from the first two entrances, to surge forth sometime after the initial assault. This way, the defenders who pressed into fight the armored Luskaitians would be taken from behind, and, should they attempt to reinforce, a gun line would find them instead of friendly troops in need of aid. Two thousand jungle stalkers were also being put to use, with several hundred surging through each of the cave’s other entrances after the first of the fighting had occurred and taking up firing positions where possible to sow chaos amongst the city buildings. 

			All this was topped off by Nehetl and her squad of sappers, dispatched from the cave they had camped in some two hours ago, who would by now be at their destination planting explosives. They were in a small cave above the city they were headed for, one which was sided by a part of the massive crystal through which the place’s waterfall ran. They were going to blow a hole in the ceiling during the fighting and take a huge chunk out of the crystal, hopefully sending it falling into the subterranean lake below, small gaps in the larger cave’s roof opening onto the floor of tunnels above and allowing them to keep tabs on the battle. The reports of the beings worshipping or praying to the massive thing made Ichtak sure the destruction of such a monolith would be a blow to them, at least mentally.

			Ichtak now moved swiftly along with his armored column, thinking of Rultahn and hoping his group was faring well. It was no more than an hour or two’s march to the place, and the success of the roundabout attack would rest with the second group not making itself known to the inhabitants of the cave too early, killing any scouts that may be located out in the tunnels speedily and stealthily, though jungle stalker units were already supposed to have swept them clean. It was riskier to split the group now, as there could be no doubt in the things’ minds that the invaders meant to kill them outright. Not a single Tayohua had escaped the previous battle, but the creatures had to know what had happened by now. Their city was incredibly close by, and such a large number of dead could not have gone unnoticed. 

			The sappers were in a dangerous position as well, being only in a group of roughly five hundred, but the tight nature of the tunnels leading up above the city and the deserted nature of them would surely aid the unit in staying unnoticed until the time was right. Ichtak ran the battle over in his mind several times, trying to work out the possible responses of the Tayohua, but finding himself unsure. There was a chance that they, not having had the testimony of survivors to relate news of the armor worn by the Luskaitians, would try their luck at ranged assault before attacking with crystalline weaponry, while there was also a chance they would have either seen the attack fail from a distance or have received some deserter that the Ektal had somehow missed, and they would be ready to fight the expeditionary force in melee. Still another possibility was the one of flight, which was why the jungle stalkers were to be loosed upon the city’s rear. If the things tried to flee, they would be slain and thrown into a panic at the thought that they very well could be surrounded by enemies, making them easy prey.

			Ichtak ordered his column split evenly down the middle when the appropriate branch of tunnel came along, double checking his crude map to be sure and then moving on, leaving the other line in the control of several sergeants and the provincial general of Nihqui until they reunited in the city ahead. There was less than an hour’s march ahead of them in the tunnels, and Ichtak’s group was set to arrive first given the greater length of the other passage before it wound its way to the cave before them. He tried to slow them on their move to make up for their tunnel’s shorter distance, but still found himself looking at lavender light ahead before hearing the tap of picks on stone that would tell him it was time to advance, and that the other tunnel was filled with armored Ektal ready to charge. 

			Before him he spotted no guards, though he could not see into the city itself. It lay around a small bend, the light of many glowing crystals and mushrooms casting the dark cave in their otherworldly illumination. The men up front grew more nervous the longer they sat, and Ichtak understood. Every moment could be one closer to being discovered, one closer to seeing pale faces around the corner, but he kept himself calm. It was no more than ten minutes before the tapping sounded from off to their left reached their ears, and they knew it was time. 

			They stomped forward, unable to contain their excitement and anticipation as they surged about the corner and came into view of the strange and alien sea of buildings and bright crystals, the place looking new though they had seen a smaller version of such things above in the ruins. These crystals, shining more brightly than any they had seen before, along with the better maintained and sometimes more extravagant look of the buildings contained within, was far more than they had expected, everything from its lighting to its sheer size daunting them slightly. This did not slow their fearless and thundering advance, however, and there were no posted guards to stop them as they ran through the opening into the city, the second armored unit about twenty yards to their left flowing out and running on as well, the two groups spreading out and merging as they moved. 

			At first, there was no response, but as the group covered the short distance between themselves and the beginnings of clustered buildings, there rose up a roar akin to the one they had heard the day before, loud, intimidating, and unnatural. Out from the city before them ran Tayohua, weapons at the ready, and the sheer rock wall stretching above them up from where they had entered suddenly swarmed with the things as they climbed out of crevices and cracks present there and skittered downward. 

			“Let the beasts come to us!” Ichtak screamed to the army about him, pulling up short as all the other Ektal did the same. “Do not leave the tunnels to be cut off!”

			More and more Luskaitians flowed in as Ichtak, preparing the signal for the rest of the army, launched a red flare he had held ready up into the air, lighting the strange mists of the place in scarlet. He then lifted his pistol, firing into the oncoming Tayohua, dropping four of them with four shots as they closed before tossing the weapon to his left hand and snapping Miqui from its place at his belt, ready to join combat.

			Other Ektal about him did the same, shots from scatterguns and flamethrowers stopping as the beasts made their final approach, and at calls from the sergeants, many farther back directed their fire at the Tayohua behind them, dropping a good number from the wall as they scuttled down. All the while, Ektal continued inward, the earliest of the rapidly skittering beasts from above being battered by branches of the group that had splintered off to each side of the tunnels through which they had entered, keeping the things from darting out amongst the inflowing troops. 

			The clatter of gunfire continued from the center of the group as the first clashes of weapons were heard at the fore, the High Marshal pushing his way onward to bring himself closer to the front lines and the action. It was on arriving there, Miqui swatting aside a particularly small and loud Tayohua, that he realized the attackers on the ground were not all abhumans. Men and women of all breeds stood before him, some Bahadiri, many Araslevanian, and scattered collections of many others as well. But several, Ichtak noticed, looked Luskaitian. They all stood in the garb of the Tayohua, their height generally marking them out from the crowd, and many had their heads shaved in the bald likeness of the things. They bore swords and spears of the same material, and some sported tattoos or war paint of some fashion similar to that occasionally worn by the pallid creatures. They yelled and came on with as much determination as the other beings, and Ichtak found himself hesitating when a Zamean bravely striking out at one of the men beside him exposed himself to the prince, remembering his friends and their uncertain fates. It was not long before he reminded himself that the people before him must all be slaves stolen as war fodder, however, and he quickly dispatched the man with a crushing strike to the back of the head.

			“Slay them all!” Ichtak cried, bashing a Tayohua’s stomach before kicking it away, turning and sending the better part of an Araslevanian’s pulped head splattering through the air with a vicious blow from his cruel weapon. The Luskaitians about him did not seem to hesitate much on doing just that, their offensive grinding away at the enemy with little loss on their own side. Behind them, things went well all things considered, the Tayohua from above only slightly disrupting the inward stream of troops on occasion before the group that had broken the flow was killed or driven off. Developments were already proceeding quite well when the gunfire of many raiding jungle stalkers broke out all across the cavern, most of it distant, but some closer at hand. 

			It was as Ichtak felt himself internally celebrating at the thought of chaos among the rearguard of the beasts that the shock of his life took him. There was a dark man, perhaps of Bahadiri descent to his mind, before him, blade in hand, striking out at him after three of the fungus creature had died in their own attempts. Ichtak effortlessly swatted his sword away with his empty, gauntleted hand, bringing his mace up and over for a crushing downward blow into the man’s face and neck. It was in that moment, no more than a split second in the dim light, that he could have sworn his friend Hahln was before him, his gaze grabbed by this young man’s eyes, those of his old friend, before blood and dead weight took the image from him and sent the familiar form toppling to the ground, rolling away from him. He was shaken, enough to stop his fighting for a moment and look, stunned, upon the shattered body which lay just a few feet away from him. He was gaunt, he was shaven, and his skin had paled slightly due to lack of light, but this man sprawled out dead before him bore a Luskaitian Triskelion burned into the back of his skull.

			Confusion washed over him. He had no idea what to make of it, trying to convince himself he was seeing things. Soldiers about him picked up his slack and fought on with the Tayohua and their allies, leaving Ichtak to stare at the symbol on the fighter’s head. What he had seen could not be. Hahln had been here, fighting alongside the Tayohua. 

			Suddenly, the man before Ichtak stiffened as a stinger was driven up beneath his cuirass, jabbing him in the stomach, its poison sending him to the floor. The prince whirled to face a new threat, a relatively large Tayohua bearing a suit of chitin more full and covering than the others, and holding a staff or spear of some sort terminating in what looked to be a massive, slender stinger. They stood looking at one another for a moment before the being spoke, its odd voice throwing Ichtak off a bit. 

			“They should not have come here in hostility, warlord,” the thing said, barely audible and comprehensible given the surroundings and its alien mode of speech. “They shall pay for the crimes they have committed.”

			It sprang a step forward, stabbing out at Ichtak’s armored face with the spear. The move was a surprise, but Ichtak batted the thing’s weapon aside with Miqui, bringing himself forward over his fallen companion’s body and punching the enemy warrior, about as tall as a human being, in the face with his gloved hand. He was off balance and confused about what he had just seen, about the idea of who lay dead before him, slain by his own hand, but he would not give in to that now. Ichtak summoned up all the doubt, guilt, and rage he felt within him, pledging that he would bring every one of these beasts to an end, and preparing to do what it took to make it so, regardless of what had just happened. That could be dealt with later. For now, there was blood to be spilled.

			Reeling, some dark gore running from its odd nostrils and several puncture wounds left upon its face by the High Marshal’s spiked gauntlets, it fell back several skittering steps, crouching slightly as the angered Ichtak pursued. He slapped another thrust from the thing aside with his free arm, and brought Miqui in from the side, attempting to pulp the thing’s skull. It ducked, sliding beneath the blow and coming up on the other side, ready to strike. Ichtak used the momentum of his heavy strike and let himself fall and slide about a yard on the bloody stone, his gut missing a stick similar to the one the previous armored Ektal had gotten by inches. 

			The Tayohua strode over quickly, lurching out with its weapon, but Ichtak slid about and kicked the blow aside with his left leg, booting the beast in the chest as it came forward with the force of the failed strike and sending it sprawling backwards onto the floor. 

			Ichtak quickly rose from his prone position, as did the creature opposite him, and, taking his mace in both hands and shifting his shoulders beneath his pauldrons, he said, “Your god does not rule this place anymore.”

			With that, Ichtak ran forward, using his momentum to side step an attack from the shaken Tayohua and attempt a powerful sidelong attack on the being’s head. It ducked despite its state, too quick for the blow. Ichtak kicked out in an attempt to trip the thing in its sideways motion, but it avoided that as well, ending up several feet away after a roll that nearly brought it into contact with an Ektal engaged with a Tayohua warrior behind it. 

			As the large Tayohua avoided a sidelong blow from the surprised but wary Ektal, it was surprised when the prince, showing some speed, was upon it as soon as it straightened. It could not dodge the overhead blow coming down at it, nor did it have the leverage or the time for a killing strike at the human’s more exposed areas. It desperately threw its staff up, both hands spread on the shaft, catching the massive weapon. The bones that made up the thing were destroyed by the blow, however, and though the block slowed the momentum of the strike enough for the being to slip out of the mace’s way and backwards once more, its weapon was shattered.

			Ichtak watched as it backed off from him, and as he strode forward to finish it, it quickly brought forth a short sword of crystal from its belt, ducking the swing of Miqui he sent its way and coming up somewhere off to his side. He lunged blindly in the thing’s direction with as much speed and force as he could muster, aiming to drive his armored shoulder into the beast, which he did. It sprawled out and scuttled backwards as the prince thudded into the rock, but Ichtak was quickly back on his feet while the Tayohua grasped at its chest, several ribs probably shattered and its stomach punctured by the serrated spines on Ichtak’s armored elbow.

			Ichtak, seeing that the thing was broken, looked up to see that the fight was effectively over all about them, some armored Ektal standing about and watching them spar as others moved throughout the city to fight the other Tayohua creeping about the place. They cheered as he looked back down at the thing, beginning to walk forward. He stopped, however, when passing the body of what must have been his friend sprawled out on the ground, not an illusion, but still very much present and visible to him. He stared at it for some moments before his helm turned once more to the tall Tayohua gasping on the ground, looking up at him absently with its large, blank black eyes.

			“What did you do to Hahln?” He asked of the thing, fury welling up through every syllable. “What did you do to these humans here? What black practices you must have wrought here in the dark to make such a thing possible!”

			“No witchcraft,” The thing rasped in its strange voice, pausing to cough up black blood violently before continuing. “Just speech and understanding. They aided us of their own free will, as did the others.”

			Ichtak strode forward, lifting his mace and shouting, “You lie, fiend of Tarakahm!”

			“They are too blind to…” The thing began, but its comment was cut short by the obliteration of its head on the part of Miqui. Black gore and wet, bone-like skull chunks splattered satisfyingly on Ichtak’s helm and armor in the back spray, adding to its already slickened and dirtied appearance. There was a chorus of praises for the High Marshal and Harak all around along with cheers, but Ichtak remained silent, glaring at the thing’s corpse. 

			To think it had had the gall to suggest to him his friend was a traitor. To think it had the courage to tell him, a warrior of Harak, a man of godly blood, where he could and couldn’t tread. The servants of Tarakahm were indeed worse than demonic. They were the lowest of the low, the most despicable of beings. But that did not stop Ichtak’s guilt at having struck his friend down from welling up as his gaze found the triskelion brand once more, displayed now but run through with strips and spines of chitin. He had killed him, and even though the Hahln he knew was surely not in him, the man not being whole during the attack, it did not allow the prince to forgive himself for it. 

			Striding over to the body, he knelt, turned the dead man over, and saw what he had known he would see. His friend’s face, though partially shattered, was still recognizable, and his remaining eye was immediately known to him, though it now lacked the life and curiosity it had once held. He took his friend’s hand and gripped it for several moments, looking down into Hahln’s blank and bloodied visage and muttering, “Harak in the world everlasting, we send you and everyone about you the word that a warrior of virtue is on his way home at last. Let him find peace after his sufferings here amongst lesser beings.”

			He had never muttered the prayer of the grieving soldier before, but he knew it well. His voice did not break, and his eyes did not water, even though his sadness was monumental. He was done shedding tears. Blood was his outlet now. He let his friend out of his grip gently and rose, standing at attention and saluting the corpse. 

			Ichtak relaxed after several seconds and looked over to those Ektal standing about him and said, “I want twenty soldiers around this man’s body at all times. He will be brought back to the surface when we return. Guard him with your lives.”

			“Of course, sir,” One of them assured him.

			Ichtak walked out of the circle, Miqui in hand, looking for new enemies, ignoring the salutes he received along the way. Rultahn’s unit was in the cave now, and the jungles stalkers were ravaging the place. The armored Ektal were thundering about, slaughtering those few who remained standing around them. But none near him, it seemed. 

			As Ichtak disappointedly looked about and found no one, deciding that he might have more luck finding Rultahn and moving about with his unit, an explosion of great size rocked the cavern, sending small pebbles falling from the roof all around but blasting a sizable torrent of rock down into the black pool of the lake in the cave’s center. There was a long, low groan of stressed stone and earth, then a splintering crack, and the great waterfall bearing crystal fell from the roof. It seemed to move in slow motion to Ichtak, its great bulk finally dipping out of his vision but making a great splash as it landed in the lake it had fed, sending water flying up out of the lake in waves which rolled out into the city. 

			Ichtak slowed, but did not stop to marvel at the awesome sight. He had abhumans to kill, and he would let nothing distract him from that task while he still drew breath. Throwing a last look up at the hole in the ceiling, he broke into a jog towards the noises of Rultahn’s body of troops, hoping to find enemies there.
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			Ichtak had been disappointed to find no more Tayohua to slay after having linked up with Rultahn, and now stood with the man overlooking roughly a hundred wounded Tayohua that the Lord Ektal’s soldiers had been able to get into binds, as ordered by the High Marshal. They now sat sprawled out on the cavern floor before the two passages they had entered through, injured and exhausted. They were bound for the altar atop Voul back in Tepek, the temple never having tasted Tayohuan blood before. They would make a worthy offering, he knew, but it was hard to keep from having the horrid figures cut down on the spot. Every look at Hahln, who was laid out with the other Luskaitian war dead, numbering just over a hundred, made it an even harder urge to resist. The news that the priests and medics could do nothing for those left unconscious by darts was little relief after the encounter with Hahln, as now it was impossible to assume his companions had suffered a fairly honorable and painless demise.

			“The two other inhabited cities we know of down here are quite sparsely populated, lord,” Rultahn told him. “The jungle stalkers have reported that this was the hub of activity for the entire region. We have yet to find the spawning cavern, but we will in time, I do not doubt.”

			“We will march on the smaller caves regardless, in full force,” Ichtak told him. “I will not risk a surprise show of force by the things and split my army.”

			“I agree with the plan, sir,” Rultahn said, but he was cut off before he could finish his addition of advice, a jungle stalker runner approaching them with some speed. He saluted the High Marshal and Lord Ektal, immediately bursting in to speech.

			“The rearguard in the ruins have found something,” the man told them. “It is the young woman you wanted found, High Marshal. She is dead, buried like the others.”

			Ichtak remained silent, his heart torn once more but almost glad that she had escaped whatever fate had befallen Hahln. Rultahn hung his head low, grasping full well what was meant by the words, though he had not heard the order.

			“She has been uncovered and collected?” Ichtak asked after several moments, his voice low and resigned. 

			“Indeed, your highness,” the jungle stalker assured him. “She is being brought to the surface by a specially assigned team of jungle stalkers as we speak.”

			“You have done well,” Ichtak told him, shaking his head sadly. “She will be under Harak’s sun and moon again soon. You are dismissed. I thank you for the information, soldier.”

			The man bowed low, and then strode away. Rultahn grabbed Ichtak’s shoulder and said, “You have saved me great worry by having her sought out. I had thought it would be better to know nothing of her demise, but with what happened to those the Tayohua stole away, it was different. Thank you, High Marshal. I won’t forget it.”

			“There is no reason to thank me,” Ichtak replied, a sad smile on his face as he looked the man over. “I did what I felt I needed to. Just as you have always done. You have allowed me to crush those who did this to Tlalli, Hahln, and countless others down here in the blackness. I thank you for that, Rultahn.”

			They stood there in silence for some time, Ichtak looking over to Hahln’s body and Rultahn looking out over the cavern, watching the water pour out of the hole left in the ceiling after the blast which had destroyed the crystal and most of the central roof. It was not too long, however, before their silent recollections and prayers were interrupted by Nehetl, who Ichtak had called to him nearly an hour before. She had come up behind them, and her salute and call of, ‘Hail, High Marshal,’ caught the silently grieving men off guard.

			“Nehetl,” Ichtak said quickly, turning about, “I have a task for you and the sapper corps.”

			“Yes, s-sir,” She told him.

			“I need this whole chamber rigged with enough explosive to cave it all in,” Ichtak ordered, a grimace on his face as he looked with disgust on the surrounding domes and crystals. “Tomorrow, when the last of the jungle stalkers leave, you are to set them off. I don’t want a trace of this filth left standing.”

			“All in one g-go?” Nehetl asked, not able to hold back the excitement in her voice at the prospect of it. 

			“If it can be safely managed,” Ichtak told her, his gaze coming back to her, “but be quick about it, regardless of how you do it. I will have more caverns to destroy soon, and I will need your unit there and ready to carry out its orders. All clear?” 

			“Of c-course, lord,” she told him, grinning slightly at the promise of more caverns to destroy. 

			“Then you are dismissed,” Ichtak told her, returning her salute and turning from her as she left. Looking to Rultahn, he said, “You had advice for me before, on the storming of the caverns. What was it?” 

			“Simply this,” Rultahn said, turning to him. “We need to ensure these two are the last before we take our leave of this strange place. We have already done our souls some torment by coming down here. It would be cruel to both our people and ourselves if we left any of these things alive down here to thrive and rise once more in the future.”

			“I could not agree more, my friend,” Ichtak said, reaching into his smoking pouch for his pipe and filling it, finally lighting it as he asked. “Talqual’s unit of stalkers is still reporting to us despite its lack of success, is it not?”

			“Indeed it is, lord,” Rultahn answered. “They sent in a repot just hours ago to the back lines.”

			“Good,” Ichtak commented, drawing on his pipe and offering it to the Lord Ektal, who after some refusal on the grounds that it was the prince’s pipe, was finally persuaded to take it. As Rultahn inhaled, Ichtak said, “I need to know there will be no more of these beings brought up out of the rock and stone down here”

			The two sat there for hours, smoking, talking, and remembering, Ichtak looking off at Hahln every once and awhile, and wondering what his drive would be after he had killed off the Tayohua. He had dreamed of having the chance to do just that for the past year. It was his one joy, his one motivator. To what would he look forward when that was over?

			As he sat there, he found himself troubled by the sad realization that he truly did not know.
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			Hold” Talqual whispered, the ranks of jungles stalkers slinking forth all about him pulling up short as he did, looking out into the dark. There was a faint glow far off down the passage, one of lavender. The general switched of his light, motioning for the others who had them on to do the same.

			The tunnel, immersed in blackness once more save for the distant glow, was filled only with the sounds of breathing and the odd, stifled shifting of feet. All there strained their ears to pick up on any sounds from up ahead, any indications that there was movement of any kind, and slowly, they all realized that their ears had filled with a low, rhythmic thrumming. It was not easy to pick up on, and they had probably become used to it while moving onward in a relatively loud fashion, but it was certainly there, and more perturbing, it was emanating from the space which lay ahead of them. It was unlike anything they had ever heard before, even down here in these caves, and sounded almost like many, many voices joined in some soft, slow, moaning hum. 

			The stink of the area had grown worse as well, their noses being filled with the smell of fungal growth and damp, darkened soil. It was overpowering now, putting the group’s eyes to watering and making some of them clasp their hands over their noses beneath their veils, wondering what on Harak’s earth was producing such a stomach churning smell. None of the great subterranean mushroom groves or crystalline pillars that they had been around before had carried with them any smell so malodorous, and that combined with the noise was more than enough to make the hardened warriors hesitate. They had barely rested at all in their time underground, most having had only a combined four hours’ sleep, and they had been the army’s vital eyes and ears down here. They were exhausted, and that did not help their willingness to charge on. 

			They had slain many Tayohua over the past few days creeping through the tunnels, the little beings attempting much the same style of movement and fighting as they. But none outdid the jungle stalkers, and even within such unfamiliar surroundings, they were deadly foes indeed. It would not do at all, however, to ruin such a string of successes by charging his unit headlong into a trap of some kind, Talqual thought. 

			He stared up ahead for a moment, weighing his options, not wanting to fall back but not wanting to turn away from his vital task. The group had not yet found the spawning chambers, after all, and it would be a disaster if they were kept from finding them by unpleasant scents and unnerving noises. Besides, what sounded like many tones could very well be only a handful of Tayohua. It was nearly impossible to tell with these strange things. Talqual knew he needed to advance, if only to see what lie beyond the curves of the passage ahead, but he also needed a plan, and his options in such a place were limited, as they were the first scouts into these areas. There were no maps to reference and find other avenues of access through which to advance, as his unit had not drawn them yet. So the tired men and women of the jungle stalkers stood there, looking all about them in the blackness, guns at the ready, just waiting.

			Finally, Talqual spoke, ordering in hushed tones, “The first five ranks will advance in silence with me, bayonets ready. Get snipers up here to the front. If you see anything on the ceiling or the walls, anything obstructing the light ahead that is not us, put a bullet through it. If we flash our lights three times back to you once we have seen what lies ahead, you are to advance. If battle is joined ahead, fall back. There is no use losing the whole of the unit in a bottleneck. Attempt to ambush what ambushed us if such a thing occurs, but more importantly, keep exploring these abyssal depths. We’ve no time to lose in crushing the things’ ability to spawn.”

			There were nods from all around, and within moments, Talqual was making his cautious and silent way forward along with his unit. They crept on noiselessly, all praying that the area ahead of them was not occupied by some legion of aware and waiting Tayohua. It was with great trepidation that they rounded the bend, all in low crouches, trying to keep themselves as small and unnoticeable as possible, yet knowing from experience that the keen eyes of these creatures could catch every movement in even the darkest of chambers. What they saw was not what they had been dreading, but it was not a sight that filled them with joy or relief either.

			Just ten yards out from them the tunnel opened up into a cavern of fair size, but with a low ceiling about seven feet off the ground in most places. The room was filled with small mushrooms and moss-like growth, along with countless stalactites and stalagmites. The chamber was filled with a thick mist, but there were no sounds of water anywhere in the area before them. Standing in this fog were elongated figures, their bodies and limbs seeming stretched to abnormal lengths and being planted firmly into the roof and floor of the chamber. 

			They all hesitated a moment, with Talqual being the first of the unit to begin inching forward into the chamber. They all followed, unwilling to show fear in the face of immobile beings, for that is what these seemed to be. They did not turn their heads, did not stir, and did not make any visible motion. As they proceeded out into the cave before them, the jungle stalkers found themselves surrounded by the humming, its source the still beings all about them. About the hands and feet of these things were clustered small growths of lavender crystal, which glowed with a wavering intensity, sometimes quite bright and sometimes barely noticeable. 

			Talqual crept right up to one of the things after no small amount of hesitation, and, his bayonet ready, he turned on his light and threw the thing into total visibility. It was a Tayohua, that much was clear, but its large eyes had a kind of film over them, making them appear grey, and its mouth hung open vacantly, its throat vibrating in its production of sound but the rest of its body remaining utterly motionless. The thing’s fingers and toes had dug themselves into the rock of the ceiling and floor after its limbs had elongated, and they had the look of roots about them, twisting in and out of the surfaces with a flexibility suggesting they were boneless, at least while in this state. They did not breath, and when the general dared to check, he found no pulse, though he was not really sure if the things had much of a pulse normally, either. It did not respond to his presence, his light, or even to his touching of its throat. It was completely unaware of his presence, as were all of the hundreds of others standing absently in the place. 

			They had found the spawning chamber. This needed to be dealt with as soon as possible. The Tayohua could not be allowed to remain a force in the caves here beneath Korahnek, and fire would see to that.

			“Send the signal to advance back to the main body of the unit,” Talqual told the man beside him, not attempting too much silence. “Get them up here and have the flamethrowers prepared as soon as possible. We need to rid the world of these things, and quickly. There is no telling what blasphemies these things might wreak if we leave them here to grow any longer than we must.”

			The man nodded and began to move off, but Talqual stopped him with an outstretched hand, adding, “And do send runners to the High Marshal and Lord Ektal above. They will want to know the chamber has been found.”
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			It had been a longer march back from the city below to the cavern in which their first battle had been fought, but it was not only because of exhaustion from the fighting itself that their pace slowed. Along with the hundred Tayohua captives, they bore back all the bodies of the Tayohua they had slain, some thrown onto small carts built just for the purpose, and others simply strapped to the backs of the Ektal. All had to be brought back to the first cavern, where the corpses from the first battle were already held. The chaplains had a plan for the bodies, a plan to ensure that any spore that the decomposing bodies might give off if left to their own devices was stopped.

			There had been a massive pit dug and blasted into the center of the cave in the hours after that first battle, and it was into this that the arriving Luskaitians tossed the dead. The chaplains, who, along with some jungle stalker rearguard, had stayed behind, had mixed up some form of acid. They had brought several tubs of the materials needed to mix it down on the backs of slaves, and now had several steel barrels of the stuff standing by, ready to be poured in atop the thousands of corpses. Ichtak, standing there and looking the ten or twelve barrels over, did not think it looked enough to even make a sizable pool at the bottom of the wide crater they had made, much less consume thousands of dead Tayohua, but the priests assured him it would work.

			Off to the side of this ever shallower hole were the pyres upon which all of the warriors of Luskaiti which had fallen in the prior battles, and those that had been slain patrolling the tunnels, were being burned. The inward flow of troops was almost done, most of the army now standing in the chamber, and nearly all of the Tayohuan bodies resting in the pit.

			As soon as the troops had had a chance to rest, there would be more assaults on the smaller dwellings about them, of which, as far as they could tell, there were only two. As such, Ichtak stood looking over the Ektal drawn maps of the area, making sure his entrance strategies were fair enough to allow him confidence in his assured victory. He would not lose a battle to the beasts now, not after having crushed them in their largest bastion and having left every trace of it pancaked under tons and tons of hard, unforgiving stone. Rultahn approached him then, saluting as he did so. Ichtak turned to face him, expecting some report, but instead he received a question.

			“My lord,” Rultahn began, “you have ordered Tlalli and Hahln be kept untouched by the flames. I assume you are going to try to have them buried in the palace gardens, as you once said?” 

			“Indeed I am,” Ichtak answered. “I can think of no better place for them.”

			“Nor can I, lord,” Rultahn said, “but the emperor and Thunkahl will be reluctant to bend to the request, I believe. How will we have it done?”

			“I will do it, whether they approve or not,” Ichtak replied, looking away and ending that bit of conversation. He was set on his plan, and would not let anyone tell him where he could or could not put the corpses of his companions to rest. He simply had to hold out hope that his father would bend to the demand after the victory he had so expediently delivered down here in the depths.

			“Well, your highness,” Rultahn went on, changing the topic, “there is something that the stalkers reported to me that I would like you to know.”

			“I trust it is not another false report of Hahln having been found,” Ichtak said, looking back to the Lord Ektal. The slaves had all held triskelion brands of their own, so many who looked like they could have been of Luskaitian descent had been eagerly reported to the High Marshal as being Hahln found at last, not all being privy to the information that Hahln had already been found. It was really starting to fray his nerves.

			“No,” Rultahn assured him, “it is about my daughter, sir.”

			“Yes?” Ichtak prompted him, unsure of what to expect.

			“The jungle stalkers have reached the surface with her,” He told the Marshal. “They say she was killed by a bullet from an Ektal rifle.”

			Ichtak stood there for a moment, unsure of what to think. It was a disturbing revelation, to be sure, but they had witnessed Luskaitians who had left Tepek normal citizens return to fight alongside the Tayohua against them. It was not hard to believe some of those shackled to the Tayohuas’ will had been used to kill the others whose will was stronger. 

			“In a way, that is good,” Ichtak said, looking down at the ground absently. “It means she did not take to the ways of the Tayohua. It means she resisted them. But at the same time, she was killed by an ally, one who was not in possession of their own mind. The entire situation is a black one.”

			“I agree completely, lord,” Rultahn sighed, “	This place is a strange and damned one. I will be all too glad to part from it when we are able.”

			Ichtak thought for a moment, considering whether he should reveal his fears to the Lord Ektal before asking, “Rultahn, have you ever felt directionless? Felt as if the moment might pass and tomorrow might hold nothing of merit for you?”

			“What do you mean, lord?” Rultahn asked him, looking the prince over with true concern, something no one saw often from the man.

			“I have been set on hunting down the Tayohua for a year,” Ichtak responded after a moment of silence, “set on ridding the world of their filth. But we close in on that goal now, as far as we can tell, and I have not the slightest clue what I will work towards next. I do not wish for an imperial seat, for that would supplant my father, but if the empire is not at war, what am I to do? There is no joy in walking the gardens anymore, or looking out over the city. The words of the books in the palace libraries hold no interest anymore, nor does the idea of socializing with the nobles. Even the notion of hunting Luskaiti’s most dangerous beasts has lost much of its draw. The thought of battle is all that excites me now, whether glimpsed from afar or on its front lines. There is nothing that stimulates me more than seeing the enemy fall before us, nothing that has excited me more than the prospect of planning out military action. After I leave these caves, I will find nothing in the world of princes to keep me entertained, or satisfied. I have had my vengeance, but my anger is not gone. There are no battles to be fought on the grounds of the palace, no enemy combatants to outsmart, and no armies to send running from the field in terror. I will be lost, I fear, a stranger in my home.”

			“You speak wisely, prince,” Rultahn told him after considering his words for a moment. “I am reminded of my own youth when I listen to you. Even now, we are not so different in feeling. I am never at home outside of war, your majesty. I never have been, lest it was beyond my memories in childhood. Even as a boy I was an instigator, someone who would start a brawl for the excitement of it, or frame a slave of a crime to see them hung. Violence is a vice when one is exposed to it, my lord, but it is also what makes our world function. Sentient beings are naturally violent, as are all animals. The interplay between nations and races is but a struggle to see which of those sentient beings is most fit to remain. If there were not men like you and I, the world would grind to a halt, and no progress would be made. If there were no military drive to spur on the invention of the engine, electricity, or the development of gunpowder, they would not have been advanced. If there were no drive to protect oneself from his neighbor, there would be no drive to achieve anything, or to prove yourself in anything. Peace, then, is an unnatural thing, something to be avoided, or merely clung to for as long as it suits one to prepare for the next combat. That is what is wrong with our empire today, friend. But it does my heart good to see that the next in line for the throne shares my desire for action and advancement. You will have your share of time to wait, my lord, but you will find comfort in the knowledge that, someday, you will bring this nation to the world and put its best on display in battle, and when that day comes, the earth will fall to us. There is no standing against Harak or his people, and you will remind the world of that for the final time.” 

			He patted Ichtak’s armored shoulder at that, and Ichtak looked over at the distant expression on Rultahn’s face as the Lord Ektal gazed off at the burning bodies to their right. The Lord Ektal seemed quite moved, even more moved, perhaps, than he had been at the news of his daughter’s discovery the day before, and Ichtak found himself deeply affected by the man’s words. He appreciated the struggle the Lord Ektal must have gone through, living a life for nearly a decade without seeing a battlefield, without hearing the burst of massed gunfire, without seeing his foes cast down by his strategies and maneuvers. He understood the man more deeply, now, and knew he had found the key to surviving his own stint in unbearable inaction.

			Into the nearly full pit before them, the chaplains were now pouring their barrels of whatever acidic mixture they had cooked up, with the hiss of the liquid on the flesh of the things being loud and immediate. Foul smelling vapor rose up in large clouds, and the bodies contacted by the stuff wilted speedily at its touch. The two stood there watching the crater for a moment before Ichtak spoke. 

			“When my time as emperor comes,” He said, still looking down at the bodies below with some satisfaction, “neither of us shall be found wanting for conflict. There is no place for peace in Luskaiti until all that stands against Harak and our people is wiped away.”

			Rultahn looked over to him and commented, “Then you shall be the grandest ruler we have had in ages.”

			There was a noise from behind them, and Rultahn was quick to turn, but both realized what the interruption was about when the jungle stalker that had approached them announced, “Lords, good news from below. General Talqual has found the spawning chamber.”

			“Grand,” Ichtak said, truly relieved the thing had been found. “I trust he is to send word to me when it is destroyed?”

			“Yes, sir,” The jungle stalker replied. “He was already putting the torch to the place when I left.”

			“Excellent to hear,” Ichtak told him, “you are dismissed, stalker. I have a task for you, however, if you can be spared.”

			The man nodded, saying, “Anything, my lord.”

			“Take word to the surface that Lanaxhal, the ex-High General of Luskaiti, is being charged by me of abandoning his troops to torture and conversion,” Ichtak told him, “and have that word sent to Tepek.”

			He had not forgotten the once High General of Luskaiti, locked away in a cell for his oafishness. He would see him sacrificed and dishonored for what he had left his friends to suffer through down here.

			Bowing, the jungle stalker left, making his way quickly back out of the cavern. Ichtak looked over to Rultahn and said, “I thank you for the confidence, by the way.”

			“Do not mention it, lord,” Rultahn said, his eyes back on the dead Tayohua. There was now a kind of disgusting liquid making its way up to the highest levels of the bodies, a sludge of dissolved tissue, which was quickly swallowing up the remaining corpses, vapor still pouring forth from it and hisses still filling their ears. Rultahn watched as the last of the things slipped below the surface and the rising of the acidic slop slowed, asking, “What are we to do with this cavern, and all the others?”

			“We will collapse every cavern which holds even the remotest traces of the Tayohua, along with this one,” Ichtak told him, looking about the place with loathing. “They need not be experienced by anything ever again.”

			“Good,” Rultahn said, “it would be a crime to leave them standing.”

			“Indeed,” Ichtak said. “I will not leave the surface undefended again, however. For as long as I have a say in the matter, there will be some kind of guard retinue patrolling Korahnek, ensuring these things never resurface. No one else should be subjected to this.”

			    	“A wise move, your majesty,” Rultahn told him.

