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“We help?” the man asked the armor clad gentleman he’d come to believe was his friend.

“Yes, you are helping.” the armored man, Knight Col, responded. “You will save the world.”

The first man smiled. He stepped off of the platform and hugged the knight. “You friend to the Bhuli Gaya?”

The knight in gleaming armor bore a resolute expression upon his weathered face. Yet, a fleeting twitch showed the conflict within him. He understood the gravity of his actions, aware they lacked honesty. Still, assurances from wiser minds echoed in his thoughts, assuring him it was the path of the greatest good.

“I am a friend of the Bhuli Gaya.”

The first man appeared primitive, clad in rough animal skins adorned with twigs and leaves. His olive-toned skin contrasted starkly with the wild, unkempt onyx hair that framed his face. Despite his disheveled appearance, a happy and innocent smile graced his features as he looked at the knight. However, an overpowering odor emanated from him, causing the knight to squint from the stinging sensation it brought to his eyes.

The knight motioned for the man to step back onto the platform. The man waved a hand over to his family as they joined him on the platform. He hugged them tight to him and nodded to the knight. 

“Family help too,” the primitive man said.

The knight glanced down at the three young children who had joined their father. They hugged him tight and smiled at the knight. The man’s wife gripped his hands as she stared at her husband. She was beaming with pride. 

“Will it hurt?” one of the children asked the knight.

It took every ounce of willpower for the knight not to fold and reject the family. However, he had orders. If he disobeyed those orders the family would be put through the process anyway and the knight would be killed along with his own family. He felt like he had no choice.

“Quiet child,” the primitive father began. “Pain not important to us. Knight is friend of Bhuli Gaya.”

The family closed their eyes as the knight began to recite the words of the ancient ritual. 

“Gar lu ak hal,” the knight uttered as he lowered his face mask over his face. Tears streamed as he waited for what came next.

The youngest child was the first to change. The little girl screamed in pain as she dropped to her knees. She looked at her father and begged him to make the pain stop. Her tiny fingernails dug deep into her father’s leg.  Slowly her hair fell out and her body became thin and frail. Her fingernails grew sharp as did her teeth. Her eyes turned from a hazel hue to a milky white. She gasped for air as she tried to cough. Her tears turned to a black viscous fluid. 

The father looked on in terror as the same fate befell his other two children and wife. Their screams made the knight’s heart speed up. Grinding his teeth so hard the pain was felt in his ears, the knight fought to show no emotion. With his helmet covering his face, the knight closed his eyes. He wanted nothing more than to run away. Eventually the family lost the ability to speak and only uttered guttural grunts. The father turned to the knight.

The knight did not dare raise his face guard for fear of showing his tears. However, this did not shield him from seeing the look of fear from being betrayed on the face of the father. The father reached out to him for help.

“Help children please. End wife pain,” the father screamed as his own hair began to fall to the ground. “Please friend, help.”

The knight did not dare move a muscle. The father noticed his wife and children were now mindless. They were nothing more than monsters that grunted and roared. With the last bit of his mind fading, the father realized he’d been deceived. He tried to remember his wife and children as they were, but the images of them were being burned away like paper in a flame.

The final words the father uttered to the knight were, “You no friend to Bhuli Gaya. You lie to us. We thought you friend.”

With the transformation complete, the creatures were monstrous shells of who they once were. Their skin was taut with bones appearing as if they were about to burst through the skin. Veins streaked all over and pulsated randomly. The family stood hunched over like apes; bare knuckles scraping the ground. They grunted at one another before they prepared to pounce on the knight. 

“Gestug ni tumu ni,” the knight said in a hushed tone.

The family of monsters bowed to the knight and awaited a command. The knight turned and called for a nearby general. The general was a heavy man whose steps were loud without armor, with armor he sounded like a stampeding bull approaching.

“Knight Col?”

“This family has been converted to jabal. I am ready for the next volunteers.”

