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I

The sun glowed a brilliant red just before peaking above the hills overlooking the massive vineyards that had become home to Imperia so long ago. It was an uncommonly warm morning for this time of year in the lands of Bob. Slowly the members gathered around to form a circle around a mighty blaze that always burned within the Great Hall.

I have always found it interesting in viewing the members as they gathered. It is always a sight to behold when so many proud warriors gather in one place. And it seems that they have an innate ability to feed on one another’s enthusiasm. I quietly pondered what new argument would erupt on this pleasant morning, and pulled out my parchment to be sure to log it all as soon as it happened.

GhengisFarb, as usual was presiding over the meeting this day. He began as always by passing around large flasks of that divine drink that we had all become so accustomed to over these many years. “Fellow warriors” he proclaimed loudly “It is an honor to call this meeting today to discuss the nature of our Empire.” Off to the side, Mad King Donegeal began to make some remarks, only to be silenced swiftly by a glaring look from the eyes of Panzer32. It was obvious that Panzer32 was anxious to get these proceedings started, and would allow no one to interrupt the business until it was over. Ghengis continued, “It is with great pleasure that I am now able to announce that the time has come for us to split up the governing of our great Nation. I hereby turn the floor to Panzer32 who has been hard at work devising ways for us to govern this ever growing land in a way that will allow us to continue to prosper, and give each of us a chance to gain from the jobs that other nations seek our employment on.” 

As Panzer laid out the plan before us, each of us taking up a city, and building it as we saw fit, my mind began to wander, wondering what would become of our nation should Mad King Donegeal decide to carry out such insanity as he has become known for. In all seriousness I could see him turning his own units on his neighbor given half the opportunity and a thought it may gain him some minor amount of Gold. Panzer, it seems, had also thought of this, as he called for, instead, the creation of an official Consul of War to command our mighty armies. My mind having wandered for so long as it was apt to do these days, I was only returned to the task at hand by a gentle nudge from Master Zen to my left. Not only had the plan been approved, but they were also in the process of passing out cities to the members gathered herein. Wondering how long I had let my mind wander, and just how many of my fellow Kings had noticed, I now turned my attention to the large map that had been unfurled on a long table which I had not even notice being brought in. Only later did I learn that in addition to the CoW, there had also been appointed a new Consul of Foreign Affairs, and Consul of Internal Affairs. 

Upon studying the map, I immediately knew I wanted nothing to do with the lands that were formerly in the hands of Lux. What purpose would there be to attempting to tame a local populace that abandoned the very thought of civilization at the first threat from outside? No, I wanted nothing to do with taming the local populace that still dotted those landscapes. I did chuckle softly to myself, though, upon seeing that the Mad one, Donegeal had accepted a city in the heart of this territory. Yes, this local populace was in good hands indeed. Donegeal would be sure to enlighten the cowards as to what a true warrior was all about. I almost had a twinge of regret for the poor wretches that crossed his path.

No, I turned my attention towards much more humble beginnings. A new settlement off the shores of Bob, a tiny island, a new beginning, a new potential, Taipei. It was not until the long ride towards the port in Truffels that I learned my companion on this road, Master Zen, had been appointed as the new Consul of Foreign Affairs. We made good time, and had discussed our plans for the future, since he had claimed ownership of the sister city on our Island, Taiwan. I was left with a great anticipation of working together with Master Zen to create our little island into a paradise, which would become known worldwide. Upon arriving in Truffels, my first thought was to think we had taken a wrong turn along the way, but I soon realized that Panzer had been set up as King over Truffels…or what was once known as Truffels. It was now known as Trafalgar, and it was quite apparent that this was not the only change Panzer had in mind. By the looks of things, it would not take him long to whip this city into shape, either.

It was a surprisingly easy voyage across the narrow channel to our tiny island. Master Zen stood at the bow with a great grin upon his face and anticipation in his eyes as we neared his new home. We had but hit the shore when he had pounced from the bow of the ship and begun barking out orders, causing the locals to immediately begin working. I could see that he was indeed in his element here, and was once again reassured of my original feelings of confidence with regards to working together with him. 

It seemed a much longer voyage from this point on. Having lost any companions of intelligent discussion, I was left with only my own thoughts to occupy me. I quietly pondered what could be occurring in that land so far off from here between the One, and the Storm. Rumors of war had come to our lands, but no REAL information ever truly materialized. It almost seemed this ‘war’ was one of words only. We would hear talk from both sides, but only talk. Rarely, if ever, were there reports of anything such as a casualty, or the capture or raiding of an enemy city. 

As the galley rounded the cliffs, though, I was brought back to the task that lay before me with the first sight of my new home. Much work is there to be done. Let it be known, however, that the lands around Taipei will soon be changing for the better, and soon Master Zen and I will transform this island into a place for the world to marvel upon.

II

Organizing this bunch of rabble I have been put in charge of has proven more difficult than I originally would have guessed. It is surprising that some who came here were not ready to put in a day’s hard work in order to accomplish our goals. After some persuasion, however, things are finally turning around. I can see, now, that there is a great sense of pride within the workers, each of them knowing they are a part of something great, and each seeing where their labors will benefit our town in the end. 

With such a remote location, supplies being shipped from the mainland are scarce, and the land does not yield the most impressive crops, yet. I knew all this going in, though. What troubles me is the growing superstition in town revolving around the sea. Tales of monstrous beasts swallowing entire ships who were sent out to find fish are now a common sight around the fires within the town square each evening. At first I dismissed these reports as nothing but a fisherman’s fancy. I am all too familiar with people looking into the great blue depths and allowing their mind to convince them of something that does not exist. It was not until I saw the beast myself I began to ponder the implications. Only a glimpse, but that was all it took. One massive tail easily the size of our entire boat which created a massive wave upon striking the surface of the water and disappearing. Many of the elders in town claim it is a mighty dragon, and have convinced half the population of this fact. Some have even gone as far as to worship this mighty beast. One day soon, though, when I have the supplies, I will show them this is no god. I will bring whatever lies out there to shore and show them their fears are misplaced. Until then, however, it is my experience that people readily worship what is unknown, it makes them fear that unknown a little less, and that suits my needs here just fine for now.

It was as I was standing upon the shores pondering the best method of capturing this ‘dragon’ that I first spotted the visitors. This was the first envoy from the mainland since we had set foot on this island. I was actually a bit glad to see new faces approaching. They did not bring great news however. I was being summoned to a meeting of the up most importance back in the Council. While I have enjoyed my days within the Council, and all the debating that occurs there on a regular basis, I had become accustomed to this more quiet life as my years had progressed. All the same, though, a duty was a duty, and I had to go. Leaving detailed instructions behind with my most trusted Captain, I set out with a promise to bring home a full cargo of Wine which had been so fondly missed on our island for quite some time. We were to round the cliffs and pick up Master Zen before proceeding to cross the mainland. As my eyes scanned the horizon, I once again saw my mighty Dragon mocking me in the distance showing his entire back, blowing great plumes of water into the sky, and finally flashing that mighty tail before disappearing beneath the waves again. The Captain on the Galley let loose a trail of expletives that caught my attention, he had apparently seen it as well. “That, good sir” I explained “is our local Dragon. Do not fear, I will be dealing with him soon enough.” A soft chuckle from him let me know he did not quite believe me, and who could blame him? It is completely incomprehensible that any boat can capture such a beast.

Master Zen was ambitious as always to get on to something new, and was looking forward to the trip back to the mainland, having already been informed mere moments ago by a rider I had dispatched before boarding the Galley. It was good to see him again, and it lifted my spirits considerably. There is nothing like spirited conversation to awaken one’s excitement and make them forget of their growing years. It seemed that Zenophobia, (the recently renamed Taiwan) though had also been experiencing similar concern over the existence of a Dragon. While I was unable to see any as we crossed the Channel, we had discovered through piecing together our collective sightings that there must be, in fact more than ONE of these beasts off our shores. This was at once a frightening and tantalizing development. Should we be able to ascertain a way to exploit these beasts as we would any other resource, our Island would benefit beyond measure. Master Zen was also able to fill me in on a number of occurrences between some of the other teams. It seems he is kept informed far better than I, partially because of his duties as Foreign Affairs Consul, and partly because of a shorter distance for the Galleys to reach Zenophobia. This conversation lasted the entire way through our voyage across the Channel, into the town of Trafalgar. 

Panzer32 was awaiting us upon our arrival. The mere sight of him, though, brought an uncontrolled laugh from deep within me. “Hah! Good lord, Panzer, what in the name of all Hells is that you are wearing?” I asked. 

“This? Oh, this is some of the finest silk. A new cloth being shipped in from Spain to the south.” He explained with a smile. I sat through the explanation of how we had come to obtain the silk in exchange for our wine, and that it was created by a bunch of worms.

“You go ahead and wear worm shit if you want, Panzer, I’ll stick with good old fashioned leathers, thank you.” I laughed. My mind could not help to wonder about how my wife might look in a gown made of this new ‘silk’, however, and I made a mental note to be sure to take some back with me.

That evening, Panzer had prepared for us a wondrous feast before we set out to meet the council the following morning. I had forgotten already in my time on the island how much I truly missed the simple joys of red meat. Too long had I been living on bread from the grain in the field and fish from the Sea. It was with complete contentment, then that I was able to drift to sleep that night, quietly wondering what the Council session would bring, and contemplating a way to bring red meats to my home, but so glad to be back in the company of such noble and fine companions despite longing for the quiet of my own little town so very far away from all this bustling.

III

It did my heart good to see the rolling hills with their vineyards once again. Much as one feels returning to see their parents, I suppose, I was immediately comfortable with the surroundings and felt at peace, though no longer at home. It was mid fall, and there was much bustling about bringing in this year’s crop of grapes to make our renowned wine. Everywhere you looked you could see the workers in the field, laboring away to clear the field before the first frost came in to threaten the quality of drink. I could not help to think that one day, my own town would grow in size to match this magnitude of people, but that seemed too far off to even contemplate at this point.

The meeting would not be till the evening, so I took my leave to go and see Hot Enamel down in his armory. I had many questions to ask of him as to what he would suggest for hunting my ‘dragon’. Not surprisingly, I found him testing out yet another of his new weapons, something he called a flail. “This is but a mere test model, it will be some time before we can outfit our regulars with it.” He explained. “The chain here allows one to build up much more force than with a standard club, knocking shields out of the way, and crushing any armor it comes in contact with. This one, though, needs more work. It is too heavy for our troops to use.”

“My good friend, mind if I give it a go?” I asked. Taking measure on the training dummy he had set up for testing, and heaving one mighty stroke. This mighty weapon shattered the oaken stand and split the dummy, armor and all right in two. “Too heavy?” I asked, “I would call this PERFECT!”

“One would think so, yes, but the follow through tends to leave one exposed too much. A lighter version can compensate for that, but still do considerable force.” He pointed out. “Besides, I was saying it was too heavy for the common soldier, not for ones as large as yourself.” He commented with a grin.

“Hah! Don’t try to kid me, I was watching you swing this about with ease as well. Still, you know how much I have always preferred these mighty blunt weapons to that of a sword, is there any way I can get a copy of this, and one of these heavy ones, mind you, not one of your ‘light’ versions.”

“But of course, take that one, fool. Why did you think I had it out to begin with, I knew you were arriving this morning. Now, let us go and find ourselves some lunch, swinging that thing around angers the stomach.” And off we were to find the Kitchens.

Over the course of our lunch, I explained the predicament I was in with finding a way to capture or kill this dragon. I had remembered that he was working on a contraption some time ago that looked of a massive bow. It was abandoned, though, when the Catapult was brought into service. I believed I had need of it to resurface again, but slightly different. Attached to the bow of a ship, and on a pivot to alloy one to fire a massive spear into the side of our beast. As I knew he would, Hot Enamel went on like a child who had discovered a new toy, and was making drawings of a test design before we had even finished our meal. He assured me he would have a prototype, whatever that is, before I left tomorrow.

That evening, with the bonfire lit once more, our council finally came together, much like we had always done. “Brothers, we have gathered around today to discuss once more the future of our mighty Empire.” GhengisFarb began, speaking in his eloquent voice as always. “We have now before us a choice, one that will determine our place both in history, and in the future. We are at a turning point now, with two paths laid before us. One is commonly referred to as Monarchy, the other is known as Republic.” I listened intently as he laid out the differences between the two, and how they would be for the betterment of our lands. I for one, though, did not like this in the least. WE were the ones in charge here, and it should remain that way, damn it! What was all this about giving ‘freedom’ to our peoples, anyway. They are not being harmed, they each have their place, and they all take pride in that. I sat in amazement as nearly everyone spoke in favor of a Republic.

“Have you people lost your minds!?!” I exclaimed “We are sitting here with wars raging around us, and you all wish to change to a system that no longer requires each castle to provide for the defense of the nation? That the funding and the upkeep of our ENTIRE military must come directly from the coffers of the Empire is completely absurd. Then you are adding the fact that we will no longer be allowed to patrol our own streets and keep the lawless in line through the utilization of our security forces. How do you expect to keep order? How do you plan to support a decent military?”

“Calm down, UnO, the point is, we will be making more money than before since our citizens will be more productive, and there will be less corruption” Aggie started, but I cut him off right there.

“How DARE you accuse anyone here of corruption!?!” I was vaguely aware of UberKrux shifting to stand at the mention of this as well.

“And how DARE YOU cut me off while I attempt to explain the situation to you with your addled old mind!?!” He shouted as he made a move for his sword.

Uber also had his sword out in a flash, and my hand was closing over my new flail when we were all startled back into sanity

“ENOUGH!!!” boomed a voice as a mighty axe shattered the table we had gathered around. Ghengis had once again taken control before things got out of hand. “We have gathered, and we have voted, the dead is decided. UnO, Uber, you two are bound to follow the will of the council, as we have agreed upon in days past. You have had your say, but the decision of the council is to move towards a Republic, understand?”

Uber made a move as to object, but I steadied him with a hand on his shoulder. Ghengis was right, of course. I may not like the decision at hand, but I was honor bound to carry it out to my fullest ability. I looked forward to returning home, though, where I could forget this nonsense.

IV

A sleepless night was spent still fuming over the decision of the council, and I was up at dawn preparing my leave of this place, anxious to return home to my wife and children. There was little activity as most no one was awake at this hour, and I was on the road long before the workers had hit the field that day. 

I traveled alone this day, Master Zen and Panzer32 had been detained on official business regarding their respective positions as Foreign Affairs Consul, and Consul of Internal Affairs. This was probably for the best this day, too, as I would have most likely returned to arguing over the idiotic choice of this silly ‘Republic’ that I was sure would be the death of our way of life. And, out here alone, I doubt there would be anyone to prevent us coming to blows this time.

I have found that there are two things in life that make time simply fly by. The first is Joy, the second is Anger, and it was due to the latter that it seemed I had hardly left when I arrived in Trafalgar. Angered again to find out that no ships were ready for departure, I sent the local patrols to find me a ship that I may be off this accursed Land and on my way back to my Island home. I began to prepare cargo for my return, and was rounding up plenty of Wine and a few rolls of Silk when Hot Enamel came riding into town atop a silly contraption of a wagon. 

“’dOx, What are you doing heading out so soon this morning?” he questioned.

I was about to launch into a tirade about the idiocy of our decision and my disgust for it when he continued.

“You forgot all about your Ballista.”

“My WHAT?” I was thoroughly confused.

“Your Ballista. You know, your Dragon Slayer.” And with that, he began removing the blanket from around his cart. 

There sat one of the most impressive bows I had ever seen. A giant hand crank sat to allow one to draw the bow and load it with one of the massive spears that were crafted especially for this great machine. Hot Enamel showed me where he had made a point of pivot that this may be easily attached to the bow of a ship to turn and fire upon my dragon. I immediately forgot all about the council, and was once again focused on my pursuit of the Dragon.

“Does it work?” I asked.

“You need to ask? I’m insulted! Here, take aim at that tree.” He laughed.

With careful aim, I pointed this thing in the direction of a large pine and pulled the lever to fire. The force of the bow nearly toppled the cart upon which it sat, which was now looking incredibly small all of the sudden. A sickening sound let me know that not only had the spear struck home, it had torn a large chunk from the tree which was about to topple. Together, Hot Enamel and I rushed to the tree, pushing with all our might in an attempt to keep the tree from falling on top of the shipment of wine which I had gathered. By mere inches we were able to divert it’s path, and began laughing aloud together.

Some time later, with me now in much better spirits, Hot Enamel struck in on his thoughts.

“If this Dragon is as mighty as you claim, though, the weapon is not going to matter much. How are you going to prevent it from toppling your boat?”

