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GUNTHER

Another round of cheers filled the air as one of the Tudorian soldiers slammed another into the ground.  Gunther nonchalantly stared off at the mountains.  A crystal-clear stream whispered over smooth stones, its melody punctuated by the occasional chirp of an unseen bird.  Quite some time had passed since he and his army had overtaken the neutral zone between the Kingdoms of Frier and Gild.

Gunther, his broad back pressed against a rough-hewn log, inhaled the scent of pine and damp earth, a stark contrast to the acrid tang of sweat and steel that usually clung to him. His calloused fingers wrapped around a cool clay mug, the warmth seeping into his battle-scarred flesh. For once, his mind wasn't plotting campaigns or barking orders. It was simply... still.

A lifetime of leading men into the maw of war had etched lines onto his face like canyons, each one a testament to a battle won, a warrior lost. Yet, in this tranquil haven, they softened, blurred by the gentle caress of the breeze. His soulless black eyes, mirrored the serenity of the clearing, reflecting the dappled sunlight in depths rarely seen by others.

Footsteps closing in interrupted his thoughts.  Gunther lifted his gaze to see Lucius, his blonde hair catching the sunlight like spun gold, approaching with a small smile on his face. Lucius, his most trusted cleric, carried an unusual air of quiet confidence.  His belief in their faith was unwavering.  Gunther stood, tossing his clay mug to the side, breaking it.

He paced like a caged wolf, boots thudding on the packed earth of the camp. His shadow, thrown long by the sun, mirrored the restless gnawing in his gut. "By Etherea’s will, Lucius," he growled, onyx eyes flickering between the distant sun-kissed horizon and the cleric who had just arrived. "How much longer? My men are antsy as field mice in a granary."

"Patience, Lord Commander. Time, like the tide, cannot be rushed. Let it wash over your impatience, cleanse it away with sand and stars." His voice, the gentle chime of a temple bell, clashed with the clang of Gunther's battle-hardened steel.

"The stars won't win this war, Lucius," Gunther countered, his voice a rasp against the quiet. "Steel and courage will. And both are thinning.”

The cleric dipped his head, gaze drawn to a strange footprint etched into the earth. "Governor Slarkin, as ever, waits in the shadows," he murmured, voice barely a whisper. "One misstep, one flicker of doubt, and he'll be upon you like a viper."

Gunther's scarred eye, a jagged shard of obsidian against the white flesh, narrowed. "Let him come. I'll meet his viper with my blade."

"Ah, but a snake is not so easily struck down by such a large blade," Lucius said, his smile fading. "Slarkin gathers whispers, doubts spun like spider webs in the corners of the Tudorian Empire. He paints you as a storm without rain, fury without focus."

Gunther's jaw clenched, knuckles white against the hilt of the sword leaning against his knee. "They see my impatience, not my purpose. This delay, this waiting, it gnaws at the very marrow of our plan.  Look at those soldiers, so bored that they continue to fight amongst themselves!"

Lucius stood, the sun catching his hair like spun gold. "And yet, it might be the marrow that saves you, Lord Commander. Patience is not the absence of action, but the choosing of the right moment to strike. Slarkin craves your mistake, your outburst. Give him sand, not blood. Let him choke on the emptiness of your waiting.  As for your soldiers, at least they’re having fun.  Listen to them cheer."

A long silence followed between the two men, though the sounds of soldiers wrestling and fighting in the distance still echoed. Gunther's gaze, finally, drifted towards the rising sun, its golden fingers painting the sky. He took a deep breath, the air tasting of anticipation and dust.

"Very well, Lucius," he said, his voice rough but steady. "We wait. But when the tide turns, when the right moment crests, it will be met with a wave you won't soon forget."

Lucius' smile returned, as bright as the newborn sun. "I wouldn't expect anything less, Lord Commander. For you, in your stillness, are the storm waiting to break."

Gunther, war-worn and restless, found solace in the calm counsel of patience. The storm brewed within him, but for now, it waited, a coiled serpent awaiting the perfect strike. For the tide was turning, and when it did, the waves would crash upon Governor Slarkin's shores with the fury of a thousand battles held back.

A shadow, serpentine and sudden, stretched across the camp. Gunther's hand flew to his sword, eyes snapping towards the source. There, enveloped in the golden light of the rising sun, stood Governor Slarkin. His smile, a venomous twist on his lips, seemed to mirror the slithering movement of his shadow.