“Good, direct these to the holding cells and I’ll send over more volunteers.” The general noticed the face guard of his knight. “Did these savages attack you? Why is your guard down?”

“No reason sir, I thought it looked more official.” The knight didn’t dare reveal the truth.
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On a delightful spring afternoon, a crisp breeze swept through the lush rainforest, painting a vivid contrast to the usual humidity that typically enveloped the landscape. The air bore an unseasonable coolness, which brought change to the otherwise steamy environment. It was a day when nature herself seemed to be in celebration.

As radiant sun filtered through the dense canopy of vibrant green leaves, the forest came alive with a melodious symphony of sound. Birds, with their splendid plumage, sang a ballad of joy, their trills and warbles creating a cacophony of colors and notes that danced through the air. It was as though they were announcing the arrival of a special occasion, and each song was a vibrant note of nature’s own composition.

Amidst the avian chorus, the frogs added their deep bass to nature’s concert. Their throaty croaks resonated through the underbrush, as if they were participating in this grand performance with all their amphibian might. The harmony of frogs and birds blended into a rich auditory tapestry that wrapped the forest in a sonorous embrace. The crickets relentless cheers combined to create a moment of enchantment, where the very essence of the season was celebrated. It was a reminder that even in the most unexpected of moments, the beauty and magic of nature could be found, if one would only take the time to notice.

“Just because something has always been one way doesn’t mean it has to stay that way,” Nyala yelled to her brother in anger. 

Malik let out a heavy sigh, his expression a mix of frustration and resignation. As he moved through the dense forest, the argument seemed to trigger a ripple of activity in the woodland around them. Deer, graceful creatures, leaped and darted to escape the path of the twins' disagreement. Their hooves clattering against the forest floor in their hurry to evade the oncoming storm. Squirrels, their tiny hearts pounding with fear, swiftly retreated to their hidden nests, their fluffy tails disappearing into the safety of tree hollows. Birds abandoned their songs and launched themselves into the sky, suddenly feeling a strong desire to be anywhere but here.

“Nyala, all I’m saying is that dad doesn’t want you hunting. I don’t understand why this is such a thing with you,” Malik responded.

“Of course you don’t understand. You get to hunt, train to fight, and you sit in on council meetings. Dad is grooming you to have a future. He’s grooming me to be a part of someone else’s future. I’m seventeen, I should be living as a seventeen year old, not washing my father’s undergarments.”

“That’s not what’s happening,” Malik reluctantly responded.

“Oh really? Then why do I have chores that keep me home all day, but you got to go on a hunt with him and the chief of Aturu. Why do you get to learn more about your magic and I have to teach myself or wait for you to have spare time to teach me? Why do I have to keep my magic a secret?”

Malik’s silence answered Nyala’s question. 

“Look Malik, I’m not saying I want to mess up everything good about our village. I’m just saying if I end up being a wife and mother I want it to be my decision and I don’t want my preparation for that to begin at seventeen.”

“I understand that and I agree with what you’re saying, but...”

“But when I bring it up to dad you aren’t going to speak up for me are you?” Nyala dejectedly responded.

“Maybe today isn’t the right day.”

“It never is,” Nyala whispered to herself as the twins crossed over a hill near their home.

Goats and sheep scampered about their land. Hunting dogs announced the twins’ arrival. Nyala sped up her pace to keep ahead of Malik. He knew what she was doing and didn’t attempt to catch up to her.

Another cool, refreshing breeze whispered through the tall, ancient trees that encircled Faraja, the twin’s village. The spring sun painted the world in a vivid wash of golden light, but its warmth seemed curiously muted, as if nature itself held its breath in anticipation. Faraja, usually drenched in the full invigorating embrace of spring’s warmth, felt strangely aloof, as if the season’s gentle caress had been replaced by a cooler, more enigmatic touch.

