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Prologue – Rise of the Gathering


Gentle rays of sunlight bask upon the world of Ganoran. A planet that weeps in agony after war ravaged the lands – the continent of Ejana has not known peace for seven calendar years. The blood of battles has flowed from the northern mountains, through grasslands, well into the Lurugean Jungle, and forever stained the desert sands. Once vibrant towns now exist only as ashes and memories of what once was. Death stalks the land, a callous reminder of the horrors and sacrifices of war. Now, once strong noble families drift into the annals of extinction, children becoming orphans, and the lands of Ejana forever changing due to the new realities of life that follow the catastrophe of seemingly endless suffering.


Light cascades peacefully over large swathes of grassland, highlighting the wake of death upon Ejana. The dead lie everywhere, men and women, who, days before, hoped they would live to see the end of years of brutality. Lifeless faces display the final moments of agony these warriors endured, their punctured scale armor highlighting the entry point of arrows, swords, and spears – some of which remain lodged within the bodies. Chalcidian helmets scatter the battlefield, the detritus of fallen combatants. Tattered banners from noble houses, lost by those who proudly carried them to the field, litter the battleground.


Lensa takes in the aftermath of the battle, anxiously walking among the dead. Concern paints her face, highlighting her brown eyes as she searches for the one she holds dear. In one hand, she grips a sword with a blade just less than two feet in length, in the other she grasps a blood-stained shield covered with scratches from parrying the attacks of her now fallen adversaries. Blood seeps along her deltoid from a wound several inches long, her armor broken apart after taking several sturdy blows. Another horizontal cut covers her cheek, the result of a glancing strike that was a hair away from leaving a grotesque gash to forever haunt her face.


“Kamra!” Her shout more resembles a plea. Lensa steps over the corpse of a former combatant, moving slightly quicker through the blood-stained plains. Severed limbs, mangled faces, and other ghastly sights surround the young warrior, only thirteen at the onset of the conflict. Now, Lensa is a seasoned fighter and among the most influential leaders within Kamra’s circle of influence. “Kamra!” She comes to a complete stop, unsure of where to search next for the rebellion’s leader.


A short breeze ruffles the strands of hazel hair released by her helmet. Lensa’s eyes begin to fill with grief as dire thoughts infuse her with doubt. “We have lost too much,” she solemnly whispers as her head hangs in mounting despair. Memories of her older sister Leena rush through her mind, momentarily causing her to freeze. Leena was lost during the opening days of the war when the armies of Alian nobles raided the city of Vloten. Leena gave her life to allow Lensa to retreat through the back of their home. After the loss of her parents several years prior, Lensa would be tormented by her new reality as she searched the mountains for the hunting party that left the city days prior. They would find her a sennight later: dehydrated, hysterical, and suffering from exposure. Once back to health Lensa joined the rebellion, fueled by vengeful lust after word spread of numerous northern cities suffering the same fate as Vloten.


Legend says the four great noble houses split Ejana into provinces for each to rule, hundreds of years prior to the founding of written language. Eastmu’s held domain over the south, Hartmond’s the west, Saundbrick’s the east, and the Alian’s the north. They and lesser nobles governed with malice and ill contempt toward common folk. Lensa lost countless friends to their armies during the war, their faces now only existing as a memory; voices only to be heard as faint whispers on the wind.


Another breeze ruffles her hair, pressing the foul stench of death down her nostrils. She remains frozen, eyes staring at the ground beneath her, memories of Kamra overtaking her sensibilities. It has been over six calendars since they first fought alongside one another on the battlefield, shortly after Lensa learned how to effectively wield a sword and shield. Kamra led her followers with bravery, humility, and with the sole desire of ridding the lands of tyranny. Lensa grew to love Kamra as if she were an older sister, learning about life and how to lead from the woman who quickly became the topic of legend.


She slowly raises her head, once again maneuvering through the legion of fresh corpses surrounding her. Tensely she steps, eyes filling with distress as all hope begins to retreat from the inner reaches of her soul. Lensa is beginning to mourn, despite her body continuing the search.


“The Treasure of Ejana.” The familiar moniker synonymous with Kamra escapes from the lips of the downtrodden warrior as she continues her search. Kamra means so much to the men and women who fight for a future without fear of capital punishment or forced starvation by the order of a noble. Few in the rebellion have a negative thought of Kamra – whose influence extends far beyond her skill on the field of battle. Unlike none before her, Kamra is able to combine eloquent oratory ability and empathetic nature to lead the revolution throughout the trials and horrors suffered at the hands of their oppressors. Her loss will affect the entire continent for generations to come.


Lensa carries the weight of that realization on her shoulders as she continues wading through the wasteland of life. In a sudden stroke of frustration her chest heaves, memories of war continuing to flood her senses. Anger flows through to her extremities, thoughts of what would come next drawing her closer to rage. Within moments she tosses her shield to the side in the direction of the lifeless body of a fallen foe – quickly followed by her helmet, flung behind her in a bout of rage. Before further aggression, her breaths become controlled – the palpitations slowing. After sheathing her sword, hands dirtied from the grime of battle slowly run along her face, attempting to remove herself from both thoughts, and the reality of present circumstances. The serenity of the afternoon sky directly contrasts the ground that surrounds her.