"Ah, Lord Commander," he drawled, voice honeyed but eyes like chips of flint. "Discussing strategy out here, or indulging in idle gossip?"

Gunther's jaw tightened. Slarkin's presence, after the veiled warning from Lucius, felt like a viper testing the bite of its cage. "Neither your concern, Governor," he growled, the storm within him barely leashed.

Slarkin, unconcerned, sauntered closer, his gaze flickering to Lucius. "And the holy man," he purred, a touch of mockery in his voice. "Preaching patience, I presume? A virtue rarely seen on battlefields, wouldn't you say, Gunther?"

The barb struck home. Gunther felt the heat of impatience crawl up his spine, the carefully laid plans itching to ignite. He pictured his soldiers, restless wolves straining at the leash, and it took every ounce of willpower not to bark out the order to march.

Lucius, however, seemed unruffled. His smile remained as serene as the dawn. "The greatest victories, Governor, are often the ones most patiently earned. A seed needs time to blossom, an eagle needs patience to find its prey."

Slarkin's gaze, briefly distracted by Lucius' gentle cadence, returned to Gunther, a glint of something predatory in his eyes. "But sometimes, my dear Lord Commander," he said, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper, "all it takes is a nudge in the right direction. A march north, to cripple the Kingdom of Frier, or south, to sever the heads of those in Gild. Just a flicker of action, and your enemies crumble like dry leaves.  Imagine how happy the Emperor would be..."

Gunther felt the storm surge within him, the carefully honed patience threatening to shatter. The vision of Slarkin's words taking root amongst his men, turning their disciplined waiting into a chaotic frenzy, was all too vivid. He could almost see the Governor's triumphant smirk as he usurped control, leaving Gunther a husk of his former power.

But then, Lucius' hand touched his arm, a feather-light brush that grounded him like a lightning rod. The cleric's eyes, pools of calm against the rising storm, met Gunther's gaze. In that silent exchange, Gunther saw it all - the long road ahead, the meticulous plan, the consequences of one hasty step.

With a deep breath, he quelled the fire within. "Your concern is noted, Governor," he said, his voice low but steady. "However, our plans remain unchanged. Patience, as the good cleric reminds us, is a weapon in its own right, one I wield with far more expertise than you might imagine."

Slarkin's smile faltered for a heartbeat, then stretched back into place, wider this time, laced with a touch of grudging respect. "As you will, Lord Commander," he purred, the viper coiling back into its shadows. "But remember, time is a fickle ally. Be too patient, and it might just choose another to dance with."

With a final, unsettling chuckle, Slarkin melted back into the sun-dappled trees. Gunther watched him go, the anger replaced by a steely resolve. The storm within him had not vanished, but it was harnessed now, a contained power waiting for the perfect moment to break. Lucius, silent beside him, offered a small, knowing smile.

“This plan had better work, or it may be both our heads on a platter to the Emperor,” Gunther whispered.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 32

[image: ]




VARIAN

The sun beat down mercilessly on the dusty track, casting long shadows from the imposing figure of Varian Hawke. His gilded armor, usually a symbol of his authority and skill, felt oppressive in the heat, mirroring the weight of the situation on his broad shoulders. The air crackled with tension, thicker than the haze rising from the sun-baked earth.  The Gildeans had not responded to the crows his kingdom had sent, only receiving blank notes as responses.

Across the clearing, he saw the Lord Commander of the Tudorian Empire, Gunther Smithstone, a black bear of a man with eyes like chips of obsidian, stood flanked by his men. His face was covered in what looked like soot, and his darkened, unclean armor was a sheer contrast to Varian’s golden suit.

Gunther's voice, rough as gravel, boomed across the clearing. "If it isn’t the golden boy himself!  You’re personally escorting them?  Ha!”  He bellowed, snorting and spitting on the ground.  “If you’re looking to head into Gild, that’s not happening.. Merchants only. No soldiers on their leash."

Varian's jaw clenched, his knuckles white where they gripped the hilt of his longsword. The merchants, a motley crew of nervous faces and creaking carts, huddled behind him, their eyes darting between the two commanders like caught butterflies. He glanced at Lucius, a beacon of calm amidst the brewing storm. The cleric's serene gaze met his, a silent reminder that not all Tudorians were barbarians like the Lord Commander.