			The two stood there speaking for hours, and when they tired, they called for seats, sitting and smoking over the steaming remains in the pit. They talked of how they would handle the coming years, campaigns Rultahn had been on, and campaigns they wished to go on. Maps were brought out and the battles ahead discussed over and over again, more for entertainment than for any worry that they would be bested by the small forces within the remaining Tayohuan strongholds. They gave up the idea of sleeping that night and simply talked, eventually receiving a runner who informed them that the spawning chamber was clear and that Talqual was checking to ensure that none of the surrounding caves were infested, further relief to Ichtak, but also further worry. They had three days at best of fighting left before them, and then he would return to life as a crown prince, war left behind. But, Rultahn would help him pass through it, and he would pray for another chance to show his faith in the face of the enemies of Harak, sooner rather than later.
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			The Ektal had marched forth from the caves beneath Korahnek just two and a half days after the destruction of the caverns of life, what the Luskaitians had taken to be spawning pits, having wiped out the only two cities remaining in the region and leaving Nehetl and her sappers to oversee the collapsing of every sizable cavern in the system, with Talqual and several groups of jungle stalkers being kept on patrol for any further signs of activity. They had emerged to cheers and celebration from the army and Ektal officials present at the plantation, and had had an evening full of revelry, though the much talked about High Marshal and Lord Ektal were very distant during the festivities. They talked alone and retired early, but the soldiers of the Ektal continued to weave grand yarns about the High Marshal’s exploits in battle and command long into the night. 

			The return trip for the Ektal hailing from Tepek had begun the following day, the prince announcing his desire to make an efficient return. They had entered Korahnek city soon after, parading through its streets as conquering heroes before arriving at the palace. Two elegant old coffins were brought forth from a museum in Korahnek city to bear the Marshal’s fallen companions back to Tepek, the use of coffins or caskets almost unheard of amongst the commoners of Luskaiti, and though Ichtak had felt inclined to accept King Melahuac’s invitation to dinner, he did not take him up on his offer to stay on for a few days to tour the city and meet his daughters. He did not feel like delaying his trip to Tepek, or taking the lord of the city up on what was clearly an attempt at royal matchmaking. He was not ready for romance of any kind, whether it be with princesses of Korahnek or Xochitl in the far south, nor was he prepared to delay himself in Korahnek past looking at the imperial relics held in the king’s palace. He needed to arrive home and see to the last of those who had wronged him and the nation, Lanaxhal.

			So it was that on the fourth morning after their leaving the caves the group drove into Tepek, getting a distance in amidst the screaming and banner waving crowds before the prince and Lord Ektal got out of their automobile and mounted an elephant, similarly decorated to the one upon which they had made their exit. They then proceeded along the way up the main routes of Tepek leading toward the base of Voul and their royal reception. The Tayohua, or at least those of the one hundred that could still walk, were forced out of their caged truck and marched behind the prince’s elephant, surrounded by plate armored Luskaitians, the crowds throwing filth and stones at them as they passed. Displayed to the sides of the great beast were the two coffins, draped over with Luskaitian imperial flags, and born aloft by groups of armored Ektal. The High Marshal himself wore his suit of impressive plate mail, cleaned of the Tayohua ichor which had coated it, along with Miqui at his waist, and the crowds hailed him wildly as he passed, calling out the praises of the victorious crown prince.

			The city had been decorated for the event, with banners flying from even more buildings and streetlights than was usual even amongst the nationalist populace of the empire, and planes soaring in formation overhead that drug banners reading things along the lines of ‘The High Marshal Victorious!’ and ‘The Children of Tarakahm Stand Humiliated!’. Citizens held signs of welcome to the soldiers and salutes were given by some as they passed, others throwing flowers or even Luskaitian tomin, the currency for the empire, into the paths of the troops. The city had not seen such festivities for years, and had not welcomed a High Marshal back from campaign in ages. Ichtak was satisfied with the welcome, and it made him feel accomplished, but it was a hollow feeling, and he knew that. It would take real combat to bring him back to true satisfaction once more now that he had tasted its intoxicating sting. 

			It was with a mix of disappointment and warm familiarity that the prince finally, after a couple hours on the move, rounded a curve and found himself before the base of Voul, knowing that religious fulfilment and revenge were on the way but also realizing that his expedition really had come to an end. The flat square before it was free of people, the crowds held back by Niquiniitztoz officers. The only exceptions to this were a group of armed Ektal and a figure in the middle of this formation which could only be Korzuma II. They stood awaiting the column at the base of the thing, and the mahout ensured the elephant came to a halt just before the men, the High Marshal being the first to take himself from the howdah. 

			As Ichtak stepped from the ladder and turned to face the group assembled to meet them, his father stepped forth, smiling, and saluted him, saying, “You have succeeded where I thought you would fail, High Marshal, and done so in record time. And your reports of the Tayohua remaining below have not gone ignored. I welcome you back with due apologies, my boy, and hope you will be satisfied in your return.” 

			Ichtak returned the salute he had been given, somewhat surprised by the change in mood. Rultahn, reaching the ground, looked at the emperor blankly, doing his best to hide distaste. The man was capitalizing on his son’s success by welcoming him back in glory, he thought, perhaps thinking to put forth the image that he had been an encourager of the expedition. He removed his gaze from the emperor, worried he could not prevent a certain measure of disappointed disgust from seeping through. Whether Korzuma meant to capitalize on his son’s success or not, Ichtak suspected nothing, and was simply glad his father did not look disapprovingly on him in this moment.

			“You two have brought quite the catch with you,” The emperor told them, looking past them to the Tayohua, who were already being marched over to the steps of the great temple to begin their long ascent, “and I will supplement it. I have twenty Eiden from the northern border ready to be slain atop Voul, along with a familiar figure you’ve recently brought to my attention as a betrayer of Luskaitian souls to foreign gods. Our esteemed ex-High General Lanaxhal will start off the sacrificial offerings, I’m sure you will be glad to know.”

			Ichtak and Rultahn were indeed glad to hear it, both of them craving the sight of the old man tumbling down the steps, sent to his death in the depths of dishonor, denied his final paradise. Ichtak looked up the huge temple and saw its peak covered with distant figures moving about. It felt like years since he had looked upon Voul for some reason, though it had only been a matter of days, in truth, but he was more than ready to see it used to glorify god once more, to see the former High General and all the Tayohua rolled down the long stairway.

			“You both must be quite weary after your campaign and long journey,” Korzuma told them. “Let us be off to the other side of the temple. I have a tent in which we can sit and talk, and as soon as the Tayohua reach the peak, we will watch the offerings roll. I am sure you both have plenty of tales to tell after your experiences in the caves.”

			Korzuma then began leading them on their way off in a wide arc around the temple, the guards present rearranging themselves to include the prince and Lord Ektal in their circuit. The crowds held back by the military police force cheered and called out excitedly to them as they went, and behind them the procession of parading Ektal continued down the city streets, receiving its own share of adulation. The bodies of Tlalli and Hahln went with them, Ichtak having ordered the Ektal to carry them to the palace and ensure they were buried in the spots he had specified before the emperor or high priest were back to object, a last bout of forward, possibly offensive action. He held no illusions that his father and Thunkahl would not realize what had been done, but he did realize that he would have an easier time convincing them that the bodies should rest in the places he had chosen if they were already interred there. 

			“You have made yourself quite a name throughout the empire,” Korzuma told him proudly, walking beside his son. “You may not have been formally educated in imperial politics, but you still seem to have quite a gift when it comes to holding sway over the people. There are already great sweeps of talk suggesting you are Ichtak VI brought to flesh again, and there has hardly been a paper or publication put forth in your absence not involving the details of your expedition. The people wanted a revival of more antiquated practices and notions, and you have given them that. I might have been too quick to judge your decision to set off into the north. But I do pray that you come back with the intention to listen more readily to my councils when I give them.”

			“Only if mine are to be given some consideration of their own,” Ichtak told his father, somewhat forcefully. He may be glad that his father was being generally warmer towards him, but that did not make him forget the fact that his own desire to carry out this assault a year before had been brushed aside. That still stung him quite deeply, especially now that he knew the nature of Hahln and Tlalli’s deaths. Perhaps he could have saved them had action in the northern caverns been allowed more immediately. He did not think he would ever forgive his father fully for that, his ordering of the execution of Lanaxhal helping to ease the weight of the thoughts, but certainly not dispelling all of Ichtak’s ill will towards the emperor. 

			“You will be given the attention your achievements deserve,” Korzuma said, looking over at him with a firm expression of his own, “but remember that I am the emperor of this nation. I might consider your thoughts, for you have proven more apt than I ever could have imagined at many things given your low level of experience. But you seem to be quite the natural when it comes to stirring citizens for war, and an excellent showman when it comes to displaying the traditions and customs of old to a public who wants them. I will be sure to ask your advice and opinion when such things are under consideration. But do not expect my hands to become extensions of your will. I will still have the final say.”

			“Of course,” Ichtak said, looking over to him, his great helm wheeling about to face the emperor. “I merely mean to feel like I am of some use in the coming years. Like I have some reason to be about other than as an heir to the nation’s throne.”

			“You will always have more purpose than that, son,” Korzuma assured him. “You always have. You are my child. Even if I rebuff your information, and even if I might be distant from you in my duties as the ruler of our proud nation, it does not mean I do not feel for you. You will be able to advise me, as you always were, though my respect for your suggestions may well be higher now. You will be able to observe me, for there are some things about leading a nation that not even natural aptitude and strong will can prepare one for. And you will be able to aid me, Ichtak. That should be enough to remind you that you have your place here in Tepek.”

			Ichtak nodded, thankful for the assurance that participation and influence were more open to him, but also knowing that, no matter how much that improved his situation, it would not fill the need for the excitement of conflict that had been lit up so vividly in him down in the caverns beneath Korahnek. He knew that, no matter how accepting his father was of him in his return, no matter how much the man might listen to his counsel, he would not share Ichtak’s desire for open war anytime soon if he had so opposed the idea of a controlled expeditionary engagement in the north after such a relatively small failure, even if it was the first notable one in his career as a ruler. The prince was overjoyed to have his father willing to accept him once more, however, and supposed that was more than he could have expected. 

			Rultahn was not even close to satisfied, however. The emperor should be bowing to his son in humble apology after he had been shown up in such a drastic fashion by the young man. He should be assuring Ichtak that he would be brought on as a campaign advisor and used to wage a new war against the Eiden in the north or the Khandaari in the south. That would be a mark of true respect and acceptance. This, he told himself again, was just a play by the emperor to reign in his son, who he knew full well now outstripped his abilities as a leader of the faithful. This Ichtak I given new body was not something he could compete with should he remain truly competitive, and while a prince overthrowing his father was not only unheard of, but heretical, he could upstage his father and become the nation’s figurehead in the hearts and minds of the people while brandishing the Ektal as their High Marshal. That was not something the man wanted, and Rultahn was sure he meant to stop it by making the younger prince more docile and appeasing him on several trivial fronts. He was, to say the least, not pleased.

			Continuing their walk, Korzuma asked the question that Rultahn had been dreading, turning to Ichtak and saying, “Do you plan to relinquish the title of High Marshal now that you have found your vengeance and wiped the Tayohua from the caves?”

			“I am unsure,” Ichtak told him, looking to Rultahn. “I suppose I should turn the control of the group back over to the Lord Ektal. Surely he desires control of the organization once more, now that our task is done. I am unfit to deal with the intricacies of running it outside the boundaries of battle, anyhow.”

			“So you will relinquish the title, then,” Korzuma commented, seeming slightly relieved.

			“Might I suggest another option, High Marshal,” Rultahn cut in before Ichtak could answer. “Perhaps you could turn the day to day operation of the Ektal over to me, and keep your title. There is no need to throw away your ability to act decisively. I will gladly step down to allow you to take the reins should any situation in which your intervention is needed arise once more.”

			Korzuma glanced at the Lord Ektal, catching the suggestion that there might indeed be another mishap or mishandling on his part that would lead to Ichtak being required to take the Ektal under his command once more. He did not take it as too much of an insult, though, given Rultahn’s own loss and his shared battles with Ichtak. He let it slide, though he now knew there was little chance of his son simply dropping the rank, something he had hoped would work out in his favor. He really did not wish to be outmaneuvered by the boy again, for though this time it had been good for the empire in the long run, he did not want to gamble on such uncertainties again in the future.

			“I will consider the matter,” Ichtak told them, seeing that it might not be as simple as laying the title aside or keeping hold of the thing. “Unless, of course, a decision is required immediately.”

			“No,” Korzuma said, looking ahead to the area stretching out behind Voul, “you may decide when you will.”

			They walked forward into the open square behind Voul, slightly smaller in clear area due to the more tightly backed lines kept by the Niquiniitztoz there, the crowds behind them all eagerly awaiting not only the prince and the emperor, but also the beginning of the rituals above. They were directed to an open sided tent, set up in the center of the space, and equipped with fine chairs and a table and set with bottles of wine and canelazo along with the finest of glasses. They made their way over, the guards surrounding the tent and Rultahn, Ichtak, and Korzuma taking their seats, the emperor immediately going about asking them their preferred drink and pouring them a glass. 

			“Now,” Korzuma began, leaning back in his seat slightly, “let’s hear about some of the battles in the tunnels. It must have been magnificent to see plate mail worn by the Ektal again, and to wield Miqui for the first time in centuries.”

			As Ichtak began to converse with his father about the expedition and his experiences with the Tayohua, Rultahn looked up at the top of Voul, waiting for the festivities to start and for Lanaxhal to come rolling violently down the long, steep stairway. His ears were never diverted from the emperor, however, as he wanted to hear everything the man said, not trusting him to speak fully or plainly to them.
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			Nearly an hour later, when the fires atop Voul’s peak sprang up and the ceremony was prepared, Korzuma rose and went to stand before a microphone set out before the tent, facing the gathered crowds. He motioned Ichtak over with him, and though after an hour of the not often enjoyed but often yearned for friendly conversation and recollection with his father he was slightly sad to see the time go, he was also glad he had been invited forth, presumably to speak. Rultahn stood, though he stayed beneath the tent, looking intently at the stairs of Voul in anticipation.

			Korzuma approached the microphone, his son to his right, and holding up his hand for silence from the cheering crowd and immediately receiving it, he began to speak, his voice channeled over several large speakers set about the square. 

			“Luskaitian citizenry,” Korzuma began, “it has been some years since we have welcomed a host back to the capital victorious. But I am pleased to say that the High Marshal has not only been able to rid the north of the Tayohua problem, but to destroy their homes, habitat, and means of procreation. The children of Tarakahm have suffered a dire blow from which it will be impossible to recover, all thanks to the crown prince, and the men and women of the Ektal.”

			There were cheers all around when the emperor paused, but he did not stay silent long before continuing, “It is with sorrow, however, that I report the misdeeds of one Lanaxhal, former High General of this nation, were even more despicable than previously known.”

			The crowd grew silent, public opinion of the man being incredibly low. The entirety of the responsibility for the loss of troops the previous year had been pinned to him, and that was partially justified. The people all about the temple listened intently, wanting to know what the fool had done that could top his previous affront to the nation. 

			“Lanaxhal dynamited the tunnels into the deeps,” Korzuma went on, “and did so with my permission, saying it was the best way to prevent further incursion. He assured me that all the men and women of the militia who were sent down into the foul place were lost. He did not bother, however, to ensure that they had been lost in battle, nor did he report that he had not checked to find whether it was so. In his conquests, our Marshal has found that the beings below the earth used poison, drugs, and religious degradation to convert our own soldiers to believers in their foul causes, turning them against their own race. Lanaxhal allowed the conversion of Luskaitians to another faith to continue without taking proper action to stop it, making him a traitor not just to the army but to the imperial crown and Harak. For that, Lanaxhal will be cursed upon the altar along with the children of Tarakahm!”

			There was another uproar of cheering and celebration, the crowd ecstatic at the prospect of the man’s punishment. 

			“But before we send these beasts to their deaths, I invite prince Ichtak to recite the prayer of offering,” Korzuma told them. “I ask for silence amongst you for the recitation of these blessed words.”

			The crowd did indeed fall silent, and Ichtak stepped forth as his father abdicated the podium. He removed his great helm, holding it beneath his left arm and looking out over the crowd as he began.

			“Oh Harak, it is with great humility and reverence that we offer up unto you the filth that Tarakahm the wicked hath placed upon your earth, that he may be weakened and you may be pleased,” Ichtak recited, only having heard the revered prayer spoken aloud by Thunkahl once years ago. “May they never find rest in death, and may their master’s thoughts be plagued by the knowledge that the children of his enemy remain strong and vigilant, ready to combat him on any field, to fight him on any border, to deny him his victories.”

			There was another great surge of celebratory clapping and calling as the prince finished and stepped back, allowing his father to take the microphone once more. The emperor waved to the team of a truck which sat parked near the base of the rear staircase, ready to collect the bodies of the sacrifices, and the group sent up an emerald flare to signal the priests above to begin their rituals. Korzuma then raised his hands high, declaring, “Let Harak’s thirst be slaked!”

			It was several seconds of sheer, religiously joyful noise that sat as backdrop for the few moments that a body was not tumbling down the stairs. It was not long at all before the Lord Ektal, and everybody present, for that matter, saw the corpse of a man crest the stairs and come on his brutal roll downward, and as the large body slid to a stop on the stone of the courtyard, two of the Ektal in charge of the corpse truck lifted the man and bore him forth into the view of the crowd, wild cheers going up as the lifeless form of Lanaxhal, aged greatly in just a single year by his stay in a high security Tepek prison, was paraded about and pelted with trash by the viewers. Ichtak and Rultahn stood supremely satisfied by the sight of the butchered man, but it did not relieve the prince of the knowledge that he would face a long while without that satisfaction, or relieve Rultahn of the knowledge that he would have to accept Korzuma, almost as much to blame as this man in his mind for the prior failure and their losses, as emperor in the coming years.

			The Eiden came rolling down next, more quickly scooped up and tossed into the bed of the truck, and, after much anticipation through the two minutes that it took to finish off twenty of the large reptiles, the Tayohua began to roll downwards, their thin frames torn and broken by the impacts they suffered and their bodies seeming to bleed quite easily and profusely. They were heaped upon the cart as well, bound for pits outside of the city in which their bodies would be dissolved as the bodies of their fallen brethren had been dissolved, with the slop set to be carted off and shipped out to sea where it would be sent to the bottom of the ocean in weighted tanks. The Luskaitians were taking no lack of precautions in the area all about their capital with such odd and unpredictable fungal beings. 

			Through most of the ritual after that last, disgraceful parade of Lanaxhal, Rultahn was staring blankly into Korzuma’s back or pondering what he would do with himself over the next few years, finally feeling as lost as the prince had worried about being. With the High Marshal settling down to life as a prince and the current emperor being content with merely improving the imperial financial situation and staying put in terms of military action, leaving his son to do the conquering that he had always envisioned for him, Rultahn did not know if he could stand to see the empire degraded for that long. Ichtak, while worried, was also simply grateful to have his father back in a position of comfort about him, and grateful to see the Tayohua gone, knowing that their treatment of his friends would haunt him ever more but feeling more complete in the knowledge they would do no such things again.

			“Lord,” Rultahn said quietly to Ichtak as the ritual drew to a close, ensuring the emperor could not hear him, “do not relinquish you power as High Marshal. I feel I must say this now. I do not trust that there will be no need for its implementation again during the reign of your father.”

			“You have my word, friend,” Ichtak told him. “I would do no such thing if you advised against it, and you have.”

			Rultahn was reassured at that, and the two did not risk further speech. There would be time for that later, Rultahn knew. For now, the prince, the emperor, and the Lord Ektal stood and watched the last of the corpses roll off of Voul, listening to chants about the glories of Harak, every one of them certain that they themselves knew what was glorious in Harak’s eyes, and pondering the implementation of such glories.

		

	
		
			Interlude IV:

			Labor Camp 3b, Tepek City, Central Luskaiti

			13th of Xacaqin, I.Y. 1899

			Can, or B.M. zero two eight seven, depending on who addressed him, was seated with his arms behind his back in steel binds, chained to the wall behind him, surrounded by other men and women in the same situation. He was clothed in soiled rags that had not been properly changed or cleaned in months, and was sporting the still raw back and arms that reminded him of his latest lashing after being too slow with his former owner’s cocoa. He had been in the possession of the Luskaitian state for the past week, his master having sold him, but it was not as if it was much worse than it had been. At least there were some other people here from the sultanate. It had been so long since he had heard his native language spoken that it was surprising and shocking to hear it on a daily basis again, even if his workload was harder than it had been with his wealthy owner.

			He did not really even know why he knew the Bahadiri tongue, as he could not remember days when he was not under Luskaitian authority, nor could he remember being raised by anybody save an always alternating chain of masters and fellow slaves. The Luskaitians did not let foreign parents raise their own children, but kept them on the move from one place to another, to aid in keeping the slaves unfamiliar with one another and less likely to bond. But if he had really been born in Luskaiti, he would have no grasp of the speech of his people, like all too many fellow slaves he met. But asking about a past did no use, as the Luskaitians did not bother to keep track of such things as where or when a slave had been taken, nor did they care enough to relate the information should it somehow come to hand. But, amongst these broken souls about him, Can held out some amount of hope. Tonight, his fortunes, if all went well, would change.

			He sat there in the dark, knowing that he should be getting rested for a long day of loading and lifting at the Tepek military factories and warehouses they were utilized in but refusing to pass up the opportunity he had been offered, awake amidst a carpet of sleeping forms, all of whom he knew, but none of which he expected he would know for very long. There were old Mao and Fen from Lun’dei, the loud but funny Yilmaz from somewhere around Izmek in the sultanate, and silent Dakarai from one of the tribes out of Zamea, though Can could not remember which, and a young Araslevanian man the others called Vlad who only knew the country his ancestors hailed from because those were the racial slurs heaped upon him by the drivers, speaking none of his native language and having never seen the place himself. There were many more in the barn-like building in which they were stored, but Can really did not know why he bothered to keep up. They would be rotated in a week or two and all the memorizing would be useless. He laid back his dirty head, resting it on the cold stone of the wall he was bound to, and looked up through the leaky hole in the roof at the stars above Tepek.

			There was suddenly a slight squeal of old hinges as the door to the building was pushed open several inches, and moonlight lit up a bit of the black interior. None stirred, all having learned long ago that the only time they needed to rise in the night was when they were called for service by the masters, any other reason being little more than disturbance to their valuable allotted resting time. Only Can craned his neck to look down the building’s length and see the forms of three pointed turban wearing men enter the place. They began to stride across the wooden floor of the place, their jack boots making quite a noise, but again, those who were roused did not stir. The best thing to do if morning call had not come was simply to mind their own business. Several, holding to this strategy or simply continuing to sleep, found themselves sprawled out in the paths of the men, receiving hard kicks to their ribs or stomachs that sent them scrambling back for the walls, chains rattling. Still, they spoke no words and made no vocal noise, and those around stayed absolutely motionless. It was not long at all before the shadowed men reached Can, one of them prompting, “B.M. zero two eight seven?”

			“Yes, sirs,” Can told them, his Luskaitian as good or better than his native language. He kept his eyes on their boots, not wishing to anger them by looking up to their faces.

			One of the three men stooped, and there was a jingle of keys as he reached around Can and undid the shackles that held his wrists. The Luskaitians had pistols and knives, but even had they not been armed, there was little fight in Can at this point. His last attempt at escape had gotten him shot through the abdomen and put in penance for weeks, and resisting a Luskaitian’s command was an even more serious offense. He rose when the second of the two men who had not spoken leaned down and roughly jerked him to his feet.

			“You will join us outside,” the speaker ordered Can as he turned, and the three began to lead him out. He chanced a look over his shoulder, seeing Yilmaz looking at him, his head slightly raised, along with some of the other slaves that had been nearby. This was goodbye, for better or worse, he thought. He turned back to look toward the door, astounded the guard behind him had not clubbed him for that glance. 

			The group emerged into the barbed wire wall enclosed stone yard onto which his and twenty other barn structures opened, the nighttime light outside far greater than the lighting inside, with the additional bonus of having several electric lights scattered about the place. Three automobiles were parked before them, the front and rear ones full, and before them stood two more Luskaitians in uniforms with rifles. These were not the crude trucks in which he was used to being carted about, but finely made Luskaitian cars. 

			“I approached you yesterday about preforming a task for my employer,” The Luskaitian in front of Can said, turning about to face him. Can averted his eyes, and was punched hard in the side of his head by the leather gloved hand of the man when he did so, nearly knocking him over, though the two Luskaitians behind him caught him and forced him back up.

			“Look at me when I talk to you, rat,” The man hissed at him, and Can finally moved his eyes up to the man’s face. A scarred and unshaven soldier stared back at him with piercing brown eyes, his unkempt appearance undone somewhat by the orderly speech and methods of the man. 

			“Yesterday, in the stockyard, you said you could achieve something for me, slave,” the man said, looking hard at Can. “I ask you again, are you willing to bring our target down?”

			“If I get the chance and the tools,” Can told him, “then yes. But I will be free after I succeed, yeah?”

			“You will be removed from Luskaiti after the target is taken care of,” The Luskaitian informed him, “my employer will see to it.”

			“And I can get to him, right?” Can asked, wondering how they would put him in contact with this target of theirs.

			“It is not your place to ask questions, slave,” the man told him. “If you decline our offer now you will be shot right here in the courtyard. Besides, if we didn’t have a plan for your meeting the target, then why would we need you?”

			“I understand,” Can said, seeing the point of the logic, “and I will do it.”

			“Very good, slave,” the man told him, grinning in a fashion that Can did not like. The Luskaitian turned and approached the central car, throwing open a door to the back and motioning him inside.

			Can was amazed, and hardly hesitated before striding right over and placing himself in the back seat of the thing. He had never ridden in an automobile besides those damned trucks, and he was, despite his always miserable situation and the constant threat of danger he faced around the Luskaitians, excited. The Luskaitians piled in about him, some getting into free spaces in the cars before or behind this one.

			The two rifle wielding Ektal walked forward, however, and the small convoy sat in place as they took up two large cans which had been set next to the door into the slave house in which Can had been staying. They went up to the roof by way of the ladder that ran up the front of the building, Can noticing as they did this that the guards of not only his building but of all the buildings in camp were absent from their rooftop posts tonight. As the two ran about spreading whatever was in the cans around on the crude wooden roof, Can got an idea he knew what they were going to do, cemented in place as one climbed down and re-bolted the door into the building, waving to the man on the roof when he was finished. Atop the building, the second Luskaitian struck a match and dropped it, sending the roof up in flames as he quickly threw himself onto the ladder and slid his way rapidly down, both making their way quickly to the lead car and getting in. The wooden roof would not last long, and the fire would easily spread down the supports and onto the floor of the building when it fell. Everyone inside was doomed, and Can knew it. 

			Can looked questioningly over at the man who had offered him this task, doing so before realizing that such a thing was dangerous at the best of times. The man simply grinned, however, saying, “There can be no witnesses, slave.”

			Can looked out the windows of the car as the convoy quickly got moving, speeding out of the camp through open gates and winding their way through the streets of Tepek. He locked his eyes on the pillar of smoke rising from the camp he had left behind and dearly hoped everything he had wanted his whole life would come to him after the coming task was complete, and that when it did, he would be able to forgive himself for this.
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			13th of Xacaqin, I.Y. 1899

			You seem incredibly set on having me socialize with these nobles,” Ichtak told his father as he sat down across from him, both of them situated about his desk in the center of his library and study, “but, I must say, I haven’t the faintest interest in doing anything of the sort. I have been quite content to aid you in administration and observation over the past few months, but this celebration is not a reward for me. It is a chore.”

			“I do believe you’ve become far too anti-social if attending a party to celebrate your own birthday strikes you as a chore,” Korzuma said, grinning slightly.

			“It is the number of people and the purpose of my meeting with them that puts me off,” Ichtak told him, “not the thought of a celebration. You are inviting everybody with clearance to be here to the palace, shipping in kings and queens from New Luskaiti, even, all to have me lay praise on them and receive praise of my own.”

			“Relationship building amongst the lesser royals of the empire is the most important part of being an heir to the throne,” Korzuma said, “It will be vital to have their respect and support in matters that might arise involving their own provinces. Plus, it is not just kings and queens that will be attending, it is princes and princesses.”

			“I understand that,” Ichtak responded after some moments spent worrying about where his father was going with the last bit of his speech, “it just seems odd and forced in such a short time with so many people. And I have never been one for parties. Too much foolishness.”

			“That is bold,” Korzuma told him, “do not be so quick to condemn. You may just find something to do. Besides, Princess Xochitl of Placalho is coming, and the king of Korahnek is bringing along his eldest daughter, who would like to meet you.”

			“Xochitl would be good company on her own, as a friend, but with a host of others around, we will do little meaningful talking,” Ichtak said quickly, “so that does little to warm my mood.”

			Korzuma quieted down for a while, knowing his son meant what he said. Korzuma and his son had been repairing their relations all throughout the past year, and both had taken long strides to make up for past wrongs. Korzuma understood that it was important that Ichtak have his flexibility while still being tutored for his place on the throne, and the prince seemed to grasp that while his father may rule with some restraint, he did so to preserve and strengthen the empire for him. None of that, however, had done as much to unite them as the emperor’s illness of the past months, which had kept him bedridden for weeks and forced Ichtak to step up and take care of some of the state’s day to day business. 

			The emperor had just pulled through some harsh pox that the imperial physicians told him had been brought over from Icalaquian, and it had nearly bested him. The experience had brought his son closer than the full year of niceties could have, making Korzuma feel more vulnerable and receptive to his heir and snapping Ichtak into the realization that Korzuma was mortal and would not be around to pass on his knowledge to him forever. Still, despite all that, Ichtak had not forgotten his time in the cave systems beneath Korahnek, and had not forgotten his friends that lay dead beneath the palace gardens, accepted by Korzuma after some small argument. It would take time for the boy to surmount those worries, regrets, and pains, his father knew, but he could not wait forever to find a wife and produce an heir. Korzuma’s experiences with his other children and his own grapple with illness had reminded him of that. He had sired his first heir at seventeen, as had his own father, and he could not help but think that his son was quickly falling behind on that count. 

			“That is acceptable,” Korzuma said reassuringly after several short moments had passed in silence, “but you cannot allow your current lack of interest to prevent you from forming bonds with these people now. You will need dependable allies, and you will need an empress, and both those things will only be attainable when you step forth and take them.” 

			“There will be time for that later,” Ichtak replied, “for the time being I merely wish to focus on my military studies and exercises with Rultahn.”

			“The Lord Ektal has agreed to attend,” Korzuma informed him, hoping it would influence the prince, Ichtak’s respect for the man quite high. “He will be coming to celebrate as everyone else will after he arrives back from his trip to Korahnek, so it will do no good to hope to study with him rather than attend the party.”

			“I know as much,” Ichtak said. “He has sent me letters telling me it would be good for us to attend. I am not saying I will not do so. I am merely saying that my interest and interactivity will not be high.”

			“Well, do try and make some use of the event,” Korzuma sighed. “If even Rultahn is willing to attend, then you must know it is of some importance that you mingle there.”

			Ichtak nodded, wondering for what was certainly not the first time why Rultahn did insist upon their support of and participation in the celebration. He supposed his year of ceaseless work to bridge the gap between the Lord Ektal and the emperor once more had begun to pay off, and that Rultahn was simply invested in the idea of preparing Ichtak, who he still addressed as High Marshal even though no such loyalties were required of him now that the prince had given his command back to him, for the throne in the way Korzuma seemed to think vital to his success. The prince had not seen the Lord Ektal in over a month, however, the latter having gone north to inspect the province for any signs of Tayohua incursion since their great purge, and Ichtak could not rule out the possibility that something along the way had convinced him that Korzuma was right about the heir’s socialization and that Ichtak needed to play a more active role in his celebration.

			“Rultahn is still planning on arriving back tomorrow, correct?” Korzuma asked, Ichtak realizing due to his lack of that knowledge that, even if the relationship between Rultahn and the emperor was somewhat repaired, it was not completely restored.

			“Yes, he is,” Ichtak replied, “he will come in around noon, according to his letters.”

			“And his reports to you have been as clear and favorable as his reports to me, I trust?” Korzuma went on.

			“Indeed,” Ichtak told him, “nothing to report but good practices amongst the guards and undisturbed rubble piles in the caves. Slave disappearances are even lower than they were prior to the first emergence and the province is generally quite quiet and calm. A clear bill of health for the place, all in all.”

			“Fantastic,” Korzuma said, “hopefully your expedition left them crippled. It leaves the empire in a more secure state, certainly. That does not, however, resolve the threat that may well be thriving right here on our doorsteps. Have you heard about the labor camp burnings, Ichtak?”

			“I have,” Ichtak answered, intrigued, “but only the slightest bit in passing. People only seemed to know generalities, but mostly put it down to rambunctious foreigners going about business as usual.”

			“I might have been tempted to say so as well,” Korzuma said after a moment spent deep in thought, “but the barracks that have been torched were filled with slaves, locked up for the night. The Niquiniitztoz officers assigned to investigate have made sure of it. I doubt slaves, as low as they might sink, would burn buildings filled with their own sleeping, locked up fellows in binds. There have also been activities in the city at large which are unsettling, to say the least.”

			“What aside from labor camp burnings is going on?” Ichtak prompted, surprised he had heard nothing about any such additional worries.

			“It has been kept quiet,” Korzuma replied, “but several priests of high rank around the city have been found dead or missing, along with several Ektal and Niquiniitztoz officials simply vanishing overnight. Rultahn’s own second in command, Yazotl, who headed the jungle stalkers, was registered as missing after a trip out from the palace grounds on Ektal business just days ago. In addition to all this, there have been reports of pamphlets found in alleys written in the tongues spoken in the sultanate, and when translated by our officials they read as resistance propaganda. It is not yet certain, but we may well have a small and well organized slave insurrection of Bahadiri origin on our hands, perhaps even helped along by agents of the sultan in our midst.”

			Ichtak sat and considered that for a moment, remembering what he had heard over the past weeks. The whisperings of Thunkahl and his most trusted priests about something horrid on the horizons, the closed nature of his father when asked about the fires out in the city early on, and the feeling of unease some of the palace guard had expressed to him all began to make more sense. If there were some form of heathen operation to disrupt the government of Luskaiti being carried out in the city, however, how had it not been picked up by the guards of the slaves?

			“Surely if some rebellious activity was going on,” Ichtak said, “the drivers and priests would slay all involved with great speed. We certainly don’t look after the lesser people of Harak in a transient or sluggish fashion. If there were any large scale movement amongst the slaves, their absences, their comings and goings, would surely be noted in the camps and barracks they are held in, would they not?”

			“They would indeed,” Korzuma said, no small amount of gravity in his voice as he went on. “That is why the Ektal and Niquiniitztoz suggest there must be free foreigners hiding or being harbored throughout the city who aid them, or perpetrate these acts themselves and leave such things open to speculation and worry. That still leaves one thing unanswered, however, and that is why buildings are being burned with live slaves inside of them. It does not make sense even from a foreigner’s awkward perspective to do such a foolish thing if your goal is freedom for your heretical brethren.”

			“What are we to do about all this?” Ichtak asked. “Have you put forth a plan of action?”

			“I have put little forth in terms of action,” Korzuma answered honestly, “as there has been little to target with such actions. I have increased guard rates all about the city, mostly with representatives from the Ektal and Niquiniitztoz to ensure their effectiveness. Otherwise, however, I have simply assigned more men to searching for the perpetrators in one fashion or another and awaited input from you and Rultahn when he arrives, though he has already been providing me some small advice. I tell you this so that you have ample opportunity to consider your own reactions and aid in advising my own.”

			Ichtak was now immediately put to wondering why, if Rultahn had known about all of this and had been advising the emperor on it, he had not been told by the loyal Lord Ektal. It was a thing completely unheard of for them to hold anything, especially anything of importance, from one another, and for him to inform the emperor on anything before he informed the prince was simply out of character for the man. Ichtak did his best to swallow his surprise, however, and kept such shock from being visible to his father. 

			“Of course,” Ichtak said. “I will see that I consider the situation. It would help immensely if I had some files on these incidents to peruse, however.”

			“It will be so,” Korzuma assured him. “I will send such papers along to your quarters later tonight. They are quite in depth, I assure you. I believe you will have anything you find unclear answered by them, at least as far as the investigators have taken the search.”

			“Fantastic,” Ichtak told his father, “I will ensure I spend some thought on these matters tonight, then.”

			“That is brilliant,” Korzuma said, “but do not forget you are to attend a celebration in just several days. This rash of activity is important, but we are in good hands. A plan is needed, but not absolute and devastating focus. Do not forget to turn some of your thoughts to those of your guests and your upcoming party. Let us continue to speak of lighter things, and talk of where you would like to hold the thing. We have only four days to prepare the area, after all.” 

			Ichtak found it difficult to snap himself out of worry and thoughts about an ongoing spree of heathen acts in Tepek, but he did as his father asked. He had no place to argue, and, in all honesty, if the city was under the watch of Ektal and Niquiniitztoz squads, there was little that worried him about a jabbering mob of foreigners possibly operating in the city. Those men were more than qualified to take care of the situation, with or without his or the emperor’s help.

			“Very well,” Ichtak said, breaking his thoughts away from more serious matters and turning them to his coming party. “What are our options?”

			“Well, there is Voul if we are to seek a more public and open venue,” Korzuma suggested. “We can hold it all about the base of the temple and arrange parades, marches and even some small sacrifices on the day in question.”