Calming clouds create a visual scape of peace and wonderment, the synchronization of their movement mirroring the sweet memories of a young girl who often gazed up from the peaks of mountains in Vloten and found solace in the sky. A bead of sweat drips from her brow, mind and body returning to a state of normalcy. Her hazel hair flows in the continuous breeze as she persists scouting, looking to either side for any sign of movement, hoping to capture a glimpse of Kamra with life still within her. Her leather shoes pound the earth beneath as she walks with confidence and purpose.


To her right, a woman steps over a small hill, face dirtied – a chasmic gash bleeding on her forehead. While slender, her body is toned, covered in defined muscle. The effects of battle are present; bruises, cuts, and sprinkles of blood show on patches of skin that scaled plates once protected. Symbolically the green tunic of the Ejana rebellion protrudes from breaks in the armor, showing several cuts resulting from the swipes of the mysterious figures’ enemies. She steps carefully, looking over Lensa with a careful eye; a grin appears on her face, replacing the grimace born from her injuries. Her hand moves from the sheathed hilt of her sword along her side, knowing that she is among trusted company.


“Lensa, did I not teach you to always check your surroundings before falling into dreams?” Lensa nearly falls over in shock, startled by hearing a familiar voice so close. She quickly turns toward the other woman who is making her way down the hill. Her eyes widen, barely able to believe who is in her presence. “Kamra!” Lensa’s voice booms in excitement as she rushes toward the Treasure of Ejana, draping her arms around the rebellion leader with a tight vice grip, her nails becoming tangled in her long blonde hair.


Kamra returns the embrace with a slight laugh, quickly pulling away due to pain running through her limbs. “Careful, every breath comes with a sharp reminder of battle,” she remarks. “How bad are you wounded? I must keep you safe.” Lensa’s concern takes over as her eyes study Kamra’s numerous wounds while continuing to cling to the tips of her fingers. She releases her grip, moving attention to the gash on Kamra’s forehead, gently touching around its perimeter, examining it with worry.


“I am fine,” Kamra mutters, bright smile remaining on her face. Quickly her mood changes as she cups Lensa’s hand in between her own. “Have we won?” she asks with strength, knowing she may still have to lead her people into further battles. “Did we end the reign of Vermin?” The words spring from her mouth with mal intent, displaying the displeasure the rebellion has for the great houses, ‘Vermin’ being the common phrase uttered by those when addressing any of the houses.


“We have…” Lensa states, nodding her head in affirmation. “We have won.” A smile begins to unfold on her face, knowing that the future may bring peace and prosperity to the people of Ejana. The concern created by the sound of two galloping meezen quickly dissipates as she recognizes each rider. The equine creatures slow as they approach the women, Lensa frantically waving in their direction to draw them near.


A man sits on one mount and a woman on the other, both clad in matching armor and tunics, a mixture of panic and jubilation upon their faces. Lord Daw, a former noble with a long grey beard, far older than the others, smiles briefly while looking upon Lensa and Kamra. He turns his boulder-shaped body to make sure his eyes are being true to him. His enlistment with the rebellion during the onset of war allowed for thousands of commoners to escape the city of Everdrift, including Kamra. Since then, Daw has stood by his moral foundations, despite the Vermin stripping his land, title, and taking the lives of his family. He has aided in the training of countless fighters, bravely leading them into battle on multiple occasions.


Zarel is youthful, near the age of Lensa, and of a strong build. Her brown hair is braided in a long ponytail and a noticeable cut covers her thigh, highlighting a puncture of her armor. She has been at the side of Kamra since the war began, never straying too far from the woman she is fiercely protective about, who she fixes her eyes on.


 “A few hours ago, I did not believe that I would stand among you again,” Kamra proudly states toward the members of her inner circle before she gives a slight wince in pain. Lensa places a hand on Kamra’s back before looking to the others. “We must get her back to camp,” she says with concern in her voice.


“Are there any other survivors?” Daw’s voice trails off, seemingly aware of the likely response. “No,” Kamra says remorsefully, as Lensa helps her toward the mount Daw is straddling.


“We feared the worst.” Zarel shakes her head after dismounting from her meezen, while she and Lensa gently aid a pained Kamra behind Daw. Despite the agony running through her body, Kamra’s disposition remains strong, leaning against him as they prepare to ride.


“We were worried for you as well…” Zarel says to Lensa as she remounts the meezen. “Didn’t expect you to stray so far,” she continues while aiding Lensa onto the mount behind her.


Lensa nods toward her close friend, the two briefly meeting eyes. Shortly after the meezen are set galloping in the direction of camp, carrying the four leaders responsible for victory. The pace provides a slight distraction from the carnage on either side of the path; never had Lensa seen a sight so morbid, despite coming of age in a continent ravaged by the shadows of despair. The rhythmic sounds coming from the collision of hooves and ground put her at ease, clearing her mind of concern. Her grip on Zarel loosens as she relaxes for the first time in months, now free from the sobering doubt that surrounded the final days of the war. Minutes feel as if they are seconds, Lensa nearly drifting to sleep after resting her head on Zarel’s shoulder.