As the breeze meandered through the forest, carrying with it a sense of otherworldly coolness, Malik couldn’t help but to shiver involuntarily. It was as if, for just a brief, unsettling moment, that once-soothing breeze had turned frigid, sending an icy tremor down his spine. Nyala, his twin sister, also sensed the change, and she halted abruptly mid-step, her eyes darting around with a bewildered expression.

In the eerie stillness that followed, a sudden, thunderous pounding disrupted the tranquility of their home. The twins’ attention snapped to the source of the noise, their hearts pounding in response. A tumultuous sight unfolded before their eyes as dozens of razorback horses, fierce and ferocious creatures known for their savagery, descended over the rolling hills.

The equines charged with a relentless fury, their snarling and grunting forming a discordant chorus that echoed through the landscape. The village center was their target, and they raced toward it with an unrelenting determination. The scent they left in their wake was a peculiar blend of acrid smoke and the sulfurous stench of rotting eggs. 

With spiny tails whipping wildly in the turbulent wind, the razorback horses stormed past the twins, their thundering hooves and untamed energy casting an ominous shadow over Faraja. Malik and Nyala exchanged a quick, alarmed glance, recognizing that something extraordinary and perilous had intruded upon the peace of their world.

“Drenna Horad,” Malik said after he noticed one of the riders with the crest of a unicorn on its shield.

Nyala drew twin daggers from under her shirt. She and her brother darted off towards the village center.

Malik arrived a few seconds after Nyala. Instinctively he stepped in front of her to keep her safe. Noticing what he was doing, Nyala frowned and pushed her brother aside. 

Once at the front of the crowd, they noticed the people riding the razorback horses were passing out fruit, vegetables and water to the citizens. The leader was a man who removed his silver helmet that held back his long blonde hair. His ice cold blue eyes pierced everyone on which they laid. 

“Greetings, Faraja. I am Captain Canterfield of Drenna Horad. I come bearing gifts and progress. Heed my words, sons of Tunry.” 
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In the heart of their modest home, Waleed, the father of the twins, defied gravity. His lithe form was suspended several feet above the ground. His long, twisted hair, like dark serpents, danced gently in an ethereal breeze, though no windows or doors were open to usher in the wind. His presence in the room exuded an aura of profound serenity and otherworldly power.

His legs crossed in a contemplative lotus position and his hands resting firmly on his knees, Waleed seemed to be in a state of deep meditation. His eyes were closed, and his expression was one of intense concentration, as if he were transcending the physical realm and connecting with something far beyond the ordinary. 

In this moment, Waleed was in communion with his mentor, Nunzi, a venerable figure whose wisdom and guidance had shaped Waleed’s understanding of the arcane arts. Though they were physically separated, their connection transcended the boundaries of space and time, allowing them to communicate on a profound, metaphysical level. 

“Teacher, it has been a while since we have spoken,” Waleed stated in the ethereal realm of Dream.

“Waleed, one of the greatest students a teacher could ask for,” Nunzi responded.

Waleed chuckled and blushed at the compliment. While Nunzi was telling the truth, Waleed knew he was saying this to tease Waleed. The father of two wasn’t one who sought out praise and even avoided it at times.

Much like his student, Nunzi floated above the floor of the room in which he was. Except he was thousands of miles away. 

“Teacher, I called you because the anti-zawadi leaflets are beginning to take hold in Faraja. I knew the other villages of Umoja had soured on the zawadi, but I didn’t think Faraja would.”

“It was only a matter of time before the world began to question the continued need for magic users. It is a matter I have spent much time pondering. Perhaps, we’ve spent too much time relishing our importance and not enough time making others know that they are important as well.”

“We haven’t done anything to warrant such disdain.”

“Maybe, but we cannot discount the rapid growth of the Viroj faith. The belief in their god Tunry appeals to more each passing day. As faith in Tunry grows, the belief in a need for us wanes. Faith in Tunry has even made its way into Drenna Horad.”

“What do we do now?” Waleed asked.