			Ichtak shook his head as his father finished, saying, “I do not wish to parade the troops about just yet, or to distract myself with the public on the day of the celebration. If I am to socialize with the nobility, I will do so, and focus on that alone.”

			“Then perhaps the palace entry hall would suit us best,” Korzuma prompted once more. “It will hold all of the guests expected at the celebration, and will allow for easy access to the frontal court yard. I am sure some of your gifts will need to be presented outside due to size and scope, anyway.”

			“That should suit our purposes just fine,” Ichtak said after a moment’s consideration, “but if we are to include an exterior in our day’s spaces, even if it is just the entry courtyard, we should take all necessary precautions with enemies quite possibly lurking about.”

			“Do not worry, my boy,” Korzuma assured him. “I have the Niquiniitztoz and Ektal doing everything in their power to ensure only the most trustworthy and well known are on the guest list, and that every precaution form searches to on site guards will be taken to ensure our protection. In addition, Rultahn and several hand-picked Ektal from the palace guard are going to be accompanying us throughout the day, so we shall fare just fine.” 

			Ichtak was somewhat calmed at that. He might have been momentarily struck by some amount of offhand worry at the thought of rebellious foreigners infiltrating a party held in the exterior, but, even if the problem was still in full swing, Rultahn’s presence alone was a strong reassurance to him. 

			“Now, how about guidelines of dress and interaction?” Korzuma asked. “I hope to some degree that you will sport modern fashions, but I do realize that both you and many of the Ektal enjoy your emulation of the emperors of old in your garb. Should you so desire, we will set the code for all outfit donned for the celebration as quite traditional in nature.”

			“Modern wear will be fine,” Ichtak told him, not wanting to push anything on the already notoriously fussy lesser noble class, “we will attend in the finery of whatever age, modern or ancient, we desire. The priests may remain in their everyday garb, as well. There is no need for them to dress in the finery of ages past if they are not to be preforming any sacrifices on the day in question.”

			“A good plan,” Korzuma went on. “And the troops? Will you have some of the Ektal units stationed in the city march up to the palace to make an impression?” 

			“No, I don’t believe so,” Ichtak replied. “I will keep the day as short and concise as it can be. There is no need for a parade up to the palace. We will simply ensure the guard garrison is large enough to be satisfactory for the purposes of protection, and that the palace Ektal and the Niquiniitztoz present are dressed in their finest. That will make enough of an impression, I am sure.”

			“And how about dances and music?” Korzuma asked. “Do you have any preference for what is done?”

			“I’ve lost my taste for anything but marches, and I will do no dancing,” Ichtak told him quickly, “but you can order in whatever you think the nobles will appreciate. Do ensure the anthem and several marches are put on throughout the day, though. I would lose my mind otherwise.”

			“That can be arranged,” Korzuma assured him, “but again, do try to socialize if possible. It serves no purpose to attend if you stalk about in corners speaking with Ektal and looking bored.”

			“I will do my bit,” Ichtak said, “but do not expect me to go out of my way to do anything, especially dance. There is not much presented in the world of dance past religious rituals of old that interests me, and even that is best left to priests who have business preforming such things.”

			“I will accept that much,” Korzuma told him. “The fact that you’ve decided on attending is doing me a great amount of good on its own. Now, before I allow you back to your rooms, tell me you will come to see me the day before the celebration. I know we shall both be quite occupied in these few days leading up to it in which there is so much to do, but I feel it’s important I speak to you before we have ourselves lost in a crowd speaking to nobles of the empire.”

			“Of course,” Ichtak promised, not liking the worry in his father’s voice. As his father looked down at his finely made desk absently, Ichtak asked “Why do you ask for the audience before then? What is it that worries you?”

			“Nothing in particular,” Korzuma answered, “just the fear that we might lose sight of what has brought us together again in the past year amongst such an important but admittedly bloated and overemphasized gathering. I just need us to touch base once more on what it means to be a leader and why it is we have to do what we are to do, and reiterate an interest in the forwarding of the empire, something we can both agree is a grand goal, even if we sometimes differ in our methods.” 

			“Of course,” Ichtak repeated. “I will be there. So I trust that is all you had in the way of questions and advice for me?”

			“Indeed it was,” Korzuma told him, “so you are free to leave. Unless you have something to discuss or to ask, in that case feel free to stay. If not, I will see you tomorrow when Rultahn returns, and again the day before your celebration, of course.”

			“I will stay, if you don’t mind,” Ichtak said. “I’d like to have a smoke and a talk before I get back to my chambers and slave away at investigative reports.”

			“Of course,” Korzuma laughed, bringing forth his pipe from beneath his desk. “I don’t often indulge anymore, but we’ll share some of the finest leaf shipped in from the colonies last month.”

			Ichtak brought out his own pipe, and the two set to smoking and talking, a year having seen fit to remove any true obstacle between them, and moments like this allowing them to immerse themselves in that reconciliation.
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			After hours of discussing everything from recent ullamaliztli scores from the big games around Tepek to the Ektal experiments on the bullet resistant properties of layered silk taken from the huehytakh of Placalho, the two said their farewells and Ichtak left his father’s quarters, beginning the fairly long walk back to his own chambers and thinking about the party to come. It would be a chore, he was sure, but the chance to look over documentation of a real threat to the empire was a great stride towards making up for that, and he was anxious to begin his perusal of the stuff in his rooms. 

			Finally reaching the place, he unlocked the door, slipped inside, and secured it behind him, always careful but now, with foreign spies or infiltrators of some sort possibly about, not feeling guilty about that care in the slightest. He then lit up the room, finding several thick stacks of papers on his desk and glancing them over before getting out of his uniform and into something more comfortable, finally settling down to read through the material.

			There was much information contained within, everything from arsons to slayings to disappearances touched on in detail his father hadn’t even hinted at, and with every page he grew ever more certain that something incredibly odd was going on. There were far too many reports for this to be coincidence, surely, and there were certainly too many similarities for it to be disjointed vandalisms and acts of violence. In a way, it made him feel excitement in a fashion he hadn’t truly felt in just over a year. It made him wonder whether he would need to put himself to work again as High Marshal, and wield the Ektal in ridding the city of heretical influences. The targets of any such action remained unclear, and the intricacies of the goals of such an operation remained shrouded. There was not enough known to act just yet, at least, not enough knowledge about that he had access to.

			He thought of Rultahn, returning the following day, and decided he would consult with him before making any kind of suggestions. He wanted to aid in ridding the city of its new plague, that much was certain, but he needed to know first whether the Lord Ektal knew anything more than he had let the emperor in on. They would need all the knowledge they could collect on their foe if they were to achieve anything at all with any type of action.	

			Staring off at Miqui and his thickened Ektal pistol, which sat mounted above the door to his room after his use of them in battle, he hoped he could find such excitement and meaning again soon. He truly had felt empty to a great extent over the course of the past year, even emptier considering he had no looming conflict to look forward. He felt slothful and foolish seated there at his desk when there were more than enough foes in the world that required seeing to. He leaned back and sighed, continuing his stare at the weapons as he thought of his past battles and the ones to come. 

			One thing was a certainty, he thought to himself, whatever this problem was, the Ektal would be able to deal with it quickly and efficiently without slowing the intricate functions of the empire here in the capital in the slightest. If the Luskaitian people and rulers needed saving, the Ektal and their master Rultahn would be behind the rescue.
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			I merely wish to ensure that Rultahn remains a loyal and driven servant of the emperor,” Thunkahl said from his seat next to Ichtak on the pew, “not simply a driven servant of the prince.”

			“And I understand where your concerns spring from,” Ichtak told him, “but they are ridiculous all the same. The emperor has laid aside any such worry, and his connection with Rultahn has become almost as strong as it once was, just as mine has. Time has healed any wrongs he may have felt were done to him, and if it has not, it is well on the way to doing so. Why do you still cling to the idea that Rultahn is some secret servant of dark designs?”

			“It lies simply in his occasional flat and dull responses to the emperor and his constant, perhaps obsessive communication with you, your majesty, and nothing more,” Thunkahl explained. “I do not accuse him of being a servant of dark designs, but merely ill-suited for his highly ranked post under an emperor he may well not approve of.”

			“Well, the emperor seems to disagree,” Ichtak replied. “There is no reason he should be considered too disloyal, unqualified, or unfit for his position. He is the primary reason the empire is no longer facing a threat in the caves to the north, and arguably one of the principal reasons the northern border with the Eiden has stayed secure. The Lord Ektal is not one to be shrugged off as a potential deadweight, I can assure you of that. He has been instrumental in holding our empire’s defenses together for more than a decade, which he has done faithfully and without faltering. If that means he sometimes comes into conflict with the emperor’s whims, it does not mean he has lost his respect for the man and his orders.”

			“I know that you do not speak so well of him without cause,” Thunkahl said, “but do be aware that there are others who do not receive the open and warm audiences you share with him. He is not an easy man to deal with under any circumstances to those of us who have lost his favor. He may well be completely good intentioned, but his silent resistance of certain policies and orders cannot help but worry me.”

			Ichtak was growing tired of the conversation. They had shared it many times in one form or another, now sitting in the palace chapel after a long discussion about the intricacies of the afterlife, a string of talk which had somehow, once again, led to the discussion of Rultahn and his apparently questionable loyalties. The prince found the very idea ludicrous, even offensive, but the priest seemed to think he had picked up on something no one else had. After a long and nearly sleepless night studying the documents his father had given him, he was even less in the mood for such debate than he usually would have been. 

			“You may put forward whatever ideas you like,” Ichtak said, “but Rultahn is a true servant of the empire if ever there was one. Everything he does is for the empire’s well-being. If you cannot accept that, then we do not need to speak of it any longer.”

			“I will stop pursuing the subject then, prince,” Thunkahl assured him apologetically. “I merely mean to warn and serve. Besides, there are important matters to discuss today. I wish to ask you a final time if you desire sacrifices to be performed at your party.”

			“No, not in the palace,” Ichtak told him. “Save the beasts for next year’s Fomhir revelries. There are ever fewer Khandaari dull enough to be snatched from the borderlands, and the tribes are gone. The Eiden, for their part, are hard to take alive in respectable numbers.”

			“A wise motion,” Thunkahl said, nodding. He looked off to the altar at the front of the place and murmured, “Soon we will be required to push farther into Tarakahm’s lands to gather the souls needed to keep Harak appeased.”

			“Indeed,” Ichtak agreed, “it will be glorious when the day comes.”

			“That it will,” Thunkahl sighed, shaking his head slightly. “It has been far too long since an actual offensive was undertaken into Tarakahm’s holdings. Not including your own expedition, of course. That was grand indeed, but the empire needs to find itself united against one common foe, one it has seen before and toward whom our hatred runs deeper into the past than our memories do. That will be magnificent.”

			“I fear the next strike will come from the north, however, and not from the Eiden,” Ichtak put in, not disappointed by the thought of any war but less satisfied with the slaying of humans than with the slaying of abhumans. “This newly found movement committing random acts of violence seems Bahadiri in origin. My father and Rultahn seem to think the men of the north are planning something, and using our slaves to forward their own prewar goals. It is a disturbing thought that the pathetic hand of the sultan has grown so wide reaching with the passing of time.”

			“I have heard the troubling news as well,” Thunkahl told him, looking over to the prince as he said, “there remain no words for my disgust at the situation. But it will be dealt with, I am sure. There is little chance it will last. The Niquiniitztoz will put down these upstarts before they become an issue.”

			“It is too complex to be so simple, I’m afraid,” Ichtak said. “The incidents are incredibly widespread, and as far as the Ektal or the Niquiniitztoz can tell, there are few, if any, real subjects in the cases, with the Ektal leaning toward there being none at all. It is as if phantoms carry out the acts. Either the spies and agents of the enemy have grown so adept that they can actually keep hidden amongst us, or the culprits are traitors of some kind. It is quite a mystery. I hope to discuss it in more depth with Rultahn when he arrives and delve farther into it.”

			“Well, I wish you the best of luck in solving the problem,” Thunkahl assured him. “If there is one thing Rultahn can and will do, it is seek out trouble and destroy it. I only hope the pair of you seek out the villains responsible before something more impactful than arsons and relatively low rank disappearances occurs.”

			Ichtak treated the matter with the care of the incredibly cautious, but not because he was afraid. He knew little fear. Not for himself, at least. He worried for the capital and the stability of the empire should wide scale rebellion break out, and that his father, who, while he was a respectable man, was generally slow to act on much of anything of late, would underrate or underreact to the problem and leave it bloated and massive before it could be easily headed off. He knew this was partially because of his experiences in Korahnek, but he also knew that the scenario that existed here could well be similar to that poorly dealt with escapade. So, to prevent such a thing from occurring again, he would do everything in his power to strike down the threat early should it become evident just what it was, taking command of the Ektal once more if necessary and using them to their full potential with the aid of Rultahn.

			“Perhaps there shall be a simple and effective solution to the issue,” Ichtak said, “but I hope that, should the need arise, the emperor is swift and brutal in his response.”

			“He will do what has to be done given the situation,” Thunkahl told him. “You give him too little credit for what he has learned since the first expedition into the caves beneath Korahnek, your majesty. Korzuma will ensure the necessary steps are taken to defend the capital should it come to widespread action.”

			“I will continue to hope that is the case,” Ichtak said, willing to acknowledge that his father had improved in his ability to judge danger and the appropriateness of reactions over the past year, but unwilling to release all of the worries and doubts he held on to so persistently.

			“These are dark times, Ichtak,” Thunkahl said, bringing his gaze forward and to the chapel’s altar once more. “The slaves and their heathen kin disturb our ordered city, threats written in strange tongues are found in our alleys and back streets, and the emperor and his son are distant enough to allow doubt between them.”

			“I do not doubt his good will,” Ichtak told the priest quickly, “just his ability to act decisively on it in the time allowed him. Just as you with the Lord Ektal, I am simply unsure and worried.”

			“Be careful that your doubts do not blind you to the truth that lies in your father’s words,” Thunkahl warned him solemnly. “I pray we all come through this unscathed in the end. All too much portended in the Kahli scrolls has come to pass, and nothing in that text bodes well.”

			“Are you still reading through those ridiculous scrawls?” Ichtak asked, no small amount of disbelief on his face. When Thunkahl nodded gravely, he said, “Those are nothing more than the over stylized ramblings of a narcissistic, self-styled prophet. I may not be in as high a position to advise in matters of archaic lore as you, but I believe you are wasting your time. The vague and timid nature of the text ensures there is no finding true prediction in it.” 

			Thunkahl leaned back on the pew and sighed, saying, “I think otherwise, your highness. There is too much there which reads as all too similar to recent events, and however one interprets the motions and claims of the text, it does not speak of things to come taking a pleasant turn.”

			“Then what, pray tell, does the text speak of in our futures?” Ichtak prompted Thunkahl with a smile on his face.

			“I cannot say,” Thunkahl replied, “there is no way to pin down the exact nature of such things in the scrolls. Their predictions and warnings only become clear once one has experienced the events themselves and is able to apply them to the text.”

			“Then why pay them any heed?” Ichtak asked. “Why bother reading through them and putting any amount of stock in them?”

			“Because they may well mean something,” Thunkahl told him darkly, “and if they do, there is no reason one person in the empire should not stand prepared to face whatever dark threats the things hint of.”

			Ichtak shook his head slightly, unable to grasp the point. The old man had introduced him to the text, but he had found it shrouded in confusion and mad jabs at prediction fairly early on. He had not the slightest idea why he might still be holding to the scrolls after these two years had given them no real predictive claims. It was then, however, that the clock hanging out in the hall struck noon, and Ichtak, knowing that Rultahn was soon to arrive, immediately rose, taking up his copy of the Bastion of Will, that gift from his father which he had carried by his side for years, from its place on the stone floor behind his feet.

			“Rultahn will soon be arriving back at the palace,” Ichtak told the priest, looking down at the seated old man. “I apologize, but I must step out to meet him in the main entry hall. Will you be going out to welcome the Lord Ektal?”

			“Go on, prince,” Thunkahl said, waving him on, “I will not hobble along and slow you down. Simply put that man to good work and have him turning every resource at his disposal to figuring out the cause of these disturbances in Tepek.”

			“We will do our best to do just that,” Ichtak assured him, nodding to the man in goodbye as he moved off around the pews, heading down the main aisle and towards the door, his goal several long minutes ahead of him through the large palace complex. 
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			Ichtak had indeed missed the Lord Ektal in his absence, having learned to respect Rultahn’s practical and military council and discussion as much as he had once respected Tlalli’s, and his company as much as he had once respected Hahln’s. Even though his father had grown closer to him over the past year, Rultahn had grown even more vital to him on top of the closeness they had already shared. As such it was with a fair amount of excitement that the prince made his way out into the entry hall and towards the front courtyard, knowing a friend, possibly his only true and close friend, was returning.

			The hall was mostly empty, only several hurried servants bustling about its grandiose space taking measurements and making the odd preparation for the upcoming celebration, calling out to one another. Only one even noticed that Ichtak was passing through, and, his hands occupied by a crate, he hailed the prince and bowed as much as the burden allowed, then continuing with his business as Ichtak proceeded outside in search of the Lord Ektal. 

			Outside it was quite gray and overcast, one of Luskaiti’s common storms brewing above the city, but not quite having broken out. Ichtak looked across the frontal courtyard and saw only the guards at the main gates, discounting the guards near the palace doorways who saluted him as he passed. He then looked up to the old wall and spotted his father flanked by several Ektal, gazing out over the city and down the road that exited the palace courtyard and wound its way around the great hill to the city below. He stood for a moment, wondering whether he should simply wait for his old advisor and friend on the stairway or proceed to the wall and join his father, before deciding that he would not pass up the chance to converse with Korzuma, even if Rultahn’s arrival gave him reason to sit silently in thought. 

			Ichtak strode quickly across the stone yard, his eyes upturned towards the ominous sky as he scaled the aged stairs next to the old fashioned gatehouse and found himself atop the wall. The Ektal guards all turned at the sound of someone else approaching, as did Korzuma, but the prince was saluted by the guards and hailed warmly by his father when his identity became evident.

			“My boy, I was wondering when you would arrive,” Korzuma told his son as he joined them overlooking the city, its dark stone structures all the more dull and looming in this light. “I knew you would not miss the chance to welcome Rultahn back.”

			Ichtak had always had some resemblance to his father, but it had grown more pronounced as he himself grew older. The prince now sported a well maintained dark goatee, his attempts to raise an ample enough moustache to mimic the wax maintained handlebar style of the modern emperors so far having failed. With the emperor having shaved his head in the face of some balding, their bare scalps and keen eyes, or eye, in Ichtak’s case, were quite reminiscent of one another. 

			“I was with Thunkahl for some religious banter,” Ichtak said, noticing that the streetlights were on below despite the hour, and that a thick mist hung in the roads and alleys of the city. He could not help but be reminded of Korahnek and it’s strange, now buried cave systems. It took him some seconds of staring in silent recollection to continue, “You were correct, though. I would not miss the chance.” 

			He stood there staring across Tepek and imagined his time in the northern caverns, an experience filled with both fulfilment and pain for him, and thought of Rultahn winding his way through the streets below, wondering if he too thought of the alien place they had traversed together. Ichtak did not allow his mind to wander too far, however, lest he be dragged into the mire that the experience and the memories of it often became for him.

			“The guests will begin arriving for your party tomorrow,” Korzuma informed him, leaning forward onto the parapet. “I trust you will also see that they receive a fair welcome?”

			“I do not have time to welcome all the guests you have called out,” Ichtak said. “I would have no time left in the day if I sought to greet everyone in person.”

			“I mean set a group of Ektal at the entryway to welcome them inside and show them their rooms,” Korzuma told him. “There will be time enough for greetings and proper welcomes at the celebration itself.”

			“Fair enough,” Ichtak said. “I will see to it when Rultahn is here and can arrange someone trustworthy for me.”

			“Good,” Korzuma said with a nod, looking to his son before asking, “have you looked the documents I sent you over?”

			“Of course,” Ichtak answered, “and they are troubling indeed. You should have told me sooner that there was such an epidemic of disturbances about.”

			“I did not wish to raise clamor about a problem which I thought would be put down with great swiftness,” Korzuma told him. “There have been similar flares of rebelliousness from the slave folk before, and they have always been stomped out quickly and quietly, at least here on the home continent. This is something different, something dangerous, I see that now.”

			Ichtak was glad to hear that. It did a bit to relieve his worry that his father might be ignorant of some of the threats posed to him. He still hoped he would show the forwardness to act aggressively if it were so required of him.

			“If you have any advice on the situation, I would hear it,” Korzuma said, looking outward as thunder rumbled in the distance before continuing, “but we will consult with Rultahn and officials of the Niquiniitztoz before anything is decided. We must be invested to the fullest extent to ensure that nothing stops us from achieving victory over these vandals and shadows.”

			“I have none as of yet,” Ichtak began after some amount of contemplative silence, “but I would suggest we mount more randomly rotating watches and patrols in vulnerable parts of the city to ensure that, if it is as we fear and turncoats and spies are among us, their presence is not ever a sure thing in any one location. Other than this, I am just as worthless as everyone else on the matter. It is as if the culprits dissolve into thin air after they have finished their business, and no slaves of Bahadiri origin have any grasp of what the meaning of the movement is, nor where or when it started. None of those interrogated seem to have been part of it at any point, and have always proved completely ignorant of the group even existing. It is a headache to even attempt to deal with the intricate details of the thing.”

			“Indeed it is,” Korzuma sighed. “It is truly an anomaly. I will be quite pleased to look into the workings of this movement when we finally uncover what is going on. Harak knows there is little the men that usually root these things out can tell me. This is a different breed of resistance.”

			“There has to be some involvement by the sultanate,” Ichtak said. “There is no other way we could be so vexed by this for weeks. It is some underhanded plot by them to disrupt us.”

			“I cannot imagine it being otherwise,” Korzuma agreed. “I can only pray that their evil purpose comes to no avail and we send them running.”

			Ichtak was about to inquire as to whether war with the northern power was a possibility, desperately hoping for a positive answer, but held back as the first in a line of cars making up a small Ektal convoy rounded the bend on the hill road and began its final approach toward the palace, the others in tow. This was surely Rultahn, his trip to the north having been a success and his entry back into the city not quite as grand as his entry into Tepek a year ago at the prince’s side, but his mood better than it had been even in that proud moment.

			“Let us go on down to meet him,” Korzuma said, turning to proceed towards the stairs and descend to the front courtyard, seeing that Ichtak was already on the way down as he finished speaking. He made his own way to the top of the steps and followed at a more careful pace, not wanting to risk a fall. His age and his illness had combined to catch up to him over the course of recent days, and though he remained strong and capable for his years, he was slower than he had once been.

			Ichtak was not burdened, however, and strode over to stand before the line of cars as it pulled into the yard and turned, parking before the steps up to the palace entrance. The prince approached the central car, knowing that Rultahn sat within.

			Sure enough, the Lord Ektal stepped out of the automobile after its door was respectfully opened for him by the Ektal driver, and after straightening himself, he saluted the prince and walked forward, taking his shoulder.

			“It has been too long, your majesty,” Rultahn said, looking off to the north as he spoke. “Your work has done wonders in Korahnek, it must be said.”

			“Welcome back,” Ichtak told him, “and don’t mention it. You were just as instrumental as I, if not more so.”

			Korzuma made his approach then, and Rultahn pulled back and saluted once more, nodding to the emperor and saying, “It is good to be back in Tepek, my lord.”

			“Good,” Korzuma began, “I am glad to have you back. We will take some time this evening to discuss your observations in the north in more depth, but for now, I must ask, can you spare a moment to talk of the dark issues plaguing Tepek?”

			“Indeed I can,” Rultahn said. “The Ektal have some ideas about who might well be behind the disappearances and the inexplicable lack of witnesses and alert guardsmen. I have picked up some information this morning that the two of you may well be interested in hearing.”

			“Whatever is that?” Korzuma asked, incredibly interested. Ichtak shared his interest, not surprised that while they were stunned, the ever immersed and connected Rultahn might have the answers to the situation.

			Rultahn pulled in fairly close to them and produced a letter from within his coat, signed off on by some recognizable Niquiniitztoz officials from around the province of Tepek. He handed it to the emperor, who took it and began to read.

			“It was intercepted by an honor guard working shifts at the constabulary complexes,” Rultahn told them silently, looking around as if to make sure the information was picked up on by no one but them and the Ektal around them. “It implies that the Niquiniitztoz may well have been infiltrated. These officers, surely, are sympathizers of the sultanate, and the comments made by several are nothing short of traitorous promises of violence.”

			“This is utterly unbelievable,” Korzuma exclaimed quietly, handing the paper back to Rultahn, who hid the letter away once more.

			“It gets worse, my lords,” Rultahn said, a dark look coming onto his stern face. “The level of corruption amongst the Niquiniitztoz is uncertain, but the upper echelons of the groups seem rife with despicable behavior. My spies have found questionable material of Bahadiri origin in the commissioner’s own home, and in the homes of several other officers. There is also a disturbing trend amongst these officials to disappear after an act is committed on their watch. Perhaps they are fleeing discovery, not being taken against their will.”

			Korzuma sighed deeply, stroking his chin as he muttered, “This is dark news. The Niquiniitztoz have always been stalwart servants of the empire and its people. And, worse, they have more power combined than any small band of turncoats or heretics might possess. I will have to ask you to come to my quarters early, perhaps in just a few hours, to go over the evidence once more. We need to be absolutely sure there is some breed of corruption before we take action against such a respected institution.”

			Ichtak was shocked as well, his worry spiking as the emperor mentioned waiting before taking action. If there was finally some target to be trained on, why not simply do what needed to be done regardless of public opinion, he thought. He looked to Rultahn, and the Lord Ektal gave him a knowing nod, small and hardly noticeable. He had picked it up, too.

			“May I accompany the two of you in your discussion?” Ichtak asked the emperor. “I have studied all the documents available to me and would like to provide what assistance I can.”

			“That is acceptable,” Korzuma told him, “I believe we can come to some agreement amongst ourselves. I shall bring Thunkahl in as well, along with the remainder of the High General staff. We will all need to weigh in on this threat if it is to be decided what the proper response is to be.”

			“Very well,” Ichtak said with no small amount of eagerness, “let us get to making that decision as soon as possible.”

			“Give me an hour to gather those we need, at least,” Korzuma told him, already motioning off some of the Ektal around them to fetch those he had just mentioned. “I will send for you both when the time comes.”

			Korzuma nodded to the two of them and strode off, his Ektal guards trailing behind. Rultahn and Ichtak shared another familiar glance before Ichtak spoke, saying, “What a find. I pray my father does not underreact to this threat and allow it to grow.”

			“We should do our upmost to convince him of the seriousness of it,” Rultahn told him, “for it is serious indeed. Fortunately, the remainder of the High General Staff will probably be easily convinced. It is the timid and wise tongued Thunkahl who worries me. His influence over the emperor is great, and it is entirely possible he could slow or even halt our cause if the emperor starts down a road of hesitation and unnecessary caution early on.”

			“And there is no doubt in your mind that the Niquiniitztoz have been infiltrated?” Ichtak asked warily, wanting to make sure he himself was not being overzealous before he got himself entangled in an argument on the matter.

			“No doubt at all, my lord,” Rultahn assured him with a slight bow. “I would not have brought it to your attention otherwise. I trust the Ektal who delivered these findings to me wholly and completely, and they would not fabricate something so important.”

			“Indeed,” Ichtak said, looking about cautiously at the two gate guards, men who performed background checks on behalf of the palace and were associated with the Niquiniitztoz, before going on, “let us wait in my quarters if it is no bother to you. We can discuss our options. And, if worse comes to worst, I will step up to make use of the mantle of High Marshal once more if you so advise.”

			“I was about to advise just that, your majesty,” Rultahn laughed as they proceeded up the stairs toward the palace, “but we should only employ such measures if completely necessary, if only to keep the emperor and Thunkahl satisfied.”

			Ichtak might not share some of Rultahn’s skepticisms about the high priest and his father, but he was glad to have him about. He was a great security and help in these uncertain times. As the pair walked off to the prince’s chambers, Ichtak found himself hoping on some level that he would have the opportunity to reclaim the title of High Marshal once more, partially hating himself for the desire given his progress with his father over the past year, and partly embracing that need for action. Whatever the outcome, he and Rultahn would aid in facing down this threat and ensure the capital’s well-being. The prince was certain of that.

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			Though Rultahn had expressed his doubts as to the emperor’s sincerity on the speed with which he meant to react to the problem at hand, Ichtak had been impressed. Though there was no immediate condemnation or forward assault on members of the niquiniitztoz, several were detained the following day, and much of the organization was put on hold in its operations, with even low level patrols being stopped or at least altered to make them less potentially dangerous to officials of the state. That was more than enough to convince the prince that the emperor meant something, and to at least partially sway the Lord Ektal.

			Now, walking towards the door into his father’s private quarters set into the rear wall of the throne room, he thought back to his discussions with Rultahn over the past couple evenings and reminded himself to keep his eyes open for any kind of hesitation. He was not in doubt of his father’s desire to defend his dynasty and his capital, but he did worry that the man might take too long deciding upon the fate of the accused conspirators. There was too much at stake to allow for waiting for an extended period before putting an end to the upper echelon of Niquiniitztoz officers and cleaning up the organization, and if his father used the meeting he had called him to this night to ask about delaying sentencing or relieving restrictions on the civilian defense forces not imprisoned, he would do his best to talk him out of it. 

			Ichtak nodded to the saluting guards, but quickly turned his attention back to the doorway ahead. Mentally prepared for some form of debate, light though it might be compared to some earlier altercations of theirs, but hoping for a better outcome, Ichtak knocked on the doorway and entered the common room that connected the Harem and Eunuchs’ quarters with the private rooms of his father. He found the place empty, as it usually was. He wasted no time in making his way around the place to the door onward to the imperial quarters and knocked once again, this time more loudly. Several slow moments passed as the prince awaited some response before the door was opened, his father having approached nearly noiselessly from the other side.

			“Come right in, Ichtak,” Korzuma told him, motioning him inside. “I have important matters to discuss with you this afternoon.”

			Ichtak strode in and the door was closed behind him. Korzuma went past and led him into the library to sit, as was their custom when speaking with one another. They wound their way on through the shelves and to the emperor’s desk, where they both took their usual places across from one another.

			“I have a long string of worries and wisdoms I feel I need to share with you,” Korzuma said after several silent seconds, “things which are vital for you to know. I don’t fully grasp why I feel the need to share them with you now, but it could be many things. It could be that you are growing older, or it could be that I am growing older. My recent illness certainly hasn’t helped me feel any more youthful. And on top of all this, we learn that the Niquiniitztoz, some of our most trusted enforcers, are overrun with traitorous thoughts and souls. None of those things make me feel very secure, certainly. That is why I urge you to bear with me and listen. I may well have angered you at times with my caution, and I will be preaching caution again. But that does not mean you should disregard what I pass on to you. Just lend me an ear, and see if the advice and warning resonates with you. I dearly hope it will.”

			Ichtak sat back in his chair, waiting for some torrent of depressed discourse. He did not like the sound of where this was going, but he would allow the emperor to speak to him uninterrupted. He would only try to give his father sense if he really felt he needed any given to him.

			“I know full well that you have lost people very dear to you,” Korzuma told him, “and I know what a burden such loss can be. I have allowed you to bury the ones you so adored in life in the courtyards of the palace with our ancestors, and I do not doubt that for their time with you they were indeed quite worthy of such placement. This is partly because I understand what it is to lose someone close to you. Your older brothers, cut down in the prime of their service and loyalty to the empire. Your mother, dying before her time as she did. She was never a strong person, and never someone upon whom I would put praise, but there was always something I admired in her, though even after her death the pain was all that reminded me of it. Thunkahl’s continued warnings of threats on the horizon. But those are things we all must face, and must trust in Harak to guide us through. I need to speak to you about Axahl III, my father. I am reminded every day how near death may well be to me, and it is not only the teachings of Harak but the teachings of preceding emperors upon whom a prince must depend when the time comes for ascension.”

			Axahl III was still a relatively unknown figure to Ichtak, given that emperors traditionally went several generations before records and publications of their lives were made public to even the noble parts of Luskaitian society. He knew his grandfather had laid the foundation for the advancements pushed forward by his father, and that he had waged several small wars in his time, including the one which had won a portion of southern Araslevania for New Luskaiti, but he was otherwise ignorant of the man’s achievements and deeds. He was quite interested to have the former ruler expanded upon.

			“Axahl III was a great model for me as a young man,” Korzuma went on after some moments of silent contemplation, “and as you approach the age of twenty I can only hope I have been a fair enough model for you. He was ever present to settle my worries, always there when I needed questions on the nature of leadership answered. He was a grand commander, but knew when to hold back his hand. Indeed, he was anything a proper Luskaitian should strive to be, everything I have tried to build myself around. I tell you this, because I will come to an end one day, and you will be expected to take up my mantle, as I was expected to take up his.”

			Ichtak was silent, not having fully expected such a forward mention of Korzuma’s own mortality. He listened closely, hanging on to his father’s every word in an attempt to gauge the man’s mood. 

			“When my own father died, and I was told that it was my time to rule, I found that the task which I had assumed I was ready for throughout all my years was going to be quite a challenge,” Korzuma said, his stare slightly absent. “All of that time spent believing my father was invincible were proved wrong, and I was put to deep and unsettling worry. What if the empire was not invincible? What if I proved incompetent in my duties and sank our glorious civilization? It was because of this nervousness that I followed the wise hand of Thunkahl and other aides and advisors of my father’s, carrying on his traditions and dreams in his absence. I see no such self-doubt in you, Ichtak. You are a man carved of older, more sacred flesh than I. I say that with the utmost respect and joy, for to have raised you and to see you be what you are is a constant source of pride, even if it is sometimes pride found struggling through thorns. It is pride, Ichtak, which makes me beg this of you. On the day when you take the throne, whenever that may be, let Harak’s words guide you as you always have, but trust in caution and restraint when it is appropriate to do so.”

			“You are a strong man, Ichtak, and will be a strong emperor,” Korzuma told him, “Such a powerful will has not been glimpsed in these halls in centuries, and that is saying much. But do not let your anger, your doubt, ever drive you to acts so forward as to be foolish. All emperors will rule their own way, and will develop their own style of reaction and governance. That does not, however, mean that all such differences are acceptable. I do not condemn you to mistakes before you make them, and I most certainly give you credit for being successful in your first military campaign. Things done in the name of personally held anger cannot always go as planned, however, and will often cost the one who behaves too aggressively dearly. I give you this warning no to insult you, but to remind you that there are other paths, and that they are sometimes the best roads for our empire to travel down.”

			Ichtak sat for a moment in silence, and after his father did the same, he broke in, “I acted on a year’s planning and preparation. Anger was there, but it was not unrestrained.”

			“You are correct to an extent,” Korzuma said softly, “but there is little chance that, had I not held you back until you were able to attain the title of High Marshal of the Ektal, you would not have run off immediately to do battle with the Tayohua, storming the caves without a plan or care. A worthy cause, do not mistake me, but a dangerous proposition to one unprepared.”

			Ichtak remained silent after that. Indeed he could not disagree with his father on any of his points. It would have been days, not a year, before he departed had he gotten his way. And, had he arrived, while there might have been a chance to save Hahln and Tlalli, there would have been a greater chance that he would have marched down to a dark and horrid fate, blind to forethought in the heat of those abysmal times. 

			“Again, it is no criticism I heap upon you, but advice,” Korzuma continued. “I know you to be wise and cunning in the fields of command. But one must always take time to plan out his movements before engaging a foe if it is possible to do so. This way, victory is assured.”

			Ichtak remained quiet, nodding to his father in silence. He could easily see the man’s point. 

			“When one is the emperor, he must remember that he speaks for Harak and the people of Harak’s empire,” Korzuma said. “There can be no blunders if it can be afforded, because the fate of our world and our people rest on our shoulders. It is not an easy weight to bear, but I trust in your ability to do it. You do not balk at even the most daunting of tasks, and you show no nervousness in the face of ridicule and danger. There is no stopping you in your chosen fields of focus. However, you must always keep in mind that it is Harak’s people who depend on you and your decisions, not simply you alone.”

			“You may wonder why I choose to lay all this out now, and the truth is I do not have an answer other than worry and guilt,” Korzuma explained, “Guilt at the thought that my distance early on, my focus on your older brothers, and even my distance during your year of preparation for the Korahnek expedition, might have left you yourself distanced from the practices and methods an emperor must impart to his heir. It is because of that, and many other flaws of mine, that I apologize to you, and wish that, in days to come, you and I can speak more frequently and share more questions and wisdom. I firmly believe we can both gain something from the other’s company.”

			Ichtak sat there for nearly a minute, both of the pair silent, the prince stunned that his father had openly apologized to him. 