A sudden drawing of reins snaps Lensa from the trance. Several quick glances around show her a familiar scene – the sweeping makeshift camp where Kamra’s forces have spent the past several months. The rolling cliff provides a strategic scouting position while shielding the true size of the now victorious army. Columns of tents stretch in either direction acting as centers for various activities, war doctors scattering from them to rush food and water to those in need. Despite the bustle, the mood in the air is different from before. Joyous shouts and laughter ring out from the camp. Similar sounds can be heard directly beneath the hill – celebrations have begun.


Following the others, Lensa dismounts the steed. Eyes from around camp are concentrated in their direction as the arrival of Kamra seizes their attention. “Kamra lives!” someone shouts in the distance, the ensuing cheers and eruption of emotion cause the hairs on Lensa’s arm to stir. Her glance moves toward Kamra, who stands proudly as the camp begins to chant her name. Upon declining aid from Daw and Zarel she begins enthusiastically walking through the growing crowd in front of the four rebellion leaders; each receiving praise in the form of ecstatic cheers from the army they led to victory. “We must treat your wounds,” Lensa says to Kamra, the words lost in the chaotic frenzy.


Kamra slows as the party approaches the edge of the middling cliff and Lensa again focuses her eyes on the woman who has changed the course of Ejana. She stands in awe of the natural presence of Kamra, who eagerly looks out over the edge. The increased cheers startle Lensa as the camp below catch their first glimpse of Kamra after fearing she had lost her life fighting for their freedom.


Walking toward the edge uncovers the thousands of cheering warriors below. Lensa stands straighter, taken aback by the sea of joy, something she has not seen much of in recent years. Hands fling into the air, chants of Kamra’s name ring louder as jubilant warriors embrace one another. Even the injured rush to join in the celebration, knowing their lives are forever altered, while the Vermin prisoners turn their attention toward the woman who led to their defeat, momentarily distracted from the plight they face.


Lost in the moment, Lensa tosses her arm around Kamra’s shoulders. “You are now Queen, you are our Queen!” she exclaims as Kamra responds with a humble smile.


“I will succeed with you by my side,” said Kamra, acknowledging the responsibility that lies with her.


#


The modern age of Ejana began in Zugo AF 631, after a decisive victory at the Battle of Endless Death – putting an end to the seven-year Rebellion of Hope. Local historians were quick to highlight that the war was the first occasion of Ejani women taking up arms, fighting alongside Kamra, who became the first Queen Regnant following the victorious uprising. Others spread legends of how the final battle took place directly in the center of the continent, where the city of Kamra stands today as one of the marvels of Ganoran, which hosts the annual Kamra Gathering that I was fortunate enough to attend as an honored guest. An event of such magnificence cannot be explained in words, every facet is masterful – the captivating prayers directed toward their Great Mother, the display of diplomacy between tribes, beautiful ceremonial chanting, and the great feasts are spectacles for one to behold and enjoy.


-Dalun Blendor, famed Kiterian historian & traveler,


excerpt from Legends of Ganoran, Journal of Myths,


Published in AF 1162


#


Massive meezen steeds, exotic avifauna standing nearly my height, marshlands where blades of grass stretch almost as tall as the average Zicaund home, dense jungles where only the brave step foot – I had never seen such wonders. Women’s role in leadership was most intriguing; each tribe I encountered was led expertly by women, all chosen through unique elective procedures, all besides the Queen Regnant of Ejana who lives in the colossal city of Kamra – where they hold a yearly Gathering of enchanting festivities. I never knew such a society could exist, equally cherishing freedom of individual cultures and joint loyalty to a centralized royal presence. They flourish within a shockingly fluid system undeterred by diverse social parallels – without pause for nearly fifteen hundred years. The Great Mother must truly have been an amazing woman to create such a paradise for her people.


- Humusi Tiba, Queen of Zicaund (Allo AF 2056 - Gentu AF 2079),


excerpt from Humusi’s personal journal,


Discovered in Jefu AF 2095


#


If not for Kamra I would win leadership of my tribe…


If not for Kamra I would have complete dominion over my land…


If not for Kamra I could easily seek riches beyond my dreams…


If not for Kamra my family would have been slaughtered ages prior…


If not for Kamra my existence would have never come to pass…


I am grateful for our Great Mother; may she continue to watch over us…


- Baca, Flodtree tribe advisor,


excerpt from Misgivings and Pleasantries, Tales of A Grumpy Man,


Published on Dandu 19, AF 3259









Chapter 1 – Terenity Mountains


Through many an age has Ganoran thrived, trials have come only to pass as a notation in history. No matter the challenge the people of this wonderful world have risen to overcome – evolving with the taxing times of discovery. Despite being in the midst of enlightenment and furthering the potential of their existence, the world of Ganoran would soon dive into peril with foreboding tension created by the insatiable greed of those who seek complete and unquestioned power.