“I haven’t quite figured that part out myself yet, you have any ideas?” I asked.

“Well, I’ve heard tails of the strange ships that Legoland used when they sailed across the channel to encounter us. Stories say they are made of materials far stronger than our wood. Perhaps we could build a ship out of this material?” he replied.

“Legoland? I’ll definitely have to check them out, then, but first, I must return home. I want to see how things are progressing, and have been too long from my wife as it is.” 

“Good! You can take me with you then, I have been wanting to see your Dragon since I heard of him.” He replied.

Some time later, the boat had finally arrived and we set out towards my home. 

Upon arrival, I set about my workers to unloading my cargo, and had the servants begin a feast for our guest. After seeing to these pleasantries, though, I made my way to my room for some time alone with my wife.

I missed the feast, however, not leaving my own chambers till the following morning. After suffering much joking from many of the locals as well as Hot Enamel, we set out to get a glimpse of our Dragon. And he did not disappoint, showing his backside and slapping his mighty tail around off in the distance. Hot Enamel, though, unaccustomed to the sight as most of us had become was completely white. I imagine we all looked much the same the first time we had seen it as well.

“You….Are….Insane.” He finally got out.

“Hah! You think I am going to let any beast push me around? No, we’ll find a way to hunt these things.” I chuckled.

“These!? You mean there are more than this one!?” He hurriedly sat down. “In the name of all Hells, you HAVE gone mad in your old age!”

V

It was only after several days of long needed rest, that I began preparations for my trip to visit the lands of Legoland. Looking back, it is these times of quiet that I remember most fondly, with both my children to play with, and my wife looking radiant in her new Silk dress. 

Hot Enamel, in the mean time, had taken up a thorough study of our dragon. After overcoming his initial shock at the sight of the beast, he had taken up to heading out each and every day, making detailed drawings and diagrams of our dragon. He was fascinated with both the beauty of the beast, and with the challenge of the hunt. Master Zen had even made a brief visit, coming to witness for himself the power of Hot Enamel's new Ballista. Together, we put it through a rigid set of tests for both power and range in order to ascertain the optimal distance we would need to be to our beast to fire this thing. While Master Zen held an intense interest for the hunt, his regular duties soon took him back to the main land. Hot Enamel was also called away after a few days to oversee The Hill, the city in his charge.

It was an unusually cold morning when I finally set out for Legoland. I had set out only after sending ahead an envoy both to inform Legoland of my arrival and to seek out Aro, our most renowned sailor, and a brilliant mapmaker. Aro had been sailing around legoland for some time now, and knew them, perhaps better than anyone else within Glory of War. Perhaps he could help me to persuade them to give up some of their unique building materials, and hopefully he would return with me to captain the ship upon our quest to hunt the Dragon. My days with Master Zen had taught me that the Legoland people were a peaceful race, wishing to be left alone to build to their hearts content. However, their isolation had also made their island a hot bed of barbarian activity. We knew little of these barbarians, or really, of the Lego people beyond this, though. 

Packing the boat light in order to return a full shipment of supplies allowed us to travel with remarkable speed south to the land of Lego. It was a pleasant voyage, and I was beginning to see the allure that Aro must feel as he travels the world mapping out new and exciting locations. The shores of Legoland offered some of the most spectacular cliffs, and we had to sail for some time before finding a safe shore to land on.

Packing as light as we were to keep room open for the cargo I hoped to return with, I was the only one disembarking. I took a small wagon and my new toy, the ballista just in case something came up my flail would not handle, though. Barely were these off the cart, though, than did I hear the distant sound of thundering hooves. I bid the boat to quickly set sail, not wishing it to be caught beached should this be the infamous barbarians we had heard so much about. One sight of the source of the noise had me full of wonder. These 'men' were all golden-brown, both in their armor and their skin. Strange horns adorned their helmets, and their horses also made an odd jerking movement. Everything seemed too square about them. I had heard tells these Lego men appeared odd, so immediately called out to these men, convinced I had met the Lego peoples. A war cry immediately splitting the air told me I was wrong. Taking careful aim with the ballista, I let loose what I knew would be the only shot I got. To my shock and horror, though, the bolt shattered right through at least 3 of these horsemen. SHATTERED. What were these things? They neither moved nor bled like normal men. The distance now closing between us, I brought about my flail, determined to take as many with me as possible. My first swing caught the leader of the charge squarely in his chest...and threw me completely off balance. It passed right through, shattering him as if it had hit only air. Expecting, as I was, an impact with a solid being, I was caught off guard by the follow through and was struggling to regain some sense of balance. Launching into a roll to avoid a spear thrust from the next rider, I heard in the distance a sound of a horn. This must be a bigger party than I thought I told myself, now on my feet. With the chaos of horse and 'men' that were all around me, I launched myself at the nearest horse I saw, taking the rider with me to the ground, and whipping a dagger from my belt. Suddenly, though, I noticed this man looked quite different, wearing colored clothing and with the most remarkably shiny yellow skin. I was in the process of bringing down my dagger when a mighty blow struck me in back of my head. I was vaguely aware of a mounted warrior barking out orders and pointing at me when all went dark.

Next thing I knew, I was draped across the back of a horse, and being brought into a mighty city, judging from the crowd gathering to see this procession. Far behind us, I could see my wagon being pulled along as well, and I hoped that everything was still in working order. Hot Enamel would not be pleased if I had broken the original and had to ask for a completely new one from scratch. I also realized I had much more pressing matters to concern myself with at the moment. My hands had been encased somehow in a mighty block of some kind. One that was remarkably light, my feet were similarly encased from what I could tell in my current position. Suddenly, though, we came to a stop, and the soldiers began dismounting. I was hauled off my own mount, and they made a move to drag me into a courtyard when I stopped them, grunting "I can walk, damn it! At least give me that dignity."

An unusually tall man came to stand directly before me, staring me right in the eyes. As we exchanged that stare, as much a challenge as anything else, I could tell this was a hardened individual, and obviously the Captain of this band. He merely nodded at the soldiers to my sides, and instantly my feet were free of their block. Try as I might, however, I could not reproduce with my hands what they made look so easy with my feet. The courtyard was obviously a gathering place of some import to these people with a large column raising above the grounds, obviously meant for some ruling body to assemble and oversee events that took place below. A trumpet sounded loudly, and the men all around me began to kneel, obviously awaiting their ruler.

The Captain shoved me in the back, barking out "Kneel, prisoner."

With all my strength, I swung around and drove the block my hands were attached to, catching him directly on the side of his head. To my amazement, though, he did not shatter as those I was fighting earlier. Apparently, these men were made of something stronger. While I was recovering from this initial shock, however, he had sprung back to his feet and had a sword out and in full swing towards my torso. I was able to divert it from a fatal blow with my block, marveling at the strength of the thing once again, as it turned away the sword with ease, but the sword caught me across the shoulder, and I felt that arm going weak. With a second swing headed at my head, however, I was able to catch his hands right below the wrist and knock the sword from his hand, swinging him around with the force of the impact. Unfortunately, a fellow soldier threw him a spear, and we began circling, sizing up one another as the soldiers were cheering their captain on.

"ZargonX Stand DOWN!!!" Boomed a voice above me.

ZargonX, as apparently his name was, paused and looked. Following his gaze, though, he looked not at the source of the voice, but off to the side, to a figure in the background. It was only upon a nod from this figure that he lowered his sword and straightened to sheath it. Relaxing my own guard, I was suddenly aware that this block was growing suddenly heavy, and I gazed up at both the voice, and the mysterious figure to whom Zargon was apparently waiting for confirmation from. Wondering what all this meant, I began to feel suddenly sick. Falling to my knees, I straightened my back and called out with my remaining strength "Peaceful builders, my ass!" Just before everything went black.

VI

I was awakened suddenly by the shock of cold water being thrown on me. "Get up you lazy old bastard!" A gruff voice called out from somewhere beyond my view. My entire body felt as thought it would never move properly again. Through the pain and stiffness, though, I managed to get myself back to an upright position.

"That's right, you ungrateful swine, get up." The voice called out again. "I don't know why I keep saving your ass to begin with."

"Aro, that you?" I managed to get out as my head spun from the shock of pulling myself up. 

"It's amazing your memory has not failed you yet, you stubborn old fool." He replied.

"What in all the hells are you doing here?" I asked, trying to make sense of what was going on.

"You sent for me, you dolt. Perhaps I praised your memory too soon, eh? I arrived not a moment too soon, either, by the looks of things. These Lego folk are pretty decent fellows, but they know little of the type of wound you suffered there, my friend. You had us worried a few days, you did." He replied, an air of annoyance in his voice, likely for my holding up his mapping expedition. "What kind of fool hardy stunt was that, anyway? Picking a fight while in chains and completely surrounded. You're lucky I didn't kill you myself just to rid us all of your stupidity."

"Days? How long I been here?" His plain speech was a blessing. Having served together long before in many a battle, we had a mutual respect and knowledge of each other that relieved ourselves of the need for any form of pleasantries. Sometimes, one just needs it to be broken to them as bluntly as possible, and it is a true friend that can do that. Hearing things put in this way, too, made me realize how completely idiotic my actions had been.

"Week or so, I suppose. Far too long to be wasting my time with." To this we both had a little chuckle. "Now, if you can behave yourself, we can see about getting your sorry ass out of this prison and back to whatever business you had here to begin with." And with that he was off after leaving some food and drink for me to regain my strength on.

It is an odd trick that a man's body will reject food after having been deprived of it for several days. As such, it took a few attempts for me to actually get anything substantial to stay down where it belonged. However, after that first bit was down, I immediately began feeling better, and was able to both think and move with a clear mind, and it was not long before my guards came to bring me once again before the council. ZargonX himself, once again approached to escort me back to where this mess had all began.

"I trust we can expect no more outbursts from you, then?" He questioned gazing at me in what very well could be interpreted as disgust. A long, jagged section on the right side of his head appeared discolored somewhat, and I gathered that this must have been the section I had struck in our earlier engagement, apparently this was the Lego's form of scarring.

"Do not worry, Zargon" I stated coldly "Should we meet again, I will be sure that you do not have such an advantage. I’d like to see how you fair in an even competition. Besides, by the looks of things, we have spilled each other’s blood, or as close as you people can come to blood, I gather, and both have survived. To my people, that makes us brothers according to ancient tradition. Perhaps I can have the honor of fighting at your side next time?"

"Perhaps, that would definitely be something to look forward to." He replied in an equally cool tone as we exchanged a long glare. Whatever happened out in the council, Zargon and I were soldiers, we understood each other perfectly and had little use, either of us, for the finery and pleasantries that went along in politics. We preferred action.

Aro had been hard at work explaining what had happened, and from what I could gather, the Lego people had received word that the MegaBlok's (apparently the race of barbarians) had been hard at work on a secret weapon to destroy Legoland, or at least turn the tide in their favor. When I approached, then, alongside this ballista and taking on a Lego horse, it was only a logical conclusion that I was the one carrying the weapon to the hands of the MegaBlok army. To make things worse, apparently my envoy had been attacked and lost after reaching Aro, so Legoland had no forewarning of my arrival.

"Why then have you come to our lands, UnOrthOdOx." Vondrack, the Lego King, President, I believe they called him, questioned.

"I came seeking to obtain some of you building materials that I may use them to build myself a boat, one mighty enough to hunt down and kill a Dragon that has been plaguing my shores and frightening my sailors from their fishing duties." I replied, and was surprised to hear a rush of comments surrounding the council.

"Order!!!" Cried out a voice. This was Nimitz, I immediately recognized him as the man to whom Zargon was awaiting approval from at my last visit here. I was informed only later that he was also serving as their Foreign Affairs Minister, and that many claimed it was he and Zargon who truly ran this land, not the so-called 'President'.

It was Zargon, though, who finally inspired order by swinging my flail and crashing it through a small platform with a resounding thud. I chuckled to myself, perhaps he and I were not so different after all..."Quiet down, let us hear more on this Dragon. UnOrthOdOx, we too, are plagued by a Dragon. The MegaBlok army has several Dragons that are with them, no weapons known to us are able to harm them, making this a defensive front, which, I am sure you can appreciate, is not the way to go about defending ourselves. How are you going to attack this Dragon, perhaps we can be of help to each other?"

I could see, now, I had his full attention, along with that of everyone else as well. I went on to explain how Hot Enamel had come up with the contraption of the ballista, and my intentions of building a ship using the Lego building technique to strengthen the ship lest the boat be torn apart by the might of the dragon. The ballista had confused the Lego people upon their discovery of it, and they had since discarded it when the commotion I caused first erupted. Their scientist, however, had taken it aside to research, and he was soon summoned to bring it before the council for discussion.

"Now, with your permission" I began "I will show you how this work.."

"It is perfectly obvious how it operates, thank you" Tiberious interrupted "See, it has been cranked back here, and loaded here, then you simply pull on.."

"Wait!!!, no, you're going to" I cried, but far too late. The ballista fired a bolt as I made a move to stop, speeding past the members gathered around the council, with a few of them barely diving for cover as it finally struck solidly into the base of the structure the council was sitting atop, only a foot of the bolt remained protruding, still quivering when Tiberious let out an excited scream "Haha!!!! see? I told you it was obvious how it operates!" He was completely oblivious any danger he could have brought about. He was obviously mad...

It was finally decided upon that in return for the designs for the ballista, the Lego people would offer enough building material to suit my needs for a boat. They had what they needed to turn the tide on the MegaBlok Dragons, and I had what I needed to hunt my own Dragons. It was a fair trade as far as I could see. That night, I spent a much more pleasant evening in Legoland than the previous week. Zargon and I even set about at a sparring match with wooden swords, occasionally gaining the better of each other, and having a good laugh over it now. It is strange how present difficulties can become lighthearted events when remembered in a happier time. I even parted with my flail, passing it to Zargon as a token of a new friendship, but making it my top priority to gain a new one upon my arrival home. 

Home, that pleasant thought filled my dreams that evening, sleeping below such different stars there in Legoland.

VII

I was awakened sometime before dawn by the sound of alarm being raised. In but an instant I was up and searching for my armor and a suitable weapon. Having fully dressed and locating a maul that would serve my purposes just fine, I noticed a detachment of Lego soldiers mounting up and preparing to meet the incoming threat of yet another barbarian raid. Having no mount of my own, I set out to find the stables to secure myself a suitable transport to battle when I was brought to a halt.

“UnO, this is not our battle.”

It was Aro, he had been awake and had been watching from the city guard posts for some time now.

“You are in no shape to fight right now with that arm. Wooden swords for fun are one thing, life and death combat is quite different. Come, let’s get your ship loaded, and put you back on your way.” He stated calmly.

“My arm is fine, damn it! They could use a helping hand, it’s the least I could do for the commotion I have brought about here.” I snapped back as I spun to return to my business.

Aro placed hand firmly on my injured shoulder, and I pulled it free suddenly, attempting to hide the pain it caused with an angry stare.

“Look, ‘dOx, Zargon has things well under control. Lego does not need, nor want your help. Think of it as a point of honor, if you will. Your debt has been repaid with the sharing of that great beast of a bow you brought along. Our business is done here, ok? There is nothing to profit from going out and slaughtering countless barbarians.” I had never seen Aro this calm with a battle just beyond his reach before. I was used to seeing him charge headlong into battle, not quietly pointing out particulars out of reach of battle. It suited him, though.

“When did you become such the diplomat?” I asked, a smile beginning to break on my face. 

“Well, the Captain of a ship needs to be many things throughout the course of his journey, and diplomat is among the most popular it seems. Both with nations and with the men in his charge, now, let’s go and see about those building supplies of yours, shall we?” And with that, he placed his arm around my shoulder and we began to walk back towards the shore, and my awaiting ship. “Besides, when did you become so uptight, old man, anxious to head straight into combat like the idiot I came here to save. I thought you preferred to bark out orders as General safely behind your personal guard, too high and mighty to get his lazy ass off his horse and dirty his hands!!! No, why should you stoop so low when you could order poor old Aro to do all your dirty work, heh?”

This was more the Aro I knew.

It was quite a walk on foot back to the shore, and as such we both had time to reminisce together about the good old days when we had served together, Aro being my most trusted Captain at the time. We trained like it was a way of life back then, but found little to prove our training on with only pathetic barbarians and an enemy who seemed more apt to flee than to fight in Lux Invicta. Those days seemed long past, though, and we had both found more pleasant ways to pass our days since we had retired from the service of our military, leaving that job to much younger, stronger folks we knew could do the job as well as we had. 