			“You deserve your own apology,” Ichtak told him after some silent thought. “I have been rebellious and ignorant of your guidance at the best of times, and have at one point thought of you as an enemy of mine, someone that had done me great wrong. I am sorry for my own wrongdoings, for you did not act alone in minimizing our contact over the past years. I really do look forward to sharing more time with you, and to being shown the ways of governance, even if they do not strike my current interests. You will not see as much strain or worry caused by me, I promise you.”

			“It pleases me to hear it,” Korzuma said, smiling. “Leading you down the path to lordship will be an honor.”

			Korzuma rose from his seat and came about to Ichtak’s side, and when Ichtak rose, he grasped his shoulder. There was silence between them, but a new understanding as well, especially on the part of Ichtak. He knew there was hope for the two of them, greater than it had been all throughout the past year of tentatively rebuilding their bond. There was a chance for Ichtak to return to the full graces of his father and for the emperor to receive his full respect once more, and the realization of that gave Ichtak a feeling he could not at first place, but one that made him quite satisfied and warm all the same. 

			For all that, though, Korzuma’s talk of his own death had worried him, and he could still see the distance in his eyes, as if he was already resigned to some darker fate. Perhaps he knew, or thought he knew, of some threat, but Ichtak did not believe so. Thunkahl’s vague but danger filled counsel and the threats of the past few days had come together to leave him wracked with worry, Ichtak thought, and to see the man in such a state was some pain given his willingness to forget their rougher patches and begin anew.

			“I will let you go to see to your own business, now,” Korzuma said, laughing a bit as he continued,  “your party tomorrow will carry with it enough tiresome and busy work for you in the form of your guests without me adding to your worries. I will see you there, my boy, and together we’ll make a show of it.”

			“Good day, then,” Ichtak said with a grin, one the likes of which his father had not seen in years, and which no one had seen often. “I will show myself out. Surely you have plenty to deal with without guiding me about. I will see you tomorrow.”

			“Tomorrow,” Korzuma agreed, nodding as Ichtak turned and strode off for the exit. As he went, he suddenly came to grips with what he had begun feeling while speaking to his father, what had struck him as pleasant but foreign. He had not really experienced it in a year, not since he had been deep in the caverns below the northern reaches of the empire. It was, to be plain, a sense of purpose. 
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			Rultahn was waiting for the prince as he emerged into the royal entry hall, and the two greeted each other, the Lord Ektal saluting Ichtak as was his tradition, even though he had been told it was perfectly acceptable for him to simply greet the prince. Such an invitation had been gratefully received but not held to, the Lord Ektal feeling it more appropriate for his station and duty to recognize the heir apparent with the respect he saw fit.

			“So,” Rultahn began as they walked off towards the prince’s chambers, “what was it the emperor had to advise you on?”

			“Simply some advice on leadership, and an apology,” Ichtak told him, “both rather surprising, but neither really unwelcome.”

			“Nothing was mentioned about the Bahadiri sympathizers or their sentencing, then?” Rultahn prompted, being sure to keep his voice down in the open halls so no passing servants or lower ranked priests and administrators caught his words.

			“No,” Ichtak replied, “that was my initial worry as well. He seems set on punishing them with speed, though. He merely wished to speak seriously about matters of importance to an heir, and wanted to invite me to speak with him more often.”

			“That is indeed good news,” Rultahn said, nodding. “I was wondering whether the man would attempt to pull back after Thunkahl had his time with him. The priest has been quite unlike himself in his defense of the culprits. It is quite odd of him, and possibly dangerous given his connections to the emperor.”

			“Thunkahl is simply shocked,” Ichtak reasoned, looking off towards the entrance to the palace chapel as they passed it. “He did not expect such betrayal at the hands of an institution long held as instrumental in enforcing the will of the emperor amongst the citizenry.”

			“We were all shocked,” Rultahn commented, his growing dislike for the old man held back slightly, but still audible to the familiar Ichtak. “Thunkahl is simply blinded to the truth of the matter.”

			“Still, he helped enforce at their sides as a constabulary priest ages back,” Ichtak countered, still wanting to defend the aged priest who, though irritating at times, he still respected. “He has deep roots within the organization, and his discomfort with their corruption and partial disbelief at the reports of it is to be expected. He is wise, though, and he will learn in time that the temporary disbanding and disarmament of the group is for the best.”

			“I pray that is so,” Rultahn said, “there is too much set against the nation to excuse weakness amongst our own ranks. Indeed, there is no excuse as to why we have not already at least publicly called out the sultanate on its use of underhanded tactics, and put the fear of Harak into the fools.”

			Ichtak felt much the same, but he understood his father’s hesitancy in such things. War with the sultanate alone was one thing, but the power to the north had done everything in its ability to surround itself with allies, Lun’dei being an open one, but others being wholly possible. A battle against one meant a battle against many, and that, while an exciting prospect, was also potentially a dangerous prospect. The lesser nations of the world all had reason to react immediately and with force to Luskaitian offensives, and the sultan’s pleas for unity, if heeded, could have formed quite the alliance against them.

			“I agree on that score,” Ichtak told Rultahn, “but as you know there is not much we can do, vocally or militarily, that won’t potentially trigger a multi-party alliance being called up against us. Nothing we cannot put down, of course, but something to consider. It would be quite a mire if all the powers on the continent turned their guns on us, even if we could fight our way out. But a war would be grand. If it was my choice, we would be marching across the borders and fording the rivers north in days, but I can fully understand the emperor’s desire to wait until the threat is laid out more clearly. It is a large investment of force to make.”

			“And you will make a great emperor indeed because of that,” Rultahn said, “but understanding does not make me more accepting of hesitancy in the face of mongrel aggressions. Such a thing could mean the final subjugation of all the sultanate, and any that came to war alongside them.”

			“Like I said, I agree wholeheartedly,” Ichtak replied quickly, “but do not call the emperor out on this. It is his choice, and his judgment, and this is a decision that, while not completely behind, I can see some small amount of wisdom in.”

			Rultahn nodded, saying, “I apologize, my lord. It simply disturbs me to think of the Bahadiri sultan sitting in his palace and scheming with no true fear in him. He has forgotten the last war, and he must be reminded of his place.”

			“And he will be,” Ichtak assured him, “in time. The emperor will know when to act if it is so needed. He is no coward, simply overcautious.”

			“I will trust your judgment, your highness,” Rultahn said.

			The two continued to Ichtak’s chambers in relative silence, entering and finding their places around Ichtak’s table before taking their discussion any further. The door was locked behind them and the possibility of low ranked staff overhearing them was gone.

			“So what news do we have from the Niquiniitztoz investigation?” Ichtak asked, leaning back and lighting his pipe, eager to get his hands on it after having left it here for the duration of his early talk with Rultahn, his audience with his father, and the walk back. 

			“Nothing that fails to be troubling,” Rultahn said. “Indeed, more and more continues to crop up. Our newest interrogations would seem to indicate that the Niquiniitztoz is marred by blasphemers in the lowest of its ranks as well. People as low as street patrolmen seem to be willing and able to carry out traitorous acts. It is still somewhat unclear what led to this, but it is sure that the highest ranked were the first to fall and the infiltrators and orders from on high slowly turned the underlings. Some of their number even know the Bahadiri tongue. It is disgusting.”

			“And are the plans of the conspirators known?” Ichtak asked, eager to hear what this rebel group, a singularity in Luskaitian history as far as it was known to him, had planned.

			“It is unclear,” Rultahn replied, “but it is wholly possible they sought to arm a slave mob of some kind and send them on a spree of raids and riots across the province. It is a wholly vile thought.” 

			“Have any other provinces shown these signs of corruption?” Ichtak went on, looking over at his map of the continental empire with some worry in his eyes.

			“No, my lord, thank Harak,” Rultahn answered. “Tepek province seems overrun by these infiltrators and turncoats, but the outer provinces show no outward signs of corruption. However, they are all under investigation by the local Ektal and full reports will be available to us shortly.”

			“Excellent work, Rultahn,” Ichtak told him, “You are more than free to alert the emperor to such progress. He will be overjoyed to hear it.”

			“It will be done, my lord,” Rultahn said quickly, bowing his head slightly.

			“Rultahn,” Ichtak said after just a moment of silence, his question, which had been bothering him since he had first formed it a couple of days before, coming forth as he went on, “why was I not informed of this threat before the emperor was?”

			“Because, my lord,” Rultahn told him, “it was he that had the power to do something about it in terms of investigation beyond what I had already ordered. Besides, I did not want to disturb you with the worry it would bring. You do fret over such things, whether in anger or otherwise, and I did not want to distract you from your studies and recreations here. Beyond that, I did not want to risk a letter with such information in it being found out, showing that I had been reporting such activities to you before the emperor himself.”

			“Understandable,” Ichtak said, not truly surprised by the Lord Ektal’s protectiveness, “just ensure such important information is put through me at the same time in the future, if it is impossible to reach me beforehand.”

			“You have my word, your highness,” Rultahn assured him. “You will receive no more late information from me.”

			“I thank you for your services, Rultahn,” Ichtak said in all honesty after several more silent moments, “you have been my salvation throughout these past years. You are a true servant of the empire, even if your loyalties are slightly staggered. My father worries I will be unprepared or unconnected whenever Harak deems me fit to take the throne, but I know better. External connections serve their purpose, certainly, but you will be a grand advisor and ally, my friend. I am glad we get on as we do.”

			“As am I,” Rultahn laughed, “and as I have said, when, by whatever methods Harak has laid out for his well-meaning soul, our emperor passes on, Luskaiti will have gained a grand emperor indeed.”

			Ichtak and Rultahn sat there for hours, with Rultahn even accepting the prince’s offer of pipe weed after some time, and the two relaxed, sharing the breeds of speculative and tactical conversations that only the truly militarily obsessed could share with joy in their spare time, both utterly content.

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			After his several hours of conversation with Rultahn had ended, the Lord Ektal being required for a discussion about further inquiries into the Niquiniitztoz situation, Ichtak had felt slightly restless, needing to walk about and settle his churning mind. As such, he set out for the empress gardens, knowing the walk usually got him calm and left his mind wandering through more pleasant things. He was not unhappy, in fact he was as close to happy as he had been in some time, but after hours of strict focus he needed to stroll about and forget his duties, forget the stress of the coming party, and forget his obligations to his empire, if only for just a few moments.

			Strolling through the palace at this hour, nearly midnight, was quiet as it always had been, the staff, guests, and administrators usually having retired to their quarters for the night. The empty halls and thoroughly peaceful chambers gave him a chance to think as he wove his way about, allowing his mind to stray to older days, days before the Tayohua had come when life had been a simpler and much more enjoyable affair for him. He thought of his old friends, now lost to him, and of the Reitakh academy, where so much had been made evident to him, and there had been little governance and scheming to be done. Those old days held their share of stresses, but in the prince’s mind they were lined in gold, a perfect period a world apart from the honorable yet sometimes empty existence he now sometimes felt he had. 

			The prince, used to such thoughts, such nostalgia and yearning for years past, kept on walking in reflective silence until he arrived in the empress gardens near the rear of the palace. The flowers scattered about and the beautifully chosen and arranged plant life that grew all about were made all the more calming to Ichtak when he noticed that the place was empty, leaving him to stride through the dimly lit and still garden, his eyes rolling over his beautiful and serene surroundings. His walk took him around several winding pathways to a far corner of this secluded courtyard, and his eyes fell on a slab of black marble inlaid with turquoise.

			The slab, far more recently placed than many of the other stones present, had several dried leaves laying atop its surface, and Ichtak slowly knelt and swept them away. Unveiled beneath these was the name of Tlalli Tetocoyan, including the years eighteen seventy-nine to eighteen ninety-seven. There was no grandeur to the stone past its basic beauty, as it bore no sculpture or epitaph. Its impressiveness lay in its position next to the burial sites of so many empresses that the empire had produced, and in its placement next to the grave of Ichtak’s own mother. He had never known his other parent, but he felt it fitting to lay Tlalli to rest beside her, that he might find both of them together when he was troubled and on one of these odd wanderings.

			Taking a seat on the bench across the stone path from these graves, Ichtak brought his eyes to them and wondered, as he always did, at the fact that Tlalli and Hahln, who lay in Harak’s bounty, were gone. He did not linger on such a thing long, however, and lowering his head, he began to offer up silent prayer. Ichtak had been granted a great thing in the form of new purpose, but he was dead set on not forgetting the people in his past who had driven him to the place where he now stood and to the state of mind in which he now existed. Quietly, he assured himself that he would never allow that to happen, never allow his mind to completely put aside those who had shaped who he was as a young man. 
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			Rultahn had lied to Ichtak, but he had done so out of necessity. It was because of that necessity that he now entered the palace chapel, no less than eight armed Ektal behind him. Four followed him into the hallowed place, and four remained outside, closing the large doors to the place as the Lord Ektal went through. The rest of his Ektal stopped just inside the doorway, silent and ready, as Rultahn strode slowly up the central aisle and towards the solitary figure sitting in the front row of pews, whose gaze remained on the altar despite the noise the soldiers made. Rultahn rounded the first row and approached the man. It was Thunkahl, his head only turning for the Lord Ektal after he had almost reached his side. 

			“Greetings,” Thunkahl said, looking back towards the altar, “it is late for a group prayer session. What brings you into the chapel?”

			“Your stance on the Niquiniitztoz, high priest,” Rultahn told him, his voice harsh. He sat down next to the old man, not looking at Thunkahl, and the priest not looking at him. 

			“What about my stance troubles you?” Thunkahl asked, knowing the answer but wanting to bring the Lord Ektal into the debate he could see coming in a civil manner.

			“You know full well that the officers deserve no pardons or extensions on their sentencing,” Rultahn replied. “You know what I want from you. Withdraw your complaints and allow justice to be served, old man. There is no mercy in Harak’s heart for these men.”

			“Ah, but if they are innocent, then there may well be,” Thunkahl chuckled, coughing slightly as the laugh ended. After a moment he prompted, “You did not just come here to hear my answer given to you once again, though. Why is it that you bother me?”

			Rultahn shook his head silently, seeming disappointed. He then took one last stab at convincing the priest, saying, “There is no honor in the path you are choosing. I pray you will alter your thinking. There is no point in defending this organization any longer. They are doomed, and their absence will help us in the long run. The Ektal will see to their duties far better than they themselves could have.”

			“You speak as if you had a plan for such an absence,” Thunkahl said, looking over to him darkly. “That, old friend, is suspicious. But I will not be corrupted or swayed by your badgering, oh no. The more you say, the more my doubts for the claims your organization has produced have grown. The emperor stands with you in part, but as long as I have his ear, I will continue to speak my mind.”

			Rultahn sat there in silence for several long moments, weighing his options. He could kill the priest then and there, as he had planned, but something in him wanted the old man to know before he died. Something in him wanted to see the man crushed, to see him hopeless before the end.

			“You will not possess the emperor’s ear for long, priest,” Rultahn hissed. “I regret to inform you that your time of influence has passed. A new age is dawning, one where the weak wills of your emperor and your Niquiniitztoz do not hold us back from our obligations before god. One where sacrifices are not sparse and war is not a thing to be pounced on only when opportunity makes it convenient or necessary. Where warriors will be warriors once more, not guards and tradesmen. You will have no place in that world, old man, so do not sit firm in the assurance of your influence.”

			“What you say is blasphemy,” Thunkahl stammered after several shocked moments. “My emperor is your emperor, my concerns should be yours. Traitorous souls can be so surprising, but I think I sensed it in you, worm. You are no better than the mongrel abhumans, or the sultanate. What schemes have you been crafting in the darkness, snake?” 

			Rultahn laughed at the man as he pushed back from him on the pew, shifting forward himself as he replied, “First of all, I have served my own emperor for the past two years. My old emperor showed himself to be weak, so I chose a man who showed more promise. Secondly, I am no traitor if my loyalty is to Harak and the royal family, which is where it remains. It is you who have lost the way on the path of god. Should it not be slowly unraveling for you what my goals are? Should it not be clear what I want?”

			“You are framing the Niquiniitztoz,” Thunkahl accused, pointing at him damningly. “You are preforming some form of subtle trickery to weaken the empire!”

			“Do not grow too loud, or I will have to cut our conversation short,” Rultahn warned him threateningly as his voice grew louder. With the priest seeming to keep calm for the moment, he went on, “I am moving aside those who would stand in the way of strengthening the empire. But I would not expect you to comprehend that. When one’s livelihood and cultural security comes under threat, that person must sometimes use acts they once would have abhorred to protect their way of life. I have accepted this, and I am not above using violence and threat to give the empire what it deserves.”

			“And what in your sick mind do you believe it is that they deserve?” Thunkahl asked, utterly furious and thoroughly worried at the same time.

			“A real leader,” Rultahn answered eagerly, “one who does not pause before doing what is right, one who does not hold back his people from glory on the field when victories greater than we have ever known could be theirs. We need Ichtak on the throne, and we need him now.”

			“Please tell me the prince is not involved in such despicable, heretical behavior,” Thunkahl said, almost pleading.

			“Not at all, priest,” Rultahn told him, “he must be unaware, so that the emperor’s death crushes him even more than the poor lad has already been crushed. He is a machine, an instrument of Harak’s will, and without his father there will be nothing to hold him back. He will lead us to a glorious new age of blood and conquest, perhaps even wipe the weak nation states of lesser beings from the map. No, Ichtak is ignorant of the plan, but it is all for him. And under him, the empire will prosper as it has not in centuries.”

			“This is not the way the chosen of Harak should be brought to the throne,” Thunkahl cried as loudly as he dared. “There is naught but poor judgment in such a thing. The reincarnation of Ichtak I brought to the throne after an assassin’s actions? That is insanity. Harak and the Niquiniitztoz will not allow such a thing to occur.”

			“It is the only string of reason to have come out of this palace since the High Marshal marched forth to victory a year ago, and I will be damned if I let it fail,” Rultahn snapped. “I have the most vital of the Niquiniitztoz locked away, and the rest that might suspect my designs are to be slain in secret this very night. And, dear friend, Harak stands with me. It is the stagnation of the empire in peace that has brought me to this point. You have lost touch with what it means to be Luskaitian, Thunkahl, as has Korzuma.”

			“You will be found out and slain for this,” Thunkahl told him, “you will be put to the altar for treason!”

			“No, not at all,” Rultahn laughed, shaking his head. “The remainder of the Niquiniitztoz will be blamed for the actions of the assassin, who will be quite dead soon after his killing shots are fired. They will be purged tomorrow, after the deed is done, along with all the others my organization has pointed out as potentially traitorous. We will be left with a clean slate, a grand and old fashioned ruler as our emperor, leading an empire void of lost souls like yourself. But more in line with your words than that, there will be no witnesses or traitors left to tell of my actions.”

			“And the sultanate?” Thunkahl spat. “What of them? Were they ever involved in the first place?”

			“Of course not. No foolish sultan of the north could mount such a campaign of infiltration against us,” Rultahn told him, his stare cold. “They are a means to an end. After the purge, there will finally, after all these years of waiting, be war with the heathens in the north, and all of their hidden allies. Ichtak is a wise man, and a great commander, and with the help of the Ektal we will wipe all opposition aside and return ourselves to a position of influence we have not enjoyed on the continent since Harak himself walked amongst us.”

			Thunkahl shook his head, his disbelief seemingly unending, and Rultahn could not get enough of it. Rultahn had been preparing his final plan to bring on Ichtak’s ascension for over a year, and it was going excellently. There were no hitches in the scheme, no loose ends to be dealt with. It had been nothing but joy to put it into motion. And now, he got to confront Thunkahl, and as Lanaxhal had escaped his torments and Korzuma would be dead with no such chance to gloat, the high priest served as his most reviled enemy in this moment.

			“What of the order?” Thunkahl asked, seeming resigned after several long moments of silent waiting. “Will you traitors throw down the priesthood?”

			“We will simply liquidate all of the priests that do not fit into our new system and have them replaced by chaplains from the Ektal’s ranks,” Rultahn answered. “I have a replacement lined up for every position that will need to be filled, including yours. They will need the emperor’s approval, of course, without a high priest to grant them their positions, but I am confident Ichtak shall make the right decisions. As I said, he is a wise man.”

			“You have made the prince your puppet,” Thunkahl accused, his voice low and beaten but not lacking any disgust.

			“Never would I do such a thing to a man worthy of the throne,” Rultahn said quickly, anger creeping into his voice at the notion. “He is going to do all I could ever want and more on his own. I am merely the hand of Harak that will give him the final push to greatness.”

			“You are a madman,” Thunkahl told him quite seriously.

			“And you are blind, old fool,” Rultahn sneered, “I know where my loyalties lie, and they lie only with the worthy.”

			“You can slay me and every other opponent of your organization, and the truth will still come out,” Thunkahl said quietly. “There will be no mercy from Harak for what you are doing here. Ichtak will find you out and butcher you.”

			“Once more, you are wrong,” Rultahn gleefully informed him, “and even if I am found, and the prince takes his misguided revenge upon me, I will still have served this great nation excellently by elevating that man to the throne. I cannot stress that enough.”

			“But this is not the way for ascension to occur,” Thunkahl argued, “it is not natural or godly to do such things.”

			“I think we both know at this point that I am inclined to disagree with that statement,” Rultahn shot back. “Your words are useless, Thunkahl, your ability to sway over and ended.”

			Rultahn sat there once more as silence set in, Thunkahl quietly shaking his head and holding his hands together in wordless prayer. He kept his eyes on the old priest, drinking in the fear and nervousness the figure put off. The impervious and ageless Thunkahl the Great driven to instability at last, after two years of collaboration with weakness. It was people like this that had cost him his daughter, and had cost the empire its pride.

			“Tell me this, Rultahn,” Thunkahl said after several quiet minutes, “was it your own loss, or your own damaged image that drove you down the path to betrayal?”

			“The two led me to Ichtak,” Rultahn replied. “I then merely did what any sane Luskaitian would do.”

			“There has never in all the recorded histories of Luskaiti been an assassination of an emperor,” Thunkahl went on in hushed and disbelieving tones, more to himself than to Rultahn. “To think such evil deeds could be carried out by men of the empire, men of the Ektal, no less.”

			Thunkahl looked up then, needing to ask a question and giving it hurriedly, “Tell me, are the Ektal corrupted with your views to a man? Do not lie to me, Rultahn. Grant me a decent answer before I meet Harak, if anything.”

			“No, they are not,” Rultahn answered, “but down to the lowest officer the Tepek forces are wise enough to follow me, and indeed every soul down to the lowest of rank and file soldiers in the palace and Tepek stationary guard know at least that we are to eviscerate the Tepek Niquiniitztoz tomorrow for the good of the empire, regardless of the circumstances.”

			“You are genuinely grotesque, Rultahn,” Thunkahl hissed at him. “I hope Harak serves you up all the pain that you deserve.”

			“That has already occurred,” Rultahn shot back. “This is the time of war, and I will be sorely needed. Now, I do believe my time is growing short. We must be able to remove your body from the premises before morning, after all. Do you have anything else to say for yourself, priest?”

			Thunkahl looked over his shoulder at the Ektal standing about the main entryway, and then to the passages out to the priests’ quarters behind the altar, as if judging his chances of success in some kind of escape attempt. When he noticed that there were two Ektal before the private chamber entrance as well, he averted his gaze and turned it down to the stone floor, defeated. 

			“Just do me the favor of burning my corpse,” Thunkahl muttered, some amount of venom creeping back into his tone as he went on. “I would not wish to see myself left intact like your daughter. There are none but emperors worthy of such things.”

			“I assure you, friend,” Rultahn told him, his own tone flat and cold, “I will ignore your orders wholly.”

			Thunkahl had begun to say something in response when Rultahn shot out a black leather gloved hand and gripped the man’s thin throat with all his might, the priest’s old and bony hands coming up to fight vainly at the strong grip. Rultahn’s other hand joined in, and he rose, leaning over as he did and keeping his grip as firm as possible. He sat there and watched Thunkahl gag and sputter, producing thoroughly unnatural noises all too familiar to the Lord Ektal, a smile on his face as he did so. The struggle, if the feeble limbed older man’s flailing could be called struggling, lasted for several drawn out and purposefully extended minutes as Rultahn viewed the panic and severe pain wash over the priest’s gaze, before finally the man stopped his movement, and Rultahn allowed him to slump, dead, back onto the pew. The corpse that had been the oldest and wisest man in Tepek by many citizens’ standards slowly slid downwards and thumped against the wood of the bench, continuing to tilt forward until it tumbled off the pew altogether. Rultahn watched with calm enjoyment, especially liking the image and noise of Thunkahl’s ornate staff, which had been propped against his leg, clattering to the floor with him no longer there to support it.

			Slowly, the Lord Ektal rose and prodded the body with his feet, first spitting on the robed and turbaned old figure and then kicking it with some force. It stirred not at all. He worked a knife out of its place on his belt and knelt down, needing to be sure. He slid the serrated blade forcefully into the priest’s undamaged eye socket, going to the hilt with the long blade and well into Thunkahl’s brain. The man was dead, certainly.

			Rultahn calmly stood, pulled a black handkerchief from his great coat pocket, and cleaned the blade he had used to finalize the murder of the high priest of Tepek. He wiped every bit of the grime and gore away, and casually slipped the thing back into its sheath. He then turned to the pair of Guards standing before the entryway to the priests’ private chambers and motioned them over, a call they immediately obeyed.

			“Take this trash to the Tlauha Lake to the south, and do not burn him,” Rultahn ordered the pair of them. “Weigh him down and sink him in the water, to rot like a Nautican in the depths. He deserves no better.”

			“It will be done, sir,” one of the Ektal said quickly, “but, lord, have the palace staff been cleared out of the halls?”

			“The guards and staff permitted to wander the halls this night are almost entirely Ektal,” Rultahn informed him, “but there is a covered serving cart over near the main entrance to the chapel. It is for the body. Load it onto the lower shelf and take it out to the front courtyard. The automobile will be waiting for you there.”

			“Of course, sir, it will be just as you say,” The Ektal told him, stammering slightly. “Hail the true emperor, long live Ichtak.”

			The Ektal both saluted after the new and secret phrase, spoken quietly even here, in private, was uttered, and then picked up the priest’s body, along with his staff, and began to carry his limp corpse off to the cart it would be hidden on. Rultahn then turned and motioned the group just inside the closed front doors to approach, and when they reached him, he ordered, “Clean up every bit of this mess, and do it quickly and quietly. I have the chaplains delaying any priests that want to enter the chapel at all costs, but should unauthorized eyes see the blood there will be questions and subsequently more deaths. I will ensure if this is not successful that yours are among them.”

			“Yes, sir,” All four of them said nearly in unison, one of their number continuing, “we will do precisely as instructed.”

			The group then repeated the hailing of Ichtak that had been given before as they saluted, and Rultahn turned to look at the altar. He took several steps toward its ziggurat shaped frame and grinned to himself, his thoughts centered around one thing, his final victory over the weakness inherent in the upper echelons of his empire. He was finally within reach of bringing all wrongs to an end and setting the people of the one true god on the path of righteousness under the one leader that would be able to rally them and lead them to victory. The reincarnation of Ichtak I was no myth, Rultahn firmly believed, and he was here among them, awaiting his chance at war with the lesser beings. 

			As he stood there smiling to himself, this level of satisfaction, like that of his young idol, having only been rarely experienced since the first Korahnek expedition and its disastrous end. Long live the true emperor indeed, Korzuma repeated to himself silently as he thought of the party and his plans for Korzuma.
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			Ichtak had now shifted to Harak’s bounty, looking at the plain and moss grown headstone of Hahln, left untouched and uncleansed of the lower plant growth and colorful, small mushroom growths that peppered its surface, just as he would have wanted. The stone rested beneath the fern the boy had cultivated some of his first specimens of growth in the shade of, the same one he and Ichtak had been sitting before on the evening Ichtak swore to himself that he would not let Hahln fall to evil influences. A promise, he constantly reminded himself, that he did not keep, in the end, even if it was not wholly his fault that the trickery of Tarakahm’s dark spawn was so great as to turn the heart of Hahln to blackness. 

			He had at least kept his promise to develop his military prowess, though his friend would never see service with him, and that gave him some comfort, as did the knowledge that those who had harmed Hahln so were dead and effectively eliminated, their sludge buried beneath countless tons of rocky earth or resting in the Iqal Ocean’s darkest pits. The prayer Ichtak sat muttering to himself was one of memorial and forgiveness, for he held nothing against his no doubt mentally scarred and madness steeped friend for his attack on him or his joining with the Tayohua, and hoped that Harak would lay aside his offense as well.

			As he finished up his silent prayer, he rose, saluting the grave as he had Tlalli’s after looking about to ensure he remained unobserved. He then turned, his eyes lingering on the grave for a moment, and proceeded through the courtyard and back into the palace, making his way directly for his rooms and thinking of a fairly peaceful sleep and an irritating day tomorrow, which he reminded himself would be much better if he made the effort to connect with his father at every opportunity, a notion which made the day ahead a more bearable concept. He would join his father, along with Rultahn and Thunkahl, in the morning, and the two of them would celebrate through conversation and a good smoke if nothing else, the other attendees be damned. Reciting prayers of good fortune to himself and humming traditional Luskaitian tunes deeply and quietly, he passed by a pair of uniformed Ektal guards bearing a serving cart who stopped to salute him graciously before hurrying on their way, their presence striking him as natural given the festivities of the coming day, and he continued on his leisurely way. 
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			The royal entry hall was filled with guests as the morning grew closer to noon the next day, the nobles and well to do people gathered there having been pulled from all corners of the empire. Kings, queens, princes, and princesses of the provinces stood amongst great commanders and military officials, renowned priests from across the nation, and the insanely wealthy captains of Luskaitian industry. Luskaiti, a huge empire which made up for well over one-third of the globe’s known population, not counting its slave stock, had no shortage of important people and exalted souls. Not often were so many of so much importance gathered here at the center of the empire, and seldom were princes, even emperor’s sons, so famous at such a young age as Ichtak was after his triumph as High Marshal.

			Out from behind a large and heavy black curtain which hung gating the ballroom from the entry hall, Ichtak looked the crowd of laughing and drinking nobles over with some distaste. He stood in the armor he had worn into the Korahnek caves, his outfit cleaned and polished obsessively by many servants, with medals from his campaign pinned to its chest, but his helmet had been replaced with a large and feathered headdress akin to the one he had worn the day he had departed for the north, allowing his slightly annoyed look to be seen. The day would be filled with forced meetings for him, and his time discussing matters of importance with kings of an older caste would be cut short by his duty to associate with businessmen here to sell their products to the military or the royals and lesser kings and queens wishing for grants and attempts at long term treaties with the enemy states bordering their outer provinces. The thought of it was not pleasant, and he turned back to his father, dressed in his finest modern regalia bedecked with medals, who was looking down a guest list he held, nodding slowly.

			“The king of the province of New Tepek in New Luskaiti is here,” He said, taking mental notes aloud, “we must make a point to introduce the two of you. The same is true with Queen Zayanya of New Nihqui. You have met the princesses from Zoatl, yes?”

			“I have,” Ichtak answered, turning back towards the crowded room as his father continued on. He tried to spot King Melahuac of Korahnek, a truly forward and old fashioned man, in the crowd, looking forward to meeting with him again. Their previous meetings had been rushed given the circumstances, but the prince had always enjoyed talking with him. 

			“How about the owners of Catoatl forge works?” Korzuma asked, looking up until he caught the prince’s attention again before going back to scanning. 

			“I have not yet met them,” Ichtak told his father, then looking off to see Rultahn striding quickly across the ballroom. He had been off trying to find Thunkahl on the emperor’s orders, as he was supposed to exit the ballroom with them during their entrance to the celebration, but as the priest was not with him, Ichtak supposed the search had not gone well. He wondered what would keep the priest so long given his usual penchant for early arrivals and insistence on supporting the imperial family.

			“We will ensure they get some of our time, then,” Korzuma mumbled, only looking away from his list as Rultahn, wearing his own finest dress uniform and sporting his own impressive collection of medals, stepped up beside them and saluted, throwing an additional slight bow of the head Ichtak’s way.

			“What news of the high priest?” Korzuma asked. “This kind of unannounced absence is not like him at all.”

			“Thunkahl is nowhere to be found, lord,” Rultahn answered, expressing some noticeable worry on his face. “I have every Ektal agent available scouring the palace and its grounds and they are at a loss to explain what has happened to him. He has simply vanished, your majesty.”

			“That is troubling,” Korzuma said after a moment’s silence, looking back out to the bustling entry hall before saying, “tighten the security around the entrances to the party, and keep close to us. As troubling as this is, we cannot afford to keep the guests waiting any longer.”

			“I will be right at your sides,” Rultahn assured the two, craning his own head to look out into the entry hall.

			“Very well, then,” Korzuma said, turning about and tucking the list he held away into his pocket, “let us get out there. We have much to do.”

			Ichtak, slightly worried, fell back a step to talk to Rultahn in a whisper, asking, “What do you suppose happened to Thunkahl?”

			“There is no knowing, my lord,” Rultahn told him, concern on his face, “but my worry is that his absence can mean nothing good.”

			Ichtak looked forward again as his father pushed the curtain aside and made his way out into the entry hall, and he and Rultahn quickly followed, passing between the group of guards watching over the passage, all of them Ektal. Rultahn issued the emperor’s request for heightened security to them and one ran off to summon more soldiers. With that, the three proceeded out into the party.

			The area of the hall into which they walked was fairly clear of people, though the few that were there either bowed or saluted as the emperor came forth, doing the same for Ichtak when he followed. There were many calls of ‘Hail, High Marshal!’ from around the place as the three moved forward and up onto the small raised stage of covered wood which had been brought in for the occasion and placed near the wall farthest from the main entrance, a podium equipped with a microphone having been placed at its front.

			Crossing this stage, Rultahn took the lead, reaching the podium first and announcing, “I present Korzuma II, emperor of Luskaiti, and Crown Prince Ichtak VI, heir to the throne, your hosts.”

			The crowd went to cheering, clapping, and hailing the two imperials as the music played over the speakers died away to allow full attention to be paid to the emperor as he took to the podium himself.

			“Nobles and icons of Luskaiti,” Korzuma began, “as you are all fully aware, there is much to be celebrated here today. First of these many items is the age of the prince, who now stands at twenty years of age.”

			He paused to allow some cheering at this before going on, “The second is the success of my son in the campaign into Korahnek, conducted upwards of a year ago. He has thus far turned down a celebration of his own bar his welcome home, and I insist he be honored for it here.”

			There were more cheers at that, along with hails for the High Marshal from the more militarist representatives present, especially those of the Ektal. Korzuma raised a hand to silence the crowd and added, “I also wish to honor the role our nation’s loyal Lord Ektal has played in exposing the perpetrators of the insidious plot woven against us over the past few weeks, and bringing an end to the fires and disappearances around the capital. He and his organization have not rested in their search for those responsible, and they have uncovered an extreme corruption of the Niquiniitztoz by shadowy Bahadiri agents and sympathizers. These villains are even now being charged with treason, all thanks to the work of Rultahn and the Ektal.”

			Most of these well off and well connected guests knew of the troubles about Tepek, and of the culprits being unknown, and while word that the strict but loyal Niquiniitztoz would behave in a traitorous fashion came as a shock to all, the news that the traitors had been captured was quite good, and a relief to hear. Cheers and claps followed several moments of silence as the crowd honored the Ektal amongst them and the leader of the organization standing on the stage before them.

			“I will now allow you to return to enjoying yourselves,” Korzuma told them. “Simply remember that the prince will receive his gifts in roughly half an hour, and the gathering will end at eight o’clock this evening. Food and drinks will be available throughout, either on the table to your left or brought out by the staff to you. I thank you for your attendance, and may Harak bless my son and this gathering.”

			There were some claps and cheers from the crowd, and the speakers picked back up, a nationalist tune ringing out over the once more chattering mob. Korzuma turned to Ichtak and prompted, “Are you ready to join the crowd?”

			“I suppose I am,” Ichtak replied, still scanning for familiar faces such as King Melahuac. “Let us get this over with.”

			Rultahn chuckled and joined the prince as they began the walk off the platform as a group, quietly saying, “You are quite my kind of socializer. With a tactic like simply refraining from speech, it is hard to not come out on top.”

			Ichtak nodded and laughed silently, the three men reaching the bottom of the stairs to greetings from many gathered guests that had pushed their way up to the stage’s exit. Rultahn motioned back the group, keeping them at a respectful distance, but in the crowd Korzuma spotted a guest that he had wished for Ichtak to meet, and amongst his pushing forward and throwing necessary greetings out to the administrators and officers all about him, he called out, “General Xentahl, welcome!”

			A strong featured old man sporting a white handlebar moustache, well past his sixtieth year by the looks of it, in an immaculate uniform which now looked large on him, saluted the emperor before returning his weight to his cane, making his slow way the few yards forward to them, the crowd parting before him with some reverence. He drew up and bowed to Ichtak, saying, “I am no longer a general, as I’m sure you know. Just an old, retired Ektal officer. These years of peace have aged me more than battle ever did, I’m afraid.”