Dense jungles, far-reaching plains, scorching deserts, and marshes that quickly transform into thick swamps – the continent of Ejana gives birth to numerous wonders, illuminating the dreams of the most experienced travelers from across the lands. With such magnificent topography, adventure seekers, monarchs, and political dignitaries all visit the lands ruled by the ancestors of Kamra with the blessing of the Queen Regnant. Perhaps Ejana’s most beautiful natural wonder is the cloud-scraping mountain ranges stretching across its northernmost regions. Snow rests across their peaks year-round, accompanied by icy gusts of wind. Sunlight pours through the cloudless sky, accompanied by a tiny flock of akia – large docile mystical avifauna which are the size of the average person of Ganoran. Their feathers are a blend of light red and bluish hues as they fly above the mountain range in perfect formation, gliding across the sky with grace comparable to the finest dancers of the lands.


Chadonia sits below, a blanket beneath her and a tan wool cloak covering her body. On either side of the pass are sections of the Terenity Mountains; this area is commonly used by hunters, traders, travelers, and those wanting to escape the crowded city of Vlosa for several hours of peace. She is deeply engrossed in Ejana: A Tale of Great Leaders, a book detailing the preeminent military and political leaders of Ejana from AF 2000 to AF 3000. She is undeterred by the consistent breeze attempting to turn the pages of the text before she is ready, placing her thumb at the top of the book to keep her reading from being interrupted.


Her blonde hair flicks behind her as the wind picks up in intensity, causing Chadonia to briefly cease reading. After slight consideration, she declines to put the hood over her head. She looks around at her peaceful surroundings as the akia pass from sight. She shifts the cloak around her to a more comfortable position before turning her attention back to the book.


The mountains give Chadonia a sense of comfort, since for years she trained in this area to hone her skills with sword, shield, and bow. It was in these mountains that she learned the importance of rigid discipline and how to be a leader among her people. Though still young, her voice within the tribe is one of the strongest due to her recent promotion to Chief Military Advisor to the Vlosi Queen, giving her added prestige along with the legacy of her family. Yet, in these mountains, she can relax and be free from her multitude of responsibilities.


Chadonia has become accustomed to the cold, finding solace in the frigid temperatures that accompany the higher elevation. She focuses far better when outside the city gates, where nature grants her complete lucidity. While she does not mind the bustling flow of city life, she hates how she is instantly recognizable in Vlosa and almost every town of the Vlosan tribe. She often escapes to secluded areas to read from her vast manuscript collection or take an afternoon nap after a busy morning. While never expressing such aloud, she reminisces over the days when she was a child free from responsibility.


Chadonia flips to the next page, immediately taking in the text, seemingly unaware of the figure walking in her direction. She is tall, body built of lean muscle – the result of intense physical training. Her tanned mocha skin shines beautifully in the sun, contrasting the slightly pale tone of Chadonia’s. A quiver full of arrows is attached to her back, accompanying an exquisitely crafted bow. Across her shoulders rests a heavy fur coat, while wool pants and boots fit for arduous mountain exploration complete the woman’s attire. Each strand of her flowing black hair rests in a tight braid, extending slightly below her shoulders. A sigh escapes her lips as she quickly looks towards Chadonia, who has yet to show any awareness of her presence.


“Rica. Are you well?” Chadonia’s words are without emotion or interest after detecting Rica’s scent several minutes prior. She looks up briefly to examine her guest.


“It is not surprising to find you here,” Rica responds as a smirk develops on her face. Chadonia examines Rica’s clothing, unable to prevent a smile from overtaking her lips.


“You have lived in Vlosa for many years, yet you dress like you have just arrived.” Chadonia breaks into slight laughter as she motions her head toward the bow on Rica’s back. “What were you going to do with that? Your aim is quite terrible.”


Laughter escapes from Rica and she shakes her head in response to the playful teasing of Chadonia. Through the years Rica has become accustomed to the infrequent bursts of humor from her closest confidant. “When such an important figure in the city goes missing, one must go in search of her. Especially when she often travels to the mountains unarmed.” Rica tilts her head to scold Chadonia. “It only takes one wild beast to ruin the entirety of one’s day.”


Chadonia closes the book, quickly jumps to her feet, and brushes off her black wool pants. Tickled by the current banter with Rica, a coy smile crosses her face. “I always carry a knife,” she says in a matter-of-fact tone. “Surely the city isn’t up in arms over my absence?”


Rica responds in short, soft words after a shrug of her shoulders, “No, I just wanted to go for a walk and knew where to find you.”


Chadonia adjusts her cloak, freeing the length of her legs, allowing her to move unrestricted, before bending toward the blanket. She places the book in the center of the cloth, beginning to wrap the fabric around it. “Even when traders bring their wears to Vlosa, this area is usually quiet.” With the blanket folded Chadonia walks in front of Rica cradling it under her arm. “Perhaps we should both get back to the city – there is a great deal for us to prepare.”


“Yes, these are definitely interesting times,” Rica replies with a corresponding nod. The two young women begin their trek back to the city of Vlosa where they have lived together since the unfortunate deaths of Rica’s parents. Chadonia has always admired the maturity of Rica over the years, never feeling pity for herself, remaining strong of body and spirit – even after suffering such a loss as a young girl. As they walk, Chadonia glances over at her, remembering the very moment several years prior when they became Sworn Sisters – tied to each other in this world and when their time comes to meet the Great Mother. Chadonia has always admired her physical appearance, from her brown skin – which stands out among most in the Vlosan tribe – to the softness of her face that always brings a feeling of calmness and warmth, along with her hazel eyes that nearly match her own. While they have similar muscle development, Chadonia has become slightly envious of Rica’s powerful frame.


