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Prologue
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Year of Order 172

Acrid, metallic smoke curled around him. Choked him. The poor light afforded by the burnt red sky disappeared. The heavy flap of tent shut out the outside world from this strange, unexplored one. A single lamp burned dimly in the center of the tent on a round pedestal surrounded by rough pillows. Small candles hung haphazardly around the perimeter.

“Come, sit,” invited a wizened husk of a human, indicating the stained cushions. His toothless grin seemed to jump with the movement of flickering shadows cast by the weak flames.

“It is a great honor to host a Seeker.” The man bobbed. He gestured at his two female helpers. They gracefully slid forward, gently taking Braylor’s hands and carefully guiding him toward the pedestal. Braylor noted the young women’s grace and beauty, so out of place in the dingy tent. So dissimilar to the bent old man.

“You do not fear me,” Braylor stated flatly. It was well-known the Order stifled showings contrary to canon. Often ruthlessly. Yet no one here showed any indications of apprehension in his presence.

“It is a great honor, Lord Seeker, even if death was the reward.” The aged man again indicated the pillows. “Please, sit.”

Braylor, curling his lip in distrust, folded his legs beneath him and sat down upon the padding. It was his sacred duty to gather information. He narrowed his eyes, as he observed every detail, committing all to memory. He would endure this trial like every other and prevail.

The smoke, despite his iron self-control, made him cough. The two young women had moved away and rhythmically played a tambourine and drum.

Braylor tried to focus. He tried to memorize everything. The tambourine opened his ears to the drum’s pulsating beat. Opened his mind and slowed his heart. The old man tossed something into the lamp’s small flame, causing it to flare in a hiss of purple sparks. A flowery scent filled his nostrils as he tried to reel his drowning mind back as chanting began:

“Before molten rock scarred the land-

“In the age before this one-

“Before ash weakened the sun-

“In the age before this one-

“Before the sea steamed and clouds rained ruin-

“In the age before this one,” Braylor murmured as his vision passed from his physical eyes.
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Chapter I: Rekem
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541 A.J.S.

Orokone sat in a circular cavern carved from the living rock of Rekem, with Coracán, Master of the Jewel and fitting representative of its’ dubious activities. Spread out between them, on the smooth stone slab that served as a table, were hundreds of scrolls and stacks of gold, all remnants of a huge operation and payout. A single lamp set in the center illuminated little more than the slab itself, leaving the subterranean room in near complete darkness.

“I trust the retinue I provided to you served adequately,” Coracán stated without a hint of question.

“Quite,” Orokone replied every bit as nonchalantly. The ‘retinue’ had consisted of five-hundred of the best and most bloodthirsty mercenaries, all hand-picked by Coracán from his scrolls of records. Most of them were part of individual groups, but had jumped at the chance to be on a job where Orokone led. Not only was the pay incredible, but the honor associated with it would launch both the status of the individual mercenary and that of their group into veritable legendary status. No man or woman Coracán had chosen declined the offer.

“Good,” Coracán leaned back, folding his hands over his protruding stomach. “It was the least I could do to repay the years you spent tracking down my little pet.”A sinister smile crossed Coracán’s face as his malicious eyes briefly lit like the flash of glinting chain-mail in the sun.

“Our little pet,” Orokone corrected. “Speaking of which, just how is the project coming along?”

Coracán raised a hand above his head and snapped his fingers, the many jeweled rings and bracelets reflecting in the weak light cast by the oil lantern.

The purple-skinned man named Silszar grimaced. ‘I’ll relish the day I cut that hand from your arm.’

From out of the darkness, he shuffled forward into the orb of light, body bent and leaning on a gnarled staff of cedar heart. Clothed in a scarlet robe tied loosely about the waist, Silszar moved to the edge of the table. He ignored the several stone stools standing around the circular slab. 
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Until now, most men would have been unaware of his presence. They would wonder just how many men still hid in the dark recesses of the underground room. The Golden Sea Priest strongly suspected that Orokone, with his infrared vision, had seen him upon entering. He had probably heard his shallow breathing, even, which only the keenest of predators could detect. Unless there was a heat-hider in this room that had held their breath for these past twenty minutes, there would not be any more surprises for the fearsome assassin.

Of course, Coracán had known all of this, but leaving Silszar standing in shadow was a show of his power. Coracán was vain and used even the most menial of situations to flaunt his sway over those that served him. Leaving a minion in the dark until summoned by the snap of jeweled fingers left little doubt as to where one stood.

“Priest Silszar,” Coracán cordially spoke, “Meet Orokone, the most feared and skilled mercenary in all of Tremlapan!”

“Yes.” Silszar stepped closer and leaned down enthusiastically, “A most interesting specimen! Pupil-less, single-layer eyes prominent in the north-east swampland. Mireveil Marsh. Overlapping plate-like scales rarely found in the Blightland –“

“Silszar..”

“- and the central ridge on your forehead allows for echolocation, yes?” The priest put his question to Orokone directly, who had visibly tensed under the obsessive examination.

“Silszar!”

“Yes, lord?” Silszar asked, radiating innocence with a slight look of confusion.

Coracán’s face flushed. He growled, “I swear, I’m going to kill you one of these days.”

Orokone seemed reluctant to stop fingering a knife hilt he had secreted in a sleeve of his robe. Silszar knew he was testing the patience of these cold-blooded men. The thought brought a smile to his lips, which he hid by bowing his head and relying on the deep cowl to cast his features into inky blackness.