			“Ektal General Xentahl of the Xin’ziang campaign, and the victor of the clash on the Eiden Heights?” Ichtak asked, somewhat star struck for the first time in his life. “I have read so much of your work describing tactical theory and the employment of fear and pain against the enemy in battle. You are truly a great Luskaitian.”

			“Oh, but you are a great commander yourself, High Marshal,” Xentahl told him, bowing once more to Ichtak as he said. “You honor me with your compliments.”

			“I would not have been a great commander if not for the writings on modern warfare put forth by yourself, or the teachings of Rultahn, who was your underling at one time,” Ichtak said honestly.

			“That he was,” Xentahl said, nodding to Rultahn, who bowed slightly to his former superior, “but you conquered the unknown when you entered the caverns of Korahnek and faced down the Tayohua, and showed initiative in tactics not seen in most commanders, and almost never in first time commanders. Your employment of plate mail was fascinating and brilliant, if I do say so myself, your highness. You must describe to me sometime what the fighting was like down there in the dark with those beasts.”

			“I would be glad to,” Ichtak assured him, pleased that he might have something enjoyable to speak about during the course of the day. “You must tell me of the battle on the Eiden Heights, and how you anticipated the monsters’ movements so well.”

			“I will tell you anything you wish,” Xentahl laughed. He turned to Korzuma after a moment, though, asking, “Did I hear you say that the Bahadiri were behind this corruption of the Niquiniitztoz?”

			“You did indeed,” Korzuma replied.

			“Surely we are going to strike at the mongrels now, correct?” Xentahl went on, looking eager.

			“Not at this time,” Korzuma answered, trying to tread carefully with the eager veteran. “It is not in the empire’s interest at the moment given the Bahadiri Sultan’s recent campaign of carefully orchestrated alliances against us.” 

			Xentahl nodded, sitting quiet for a moment while looking at Ichtak and Rultahn, who visibly shared his distaste for the words. He was just about to come out with a respectful query as to why that mattered for the empire at all, but he was prevented when the emperor, seeing his purpose, stopped him by putting forth his own speech. 

			“I am glad you have both found someone to trade war stories with,” Korzuma cut in, “but it can be done later in the afternoon. We must make our rounds of the guests, my boy. Excuse us, general.”

			Xentahl saluted again, saying, “Of course, lords, do not let me keep you. I will speak to you again, High Marshal, if you have the time.”

			Ichtak thanked the old general silently as the three moved off, eager to breeze through these guests and meet the experienced commander of many a successful campaign once more. They moved through the crowd, returning salutes and occasionally shaking hands, before Korzuma called Ichtak forth to meet Zumal, a man apparently in charge of the Nihqui gold syndicate which controlled gold and turquoise extraction from the rich mine systems there, though his organization’s refineries and mines were at this point, after several centuries of business, spread across the nation. He saluted the emperor and Ichtak with the unfamiliar style of a citizen who had probably never seen military service past his mandatory one year, the small and elegantly attired man giving them a wide smile Ichtak had only ever seen on shopkeepers and businessmen.

			“I’m honored to meet you, of course,” The man told Ichtak, putting out his hand, which the prince took after some hesitation. It was always these entrepreneurs and executives who wanted to shake hands, a tradition originating amongst the western continentals of both the north and south as a sign of peace. Though the stigma associated with the foreign symbol was mostly forgotten, even by his father and several emperors before him, Ichtak, in his old fashioned frame of mind and obsession with the Luskaiti of more remote eras, found it somewhat offensive.

			“The syndicate would be a mess had you not stepped in a year back,” Zumal went on. “The stock across the empire were afraid to go down and dig, especially in Korahnek. The foreigners perked right up and got back to it after some punishment, but your victory set the minders and the slaves at ease. Never saw one of the things in the manmade tunnels anyhow, but not any harm in keeping it that way. Not to ramble, but I thank you for it. Made my job a lot easier.”

			“I was just doing a service required of me by the empire, like any Luskaitian would,” Ichtak said, his voice not openly hostile but his always stern expression fairly close to a glare as he hinted at the man’s own lack of funds and assistance in the project, along with his apparent lack of military experience. Zumal seemed not to notice.

			“Of course,” Zumal said with another grin, quickly segueing into asking, “now, what kind of gems did you fellows find down there? There were big ones, some tell me, incredibly big ones. What were they made of, and how strong was the material? Anything like we’ve ever seen before?”

			“It was all destroyed,” Ichtak told him, an irritated glower evident on his face, “and the material should be of no interest. They were heretical symbols of worship, nothing more. Now, they are but dust and shards.”

			Zumal looked at Ichtak as if not quite understanding, wondering where the seemingly sudden distaste had come from. Rultahn seemed just as displeased, and, looking about at the two glaring men centered by the silent emperor, he said, “Well, I won’t be bothering you anymore. Surely you have plenty of guests to visit. Have a good time, your highnesses.”

			With the man bowing and quickly moving away, Ichtak’s eyes boring into him even as the group began to go their own way, Korzuma began to lead them further out into the crowd. Rultahn shared a glance of mutual distaste with him, one they had already shared several times, and one they would surely share several more times before the day was out.

			The next half hour went much the same way, with Ichtak being pointed in the direction of someone his father found important and greeting them, attempting to remain cool even if they were too modern for his tastes. The royals and Ektal officials were usually quite agreeable, however, and his meeting with King Melahuac would have been quite pleasant had his father not so insistently pushed him to speak with the princess of Korahnek. A beautiful girl with a fair knowledge of imperial customs, to be sure, but he was, as he had stated, not interested. He hadn’t the faintest idea when he would be, but now was not the time. Even Xochitl of Placalho, who he shared a fair ten minutes of conversation with, held no attraction for him yet. Ichtak navigated his way out of the situation as tactfully as he was able, however, and bid these daughters of the empire goodbye as soon as he could respectfully manage. 

			It was not long after that uncomfortable encounter that the emperor was motioned to by Rultahn, who had realized it was time for gifts to be given. Ichtak gave Rultahn a grateful look as the emperor began to move off, knowing that the Lord Ektal understood his desire to end this part of the day at the very least. His real desire was to simply get back to general Xentahl and have a long talk with him, a conversation he hoped Rultahn, as much a part of his own military exploits as he was, would share in.

			The three of them respectfully made their way out of the crowd in several minutes’ time and then went forth to the side of the room opposite the serving tables, where many crates, boxes, and parcels of varying sizes sat upon several long tables of their own. Korzuma waved to an Ektal guard posted some way up the wall of the chamber, and the man had the music shut off once more. The guests quieted down, and in a minute’s time, all in the place had realized the purpose of the pause and begun piling in towards the gifts.

			Another microphone was brought forth, behind which was positioned a young Ektal guardsman, who announced Ichtak once more to great applause. He then proceeded to name the givers of each offering as the gift in question was brought forth by yet more Ektal guardsmen to be seen by the prince and his father, Rultahn standing by vigilantly. As one might imagine, this took some time, as there were well over two hundred presents to unveil. Throughout the nearly two hours that this went on, the prince received everything from an original and incredibly well preserved Ektal bayonet used during the conquest of New Luskaiti two centuries before offered up by the Tepek historical society’s lead caretaker, to a set of original diaries and documents from the past century’s military engagements given to him by Rultahn. A standout gift was the one given by Xentahl, which was his old service pistol, the more dated E76 model, which was still in grand condition, along with an incredibly ornate holster, the outside of which was crafted of Eiden hide. 

			It was then that Korzuma took to the microphone and announced, “Myself and the Tepek labor administrators’ board have banded together to grant my son his own private plantation just outside of the city limits along the shores of Tlauha lake, to be used as he sees fit. We will visit the place tomorrow. But outside, the board have assembled a fine labor force for you. If you wish, we can go out and see the stock. The finest in the city, I assure you.”

			There was much applause, and Ichtak was thrilled. He had three expensive automobiles waiting outside whose keys had been given to him, but the idea of a place to call his own was incredibly exciting. The notion of plantation ownership was associated with laid back luxury in Luskaiti, and while Ichtak preferred the roar of guns to the whisper of soft winds through trees, such a place would be perfect for the seclusion needed for him to entertain guests of his own and spend all the time he desired pouring over maps and old tomes, constructing invasion plans and sketching out possible troop movements into enemy territory. The prince was quite eager to see the stock as he moved toward the entrance with his happy father, who seemed quite satisfied at having obviously pleased his son with his gift.

			The three pushed their way through the congratulatory crowd, making their slow way to the front doors. All the while, Rultahn kept calm, running his hand cautiously over the hilt of his pistol at his side. The fate of the empire hinged on what would happen next, and he, along with all the guards present, knew it. 
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			Amongst the lines of slaves kneeling before the steps up to the palace entrance on the hard stone of the courtyard, Can dared touch his own weapon, hidden just inside his loose, tattered sleeve. The snub nosed pistol was banded to his arm, the twine that connected his wrists being painted to look like metal wire and having been made not only to break easily at a slight pull but to wrench the gun from its position and send it falling into his hand. He was ready to carry out his task and earn his freedom from this place.

			All around him, the slaves brought forth to be presented to the emperor and his son shifted and looked about uneasily, completely unsure of why they had been brought forth to the palace, an unheard of occurrence. There were roughly eighty of them, all bound at the wrists and ankles with real, sturdy versions of the mock wire with which he was tied up. They were of all backgrounds, but he knew none of them. From the little he could gather from his ever silent Ektal instructors, they were almost all from either the outskirts of the city or the surrounding countryside.

			Perhaps, he thought, he could make a difference today. He might not escape if the Ektal went back on their word, but perhaps he could end the imperial line. His order was to fire into the emperor until he was sure the wounds were fatal, and only then to turn the gun on the prince. If he could succeed in killing both men, Luskaiti would be left leaderless. He was not an educated man, nor one learned in the tales about wars of succession, but he was wise enough to know that such a thing could not be good for the empire’s stability, and he was more than eager to pay the pair back for centuries of suffering.

			With an anxious look on his face that he did his best to hide, but could not quite wholly mask, Can stared up at the doors into the palace and waited, hoping that the target training he had been given would prove sufficient.

			Korzuma and Ichtak stepped out into the sunlight of a bright day, Rultahn right behind them, the sun beating down on the stone with strong heat, though the winds that always came in the latest part of the year made the place fairly balanced in temperature.

			“There they are, my boy,” Korzuma said, looking out at the Ektal flanked lines of slaves kneeling at the bottom of the stairs. “Your own labor force, to do with as you will.”

			The three began to move down the stairs, Korzuma in the lead, as the emperor went on, “The slaves have been drawn from across the city. They are, by all accounts, the best workers Tepek could produce amongst mongrels, and they will carry out any task they might be suited for on your plantation.”

			As the three of them reached the bottom step, Korzuma turned to Ichtak and took him by the shoulder with one hand, looking out over the group as he grinned and asked, “Did I do a suitable job?”

			“Phenomenal,” Ichtak told him, “simply perfect. You knew exactly what to give.”

			The events that took place next were lost on Ichtak until after they happened, as he was looking at his father beside him when a Bahadiri slave emerged from the forefront of the group just several rows down, snapping his binds with ease and quickly producing a small, short barreled pistol. In all honesty, anybody would have been hard pressed to notice the thing before it went off given the practiced speed with which the slave went through the motions. By the time Rultahn had swung his head around to look at the slave he had been presented with for the task, shots were ringing out.

			Four left the gun and three found the emperor, one flying too high before the gunman corrected his aim. One took the emperor in the throat, one through the chest, and the other through his stomach. Even as Ichtak registered that shots were being fired, blood was gushing from the hole left in his father’s neck, the emperor’s eyes going wide as he looked to the gunman in disbelief. He threw an arm weakly out to his right, but even his last, weakened effort was enough to send the dumbstruck prince to the hard ground.

			Even had he not had the instinct to push his son away, Ichtak would not have been in danger. Rultahn had his gun in his hand by the time the second shot had gone off, and had it leveled with the slave by the time the fourth was fired and the man began to turn Ichtak’s way. A bullet from Rultahn’s own pistol tore into the slave’s forehead, and he immediately began to tumble to the ground, five more shots entering his body before Rultahn stopped firing. 

			Ichtak, stunned, did not register Rultahn’s actions, and looked over at his father, bleeding on the stone before him, gasping and sputtering as yet more blood left the hole in his neck. Their eyes locked, and Ichtak fumbled about, raising himself up and leaning over Korzuma. He took his father’s arm, lost for words. Had he been able to think of something to say, it would have been lost on the emperor, for he slipped into blackness just as Ichtak took hold of him.

			Ichtak had only several seconds to look at his father’s shocked, now lifeless eyes, to see the color already draining from his face, before Rultahn grabbed him by the shoulders and began dragging him up the stairs, calling out that they had to leave, that it was not safe to linger. It felt much longer than that, however, and Ichtak knew he would never forget the sight.

			“Slay them all!” Rultahn called to the Ektal all around the courtyard, and the slaves, most of them still kneeling, some having risen in the fright of the moment, were ripped into by gunfire from all around. Ichtak, only really gaining control of himself once he reached the edges of the screaming and gasping crowd at the top of the steps, heard gunfire ringing out behind him the entire time they shoved their way through the hall, Rultahn yelling, “The prince must get through, make way for the prince!”

			As Ichtak ran down the halls of the palace with Rultahn, suddenly surrounded by more than twenty armed Ektal guards as they wound their way toward the palace’s bunker like conference rooms, the prince could still hear the echo of gunfire. It absorbed him, and in his shock Rultahn could not get an answer out of him as he frantically tried to wipe the emperor’s blood off his face and see that the prince was not injured while in motion, constantly prompting him about whether he was hurt. As Ichtak would learn through many pained nights, he would never truly lose touch with the sound and chaos of it.
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			It was three hours after the death of Korzuma II at the hands of an assassin that the emperor’s body was brought into the same situation chamber that had hosted a Tayohua’s corpse for the High General Staff just two years previously. His body was brought in with reverence worthy of his position, however, and was laid not upon the floor, but upon the table in the center of the room, where his son sat staring at the shape of the corpse beneath the triskelion flag with which it had already been draped. Rultahn sat beside him, his busy talks with other officers having stopped when the body entered the room.

			Ichtak rose, making as if to reach for the flag and uncover the body, feeling he needed a confirmation of what had happened. He dismissed this, however, and simply stood staring at the motionless, covered form, the royals and military officials that had been permitted inside bowing their heads or staring forward with looks of absent shock similar to the prince’s.

			Ichtak looked up as Rultahn was pulled aside once more by an Ektal official who had entered with the body, leaning in for a whispered report before straightening and walking over to the prince. Ichtak turned to face him, his armor clanking slightly as he did so, and awaited whatever it was the Lord Ektal had to report silently.

			“My lord,” Rultahn told him, looking and sounding quite shaken by the event, as he had since they had arrived here, “there is a connection between the Niquiniitztoz and the slave. It was planted there by one of the labor board. There is no telling which at this point in time.”

			Ichtak remained quiet for a moment, finally asking, “Have the suspects already been detained?” 

			“Indeed they have, your highness,” Rultahn answered, “and we will keep them there until we unravel this mystery.”

			“This is the first time a Luskaitian emperor has been slain by an assassin,” Ichtak said, his voice slow and threatening. “There cannot be any chances taken. Slay every single one, and make it public knowledge that such things have been done.”

			“It will be done, my lord,” Rultahn assured him quickly, nodding to an Ektal officer of the palace guard who strode out of the room at a quick pace to see to the deed.

			Ichtak stood silent for some minutes after that, continuing to look to his father’s corpse. He had been so close to understanding the man, he thought, and now all that was gone. In his mind, everything was gone.

			“My lord,” Rultahn broke in cautiously, “I do not mean to press, but my agents have been busy rounding up the Niquiniitztoz of the city. I believe it would be prudent to see that none of them live much longer. The corruption of the organization has been shown to reach much deeper than we had suspected.”

			“How quickly can the members of the Niquiniitztoz across Tepek province be rounded up?” Ichtak asked after several more moments of silence.

			“It should take no more than the rest of the day,” Rultahn informed him. “I have them all under close observation.”

			“Good,” Ichtak told him. “Ensure not one of them survive the night. The entire province must be rid of them.”

			“Excellent, your majesty,” Rultahn said, nodding to yet another Ektal who ran forth to deliver the order for the purge, one he had been anticipating, and would have advocated had the prince not sought to ask him to do it. He thought of prompting the prince, who had been completely silent and barely responsive for hours, to think about responses to the Bahadiri Sultanate’s involvement, something his organization had worked incredibly hard to fabricate. Ichtak beat him to the subject, however.

			“The Bahadiri Sultan will pay dearly for this,” Ichtak muttered with no small amount of disgust. “I will carve him upon Harak’s altar myself before all is said and done.”

			Rultahn was flushed with relief, knowing he had been right in his actions. Here was an emperor who would act, one who would revive the old ways of warfare without pause, and one who would bring the heathen empires of the world to their knees. Ichtak turned to High Admiral Otekatl, Sky Warden Huotl, and High General Mazatl, the three of whom stood off to the side of the table, having been called there from the celebration floor immediately after the assassination.

			“How many soldiers does the army have equipped and ready to march, Mazatl?” He asked, his dark look drawing an immediate answer from the high general. 

			“The eight million strong standing Luskaitian armed forces can be on the move this very day if it is required of them,” Mazatl reported, “with another twelve million on the way by the end of the month after recruitment and basic training, should such numbers be needed. Many more will come if we are to enter a protracted conflict.”

			“And how long would it take to put forth a naval blockade on the sultanate?” Ichtak asked, looking to Otekatl. 

			“No less than three weeks, Lord, assuming we can hunt down the majority of their inferior vessels by that time,” Otekatl told him, “but at most a month. Their lack of experience with submarine warfare should prove incredibly beneficial to us.”

			“And what of the air force?” Ichtak prompted the silent Huotl. “How many planes can you put forth, and how fast can they be in action over our enemies?”

			“We have five thousand planes, sir, with roughly two thousand being bombers, and an additional five hundred zeppelins that can be pressed into bombing runs if need be,” Huotl replied. “We can have the lot of them ready on the northern border by week’s end if those are your wishes, sir.”

			“Ah, but we will be fighting Lun’dei as well should we launch an attack on the Bahadiri Sultanate,” Ichtak reminded them, Rultahn nodding approvingly from his side, “so how efficiently do you think both the army and the air force could launch brutal offensives into the south as well as the north?”

			“We are ready, my lord,” Mazatl told him quickly, looking up at him eagerly. “There is no half involvement this time, no personal glory seeking. We will eviscerate the heathens’ forces on any front should we have to.”

			“I second that,” Huotl said next, pride on his face as he went on, “the slave empires hardly boast air forces, let alone ones the size of ours. If you order us onto the offensive, we will crush them, your highness.”

			“Excellent,” Ichtak told them, his look one of grim satisfaction. Finally, turning to Rultahn, he asked, “Have the Ektal grown fewer in number since last I appraised their strength?”

			“No, my lord,” Rultahn answered. “They have in fact grown larger. We have three and a half million infantry at our disposal which can be called away to war, with over five hundred thousand light cavalry and forty thousand heavy cavalry at our disposal. Twenty thousand jungle stalkers are available as well. We can have incredibly large invasion forces on the borders within days to bolster the units already there, with the whole of these forces being present and prepared by next week. Recruitment of new units will rise dramatically during the conflict, as with any war, but we will need time to train them to Ektal standards.”

			“And how many citizens are projected to join should we declare war?” Ichtak asked the group at large. There was some silence as they looked about, no one immediately taking the initiative and speaking first. The Luskaitian nation was one of patriots and nationalists of the most dedicated sort, and the Luskaitian military had long ago set aside gender boundaries to increase the number of troops it could field. Due to its huge sign on rates and mandatory one year service period, there was always a large body of troops available given the massive size of the population, and there had never in recorded history been need of a drastic draft of men and women into the military, as registration rates were highest during wartime, sometimes increasing by more than thirty times.

			“I can promise a third of the population will register, if this is the breed of conflict I expect,” Rultahn finally said, breaking the silence. “All but what is required for society to function on the home front will leave for the battlefront. This will be a war for the continent, and perhaps the world, if ever there was one.”

			“Is it to be done, then?” Otekatl asked, not sounding afraid, but closer to awestruck. “Are we to go forth to full scale, unrestricted warfare for the first time in over a century?”

			“Of course we are,” Ichtak told him immediately, glaring over him, all of his fury at what had transpired that day boiling over as he went on, “there can be no peace with the unreasonable, vile empires of the nonbelievers. There will be only war, and that will continue until either we can wage that war no longer or all those who stand before us have knelt to our might, to the might of Harak. An emperor fell this day, and those responsible will answer for it, not just in the afterlife, but in the flesh. We will break those who rally against us and show them what it means to fear the chosen people once more. There will be no peace while I draw breath unless the Sultanate and its ilk are brought down in flames, and Luskaitian banners are flown above their cities. There will be no peace until every last one of the mongrels hiding behind the borders of the north and southlands are property of the Luskaitian state being taught respect for the god they abandoned. There will be no peace while the false lords of other men are parading about as emissaries of their own false gods, and until those conditions are met, we will call every able bodied man and woman in the nation to fight for their god and their empire in remembrance for the wrong we suffered today. There can be no forgiveness for the Sultan from the chosen race.”

			There was silence in the room for several moments, Rultahn not the only one excited to hear the words. Men like Mazatl and Huotl were Luskaitians of older method, ones who saw peace with neighboring states as a disturbing anomaly, and even those not given to extreme militarism and imperialism as far as Luskaitians went were moved by the words, their nationalism rearing up in them as this prince who would be their emperor laid out the reasons for war with surety and undeniable authority. This, as Rultahn had though before and thought even more strongly now, was a man fit to lead Luskaiti, regardless of his young age and relatively low experience.

			“We are behind you, Lord Ichtak,” Mazatl told him, saluting him from across the table and calling, “never rest while the Sultan stands!”

			The entire room was filled with motion as some bowed and some saluted, and a few called out verbal support for Ichtak. Xentahl, having been invited in from the entrance hall after an hour and having actually shed tears for the emperor, something even the man’s now hardened son had not done, moved forward from his place behind Rultahn, bowing to the emperor and telling him, “Your cause is just and your reign will be one of greatness. You have my mind at your disposal, your highness, should the need be had for an Ektal commander.”

			“There will always be space in the Luskaitian military for men as worthy as yourself,” Ichtak assured him, looking to an agreeing Rultahn and continuing, “you will have your old rank back, and be given the chance at vengeance.”

			“You honor me, my lord,” Xentahl said, bowing reverently once more and respectfully moving away.

			Ichtak looked out to the crowd as he said, “We will march forth to the Sultanate and Lun’dei, and we will tear down their empires. We will burn their cities and drag their mongrel peoples away in chains. We will storm across the borders in a fury these fools have not experienced ever before, and when the smoke clears they will realize that all that was precious to their worthless cultures has been cast down and replaced with truth and might. We are Luskaitians, and we will prevail!”

			There were scattered claps from all about, and cheers for the coming conflict. Provincial Kings pledged their own service as commanders. Princes and princesses clamored at the chance to be officers. Several older officials of Xentahl’s day stepped forth to tell the emperor they would come back into service for him. Rultahn quietly clapped Ichtak’s armored shoulder just as he had done beneath Korahnek, a symbol of his ever present support and trust. It was then that Ichtak realized that all was not lost to him, and that the enemies of the empire hadn’t quite managed to destroy everything of importance. He still had his empire, and his loyal Lord Ektal standing behind him. And with those two things at his fingertips, not a sovereign state or army in the world could stand against him.
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			That evening, Ichtak stood next to Rultahn in his old quarters, watching with his mentor as eunuchs and Ektal guards gathered all he required and began moving it off towards the emperor’s rooms. Maps and diaries which they had tirelessly referenced throughout the years were gathered up in careful hands and taken to be placed in the emperor’s study, a thought which was still somewhat unbelievable to the prince. It was still hard to register his new role, to convince himself that his father was forever lost. His anger had not subsided, however, and he felt a drive he had not felt since the news of the failed Korahnek expedition had reached him. That kept him calm, and kept him focused. It reminded him that there were people who needed repaying, and a war which needed winning.

			“It is fortunate, in a way, that the kings and queens were all in Tepek for the celebration,” Ichtak said to Rultahn absently, attempting to steady himself and keep his focus. “It will make the coronation a much simpler process.”

			“Indeed,” Rultahn said, looking over to Ichtak and asking, “are you ready to hear my proposition for new high priest of Tepek? We will need one to crown you, your highness.”

			“I am,” Ichtak told him, though the thought of Thunkahl dead was still shocking to him. The corpse of the priest had apparently been discovered near the home of a highly ranked Niquiniitztoz officer near the banks of Tlauha Lake, murdered and left to rot. He was to be buried with his father in the castle courtyards the next day, both of them next to Ichtak’s grandfather. They had been great servants of Harak, despite their small flaws, and Ichtak would not have Thunkahl parted from the men he so loyally served in life.

			“I would suggest Yaotl Tlakmal,” Rultahn told him, “a name I’m sure you know. He is widely renowned amongst the ranks of the Ektal chaplains.”

			“I have indeed heard good things about him,” Ichtak said, “but what sets him ahead of the empire’s other highly renowned priests?”

			“He has advised the Ektal in matters of religion for many years,” Rultahn replied, “and he knows much about the ways of war. He is a grand speaker and quite adept at leading and preforming sacrifice. A priest born of a military background will be a great asset in this time of glorious conflict.”

			Several moments of consideration passed before Ichtak agreed, saying, “I see the merit in that, and I trust your judgment. I proclaim him high priest. Is he in the city?”

			“He is in the palace, lord,” Rultahn answered. “He was in attendance at the celebration today.”

			“Very well,” Ichtak told him, “send the message to him that he is to meet me in the palace chapel tonight at midnight to officially be made lord of Tepek’s priesthood. Will you be available to witness the ascension of your chaplain?”

			“Yes, Lord,” Rultahn told him, motioning one of the Ektal guard posted at the door nearby off to find the chaplain and pass on the message. 

			The two stood in silence for several moments, watching as the prince’s old life was carried forth out of the rooms he had called home and off towards the exciting and still not fully explored quarters of the emperor across the palace, which would now hold some measure of pain considering the memories of his father he would no doubt relive any time he passed through the study, or the smoking room, or any of the places they had occasionally shared audience, thoughts that would inevitably lead his mind to the emperor’s last moments, bleeding and coughing on the steps of his own home after he had made a last motion to push his son to relative safety. He looked to Rultahn after well over a minute and broke the silence.

			“I thank you for the support you have given me throughout all my years,” Ichtak told him, “but I am incredibly grateful for your actions today. You shot an assassin and did all in your power to protect me after my father was cut down, you have managed the ongoing investigation of the assassination perfectly, and you have been a great comfort of familiarity and trust throughout this dark and trying situation. You are truly a dear friend to me, and a flawless servant of the empire. I will never forget that, Rultahn, and your word will always have a leading place in guiding my judgments.” 

			“My lord, I have no need of thanks,” Rultahn assured him, touched by the words but slightly shamed by them despite his firm belief that his actions had been right for the empire. “I merely did what was necessary to protect the best interests of the nation. Any man would have been obligated to do it in my position, despite the loss and pain of the day.” 

			“But you acted not just out of loyalty and duty, but also out of friendship and respect,” Ichtak said, looking him over. He might be blind in one eye, and oblivious to the plot that Rultahn had been a part of, but the Lord Ektal, no matter how cold he wished to outwardly appear, could not hide that he cared deeply for the prince on any day, this one even more so. Ichtak let a slight smile cross his face despite the darkness of this blackened day and went on, “That service is more than I could have asked for.”

			“No, Emperor Ichtak,” Rultahn told him, drawing an unfamiliar look from Ichtak as he used the title, grinning slightly himself as he said, “it is even less than you deserve. You are a great man, and will make an even greater ruler. I will forever strive to do all in my power to ensure your will is done and your interests are protected, until I find myself dead from age or exertion.”

			“I appreciate it greatly, Rultahn,” Ichtak assured him, looking down at his bloodied armor with darkness coming back into his features and saying, “now go, and get some rest if need be. I will be helped out of my armor and get myself cleaned. I will see you tonight when we welcome what I hope is another loyal soul into the palace court.”

			“Stay strong, my lord,” Rultahn said as softly as he could manage. “I will see you at midnight. You will find the chaplain a worthy man, I assure you.”

			Ichtak nodded silently to his friend, and the two parted, Rultahn heading off not for his own chambers, but to ensure all was going smoothly with the extermination of the Niquiniitztoz across Tepek in a meeting with his officers. This was a dawning of a new age, and he would see to it that no obstacles stood in the way of the new emperor’s path of blood and glory. Luskaiti would be the empire it deserved to be once more, he was certain of it.

			Ichtak, standing amongst several Ektal guards who aided him in removing the more complex pieces of his finely forged armor, thought only of the battles to come and the blood to be spilled in the coming days. There would indeed be no forgiveness for the world outside Luskaiti’s borders. That which was foreign could be traced back to all of his issues, and he was more than prepared to do to the outside world what he had done to the Tayohua. There would be no mercy or hesitation from the new Luskaiti. Only bloodshed and cleansing flame.
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			The streets of Tepek were once again crowded with citizens out to see an imperial procession, but their mood was far different. Banners sporting the triskelion hung from street lights and the walls of buildings, and there were processions of troops in more ceremonial, decorative uniform featuring crested turbans and epaulettes, but there was no music of celebration ringing out across the streets. The slower, much more mournful version of the wartime Luskaitian anthem was being played, and through the streets, behind the decorated Ektal columns on a cart of gold and turquoise set into the richest and most finely carved of native wood and pulled by two elephants, lay the body of the emperor, a high necked collar on an immaculate military uniform aiding to hide his neck wound, though from the roadside few could see him. He lay in an open topped coffin as well made as the cart, specially crafted overnight by several skilled tradesmen to the specific measurements of the emperor, and bearing a timeline detailing his achievements carved into its right side. The crowds on the roadsides threw coins and the odd flower into the cart, some old soldiers even making their way close enough to throw their medals into the thing, all as offerings to the departed emperor. 

			The connection the people were instructed in feeling towards the emperor was an incredibly strong and dedicated one, and it was not just the royals and upper classes which felt the loss. Many people along the route were in tears at the passing, and priests of all standings had come out to shout prayers over the corpse as it passed them towards the center of the city. The body had been driven to and kept under guard in the depths of Voul overnight, under constant prayer by many priests, as was tradition. Now, the morning after, as the sun rose above the old city of dark stone, the body was being taken back to the palace through the avenues most open to the people, so that the populace could mourn as it went to its final resting place in the imperial gardens. 

			Along the same route, but traveling in the opposite direction, was Ichtak. Sleepless and exhausted after a long night of remembrance and prayer, he stood upon an elephant and was dressed in traditional garb similar to that which he had left the city wearing as High Marshal. However, this was even more ostentatious, and was missing a headdress. The piece awaited him atop Voul, to be given to him by the new high priest, Yaotl. It was a long observed tradition for the emperor’s body to pass his heir as the new ruler passed him by, one going to its grave and one bound for coronation atop the great temple. Ichtak held to that tradition, but his outfit was more aged in style than the ones generally worn by emperors on these days, and as he passed the mostly solemn and silent bowing or saluting crowds by, some calls of ‘Hail, High Marshal’ coming forth from the more proud and forward amongst the groups, the whole city could tell this man would rule very differently than his father or even his grandfather had before him. This prince, rumored by nearly everyone to be a reincarnation of Ichtak I, if not some other great imperial figurehead such as Acalan I, would bring back into practice the old ways of Luskaiti’s past, and most found this an exciting and grand idea indeed.

			Rultahn and the three other members of the High General Staff stood with him in the howdah, and the street all around them was filled with marching Ektal guardsmen. The prince looked forward, anxiously awaiting the appearance of the cart pulling his father’s body as another column of Ektal continued its passage of his own up the street. It was not long before he laid eyes on the impressive death cart, and his eyes locked on the emperor’s distant corpse, watching it grow more visible as cart and prince drew nearer to one another. This seemed to go on for some time, absorbing him in painful thoughts of the day before, so much so that when the cart was in the process of passing Ichtak’s mount, he almost forgot to turn and salute his father’s corpse as it passed. He then stayed turned about, watching as the cart and its retinue grew father from him down the street and finally disappeared. By the time he returned to the palace, Korzuma II would be in his grave, and Ichtak would be the ruler of Luskaiti.

			The march went on in silence, Ichtak only occasionally breaking from his thoughts to wave at those well-wishing and hopeful citizens who gave him salutes or waves themselves. He was an icon of victory amongst the people, and though the circumstances of his ascension were incredibly dark, hope for a great leader filled the hearts of the nationalist Luskaitian public. War was in the air, and they all felt it. Someone would pay for this, they knew, and Ichtak, the wrathful fist of Harak, would be the one to collect the debts owed to grand and noble Luskaiti.

			After a long climb, Ichtak and the High General Staff reached the peak of Voul and were greeted by the sight of several priests flanking the newly named High Priest Yaotl, along with a gathering of royalty only rarely witnessed, even in the capital. The ruling monarchs of all the empire’s provinces were present, all surrounding the priests to bear witness to the ascension of the prince to the throne. Yaotl, a gaunt and tall man in traditional dress with a left eye scarred in an act of religious self-mutilation, a thick black beard and a shaved head under his headdress of vibrant feathers, bore the imperial crown used to welcome emperors to their position of leadership. It was a great, nearly impractically sized feathered headpiece crafted from gold, turquoise, and the bright feathers of the monstrously sized flightless birds from Nihqui province in the eastern part of the empire, its plumes nearly covering his face though the priest bore it out before him at some distance.

			Ichtak was welcomed by all as he moved onto the top of the ziggurat, with every person present including his retinue of Ektal guards and the High General Staff kneeling, their hands at their chests in the imperial salute. Everyone save Yaotl, who had stayed standing, bearing his crown. The priest had stayed awake through the night as well, reading up on all the intricacies and methods of a coronation, though one would never guess he had been a novice in priestly royal affairs just yesterday. He conducted himself with the confidence of a practiced High Priest as he began the ceremony, his remaining eye locked on Ichtak. 

			“Here before us stands crown prince Ichtak of the Luskaitian empire, a prince of Tepek and the son to our departed emperor,” Yaotl called to the assembly in his powerful voice, one that carried a respectable amount of weight but did not have the impact that Thunkahl’s had possessed. “Our glorious emperor, taken by Harak to life everlasting, is at peace now. May Harak grant him joy in his new kingdom. The empire he has left behind, however, is leaderless. Ichtak VI, son of Korzuma II, step forward.”

			Ichtak, not sure just how far he was supposed to advance, strode forward several paces until motioned to stop, now standing just several feet from the priest. Yaotl looked him over for a moment before continuing, “Our lord Harak has placed your line here amongst men that you might lead his creation to greatness. I ask you, Prince Ichtak, are you prepared to uphold your duty to the one true god and honorably lead our people to glory against heretics?”

			“I am prepared,” Ichtak answered, as he had long been coached to do.

			“And, lord, do you stand ready to defend the homeland from the intrusions of lesser beings and to defend our people from the sacrilegious influences of heathen cultures?” Yaotl went on.

			“I stand ready,” Ichtak replied.

			“Do you swear to do all in your power to diminish the influence of heretical practices in this world and expand the borders of our glorious and eternal state?” Yaotl continued.

			“I swear,” Ichtak told him.

			“Do you seek only to forward the designs of Harak during your reign?” Yaotl asked.

			“I seek only to serve the lord,” Ichtak replied.

			“And, Prince Ichtak, are you prepared to face the enemies of the empire head on wherever they might emerge, and uphold the Luskaitian reputation of great warrior prowess and fearlessness in the face of danger?” Yaotl asked.

			“I am prepared,” Ichtak answered.

			“Finally, my lord,” Yaotl asked, drawing to a close with proper grandeur, “will you serve us with wisdom, acting as the righteous voice of Harak on this earth in his absence from it?”

			“I will rule as best I can in Harak’s stead, though I am not worthy of his title,” Ichtak finished in the traditional form.

			“Then I turn to you, god blooded rulers of Luskaiti,” Yaotl called, wheeling about in a slow, continuous loop and looking over the kings and queens present, “do any among you object to the ascension of this brave and noble man to the throne?”

			There was not a voice raised from amongst the gathered royals, looks of both support and respect being thrown Ichtak’s way.

			“And all amongst you will go forth this day as willing servants of Harak’s newest representative on earth?” Yaotl prompted after several moments of silence.

			“We serve the emperor,” Came the practiced but spirited response, one most of them only used once in a lifetime. All of the royals present rose and saluted, a gesture which Ichtak returned.