Rica was unlike anyone Chadonia had ever seen before when she came to Vlosa. It was not often that refugees made their way to the mountains of Ejana, especially with the relative peace throughout the lands over recent generations. The two quickly became friends and sparring partners, leading to their close bond. She has confided her deepest secrets to Rica over their years of friendship, often feeling the two have been together for an age. Both women are of the younger members of the military leadership within the tribe. Chadonia has often wondered if she would have been able to manage such responsibility without the stabilizing force Rica provides.


“Do you remember when trainer Alic chased us through the pass after calling us lazy?” Rica’s question breaks the silence, causing Chadonia to shake her head at the memory of that day. “I didn’t know he had so much energy,” Chadonia remarks. “We were just girls.”


“That was the last time we didn’t take our training seriously – his message was well received.” The words strike Chadonia, causing her mind to rush back to that time – vividly remembering when she had taken her place within the tribe for granted. Alic had a reputation for being the strictest trainer in Vlosa, and he would tire of their arrogance, lecturing the girls about having to earn their place in society, especially if they were to lead the armies of the Vlosan tribe.


“He ran behind us for so long, screaming about his disappointment,” Chadonia reminisces. “He named every girl he thought would be elected to leadership if we didn’t begin taking our training seriously.” Rica sighs after hearing the statement, acknowledging her memory of the day.


The recent past seems so distant to Chadonia since so little had seemingly changed; the two young women share every landmark moment in their lives – triumph, development, disappointment, failure – and neither holds a memory where the other is not helping through the difficulties or celebrating the other’s conquests. Chadonia again watches Rica out of the corner of her eye, thinking about the upcoming honor that adds to their list of glories.


Chadonia studies Rica as she adjusts the bow along her shoulders before turning her attention toward the path ahead. In the distance, she can see the city of Vlosa – while not nearly the marvel as the larger cities of Ejana, Vlosa remains a spectacle, at least in her eyes. There is always something quaint about this view of the city, whether it is the mountainous backdrop that encapsulates the city or the iron gates that display the Vlosi tribal crest. It forms an elaborate pattern of akia and laken – the moderately sized feline creatures that inhabit the mountain regions – intricately intertwined together with snow-capped mountains. Perhaps Chadonia’s feelings resonate from the city being the only home she has known; the mountains are her refuge and Vlosa is a constant reminder of everything pleasant within the world. Whatever the reason, she always looked forward to walking back from a peaceful excursion to the crags.


“Do you believe we are ready?” Chadonia asks, igniting a new conversation. “The council granted us with quite the honor.”


Rica remains quiet for a few moments, a thoughtful look crossing her face. “It is a great responsibility, yet I believe us to be quite prepared.” The words provide Chadonia with only a moment of comfort as the two companions continue their walk back to the gates of Vlosa.


While momentarily relieved of her concern, Chadonia could not keep the stories of the ancient city of Kamra from flooding her thoughts with grand images.









Chapter 2 – Preparing for Travel


Chadonia and Rica receive hearty smiles, waves, and other kind greetings from the residents of Vlosa as they walk through the city that is protected by mountains on each side. Throughout the centuries travelers have often remarked that only the innate warmth exuded by Vlosa’s citizens is capable of easing the harsh winters that pose a challenge to the vitality of visitors from warmer climates. Rica is a few steps ahead of Chadonia, exchanging warm smiles and brief waves with those who have taken the time to extend pleasantries during the early afternoon bustle of activity.


Being a notable figure within the city kept Chadonia and Rica from creating the mischief they did as young girls. Long gone are the days of running along the streets after their lessons with the wind at their backs. Now both have the responsibilities of military leaders, keeping their names on the tongues of all citizens of the Vlosan tribe.


“Mother’s sweet biscuits aren’t going to run away, Rica,” Chadonia teases.


“As if you aren’t lustfully dreaming of a chalice full of white wine,” Rica retorts with a chuckle. Chadonia smirks in the direction of her Sworn Sister after the sly remark. Her sister is right – she could use some wine to relax her thoughts.


“You cannot deny that you also enjoy the company of wine, dear sister,” Chadonia responds, remembering the days when she and Rica would sneak the delightful beverage from wherever they could find it, including the royal chambers of the Vlosi palace.


Rica looks towards Chadonia with a grin. “No one in Ganoran would turn down wine from Slaf.”


The two exchange sunny smiles as they continue walking through the calm yet busy streets. While Chadonia exhibits a perceptible sense of tranquility on the exterior, anxiety and doubt roam through her thoughts. This stems from her inability to believe she is worthy of her station within the Vlosan tribe. Being a part of the excursion party to the Kamra Gathering is one of the greatest honors for those across the continent, especially for those with years of youth left in their bodies. Chadonia and Rica are among the two youngest ever chosen to represent their tribe at the yearly Gathering.