“If the propaganda has begun to grow in Faraja, then you must leave. Eventually the sour will turn to hate and you should not be there when that happens.” Nunzi paused. “Come to the shores of Faraja. Meet with Captain Isaiah, he will take you across the Castus Sea to Nunalik and from there a one week trek will take you to Redgarde, capital city of Kaldur. You will be safe there.”

“Crossing the Castus Sea will take nearly two months. I will need time to prepare for something like that.”

Outside the house the thudding of hooves pulled Waleed from Dream. Razorback horses sped past the house headed for the center of the village. As he quickly stepped out of his house, Waleed saw his children in the distance turn and race back towards the city center. He shook his head in frustration. 

“Drenna Horad,” Waleed said, having spotted the same crest Malik saw earlier.

Once at the city center, Waleed frantically searched for his twins. Malik was the first one he found.

“Where is your sister?” Waleed asked Malik.

Stunned Malik ran a hand through his coarse black hair. He glanced around hoping he could find his sister. Nyala would have made sure that Malik couldn’t easily spot her, he knew this. Malik turned to his father while wearing a confused and frustrated look upon his face and shrugged.

Waleed frowned and walked past Malik.

Nyala replaced her daggers and circled around to the left side of the crowd. With a quick toss of her locs she searched if Waleed had arrived yet. She knew her father would be there soon. Not wanting him to send her home, she figured her best option was to keep distance between him and her. 

“Your brethren in Aturu, Rafiki, Kilima and Samaki have already accepted our offer. However, Faraja is the crown jewel of Umoja. In order for Isamby, Kisiwa and Bahaya to trust us we wanted to prove to Faraja that we are trustworthy,” Captain Canterfield began.

“How do you plan to do that?” Naba Azizi, Chief of Faraja, asked.

“We have spent time getting to know you all. We know that gold is something that isn’t prevalent in Umoja. Also Umoja has been struggling with diamond production since the war with the Forkrigen a generation ago. We have a plethora of gold. Our technology can make your diamond mining easier on your back and pockets.”

“And you’d be willing to give it to Umoja? For what reason, the goodness of your heart?”

“No, we wouldn’t insult your intelligence. Since Drenna Horad has no connection to magic, we’ve had to rely on industry and technology instead. Without magic to give us foresight, we have to use our technology to monitor all around us. We detected a disturbance to our southwest a few months back. We initially and foolishly ignored this. That is until our southern border was attacked a month ago; it was the Forkrigen.”

The crowd murmured. The Forkrigen were a barbaric race that resided far south of Umoja and Drenna Horad. A little over a hundred years ago, the Forkrigen nearly destroyed Drenna Horad. Umoja stepped in and was able to repel the Forkrigen, but it nearly broke the nation. Drenna Horad had always been in the debt of Umoja, but there was an underlying resentment there as well.

“Our friends to the west, the Rune Monks, assisted by giving us enchanted items to repel them, but we fear that eventually the threat will come to the door of Umoja as well.”

“So, you are truly here to help?” a crowd member shouted. “Tunry be praised.”

“Yes, but I would be lying if I said it wasn’t for partially selfish reasons. If Umoja fell to the Forkrigen, it would not bode well for Drenna Horad.”

“What would you have us do,” Kamil, a council member, asked.

“Drenna Horad doesn’t wish to impose its will on any village of Umoja, but we are willing to offer weapons, food, and gold in exchange for allowing us to store weapons and soldiers in your villages. It would be for precautionary measures only.”

Some in the crowd looked worried. The captain noticed this. 

“As a show of good faith we would leave everything except the troops if that makes you feel more comfortable.”

“The council will need to vote on this,” Naba Azizi stated sternly.

Azizi turned as Waleed walked with him and spoke in a hushed tone.

“This doesn’t feel right,” Waleed stated.

“I know. I don’t like it, but we need more information before we make our next move.”