Having been awaken early as we had, though, we made our destination well before sunrise and lazily sat back to enjoy the subtle changes that occur to a landscape as the light of day and darkness of night wage war against each other, each struggling to maintain an air of dominance over the land. It took some convincing on my part, but Aro finally agreed to return with me and captain the ship that would slay the dragons. Aro may love his mapping, and I could not blame him, but he was still a sailor at heart, and I have yet to meet the sailor who would deny himself a chance to face a proven challenge of the sea, especially when there is a prize to be fought and caught in the end.

Daylight brought a frenzy of activity to the beach. Legoland had sent a shipment of their building materials down as promised, and my men were all rushing to load them, Aro was preoccupied with his own ship, leaving detailed instructions to the crew and appointing their best artist to the task of continuing his mapping. Meanwhile, Kloreep, the Lego’s own master builder, had come down himself to be sure I understood how to use this new material. Bouncing back and forth as he would connect a few of these blocks and wait impatiently as I attempted to repeat the process, only to have him tear it apart and make me reconstruct it again until he was finally pleased that I would not make a mockery of their materials. He did make it clear, however, I could never have been a builder under him, that I lacked the attention to detail needed. I, for my own part, could not tell a difference between his productions and my replications, but then, I am not one dedicated to the art of building, either.

I sat at the aft of our ship and gazed back upon Legoland as we left, silently wondering what would become of those strange yellow people and how the battle faired against the barbarians. Slowly, though, the peaks on the northern strip of Legoland faded to distance, and I was left once again to gazing into the depths and contemplating what would occur when I finally met my dragon up close. Aro, meanwhile appeared to be combing through all his maps, transposing them onto one massive parchment that would serve as a world map, anxious to present new information before our council when he finally returned.

VIII

Aro gently prodded me awake, pointing off into the distance.

“Land approaches, we should get prepared.”

I looked off in the direction to which he pointed, then all around the ship. It is a disconcerting feeling, a solitary ship in a vast expanse of nothing but a smooth field of blue. “I don’t see anything, what are you talking about?”

“Over there, near the surface.” He pointed again.

Straining my eyes to see, I could make out what appeared to be a small cloud on the horizon. “Looks more like a squall kicking up to me than it does land, what ARE you talking about?”

“That is no cloud, they’re birds you blind old bat.” 

“Ok, they’re birds. What’s your point?” I asked, staring blankly at him.

“Haven’t you learned anything yet? Sailing half way around the world and you still don’t know the first thing of sailing! They are obviously feeding on fish, you often see birds doing that, and to be concentrated so heavily in one area, I would say that must be one mighty school of fish there, follow? Well, eventually a bird needs land, so, land approaches. You mentioned before Zenophobia had a mighty fishing industry, I’ll wager that is Zenophobia we are approaching now.”

There comes a point in every man’s life when he is presented with an answer to a question that is perfectly logical, and easily ascertained when one puts his mind to it, and yet for some reason that answer will invariably escape him until someone points it out directly to him. “Damn you. You’re too smart for your own good. Come on my boat and make me look a fool?” And with that we had a good laugh.

Sure enough, as the boat approached, it became clear that these were indeed birds diving into the sea and plucking out their dinner. Even closer, and we could see a great shadow moving below the surface, and occasional glint of sun shining of an individual fish. And, it was not long after that when we spotted the shores of Zenophobia. 

Immediately upon landing, it was apparent that Master Zen had been kept away for some time on his Foreign Affairs duties. The place was in slight disarray, and people began scrambling to look busy at the sight of our ship. Still, once motivated, things moved just fine and it was not long before our ship was unloaded and several carts were full of the Lego material for a journey up to Camulodunum, which is what hEtErOdOx, my wife, had decided to rename Taipei. 

It did not take long to navigate the carts over the mountains and into the plains upon which Camulodunum sat, and it was a happy sight to see. It was obvious that hEtErOdOx had kept the workers well in line and the town seemed to be running just fine without my direct attention. As we approached, two figures came rushing to meet us, and it quickly became apparent that these were my wife and our youngest son, schIsmAtIc.

schIsmAtIc, though rushed right past me, excitedly screaming “Uncle Aro!!!” while he leaped into Aro’s arms. A boy of now six, I was surprised he even remembered Aro from what had to have been at least two years ago now. Still, Aro and I were nearly inseparable back then, and with myself as a General, I had little time for play in those days. I could see how he had made such an impression upon young schI, he always did have a way with children.

My wife, however, at least stopped to kiss me first before rushing over to hug old Aro, clearly glad to see him again. “Where is sEctArIAn?” I asked, glancing around.

“He turned eight last week, love. I sent him to be trained with Uber, just like we had discussed” hEtErOdOx answered. I had completely lost track of the days while I had been locked away in the prison. “So, Aro, what brings you back here, I thought you were to map the world first?”

“Well, I had to save your sorry husbands ass again. I couldn’t bear the thought of your wrath should I have allowed his thickheaded stubborn actions to get the better of him. I figured I had better see him all the way home lest he find himself some other trouble to get into.” Aro half-joked as we headed back to town.

As Aro and I oversaw the unloading of my precious cargo, schI came running up. “Daddy, daddy, that birdie stole my soldier!” He cried as he pointed towards a raven as it lofted away, a bronze toy soldier still in his beak.

I sat there for a second, a thought running through my mind, before bending down “schI, how would you like it if daddy helped you catch that bird tomorrow?”

There is perhaps nothing more beautiful in this world than the look of joy washing over a child’s face, and as he grinned, he nodded and rushed to tell his mother. “What was that about?” Aro asked.

“What? My son needs his toy back, doesn’t he?” I answered, unable to keep the grin from my face.

“No, you’re up to something, I can see it, come on out with it!”

“You’re the expert on birds here mister, or have you forgotten. You tell ME what I am thinking.” I was now attempting to hold back a laugh.

“Oh, fine then, you keep your secret. I’ll figure it out, don’t worry, and then Ill laugh at you when your plan fails, as it is bound to do without my input.” Unable to hold back anymore, I began laughing, and was soon joined by Aro.

That evening was a pleasant one spent gathered around the fire, simply enjoying each other’s company well into the night. I finally drifted off to sleep anxious to see Aro’s reaction when I showed him my Dragon the following day.

IX

I was awakened the next morning to the sounds of laughter outside, and as I opened the door, I was pleased to see Aro once again laughing and playing with schIsmAtIc. From the looks of things, Aro was supposed to be the dragon my son was going to slay, though it often appeared the dragon was getting the upper hand much to the delight of schI. 

Aro understood the minds of children perhaps better than any man I knew, and I was not surprised by that fact in the slightest. Ever since his wife had died giving birth to his only son, he had devoted his entire life to the raising of that son. Aro regularly took more the more menial tasks of city patrol, or guarding a settler group specifically so that he could be near his own son, Eira. And from the time of his wife’s untimely death, my own wife had taken it upon herself to accept Aro and his son as if they were a part of our own family. In so doing, I had grown to know Aro as both a father, and a brother, and was a much better man for it. 

Aro’s decisions, though, were what had led to his own lack of promotion in the military, and due to his moving around and changing units so often, he had never been recognized as the fine Captain he would have made. It was when Eira turned eight that everything finally came to a head. Eira left to find his own carrier as an officer, I had pulled some strings and gotten Eira a posting under GhengisFarb to be trained, as it was our tradition, by one of the Kings. Aro, left alone, became a changed man. 

It was during a minor exchange, if you can call it that, Aro finally spoke out, and criticized his Captain for being responsible for the escape of all Luxians that they had been chasing for some time. It was unheard of for a soldier to question the decisions of his commander. I, however, always valued an opposing view, and was able to use my own weight in council to not only stop the inquisition into the matter, but to have Aro promoted to Captain under my own command. This move paid off nearly instantly as well, as it was Aro’s own ideas that ended up leading to the capture of the sole remaining survivor from Lux, Trip, who had been sent to work in our fields till the end of his days. 

Aro, on his own part, had become as much of a father to my own children as I was. Having nowhere else, really, to go, I always made it a point to bring him back home with me whenever our unit was given leave. He would fascinate both sEctArIAn and schIsmAtIc with tales of our battles and travels, and would even produce the occasional sketch that he had begun to make in those slow hours of patrolling the countryside. 

It came as no surprise, then, that with the production of that first galley, Aro dreamed of seeing and drawing new and exciting landscapes. It was nice to see him excited over something again, and I happily dismissed him from my service to seek out his own ship to Captain. Still, it was nice to see him back home again, and by the looks of things, he had also missed the children, if nothing else.

“Ok, schI, mind if I take your dragon away for a minute, to go and show him your dad’s dragon?” I gently asked.

“Can I come, this time!?” schI excitedly asked “I have been learning all about boats! I am going to be a Captain just like Uncle Aro.”

“That would make me very happy, son, but your mother would kill me if you so much as bumped your head. I promise to take you with us next time we go to council, though, how’s that?” I answered with a grin and off he skipped to tell all his friends he would be going to Imperia one day. “Shall we then, Aro?”

We walked the short distance to the shore without speaking much, Aro seemed to be in some deep thought, and I chose not to interrupt him from it for the time being. For the most part the silence continued as we began to row out in search of the dragon.

“’dOx” Aro began, sounding more solemn than usual. “would you mind if I stayed here a bit?”

“By all Hells, Aro, you know you don’t even need ask that!”

“No, ‘dOx, I’m serious. Seeing young schI, there, well, I think I want to see him grow up a little more.” I made a move to speak, but was cut off again. “I’m getting too old to be sailing around anymore, and I think I want to start drawing some PEOPLE, not just maps. This little island of yours will let me keep sailing a boat, but also allow me plenty of opportunity to study and sketch both people and places. Besides, I want to be a part of BUILDING something.”

“Aro, you are the closest thing I have to a brother, and one of the best men I have ever met, of course you can stay. On one condition.” I replied “No more of this sentimental crap. Come now, where is the Aro I know? Besides, you’ve just saved me trying to find excuses to keep you around!”

At this point, the dragon breached the surface off to our port, much closer than I had ever seen it before. A mighty plume of water sprayed from a place on the back of its massive head, showering us with a fine mist of water. It seemed to me, it took ages for the length of it’s back to make it’s course through the water, and then the tail seemed to hover in mid air, mocking us with it’s size and power before slipping quietly back into the depths from whence it came. We stood breathless for what seemed an eternity before I was able to finally speak.

“Well?”

“She is beautiful! You sure you can go through killing her, as magnificent as she is?” His eyes were still searching for another glimpse of the beast.

“She? Never mind. There is a whole family of them somewhere. Master Zen has some off his coast as well, he tells me, and we have sighted as many as five at one time here, so the way I see it, it will be no different than hunting elk, or deer. Magnificent animals, both, but still a resource to be tapped for the betterment of man.” I answered, a little surprised by the question.

“I suppose you’re right, it’s just, well, LOOK AT HER! Beautiful.”

X

As we hit the beach, Aro sprang from the boat and hit the ground running, off to find himself some parchment and drawing instruments in order to head back out and capture the beauty he had just seen, if only on paper.  I, however, had a more permanent capture in mind, and set about training a few of the locals, as I had been, in the ways of utilizing this new material we had received from Legoland.  After several tries, they had it figured out, and were soon to work constructing a new boat. I began preparations, ensuring that I would have enough spears for my mighty bow, the ballista, and that I had the strongest rope available in order to haul in my mighty dragon.  

Only when I was satisfied that everything was in order, did I sneak off to locate my family.  I found schIsmAtIc playing swords with a number of his friends, already showing great potential at his young age.  I sent him off to locate the largest fishing net he could, and then to acquire a cage from the chicken coop.  When I was satisfied that he was occupied for a good long time, I slipped off to be alone with my wife for at least a brief time of quiet.

It was not until dinner that schI returned with the net and cage, and I was grateful for that.  “Ok, son, after dinner we will go and see about capturing that raven, ok?”  He nodded and rushed off to eat as fast as possible.

“You still going on about that damn bird, what have you got in mind?”  Aro asked.

“What can you tell me about Aggie?”  I answered with a question.

“Aggie?  Never worked with him much, I am told that he has a fondness for falcons and hawks, uses them as scouts and for hunting.  Trains ‘em to go after chicks and chickens, since most camps carry some along for meat, right?”

“Very good.  So, what can you tell me is wrong with that approach?  Seems it is a great advantage, no?  Having a scout that can fly?  Why, then do not more of our Generals utilize it?”  I prodded further.

“I don’t know, I think it would be a good idea, we should bring it up when we go to council.”  Aro was looking confused as to my line of questioning.

“Wouldn’t that become a little odd?”  hEtErOdOx interrupted “I mean, falcons and hawks are not exactly a common sight.  Wouldn’t people start to question hawks going after nothing but chickens after a while?”

I could do nothing but smile.  “Exactly.”  It was a pleasant luxury to be married to a woman with a mind to match her beauty.

“But still, ‘dOx, what in the name of all Hells that got to do with your raven?  Hawks and falcons are birds of prey, you addled old fool.  They naturally hunt down small animals such as chicks, your raven doesn’t come natural to that, its nothing but a shit bird!  Going around following the military and picking over the dead and dying, rummaging through their trash, what good is that going to do for ya?  Hell, just thinking of the damn things makes me want to go back to Legoland and away from ‘em!  They are shit birds that do nothing but follow death.”  

“I’m not entirely sure yet, Aro.  We are plagued by too many of them here, and I have seen them steal anything from a chunk of glass to my sons’ toy soldier, even an occasional hand tool.  What if I was able to train one to bring back something like that upon command?  I also find it fitting they match our Empires colors.  If nothing else, I think I’ll make the Standard for Camulodunum an outline of a raven on a field of black…”

“There is no way you can train those idiotic pests to do your bidding.  The damn things would need to grow a brain first.”  Aro replied.  “But, go ahead, Ill be more than happy to laugh at your attempts, hell, I may even draw a picture just to give me something to laugh at long after you give up on it!”

As soon as dinner was finished, schI came and was half dragging me in his hurried excitement to go and capture his bird.  Aro followed right behind for a laugh as well eager to see me acting like a five-year old fool chasing a bird around the fields.  I did not disappoint either.  After making several attempts to fling the net over the damn thing, only to have it fly only far enough to stop and caw back at me in a mocking fashion, I sent schI after another net.  Between the two of us, we were finally able to corner and capture our raven, and soon had it trapped up in his cage.  Not only was schI thrilled at the capture, but also upon hearing I planned to train the thing, he soon demanded his own as well.  I decided that it was about time he had a bit of responsibility and gave in to his demands on the condition he woke each morning and trained his bird with me in addition to his swordsman and riding training.  

As is common with children, the novelty of this raven being held as a pet soon swept through the town, and it did not take long before nearly every child had one of their own, much to the dismay of their mothers, and I had a full class of 20 eager students to witness the process of training a bird to listen to commands.  I myself was a little vague on the idea, having only witnessed such things with passing interest as I had watched Aggie and his men train their falcons in days long since past.  However, with surprising patience, the children were eager and willing to take on this long process, and for the days leading up to the building of our boat, they all had willingly done absolutely nothing with their birds, needing to get these ravens all accustomed to the blindfold that would become a large part of their training, and it was with a smile that I promised them all to start the training once I returned from our hunting of the dragon with my newly built boat the following day.

XI

The night was spent in eager anticipation, on my part due to the hunt the following morning, on the children’s part due to the expectation of seeing their ravens perform.  Not able to take it any longer, I finally arose from bed and headed out to the beach to wait for the sun to wake the world.  Perhaps the only thing more radiant than my own wife in this world is the sight of the land just before the sun rises.  Innumerable colors drift and change across the landscape until finally taking their proper form under full sunlight.  I had found myself a large stone and was taking this all in, quietly preparing my soul for the task that lay ahead, when I first noticed the spot on the horizon, and as it approached, I soon realized we were about to receive visitors.

As the rest of town rose out of bed, I soon had them all busy preparing a meal for whatever weary travelers were making their way to my humble town.  I had counted three ships approaching, all bearing the ebony standards that marked them as Glory of War ships, and was quite interested as to who saw it fit to visit on this particular day.  

The first two came straight to shore, and I should have been able to guess their passengers as Master Zen and Hot Enamel disembarked.  

“So, today’s the day we find the solution to our mutual dragon problem?” Master Zen perked up as he wandered over to inspect the Lego ship we had constructed.  “My good man, you are not taking this lightly, are you?”  

“No, I am quite serious, you know that.  This here is all borrowed from Legoland.  It is far stronger than wood, and should be able to withstand whatever our little beast can dish out.’  I replied, watching as he tested it out with a sword, looking for weak points.  “And what about you, Hot Enamel, I thought you said this was insanity?  Now you come to join in the hunt?”