Chadonia and Rica often make the walk home together. The Terenity Mountains looming in the distance bring Chadonia a sense of calm, and Rica has shared the same sentiment more than once over the years. However, this trip comes with little conversation as they walk through the city square with the cool afternoon air presenting a pleasant accomplice. Chadonia’s persistent focus on the legendary city of Kamra keeps her absent from conversation during their brief journey.


“Why so quiet, sister?” Rica’s concerned tone breaks Chadonia from her trance. “You haven’t said a word in quite some time.”


“I am mentally preparing for my audience with Queen Jienice in the morning. We have much to discuss before our party leaves for the Gathering.” While true, her audience with the Vlosi Queen is far from what is causing her distress. “I want to ensure any worries over our defenses are laid to rest,” Chadonia adds, continuing the slight fabrication while her mind focuses on the Kamra Gathering, contemplating if she is deserving of representing the Vlosan tribe.


Jienice has ruled as Queen of the Vlosan tribe for nearly twelve calendars. In that time, she has never shown an aptitude for military matters. Luckily, that has not been a problem in times of relative tribal peace throughout Ejana.


“She will take your counsel to heart,” Rica states encouragingly.


Their home enters their field of sight as they cross over a small hill. Most officials living in Vlosa build homes just on the outskirts of the main square, allowing them to quickly respond to pressing matters. The Vlosan tribe is known for their humble living quarters within the mountains, with only the Queen’s Manor truly catching the eye of travelers. Chadonia is content living without the ostentatious lifestyle of some of the wealthier tribes of Ejana; the stories from travelers never made her long for material possessions. When not addressing her tribal duties, she spends her spare time reading or enjoying the company of her many companions.


A comforting sigh escapes Chadonia as she looks upon the only home she has known with pride – the work of the finest builders and carpenters of Vlosa decenniums prior. Chadonia and Rica spent much of their youth living at the quaint two-story home, with its several windows providing sight into the city that shaped their constitutions. Chadonia has seen it many times before, yet as the Gathering approaches, her appreciation has grown immensely. It is home, after all.


“Try to save me some sweet biscuits,” Chadonia says. “I would like my fill as well.”


“I wouldn’t dream of denying you such joy, sister.” Rica nods her head in amusement as she teases Chadonia. “I’m sure Mother has prepared plenty.”


Dear Aluna. Chadonia grins at the mention of her mother. Despite her arduous duties to the Vlosan tribe, her mother always keeps a peaceful presence within their dwelling no matter the tribulations their family have to overcome. For over a decade, she has served as the Chief Military Advisor to Queen Jienice.


Chadonia and Rica walk along a patch of grass as they approach the two-story home made of wood and stone. Chadonia pulls on the door handle, deftly crafted to resemble the Vlosi crest, as the women come upon the residence. “Be my guest, sister.”


Rica bows spiritedly, a jest toward the regal tribes of Ejana the two would often deride in their free time. Chadonia feels her mood lighten as Rica struts into the home in a dignified manner, with hands near her sides, head pointed straight ahead, legs moving as if a flowy dress drowned her lower body in exquisite fabrics.


“Do you believe you are walking into a castle in Crula?” Aluna’s usually inviting voice has a stern tone. “Why are you prancing along like you come from the halls of a Qela palace? Are you imagining walking into one of their grand castles on the Tae coast?” Aluna quickly bursts into laughter.


Rica seems to be caught off guard at her adoptive mother’s chastising. Chadonia closes the door behind her and steps into the entryway. Aluna is standing with her hands firmly on her hips, shaking her head.


“I take it you ran off to the mountains?” Aluna says as she stares at Chadonia. “The two of you should be preparing for the Gathering.”


Chadonia offers a casual glance to her mother, who has spent her entire adulthood among the leaders of the Vlosi military. The alluring smell of sweet biscuits reminds Chadonia of her mother’s remarkable culinary skills. “You are correct on both accounts, Mother.” Her thoughts immediately shift toward the delicious smell of pastry as she walks past Rica who has recovered from her alarm brought on by Aluna. “Those sweet biscuits smell wonderful…”


“You two go on and help yourselves,” Aluna excitedly motions her hands toward the kitchen, drawing smiles from her birth and adopted daughters. Chadonia takes in the sight of her mother, who remains in keen mental and physical shape despite recently stepping away from her active military duties. Now she trains young warriors at the University of Vlosa, continuing the legend of how she is erudite on numerous topics of importance. Her skin has developed slight wrinkles over her fifty calendars of living, while a tiny scar marks her cheek – leftover from a training incident several decenniums prior. Her authoritative presence is calmed by an air of gentle grace and her slightly shorter than average stature. Chadonia could remember the many conversations she and Rica had where both would gush over how fortunate they were to live with such an important figure within their tribe.


“If you do not hurry Rica will eat them all before you have your fill.” Aluna causes Chadonia to jump out of her thoughts and walk into the kitchen, where she found Rica holding a golden colored, half-eaten biscuit in her hand. “These are as delicious as ever,” Rica comments after swallowing the missing half of the sweet biscuit.


“At least you decided to save several for me,” Chadonia states after turning her attention to the silver plate where the sweet biscuits rest, waiting to fill the stomach of a lucky individual. Crystalline sugars delicately coat the top portion of each, presenting a tempting target for those who wish to sample the sweetest treats known to Vlosa. “I would never deprive you of such an experience,” Rica laughs after her response.