"These merchants are under my protection," Varian retorted, his voice ringing with barely contained fury. "Step aside, Gunther, or face the consequences."

A cruel smirk twisted Gunther's scarred lips. "Consequences, Varian? From a lone wolf lost in the Empire's newly claimed lands? Your bite hasn't sharpened since our last waltz, has it?"

The air crackled like a lightning rod. Just a spark, a hair's breadth of impulse, and the simmering tension would boil over. Governor Slarkin, lurking in the shadows, watched with predatory hunger. He reveled in the discord.  His honeyed voice dripped with false concern. "Ah, Lord Commander, such a stickler for rules. Surely one rogue wolf amongst these sheep won't upset the flock, will it?"

Gunther's obsidian eye, a shard of a forgotten storm, flickered towards Slarkin, then back to Varian. The beast within him roared, its teeth bared at the bait. Slarkin's words were barbed hooks, twisting in old wounds, whispering of power, of victory tasted at the edge of a blade.

"Rules are for sheep, Governor," Gunther growled, his voice laced with gravel. "And I am no sheep... No, I crave the taste of fresh meat."

His gaze, as cold as a mountain lake, darted to Varian, lingering on the curve of his longsword like a hungry spider eyeing a trapped fly. "Is that right, golden boy? Or does your bark outweigh your bite these days?"

Varian's hand went to his sword hilt, muscles straining like a bow pulled taut. "My bite is for those who deserve it, Gunther. And right now, you're looking mighty appetizing."

Slarkin, the devil's fiddler, grinned, his eyes gleaming with delight. "There you have it, Lord Commander! It seems Commander Hawke's feathers are ruffled. Show him the bite of the Tudorian Empire!"

Lucius, ever the calming balm, stepped forward, his hand a feather on Gunther's shoulder. "Patience, General," he murmured, his voice a cool spring in the desert. "Remember the plan. Remember the cost of a single spark."  The cleric's eyes, pools of wisdom in a weathered face, locked onto Gunther's gaze. 

With a deep breath, Gunther loosened his grip on the hilt of his sword. The storm within him abated, replaced by a steely resolve. He turned to the merchants, his voice rough but kind. "Wait here.  Lucius, kindly explain that golden boy is not welcome here."

He strode towards the clearing's edge, a solitary figure against the harsh sun. Varian watched him go, the tension between them still palpable, but the threat of immediate bloodshed had receded. In the distance, he could almost hear the faint whispers of a tide turning, a tide that both he and Gunther were playing their parts in. The dance was far from over, but for now, the swords rested in their scabbards, waiting for the right moment to sing their song.

Gunther waved at his troops, pointing near the merchants and explaining something to them.  He was too far for Varian to hear his words.  Lucius smiled and stepped forward, taking Gunther’s place as the spokesman.

The dust hung heavy in the air, settling on Varian's golden armor like a layer of ash. Slarkin's oily voice still slithered in his ear, "Go on, Commander! Show us the fangs of the north!"  But Lucius, ever the calm counterpoint to the brewing storm, stepped between them.

"Lord Hawke," he said, his voice a gentle ripple in the tension, "while I understand your concern for your merchants, your presence here unauthorized does complicate matters." His gaze, clear and wise, settled on Varian, not with reproach, but with understanding.

Varian's anger simmered, the dragon within him restless. "Unauthorized? This land was a free passage before your... Tudorian Empire decided to claim it."

Slarkin, a viper ever poised to strike, interjected, "Free? Perhaps for bandits and brigands. But these lands now bear the sigil of the Tudorian Empire. A single spark from your sword, and you'll ignite a wildfire, my friend."

Lucius met Slarkin's gaze, the cold glint of a glacier against a flickering coal. "Governor Slarkin's words paint a stark picture, Lord Hawke. And while diplomacy is my shield, I must wield it with care. A single clash, however justified, will be misconstrued as an act of aggression."

Varian's grip tightened on his sword hilt. He glanced around, taking in the seemingly endless fields – land that once echoed with the hoofbeats merchants, both from Frier and Gild, now patrolled by soldiers bearing the sigil of the Tudorian Empire. He knew Lucius spoke the truth. A lone wolf, however fearsome, could not stand against a pack.

"So I am to stand down," Varian growled, the dragon within him chafing under restraint. "Let these merchants be pawns in your game of... peace?"