“Oh no, I want no part of your foolishness!  I am here only to see my ballista in action.  In fact, I have brought you 3 more, and have designed you a far better spear, this one here will not easily break, neither should it pull out easily.”  He pointed to a stack of spears, they had obviously been designed for this sole purpose, their shafts were coated with iron in order to provide strength, and their tips had fairly large barbs to prevent their removal.  “I’ll leave your hunting to you, and I’ll sail safely behind to pull all your ass’s out of the drink when your boats are obliterated by the beast.  That’s assuming he doesn’t eat you in the process.”

“Oh, well thanks for the vote of confidence, there, H.E.!!!  So, who else have you brought along with you, and why are they still sailing around like a bunch of idiots?  Breakfast is nearly ready, and I don’t intend to have all that bacon going to waste, and why no word of your arrival, just showing up unexpected?”  I chuckled.

“We thought we should surprise you, on this your big day.  As for them, they spotted sight of your dragon and went off to gain a closer look, though.  Don’t worry, they’ll be in soon enough, in the mean time, though, let’s go have a look at what your cooks have dug up for us.  Bacon, you say?  Damn, I should have thought of bringing some swine onto the island as well, here I’ve been living off nothing but fish!”  Master Zen answered, finally satisfied that the boat was sturdy enough, he sheathed his sword and headed up the beach towards town.   

“That wasn’t an answer.”  I called out as I rushed up to town after him.

As expected, the large tables had been pulled out into the center of town, and places were set all along.  It was the sight of a regular celebration, and I realized this was most of the townsfolk’s chance at seating together, and to hosting such dignitaries as we were receiving.  They were pulling out all the stops, clearly enjoying the occasion for all it was worth, and I could not blame them.  Soon, everyone was sitting and ready to begin only awaiting word from myself as the host.  No sooner had I prepared to speak, however, than I heard a monstrous voice calling out from behind me.

“By all that is Holy, what kind of way is this to treat an old friend!?!”  I spun around to identify the source, and it continued  “I come all the way to this accursed island just to get a look at the supposed dragon, I even bother to bring your own son back home to you, and you repay my kindness by stuffing your face before I can arrive?  I see your manners will not improved at all, no matter how much land they give away to you, will they?”

“Uber!!!”  I shouted, then quickly spun back around “Aro, see to these folks for me, will ya?”  I had clearly caught him by surprise, already with a mouth full of food he made a few comments to a chorus of laughter, followed closely by the sounds of food being passed around the table.  My wife had already beet me down the street and was quickly paying respects to Uber in order to hurry down and see our son.

It was good to see Uber again, and it was surprising to see how much sEctArIAn had grown in the few short months he had been away.  Hearing from Uber, sect was already showing great skills with a sword and was anxious to learn the ways of command and warfare from Uber.  Having heard of my dragon, though, Uber thought it would make a good experience to bring sEctArIAn back for a short time, on the pretense of seeing a battle with a dragon if nothing else.  Soon after we had begun eating, though, talk turned to the task that lay ahead.

“How are you proposing to go about capturing that beast?”  Uber asked.

“Well, much has changed just today, with the arrival of three new boats, and three new ballistae as well as the new spears Hot Enamel brought with him.  I was going to single one out and constantly circle, firing spears at him till he was weakened enough for my one ship to haul in.  Now, though, I think we can latch on directly while you two each circle and fire on the beast.  Once the fight is taken out of him, I suppose your wooden boats could handle the strain and assist in hauling him back in.”  As I said it, I knew the risk I would be taking attempting to grab hold of the beast directly, but a part of me could not resist the urge to test the strength of this Lego material.

As breakfast wound down, we began to prepare the ships.  Mine would be equipped with two ballistae and Uber’s and Master Zen’s would be equipped with one each.  Hot Enamel would sail behind in the event something went horribly wrong and it was with much fanfare that we finally set sail.  

I was sitting at the bow, taking in all the beauty of the sea when Aro cam up behind me.  “’dOx, you sure you’re ready for this?”

“Of course!  Why wouldn’t I be?”

“Well, it’s not every day a man decides to take on a god.”  Looking at his face, I could tell he was completely serious.

“Hell, man, when did you become so superstitious?  This is nothing but another beast and we will find a way to hunt it down like any other, don’t go listening to what the elders in town say.”  I nearly chuckled.

Aro answered only by pointing.
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Off in the distance were the signs that a storm was coming up and fast.  “So?”  I questioned “We’ve both seen squalls out on this sea before, this is nothing new.”

“Aye, we’ve seen squalls before.  I just find it odd on such an otherwise fine morning that is brewing out there, and it just happens to be shaping up right over your dragons on the very day you set out to attack them.”  Aro replied.

It was true that the normal season of storms had long since passed.  One thing living on this island had taught me, though, was that one could never truly expect the weather to cooperate when you needed it, and I was not about to give in to foolish thoughts and superstition.  

A horn sounded off to our left, and I looked to see Master Zen signaling ahead frantically.  I looked just in time to see the dragon rise it’s head straight out of the water and hang there displaying it’s belly mockingly in our direction before crashing back down into the depths.  

It seemed to take forever for us to finally gain enough ground to get in position, but at long last the time had come.  Master Zen was flanked far to our left, attempting to get ahead of the dragon; UberKrux was off to our right in an attempt to prevent it from heading out to sea.  Both had their ballistae loaded and ready, and were awaiting the first volley to be fired from my ship.  A quick check told me that the ropes were ready, firmly attached to the ship on mighty iron fastenings that were built right into the hull, and I patiently watched for the opportunity to present itself.

A spout of water shot out from behind our boat, and I thought for an instant that the damn thing had swam underneath us.  So startled was I that I nearly missed the chance when the dragon we had targeted surfaced directly in front of our boat.  “Shit!!! We’re in the middle of a whole swarm of them!”  Aro cried out from behind me, but I did not have time to turn and take count of how many he had spotted as I carefully too aim and fired.

I watched with satisfaction as the spear disappeared just in front of the mighty fin that rose from the dragons back.  That satisfaction was short lived, however, as an unearthly wailing shattered the sound of the waves only to be followed instantly by the crack of thunder as the sky’s opened up to unleash their fury.  The boat lunged forward, unseating the men at the ores with its violence and throwing me over the side, gripping onto the drawstring of the ballista for all I was worth.  Aro hauled me up, having tied himself to the mast, and handed me a rope of my own to secure myself to the ship.  “Look, you damn fool, if your determined to anger the gods like this, at least be prepared for it!  By the Hells, you’ve inspired some wrath today!”  

The winds were now picking up, and the seas themselves were becoming as violent as the business I had begun this afternoon.  Securing my own rope and heading back to the bow, I prepared the second ballista and looked over to see that both Master Zen and Uber had struck home blows of their own, there were now spears sticking out from either side of the beast and it had begun to thrash just below the surface in a vain attempt to rid itself of the spears.  Each movement tossed our boat to and fro, and the men working the ores seemed to have little effect in stabilizing, or in ability to fight off the violence of the dragon pressing us ever forward out to sea.  

The dragon rose again, spouting more water into the air, and I fired the second shot right behind the spout, watching it sink from sight.  There was an instant of stillness followed by another massive lunge and the boat itself seemed to cry out in pain with a sound that could not have been anything good.  Aro was behind me barking out orders to the men, and I peered over to see what had caused the second lunge.  The rope of the first spear lay slack in the water, trailing off behind our boat now.  It had broken free somehow and it was only fortune that my second shot had struck before we had lost our prey for good.  Hauling in the first spear in an attempt to reload and fire again, I noticed that the sea was becoming ever more violent, but could also see that there appeared to be a cloud forming around the dragon.  He was bleeding, and badly.  

One look at the freed spear gave me a good indication as to why, too.  The barbs that Hot Enamel had designed had done their job to perfection and the spear had torn a large chunk of flesh with them when it broke free.  I set about trying to cut free the flesh from around the spearhead in order to reload and fire it back into the dragon when a horn blast caught my attention once more.

Uber’s ship was signaling, pointing back towards the island.  Looking up, I could barely make out anything on the horizon myself.  We were quickly being drug out to sea, a sure death if one became lost and without direction.  I summoned Aro over.  “Well?  Should we have them latch on as well, see if we can’t haul this thing together?”

“You lost all brains inside that head of yours?  This thing would throw all our ships together and drown us all for sure!  You started this thing, now we will have to finish it.  Send them back!”  He shouted.

“You telling me to give up?  Look, we are being sucked right out into the abyss out there!  I am not about to give this thing the satisfaction of defeating me!”

“I didn’t suggest you let it go, did I?  You want to piss off the gods, fine, let them blow and rain and try to sink this thing, it’s the finest boat I’ve ever seen.  Why don’t we use their own wind against ‘em, eh?”  Turning from me Aro began to bark out more orders “You there, prepare the sails we’re going to drag this thing whatever it takes!”

In moments the sails were unfurled and the ship began to shudder against the howling wind.  An eerie creaking could be heard all along the ship as our movement came to a slow halt.  For what could have been days for all I know we sat there as I witnessed the blackened sea make every attempt to sink our vessel, and watched as the dragon thrashed against the pain of our spears in it’s side.  At some point I had managed to remove the flesh from the second spear, noting that it was much like attempting to cut through leather armor, and had once again secured the second line into the dragon.  Eventually, though, the dragon began to lose his strength, and as he did so, it appeared the storm did as well.  Soon we were making slow progress back towards land, and the seas were returning once again to calm.  

We made several exchanges of crews with both Uber’s and Master Zen’s crews, with every man taking a turn at the ores in the effort to drag our beast back to shore.  It took every man, woman, child, and horse on the ropes in order to haul it up onto the beach to a point where only the tip of the tail remained lying on the ocean’s shore.  The sun had already set, and only a desperate few rays of light remained clinging to the sky when this was all done and I went down to take a closer look at our dragon.  With a few torches, I approached the dragon while I had sent the rest of town to secure more light and tools so that we could carve our catch up and salt the meat before it spoiled in the heat of the following day.   

As I approached, I was shocked to hear the sound of breathing, and once in full sight, I could see the dragon’s mighty chest raising and lowering in an effort to regain it’s strength.  This was no ordinary fish that we had caught, that was perfectly clear.  I hurried to the ship and signaled to those that remained to help me with the ballista.  After securing it to a cart I wheeled it back to where the dragon lay.  Taking careful aim, I fired the spear directly into what I surmised was the neck.  A mighty wail let me know I had struck home, and the sudden rushing of blood ensured me that this would indeed be a killing blow.  Bringing the torch up for a closer look, the light caught the dragon’s eye, and through that eye I was held, unable to move.  Unable to look away, it seemed the dragon was peering directly into my soul, as if searching for some way to rip it from my very being, and I as well could almost see the dragon’s soul as well.  So I was held spellbound until the last bit of life ebbed from the dragon, and a cloud came to replace the life that was within those eyes.

“You ok?”  A hand grabbed my shoulder.  Looking up, I could see Master Zen and a number of others all staring at me, wondering what had happened.

“I’m not sure.”  Was all I could muster.
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It was well into the morning hours by the time we had properly carved up the beast and salted the meat to preserve it as best we could.  This dragon continued to prove to be full of surprises, though.  First we discovered the skin was much like leather armor and tough to cut through.  This got me to thinking what would happen if we were to tan and harden it even further, and I ordered the whole thing skinned just to test this out.  Next, a curious thick layer of fat lay right beneath the skin, I don’t know what possessed Hot Enamel to try it, but he soon discovered it became quite flammable when melted down and he ordered it all removed and placed in the bowels of his ship for further testing once he returned to the mainland.

Hot Enamel also set about making a diagram of the internals of the beast for use in future hunts.  Hopefully finding a weak spot to bring them down quicker.  I seriously doubted that there would be any more hunts for some time, though.  There was more than enough meat here to last quite some time, and it would be far too long before I could procure enough ships.  This adventure had proven to me that one was simply not enough to bring in these dragons on anything approaching a regular basis.

Once everything was finished, there remained a terrible stain upon the beach, and as the villagers quickly returned to their homes for some much needed rest after the night’s ordeals, I went in for a closer inspection of the skeleton that remained.  You could see the gouge marks where the spears had brushed up against the bone, yet the bones themselves remained largely intact.  Master Zen also remarked upon that, and ordered the whole of the skeleton be taken up to the cliffs of Mount Zen to be dried, hardened, and bleached by the weather.

“I’m afraid  that I must be going now.” Master Zen stated.  “There is much for me to do, this GS/Voxian war has really shaken the world.  Barely a day goes by anymore that I do not hear from one nation or another.”

“I trust you have it all under control, though?”  I asked.

“True, true.  But, you of all people know that we can all use a little help from time to time.  Which, by the way, Ghengis asked me to let you know he needs to speak with you as soon is convenient for you.  Don’t know what he needs.”

Just then, as if Master Zen were expecting it, a envoy arrived carrying urgent news from some nation or another and he was off in a flash to return to his office and sort out the details.  It did not take long for Hot Enamel to leave either, eager to get back to some new project that he refused to tell me anything about, and he was followed shortly by UberKrux and sEctArIAn who were off on an assignment from Ghengis that Uber could tell me nothing of.  So it was that in a short time the beach was empty with no evidence of what had occurred save for the stain upon the sands.

“UnO, I need to talk to you!”

“By the Gods, Aro!  Aren’t you asleep, yet.  I am just on my way to collapse myself.”

“I’ve been thinking.  There is no way that little boat of ours can do this on it’s own.”

“Yes, yes, I realize that to.  I’ll start working on getting some new ships up here tomorrow, now let’s get some sleep.”  

“No, no, what we need is a bigger ship!”  Aro exclaimed.

“Look, you know as well as I there is no way to build a bigger ship.  It’s been tried, and the wood simply cannot hold together properly to hold water, it becomes too weak.”  I was becoming annoyed at this prolonging of my awaken state, only longing for my bed.

“That’s why we will use Lego material.”  There was a glint in his eyes.  And I noticed for the first time he was holding a parchment.

“Ok, look, I’m tired, what do you have in mind since I know you are aware we used all of that material on the small boat, and that I am not planning to go ask for more.”

Aro unrolled his parchment to reveal the designs for this new ship.  I had never seen anything like it.  Large curved sides led to a point far narrower than the standard galleys of today, this Aro explained would allow the ship to distribute it’s weight better allowing the whole of the ship to absorb the pressure, thus allowing for a larger design than the shallow design of our current galleys.  The plan called for ribs of Lego material to construct the skeleton for the ship, since the Lego material was far more flexible, it could be designed to fit the steep incline, where there was no way to bend wood into that shape.  I figured there could be no harm in dismantling the Lego boat, we could put it back together if we needed to later, and there was no need of it at present, so I gave Aro the permission to begin construction of his ship the following day and proceeded to bed.

The sky was black and there was a slight rain falling down.  Looking around me, I appeared to be alone, but could not place my location.  Lightening flashed across the sky and I could see I was wearing some kind of strange armor, what was going on?  A horse was slowly kicking the ground nearby.  My flail lay at the ground before me, and I picked it up and stood looking for some kind of recognizable feature to the land.  

As I stood, the wind picked up and blinded my sight with the sting of the rain.  I slowly turned to place my back to the wind.  There before me I could hear the clanking of armor and the nervous gait of horses.  Pulling my flail to the ready I tried to call out but could not even hear my own voice from above the growing wind.  Stumbling forward at the fury that now beat upon my back I fell once more to my knees and the storm suddenly ceased.  I only had time to be confused for a moment when the sky split open casting light finally upon the scene. 

I was covered in blood, and all around me the ground was stained a bright red, the fury of the storm was unable to wash it away even.  Glancing up I saw the horrified faces of everyone I knew, unable to meet my gaze.  Suddenly feeling ashamed at whatever was offending them, I turned to escape, and there lay the dragon.  Once again our eyes met.  I could hear his heart beating, could see the slow rise and fall of his body with each labored breath.  An impossible amount of blood washed from the wound that I had given him and through those eyes I could feel every painful moment.  My own breath began to feel labored, and I could feel a warm wetness growing beneath my armor.  