“You mean besides all of the other times you have…” Chadonia shakes her head at the comment made by her Sworn Sister. Her attention turns to the sweet biscuit she plucks from the plate, sounds of pleasure coming from her mouth as she takes her first bite of the delightful snack. “These are absolutely delightful.”


“Are you two eating or enjoying another form of bodily pleasure?” Aluna’s remark causes Chadonia and Rica to erupt with laughter. “No, Mother, you confuse us with yourself!” Chadonia says in jest after her hand drops from her mouth, referencing the sexual freedom her mother is known to display. Most tribes throughout Ejana encourage positive sexual expression and openness – the Vlosan tribe was no exception.


“Now that you two are tribal leaders you feel comfortable mocking your elders,” Aluna says. “I remember when both of you looked up to me as if I were Queen,” she continues, now standing in the kitchen. Chadonia always took solace in her mother being willing to display a softer side when the moment called for it.


“Should you two not be preparing for your travels?” The comment brings Chadonia back into the state of angst that has plagued her the past several fortnights. “We meet with Chief Councilor Vala tomorrow evening to discuss our journey,” Rica responds prior to bringing a fresh sweet biscuit to her mouth.


“Good,” Aluna cautiously responds with her arms folded across her chest. “It’s not often three so young are voted to attend the Gathering by the council.” Chadonia had nearly forgotten Alyna had also gained enough favor from the council to join them on the upcoming journey.


“We understand the trust put into us, Mother,” Chadonia states in a tone customary with her typical stoic disposition. “Not many in their twenties are given such opportunity.”


“Given?” Aluna responds sharply. “Neither of you was given such an opportunity, it was well-earned. I would have advised against your selections if I had any reservations of either your skills or maturity.”


Chadonia and Rica bow their heads in respect, eyes fixed upon the ground, a custom of the Vlosan tribe when one wishes to display gratitude and humility. “I shall return after my lessons at the University,” Aluna says in a soft tone, then, while looking toward Chadonia, “Try to ease yourself.” Chadonia cannot find the words to respond.


She was not surprised Aluna was able to detect her anxiety concerning the Gathering. A sigh releases from her lips as she takes a bite out of another sweet biscuit. “You need not worry, Chadonia, I’ll keep you safe in Kamra.”


Rica’s voice has a tinge of playfulness blended with her usual comforting timbre. “I’m more concerned with the trek than the city itself,” Chadonia responds in between chewing her sweet biscuit.


“That should be the least of your concern with how much time you spend in the wilderness.”


Small as it is, the comment gives Chadonia some comfort. Of all the stories past Kamra Gathering party members have told, very few spoke of facing challenges on the Path to Kamra aside from one alarming piece of expanse. Rica takes another bite from a sweet biscuit while looking over at her sister. “The Great Mother blesses me with your presence, Rica.”


“As does she me with yours,” Rica replies with equal admiration as the pounding hooves of Aluna’s meezen are heard galloping away from the dwelling. “I would not wish to share the honor of attending the Gathering without you.”


A smile crosses Chadonia’s lips after hearing such praise from her Sworn Sister. Moments like this remind her how close the bond is between her and Rica. She shifts her body back in the direction of the plate, which now only has two sweet biscuits remaining. “I will leave those for you, I must go to review notes for my audience with the Queen,” Chadonia begins as she walks in the direction of her quarters. “Thank you for always choosing to watch over me.” Chadonia stops, looks over her shoulder and makes direct eye contact with her sister who replies only with a short nod.


With that Chadonia makes her way through the quaint dwelling, which houses three adult women. Two bedchambers reside on the bottom floor on either side of the plain living quarters, which contain a set of finely crafted settee seats that allow one to rest, along with a plain rug resting in the middle of the room. Sturdy wooden walls separate the kitchen, living room, and staircase from one another. Despite being decenniums old, the house maintains the structure and appeal of a freshly built home.


The short, winding staircase leads to a smaller floor where a neat hallway separates two additional chambers. A triangular window at the fall side of the hall allows sunlight to illuminate the area, saving the candles that stand on a table for use during the night. Inside the bedchambers closest to the window a wooden crucifix rack keeps her visorless helmet, vambraces, greaves, and a thin sheet of double-sided yet flexible breast plate armor. Over the armor is a ceremonial sleeved surcoat with the Vlosi crest stitched from the chest to the lower reaches of fabric. A triangular shield rests against the wall beside a moderately sized sheathed arming sword. Such set-up is customary among champions of the Vlosan tribe, commonly used to inform guests they are entering the quarters of a Vlosi warrior.


A writing table featuring candles, parchment paper, ink, and quills; a sheeted bed, small chest, and triangular window make for a plain decor. The humble nature of the room highlights the core values of the Vlosan tribe. Perhaps the ability to survive harsh winters without bother grant them a unique humble nature, although they take pride in surviving such conditions which would wipe out many of the southern tribes who are spoiled by consistent warm temperatures. Vlosa is often left to their own devices as traders mainly only visit the region craving furs and mountain minerals, while explorers come to share stories and test their fortitude in the coldest areas of Ejana.