“The Heshima Prime has told me to take the twins to Redgarde in Kaldur. He doesn’t like the anti-zawadi movement’s momentum. I believe the Viroj are behind the movement and they are growing.”

Azizi froze at Waleed’s words. As a zawadi himself, he knew how important it was when the Heshima Prime, head of all zawadi, gave an order. Furthermore, he knew that the Viroj were growing in power. Members of the faith outnumbered zawadi on the council. However, until now Azizi had no reason to be concerned about being a minority.

“Should all zawadi leave?” Azizi asked as the two men arrived at the doors of the Meeting House. 

“I’m not sure. Many would be opposed to leaving, but some others may jump at the idea.”

Azizi stood silent in thought. “Let’s get through this meeting first, then we will decide.
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“I don’t see what the problem is?” Kamil began. “They are offering things we need and agreed to not station troops here. What is the problem? This is divine providence from Tunry.”

“The problem is that they arrive when the anti-zawadi movement is gaining steam. How do we know it wasn’t them flooding the villages with the leaflets?” Azizi countered.

“Exactly my point Azizi. How do we know it was them?” Kamil responded.

Waleed rubbed his temples and sighed heavily. Kamil was a priest in the Viroj faith. Waleed wouldn’t put it past him to have orchestrated the leaflet campaign, but he had no proof unfortunately.

“Do you have input?” Charmese, another council member, asked Waleed.

Leaning back in his chair Waleed thought for a second. He considered letting the council know he’d be leaving soon. However, something rubbed him the wrong way. The council never seemed to have any animosity towards zawadi, however, in recent weeks they seemed to have adopted a distrust of magic. He questioned if this was natural or if they were being influenced. He wondered if the Viroj faith got this out of hand?

“I have no input beyond my skepticism. On the outside, Drenna Horad appears to mean no ill towards us. However, the Forkrigen seemed nice in the beginning as well before they showed their barbarism that nearly destroyed all of Umoja and Drenna Horad.” Waleed paused. “I guess I’m saying we should be cautious.”

“If the Forkrigen are stirring we can’t afford to be cautious. We have to be proactive. That means not staying in the background and waiting for the zawadi to come up with an answer. Tunry has provided before and he will do it again, all we have to do is believe in him and not ourselves as do the zawadi,” Taurin, a heavy-set council member yelled.

The room erupted in chatter and murmuring. Azizi sighed as he tried to regain control of the room. He glanced at Waleed who shrugged his shoulders and shook his head.

“All opposed to Drenna Horad’s proposition?” Azizi asked. 

Only Waleed, Azizi and a female zawadi named Zuriah raised their hands. 

“It figures the three zawadi would be opposed to this measure,” Kamil responded.

“What is that supposed to mean?” Zuriah asked.

“It means that the zawadi like being needed. It has been that way since the Ancients led most of Bani Ala in war against the Pantheon. When a chance for us to protect ourselves without you arises, you all want to be overly cautious and scared. The Book of Viroj teaches that Tunry helps those who believe on him and not themselves. Trouble arises in Faraja due to a falling away from Tunry. ” Kamil turned to Waleed. “You once were enlightened as I; following Tunry meant something to you once. Do you view yourself as an equal to the Pantheon now that you are a zawadi aligning with the heretic Ancients?”

“That’s not what’s happening Kamil and you know it,” Waleed responded. “Why are you so eager to surrender Umojan land to Drenna Horad?”

“That is part of the problem Waleed,” Charmese countered. “You and the zawadi look at it as surrender. We have struggled to heal since the war with the Forkrigen. That war was over a century ago. If the Forkrigen attacked us again we would be swiftly defeated. This is not us surrendering land, but it’s us compromising with our neighbors for a common goal.”

Waleed had no response. Charmese was telling the truth. The war with the Forkrigen sowed seeds of distrust among the villages that comprised Umoja. The borders were once lax and the people friendly. Since the war the people have treated their villages as independent nations and their neighbors as enemies in waiting. Drenna Horad getting some of them to agree to their plan was no small feat. It warranted a second look. 