I wanted to look down, to flee, anything to escape that gaze, but I was unable to move and growing weak.  The pain soon subsided and my entire body felt numb, falling to the ground my head spun as I was slowly losing conscience.  Always present, though, was the eye that held me in this place, that was tugging at my soul, consuming me.
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Awakening in a cold sweat, I sat there for a moment attempting to divulge the meaning of such a peculiar dream.  This damn dragon had obviously affected me more than I would have ever thought possible.  It soon became obvious that I would not soon get back to sleep so I slipped from my bed to go and sit under my favorite tree and take in the beauty of the ocean as the moonlight slowly gave way to the morning sun.  I had found that I needed these quiet times more and more often to focus my thoughts and prepare for the tasks at hand.  I pondered what this new assignment Ghengis had for me would be, and as the first rays of sun began to stretch across the land, I began preparing the ship for my departure.  

The morning was soon filled with the joyous sounds of the towns’ children as they had all awaken early after having fallen asleep far too early the previous day due to the trials that carving and preparing the Dragon had caused.  I was soon overrun with the children also reminding me of my promise to begin the training of their Ravens that they had all been so patiently letting sit the their respective cages with cowls over their heads.  Concerned that I would soon have to leave, I decided to take the next step extra slow, and instructed them the proper way to carry the birds.  Leaving the cowls in place, they were to walk around with the birds on their arm for at least an hour each day to get the birds used to sitting upon a human are and to feel the movement of people walking.  Leaving the cowls in place, I told the children, would ensure that they did not fly away and become lost.  

Gleefully the children drug their birds out from their respective cages and began prancing about the town eagerly showing off their new pets to everyone they came in contact with, and as I prepared to leave, I instructed them to continue to do this each day until I came back, and I bid Aro to oversee the ‘training’ until such time.  He muttered something under his breath about overseeing the development of shit birds but I could see he was at least enjoying the children’s excitement.  I decided to take both hEtErOdOx and schIsmAtIc along with me for company this time as I fully trusted Aro with the task of overseeing the town, besides it would be good for them to see the mainland again.

It was a quiet trip across the narrows to Bob.  A time spent enjoying the sway of the boat, the smell of the sea, and the company of my family.  Upon arriving in Trafalgar, though, I found a land in complete chaos.

Fights were breaking out in every direction I looked, and in no time I found that there were two main groups doing the fighting.  Those who were claiming that Ghengis was our leader, and those claiming that it was Panzer who should now be on the throne.

By the Gods, if only they would have listened to me to begin with, I knew damn well that something of this sort would happen as soon as we changed to this infernal ‘republic’.  Give the peasants a voice and we only lower the national intelligence to that of the peasants.  Kings were born to rule, not these common folk.  The absence of a police force only encouraged such outlandish behavior as well.  I quickly marched up to the local fort and organized a militia.  Like it or not, there was about to be a police force in Trafalgar, rules and laws be damned.  

The sight of an armed column marching through the center of town immediately inspired order to return, just as I knew it would.  Anger began to swell within me, and after seeing to the comfort of my wife I set out to ride ahead to Imperial City to have my own voice heard on this nonsense of no police forces.

The trip was a short one as I pushed the horse beneath me to his very limits and arrived in Imperial City within the day.  The streets were strangely quiet, and as I made my way to the palace a strange feeling of danger washed over me.  The local tavern suddenly burst into commotion as a riot broke out, and I made my way past in a rush to see some order returned to the streets.  

Strangely, there were only the sounds of laughter and drinking within the palace.  It took me some time to catch up, but apparently there was some confusion among the local populace about the nature of Panzer’s service.  What was originally a temporary position had been confused by a successor and some argument was initially instigated upon the return of Ghengis.  Things had already been settled by the time I arrived, and there was to be an election of a new leader to follow within the month.  A group was dispatched to see to the disturbances, and Ghengis settled into his chair, obviously preparing to speak business.

“Well ‘dOx, how goes things in Camulodunum.  I hear you finally slew your dragon?”

“Yes, there were a few unforeseen difficulties with that, but Aro is hammering out the details as to how to deal with them now.  Why don’t we just dispense with the small talk and get to the point?  I hear you need to speak with me.”

A smile graced Ghengis’ face “As you wish.  I assume you know that Master Zen has been very busy as of late?  Well, we would like you to return to your capacity as the Ambassador to Gathering Storm.  Frankly, everyone else is afraid to.”

“Afraid?  Why?  Zeit is such a nice fellow.”

“Well, the last Ambassador we sent over there was…killed.  Along with his escort.”

“What?!  Is there some reason we felt a personal visit was in order?  What is wrong with the trading of messages as we have been?”

“There was an interest in a personal meeting, however, Gathering Storm seemed to feel that it was not in their interest.  We would like you to attempt to remedy the situation and then return as their Ambassador.”

I had worked with Gathering Storm since the beginning, and could see no reason for such nonsense to be happening.  They had always been easy to work with in the past, what could be happening?  “Very well, I do miss the conversations with Zeit.  Ill set out tomorrow, but YOU get to tell hEtErOdOx!”

Ghengis laughed at this, and we shared a drink as he filled me in on the current matters of state that I may be informed when I met with Gathering Storm and as night approached, I sought to leave and find my family, as they would be in town shortly.

“Oh, one other thing.”  Ghengis said, halting me.  “We would like you to become vice CALF as well.”

By the hells!  Vice CALF, essentially third in the chain of command of the armies.  Should both the CoW and CALF be somehow removed from the field, I would be in full command of the military.  I must have been standing there stunned for some time, for Ghengis finally broke the silence.

“Sleep on it, speak with your family, then see Hot Enamel.  He has some new things he is eager to show you, and will fill you in on the exact nature of the immediate duties.”  Ghengis was very calm, a strange sight for him, almost disturbing.  “Think it over before you answer, there is no rush yet.”
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The night passed swiftly after having to explain things to hEtErOdOx.  She was understandably not all the pleased with me heading off into trouble yet once again, but she also understood the needs of the nation.  

With the rise of the sun, the city once again came alive.  Hordes of people rushed forward to the palace, or rather to a small tent in front of the palace with a large sign hanging over it with the word ‘Election’ in bold type.  As I watched as each of the citizens shoved forward in an attempt to voice their opinion on who they felt should lead them into the future, my gut lurched.  This is no way to run an empire I thought to myself.  It’s sickening!  No good could EVER come from this idiotic republic.  Perhaps recent events could even help me persuade my fellow kings of this fact and return us to a proper form of government.

Pushing my way through the crowd I found my way towards the stable, hoping to mount up and be off before I took drastic action with proclaiming an end to the Republic and rallying supporters.  “dOx!  There you are!”  A voice from behind me called out.

Turning quickly, I spotted Hot Enamel.  “Good, good, your heading to the stables, I have something there I need to show you.”

“What is your opinion of that travesty out there, HE?”  I asked

“Glorious isn’t it?  Who would have thought you could motivate peasants so easily by simply telling them they had a choice.  It’s not like either candidate will change their lives any!”  He burst out laughing.

He had a point.  This was utterly useless!  Whether Ghengis or Panzer ended up taking over, nothing would change within the lands of GoW.  It was idiotic.  Hot Enamel stopped me short of the stable, bidding me to wait while he brought out whatever new toy he had been working on.  I sat there fuming over the idiocy that I was seeing when I saw him come from out of the stable with the most massive horse I had ever seen.  “By the Hells, what is that beast?”

“This?” he answered with a grin “This is my new project.  This is one of the first, we are just about ready to begin breeding them in masses.  However, THIS here is what I am really excited about.”

“What the hell have you attached to the saddle there?  It’s just a step so that a man can climb onto such a massive beast.”  I was utterly confused.

Hot Enamel burst out in a hearty laugh.  “You think so?  We call these stirrups, and they are quite useful.  Hand me your flail, I’ll demonstrate.”

As I did so, he grabbed hold of the pommel, placed on foot in the ‘stirrup’, and flung himself over the saddle.  Taking hold of the flail, he calmly balanced it in his hand then led the horse over to a fence.  There he STOOD, yes, stood in the stirrups, allowing him to throw his whole body into the swinging of the flail.  Coupled with the great height of the horse, the fence shattered into a thousand pieces.  I stood there spellbound, a thousand practical applications of this running through my mind.

“You see?  This is the future of warfare.  And, why we need you.”

“What do I have to do with any of this?”  I asked.

“Well, everyone will soon be figuring out these stirrups, that is a given.  Ideas as great as this are never restricted to only one person coming up with them.  What our advantage will be is the addition of these mighty horses.  They should provide us with the best mobility around just as soon as we can breed enough of them.”  

“Yes, yes, I can see that, but it still does not explain to me what it has to do with me?”

“We want you to train a regiment of officers.”  Seeing the look on my face, he quickly added.  “No, no, take them back home, that is fine.  Preferable, really.  We would like Aro in on this as well.  These officers will then come back and train the rest of the troops.  The title is just sort of honorary.  There should be no need for you to lead armies.”

I paused for a moment, then answered  “Very well, it would do the children of Camulodunum good to see some troops in action.  I will train these officers, but nothing more.  I am a humble man these days, and no longer long for the action of younger men.”

“Great!  I’ll go tell Ghengis!”  And off he went.

“I knew I could count on you.”  

I knew this voice, but could not place it.  Walking towards the stable in search of the voice I sensed movement in the shadows and quickly reached for my mace only to realize Hot Enamel had forgotten to return it.  A figure leapt out from the darkness, and my fist caught it full in the chest causing him to sprawl out upon the ground.

“Damn, ‘dOx.  It’s nice to see you haven’t slowed down any, but did you have to hit so damn hard?”

“Aggie, you old bastard, what are you doing sulking around in the shadows to begin with?”  I chuckled as I helped him to his feet.

Aggie brushed himself off and pulled out a whistle.  One sharp blow and I heard the flapping of wings off in the distance behind me.  Gazing up into the morning sky I saw an unexpected sight.  While Aggie was famous for utilizing hawks and falcons for scouting, he had apparently come up with the same idea as myself.  Ravens.

“By all the Gods!  You actually trained that thing?  Does it work?  Will it pick up trinkets from soldiers?  How the hell do you train them to land on your arm again?  Can you teach me?  What about my son?  How many you have?”

Aggie laughed openly and halted me with a hand.  We left to discuss this over dinner, and were mutually surprised that each other had come up with the same ideas.  Aggie taught me several of the points of training birds in general and agreed to teach my son during my absence while I left to visit with Gathering Storm.  After bidding farewell and seeing my son running off behind Aggie with his Raven on his arm, I mounted up and headed for Port Isolation to find a ferry to the lands of the Storm.

The road was long and it was well into the night when I arrived in town.  I was halted at the gate by the guards.

“Whom do you serve?”

“What!?  I’m on my way to Gathering Storm at the request of Master Zen.”  I anwered.

“Who’s side are you an ally to?  Ghengis, or that treacherous blockhead Panzer?”  The guard barked out.

“What in the name of all that is holy are you talking about?  I am here on official business and will serve whoever is elected.”  My anger was welling up at this imbecile in front of me.  This was the whole point of the election to determine who I served was it not?

“The election ended in a tie you idiot!  The nation is at war between those loyal to Ghengis and those who betray the throne and side with Panzer.  Now, who do YOU serve?”

I had had enough of this lunacy, and whoever stood in my way was about to feel my frustration.  I kicked out catching the guard with the heal of my boot and spurred the horse forward through the gates.  Behind me I could hear the sound of alarm being raised and I head out towards the port.  I could see a ship just arriving.  Good, they would know nothing of this idiocy either.  As I raced out towards the harbor I was knocking over people as they stumbled from their homes.  My timing could not have been better and I caught the Galley just as it had reach dock and before it had a chance to tie up.  I road on with my horse and quickly dismounted ordering them to shove off immediately then grabbed my flail and rushed back towards what few guards were approaching.  

We needed a diversion lest the galley’s crew be picked apart by arrows.  Looking around, I saw the bonfire at the center of the town, and grabbed a torch quickly lighting it and tossing it onto a local home.  It was crude.  Even cruel.  It would have to work, though.  With the house alight, and the flames threatening the rest of the city, I turned back and raced down the beach in pursuit of the galley.  

It was quite some distance down the shoreline that I finally caught up to it and bid it to come ashore.  As I boarded, exhausted, I explained the situation to the Captain and we set sail for Gathering Storm.

With the sun now rising in the sky, I watched as it glinted off the crashing waves and silently wondered what awaited me in that mysterious land, knowing full well even Aro’s maps had yet to reach that far.
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The crew woke me at the first sign of land, and as I peered over the blue expanse I could see in the distance the cliffs of what must be Gathering Storm’s boarder.  

I sat in contemplation.  What would I do?  I had heard many a story of what few Voxian survivors there were.  Stories that were obviously the creation of the minds of men who had been out foxed in battle.  Ten feet tall fire breathing chickens.  Ha!  I was not fool enough to think that such a thing could truly exist.  Still, my own experiences with my own dragon had taught me enough to know that there is always SOME truth to such legends and I began to wonder if it had been folly not to bring along a ballista with me.  

No, I told myself, this was intended to be a peaceful voyage, I would treat it such.  Perhaps my experience in Legoland would aid me far better than any weapons of war.

I watched the coast as our Galley rounded the coast and sat in amazement as I watched the cliffs give way to hills and eventually melt into dunes of sand.  This seemed to be an inhospitable land.  It must also produce a very hardened breed of men to live in this climate I thought to myself.  A second later, I was thinking it would also produce a hardened breed of Chicken.

Our galley sailed along the coast in search of a safe place to land and we finally settled on landing at the mouth of a river figuring that it would provide faster access to the center of Gathering Storm if we were to sail upstream.  No sooner did we land, however, than we were met by 5 giant chickens that seemed to have appeared from nowhere.  

“UnOrthOdOx!”  Boomed a voice from atop one of the lead Chickens.  “Disembark and we will allow the Galley to leave in peace.”

The warrior inside of me heard this as a challenge, and instinctively I began to tense.  A quiet murmuring came from the crew and I glanced behind to see 3 galleys flying the Gathering Storm colors had also sailed around to cut off our exit.  Where had they come from?  And how?  This was clearly a fight that could not be won.

“Very well” I replied “but first I must know your name and intentions.”


“My name is Theseus, Co-General of the Armies of the Storm and my intentions are none of your concern.  It is the will of the Gathering that you should be brought before the council and allowed to speak.  That is all that need concern you.”

I cursed silently under my breath.  I had been too long removed from the diplomatic scene.  It was beginning to come back to me now.  Gathering Storm was ruled by consensus.  I fully suspected that Theseus would have liked nothing more than to slaughter us right there and then.  He was bound to follow the will of the Gathering, however.  I even wondered if his position as General had any true power.  I found it much more likely that he would be required to first seek the approval of the Gathering before implementing any military action as well.

“Very well, I understand.”  I said as I disembarked and ordered the crew to leave without question.  

As the riders approached, I saw that one of the chickens was lacking a rider and I immediately knew it was intended for me.  These people rode these chickens as other men do horses.  I wondered only for an instant what the advantage of doing so might be, then I remembered the cock fights back in Imperia.  Crude methods of entertainment that most men shied away from, it was common for the owners of the birds to arm the feet of the chickens with tiny barbs.  Looking at the size of these chickens, a similar armament would rip through a man in no time.  As I mounted one of the riders pulled up along side my mount.  

“Greetings UnOrthOdOx, It is a pleasure to finally get the chance to meet you in person.  I hope that your trip was a pleasant one and that your stay here will be equally productive.”

I might have never seen his face before, but the style of his speaking was without question.  “Zeit!?  Wow, I would not have expected to see you in person so soon.  You are somewhat shorter than I pictured you.”

“And you are somewhat larger than I would have thought for an Ambassador.  Now, I regret to inform you that I must ask you to wear this hood as we ride.  I am sure you are well aware that our map has been kept a secret and we fully intend to keep it that way.  This is not meant as disrespect and I am sure you can understand our position.”

“Sure, zeit.  You guys must do what you feel is right.”  As if I were in a position to argue the matter…

After what seemed to be days of riding, we had stopped and I was allowed to remove the hood only to find that we were in some sort of oasis and that it was getting dark quickly.  Not much was spoken as we ate and drank that evening before finally the day gave way to night and I drifted off into a fitful sleep.
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I opened my eyes to find myself alone.  Startled, I scrambled in an attempt to get to my feet when my hand brushed up against a familiar object.  Glancing down, I noticed my flail.  How had it gotten here?  I thought I had left it on the boat?  Staring out into the darkness I could not make out my surroundings, only the hardness of the ground beneath me.  I staggered to my feet and lightening split the sky illuminating the area for a brief moment.  I was in the middle of a vast wasteland, no markings to be had.  A horse brayed nervously somewhere behind me, but as I turned to see, a torment of wind and rain suddenly arose, blinding my eyes and forcing me to turn from its wrath.