“Anyway,” Coracán smoothly resumed as if nothing had happened. “This is Silszar, a leader in anthropological and alchemical research. Originally a Royal Priest of the Golden Sea.“

Silszar grimaced, thankful he was still bent within his hood. He did not like being reminded how the secretive sect had banished him from his homeland.

Coracán, not noticing the reaction, continued, “He decided to travel abroad to capitalize on better opportunities concerning his work.”

Orokone nodded his acknowledgment of the Priest’s observation. “Yes, Priest, I have a small ability of echolocation. The Royal Priests of the Golden Sea are secretive beyond compare. Why did you leave and choose a remote corner of the greatest desert in all of Tremlapan?”

Upon hearing Orokone’s admission of echolocation, Silszar produced parchment, ink, and quill pen from secret pockets sewn into his sleeves and rapidly scribbled while muttering to himself.

“Priest!” Coracán’s fist slammed into the rock slab, effectively bringing Silszar’s attention back from where it had drifted. “Answer his question!”

“Ah, yes.” The Priest smiled and hid away his writing instruments. “That is easy to answer, lord. Ver else in all the vorld can all specimens be found but in the largest mercenary camp in all the vorld? Hehehe...”

Silszar had painstakingly built up and played the part of being mad. It not only caused these men to underestimate him, it allowed him to say things an assistant normally could not. If he did not have that outlet to vent at times, Silszar thought he might truly go mad pretending to be subservient to these primitive peoples.

Orokone looked at Coracán, who shrugged. “He likes being close to his work. No other living being compares to Silszar for the tasks I have for him.”

“Thank you, lord,” Silszar muttered, bowing his head even lower.

“Now,” Coracán excitedly leaned forward. “Tell Orokone what we have learned of our,“ here Coracán looked directly at Orokone, “little project.”

“Yes, yes,” the Priest said while removing a rolled scroll from an inside pocket of his purple robe. “Specimen is Kaelon. Aged six years. Father is King Zareth, recently deceased ruler of Liorath, or the Northern Kingdom as it is now known. Mother is Princess Elyndra, renegade princess of the Aelaryn of the Sky Mountains.”

“I know all this, Priest,” Orokone quietly interjected, an ominous sign for Silszar. “I tracked the Princess and her bastard son for three years.”

As a Princess of Aelar, Elyndra was from the larger of the two flying races of Tremlapan. Consorting outside of the Sky Mountains was severely frowned upon, especially for royalty. Elyndra and Zareth, however, had fallen into a forbidden love. The affair was so intense and secretive, Elyndra renounced her people and had her wings removed so that she would not be recognized as Aelaryn. Zareth, in turn, had protected her by setting her up in the northernmost castle of his lands bordering hers, called Mountfang Hold. His people were unaware she was of the Aelaryn, yet she was close enough to the border that her loyal guards could still be summoned to her protection.

Their secret relationship had gone well for many years until the birth of a winged son, Kaelon. Word spread like wildfire, causing a revolt in Liorath. King Zareth was assassinated in his sleep and Princess Elyndra fled with Kaelon and a few trusted aides.

Orokone had assassinated the King himself for a staggering sum of riches. He had then tracked the princess, killing her and her aides once he found them. The child he had delivered to Coracán. An amazing opportunity, Orokone and Coracán saw a very profitable situation. They would raise the child of two royal bloodlines in Rekem. Once he came of age, they had two kingdoms to which they could lay legitimate claim. Despite not meeting until grown, the brothers Orokone and Coracán were equally devious, ruthless and consumed with ambition. Rekem was becoming more powerful by the day and would rival any nation’s army.

‘They have been more than amenable to my methods for furthering my research,’ thought Silszar, knowing first-hand that most nations would banish someone using blood as a means to imbue powers. ‘But I have gleaned all they have to offer. Hopefully my special project will soon bear fruit.’

He bowed towards Orokone. “Of course, my lord. My apologies. The distillation of the child’s blood shows he acquired King Zareth’s Roar of Command ability. To what degree of power he will be able to wield, it is yet to be determined.”

“We will maximize his potential, brother,” Coracán interjected. “Think of it! An Aelaryn warrior with the Roar of Command! The best equipment and a life of training here beneath our tutelage! An army of mercenaries at his back!”

Coracán surged to his feet in his excitement, his considerable girth quaking. Bracelets, bangles and amulets made a musical jangle to punctuate his assertion.

“We will rule from the Jewel to the sea!” he excitedly proclaimed, referring to the northern half of the continent from Rekem to the Sky Mountains and Liorath to the Stormwrath Ocean.

Orokone nodded and was about to speak when a sharp knock sounded. Silszar shuffled backward without being prompted. Coracán lifted a weighted handle and dropped it back into a bowl carved into the floor. It resounded through the chamber, but more importantly, the deaf guards would feel the vibration in the floor and know they were now allowed to move the boulder comprising the chamber door.

‘Crude, but effective manner to ensure secrecy,’ Silszar had to admit. It was a great honor to be chosen to guard the inner chamber, despite the required sacrifice of hearing.

The boulder rolled to one side of the opening, two large men straining with its mass, and a small contingent of guards accompanied a lean, smiling young man to the table.

“I was wondering when you might find your way back,” Coracán scolded.

Orokone interjected, “I had him wait behind after the attack.”

Orokone had led five hundred mercenaries against the heir of a fractured land, the marshes in the east. Two of the factions, the Lurga and Veilborn, had hired Coracán to eradicate their rival, Kaleoni of the Chameer. The Chameer had tenaciously ruled for several generations and a rebellion was always simmering just beneath the surface. The brothers had seen the volatile operation as a way to reproduce their methods and acquire another royal child.
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