			“Kneel, Prince Ichtak,” Yaotl told him, an order he followed, falling to his knee before the priest. The man lifted up the crown and carefully situated its bulk on the prince’s head, saying, “Now rise, Ichtak VI, come to your feet and never kneel before anyone again save Harak himself. By the power laid upon me by Harak and the royalty of Luskaiti, I pronounce you Ichtak VI, king of Tepek and the two hundred and sixty seventh emperor to sit upon the Luskaitian throne and rule over the eternal state as the one true voice of Harak among mortal men! All hail the emperor!”

			“Hail!” Cried the gathered royals as Ichtak rose, and as he reached his full height, all of them dropped back to their knees, with even Yaotl now bowing in reverence before him. He turned to Rultahn, still knelt behind him, and nodded, spurring the Lord Ektal to rise. 

			Rultahn strode over to a microphone set next to the stone seat atop Voul, Ichtak striding to the peak of the front stairway as he did so. The announcing of the emperor’s ascension was traditionally done to the public below through a succession of criers that stood on the steps at set distances all the way down to the ground, the men then running through the crowds bearing torches and crying out praises for the new emperor, but this would be slightly modernized. The microphone, whose cord made its way the entire length of the stairs to the stone of Luskaiti’s streets and directed it to speakers all around the temple, was the only part of Ichtak’s coronation not done in the thoroughly traditional way, and for good reason. He was to address the public immediately after the announcement. 

			“Chosen people of the empire of Harak,” Rultahn cried, his voice thundering about the city below them, “the voice of the one true god walks among us again! All hail Ichtak VI, emperor of Luskaiti. Long may he reign!”

			The massive crowds below erupted into cheers which were still thunderous when heard from atop Voul, and chants of ‘Long live the emperor!’ were put forth by many. It was a day for grief, yes, but the citizenry ensured that their new emperor was given a proper welcome to the throne. Ichtak’s crested form was hardly visible at that height as more than a silhouette, but all those on the streets below saluted or knelt in the direction of him, continuing their celebratory calls. A flare rose up, and nearly a mile from the temple’s base, a battery of one hundred and fifty of the largest artillery pieces the Ektal possessed fired an earthshaking salute in roaring unison. 

			After several moments of allowing the crowds to greet their new emperor, Rultahn stepped back and motioned Ichtak forward, bowing as the newly crowned ruler took the several strides over to the microphone and took up his position before it. He stood there for just a moment, working out exactly how he would say what he was to say, and then spoke.

			“My subjects,” Ichtak called through the speakers at the crowd below, “you are proud and mighty citizens of the greatest empire on this earth, and it gives me great pleasure to stand before you as emperor. May my will reflect Harak’s, and may you all serve the lord well under my leadership.”

			There was more cheering from below as he came to a halt once more, but he did not pause long before continuing, “There is, as you are all aware, an imminent threat to be faced on every border, a hostile land beyond every territorial line. The enemies of Harak hide in all corners of this globe, and it pains me to say that they found their way here and experienced such success.”

			The crowd quieted a bit at that, not sure how to accept the somewhat dour statement. There were no cheers, however, but some cries of ‘to hell with the sultan’ and ‘purge the heretics’ left the crowd, not joined by enough voices to reach the prince’s ears atop Voul, but enough to let listeners know that the people were still quite ready for blood in payment for their own spilled blood.

			“I assure you, this will not be seen to last!” Ichtak cried, roars of approval rising up from below as he lifted his arms towards the sky. “There will be a reckoning for those responsible for the death of Korzuma II, and for all that dare stand in the way of our final victory. We are Luskaiti. By the good graces of Harak we have always prevailed and we will always prevail!”

			The cheers and hails from below grew louder as Ichtak went on, calling out, “There will be no border safe from our ravages, no home safe from our torches. We will carve the Sultanate to pieces and butcher its allies, and when we have finished the existence of the states inhabited by these nonbelievers will be a thing confined to history! Never again will the Luskaitians of the northern reaches need worry about invasion, because there will be no one left to invade! No longer will the people of Zoatl in the south need watch for the forces of the Lun’dei, for the lands they hold will have returned to worthy hands! There will be no rest until the emperors of these blasphemous nations are strung up beneath Voul for the populace of Tepek to see, no peace until the men of the north and their allies fall under Luskaitian boots and the triskelion banner is planted in their soil!”

			The crowd below was ecstatic, having been anticipating a war and now knowing that one must be on the way. They cheered, called forth nationalist and supremacist phrases and slogans, and hung to the emperor’s every word as he continued on.

			“I call on you, sons and daughters of Harak, to avenge our loss and take back our pride, to bring our empire to glorious battle the likes of which it has long missed,” Ichtak went on. “I call you to take up arms against the enemies of righteousness and strike them down! There is no place on this earth where the forces of darkness can hide themselves, and we will cleanse the continent of the filth that has too long marred it. We march forth not just to give justice to those who are deserving, but to free our wondrous continent of Tlauhcopa, and indeed, the world, from its tainted inhabitants! War has been thrust upon us, and your empire and your god need you, Luskaiti. Awaken, children of Harak, and march forth to victory!”

			Above the roars and cries of the crowd below, Ichtak felt incredible, at the head of an empire and staring down the prospect of a glorious war the likes of which older emperors had never seen. Rultahn had plotted out the long discussed first motions of invasion with him the night before, from the first, decisive strikes to be carried out that night by the border garrisons and regional army and Ektal units to the vast waves of reinforcements that were to flow in over the first few days, speaking of everything from the offensive uses of planes to the deployment of the naval blockades during the first month. A massive offensive was being undertaken, and it was sure to shake the world to its very core.

			“Let all who stand before us tremble,” Ichtak thundered over the citizens below, “and let all who rally behind Harak be victorious! Those who resist the eternal state will find only death at the hands of the chosen. Long live the Luskaitian state, and long live justice!”

			The crowd below continued its outcries of excitement and joy as he stepped back from the microphone and observed the streets below, where the outwardly bound Ektal and army marches that had been accompanying him were now being joined by more troops flooding in from smaller paths to form true columns which marched down the roads and off in the general direction of the city’s northern edge. Trucks and carts transporting countless troops moved amongst them, as did cavalry units of the Ektal and army. It was the beginning of a great storm, one that would bring the Luskaitians to no small amount of glory, Ichtak knew.

			Rultahn stepped forward, saying, “Welcome to the throne, my lord. Your people already stand prepared for your orders. Your reign will be one well remembered, your highness.”

			“Let us hope so,” Ichtak said. He turned to face the Lord Ektal fully before continuing, “The Niquiniitztoz have been eradicated, yes?”

			“Indeed they have, your highness,” Rultahn reported, “as have the labor council and all the slaves of Bahadiri origin within the city limits.”

			“Good,” Ichtak commented, “and you have the troops ready to move tonight? We cannot count on the Bahadiri Sultan not finding out about our call to arms within a few days.”

			Rultahn nodded, answering, “Both the Lun’deinian and Bahadiri borders are packed with their usual guard units as well as all the reinforcements from all branches that the surrounding provinces could provide. They will not know what we are up to until it is far too late.”

			“Thank you, Lord Ektal,” Ichtak told Rultahn. He turned once more, facing the rest of the crowd standing upon the peak of Voul and calling out, “All of you here hold great influence. I will be counting on your full dedication and support in this conflict, and will expect massive increases in unit and army size from the provinces of every man and woman here. We will round up every able bodied soldier available to us and paint the kingdoms of heathens with the blood of their disgraceful inhabitants!”

			Salutes and calls of support came forth from the kings, queens, and heads of military present, and assurances of loyalty and participation were cried out to him. He saluted these gathered operators of Luskaiti, who returned his gesture respectfully. 

			“Rultahn?” Ichtak prompted after a moment of receiving the calls and pledges.

			“Yes, your majesty?” Rultahn replied.

			“I will need you taking principal responsibility for the offensive in the north, with the southern attack being coordinated by Xentahl,” Ichtak told him, partially a repetition of things discussed the previous night, but Ichtak felt they were required nonetheless. He then turned back to look out over the crowd once more and added, “I will see to it that this Yaotl and the counsel of kings can be trusted to maintain the affairs of the empire in my stead, but in several weeks I shall join you on the field. Prepare several trustworthy and wise Ektal officials to aid in overseeing the security of the capital and imperial affairs while I am on campaign.”

			“It will be done, my lord,” Rultahn told him with a salute, proceeding over the short distance to the top of the steps and beginning his journey down, knowing now that his faith in Ichtak had been spot on, and that a golden age of battle was dawning. It was with a look of utter satisfaction on his face that he made his way down the steep stairway and toward the crowds below, the High General Staff following after Ichtak waved them on, all of them having shared in Rultahn’s salute. 

			Emperor Ichtak VI of Luskaiti then looked out over the capital and took in the sounds of the masses which he had worked into a fury, watched the banners waving in the morning light and the soldiers marching on the aged stone streets, took in the chanting coming up to find his ears from below and listened to the noise of planes soaring overhead. The imperial war anthem was started anew after having been halted for the coronation announcement, and it was now blaring at its full, aggressive tempo and volume, drums pounding and bass voices chanting the glories of the emperors in old Luskaitian. All this spread out before him, he knew he would have his revenge, knew he would fulfil his duty to Harak.

			He had kept his promise to Hahln, becoming a great commander in his absence. He had kept the spirit of Tlalli alive in his dedication and strength in the face of the corrupt and unholy. He had avenged the deaths of his friends and laid to rest the weaknesses of his youth. He had made peace with his father before the man had been so cruelly taken from him. Now, all that remained was the need for battle, the need for fulfilment, and the burning desire for further vengeance upon those who had dared harm him. An anger wrought of a lifetime’s pain filled his embittered mind, and it was time for it to be loosed upon those who he held responsible.

			Standing there atop the temple laid down countless generations ago by Luskaitians as proud as himself and with an empire more powerful and influential than any to ever have existed at his command, the newly crowned emperor felt utterly at home. In the name of Harak, in the name of his father, in the name of all those lost to him and all those at his command, he would carve out his place in the legends of Luskaiti, and take back the lands which rightfully belonged to his dynasty. As he stood there drinking in the sights of Luskaitian pride and power before him, Ichtak’s mind went to dreams of how future generations would remember him, and the age in which he lived.

			Ichtak VI, the conqueror, he thought, lord of all Tlauhcopa who ruled during the second golden age of Luskaiti. The slightest of smiles creeping onto his stern face, he found that he liked the sound of it.
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			Neitahl possessed some amount of fear not for his own safety, but for the success of the operation. It was vital that they break the lines the Bahadiri soldiers kept on this side of the river and open up the way for armies to ford the river freely during this first assault, that their enemy might not only be taken by surprise but be unable to call up reinforcements in time for them to prove effective. The artillery strikes that were supposed to pound into the opposite shore had not yet been fired, however, and the Sergeant Major worried that his Ektal would either be stuck on a beach in the dark with no support or be caught in the enemy trench works and bunker complexes when the barrage hit. After years of successful campaigning and earning his way up through the ranks, it would not do to die in a case of friendly fire at the opening of what promised to be the greatest war Luskaiti had seen in centuries.

			He pushed his way forward slightly, careful to keep quiet, and came to the flat bow of the small ship, which doubled as a ramp for when the landing was undertaken. He squinted off into the darkness, awaiting the appearance of land. It was with some surprise, therefore, that he looked up when he heard the whistle of shells from overhead, the noise of the river and the silent but still present sound of oars and the distance of the artillery battery conspiring to make him miss the initial sound of the barrage being fired.

			“Heads down!” he called out to the soldiers around him, not sure how far the land was from them now and not wanting a stray shell sending shrapnel into half of his soldiers before they even got ashore. There was no worry that they would be noticed now. The soldiery of the sultan knew full well what was going on as soon as that noise picked up, and a land assault was surely soon to follow. Besides, it was unlikely they could be heard over the noise of the shells anyhow.

			There were earthshaking roars as the artillery pounded down upon the still invisible lines of the Bahadiri, the light from the initial impacts showing through the mist and darkness before immediately being blotted back out. Screams and shouts became more pronounced ahead of them as the enemy began to die beneath the might of massed Luskaitian artillery, their bunkers only occasionally suitable to withstand a direct hit from an artillery shell, and never from several, and there were indeed far too many of them coming down upon the men before them now for these soldiers of the sultan to withstand.

			Neitahl prepared for the landing, hoping desperately that the artillery would stop before their vessels reached the opposite shore, and just after the scrape of steel on rocky mud sounded and the men aboard realized they were just a yard or so from the water’s edge, the thunder of huge guns died away. There was a great crashing of hobnailed boots against metal as the front gates of countless transport boats were kicked down by those at the forefront of their units, and calls went up all down the shore as officers ordered their soldiers onward into the dark to find the enemy trenches and slay all within. Lights affixed to rifles were switched on and flares were sent up by each vessel that had reached the land to give the hundreds still on the water an idea of how far from shore they were. 

			“Forward, soldiers of Luskaiti!” Neitahl cried as his troops began pouring forth into the water, the splash of many figures in knee deep water roaring up as the Ektal and army infantry on the offensive slogged forward through the mud and froth, emerging onto the sandy muck of the shore and beginning to trudge onward through the mess as fast as was possible. Machine guns opened up ahead of them after several moments, and many soldiers began to fall. There were more than enough of them, however, and as Neitahl joined his unit on the slightly sloped shore and began his own struggle up it, he cried, “Show them the fury of Harak!”

			The foremost trenches were just twenty or thirty yards back from the shore, he knew, and he pushed ahead of his unit to lead them on the offensive. As they crested the worst of the slope, the ground became less treacherous and gripping, and their speed was greatly increased. The charge gained momentum there, the troops realizing just how many of them there were and just how many were still to come, and receiving motivation from the clear ground. The surge picked up pace and though more Luskaitians fell, there were not nearly enough machine guns or gunners left after the bombardment to keep them at bay, the first Luskaitian battle cries of the assault creeping up as the defenders were joined in melee combat or slain with shotguns in the cramped quarters of the trenches, with most of the machine gun fire stopping after several moments and fading away into the shots of single user weaponry and the violent noises of brutal struggle.

			Neitahl threw himself over the edge of the trench, going down in a crouch immediately and scanning the area with his pistol drawn. There was no one within sight of him as Ektal dropped in all about him, and, eager to find action, he pushed his way onward down the line to his right towards the entrance to a damaged bunker. 

			Within, after ducking a nearly shattered log used as part of the entryway and finding the interior partially collapsed, he spotted a very young soldier, dressed in olive Bahadiri uniform and wearing a matching kabalak cap with a golden crescent affixed to its front, on his knees, seeming quite startled and clasping his hands above his head. He looked to the entering Ektal officer, his face showing only shock, but he had no weapon that Neitahl could spot, and made no move for one. He just sat wide eyed and shaking, in his protective pose, watching him come closer.

			“What is the matter, little worm,” Neitahl chuckled, his pistol at the ready, and several more Luskaitians that had followed him in joining in his laugh, “did the shells scare you?”

			There was no response in either expression or words from the man, and he just stared at the gathered group, his fear apparent. He knew no Luskaitian, but he knew full well that even if he did, it would get him nowhere. Besides, he really felt immobile, frozen after the horrible noise of the barrage and seeing all three of the men opposite him at the bunker table buried under earth and wood. 

			“Well, allow me to snap you out of it,” Neitahl hissed, his pistol drawing quickly up to the young soldier’s forehead and ending him in a splattering blast. There were laughs from all around, and Neitahl began walking forward out of the other side of the bunker, laughing, “You would think the rats had never heard gunfire before.”

			A band of chuckling Ektal on his heels, he made his way through the trenches, slaughtering those in his path and posting guards where needed to watch what was now the new Bahadiri frontier. Several men had survived and fallen back, but that did not matter. The landfall was made. As he reached a point that struck him as perfect for a machine gun emplacement and directed two of his men to take up position there, countless planes of the air force zoomed overhead, bound for the cities nearest the southern border and bearing brutal payloads of bombs. 

			Neitahl, not having heard massed gunfire in some time, stepped up to the  edge of the artillery battered trenches and looked out over the field beyond, seeing little but the dark horizon and the vague outlines of the southern Bahadiri scrubland. His eye was caught by a green flare sent up off to his left, and he remembered to reach to his belt and send up his own. Similar signals went up all along the stolen line, and several seconds later, an answering line of green flares came up across the river. Seeing that, he knew that his duties were over for the night and he could go about seeing that the trench works were secured and defensible with the Luskaitians settled in. They would have another offensive ahead of them in just a few hours when the sun rose, and the hundreds of thousands that would be carted across the river in that time would ensure the success of such a venture. He looked out over these foreign, comparatively barren lands, silently thanked Harak, and smiled, back at home on the battlefield, and hoping for more action come morning. 

			Finally, Neitahl thought with a slight nod to himself, war has come back to Luskaiti. For the first time in a year, the officer felt truly pleased.

		

	
		
			My son,

			Your recent victories in the caverns beneath Korahnek are quite a feat, but by now you will already have received my congratulations on them. I have, no doubt, already apologized for my rather cold actions toward you since you split from my wishes and went forth as High Marshal as well. However, I feel I must state such an important thing again. I apologize for my treatment of you lately, and though I do not retract my statements about the wisdom and dangers of the operation you undertook, you still managed to succeed in the face of those hardships, and I must admit, I underestimated you. For that, too, I am sorry.

			Along with these apologies I would like to give some good natured advice, advice which I received when I was young that I believe allows for effective governance by an emperor. My father once told me that action was the most effective and powerful tool in a ruler’s arsenal, but a ruler must know when to make use of that weapon to make it effective. I tell you this not because I believe you to have acted in an untimely and uncalculated fashion, as clearly you came back successful, but to explain why I believed it was folly to go forth once more into the caves. I thought that the unknown and unprecedented features of the Tayohua and their dark world would break any further pushes into the cramped tunnels, and believed you would be acting as blindly as I had when you went forth into them. You did not, however, and the focus and precision with which you carried out your operation were excellent, an observation I can make in all honesty and pride despite this having been planned behind my back.

			Having said that, I urge you to use caution. Your anger may well have been focused and funneled to useful ends in this instance, but it is quite possible that without my imposed restriction of time on Rultahn and yourself, you would  have marched into the tunnels as ill prepared as Lanaxhal’s forces did. In the coming years, I believe we can learn from each other greatly, and I wish to show you all I can about the duties of a ruler while I am able, as we never know when a life might end and when a knowledgeable successor will be needed on the throne. It is because of this that I give you this warning. 

			Luskaiti has made itself into an empire of small conflicts for small gains over the past centuries in hopes of ensuring the state’s continued survival amongst such enemies as Tarakahm and the false gods of lesser men can provide. Our line has always been credited with leadership through wise reservation and tactical use of our great strength. I acted against this tradition during the emergence of the Tayohua, and paid for it. Your own success came because you had the time and resources to plan an effective strategy for the coming purge, and a reliable set of underlings to count on. I am pleased with this, and would like to remind you never to make the mistake I made and respond with too little thought. You show great wisdom for your age, Ichtak, but do not only turn to anger and the emperors of many centuries before for inspiration. I know you are capable of ruling and leading through the rousing of your people and the sharp intellect you possess, and becoming a leader worthy of remembrance in your own right. 

			There was a time when I wished for nothing more than conquest out of you, wanted to forge you into an instrument that could, in time, be used to utilize the empire’s advancements to conquer in the name of Harak. You are indeed a mighty weapon of god, but learn from my mistakes. Do not rush in blindly to a situation on feeling alone if the lives of our noble people are at stake. Luskaiti deserves better than that, and will remain an eternal state in this age of international brotherhood amongst the heathens only if we continue taking them on in small surges, when they dare to make their moves against us on their own.

			I go to the trouble of telling you this because, whether in good times or in bad, and whether we share a good relationship or not at any given time, you are the prince of Tepek and the heir to my position. While I will do everything in my power to reconnect with you and show you what I can about serving the empire in Harak’s name, I want you to know this. You are my son, and amongst all my children, you, the one I ignored the most whilst you were young, have become great beyond what either of your strong and worthy siblings were able to attain. I am proud of you, as the empire is proud of you, and whether you accept my offer of advice or not, know that my respect for you still stands. You will make a grand leader one day, Ichtak, and I hope to play a small part in crafting you into one.

			-Korzuma II

			4th of Fomhir, I.Y. 1898

			Letter presented to Ichtak VI after his return to the palace following the Korahnek Expedition
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			Introduction:

			What follows is a summary of many facets and features of Luskaitian culture, provided in an open fashion. I will attempt to slip around some of the less immersive features that must be mentioned, but some of the segments of this collection of appendices (the calendar section leading them off, for example) feature references to and comparisons with our world. They are few and far between, however, and this segment will attempt to give insight into the Luskaitian Empire from the viewpoint you have been immersed in since first entering this book, that being through the eyes of the Luskaitians themselves.

			The Luskaitian Empire was designed over the course of several years as a collection of vague concepts only pulled together to form the imperial powerhouse of ‘Heretic’ when I began putting together a closer narrative of the nation and its people. Over several incarnations, the tale became one too great for simple short stories and personal timelines and evolved into a story about a particularly volatile time in the empire’s history, that being the beginning of the great war which has just erupted at the conclusion of this book. While a whole history of that war will come in the form of more books, and the further history of Luskaiti and the world about it as I have mapped it out gives me room for expansion far beyond even that, I would like to lay down a good portion of its story and traditions right here and leave the reader with more information on this nation if they desire to learn it.

			While Luskaiti will be discussed in some depth, other nations and peoples will only be mentioned with regards to their relations with Luskaiti. This is a reflection of how the world was designed and this book was structured, for I built Luskaiti first and those who lived around its borders in fear of it second and mostly left those opinions and beliefs foreign to Luskaitian culture vague or absent throughout this story. That said, I plan on incorporating such segments in other books for those nations featured in them, and will cover the history of empires and peoples who differ from Luskaiti in those coming tales.

			As a final note, Luskaiti is inspired by a vast mix of cultures and nations of our world mixed with my own touches to round off the modern militarist state they embody in Heretic. While Nahuatl is an inspiration for the names and language of Luskaiti, their use is not meant to associate the Mayans, Aztecs, and their descendants with anything these fictional characters do or believe, but merely to adopt a rich sound and flow of Luskaitian speech when it needs to be picked out as a realistic language. The same goes for any aspects of their culture, whether it be their uniform, banner, or social structure, and any relations to real life empires and kingdoms are not detractions from those sates and their accomplishments or actions, but borrowings on my part from our own history to inspire myself in the construction of a realistic yet nigh on unbelievably autocratic, theocratic, and aggressive empire for use in my own stories.

			All that said, I hope what I put down here is interesting enough to read, and will attempt to keep its length respectably short, though I know from the start that I will be rambling and perhaps even dense at parts. If you want to garner more knowledge on Luskaiti and its people, however, this is the place to do it.
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			Years:	

			The Luskaitian calendar is split into two year designations, the first being E.H., the ‘Era of Harak’, and the second being I.Y., meaning simply ‘Imperial Year’. The era of Harak is thought by Luskaitian religious scholars to be the time period in which the events depicted in the reminiscent portions of the Bastion of Will took place, and they are largely shrouded in mystery and a great deal of exaggerated myth past 2,000 E.H. or so, while the imperial years are much more easily studied due to a great deal of material on the period as a whole being available.

			It is not exactly known why the Era of Harak was said to be over, but it probably is simply a Luskaitian method of explaining away the correlation between the beginning of their imperial years and the beginning of the imperial years of the Bahadiri Sultanate to their north, with whom they would certainly not announce any ties or influences, even ones so aged as these. It is not known which system came first and inspired the other to follow, but the priesthood says that in I.Y. 1, then-emperor Acalan I the Pious is said to have initiated the first blood sacrifices of humanoids, most being prisoners of war or condemned criminals. This is supposed to be the reason for the change, sealing in the priests’ eyes a glorious imperial future to come.

			Months:

			The months of the Luskaitian calendar follow a twelve moth system, with the months being named after either Luskaitian concepts, morals, feelings, or, in several cases, having been adopted from surrounding nations. It is the system now used throughout the world by those nations which monitor the passage of time save by the Eiden, who still prefer the use of massive dials and carved stones to find the date over the system of their sworn enemies.

			The months themselves are as follows, with the first coming first and the last coming in as the twelfth and final month. It is worth noting that the northern hemisphere experiences winter in the latest and earliest parts of the year and summer in months like Huei in its middle, while the southern half of the globe is, like our own, reversed.

			-Achto

			-Amox

			-Laxatl

			-Tlacatl

			-Jagai

			-Fomhir

			-Huei

			-Hessir

			-Xotlatl

			-Xacaqin

			-Tetl

			-Tlamiz

			While Jagai and Fomhir are pulled from the Khandaari and Bahadiri cultures respectively, their similarity is largely ignored by Luskaitians today, the memory of such vastly antiquated transactions of vocabulary having long been pushed aside and dismissed. That along with the average Luskaitian’s distance from any form of foreign influence keeps most ignorant of the history surrounding these names.

			Days:

			Days follow a week structure much like our own, with Luskaitian names for the seven days of each week being as follows, in order from first to last.

			-Xipil

			-Zamahl

			-Lalacan

			-Acelel

			-Ohtili

			-Chitl

			-Tlalli

			It is perhaps worth noting that naming one’s child after the day of the week upon which they were born was once common amongst the Luskaitian commoner class, but this tradition has since dwindled and there are few who still follow it. The tradition never took a wide hold in the upper or royal classes, where more holy and militant names are generally used, with Empress Ohtili I and Emperor Acelel I being the only two to hold such names in all of Luskaiti’s far reaching imperial dynasty.

			II: The Coming of Harak: A summary of Luskaitian Religion and its spread

			The Luskaitian faith, summarized by its priests as submitting to the will and ways of the father of mankind, has no name. To give it one would suggest that there are other paths, and that other faiths outside their own might hold something of truth in them. Their religion is called only the faith or way of Harak, and it is around this god that the whole of the religion is structured, and, by extension, the whole empire revolves around this deity.

			Though the beliefs of its followers are many, they are all pulled from the Bastion of Will, a book which was penned by Ichtak I, or Ichtak the Conqueror, in his first few years as emperor running from I.Y. 1149 to I.Y. 1153, during which he claimed to be in direct mental contact with Harak and several early Luskaitian emperors like Acalan I. Before this, Harak’s worship was based on long held oral traditions kept by the Luskaitian priesthood, but with all of these tales and tenets being placed in this holy text alongside many more, the Bastion of Will grew to embody the work of Harak made whole, and Ichtak I came to be recognized as Harak’s second and so far final mortal prophet, the first having been Tupac the Hunter, a mythical figure and tracking companion of Harak during the deity’s supposed life on earth amongst mortals, whose lifetime is placed somewhere around or just before 4,000 E.H.

			Ichtak I was a great success as an emperor, and though he led the first great sphere of cultural expansion towards militarist isolationism in Luskaiti, he won many campaigns against the Lun’deinians in the south, then a world power of great note, and made slavery a staple of imperial economics and infrastructure. His successes cemented his position as a servant and voice of Harak amongst his people, and upon his death, it was declared by the priesthood that Harak had touched the emperor and his line with his own blood, making Ichtak’s line, the Tlatoani Dynasty, divinely chosen for leadership.

			This explains a bit about how Harak’s faith took the shape it keeps to this day, but how it spread initially through the jungles of Luskaiti is a bit more shrouded in mystery. What is known is that the scattered tribal groups of the vast jungles, the land being known as Acalinid at that time, were left alone by powers to the north and south due to their tenacity and the area’s harsh and unforgiving flora and fauna. The central jungles were home to a nation of tribes which called themselves the Luskaitians and traversed the rivers of the jungle on low boats, creating floating towns of reeds and mud upon the isolated pools and lakes deep within the trees upon which to dwell. There, in the years immediately following 3,500 E.H., a man claiming to be an apostle of a great deity emerged from the jungle near what would one day become Tepek, and through the power of his words and his arms, he won leadership of the Luskaitian people and proclaimed himself high king, a position that would one day become that of emperor.

			This man, known as Yolcameh the Pious, is counted as the first emperor of Luskaiti by many priests and royals, the first in an often shadowed and obscure line that runs up to two hundred and sixty-five counting Ichtak VI. Though he might have been more of a chieftain than an emperor, this man and his descendants spent the next thousand years uniting the people of Luskaiti under tales of the great Harak, a hunter and warrior deity who had forged humankind in his image and had been forgotten over the past few centuries. Many tribes of the jungles were pulled under the banner of the Luskaitians and called themselves the children of Harak, and by the time 2,000 E.H. came around, Luskaitians were living all across the eastern continent from the shores of the Iqal in the west to those of the Miqui in the east. All of the lands around the Atlaco River were theirs, and their capital city of Tepek, officially established around 2,300 E.H. as a religious center and a place to build the imperial palace, had come to house a new and fast growing trade and transit economy based around the rivers at the heart of the jungle.

			Sometime after the initial settling of this area, an idea arose amongst the Luskaitians that those outside their borders, whose boats now occasionally came in to trade with them and whose caravans occasionally pushed just far enough into their jungles to trade goods with them, were lost souls of Harak. They too were human, and therefore children of Harak, but due to their heretical religious beliefs, they were insulting the great creator that had brought them to this world. It was during the 1900s E.H. that the idea of ‘Luskaitian Divinity’ arose, stating that the Luskaitian people were Harak’s voice upon the earth and deserved to rule it in full. This led to several large-scale wars, especially with the then-prominent Abduhlid Sultanates in the north, most of which controlled small portions of jungle which the Luskaitians considered theirs.           

			Their successful campaigns against these powers proved in the Luskaitians’ eyes that they were entitled to the globe, and that the outer kingdoms and lesser humans were unfit to govern their own nations. This led to the first recorded Luskaitian institutions of slavery around 1780 E.H. after the conclusion of the Abduhlid Wars, when prisoners of the final campaigns were sent to labor away in mines and on crude plantations in the Luskaitian heartland. Luskaiti was beginning to come onto the world stage as a regional power.

			All the while, though, the threat of those that shared the jungle with them kept the nation on edge. Khandaari tribes still roamed the jungle, and wandering groups of Eiden still raided and burned those villages which lay north of the Atlaco. The Luskaitian deity of Harak had always been counterbalanced by a darker twin who was referred to as the darkener or destroyer, but it was during the great purge, a movement to remove all abhumans from the jungles of Luskaiti in the years 1311-1101 E.H., that the name of Tarakahm surfaced.

			The raiding cultures of the abhumans who shared the jungles with them, as well as their physical differences, spurred the violence and hatred of the Luskaitians for these perceived invaders to great heights, and though they had always been uneasy and sometimes contentious neighbors, they were now combatants occupying the same beloved land, both sides expanding their frictions into their religions. Tarakahm was given the blame for creating these beings, and it was widely said that they had been crafted solely to eradicate humankind and drive Harak’s children to leave their promised land, the jungles in which he had first appeared to them.

			These wars would rage far and wide, and would ultimately result in the extinction or migration of many species and tribes of Eiden and Khandaari from the jungles by the year 500 E.H., though a fair number remained within its borders in secret, always attempting to avoid Luskaitian eyes. It was during the last years of this combat that blood sacrifice came into practice, and though it had long been used on the borders of the empire, it was in 471 E.H. that the great ziggurat Voul was completed, its building having taken place atop the old temple of Harak and generating praise for the Luskaitian Empire across the continent. The first true wonder of the world had been constructed, and it had been built for the appeasement of Harak.

			Then-emperor Mokaquatl II mandated that Harak, who had been merciless in the sending of not only Eiden and Lun’deinian raids in the prior years, but in sending storms to punish his followers, needed appeasement. They gathered up a great deal of livestock mostly comprised of llamas from the northern empire along with a few tapirs from the southern reaches, and commenced to butchering them atop the temple alongside several captured Eiden raiders. This was met with little resistance, for the Luskaitians came from long lines of headhunters and heart eaters, warriors believing that consuming the enemy or desecrating his remains was a way to honor your own spirituality and curse the enemy to torment or disgrace.

			The years rolled on, and though the customs of the faith evolved under such leaders as Acalan I, who expanded the sacrifice of humanoids to dominate the yearly sacrifices atop Voul and temples like it, nothing cemented the faith like the coming of Ichtak I as emperor in I.Y. 1149. He and others like him allowed Luskaiti to grow, for better or worse, into what it is today. The Luskaitians remain, as always, a pious and loyal people to those who lead them and protect them, and a danger to all those unfortunate enough to stand in their path to divinely supported world conquest.

			III: The Hermit Superpower: Luskaiti as a World Power

			Though Luskaiti is an economic and military superpower, it has done next to no trading or discussion with powers outside its own borders since the devout Ichtak I burned or ousted all foreign embassies and officials from the capital of Tepek in I.Y. 1154, leading some outsiders to wonder how the isolationist empire maintains its advances and infrastructure without the foreign trade and assistance so often relied upon by other nations.

			Luskaiti is a land which puts martial power and prowess beyond all else, and has been so since its founding. The way of their jungle is a dangerous and brutal one, and this empire born of warring tribes in the depths of a verdant green sea has led to a viciously expansionist and confrontational social policy throughout all the countless centuries the Luskaitian Empire has been a player upon the world stage. The spoils of war are often sweet indeed, and like raiders, the Luskaitian Empire’s earliest economic years were supported on war rather than the empire having to look for avenues of wealth through trade to support conflict. 

			Beyond this, though, their faith’s tenet of fruitful reproduction and their already vast and selectively bountiful land ensured the empire had a vast store of manpower at its disposal by around 100 I.Y., not slowing its growth in the slightest beyond that point as the Luskaitian people swelled to become the most numerous group on the face of the earth, surpassing even the sturdy and numerous Eiden by far. With such a vast commoner class, the emperor was never lost for wealth from taxes and labor alone, and with the coming of widespread slavery, the nation gained a cheap and renewable labor pool which they could expend on their most ambitious and dangerous projects, the nobility employing the use of such slaves in more and more creative and industrious fashions as the trade grew more and more prevalent amongst the people of the empire.

			Throw on top of this the great sum of wealth any emperor looking to make a name for themselves throws towards technological and military developments and the forwarding of Luskaiti’s unique brands of religiously backed aggressive sciences, and you have a recipe for domination and power. Luskaiti might be a nation whose embassy is located only in its colonies, and whose flag flies only over territories it has utterly and totally conquered and rid of unworthy inhabitants, but the nation and its people have thrived and prospered under this system, being by far the most wealthy, long lived, and generally satisfied populace on the face of the earth.

			With the growth of the colonies into fully capable and competitive producers of trade goods and resources for the empire at large, and travel over the deadly oceans becoming less and less difficult, the Luskaitian Empire will surely see many more years of growth before it sees decline from lack of outside finance and trade. It is to Luskaiti that the world looks when in need of technological and industrial advancement or inspiration, not the other way around. 
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			I: The Tlatoani Dynasty: The unbroken line of Luskaitian emperors and their history

			The line of Tlatoani is the ruling line of Luskaiti, and runs, at least by Luskaitian estimates, as far back as 3500 E.H. and beyond. This line will cover the past sixty eight emperors as well as a sixty ninth in the form of the newly crowned Ichtak VI, beginning with Acalan I and going forward into the present. As such, it provides a wide picture of Luskaiti as it was forged into the nation it has become today.

			It is worth noting that titles can be given more than once so long as the emperor receiving those titles does not bear the same name as a prior ruler already having received such a label. Titles are not always given, but when they are, they are bestowed by the heir apparent after the death of the previous emperor. There can be multiple titles given to a single emperor, but this is rare, the only rulers to have received such honors being Emperor Ichtak I and his daughter, Empress Ixtli I.

			The years provided below do not indicate lifespan, but the time during which the royal in question sat upon Luskaiti’s throne. 

			27 E.H. – 18 I.Y.

			Acalan I:

			Acalan I, or Acalan the Pious, is known for having begun sacrificing humanoids, making the practice the focus of Fomhir’s religious festivals in honor of Harak as opposed to a feature of them. He was a holy man and was renowned for being prone to prayer and silent meditation, and oversaw a great deal of development and empowerment on the part of Luskaiti’s religious class.

			During this time, three of Luskaiti’s tribal groups of Khandaari, the Lolot, Toporla, and Kakal, were wiped out, and Acalan I is renowned for this as not just a man of Harak, but a mighty bringer of religious justice as well.

			18 – 91 I.Y.

			Mazatl II:

			Mazatl II is not a well-known emperor, mostly remembered as a good son to his father and the star of his sire’s attentions. He ruled for a long while, however, and lived a life of nearly a hundred years. During this time, the Luskaitian people experienced an era of relative peace, and the plantation system of Luskaiti was expanded greatly in the areas which Acalan I had rid of raiding-prone Khandaari tribes.

			91 – 124 I.Y.

			Thunkahl I:

			Thunkahl I, or Thunkahl the Hunter, was a man of principle and action, and led two separate crusades against the Eiden still dwelling in the farthest reaches of Luskaitian territory. It was during this time that, due to the shared enemy they held in the form of the Eiden, the newly formed Bahadiri Sultanate and the Luskaitian Empire exchanged embassies and began a small system of uneasy trade.