A shiver ran up my spine.  This was all too familiar.  Glancing down, another lightning bolt illuminated the ground and I could see I was once again wearing a strange suit of armor.  My heart was racing, the fear welling inside of me.  I took off running, from what I did not know, but I had to escape.  In my haste I stumbled and fell to the ground.

I could feel a presence behind me, the feeling of a hundred eyes gazing upon you.  Not wanting to look, yet unable to resist, I saw my friends standing there, horrified, unable to look upon me for the disgust of what they saw.  A single ray of sun broke through the clouds and I could see the bright red upon the ground around me, and new without looking that I myself was covered.  I could smell it upon me, I could feel the warm wetness of it becoming sticky as it dried upon my hands.  I knew what lay behind me, and I had no desire to face it again, yet could not help but turn to make sure.

There was my dragon.  I could hear his labored breathing, could see as the life slowly pumped from the wound, which I had given him, could see the pain reflected in those eyes.  The eyes that seemed to question the purpose of such violence, that reached out and held me captive.  The eyes that paralyzed my entire body.  As I sat there in their grip, I could feel the dragon’s pain, or rather could feel it as his pain became my own.  Each of his breaths became my own, his life blood pouring upon the ground became my own.  I could feel it pumping out from me, could feel it’s warmth run down my body, and all the while I could not escaped from those eyes until I almost wished to not escape, to simply lie down and become a part of the dragon if for only that split moment before my inevitable death…

“UnOrthOdOx!!!”  A voice rang out and I was startled back from my grave by a violent shaking.

“Wha?  What the hell!”  I yelled as I pulled myself free from the grasp.

“Are you alright?  You appeared to be at death’s door just there.  What happened?” 

It was zeit, I now knew.  Glancing around I saw that I was still within the oasis, and that we were preparing to once again move out, yet the moon still shown brightly across the pool.  “When you find out what happened, you tell ME, ok?  It seems that when I killed that dragon, I have been cursed to be haunted by it’s spirit for the remainder of my days.”  I stated shortly.

“You?  You killed a dragon?  How?  When?”  His eyes were wide with interest.

“Believe me, THAT is a long story.  Perhaps one day I will even put it in writing in order to share it with the future, but not today!”  I laughed, not wanting to think of it more.

We were quickly mounted and once more the hood was placed upon my head and we were off.  It did not take long before I could hear the sounds of civilization in the distance.  Carts traveling, peasants murmuring at the strange sight of a hooded man riding in the custody of the military.  We were clearly on the outskirts of some town, or at the least on a road.  I only had a moment to wonder at the sounds of everything when zeit reached over and removed the hood.

I had never before seen such a large city.  Everywhere I looked there seemed to be people rushing off to tend to their business.  At once, though, the very sight made me long for the quiet of my own little town of Camulodunum.  I was brought before some large building and told that I could find a hot meal and a bath there to prepare for the meeting that evening and told I would be sent for when it was time.  

“Greetings good sir!  Come from Glory of War, do you?” 

Seeking the source of the voice, I could find no sign of where it may have come from.

“Down here, good sir!”  I looked down and only saw a small dog who had apparently bee branded with some sort of shield in the center of his forehead.  Perhaps the trip was longer than I thought, for now I was obviously hallucinating.  I sat down and began to wonder where I could find some water with which to clear my head.

“Forgive me, how rude of me.  Introductions should come first.  My name is Shiber, and I shall be your guide to the city.”  The dog held out a single paw, apparently waiting for a handshake.

First giant chickens, now talking dogs?  What sort of strange land WAS this?  What did I have to lose, though?  Accepting the paw, I shook his hand.  “Shiber, pleased to meet you, I am UnOrthOdOx, King of Camulodunum, and ambassador to Gathering Storm on behalf of the Glory of War.”

“Very pleased to meet you, now, what would you like to see?”  Shiber answered with what was either a snarl or a smile.

“Um, actually, I really need to get to work and get organized for tonight’s meeting, if you could just point me towards some parchment and writing…”

“Books! Books, you want books!?  I’ll take you to books, right this way, come on, come on!!  Books are this way!”  He blurted out as he jumped excitedly.

It looked like I was going to have a tour one way or the other.  Why then did I have a sinking feeling that this tour would include every tree in the city?
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Shiber dashed out through the city darting back and forth while his mouth seemed to run non-stop and was constantly filled with excitement.  He seemed to know a little bit about every building in the city and was excitedly telling me the history of everything from the drinking water to the year each stone had been placed in the town square.  Fortunately after about 10 minutes of his constant chattering, I had grown to the point where I did not even hear it anymore and it faded into the background.  

I began to focus my attention more on the surroundings and noticed that there was a strange scent in the air, almost sweet, yet a bit smoky as well.  I thought for an instant of asking Shiber what it was, but quickly thought the better of it.  Such a question would undoubtedly derail the tour and further delay my acquisition of writing instruments, which I sure hoped we were heading for.  I soon noticed the pots hanging around the city that were obviously burning something.  Whatever that was had to be the source of the smell.

The people here were also dressed a bit odd.  It seemed that they had found some way in which to tan leather that also kept the fur of the hide intact on the skin.  This led to some interesting designs in the clothing.  Before I could stop myself, I blurted out.  “What are those things?”

“What those?  Those over there?  Those are called furs!  Furs are used for many things, we have used them as clothing, as rugs, even as blankets.  Why it was just last night that I purchased myself a brand new fur blanket!  It was on sale and I could not resist, it had the whitest fur I had ever seen, it was created from several rabbit hides, actually.  You ever seen our rabbits here?  We grow them ourselves just to make furs, yep!  We should go and see the rabbit farm, oh, oh, it’s right over here, you can see how we make them yourself!  You could even buy yourself a blanket to take home with you!  Furs are my favorite thing they are so soft and warm, nothing feels better than to curl up under a nice fur with your wife on a cold night!  Have I told you about my wife?  We were married last fall!  It was an unusually warm autumn evening actually, and the river shown in the sunset…”

My head was aching beyond belief.  “Shiber.  Writing instruments.  I need writing instruments.  We’ll go look at furs later.”

“Right, Books!  Books are some of the best things to read!  Why we have some of the most interesting books here in town!  I remember when Tales of the Storm: The Charioteer of Arashi first came out!  Man I sat down and read that over and over!  But my personal favorite has to be Grog Want Tank!!  Did you know I actually wrote that?!  Yep, its funny you are looking for writing material because I am a writer too!  Maybe when we get back we could share works with each other!  Why just the other day I sat down to write...”

At least we were back on track.  I hoped.  I had no idea what these so-called books were I only hoped that they would allow me to at least get prepared for the meeting at hand.  At long last we finally stopped before the building housing these books, and much to my dismay I discovered it was right next to the building where we started.  Shiber had definitely taken the scenic route around the town back to where we started.  These ‘books’ were an interesting sight.  They appeared to be made of several scrolls somehow bound in place and then separated into sections that allowed for far more information to be stored than on a scroll.  One in particular caught my attention:  The Art of War.

As I read through the first sections, I discovered that it was a manual that described the methodology of warfare and the proper ways in which to engage in battle.  Though it was not all that different from what we taught our troops ourselves, a book containing such knowledge was unheard of, and sheer genius.  Try as I might, though, I was not allowed to take a copy with me.  Instead I purchase the tools I needed and returned to the building I had been instructed to wait.  Studying it for the first time, I noticed it was indeed an Inn, and perhaps the largest on I had ever seen.  The sign hanging caught my eye for it featured prominently a horse and rider, an unusual sight for all the giant chickens here, and the words “Arrian’s Deception”

While I desired to seek out this Arrian and discuss with him the point of having a horse featured in such a land, I had no time for such indulgences.  A quick meal and hot bath cleared my head of the confusion that had occurred throughout the day, and I set about organizing myself for the meeting that I hoped would take place soon.  No sooner had I finished my preparations was there a knock at the door.

“Greetings UnOrthOdOx, my name is Alva, and the GodGather will see you now, please follow me.”

I had long ago ceased to be surprised by anything I would see here in the lands of the Storm, and as such was not shocked to see a small cat be the one to summon me.  This cat, though, seemed to exude a much greater presence than his own size would seem to suggest, almost as if some great power was bottled inside.  As we left the inn, I wondered to myself what kind of being I would be facing.  Who would be so respected in this land as to be known as the ‘GodGather’?
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As Alva led me through the streets, I began to notice that the local populace was staring in our direction.  To my surprise, however, it was not myself that they were staring at, it was Alva.  I immediately knew that he must be someone very important within Gathering Storm, someone not seen very often in public.

I was led into a large circular room, a single hole had been cut into the roof, allowing the light to come down in a straight column.  When we reached the center of this column, Alva spoke up “Please wait here until the Storm is gathered.”

I watched as Alva strolled quietly into the darkness, and disappeared.  I could hear the rustling of many people gathering, but was unable to see into the dim lights that surrounded the circle, made all the worse by the column of light in which I stood.  I did not like this one bit, and the warrior inside me began to search for possible routes of escape.

The room suddenly fell silent, and I could hear a single individual stepping forward, obviously this must be the GodGather I had been hearing about.  I had long since ceased to be amazed by anything I saw here in the strange lands of Gathering Storm.  As such, I was not too surprised to see the largest cat I had ever seen step forth into the column of light.  An imposing presence, to be sure, he stood the height of my shoulders, and there was power enough to rip through any man in those massive paws.  I could instantly see that this was the leader, if you could claim such a team to have one.

“Greetings UnOrthOdOx” His voice reverberated around the room “I welcome you to Gathering Storm, I am NotYouEither, shall we begin?”

My mind was working, how had I gotten myself into this?  To be well behind enemy territory, surrounded, weaponless, in a country where we were currently at war.  And what was this strange talk?  Of course he was not me, how could he be?  “It is a pleasure to be brought before the Storm here, I am humbled at this opportunity and hope that this can be the beginning of…”

A massive paw was raised to interrupt me.  “Indeed.  We know who you are and your mission.  Let us dispense with this trivial nonsense and get right down to business, hmm?”

I could only smile at this.  Diplomacy was not exactly my forte, and I was glad to speak plainly about such matters of state, as we had to discuss.  The meeting raced away and before I knew it the light coming into the room had begun to dim.  With little fanfare, we ended the meeting and I was escorted back to Arrian’s Deception.  Now well into the dead of the night, I sat down and contemplated all that had been accomplished in this meeting.  Not only had a peace been arranged, but I had learned that Gathering Storm would soon be completing harbors.  This meant that a new trade route for our now famous wines could be established, and I hoped that the furs we would receive in trade were as excellent as Shiber had been describing.  In addition, the highly secretive Stormians had actually decided to share their map with us.  We were very proud of our mapping endeavors, and I was sure that such a trade would be greatly agreeable to both parties.

Try as I might, though, I could not sleep, so I began my preparations to leave and soon was all packed and prepared to go.  Now, if I only knew where I was and which direction was the coast, I would be on my way.  At any rate, I decided to seek out this Arrian and have that discussion about the horse with him.  No sooner did I descend the stairs, though, than my heart began to sink.

“Oh, you’re awake!  How are you doing?  That was some meeting wasn’t it!  It’s so nice to be at peace again, we sure do like peace.  Why if we had our choice we would have stayed at peace this whole time!  Guess what?  I’ve been chosen to escort you back to your ship!  Isn’t that great?  I actually asked for this, I have many questions I want to ask of you.  I was just reading in the Glory of News that you slew a dragon!  What’s a Dragon?  How did you kill it?  Can I come see it?  No, I don’t mind, I want to come visit now we are at peace again!  Wow, a Dragon!  Who wouldn’t want to see that?  Are you going to kill more?  Think I can help?  You know, I really am quite a sailor, I am sure that I would be of great assistance to slaying a dragon!  Besides, I want to see this ‘ballista’ too.”

Shiber had apparently been unable to sleep either.  I highly doubted he ever did.

“You know, we can leave now if you want.  I have instructed our forces to allow your ship to land again, and we are loading it now with the first shipment of furs!  I picked them out myself!  You know, there is nothing better than curling up next to your wife under some furs on a cold night.  Did I tell you about my new white fur?  The whitest I have ever seen!  I bought it just the other day, say, why don’t we go up and take a look, you can see how we make them!  Oh, wait, you have some on your ship!  I can tell you all about how we make them on the trip over to Glory of War!  Picked those out, I did!  The ones on your ship are some of the finest in our land!  Did I tell you that I am really quite a sailor too?  Why during the Inchon invasion I commanded….”

Surprisingly as we headed down the road towards the course, Shiber’s constant babbling seemed to make the time fly by.  It seemed to take no time at all as we boarded the ship and set sail.  I could see the crew casting angry glances at the distraction that Shiber was creating, but I had actually begun to enjoy such nonsense.  It seemed to keep my mind occupied, which also kept me from the dreams that were haunting me.  

A stop in Port Isolation to unload the first shipment of furs, I discovered that my family had headed back to Camulodunum, and that the preparations had been begun for me to begin training the new commanders there.  I decided, then, to continue to sail around northern Bob straight to Camulodunum.  An overland route may have well been quicker, but I saw no reason to drag Shiber right through the heart of our continent where he would potentially gain information on troop strengths and locations.  Peace we were at, sure, but nowhere near the point of sharing such information.  I thought for an instant that the crew would kill me for such a thought, keeping them with Shiber for days yet to come, but I assured them that in time they might actually come to appreciate the constant drivel that seemed to spew from his mouth.
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It was several days for the galley to make it around the tip of Bob, we could see several Voxian ships in the distance as we traveled, but made no attempt to really contact them.  The crew had finally come to enjoy Shiber’s company, and we would often laugh openly at some of the things that would fly from his mouth.  On the second day of the voyage, he had been overcome with a sickness, and had calmed down considerably as a result.  As it was, he was almost normal.  Well, as normal as a talking dog could be.  I was sure that once we hit land, and he felt better, he would start up his constant stream of excited speech, though.  So much for being some great sailor.

Finally on the fifth day, I spotted the now familiar sight that Aro had taught me meant land.  Birds could be seen out in the distance that surely meant we were near Zenophobia, and only a short hop from Camulodunum.  It did not take long for Mount Zen to come into view, and I could even make out the vague shape from the carcass of the Dragon that Master Zen had hauled up there, a pale white against the cool gray of the mountains cliffs.  

As we rounded Mount Zen, I caught a glimpse of a group of Dragons breaching the water in the distance.  I pointed it out to Shiber and for the first time since I had known him, he had nothing to say.  He simply sat and watched the Dragons as they moved, flailed, and blew spouts of water, showing off their power.  Occasionally he would glance back at me in obvious disbelief that such a thing could be killed.  

A warm reception awaited us at the beach, and the town quickly set about to prepare a feast in honor of my guest.  Looking around, I could find neither schIsmAtIc nor Aro.  I heard a caw and a flutter of black swooped in from my left, and quickly back away again.  Searching for it as it flew away, I could see a necklace dangling from its talons.  Rushing forward through the crowd to give chase, I was not surprised to find it resting on Aro’s arm, schIsmAtIc grinning by his side.

“Damn it ‘dOx!  You were right!”  Aro bellowed.  “These shit birds have their uses after all.”

I simply laughed and embraced them both.  Shiber seemed to be the center of much attention back on the beach, especially with the children of the town.  A large mob had gathered around him and the children seemed to match Shiber’s excitement, since his apparent sickness was now gone, they exchanged many questions between them.  As we strolled up the beach, I was halted in my tracks.  

There before me stood a building, obviously designed with a sole purpose in mind.  The doorway had been assembled from the massive jaws of the Dragon, spread wide open in a great display of teeth, it was easily large enough for any man to walk through.  I fell silent and began walking toward what was obviously a temple built in honor of the Dragon.

“Now look, ‘dOx.  I know you are not much on religion, but after you killed the thing, and seemed to be transfixed on it…well, the people wanted a temple, it was all going to waste otherwise.”  Aro was trying to explain.

“It’s ok, Aro.  I think it is quite fitting.”

This stopped him suddenly.  I knew that any admission of religious devotion on my part must have been a shock to him.  But my recent dreams and events had brought me to question such things myself.  

As I walked through the mouth…err, door, I was instantly impressed.  The walls of the temple had been forged from the largest of the ribs of the Dragon spread out and acting as columns.  Smooth marble filled the spaces between the ribs, and they had apparently covered the ribs with what appeared to be some sort of Bronze sheeting that made them shine.  Slots in the ceiling had been forged to allow the light to enter, and it glinted off the Bronze in a dazzling fashion.  On the far wall was a mighty mural depicting the Dragon, the hunt, and all the bounties the Dragon had yielded upon its death.  It was obviously the work of Aro after many, many hours spent working away.  I was overcome with emotion, the same feeling from my dreams welling up inside of me, as if the spirit of the Dragon had indeed come to reside in this temple.  I could feel myself begin to tear up despite any attempt to hold it back.