“I will change my vote,” Waleed began. “Under the condition that we agree to the amendment Captain Canterfield offered. We allow for weapons and resources to be placed here, but no soldiers.”

Zuriah shook her head and reluctantly spat out, “I too will change my vote under the conditions Waleed put forth.”

Kamil smiled as all eyes turned to Azizi. 

“Naba Azizi, where do you stand?” Kamil asked with a smirk on his face.

“It doesn’t matter where I stand. So wipe that silly smile off your face Kamil. If I vote no, I’ll be the lone no vote. So, I will just be alone. I vote no.”

Azizi stood and walked to the front door. Outside, Captain Canterfield and his soldiers waited patiently as they fed their razorback horses. They stood at attention as Naba Azizi exited the Meeting House.

“We have come to a decision,” Azizi began. “We will allow for resources and weapons to be stored in Faraja. However, due to our negative experience housing soldiers from beyond Umoja’s borders, we move to accept your second offer, Captain. The offer to not have your troops in Faraja.”

Captain Canterfield smiled and nodded. “I understand. Does everyone else in the council agree with these terms? Are there any other things that need to be discussed?”

“Yes, there are more things,” Kamil responded. “As the second seat of the council I move that we vote to add a seat to the council with Captain Canterfield taking on that seat.”

“Kamil, what are you doing?” Waleed asked.

“I must say I too am confused,” Captain Canterfield responded.

“Drenna Horad is giving us the opportunity to move into the future. To move to a world beyond magic; a world beyond doing what magic users want us to do simply because they believe they know best. Captain Canterfield as well as many in Drenna Horad have embraced the warm enlightenment of Tunry and I want to do as Tunry commands and treat my neighbors as brethren.”

“He is not of Faraja,” Azizi exclaimed.

“He is not, but our bylaws allow for foreigners to be added to the council in times of imminent danger or when there is interior tyranny.”

“Tyranny?” Waleed asked.

“The zawadi cannot be allowed to run things. We have not recovered from the war with the Forkrigen because we have not been allowed to move beyond the mindset that we are helpless without magic. We are not helpless and it is tyranny to hold us back due to a fear of being left behind.”

Waleed felt a fear rise up from his stomach into his chest. This was what he was afraid of. 

“All members for the addition of Captain Canterfield into the council?” Kamil asked.

All of the members who weren’t zawadi raised their hands. 

“All opposed?”

Azizi, Waleed and Zuriah raised their hands. 

“Majority is for the addition. Captain Canterfield is hereby added to the council of Faraja.”

Captain Canterfield smiled as he raised his hand. “I would like to bring an option up for a vote. The removal of Naba Azizi as Naba and installation of Kamil.”

“You planned this you spineless coward,” Zuriah screamed.

Kamil looked confused, but kept a smirk on his face.

Waleed and Azizi silently walked away. Azizi had until morning to gather his things and hand over all power to Kamil. Waleed knew his time to leave was dwindling. This would be his final night in Faraja.
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“Dad, what is the council going to do?” Malik asked his father after Waleed had returned from the emergency council meeting. 

“Many of them are afraid. While we don’t know if we can trust Drenna Horad, a threat from the Forkrigen isn’t something Umoja is prepared to deal with,” Waleed responded as she sat down at the dinner table. He hid the truth from his children, due to his reluctance to worry them.

Nyala carried the food to the table and set a place for her father and brother. 

“Dad, I think Drenna Horad can’t be trusted,” Nyala stated. “I think it was them that has been behind the leaflets speaking against the zawadi. I wouldn’t put it past them to pay off zawadi to do bad things to make all of them look bad.”

“Nyala, is this the fish I brought home yesterday?” Waleed asked.

Nyala took the hint, he had no interest in discussing this with her. 
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