			124 – 199 I.Y.

			Thunkahl II:

			Thunkahl II, or Thunkahl the Pious, was Luskaiti’s greatest monument builder since the days of Voul’s construction, and put the state’s newfound wealth into the erection of several sacrificial ziggurats across the Luskaitian heartland. It was during his time that the pilgrimage to Tepek during the month of Fomhir became less mandatory, and that rituals began being held upon the temples of smaller cities and settlements independently of the grand ones in the imperial capital. 

			199 – 231 I.Y.

			Tlaktal I:

			Tlaktal I held dreams of conquest, and led several campaigns against the khans of northern Khandaar. Though his losses were great in all cases, the land was ripe for the taking, and Tlaktal I is remembered as a victorious military commander for his small but vital acquisitions in the imperial southeast.

			231 – 283 I.Y.

			Yolcameh III:

			Images of a leather and jaguar fur clad Yolcameh III still decorate some corridors of the imperial palaces, and his part in the purge of the Khandaari tribes of Luhat and Klakhal ensure he is held in high esteem by the priesthood. 

			283 – 329 I.Y. 

			Axahl I:

			Axahl I, often called the ‘Bane of the South’, is most remembered for fighting off the Lun’deinian invasion of I.Y. 301 and the subsequent strikes from the south that followed, all aimed at regaining several portions of the jungle lost centuries earlier to the Luskaitians. His obsidian spiked club, while incredibly aged, is still stored in the Victor’s Way in the imperial palace of Tepek.

			329 – 367 I.Y.

			Harakueh IV:

			Harakueh IV was an expansionist in his early years as ruler, but failed to gain any ground in his pushes against the Eiden in the north. Though his campaigns were failures in terms of gained ground, he brought a great number of sacrifices back to Tepek with him from the then northern reaches of Luskaiti’s jungles, and the stories of I.Y. 335’s Fomhir festivals are still related amongst some priests of Harak.

			367 – 374 I.Y.

			Tlamanal II:

			It was during the reign of Tlamanal that Great Khan Igogai of Khandaar led her horde into southeastern Luskaiti in search of plunder, and in I.Y. 374, after more than three years of combat with the hated Khandaari, Tlamanal was slain in battle by a hail of arrows. His axe now resides in the Victor’s Way in Tepek’s imperial palace.

			374 – 409 I.Y.

			Harakueh V:

			Harakueh V, or Harakueh the Savior, drove back the horde of Great Khan Igogai in 376 I.Y., capturing the khan and bringing her to Tepek, where she was first shot through the stomach with the very arrows that had slain Harakueh V’s father in combat, and then ritually sacrificed while still alive. Though young when he took the throne, Harakueh V is renowned as a great warrior amongst a line of great warrior emperors. A reconstruction of his long decayed feathered helm of leather and hide sits next to his father’s axe in the Victor’s Way.

			409 – 449 I.Y.

			Mazatl III:

			Though he inherited an empire several decade removed from war, the memory of the Khandaari raids into Luskaiti were still fresh in the minds of Mazatl III’s subjects. He led a counterstrike into the land of Khandaar’s vast steppe, a folly which cost many lives and ultimately led to his return to the capital with little to show but a force of captured sacrifices. Though his conquest failed, he is remembered as a slayer of abhumans, and honored as a warrior, if not a conqueror.

			449 – 477 I.Y. 

			Tlaktal II:

			Tlaktal II was a man of expensive tastes, and spent a great deal of the empire’s wealth during his reign improving upon the grounds and interior of the palace of Tepek. The original throne room, Victor’s Way, and royal quarters were built during this time, and though these have been built upon and maintained thoroughly since, they still make up the bones of the palace’s inner royal quarter.

			477 – 512 I.Y.

			Mazatl IV:

			Mazatl IV, or Mazatl the Slayer, was a renowned hunter of Luskaitian large game, and killed more than ten minhocão and twenty adult huehytakh in his lifetime. Though his advances in imperial infrastructure include the building of several large stretches of roadway, he is remembered more for his hunting exploits than for his contributions to the early Luskaitian road network.

			512 – 553 I.Y.

			Thunkahl III:

			This emperor slew a great number of Eiden during several crusades he launched into their Luskaitian territories, wiping out several tribes including the Grolkar and the Rogfelk peoples. It is said that Thunkahl III slew one of the chieftains of these tribes in single combat with his Warhammer, and both the weapon and the skull of the supposed victim rest in the Victor’s Way.

			553 – 592 I.Y.

			Tlamanal III:

			Tlamanal III’s main achievement during his reign was the repelling of a Lun’deinian fleet which attempted to land a small group of armed men and settlers along the southwestern coast of Luskaiti. He also placed the first Lun’deinian tax on the emperor of the southern nation after his victory, humiliating the young Lun’deinian further and forcing him to pay a yearly sum of gold and courtesans to the Luskaitian Emperor or risk being invaded on land by Luskaitian ground forces.

			592 – 621 I.Y.

			Tlamanal IV:

			Tlamanal IV, or Tlamanal the Righteous, founded a group that would one day be called the jungle stalkers and incorporated them into the Ektal to aid him in his hunts for the Khandaari tribes of Luskaiti. These were the jaguars, and with them at his side he wiped out the Yuxlat tribe along with several small splinters of other tribes.

			621 – 678 I.Y.

			Ihlaxahl I:

			Early on during the reign of Ihlaxahl I, several small villages in the northwest of the nation began following the Bahadiri faith, and declared autonomy from Luskaiti in hope that the Bahadiri Sultanate would come to their aid in any following conflict. They were met with overwhelming Luskaitian armies for which they were no match, and the sultanate did nothing to stop them, already being engaged in a large scale struggle with the Eiden in the east. To prevent any such thing from occurring again, Ihlaxahl I founded the niquiniitztoz, or ‘inquisitorial police’, to hunt down heretics and nonbelievers within the empire’s borders and put them down before such traitorous action could ever be taken again. The emperor further distinguished himself by beginning to fight off an invasion of Luskaiti by a fair sized horde of Khandaari nomads during the end of his reign, though his son would deal the death blow to this group. He is sometime known as Ihlaxahl the Protector. 

			678 – 707 I.Y.

			Yolcameh IV:

			Despite spending the first few years of his reign finishing off the horde of Khandaari in the imperial southwest, Yolcameh IV was ultimately a ruler who enjoyed luxury, and opened up several large scale trade operations with the empire’s old foe, Lun’dei. Though this won a great deal of wealth for Luskaiti and financed a great many monuments to Harak and imperial might, Yolcameh IV is sometimes called ‘Yolcameh the Traitor’ due to his willingness to accept foreign gold, though this is not an official title. His son would immediately end trade with the southern empire when he ascended, pressured by the entire priesthood to stop accepting unworthy, ill-gotten funds from heretics. 

			707 – 741 I.Y.

			Ihlaxahl II:

			In contrast to his father, Ihlaxahl II is remembered fondly as a caretaker and generous ruler, having founded reserve military programs to offer housing and shelter to the Empire’s poor and opening a great many state funded housing projects in Tepek and other large city centers whose tenants paid their rent by providing a certain amount of monthly service for reserve military units. He also founded the first state funded religious orphanages in the empire, institutions which train priests and Niquiniitztoz officers from a young age while providing abandoned or underprivileged young children with a home and spiritual direction. Because of this, he is widely called Ihlaxahl the Kind, or even Father Ihlaxahl.

			741 – 748 I.Y.

			Mazatl V:

			Mazatl V ruled for a short period which ended in violence. His invasion of Eiden held territories in the northwestern jungles sparked interest from some of the Eiden of the frozen north, bringing down the fur clad nomads from the mountains and tundra to fight on behalf of their brethren in the south and find good battle against the Luskaitians. Mazatl fell in what would become known as the Great Eiden Crusade’s first major engagement, and his helm is held in honor within the Victor’s Way in the imperial palace.

			748 – 781 I.Y.

			Korzuma I:

			Korzuma I, younger brother of the childless Mazatl V, led Luskaiti during the longest portion of the Great Eiden Crusades, and won many victories over them in the later part of his reign. His founding of the Ektal is of no small note, marking the formation of Luskaiti’s most formidable military branch in order to train soldiers worthy of facing a threat as serious as the Eiden hordes. Ektal heavy cavalry saw their first widespread use, and mildly explosive arrows worked wonders in many battles against the barbarians of the tundra. Korzuma I fell in battle just after his sixtieth year, however, and his warhammer rests alongside his brother’s helm in the Victor’s Way.

			781 – 806 I.Y.

			Axahl II:

			Axahl II, or Axahl the Eiden Bane, oversaw the completion of the Great Eiden Crusade, and is widely regarded as a master strategist and the shaper of what would become the modern Ektal. As well as removing the entire native Eiden population from Luskaiti, the last of the crusades saw the new Ektal formed into a battle tested unit fit for service anywhere in the already sprawling empire. Axahl II incorporated them as royal guards and servants, and their connection to the imperial throne remains incredibly strong to this day.

			806 – 819 I.Y.

			Harakueh VI:

			Harakueh VI is overshadowed by his father, but spent his life carrying on the projects his father began. He finished rounding off the Ektal as an independent force and created the position of Lord Ektal as an equivalent to High General or Admiral, as well as further improving the nation’s system of seafaring by funding several shipbuilders to further develop their designs. He died relatively young, though, and what could have been an impressive reign was cut short by lack of years.

			819 – 829 I.Y.

			Mazatl VI:

			Only sixteen when he took the throne, Mazatl VI, or Mazatl the Young, would rule for only ten years before succumbing to a wasting disease of the lungs that swept through the capital and its surrounding province around the later years of his life. Despite this, he is credited with sending forth the first sea expeditions around the northeastern coastline of the continent, making use of his father’s advances in sailing technology to map out the eastern edges of the Eidenlands. It was during this time that the fearsome Tonkaquatl were first spotted along the coastal spans, the winged reptiles being responsible for the sinking of several of the expedition’s ships.

			829 – 848 I.Y.

			Ihlaxahl III:

			Ihlaxahl III, brother of the childless Mazatl VI who preceded him, oversaw the worst plague to have struck Tepek in its entire history, the thing wiping out nearly half the population along with his older brother. Ihlaxahl III quarantined his own province and shut off the palace as best he could, and his reign was marked mostly by his combat with the coughing sickness rather than by any great administrative positions. By the time the illness had largely disappeared in 841 I.Y. and the quarantines could be lifted, Ihlaxahl was quite paranoid, and what remained of his years were spent tucked away in his palace, receiving few visitors.

			848 – 881 I.Y.

			Thunkahl IV:

			Thunkahl IV, or Thunkahl the Mad, was a product not only of the wasting plague that had so frightened him in his youth, but of his isolationist father. He spent a great deal of imperial resources and time looking into generally shunned schools of alchemical and herbalist lore, searching for what most suppose was a form of immortality through the use of an unknown elixir or plant. He died having done little save build a few temples and border walls for the empire, and is largely remembered as odd at best and crazy at worst.

			881 – 899 I.Y.

			Yolcameh V:

			Yolcameh V, or Yolcameh the Warrior, ruled during the outbreak of a particularly bad war with the Eiden in the north on the part of the Bahadiri. During Yolcameh’s life he entered into a border war with the Bahadiri Sultanate, fighting them all throughout his reign along the edges of the jungles where what is today the Luskaitian province of Korahnek and was then the Bahadiri province of Güney began. The war was bloody, and sparked over a simple misunderstanding amongst the Luskaitian border guards and the few caravans allowed past the jungle’s edge each year which escalated into violence. It ended as quickly as it had begun, with peace being declared by the new Sultan who ascended in 896 I.Y. after several gifts of gold and livestock changed hands between the two nations, both side having gained virtually nothing from the grinder-like conflict.

			899 – 927 I.Y.

			Yaotl I:

			Yoatl I, or Yaotl the Just, despite the wars which had split the Luskaitian Empire and the Sultanate to its north, would join in an alliance with the Bahadiri ruler against the mightiest horde of Eiden ever to have marched forth from the Eidenlands into the sultan’s lands. He did this after some of the abhuman raiders encroached upon his northeastern border, wanting to win himself great renown across history as a mighty slayer of Tarakahm’s servants. This began what the Luskaitians call the great war of compromise, and though Yaotl I would die before its completion, he is still remembered as a lord of the faith who worked with lesser humans for the greater goal of destroying the hated abhuman menace from the north.

			927 – 941 I.Y.

			Yaotl II:

			Yaotl II, or Yaotl the Destroyer, oversaw the defeat of several of the Eidenlands’ greatest tribes during this period, and is renowned as a grand commander and fighter. He continued the alliance with the Bahadiri Sultanate, and fought on in defense of the sultan’s lands on the grounds that the hordes from the northeast were so massive as to ensure they could easily reach the Luskaitian jungles if not halted here in the north first. 

			This period of war was perhaps highlighted by the great siege of Erzurum, in which the sultan’s capital was surrounded overnight by nearly two hundred thousand Eiden and a garrison of fifty thousand Bahadiri and thirty thousand Luskaitian troops held out for four weeks before the arrival of an Ektal army to relieve the defenders saved the city. After the wars ended in a human victory in I.Y. 938, the emperor left the sultanate in peace with a vow that neither he nor his son would encroach upon Bahadiri lands, the sultan promising the emperor much the same. The spear of Yaotl II, along with what remains of his bow, are kept in the Victor’s Way in Tepek.

			941 – 986 I.Y.

			Yaotl III:

			Keeping to his father’s promise of Bahadiri peace, Yaotl III’s imperial ambitions were directed towards Khandaar, and he pushed southeast into that nation’s warmer northern reaches with a great force and dug in. His conquests were relatively small, but he is still known as Yaotl the Fierce for his facing down of several Khandaari clan leaders in battle. His crested helm rests in the Victor’s Way beside the spear of his father.

			986 – 997 I.Y.

			Harakueh VII:

			Harakueh VII, finding himself free of the restraints set by his grandfather’s promise of Bahadiri peace, launched an amphibious invasion of what was then eastern Güney, going around the mountain ranges that defended the region to strike from the edge of Güney Lake. Though the war lasted ten years and cost many lives, he did win a fair potion of the territory around the lake’s northwestern shores, along with gaining most of the Güney mountain range itself for the Luskaitian Empire. He was given the title Harakueh the Bold, and is remembered as a cunning warrior and tactician, as well as sometimes being seen as the father of Korahnek province, as his conquests laid the grounds for the Luskaitian claim to all lands south of the Güney river, which would one day become Korahnek. 

			997 – 1017 I.Y.

			Tlaktal III:

			Tlaktal III was another thrill seeker while in the throne, and as well as horse racing enjoyed hunts of everything from jaguars to huehytakh. He even traveled into central Lun’dei after a small payment to the then emperor of that nation under armed guard to hunt the tigers which stalk the mountains and forests there. During his reign, the stealthy jungles stalkers were incorporated into the Ektal to act as his guardians, and were given their modern name in replacement of their prior title of jaguars.

			1017 – 1041 I.Y.

			Tlaktal IV:

			Tlaktal IV oversaw a great increase in the Luskaitian fishing presence in both the Iqal and Miqui oceans, and eastern whaling expeditions were begun under his orders up into the waters near the Eidenlands, where the whalers often have to compete with the soaring Tonkaquatl of the region for their quarry. It was during this time period that Nauticans became more than just a tale for the general population of Luskaiti after numerous assaults and sightings, and though the profit of the sea was great, the things that lurked in its waters took their own toll on those that ventured out into their dominion to fish.

			1041 – 1072 I.Y.

			Thunkahl V:

			Thunkahl V, or Thunkahl the Architect, actually did little in the way of constructing monuments and buildings in his lifetime. He spent most of the empire’s wealth during this period on improvements towards the roads and walkways of areas that had been touched little by the empire’s infrastructure since their conquest. He also built a great many aqueducts in far flung cities along with irrigation canals in cleared fields for planting, solidifying central Luskaiti’s place as a powerhouse of food and herb production.

			1072 – 1096 I.Y.

			Zakaquatl II:

			A great infiltrator and deceiver more than a great man of learning, Zakaquatl II oversaw the stealing of several technologies from Lun’dei through the shadowed use of ‘diplomats’ and assassins trained amongst the jungle stalkers. This would mark the last of Lun’dei’s competitiveness with Luskaiti in the fields of science, for their snatched inventions in the fields of astronomy and medicine were soon modified and refined far beyond their previous potential by the learned Luskaitian academics in Tepek, providing the empire’s intellectual elite with the final boost they needed to place themselves firmly ahead of their neighbors to the south and, by extension, the rest of the continent.

			1096 – 1122 I.Y.

			Mazatl V:

			Mazatl V, or Mazatl the Shield, led the Luskaitian people in their war against invading Khandaari hordes in I.Y. 1103, but fortunately for him, these hordes were bound for Lun’dei and needed passage there across Luskaiti’s southern territories, and though he provided token aid to the Lun’deinian emperor during this period through the ensuing wars due to the hated nature of the abhuman nomads, it was little more than that. The Khandaari suffered a good deal of loss at his hands, though, and it is thought even by Lun’deinian scholars that had the then Great Khan of Khandaar not had to pass through Luskaitian armies to reach her destination, she might have been able to sack the imperial capital by the time her hordes reached its powerful walls. The emperor’s mace and the skulls of two of the then Great Khan’s daughters adorn a part of the walls along the Victor’s Way.

			1122 – 1149 I.Y.

			Mazatl VI:  

			A great sculptor, Mazatl VI is often called Mazatl the Artist, and though he made great strides towards improving religious buildings and state palaces around the empire during his reign, his most visible mark has remained the statues that now adorn the halls and myriad chambers of the sprawling imperial palace in Tepek. His collection’s stars are surely the sculpture he did depicting every emperor or chieftain the Luskaitian people had ever had up to his father, most of which still adorn the royal entry hall of Tepek’s palace. 

			1149 – 1183 I.Y.

			Ichtak I:

			Ichtak I, also known alternately as Ichtak the Conqueror, Ichtak the Blessed, or Ichtak the Chosen, is quite arguably the most recognizable and well known of all Luskaiti’s illustrious imperial line. He was a prophet of Harak to his people, and wrote the Bastion of Will in his first years on the throne. He began the second great purge of the jungle-dwelling Khandaari, whose often hidden tribes in the east of the empire had been largely forgotten up until this point, and broke off contact with both Lun’dei and the Bahadiri Sultanate altogether, ousting the embassies of these places from his capital and murdering their staff as a show of force.

			In the war with Lun’dei which followed these actions, he conquered and held all land up until the foothills of the Xin’ziang range in the south, ending the conflict in I.Y. 1159. after slaying the then Lun’deinian Emperor in single combat at the battle of Qin’lao pass. The Bahadiri never entered open war with him, but he did fight several skirmishes with the sultan’s janissaries along the foothills of the Güney range which are well remembered by both sides for their ferocity. He made military service mandatory for every Luskaitian from noble to peasant to beggar, and made study of his holy book a mandated practice throughout his lands.

			Ichtak I’s reign marked the end of all collaboration and civil contact between the Luskaitians and foreign human kingdoms, as his new additions to Harak’s faith expressly forbid it. These additions also made the sacrificial slaughter of abhumans more of a necessity than a blessing during the festivals of Fomhir. His mace Miqui was stored in the Victor’s Way along with his helm, the weapon being maintained as needed by imperial blacksmiths and seeing use by several of his descendants, most notable being Ichtak VI during the Great War of Bahadiri Aggression. Upon his death in the summer of I.Y. 1183, it is said that the sun set a full six hours early to mark his passing and did not rise again for more than twenty four hours, though Lun’deinian astronomical records do not reflect this.

			1183 – 1207 I.Y.

			Ixtli I:

			Ichtak I fathered two children, both of them daughters. Generally, one of his two surviving brothers with their own sons would have taken the throne, but Ichtak had left orders in his last testament to allow his eldest daughter to take on the mantle of ruling empress, making her the first woman to ascend to the throne of Luskaiti, and setting a precedent which would be followed throughout the rest of the imperial line and amongst the lesser royals of Luskaiti, with female heirs being considered just as viable for ascension as male heirs, though a strong preference would still exist for the latter for some time.

			Ixtli I, also known as Ixtli the Great or Ixtli the Pious, built up the royal entry hall around what is rumored to be her father’s resting place beneath an altar constructed in his memory. She oversaw the continuation of her father’s religious plans and designs, and ensured Luskaiti was headed in the right direction along the lines of the Bastion of Will. Perhaps the most memorable change she made during her reign was enacting a ten year process which at its end left the military open to women for full combat service and implemented a mandatory duty sentence for all women in the empire to match the required service period for men. She was buried beneath her father’s altar as opposed to being buried in the empress gardens as was custom, assumably to rest with the prophet of Harak. She is, by extension, included in the private imperial services honoring Ichtak I held each year during Fomhir, and served as a model not just for the two reigning empresses that followed her, but for the many reigning provincial queens that would soon join the ranks of Luskaitian royalty.

			1207 – 1230 I.Y.

			Ichtak II:

			Ichtak II, or Ichtak the Preserver, held out against a surge in the imperial southwest of religious unrest against the use of the Bastion of Will as a central guide for the faith. After a great many summary executions, he brought calm to the region and stamped out the last embers of unease about Ichtak I’s writings and his partial divinity as a prophet. He is remembered as a great upholder of the faith and a defender of Harak.

			1230 – 1249 I.Y.

			Zakaquatl III:

			Zakaquatl III is mostly renowned for having strengthened the Luskaitian border defenses near the Eidenlands, along with having won several battles against Eiden raiders brought south by the activity along their border. His axe is stored in the Victor’s Way along with the skull of an Eiden thane.

			1249 – 1272 I.Y.

			Yaotl IV:

			Yaotl IV spent the majority of his reign financing and overseeing the creation of plantations meant to replace those materials which Luskaitians had lost through the retraction of all forms of trade with foreign powers. Silk and cotton in particular were made readily available in Luskaiti under his leadership, and agriculture in general saw a sizable boom. 

			1272 – 1293 I.Y.

			Zakaquatl IV:

			Zakaquatl IV, or Zakaquatl the Innovator, was a great supplier of early economic development through endorsement of the first chain refineries in the empire, aiding in the founding of incredibly profitable businesses, many of which would evolve along with the empire itself to become the industrious corporate giants which dot Luskaiti today. He is often considered a father of Luskaitian industry, a man far before his time who laid the foundations for the technological and economic revolution that would sweep the nation in the late 1700s.

			1293 – 1316 I.Y.

			Ihlaxahl IV:

			While Ihlaxahl IV followed in his father’s footsteps in many respects, his advancements were more focused on the implementation of slave labor on a wider scale. The use of slaves as a free and flexible labor force was spread from mines and plantations to service positions in smithies, storehouses and shipyards during this time.

			1316 – 1354 I.Y.

			Yaotl V:

			The younger brother of the childless Ihlaxahl IV, Yaotl financed and joined development seeking to advance sailing technology during his reign. He is most remembered, however, for having survived the first known assassination attempt on a Luskaitian ruler. This attempt occurred on a visit to several mines with workforces largely made up of slaves, one of those slaves having risen up to strike at him with a sharpened and concealed blade when he passed their workstation. This was the first and only open attempt made on an emperor’s life prior to the successful strike against Korzuma II in I.Y. 1899.

			1354 – 1391 I.Y.

			Harakueh VIII:

			Harakueh VIII, or Harakueh the Hunter, is primarily remembered for having set out to top some of his ancestors in kill counts, downing more than fifty Huehytakh over the course of his long reign, but never exceeding Mazatl IV’s standing record of ten Minhocão, dying soon after having slain his ninth. He also faced invasion by Khandaari nomads for several years, but their forces were not numerous enough to push very far north and cause any true damage.

			1391 – 1422 I.Y.

			Ichtak III:

			Ichtak III, or Ichtak the Righteous, was a great believer in the idea of a Khandaari-free Luskaiti and hunted the scarce tribes throughout most of his time as a ruler, wiping out at least two tribes known as the Bakar and the Yeyama. The skulls of the tribal chiefs of these groups are stored in the Victor’s Way.

			1422 – 1449 I.Y.

			Zakaquatl V:

			Zakaquatl V, or Zakaquatl the Benefactor, was a great commissioner of art and bought many of the pieces which depict great sieges and Luskaitian victories that adorn the Luskaitian imperial palace today, including the massive mural on the ceiling of the royal entry hall. Most of the works commissioned during this period are shown great respect and maintained tirelessly by hired artists so that even as far on as 1899 I.Y. many still look brand new to the untrained eye.

			1449 – 1473 I.Y.

			Zakaquatl VI:

			Under Zakaquatl VI, who is also titled Zakaquatl the Scholar, the imperial library was begun in the private quarters of the emperor, laying the foundations for the single largest and most exclusive gathering of written works in the world. He also oversaw the construction of the largest observatory ever built up until that point, and astronomers under his employ were some of the first to come to the conclusion that the world was rounded as opposed to being flat, as well as the first to discover the shapes of other planets orbiting their sun.

			Alchemists, engineers, and master smiths under commission from Zakaquatl VI were the first to successfully harness gunpowder as a propellant for projectiles, creating the world’s first cannons around I.Y. 1457.

			1473 – 1501 I.Y.

			Ohtili I:

			Ohtili I, sometimes referred to as the ‘Flower of Luskaiti’, was the second ruling empress of Luskaiti, and was far more confident and aggressive than her title might suggest. As well as being renowned for her beauty, she took an interest in hunting and led a group of jungle stalkers in the hunting down and eradication of the long illusive Salaqal tribe of Khandaari in the southeastern jungles. Beyond that, she fought off an invasion by Khandaari nomad hordes in I.Y. 1482 and drove back their Great Khan with little cost to her own forces. Additionally, she and her jungle stalkers took some of the first black powder rifles along with her on her expeditions, and her early firearm is stored above the circular jaws of a particularly large minhocão she herself slew in the Victor’s Way.

			1501 – 1523 I.Y.

			Zakaquatl VII:

			Zakaquatl VII carried the studies of Zakaquatl the scholar further with his funds, and was the first to envision an expedition by sea to attempt a circumnavigation of the planet. Though these dreams never came to action in his lifetime, he did begin several revolutionary design practices having to do with ship armament and sails, and financed a larger fleet for Luskaiti as the need for one became more and more evident given the advent of gunpowder weaponry and increasing range of sailing vessels.

			1523 – 1524 I.Y.

			Mazatl VII:

			Mazatl VII was only on the throne for a year after a relatively young ascension, his rule being brought to an early end when he went northeast to lead his armies against a large scale incursion by Eiden along the border. This incursion would turn out to be an Eiden migration by tribes looking to see the great Yaculmama on a pilgrimage, but that goal did not stop them from raiding every settlement and small town or city along their route south.

			1524 – 1547 I.Y.

			Tlaktal V:

			Tlaktal V, or Tlaktal the Valiant, younger brother of the childless Mazatl VII, led the defense of Luskaiti in the face of 1524’s grand Eiden pilgrimage. The armies of the emperor employed the most advanced gunpowder weaponry available to the empire at the time, and their tactics of defensive and guerilla warfare to counter the strategically blunt Eiden worked quite well in wiping out the vast majority of the pilgrims before they could advance south of Nihqui’s southern borders. Tlaktal V’s club and flintlock pistol rest in the Victor’s Way.

			1547 – 1591 I.Y.

			Ichtak IV:

			Ichtak IV, or Ichtak the Explorer, carried the innovations of Zakaquatl VII into action and sent fleets west across the ocean from Luskaiti’s large and prosperous ports in search of a route around the world. Two and a half rough months brought them to the eastern shores of Icalaquian, the western continent, and they made first contact with the civilization of Saxonia, with a trip north along the coast bringing them into contact with the Araslevanian Empire.

			1591 – 1611 I.Y.

			Yolcameh VI:

			Yolcameh VI was the first emperor to enter into an imperial political landscape in which the western continent was a reality, and was set upon early in his reign for information on how this new continent related to Harak’s grand plan. He along with the then High Priest of Tepek declared that the lands were Luskaitian territory by divine right, and that the inhabitants of this new land were just as unworthy to stand as equals with Harak’s chosen as those of other heathen empires. Unfortunately for Yolcameh’s overseas ambitions, several small Khandaari uprisings in the western reaches of Luskaiti’s jungles took his attention, and he spent nearly half of his reign putting these down, wiping out the Khandaari tribes of Fakuhl and Kakuma in the process.

			1611 – 1639 I.Y.

			Acelel I:

			Carrying on the crusade that his father was pulled into and laying aside the colonies as of little consequence, Acelel I spent most of his reign hunting Khandaari tribes, wiping out the Tlinala tribe during the 1620s. He did finance an expedition along the coast of the western continent to the south with the end goal of finding out whether its size was of note. This led to the discovery of the Confederated Kingdoms of Zamea, who were quickly declared inferior and unworthy of trade.

			1639 – 1643 I.Y.

			Yolcameh VII:

			Yolcameh VII, or Yolcameh the Brave, led a great fleet of ships west in 1641 in hopes of launching an amphibious assault upon Zamea below the wastes that split Icalaquian, the expedition under his father having reported that those lands were beautiful and rich with life and resources for the taking. His fleet was successful in capturing many as of yet undiscovered islands around the Zamean Sea, but as he rallied his armies for an assault on Zamea’s homeland in 1643, he was attacked by a great force of Nauticans who rose from the waters to meet him in battle. They brought with them great beasts to tear his frigates to pieces, the cannons doing little to the great squids and clawed fiends that came up from below. The planned invasion ended when Yolcameh VII was killed in these attacks, and the remainder of the fleet turned back for the newly claimed isles, which were named the Yolcameh Isles in the dead emperor’s honor.

			1643 – 1681 I.Y.

			Harakueh IX:

			The younger brother of the childless Yolcameh VII, Harakueh IX resisted the calls of many of his military advisors to press on with an invasion of the western continent, seeing that the islands his brother had gained were well connected and maintained as Luskaitian ports, but giving little more thought to the west otherwise. He considered the sea too dangerous after the tales of the Nautican assault reached him, and worse, he feared the Zameans, and indeed all western continentals, might have some pact with the creatures of the sea. He fought off the invasion of Great Khan Batu of Khandaar in his time, his armies killing the khan in battle around the southern reaches of Tepek province around I.Y. 1669.

			1681 – 1713 I.Y.

			Ichtak V:

			Ichtak V, or Ichtak the Invincible, led the first sphere of expansionist colonial invasion soon after his ascension. In 1684, after giving his armies just enough time to prepare, he and a massive fleet filled with rifle armed Luskaitian soldiers sailed north from the ports of the Yolcameh Isles and landed on the shores of what was then Saxonia. They were faced with some early resistance, but the natives had little grasp of gunpowder, and past the bulky cannon or mounted grapeshot launcher they had little to fight the empire of the east back with. They collapsed town by town, city by city all across central Icalaquian until in 1701, after a great many years of open war, the Saxonian capital was captured. 

			Though the Saxonians would fight on as their land was absorbed and enslaved under Luskaitian rule, they were largely broken by this point, and a now much older Ichtak V returned to his homeland a conquering hero worthy of great praise, leaving the battles on the continent in the hands of his generals. He is the father of New Luskaiti, and as well as his rifle and mace being kept in the Victor’s Way, a great statue of him and several of his generals looking out over a mapped battlefield stands in the center of New Tepek’s religious district.

			1713 – 1728 I.Y.

			Harakueh X:

			After the great successes of Harakueh X’s father, who had gained more land for the empire in his lifetime than any man to have ruled before him, the idea of colonial warfare was a tactically viable thing in the minds of any general or ruler worth their salt in Luskaiti. So it was that in 1714 the newly crowned emperor set out into what remained of fractured and dying Saxonia, conquering all that was left by 1718. and leaving the Luskaitians in possession of all the old kingdom’s lands from the Iqal Ocean in the east to the Miqui Ocean in the west. He almost immediately struck out north, the wastes and deserts to the south looking much less promising, and found himself in conflict with Araslevania, which was then a massive continental power. He began a decades long war which he would not see the end of, dying in I.Y. 1728 with the conflict still incomplete, but his armies in position to sack most of southern Araslevania.

			1728 – 1734 I.Y.

			Tlamanal V:

			Tlamanal V, or Tlamanal the Hammer, destroyed many cities in southern Araslevania during his reign, having inherited the war begun by his father. Little did he know, however, his besieged and outmatched enemy was already negotiating an alliance of mutual benefit with Zamea, who the Tsar of Araslevania had convinced was in danger should the rest of the continent fall under eastern hands. Zamea launched an invasion through the wastes into the southern colonies in 1730, and though Tlamanal won several battles against the stalwart warriors of the far south, he was slain in battle by a stray cannon shell during the siege of what would later become New Zoatl City in the colonial southeast. His rifle is stored in the Victor’s Way.

			1734 – 1771 I.Y.

			Xochitl I:

			Younger sister to the childless Tlamanal V and third ruling empress of Luskaiti, Xochitl I is titled Xochitl the Conqueror, and forged New Luskaiti into what it is today. She defeated Zamea at the siege of New Zoatl City, and drove them back into the wastes and south into their own nation over the course of ten years of brutal combat, all the while managing to hold her ground in the north along the Araslevanian front. Once the southerners had been dealt with, she turned to taking what was hers in the north, pushing forward during several long and brutal campaigns along hard fought ground until by 1765 her forces had reached the base of the Savior’s Range and captured the one-time Araslevanian capital, which would be mostly demolished and rebuilt as New Nihqui. A tentative ceasefire was reached with the torn Araslevanians, and the colonies as they are today had been formed.

			Xochitl I is the mother of the modern colonies, and put in place literally all of the provincial royal families, picking them personally from amongst her generals and admirals to serve as rulers of the newfound kingdom after years of rule under basic and unstructured martial law due to the nature of the combat-torn colonies prior to this point. Though more a strategist than a frontline warrior, Xochitl’s flail and pistol are stored in the Victor’s Way alongside the captured flag of the Tsar’s heir, who was overtaken and killed in battle with Xochitl’s forces just south of modern Koratl.

			1771 – 1792 I.Y.

			Rultahn III:

			As well as strengthening trade and plantation infrastructure in the relatively new colonial empire, Rultahn III put down a large raid made by several clans from northern Khandaar. For this, he is known as Rultahn the Stalwart, and his banner and rifle are located in the Victor’s Way.

			1792 – 1809 I.Y.

			Tlamanal VI:

			Tlamanal VI, or Tlamanal the Stalker, took the noble Luskaitian sport of hunting west into the colonies, leading several expeditions into the New Luskaitian province of Tlalolatl in search of the thirty foot alligators which lurk in its swamps, and slaying several of the tusked lions which stalk the slopes of the southern Savior’s Range. He also oversaw the improvement of infrastructure in the colonies, and financed some of the first forays into the study of electricity.

			1809 – 1831 I.Y.

			Tlaktal VI:

			Tlaktal VI fought a minor war with the Eiden as he pushed north into their territory, searching initially to take the whole land, but then being satisfied with just a strip of land along the coast spreading north. This was held, and though the Eiden thought of mobilizing fully for war, they eventually weighed the land as unimportant and let the assault slide. The empire still holds this land today, though it is often targeted by the long-lived Eiden, the majority of whom still remember the years of its loss quite well, and are not quick to forgive its current residents.

			1831 – 1872 I.Y.

			Axahl III:

			Grandfather to Ichtak VI, Axahl III was a great mind of law and order. He oversaw the strengthening of the Niquiniitztoz after several religious incursions amongst the slaves in the colonies, and led the nation through several trials against the Khandaari tribes of the southern jungles, wiping out the Yuncal tribe in the process. He is known as Axahl the Lawful, and is seen as a great and pious leader.

			1872 – 1899 I.Y.

			Korzuma II:

			Korzuma II, dubbed Korzuma the Conqueror by his son soon after his assassination, was a great general in his earlier days as emperor, being the first ruler to truly set eyes on the home continent’s enemy territories in a long while. He invaded Lun’dei after several years of preparation in a campaign which would win him control of the Xin’ziang Range’s upper peaks and everything south of them up until the Xin’ziang River, forming a whole new province within several years and providing a proving ground for General Xentahl and soon to be Lord Ektal Rultahn, who both fought bravely in the conflict. He not only repelled the Bahadiri expeditionary force which entered his lands to seek reclamation of old territory during his reign, but conquered all the lands up to the Güney River in the north during his counterassault, expanding the lands of Korahnek province vastly. The Korzuma Sea off the southwestern coast of the sultanate is named in his honor, his conquests having brought the whole of the region and its islands under Luskaitian control. 

			Though his defeat at the first battle of the caverns of Korahnek dealt a great blow to his confidence and independence when it came to command, he was a formidable strategist until the end of his days, despite what others might have thought of his newfound hesitation. He was the victim of the first successful assassination attempt against a Luskaitian Emperor in the entirety nation’s history, supposedly by Bahadiri sympathizers along with a planted Bahadiri agent. Despite the great admiration the empire gained for his son throughout the second invasion of Korahnek caverns and the reported marking of the heir by Harak, Korzuma is greatly respected both by his successor and beloved by his people, with countless monuments to his memory already being erected across the imperial capital.