“Wow!  Look at this!  Why, this reminds me of the Shrine in Arashi!  Man, I never knew you guys could build such things!  Look at these columns!  Is this really all from the Dragon?  How did you make them?  Can I get a small piece to take back home?  You know, NotYouEither would love to come and see this, he enjoys studying such buildings!  Did you know that he…”

I was thankful for the interruption and composed myself quietly thanking Shiber for once again freeing my mind of such thoughts.  And was happy to see the kids begin chiming in with similar questions for Shiber.  It almost appeared as though Shiber and the children were sharing some unique form of communication.

After sitting down for the feast, I was pleased to learn that all preparations were made and I would begin training the captains in the use of the new horses and saddles with their stirrups tomorrow.  The Dragon’s hide that I had requested to be tanned had formed into a tough leather, very nearly as strong as steal, but far lighter.  Aro had taken the initiative and formed me a suit of armor from it.  Upon seeing this armor, though, a chill ran down my spine.  It was the same I had been seeing in my dreams.  Jet black, no shine to the armor itself, it was truly a beauty to behold.  What could this mean?  I hid such thoughts, though, and thanked Aro for the thought.  I was sure it was a fine suit of armor, but I no longer had any need for such things.  Still, as a ceremonial piece, it was magnificent.  Bronze plating gave accents, and formed the image of a raven on the chest.  

That evening, after making time to be alone with my wife and finally seeing her to sleep, I quietly made my way into the Temple of the Dragon.
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I knelt quietly, taking in the beauty as the Moonlight streaming in through the slots in the ceiling reflected off the bronze plating, casting an eerie silver glow across the entire Temple.

I studied the mural that Aro had painted, contemplating whether I had been right to kill such a magnificent beast.  I could see all the benefits that had come to the town as a result.  Food and oil from the body, tools and building materials from the bones, clothing and armor from the skin, yes, this was a true bounty.  The Dragon’s spirit, however, had somehow tapped itself into my soul.  I knew I would always be haunted by it, that would be my curse for killing a God.  It was one I would carry proudly, however, should it bring a better life to the people.  I hoped that this Temple would stand as a testament to the fact that these WERE Gods, that our people may never forget that in the years to come when harvesting these Dragons would become an ordinary occurrence.  We should always honor them, despite the need to take their lives.

“I thought I might find you here.”

“Hey, Aro.”

Aro came up and sat next to me, studying my face.  “So, you finally believe it was a God?”

“I suppose.”  I grinned  “never would have expected that, huh?”

“No, not from an ornery old ass like you.  Mind telling me what happened that night?”

I shook my head.  “I’m not entirely sure at this point.  Seems that our friend here has somehow become a part of me…I see things now…can feel his death…perhaps even my own.”

He only stared at me, not sure what to say.  I grinned and nodded, knowing he was wondering what it could mean just like me.  We sat there for some time, the light from the moon slowly faded as it drifted off into the horizon, and soon you could hear the sounds of the night begin to fade.

“Well, the sun’ll be up soon, and Hot Enamel has sent over those great new beasts as well as some odd looking new swords for this trainin’.  What say we have a look before our class gets here, eh?”

“Anything to get my mind off this!” I smiled as I slowly stood and worked the stiffness out of my limbs.

And assortment of 50 mighty horses awaited in the training field that lay just outside of town.  They had all been prepared, and I saw the new saddles were all ready, complete with the new ‘stirrups’.  I recalled how Hot Enamel had shown me that these could be used as a platform on which to stand, where one could swing a sword with the full impact of their bodies.  

Next to the horses, in a small hut to keep the weather out was an assortment of swords.  Swords unlike any I had seen before.  They were much longer than your traditional sword, yet were narrow and had a slight curve built into them.  I could guess that the length was to suit them to being swung from horseback, but was completely lost for a reason for the curve.  Picking one up, I tested the feel of it in my hand, taking a few mock swings.  Surprisingly light for their size, I quietly wondered how Hot Enamel had come up with such a design.  I strapped the sword across my back and led a horse out to the field before mounting up, Aro right beside me, it felt just like the old days of our campaigns.

We agreed to take a practice run at the dummies that had been set up down range a bit, neither of us too entirely sure how to manipulate these new saddles, or the new swords.  Aro drove forward first.  As he hurled down the range, I was shocked at the power and speed of these new horses.  I watched as Aro stood in his stirrups and heaved a mighty swing, splitting his dummy in two.  As he was trotting back, I ran that over in my mind again.  It was wrong somehow.  Horsemen were known for their spears, while these stirrups ALLOWED one to stand up, it was simply not a natural movement at a gallop.  The horse slowed, negating the force of the charge.  Course, once the first charge was completed, a spear was next to useless in close combat, then the platform and the sword would come quite in handy.  Then it struck me.

Spurring my own mount forward, I grasped the sword tight, leaning forward on the mount urging it ever faster and brought the sword forward, directly in front.  The length of the sword was perfect.  It could act as a spear on the initial charge, hanging out front by just enough to be effective.  Virtually flying down the field now, the horse and I moved as one, sword outstretched.  I buried deep within the dummy, the force of the horse jerked my arm around, pulling the dummy full tilt as well before the sword slid silently out.  The curve that had been designed into the sword made this all one natural movement.  It truly was a work of art.  

Aro apparently approved of what he had seen for as I turned around I saw he was already at the end of the field, striking the dummy with sword outstretched.  As he slowed and bantered up to me, a great smile had broken across his face.

“Damn!  These things may make me change my mind about swords!”

“Me too!”  I laughed  “fine piece of art Hot Enamel has made us.”

A sound pierced through the country air, seeming to come from everywhere at once.  Followed quickly by a rumble that could only be the thundering masses of many horses, I turned to look at Mount Zen.  Sure enough, a full contingent was coming off the mountain at full gallop, carrying Zen’s standard.  The sound rang out again, and I could see it was coming from an odd horn that Master Zen had produced, apparently from a hollowed rib of the Dragon.

“Ah, this must be our students!”  I called out to Aro.

He was simply staring.  Following his gaze, I could make out Eira in the back.  Now grown tall and strong, a fine soldier coming home.
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Master Zen had a broad smile on his face, reveling in the thrill of the charging mass he led down off the mountain.  Pulling the horn up, he let one last blast out from it and the countryside rang out in response.  I could only imagine the commotion that must be going on in the village, with those still asleep believing this to be some kind of raid, perhaps even panicking and seeking some place to hide.

Glancing over my shoulder, I could see all the children of town, some of them carrying their Ravens, out and wide eyed at what was going on.  Many of them had been isolated within Camulodunum their whole lives, some had never seen any military force other than the town guard before.  None of them were prepared for a full charge of horsemen coming off a mountain.  You could see on their faces that they could not wait for the day they would mount up themselves, riding through the fields and over foes.  It was a desire we were born with in the Glory of War.  

Master Zen calmly approached.  “Well, ‘dOx, here you are.”  He said with a smile.  My eyes, however, were fixed upon the horn which had heralded his charge down the mountain.  

“Yes, quite a piece of work, isn’t it?  We hollowed out one of those monstrous rib bones of the Dragon after they had dried, then coated the whole thing in bronze to make it resonate properly.  There’s even one waiting for you back in Imperial City.”

“Great!  Come, tell me what goes on in the world.  It seems I have been caught up in my own little corner of responsibility for too long.  Aro, you care to show these worthless maggots what this is all about?”

“With pleasure oh Mr. Lazy Asshole!”  Aro shot back.

I just smiled, recognizing the humor in his voice.  He had obviously been uplifted in seeing Eira return as well as I and would relish this opportunity to train his own son.  I watched as Aro first demonstrated the stirrups and began them all working on sword drills from the saddle.  These were horsemen, the charge would come naturally, but teaching them swordsmanship was nearly as difficult as teaching foot soldiers to ride a horse.

Master Zen and I sat together underneath a nearby tree and caught up on the happenings of the world.  I told him of my trip to Gathering Storm, of the strange counsel and of the strange folks that I met there.  I even promised to introduce him to my guest once we returned to town.  Master Zen in turn told me of many difficulties which he had been going through with handling the other nations.  It was a great burden on one man.  He also told me that I could be expecting another visitor in a few days, which I gladly accepted.  It seemed that word of the Dragon had reached far, and many wished to see such things with their own eyes.  

The clanging of swords resounded well into the evening when sign was finally given to break and make camp.  As Camulodunum was not equipped for such an event, each soldier would be roughing it as if they were on campaign.  And, each man was therefore in charge of their own quarters for the evening.  I did manage to give them somewhat of a break as I ordered a meal prepared with what was left of the Dragon’s meat to feed the contingent that had come to join our fair little city.  Perhaps the greatest challenge of the day, though was in getting all the children off to bed.  So excited they were to have the military so close where they could all dream of what would await them in the future.  

And so passed the rest of the week as well.  Training all through the day finally began to pay off, and the contingent was broken into small groups that would return to train individual units.  Eira was given a few days to stay on and visit his father before returning to train his own unit, and it was good to have him back as a part of the family.  Even schIsmAtIc would give him no rest, questioning his service and the sights he had seen.  

Aro had returned to his work on the massive new ship of his.  The Ribs of the Lego material had been completed, and the hull was all but finished, all that remained was to spread pitch along the hull to make it watertight and to attach the ballistae before it was given it’s maiden voyage.  

I was sitting upon the shore contemplating how well things seemed to be going when off in the distance I spied a strange looking ship approaching.  This must be the visitor that Master Zen had warned me would be coming.  Standing up, and brushing myself off, I went back to town to prepare everyone to meet our guest.
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With everything prepared, I went back to see to the landing of our guest.  

A blazon blue flag flew high over the mast, signifying that this was a Spanish ship.  As it pulled ashore, a man clad in some of the brightest silk I had ever seen strolled down to meet me.  I had never quite gotten accustomed to seeing men in silks.  Sure, it was a fine cloth, but it just seemed to suit a woman far more than a man, and to see this fellow striding across the beach with a pillowed shirt and flowing robes of silk, it only reinforced that thought. 

“Greetings!”  A smile parted his face in a putrid display of teeth as he looked me over.  “I have come to meet with Lord UnOrthOdOx, would you be so kind as to go and fetch him?”

I caught myself before letting out a bitter response.  Spain was obviously accustomed to seeing their leaders in silk far more than GoW.  My recent ambassadorial experiences kicked in, and I held my temper at bay.  “Forgive me, I am Lord UnOrthOdOx, a pleasure to meet you.  I hear you have come to see the Dragon, or at least what is left?”

“Hah!  You are the Lord here?  Well, I suppose I could have expected no more from such a small village so far from civilization.  I am MrWhereItsAt, Ambassador of the Almighty Togas to Neu Demogyptica, explorer, and scientist.  Here to examine what you claim to be a Dragon.”  He stepped forward and offered his hand.  I suddenly became acutely aware of the stench that permeated his very being.  It was obvious that he had been long at sea, unable to bathe.  

Ignoring the insult and passing it off as the words of a fool, I continued.  “Well, then, I have had a breakfast prepared, let us eat, and you can have an opportunity to wash and relax, then I will show you what remains of the beast in question as well as the Temple constructed in honor of the Dragon.”

“Wash?  There is no need for that, I washed this morning.  Breakfast, however, sounds great.”

This was perhaps the first time in my life when I had ever been so disgusted by a person upon first meeting them.  However, it was my duty to see past that and at least act politely while he was a guest.  We continued on to the dining area, where a nice meal of bacon, fish, and eggs had been prepared.  Wine which had been chilled by the night time waters of the sea had been set out to drink, and a warm fire burned in the hearth.

I had hoped that a full meal would calm this Spaniard down some, and ease whatever had apparently been eating away at him to cause such a fowl mood.  He eagerly took to the meal, and I had the feeling that all would be well after he had eaten.

“What the hell do you call this shit!?” MrWhereItsAt bellowed as he threw his empy plate against the wall.  “Bring me here and feed me this shit that’s not even fit for a dog?”  I watched as Shiber silently slipped from the table and out through the door, aparantly at a loss for words himself.  “To hell with it!  Show me this so-called Dragon and I can be on my way away from this sorry dump!”

Aro made a move to stand, obviously not in the mood to hear such words, but I halted him with a hand on his shoulder.  “As you wish, MrWhereItsAt.  Right this way.”  I said as I stood and led him from the room.  

We rode out on horseback up to Mount Zen where what remained of the skeleton lay along the cliffs bleaching in the sun.  “Well, there you have it.  Or what is left of it.  We have found uses for nearly everything on it.  The ribs and jaw were used in making the Temple, smaller ribs are made into horns.  I am sure we will find some use for the rest eventually as well.”

“You call this a Dragon?  Boy, you guys are mighty superstitious aren’t ya?  Looks like a mere fish to me.  Tell ya what, why don’t I stay here and take some measurements, you go down and see if you can’t manage to have a decent lunch made up.”

I was more than happy to be out of his company if only for a brief time.  “Certainly.  If there is anything else you need, let me know.”  I stated coldly as I turned my mount and left.  Never had I met one with such fowl manners, and he was an Ambassador?  I thought of what I would do to Master Zen for inviting such a man to Camulodunum as I rode back to town.

The afternoon passed blissfully by without MrWhereItsAt polluting the air with his manners and stench.  As such, it was not until late evening that I began to wonder where he had gotten off to.  I quickly grabbed Eira and Aro, and we set out to see if something had become of him on Mount Zen.  

We rode wide apart, covering as much ground as possible.  Each of us had a horn in order to signal when we saw anything.  It was near the base of Mount Zen when Eira let loose a blast on the horn.  By the time I arrived to see what was going on, Eira had MrWhereItsAt wrestled to the ground, Aro was attending to a young woman from the village who had obviously been beaten and half her clothes were torn off. 

“Eira stand down!”  I shouted, as I saw him reach for a dagger.  He gave me a cold stare then brought his arm up.  “EIRA!!!”  I reached and pulled him off of MrWhereItsAt.

“Sir, you saw what he was doing!  We cannot allow that to be toler…”

I slapped him with the back of my hand.  “Eira, you are like a son to me, but you do not tell me what is allowed here.  This man is here at the invitation of Master Zen.  We cannot go about dispensing mob justice.”

“I don’t know what kind of a town you run here, but you can be sure Togas will here of this!  I demand justice for this attack!”  MrWhereItsAt shouted as he stood and brushed the dirt off his precious clothes.

I could hold back no longer.  “And YOU.  You come here at an invitation of our Consul of Foreign Affairs.  Yet, from the moment you stepped off that boat you have been a sore upon the land, fowling up the very air you breath.  If it were not for that invitation, I assure you I would kill you myself right now.  You are no longer welcome here, and unless you plan to use that dagger you are slowly moving for behind your back, I suggest you leave immediately!”

We exchanged a long stare, MrWhereItsAt was obviously gauging his chances in a fight, and searching for his best way out.  Finally, he stood down, though.  “Very well.”  He muttered as he turned.  “You want to get all riled over a whore, fine.  You have not seen the last of me, however, UnOrthOdOx.”

I was relieved when that ship finally was out of sight.  But, no sooner did it disappear over the horizon than a rider came rushing into town. 

“UnOrthOdOx!  You are needed immediately.”

“What is it?”

“Aggie is missing, Ghengis has gone mad, and a bunch of Luxians have organized into an encampment to the south of Port Isolation.  You are now the acting C.o.W.!”
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“Shit!”  I shouted  “They promised me this wouldn’t happen!  Alright, Aro, Eira, I need both of you to come along with me, let’s round up a mess of these new riders and go see what these Luxians want.”

“Sorry, UnO.  Not today.  I am staying here to finish this new boat of mine.  We gotta go catch us a new Dragon before too long, and the only way to do that is finish my boat.  Besides, I gave up that military life, remember?”

I stared at him for some time.  It would not be the same without my long-time companion there by my side criticizing every order I gave.  “Very well, I understand.  Eira, I am appointing you as my Captain.  Assuming of course that you can handle it.”

“Sir, yes sir.”  He stated, snapping to attention.  Aro let out a great laugh to his side.

“On one condition.  Never call me sir again.  You are my advisor, my equal, and I expect you to tell me when I’m being an idiot, understand?”

“Yes Sir.”  Eira stated out of habit.

“Well, we’ll work on that, then.”  I smiled.  