“I know not why Queen Jienice calls for such audiences,” Chadonia whispers to herself as she sits at the table. “She could not care less about matters of military.” Chadonia takes the top parchment into her hands, slowly beginning to read over the notes she scribbled several days prior after her own audience with the various Tribal Wing Captains – a position she held before her accession to Chief Military Advisor.


“At least after we speak, my complete focus can turn toward the Gathering,” Chadonia continues speaking to herself, nodding her head as she flips through the various documents on the table. “Let the Great Mother watch over Vlosa while I am away…”


Chadonia furrows her brow after coming across a disagreeable portion of text. “This must not remain, evening watch is crucial to our safety!” Immediately grabbing a quill, Chadonia marks through the section and hastily writes something to replace it. “Dia is the most secluded town within the tribe,” she grumbles after making corrections.


Time slowly passes as parchment after parchment is checked, rechecked, and slight alterations are made to Chadonia’s liking. Eventually, she rises from the desk to take a much-needed stretch. Chadonia finds pleasure in training, while doing the work of a clerk brings her much consternation. After several satisfying stretches, Chadonia takes a longing glance outside her chamber windows. “The sun is setting already? Have I been at work that long?”


She shrugs her shoulders, assuming Aluna and Rica would soon be home after taking care of their midday duties. Rica attends to the training of both sections within the 3rd Wing of the Vlosi military during most afternoons, while Aluna leads several strategy lectures with her university students before nightfall. “I should rest,” she whispers to herself, lovingly staring at her bed. “It would be quite rude to keep Queen Jienice waiting in the morning.”


A yawn escapes Chadonia, who knows there is no danger in being late to an audience with the docile Queen of Vlosa – however, she is not prepared to take advantage of her kind nature.









Chapter 3 – Audience


The light morning sun glimmers on the city of Vlosa. Both the neatly maintained gravel roads along with freshly grown grass are beautified by the natural wonder of Ganoran. Keeping true to the Vlosi work ethic, artisans, hunters, and merchants are already scurrying around the city, not to be outdone by students of various youthful ages who make their way to their daily courses – some with more excitement and vigor than others. Only several months ago the harsh winter weather would cause the streets to be nearly bare of life. If this were the winter, Chadonia would not be on top of her meezen adorned in her uniform, riding to an audience with Queen Jienice.


A cream short-sleeved tunic provides an extra layer of warmth over the top of a similarly colored long-sleeved shirt. Tan wool pants and leather shoes with a slight point finish her attire, which would not catch the attention of a lay individual yet is the ceremonious attire for military officials of the Vlosan tribe when undertaking their formal duties. While far from the most daunting military in Ejana the Vlosi take great pride in honoring those who defend its people.


As a young girl, Chadonia watched her mother wear the exact same uniform throughout Vlosa. Such visions motivated the young Chadonia to study and train so that she could follow suit and become a defender of the tribe. Several scars across her back and arms provide eternal reminders of the training she endured to earn the right to be sitting upon her meezen at this moment.


Chadonia’s thoughts are not fixated on her audience. Her efforts from the night prior provided more than enough preparation for any inquiry of Queen Jienice. Instead, she is concentrating her attention on the Kamra Gathering, and the travels that lie in front of her. Millions across Ejana wish to be chosen by their tribe to take part in the traditions of the Gathering, yet few ever have such an honor bestowed upon them. The pensive mutters and clomping of boots from a nearby hunting party fail to draw observation from Vlosa’s top military advisor.


Indicating they are tending to official tribal affairs, each member of the ten-person contingent possesses a quiver full of arrows and a bow, along with spear and arming sword scabbarded at their hip. Equipped backpacks contain the various nourishment and tools they will need for their mission. Such groups are prominent throughout every city and town inhabited by the Vlosan tribe. Their sennights-long journeys into the wilderness provide the tribe with food and ancillary materials for months, helping each city maintain stability throughout the harsh winter months.


A woman around the same age of Chadonia notices the military advisor slowly riding nearby. She alerts the woman next to her with a tap on the shoulder; beginning a pattern until quickly everyone in the group of mostly women is aware of Chadonia’s presence. “Advisor Chadonia.” The words are accompanied by the group bowing their heads, eyes fixed toward the ground.


“Easy, Kira.” Chadonia gently pulls at the reins of the meezen after the gesture from the hunting party snatches her back into the moment. She returns the sign of respect with a tilt of her head. “May your hunt be fruitful, Tentioda.” Chadonia’s words are directed toward the blonde-haired woman in her mid-thirties who previously spoke.


Tribal Wing Captains do not usually lead hunting expeditions in the Vlosan tribe, yet many do not have the resolve nor sense of duty that lie within Tentioda. Stories have spread of the captain of the 2nd Wing of Vlosi military surviving her hunting party being ambushed, only to spend the next two months tracking and extinguishing the lives of some twenty bandits who murdered her fellow party members. The legend of those events has accompanied her through the ranks of the Vlosi military, even more so due to her refusal to relinquish hunting responsibilities. Like most, Chadonia had developed a great respect for Tentioda, even though their paths had not often crossed throughout the years.
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