			1899 I.Y. – Present

			Ichtak VI:

			Having possessed perhaps the most impressive reputation of any prince set to ascend to the Luskaitian throne in many centuries, Ichtak VI is a greatly adored figure in the eyes of his people, and as well as being called the reincarnation of Ichtak I, he was given the popular name ‘Hammer of God’ during the opening years of the Great War of Bahadiri Aggression.

			II: The Lesser Royals: An overview of Luskaiti’s provincial rulers

			Provincial rulers, or the kings and queens of Luskaiti, are the regional monarchs of the Luskaitian Empire, governing its sprawling provinces in matters too small for the direct attention of the Emperor or Empress, and ensuring the imperial throne is stable and equipped to rule by collecting taxes, monitoring news and media sources within their borders, and ensuring religious principles according to the Bastion of Will are thoroughly and totally adhered to. How they came into these positions, however, is quite varied, only holding one thing universally in common in that the reigning emperor is the only soul in Luskaiti who can put a new provincial monarch on the throne.

			The first provinces were formed sometime before 2500 E.H., these being modern day Tepek, Zoatl, and Nihqui. The exact date of their formation is unknown, but it is evident that the then emperor put two of his cousins on the thrones of Zoatl and Nihqui, and proclaimed himself King of the capital province of Tepek, a position which would forever afterwards be held by Luskaitian imperial rulers in addition to their title of emperor. This would continue as the borders of the empire expanded and new provinces were formed, the province of Korahnek being put under the rulership of its conquering general and his descendants.

			The choice of a ruling Luskaitian Emperor or Empress hinges on no support from the other provincial rulers, or from his military and domestic advisors. His or her word is considered divinely inspired, and those kings and queens who are chosen to lead are immediately counted as blessed by Harak, their dynasties forever bound to rule the lands the empire has blessed them with. Though they are always beholden to the imperial throne, the provincial monarchs are free to do as they please within their province as long as it does not stray outside of imperial law, or go against a direct command of the emperor.

			Should disaster ever strike the imperial throne, and no heir of the great Tlatoani Dynasty should remain to ascend and rule the nation, a council will be convened by the inquisition, or, should that fail, by the Ektal or Army, and one of the provincial monarchs will be elected from amongst the ranks to take the imperial throne as their own. This plan was set in place by Ichtak I, who wanted to ensure the Luskaitian people would never be left leaderless in the event of a disaster amongst the empire’s rulers.

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			I: The Home Provinces: A guide to Luskaiti and its makeup of provincial kingdoms

			The Luskaitian homeland is dominated by jungles and winding, murky waterways, but its borders have expanded far beyond the original boundaries of this maze of trees and deadly greenery through the employment of Luskaiti’s renowned and feared military might. The provinces that make up the nation’s territories on their home continent of Tlauhcopa will each be briefly discussed here, and their importance to the nation at large will be made clear. This will be done in relation to Tepek, Luskaiti’s most central province and most vital kingdom, by beginning with the capital province and moving outwards to all those situated around it. 

			Tepek:

			Both the political and geographical center of the vast Luskaitian Empire, Tepek is the home of Tepek City and the imperial throne, and is directly ruled over by the emperor of all Luskaiti. The province distinguishes itself through being a vast center of industry, and is always at the center of Luskaiti’s most impressive technological advancements. Its urban sprawl is the most dense and impressive of any Luskaitian region, and though its more rural areas are impressive in their own right and are host to a great many plantations producing everything from cotton to oranges, the factories of the cities are the focus of Tepek’s wealth and influence in the modern era. It also breeds a great many slaves for use throughout the empire.

			It is centered on Lake Tlauha and the Atlaco River, and these sources of trade, travel, and sustenance have long been a key factor in the land’s prosperity. Though its territory is on the smaller side by comparison to many other Luskaitian provinces, its population is by far the highest. Many emperors and lesser royals have often commented that the empire revolves around Tepek, and this is quite true.

			Zoatl:

			Zoatl province lies to the southwest of Tepek, and runs from the old imperial border of the Xin’ziang range’s foothills in the south to the Atlaco River’s upper branch in the north, and stretches out to the Iqal Ocean’s coast in the west. It is a large producer of goods such as silk and peppers, but is largely associated with Luskaiti’s livestock farms. It is the largest supplier of Llamas and swine in the empire, and though colonial provinces have stepped up to produce a great deal of livestock since their founding, none have ever overtaken the rural expanse of Zoatl, which is a staple supplier for all the empire.

			Like most of Luskaiti, Zoatl is dominated by low or rolling jungle, but its southern half is dominated by low mountains and foothills which herald the rise of the Xin’ziang range along Lun’dei’s old northern border. Though portions of the province’s greenery are cleared for the raising of large herds, the hills are largely left alone for use in the raising of Llamas, and pigs can generally be raised with little issue amongst largely undisturbed jungle, as long as predators are kept in check. Though few raise them as livestock, there are a good number of Tapir in this region, and their meat is sought by many throughout Luskaiti for its unique taste, encouraging the existence of many hunting lodges throughout Zoatl.

			Xentahl:

			A very new province founded after Korzuma II’s conquests south of the Xin’ziang range and named after the now famous Ektal general who captured it, this territory runs from the mountains in the north to the Xin’ziang River and the border of Lun’dei in the south. It covers all of Lun’dei’s old northern territories, and is a center of the slave trade across the southern empire as well as providing a great deal of fish from the Lun’deinian Ocean, which their land gives them access to, though this seldom traveled body of water is renowned for brutal Nautican activity.

			Though jungle is scarce below the mountains, the warm forests and scattered marshes give the military of Luskaiti places to train in foreign terrain. This is done largely as preparation for the eventual invasion of the remainder of Lun’dei, for they have long been an enemy of the empire, and it is only a matter of time in the eyes of most military officials before the place comes under their guns again.

			Solaktahl:

			A province lying north of Zoatl and ending in the north along the foothills of the Güney range, Solaktahl is the smallest province in continental Luskaiti in terms of land, yet one of the most populous. Its coastline is studded with invaluable ports which produce the warships of the Luskaitian navy, and its coastline provides for its populace with an abundant fishing trade. They are the center of shipping to and from the colonies in the homeland, and though their inland is largely rural and poor, home mostly to farmers and low tradesmen, the land is a common vacation spot for both fishing enthusiasts and hunters due to its rich coastal waters and isolated stretches of jungle respectively. 

			Korahnek:

			A mountainous province in its southern reaches along the Güney Range, Korahnek stretches from these steep formations on its lower border with northern Solaktahl to the Güney River in the north along the Bahadiri border. The province only recently gained the jungle and forest choked lands north of the Güney ranges, however, the conquests of Korzuma II having brought the province out of the mountains and into the lowlands, which the province has utilized over the past two decades as agricultural land. Despite this, the mountainous and rough terrain of southern Korahnek remains its most populous area, the great mountain cities that dot its length having been a staple of the province since its founding.

			Regardless of how much adaption the residents and settlers of the new lowlands put towards its use for farming, the mining and refining done in the mountains are what truly win Korahnek its wealth and influence. The majority of the empire’s metal is produced here, and weapons plants and automobile manufacturers are plentiful in Korahnek as a result of this.

			Nihqui:

			Nihqui runs from is border with the northern bank of the Atlaco River in the south to the borders with the Eidenlands in the north, and its span of climate covers everything from the jungle near the equator to the seasonally cold foothills of the Eiden Heights. There are winding marshes and deltas in the southeast near the coast along the river, and while a good number of fishing outposts and towns exist down in these mangroves and along the coast, the majority of Nihqui’s population is centered around large cities like Nihqui City and Pacut, who produce a great deal of Luskaiti’s clothing, furniture, lumber, and more recently, oil.

			The taking of the northern reaches of the province from the Eiden would turn out to be quite the blessing, with the region proving to be quite rich in both coal and oil as these resources became more and more valued during Luskaiti’s industrialization. Nihqui has gone from being a mildly influential province mixed between rural backwaters and mostly lower class urban area to a center of great trade and power in the past century, and is by some estimates the second most vital province in the empire next to Tepek.

			Placalho:

			The last and largest of Luskaiti’s provinces in terms of territory, Placalho stretches in a huge arch around the southeastern corner of Tepek’s provincial territory, running the curve from Nihqui’s southern border in the north down along the coast and across the northern borders of Khandaar, finally ending when it reaches the Xin’ziang range and the eastern edge of Zoatl. Along its southern border stretches harsh Khandaar, and along its southwesternmost tip, it envelopes some of the Xin’ziang range’s lower foothills. While its center is jungle, it sports a great deal of swamp around the Atlaco in the northeast near the coast, and a number of wide and open plains along its coastline leading on down to Khandaar. 

			Placalho is sparsely populated, with even its capital being relatively small, but its open land has played a vital role in Luskaiti’s military history for countless generations, being used to rear both horses and occasionally Luskaitian elephants, though its jungle choked inlands are just as suitable for the Ektal’s mount of choice. In addition, it raises livestock, operates many mines, and serves as a vast training ground for Luskaitian troops in a variety of combat environments which are perhaps more varied than any other single province in the empire can provide. In addition to all this, its territory is home to legendary creatures like the huehytakh, the yaculmama, and the minhocão, and though these creatures will occasionally be found outside of Placalho, this is their home ground, and it is where hunters come to seek them out.

			  II: The Colonial Provinces: A guide to the provinces of the colonies

			While for the most part newer than their counterparts on the continent of Tlauhcopa, Luskaiti’s colonial provinces in New Luskaiti have proven themselves incredibly valuable since their conception, often acting as supply powerhouses, breadbaskets, or slave breeders for the homeland. New Tepek was the first to be founded and stands as the most powerful, so will be discussed first, with all others being covered in relation to the colonial capital.

			New Tepek:

			New Tepek straddles the old border of Araslevania and the dead nation of Saxonia, with its capital of New Tepek being the main port of trade in and out of the colonies from its spot along the Iqal Ocean’s coast. It is a great center of industry and acts as the colonial capital, hosting any meetings of colonial royalty that are called by the empire, and generally hosting the emperor or empress if they decide to visit New Luskaiti.

			Stretching from the southern border of New Nihqui in the north just above New Tepek down to the Saxonia River in the south, and stretching inland nearly halfway across the continent, it is a large province, though not quite the largest in New Luskaiti, and is mostly rolling plains and light temperate deciduous forests, though some marshlands exist along its southwestern border. It produces a fair amount of oil, but also provides lumber and grain products like wheat whose growth it has adopted from the now nonexistent Saxonian civilization.

			New Zoatl:

			New Zoatl is entirely made up of what was once inner Saxonia, and spans the middle of Icalaquian from New Tepek’s southern borders to the northern reaches of the Zamean wastes in the south, then stretching west as far as the center of the continent where it terminates in the beginning of the swamps which make up New Tlalolatl. The land is mostly forested hills in the north, but grows flat as one travels south to become quite arid and dry, finally terminating in rocky desert before reaching the border and the neutral Zamean wastes.

			The entire province is quite rich in gems and gold, with its low hills and northern forests being host to many mines, and the arid southern region hosts a great silver mine in the center of a great plateau known locally as the shining pillar. Besides this, they raise the largest number of horses of any colonial province, and play a large part in equipping the colonial cavalry units with mounts each year. 

			Tlalolatl:

			A mist shrouded province dominated by mires and thick swamps, Tlalolatl is the most sparsely populated province in the entire Luskaitian Empire, but produces some of the land’s most desired food through fishing its murky waterways. Though the populace is poor, its exports are in high demand. It is also a great center of hunting in the colonies, with the mightiest of animals in the region being the great, bloated alligators which dwell in the swamps, often reaching a length of over thirty feet, which draw in experienced hunters looking to test themselves from all across the empire.

			This dangerous corner of the empire stretches from the center of the continent and its eastern border with New Zoatl to the coast, its northern border rising just enough to envelope the massive lake Katlocapa, which is seldom fished due to dangerous waters, and which many whisper is stalked by isolated Nautican beasts left stranded there when the deeper waterways out to the ocean dried up in ages past. Because of its isolation and dark reputation, the province has been the site of several liquidations of unwanted foreign populations, and continues to house the empire’s more devious experimental facilities away from the public eye.

			New Placalho:

			New Placalho spans the land between Tlalolatl’s northern border and the Xakal River, the river once having been known as ‘Southern Fury’ by the Araslevanians who once inhabited the territory. Its western border is the Miqui Ocean, and its east is New Tepek. All of this land is plains and flatlands, with outcrops of forest and scrub being fairly sparse. It is a great exporter of livestock, but really thrives as an exporter of valuable furs, the felines and smaller wild canines that run the plains bearing pelts that nobles in the Luskaitian homeland find quite desirable. Elephants imported by aircraft carrier from the homeland have thrived in the southeastern portion of the province, where moisture and heat are similar to that found in continental Luskaiti along the border of Tlalolatl’s swamps.

			Though trade across the Miqui is not often practiced due to the explicit danger faced by anyone going into its waters, New Placalho is home to New Luskaiti’s largest western seaports, and Luskaiti’s primarily defensive western colonial fleet is based out of this province.

			Huotlax:

			Running from the Xakal River in the south to the Savior’s range and the border with Araslevania in the north, and reaching inland nearly to the end of the mountains, Huotlax is a densely forested region across most of its landscape, pine trees coming to dominate the scenery as one goes farther north. Its hills and mountains are rich in coal, and its shores provide sailors with abundant opportunities for whaling. The south of the nation is dominated by fields of potatoes and mushrooms, both things adopted in the colonial Luskaitian diet after their conquest of Araslevania.

			Its coal and ore make it a center for refineries and factories, but Huotlax is most known as a center for rail travel in the colonies, most trains originating from Huotlax City near its southeastern provincial border with New Nihqui and New Tepek. If a train is located in New Luskaiti, there is a good chance the thing was built and dispatched from Huotlax.

			New Nihqui:

			Ranging from the eastern border of Huotlax in the west to the Iqal Ocean in the east, and from the Savior’s range in the north to the upper reaches of New Tepek in the south, New Nihqui is quite rich in oil, and its flat southern regions of forest have largely been cut down to make room for cities and industry. Its north, however, becomes cold and pine dominated quite quickly, and is very rural, relying on trapping and hunting a great deal. The staple of the province, however, is lumber, as New Nihqui is the greatest producer of lumber in the whole of the Luskaitian Empire, even amongst the industrious colonies, where the imperial decree that jungle is sacred and not to be too often trifled with has made logging quite necessary simply to supply the homeland with much needed wood.

			III: The Deadly Seas: Luskaiti’s mastery of and fear towards the world’s oceans

			Luskaiti emerged early onto the scene of naval warfare, and is the only nation to have truly launched invasions and spheres of expansion based around fleet transport. It was the first power to equip its vessels with cannons, and the first to perfect the steel warship as the 1800s went on. Their navy dwarfs the second largest in the world by far, with the Lun’deinian fleet numbering only a sixth of the warships Luskaiti possess spread out across both of its continental empires.

			Beyond all this, they were the first to truly explore the seas, and while Lun’dei is to thank for the earliest maps of the continent of Tlauhcopa around 3000 E.H., it was Luskaiti who expanded the map to what it holds today by braving the oceans and discovering new lands upon which to exert its influence. Why, then, does Luskaiti still fear and respect the oceans of the planet?

			Everyone on the face of the globe knows well what the depths hold, at least to an extent. Old fisherman’s tales became more and more real as sailing grew more and more accessible and practical, and with the dawn of Luskaiti’s age of exploration, these myths became reality. Many ships and even entire fleets were brought to a halt if not swallowed entirely by attack from creatures beyond belief, monsters whose bulk rivals that of a fully functional battleship. These beasts come alongside gilled humanoids who writhe up onto the decks to drag seamen into the waves in webbed, clawed hands, their eyes unblinking as they hurry to return to their murky home beneath the oceans’ unforgiving waters. 

			The Nauticans are an ever present threat to all those who enter the water, and though their threat is universal in the oceans of the world, certain bodies of water, like the Miqui and Lun’deinian Oceans, are so dangerous that travel across them is restricted to only the direst circumstances or the most brave captains. While Luskaiti might hold the waters of the world amongst the kingdoms of men, it has nothing to combat the things that have always dwelt in the sea, and plan to keep it.

			IV: A Map of Shadows: Tales and troubles of Luskaitian explorers

			Due to the dangers posed in certain regions of the world’s oceans, no nation, Luskaitian or otherwise, has traversed the entire globe. The two known continents are mapped in full, and it is known that the equator runs somewhere south of Tepek and north of the Xin’ziang range. It is also known that the Eidenlands and Araslevania are most probably quite close to the northern pole of the planet, and that the Miqui Ocean might well contain island chains that have yet to be discovered due to the shadowed and dangerous reputation of the region. There is much about the world that has yet to be discovered, however.

			When the Luskaitian explorer Centahkahl set out from the coasts of Solaktahl province in 1804 I.Y. heading south for destinations unknown, he was following in the footsteps of many explorers, both Luskaitian and Lun’deinian, who had gone before him. He and the three ships in his small fleet aimed to find out what lay south of Lun’dei and Zamea, and to discover if any other great landmasses lay out beyond the borders of the map for Luskaiti to dominate. None of their precursors have ever returned from the shrouded area known as the south seas, however, and they only barely escaped with their lives after several months spent dodging beasts so massive their bulk would shock even experienced naval commanders and fishermen experienced with the monstrous servants of the Nauticans. 

			Three ships had set out, and only one torn vessel returned, its hull showing the marks of several battles with horrors from the deep. Captain Centahkahl did not speak for the remainder of his days about what had gone on in the south seas, but when another expedition was put forward thirty years later, the captain rose up in protest as an old man, telling the younger officers considering the voyage that there were some things best left to the children of Tarakahm, and that the south seas were one of those things. The expeditions were called off after lengthy arguments about the risks involved, and though private expeditions have gone out into the south since that time, none have returned to tell of what they might have found there.

			Whatever the south seas mean to the Nauticans, it is clear they wish for those bound to land to keep away. Despite the dreams of many explorers, the government of Luskaiti is hesitant to fund any more ventures into the region, and after a discovery by the imperial archeological society which quickly turned into a matter for the inquisitorial police, some guess their rulers might be more fearful of the world’s waters than they let on.

			A sprawling ruin off the coast of Zoatl was slowly uncovered over the course of several centuries by declining tides, the alien and pale stone of the place being gradually handed over to dry land. After long scrutiny and fear by the locals along the coast, the archeological society was brought in to study what was universally thought to be some occult or foreign site from ages long past. What they found was urgent enough that three weeks saw the arrival of the niquiniitztoz alongside religious officials closely associated with the emperor himself, and early in 1839, the whole place was demolished and buried under concrete. 

			Though the findings of the inquisition and the archeological society remain bared to the Luskaitian public, the subsequent investment in coastal defense in the form of great bunker complexes and firing batteries along the beaches of the homeland suggest that whatever the government uncovered in the ruins was not to their liking at all.
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			I: The Bastion of Will: A brief history of the book to be read

			Conceived initially as a guideline for the lives of Harak’s faithful, the Bastion of Will became much more than that. The book incorporates prophecy, myth, and law into one volume which has ruled the minds of Luskaiti since its issuing during the early years of Ichtak I’s legendary reign. 

			Though there was initial struggle with the idea of the traditionally oral religion becoming one based around a static text, the charisma and power of Ichtak I quickly smashed all opposition aside, and put him in place as a prophet, with his book being considered the very word of Harak. Luskaitian priests became bringers of Ichtak I’s word as well as Harak’s, and by the end of Ichtak’s life the book was a staple of the cult of personality he had forged around him.

			As the centuries have passed and Ichtak I has become less a figure of history and more a  figure of legend, the book has gained a status as holy as the old emperor, and is seen as the model upon which a Luskaitian should build their life. However, due to the powerful and sometimes violent imagery and law contained within, the priesthood must ensure the populace is ready to receive the wisdoms of Harak and his great prophet. 

			The book, split into three acts, is given to Luskaitians piece by piece throughout their education, with individual passages being first, and a whole act only coming when one has proved themselves worthy of the knowledge contained within. Typically, it will take the entire educational cycle to obtain the full Bastion of Will, and there are a fair number who must continue on past their traditional education with visits to priests in order to prove their worthiness to look upon more of the prophet’s writing. There are some Luskaitians who die without ever obtaining the full text, always striving to be enlightened but never having shown the initiative of spiritual strength to be worthy in the eyes of the priesthood to see the Bastion of Will in all its visceral splendor, horror, and glory.

			It is said that the original Bastion of Will, penned in the religious script of old Luskaiti by Ichtak I himself, is kept in a dry and sealed chamber within the emperor’s library in Tepek’s palace, not to be looked upon or accessed until the golden times foretold in the Bastion of Will are upon Luskaiti and all the world lies free of abhuman disease and flourishes under Luskaitian rule and wisdom.

			 II: Tenets and Beliefs of Harak’s Chosen People 

			While the whole of the Luskaitian faith is quite complex, there are five core ‘ways’ or tenets laid out in the Bastion of Will, all of which serve to guide the faithful in their path through life. These are the ways of Harak as laid out by Ichtak I, and are some of the first things taught to students of the faith in Luskaiti.

			The empire is your destiny:

			The empire is an extension of one’s self, so much so that the book itself compares a citizen in the Luskaitian Empire to a bee within a hive. The guidance of Harak founded the empire, and his chosen lords have always sat on its throne, and as such, all Luskaitians are bound as tightly as family and should aid one another in their struggles, treating the successes of the empire as a whole as personal victories and the defeats of the empire as their own. Harak is one’s father, the emperor his voice, and the nation his sword. This is the core principal behind the three bands of strength, the logic behind the Luskaitian holy symbol of the Triskelion, each arm representing ‘One Leader’, ‘One Empire’, and ‘One World’ respectively.

			The emperor is law:

			Because the emperor is of Harak and can supposedly do nothing without the guidance of his god, all that he wills is that which Harak himself wills. There is a spiritual connection in Luskaiti between service to emperor and empire, and service to Harak. If an emperor ordered a group of soldiers forward into certain death in order to stall the enemy as their allies line up an assault, men and women of Luskaiti instructed in the ways of the Bastion of Will would not hesitate to sacrifice themselves at the word of Harak.

			The heathens shall be made to serve penance:

			This has always meant that humans unbound to service of Harak are meant to suffer some form of retribution at the hands of his chosen people, though the direct interpretation has come over the years to mean that slavery is the proper place for foreign born people under Luskaitian rule. Because of the Luskaitian belief in human reincarnation, it is thought that the only way a lesser human will attain rebirth as a Luskaitian is by working away their sins and those of their ancestral lives as a slave under the command of Harak’s empire.

			The unclean will be purged from Harak’s world:

			Tarakahm’s children, or the ‘abhuman’ races of the globe, are thought by Luskaitians to be demons engineered by an envious Tarakahm with the sole purpose of ridding the globe of humanity, Harak’s creation. Though it is easy to see how the raiding cultures of the Eiden and the Khandaari, along with the incomprehensible and alien nature of the Nauticans, could be perceived as universal hostility and hate, this belief has found purchase far more deeply in Luskaiti than in any other human nation, and to prevent these beings from reaching whatever afterlife their dark god has laid out for them, Luskaitians put them to the sacrificial slab in Harak’s name, damning them to nothingness and honoring their own god by defiling Tarakahm’s twisted work.

			Walk as if the globe is yours:

			The Bastion of Will clearly states that the globe was made by Harak and put here for his children. As the sole loyal children of Harak and inheritors to his kingdom upon mortal lands, the world belongs to them in its entirety. This is drilled into students of the faith from an early age onwards, leaving little doubt in Luskaitian minds that an aggressive expansionist mindset that dwarfs all others on the planet is quite expectable, and indeed commendable. The Luskaitian Empire is Harak’s sword, and he has forged it not to sit idle, but to bring all the world back under his sway and teach those that strayed from his worship the error of their heathen ways.

			While these five ways explain a bit of the Luskaitian mindset, it is worth noting that Luskaitians believe that they themselves cannot be reincarnated as lesser humans, and will as Harak’s chosen continue to be reborn into the empire until their service is deemed great enough to be allowed access to Tlalia, a paradise set forth by Harak for those blessed enough to live alongside him in his own world. Tarakahm is thought to live in a similar plane and maintain similar blessings for his followers, which Luskaitian sacrifice seeks to halt.

			A final, vital piece of Luskaitian belief is that of the pilgrimage, which must be made once in a Luskaitian’s lifetime. The government will pay one’s way along the road to the empire’s holiest sites if one would struggle to pay on their own, but it is law, and those who reach their fortieth year of life without having gone are made to make the pilgrimage if necessary.

			The pilgrimage is a trip to Tepek during one of the religious festivals on the twelfth of Fomhir. Pilgrims are to stand at the base of Voul and pray as the abhumans are slain above, then visit the city’s most honored sites, including places like the supposed spot where Yolcameh the Pious arrived to grant the Luskaitian people knowledge of Harak. Though this trip is supposedly only required once to attain entry into Tlalia, many Luskaitians will make the trip many times in their lives, most claiming the journey makes them feel blessed and closer to Harak as well as allowing them to rub shoulders with all their vast empire’s faithful.

			III: The Hierarchy of Faith: Priests and Inquisitorial Police in Luskaiti’s society

			The priests of Harak have been around for as long as his emperors, and their role has remained that of a myth and history weaver and a guide for the faithful all throughout their existence. It evolved under the reign of Ichtak I and his successors, though, enveloping torture and religious policing into the daily duties of the priesthood as the Bastion of Will made the faith a far more lawful and strict system. Their penance chambers grew quickly to be feared, and while their compassion for those seeking Harak’s wisdom is great, those ignorant of it will quickly find themselves under far less caring and kind eyes.

			The Niquiniitztoz, or inquisitorial police, go through much the same training as a priest, and act as extensions of the priesthood, carrying investigations outside of the temples to seek out weak willed citizens of the empire by all means necessary, finally dragging them back to the clergy to be put to the torturer’s rack and eventual salvation. They are more feared than priests by the public at large, and though any devout Luskaitian knows that they do their job to keep the empire safe from internal strife, they are cautious around these enforcers of the faith, for one false answer or movement can lead to penance being declared necessary.

			The priesthood and the newer Niquiniitztoz have long been a staple of Luskaitian governance, as much a part of the empire’s structure as the military when it comes to advising the imperial throne. Though the priesthood’s influence has never waned, the influence of the Niquiniitztoz has fallen sharply since the assassination of Korzuma II was pinned on their leaders. After the great purge carried out on the organization and a sharp decline in numbers, the niquiniitztoz remain, the scant few still alive in the continental empire left to wonder whether their masters had truly been foreign sympathizers and to try and regain their reputation of fanatical loyalty.
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			I: The Verdant Depths: The dangerous home of the world’s most fearsome empire

			The lands of Luskaiti’s homeland are jungle choked mountains and miring mangrove swamps, towering trees overrun with vines and murky rivers and pools that hold countless predators just waiting to sink their teeth into anything which draws too near. It is such a harsh and unforgiving place that no outside empire ever considered settling it to the knowledge of history, leaving it open for domination by the Luskaitians as their tribe spanned outwards to incorporate all the indigenous human population of the vast jungles.

			Luskaitians come from these lands and know them well, and the harsh nature of them has long served to protect the heartlands from incursion by enemy armies and settlers. Nevertheless, it takes skill even for those born here to live alone amongst the trees, and as a result, those Luskaitians which live outside the confines of cities carved into the greenery are quite independent and tough individuals, even in the modern era as automobiles and trains make remote regions of Luskaiti more and more accessible. Urban populations know the jungle mostly as a beautiful site to look upon from afar, but might well perish with ease when introduced to its depths firsthand. 

			The Luskaitian military are the undisputed masters of jungle and swamp warfare, as their units are constantly drilled in these environments in times of peace. It is a foolish move to engage them on their home ground, as has been proven to many an invader, and seldom does a foe of the empire manage to evade death in the green maze that is the Luskaitian landscape while pursued by the nation’s armies. The denseness of the vegetation makes it difficult for the enemy to maneuver, and though the Luskaitians might suffer the same restriction, they will always be playing a defensive war of numbers and concealment when in their own trees.

			But it is not just Luskaitians and predatory fauna which make Luskaiti a potential deathtrap. The plants themselves often pose great threat to the unwary traveler through the jungle, the most famous of which are listed below.

			 Kumanqa:

			Meaning ‘hungry flower’ in Luskaitian, the Kumanqa are plants similar in purpose to Venus fly traps, save they lie flat on the floor of the jungle and are more than large enough to envelope and dissolve a horse. Their great, dirt shaded gripping petals, camouflaged to blend with ground covers of thick leaves, roots and mud, are often home to insects and small reptiles, further enhancing their illusion. They are centered by a kind of tongue which takes the form of a fragrant and colorful fruit, which acts as bait for animals such as jungle boars and tapirs. As soon as weight is felt on any part of the plant that warrants the energy it takes it to snap shut, it will do so, trapping whatever was foolish enough to wander on it inside a prison of bark-like petals and slowly digesting them through use of potent acid-like saliva it produces for the task.

			Itacatl:

			An odd, kelp-like plant which grows in the rivers of Luskaiti, this weed ensnares creatures that come to the water’s edge to drink, its many tendrils tightening when they feel abnormal movement entering the water’s shallows. They then wait for the great fresh water sting rays and piranhas, along with the myriad other water dwelling creatures of the Luskaitian waterways, to do their work on the ensnared and usually struggling victim. Once dead, the remains, even if just bones, will be kept wrapped up until they sink beneath the mud of the riverbeds. The nourishment they receive from this, along with that of the blood released by the feeding of other river predators, aids it in surviving in the dark waters of the jungles.

			II: That Which Lurks: A brief Analysis of some of Luskaiti’s most remarkable wildlife

			Luskaitian life has had to adapt and thrive in an environment so harsh and yet so abundant it is unimaginable to any outsider. Though more typical predators such as the jaguar prowl Luskaiti, listed here are the most monstrous and extraordinary of Luskaiti’s beasts.

			Minhocão:

			These powerful and dangerous but herbivorous amphibious caecilians can grow up to one hundred feet in length and have a habit of sinking boats and crushing those that stray too close to their nests and burrows. They are seldom seen, dwelling near the most sparsely populated stretches of bank on the Ohtli River in western Luskaiti, and less often, in the far eastern Atlaco, feeding entirely on plant material found along the river bottom. 

			In Luskaiti, where hunting is a staple of becoming a soldier and respectable adult, these are hunted for sport, being considered the king of trophies not necessarily because of the danger involved in catching them, but because of their reclusive and hard-to-find nature.

			Huehytakh:

			Meaning ‘lord spider’ in Luskaitian, the Huehytakh is a great spider whose leg span has been measured in excess of fifteen feet, and whose body alone is, on average, the size of a horse. These great arachnids are burrowing ambush predators which hunt prey as large as elephants in the southern and eastern reaches of Luskaiti around Placalho province, and are social animals, often living in matriarchal groups of up to fifty or sixty specimens. The venom of the Huehytakh is unbelievably potent, and simply sniffing direct fumes from the stuff is enough to kill several men. Though there are other varieties of giant spider in Luskaiti, this is by far the largest and most successful species. 

			Huehytakh have only been hunted on occasion, and famously take many, many men to hunt, with said hunts often involving near suicidal treks into the burrows of the beasts themselves, which are often home to other breeds of massive spider and, of course, the offspring of the matriarch.

			Tepitona:

			Meaning ‘little evil’ or, more literally, ‘little bad’, in Luskaitian, the Tepitona are not truly small, being ants which measure about six to seven inches in length, at least amongst the workers and warriors. They are more than capable of devouring entire towns, and are the principal reason behind some areas of Luskaiti being avoided as settled territory. They make their homes in southwestern Luskaiti, but are not known to be high in number, which is fortunate for those who share the jungle with them. They are generally avoided at all costs, though the recent invention of the flamethrower and potent poison gases has made the extermination of some of their colonies a possibility for the Luskaitian military.

			Canazotzas:

			Meaning ‘demon of the sky’, or more literally, ‘demon skies’, in Luskaitian, Canazotzas are great bats seldom seen even by the Luskaitians themselves, and are believed extinct by some. They make their homes around elephant herds, however, and those that raise the beasts know them well. They roost in either large caves or incredibly thick jungle growth, and feed on the blood of large animals such as the elephant or yaculmama, but in a more aggressive and fatal manner than most blood drinking bats. They attack in groups, and are, of course, nocturnal. Some accounts tell of wingspans reaching twenty feet or more, and there are legends that Luskaitian warriors once rode the things into battle against Lun’deinians recorded on both sides, though this is largely regarded as myth.

			Yaculmama:

			Meaning ‘serpent of serpents’, or more literally, ‘serpent serpents’, in Luskaitian, Yaculmama are a breed of anaconda which can exceed sixty feet in length and can attain massive girth, though it otherwise operates much like its smaller cousins. It inhabits the marshy reaches of eastern Luskaiti, but roams as far west as the Atlaco River’s meeting with the Ohtli River in the central empire. They have been known to eat men, horses, and even young elephants, along with attempting to swallow automobiles, though this has never been done in aggression to a mobile vehicle.

			Tlanusi:

			Tlanus means ‘blood river’ in Luskaitian, and Tlanusi means something close to ‘of the blood river’. These creatures are bloated leeches about a half a foot in length, though they can swell to more than a foot when feeding. They live in both the Atlaco and Ohtli rivers, and feed on everything from the great carnivorous fish of those waters to men to yaculmama to elephants. They are not picky eaters, and river boats must be careful when traversing these rivers to carry imports to Tepek from the open ocean, as their bites, when concentrated, have been able to cause leaks in the hulls of ships over time, though the likelihood of this has grown less and less in this age of steel vessels.

			Huehyquatl:

			Meaning ‘lord of land birds’, the Huehyquatl is a large flightless bird common in the more marshy areas of Luskaiti, usually about twelve to fifteen feet tall and possessing a razor sharp beak which can be quite dangerous to humans should they agitate the beasts. Despite this, they feed mostly on fish and will attack only when threatened, and have been partially domesticated by many Luskaitians as a source of eggs and meat. Their bright feathers are generally used in the crests of Luskaitian nobility and royalty, and those feathers have great spiritual meaning to both the Luskaitians and the Khandaari tribes of the jungle.

			Atlacorak:

			Meaning ‘god of the river Atlaco’, Atlacorak are large, semi-amphibious fish that dwell in the Atlaco River, and serve as the largest and most efficient predator in the waters there. They are related to the much smaller piranha, but are much different in temperament and mannerisms. They are massive, growing up to forty feet in length and gaining enough girth to easily swallow small boats, and are generally solitary creatures, pairs only forming during the short mating season, when the great fish go out to the Iqal Ocean’s shallows and lay their eggs in the reefs. They feed on anything and everything in the river, including humans, but are rare, their numbers supposedly being quite low. They are known to eat Nauticans on occasion, with several old mariners’ tales telling of attacks by the great beasts on the sea dwellers, so they are considered sacred in Luskaiti, and harming them in any form or fashion is banned by law. 

			Despite this protection, they are thought to be few in number, as even though their size and habit of resting upon the banks of the river using their crude but strong forward fins as pseudo-arms to be cleaned by birds should make them easy to find, they are very seldom seen. They can be a real menace to travel in small vessels on the river, regardless of the cargo they carry, often thinking the craft are invasive animals that it either needs to run off or eat.

			III: Taming the Trees: Modernity amongst the choking jungle

			Luskaiti, being such an overwhelming land, has always been a hard place to tame. Luckily for the Luskaitian Empire, their population and power have always allowed for massive operations on the front of infrastructure to be maintained. This is not to say that the maintenance of highways and railroads does not come at a cost, however.

			A great deal of Luskaitian budget and labor each year is put towards keeping the ever creeping and encroaching jungle off of the roads the empire has so carefully planned out over the years to connect its cities and towns, this being the only situation in which the land is allowed to be cleared by Luskaitian hands by the priesthood save directly government approved city expansion or plantation establishment. Controlled fire is sometimes employed, but the dangers of one growing out of hand largely keep this practice confined to rarity.

			Though the jungles of Luskaiti are protected, its mountains and hills are not, so when the Luskaitians are faced with the opportunity to take a rail or asphalt road through a tunnel, they do so. As much as one fourth of Luskaiti’s roadways and railways are underground, solving the problem of priestly forest preservation and encroaching wilderness in one costly but effective move. 

			Beyond all this, the invention of the airplane has launched the empire into a frenzy of aerial development, and not just for combat. Transport by air is widely expected to become the main form of long distance travel in the sprawling Luskaitian Empire within the next decade or so, with the first passenger planes already appearing in service to the land’s most affluent and powerful people. 
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