Lucius offered a slight smile, devoid of triumph. "Not pawns, Lord Hawke, just a source of income. Every peaceful passage, every life left untouched, adds to our war chest.  The world of merchants and taxes is an interesting one."

He turned to the nervous merchants, their faces mirroring the shifting winds of the conflict. "Fear not, good people. As long as the toll is paid your safety is guaranteed. Your goods will reach their destination and no Tudorian will lay a finger on you."

As the merchants began to move, Varian stood a solitary figure, his head bowed against the sun. The embers of his anger lingered, but the storm within him had quieted, replaced by a grudging respect for the cleric's calm resolve.

Gunther, who had remained a silent observer at the clearing's edge, finally turned. His gaze, a shard of obsidian reflecting the dying light, met Lucius' for a fleeting moment. The soldiers that he had waved in were now lining up along the path, further preventing Varian from passing by.

The merchants' carts creaked towards the uncertain future, guarded by the silent promise of a peace hard-won and fragile.  They each unloaded a portion of their goods, paying their taxes as they passed.  The dance was far from over, but for now, the melody played was one of quiet hope, a whisper of peace against the drums of war.

Varian sighed and stared directly into the eyes of the cleric.  “I warn you, this is not the last you have seen or heard from me.  Harm even a hair on a merchant and this little army of the Emperor will feel Frier’s wrath.”

“Of course, you have my word that no harm will come to them.  As long as the taxes are paid,” Lucius responded.

Varian raised the tip of his sword towards Gunther in the distance.  “Lord Commander!  You watch yourself!  This isn’t over!”

Gunther smirked and spit on the ground again before marching back towards Varian.  “Really?  Come back, alone, with an army, I don’t care.  The minute you attack, we’re at war, and nothing gets my blood going like the drums of war,” Gunther retorted.

A long silence filled the air as the two warriors glared at one another.  Governor Slarkin stepped forth again, readying his words but Lucius raised a hand and shook his head.  “May Etherea guide you home safely,” Lucius said.

Varian eyed the cleric for a moment longer before mounting his horse and making his way back.  King Igorian would be none too happy to hear of this endeavor.  The added expense of the taxes were unplanned and the Kingdom was running low on food.
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UDYR

Prince Udyr lounged against the velvet drapes of his balcony, a wry smile playing on his lips as he watched the ants crawling below. From this lofty perch, the protests in the city square resembled a chaotic ballet, a colorful, but ultimately inconsequential, display of frustration. The citizens, cloaked in the dull hues of discontent, clamored against the newly imposed taxes by the Tudorian Empire, who had taken over what was once the neutral free trade zone. Goods to and from Frier, their lifeline of trade, were choked by the greedy claws of the Empire.

"They dance quite well, don't they?" Udyr drawled, swirling the ruby wine in his goblet. His voice, rich and melodious, echoed in the opulent chamber, adorned with gilded tapestries and polished marble.

Cristan, his loyal servant and forbidden lover, stood by the fireplace, the flickering flames casting warm shadows on his handsome face. His normally carefree demeanor was slightly marred by a crease of concern.

"I wouldn't call it dancing," he murmured, his voice a soothing counterpoint to the city's din. "Their faces are grim, their voices tight with fear. This Tudorian grip on our trade lifeline hurts everyone, even... well, almost everyone."

Udyr raised an eyebrow, his hazel eyes sparkling with amusement. "Even the lofty confines of the castle aren't entirely immune to the chill, are they, my dear Cristan?"

Cristan's cheeks flushed a subtle pink. "My family, who live outside the walls," he clarified, "they feel the bite more than most. The cold approaches, and wood for the hearth is scarce. The Tudorians seem to have a particular appetite for it these days, supposedly charging more in taxes than the wood is even worth."

The amusement faded from Udyr's eyes, replaced by a flicker of genuine concern. He knew his life within the castle walls shielded him from the harsher realities of the Empire's encroachment. But Cristan, his anchor to the outside world, his confidante and forbidden joy, was a constant reminder of the hardships brewing beyond the gilded gates.

"Tell me," Udyr said, his voice softer now, "what do they say in the streets? What fears whisper on the wind?"

Cristan walked closer, his hand brushing against Udyr's in a fleeting touch that sent a jolt of forbidden electricity through the Prince's veins. "They speak of cold," he said, his voice low, "of dwindling trade, of children shivering. They curse the Tudorians, but some... some whisper doubt about the King's inaction."
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