It did not take long to prepare a boat for our departure.  I made my way home and suited up in the fine new armor that had been made from the Dragons hide.  It was light and easy to move in, yet as hard as iron.  It was strangely reminiscent, as if I had seen myself in it before, but could not place where.  We also rounded up what Raven’s had been trained to take with us.  I wanted to at least test them out on the battlefield and see if they would be worth the time.  The children of the town didn’t even seem to mind, anxious to go out and capture new ones to train again.  And in a rush, we were off to the mainland once more.  I had never planned on actually serving militarily again, but at the same time was excited to return to the field once again.  

It was a brief trip across the channel.  With a quick stop in Imperial City, we rallied enough troops to fill out one contingent of riders to follow me and see what these new Luxians were up to.  With any luck, we would catch them before they disappeared again, leaving no trace of their own existence.  

The speed of our horses along the road was staggering and we arrived in Shantung in no time.  The reports were clear that there was a large party of Luxian barbarians to the south in the wilderness.  I looked over my contingent, allot of them were still green.  Sure they may have mastered the basics of these new stirrups and horses, but none of them had ever so much as seen battle before.  Still, with our rigid training, I was confident they would fair well in the upcoming battle.  

Heading south, our scouts first spotted a Luxian patrol heading north, obviously intending a raid on Shantung.  I let loose a singe Raven, in hopes of discovering the exact location of the actual encampment.

“Why are we waiting, we should attack them now before they hit Shantung!”  Eira spoke up.

I only smiled.  “Glad to see you can speak your mind after all.  No, this lot can do little damage on foot.  If the encampment is close enough, we should be able to attack it directly, hopefully by surprise before they disband it and disappear again.  Then have plenty of time to sweep north and head off this rabble before they reach Shantung.”

The raven came flying straight back.  Judging by the time the Raven was gone, the encampment could not be too far, and by the direction of it’s flight, it looked as if it was right behind this little patrol to the south.  Hills to the east offered only a chance to slow our progress.

“Alright men, we are going around this rabble and attacking the encampment directly.  They will see us, they may even give chase.  Be prepared for a counter attack from our rear once we enter the camp.”  I stated.  

The faces were all eager to put their new training to the test.  As we rode hard to the south, within sight of this patrol, they attempted to cut us off, but were simply no match for our new found speed.  There in the distance I spotted the encampment.  As we rode now full gallop, I pulled out the horn Master Zen had given me and let out a large blast.  The Riders behind me all fell into line, forming a large wedge, myself at the point. 

As we thundered into the camp, our initial charge caught the camp’s guards asleep, obviously convinced the Patrol would have alerted them of any danger.  As they struggled to wake, few even were able to mount any defense before being slaughtered at the end of one of our swords and before long, the camp was completely decimated.  No sooner, though, did I order it burned to the ground than the patrol came charging in from our rear.

With the burning camp at our backs, we braced against the desperate charge of the patrol.  They were being inspired by the sight of their burning camp, and the dead that lay scattered throughout, but ultimately proved no match for the new weapons which we were now dealing with.  I thought to myself how much we would have feared such a patrol in days long gone by.  It seemed, now, as though they were as nothing more than a passing breeze.  

When all was said and done, I looked over the battlefield only to find that not one single rider had fallen to either the camp guard or the patrol.  As the men slowly gathered, they let out a cheer.  They had experienced battle, and had proven their training.  Such experience would allow them to react far better the next time they were called upon, of that I was sure.
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After the men calmed down and we had just begun our trip back to Shantung when I heard the now familiar sound of one of our horns blaring off in the distance behind me.  I turned, straining my eyes to see where it came from.

There in the distance was a single rider, followed by a wagon being drawn by horse.  I called for our unit to halt and await this rider to hear what news he brought with him.  Something was just plain wrong with the sight.  What reason could there be for a wagon?

As I watched him approach I was able to make out the standard, this was UberKrux.  Something inside of me felt suddenly hollow, and I galloped forward to meet him.

“What the hell happened?  And why are you here, damn it!  You’re supposed to be in Neu Demogyptica!”

“UnO, I’m sorry, there was nothing I could do.”  Uber started.

As I grew closer, I could see it was worse than I even feared.  I looked over the cart carefully, sEctArIAn lay there still.  I reached down and his arms seemed limp and lifeless, cold to the touch, yet a faint breathing could still be heard.  

“What the fuck happened here?!”

“I’m not entirely sure.  There was this asshole who smelled worse than horse shit was causing a scene in the Demogyptican courts, cursing up a storm.  He was calling you all kinds of names and pleading with them to cease relations with us.  Well, sEctArIAn here stood in protest and this bastard stood down, presented a gift to the Demogypticans and left.  That night, sEctArIAn became horribly ill, and it was discovered that so did everyone who had sampled this disgusting looking squid that was presented as a gift.  While sEctArIAn was relieving himself of the squid, someone stabbed him square in the back several times with a dagger.”

I stared for a minute.  “No one saw?”

“No, UnO.  However, this squid eating ass who dresses in women’s clothes was seen leaving the area.  The Demogypticans are convinced he is to blame, and told me his name is”

“MrWhereItsAt.”  I interrupted.  

“I should never have let that asshole live.”  I placed my hands on sEctArIAn’s  watched as he breathed slowly.  How had things come to this?  As I watched, I felt a small twitch in his hand, he opened his eyes, looked briefly into mine and made a slight grin.  I heard the breathing stop, and watched as his eyes dulled over before I reached down to close them.  

“By all the hells!  UnO, you alright?”  Eira had ridden up to see what was going on.

It took me some time before I was able to answer.  “Eira, ride back and bring with you whatever riders you can.  Ride hard.  I am heading south.  Uber, return to Demogyptica and see if they will aid us.  I will not stop until I find this MrWhereItsAt and force him to eat his own intestines.”

“They are already awaiting your word, UnO.  They are embarrassed by the incident as sEctArIAn was in their custody.”

“Good.  Tell them we attack as soon as Eira can get me forces in position.  What are you standing there for?  Get your ass moving!  I want to waste no time.”

I pushed us south to the limits of our mounts.  Eventually, though, they needed rest and I had to allow both the men and the horses sleep.  

I sat and looked around at the desolate plain.  There seemed to be nothing here but the promise of death.  As I watched, the sky seemed to blacken, the horizon disappear, and the ground grew barren before my eyes.  

Damn it, the Dragon was inside my head again.  “What do you want!?”  I cried out. 

I got up to flee, I had no time for this nonsense, only to trip over my flail.  Picking it up, I noticed that the world around me was now completely black.  I could hear the distant roll of thunder, and suddenly a storm broke out, forcing me back to the ground in the fury of the wind.

“NO!!!”

The lightening flashed and I once again saw everyone glaring down at me in horrified disbelief.  Not able to help myself from looking down, yet knowing what I would see, I looked down to see myself covered in blood.  The smell putrid as it had begun to dry and become sticky on my skin.  

“NO!  Not again.”

I could hear the labored breathing, the hot rush of air hitting me with each breath.  Looking up, there was the eye.  Nothing else mattered.  I was aware of the Dragon’s body, but could only see the eye.  As I sat there, consumed by it, feeling my own blood mixing with that of the Dragon’s, pouring itself from some unseen wound under my armor.  I began to feel lightheaded, the world began to fade, and as I watched, the Dragons body seemed to change, to shrink.  I fought to keep myself conscious, to see what new vision was in store for me, what sign.  And then I saw it, a body had replaced the Dragon’s just before all went black.

No, it couldn’t be.

SEctArIAn.

XXVI

I awakened in a cold sweat.  The waxing moon shown high above, giving off little in the way of light.  I could hear the gentle rolling of the waves on the shore.  

I headed back into camp, determined now on a course of action.  “You!  Over here.”  I cried out to the sentry.  “I want you to bring me GhengisFarb!  Take your own mount, and the one attached to the wagon.  Change mounts as they tire and do not stop until you return with him to me.”

“But, Sir!  They say that he is mad!  He has attempted to escape on several occasions, killing his guards with ease each time.  And some say…well, you know the stories!”

His hesitation was annoying, though understandable.  Ghengis was indeed a difficult person to deal with, though his ‘madness’ was exactly why I needed him with me.  I grabbed up some parchement and wrote a hasty note.  “Take this with you, show it to Ghengis.  He will give you no trouble.”

As I watched the sentry leave, I wakened a few soldiers to help me with the wagon which held sEctArIAn’s lifeless body.  We wheeled it down to the shore and removed the wheels, creating a make shift raft, and set dry brush around it before setting it to the sea.  As it drifted to the very edge of sight, I grabbed up a bow, lit a single arrow and let it loose.  I watched as the raft sailed away and my son’s ashes slowly rose making a quiet promise to never rest until I had seen MrWhereItsAt suffer at my own hands.  

The first signs of light were now appearing on the horizon, it was time to press forward once again, and in no time the camp was awake and we were once again on our way, heading due south once more, seeing little signs of life along the way.  Finally, we came to a mountain range and I decided we would best be served to await to cross the mountain’s path until the morning lest we walk into some ambush awaiting us.  

Just before dawn, I was greeted with the sound of approaching hooves from the north.  Stepping outside, I saw to my delight that Eira had returned quicker than I would have expected.  A full battalion of Riders accompanied him.  

Eira rode at the head, smiling proudly as he soluted.  “We await your orders, Sir.”

I smiled looking over the troops in the field.  “Very good, we just need to await the arrival of Ghengis.  I seek his…unique…assets in the upcoming battles.”

The very mention of the name of GhengisFarb caused some alarm to flash across the faces of those within hearing.  It was widely known that Ghengis not only had acquired certain tastes that were well outside the norm, but he was also notoriously difficult to handle, often going off on his own and ignoring orders.  

Eira, however, seemed to understand.  “That is very good, Sir.  I took the liberty of having him set free and given similar training.  He should be well prepared by the time he arrives.  It seems he has even recruited some hand-picked personnel to fill a unit of his own.”

The thought of Ghengis in the lead of a full unit of like-minded soldiers was indeed an interesting thought.  “Very good, Eira.  Now, if you are correct, he should be arriving by this evening, we will make the mountain pass in the night then and see what awaits on the other side in the morning.”

Sure enough, that evening Ghengis came riding right into camp.  The dull black of their armor reflected none of the light from the moon yet there was a wild look in all of their faces I instantly recognized as a hunger for blood and battle.  And so we crept up through the mountain pass that evening and awaited the morning sun to see what await us in the valley below.
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As the sun rose from out over the horizon, I peered down into the valley below.  There in the distance lay two towns flying the colors of Spain.  My blood began to race, and we charged across the open plains and deep into the heart of the Jungle that awaited us on the other side. 

The Jungle mired our progress as our horses struggled to navigate through the accursed vines and trees that obscured our sight and blocked our path.  To make matters worse, Ravens began returning from their patrols with signs of a large contingent of Spanish soldiers apparently setting up an ambush in the mountains ahead.  

While Toledo appeared to be heavily defended, there was no way that this defense could be extended to the small port of Bilbao.  Not given the speed of our riders.  As such, I decided our best course would be to attack Bilbao and then swing at Toledo from the East.  

However, upon leaving the Jungle and looking over the town of Bilbao, to my shock, it now flew the colors of Gathering Storm.  Had they learned of the death of sEctArIAn as well?  Were they here to assist?  If so, why were there no troops stationed in the town?

“Well?”  I asked Eira.

“I think we should slaughter the town now.  Gathering Storm has no business here and has sent no word of their intentions.”

At this Ghengis began to salivate profusely, a disturbing look creeping into the eyes of every man in his unit.  

“No….no…I have no quarrels with them.   We will bypass the defenses of Toledo, heading down the mountains and into the soft underbelly of Spain.  Let’s see if their Core is defended as heavily as these meaningless border towns.”

Ghengis shot me a menacing glance, obviously displeased with such a decision, and we took to the jungle once again.  And once again to my great surprise, Toledo suddenly was flying the colors of Gathering Storm as well.  What was going on?

As we approached the mountain pass that led between Toledo and Bilbao, a single man stood there and beckoned for my consultation.

“I am afraid that I am here to inform you that the honorable notyoueither has stated that this land is now under the protection of Gathering Storm.  As such, you and your men will not be allowed to pass through here.”

A burst of anger swelled up inside me.  Gathering Storm had shown me nothing but respect, yet now they sought to halt my quest for vengence?  “Look.  I don’t really care about the cities that you now hold.  But, blocking my progress now, I can see as nothing less than an act of war.  It would appear to be in your best interest as well, since it seems Spain will surrender any city I threaten to you no matter how well it is defended.”

“We do not wish to advantage one side or the other in this conflict.  As such I’m afraid that I cannot allow you to…”

He never finish the sentence as my flail caught him square on the side of the head, instantly crushing the side of his face.  I watched as the body lay on the ground, blood pouring out over the hardened clay on the mountainside, the lifeless twitching of the limbs as they fought for life.  

I turned back to the battalion to see Eira’s face full of shock, and Ghengis’ full of delight.  “Eira.”

“Yes, UnO?”  He stated, still staring at the lifeless body on the ground.  

“I want you to take the battalion up ahead through this pass, I will catch up to you later.  Ghengis, I am in need of your expertise, follow me.”

I knew that what I was about to do would be seen as outrageous.  I no longer cared for my heart cried out for blood.  

We rode down and swept into the unsuspecting village with the force of a hurricane.  Few of the peasants attempted to grab their farming tools and fight back, but it was a laughable attempt at best, and soon there was nothing left of any form of resistance as the remaining citizens were gathered into the town square.  A single elderly man stepped forward, dressed in an eloquent gown of silk.

“In the name of the Lord, I ask that you show mercy upon us and allow us to live in peace and under the protection of the Christ.”

A Priest.  I had met with many a priest as they came northward preaching their religion of peace and love.  Of sin and forgiveness.  Of the mercy of Christ.  All the while they would hold out their hand, expecting you to buy your way to forgiveness and heaven.  Those who could not pay, who could not give to this ‘religion’ were cast aside in a plain contrast of the teachings the priests themselves made.  It sickened me.

“You do not wish to add our heads to the list of your sins.  Sins, I add, that can already only be forgiven through great sacrifice.”

I simply nodded to Ghengis and watched in pleasure as he leapt from his mount, a crazed look ablaze in his eyes and buried a dagger deep into the chest of this priest.  Screams of agony soon died out as the pain must have finally overcome the priest and soon, Ghengis sat up proudly displaying the mans heart before gulping it down in an instant.  

This sight caused many in the crowd to scream in fear.  And many in the unit to salivate beyond their control.  “Listen up.  I want to know the whereabouts of one MrWhereItsAt.  Give me this information, and I will consider allowing you to live.  Withhold it, and I will ensure you are all alive to witness as my men feast upon your own flesh.  Ghengis, their all yours.”

“Women?”  Ghengis muttered.

“Do as you will, just be sure they are all dead and I have my information when you’re done.”

“Children?” 

“Make them watch for all I care as long as they are dead.”

“Town?”

“Burn it to the ground.  I want nothing left, understood?”

He grinned back at me with his blood stained teeth showing, and turned to his men, giving an incomprehensible order that made them all pounce at once and the Spanish scream a scream that only those faced with certain death can make.  

It was not long before Ghengis brought me a small boy, crying and frightened. 

“Please, Sir.  I know where MrWhereItsAt is.  My father told me that he had went to Pamplona, that Lord Togas was about to promote him for his actions.”

I motioned for Ghengis to leave.  And he did so, albeit reluctantly

“I see.  And, what would your name be, young man?”

“Iago Bandido, Sir.”  His voice quivering in fear.

“You wouldn’t be the son of Blanco Bandido, would you?”

He nodded.

I knew Blanco Bandido by reputation only, but by all accounts he was an honorable and good man.  “Very well.  I want you to take a message to your father, is he in Pamplona as well?”

Another nod.

“Good.  You think you can make it there on your own?”

Another nod.

“Excellent, fine boy!  I will give you a small pony, and rations for the journey.  I want you to tell him what you saw here today.  I want you to tell him that I am here for MrWhereItsAt, and if he is not brought before me, the same will befall the rest of Spain.  Understand?”

Another nod, and a horrified look in his eyes.  

“Good, I will wait for three days, then begin my assault again.  Now hurry along.”

I watched as he mounted the pony and raced off into the distance, then turned and looked back upon Bilbao.  The last of Ghengis’ men were making their way up the hill, some carrying large bits of flesh obviously storing it away for a later meal.  Back dropped against a pile of lifeless corpses burning amidst the center of the conflagration that once was Bilbao, it made for a grisly sight.  And, yet, as I watched, I could only wonder if Neu Demogyptica was fairing well far to the west.  

