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[image: ]




In the forests west of the Grand Plains was the village of Grubein. It was a collection of mostly log-built houses scattered through the trees with some man-made clearings and paths carved into the ground by human travel. There was only one established road for traveling beyond Grubein’s borders. The population was only seventy since the Kingdom of Garrin had conscripted nearly every able-bodied man. The Kingdom was again trying to advance its claims across the Grand Plains through a show of force.

The overwhelming demand for men and increasing requirement for supplies made things difficult and drove their lives to misery, but the oldest members of the village remembered over two decades ago when raiders from the Tokkin lands would attack the village. The Kingdom claimed their distant goals were worth the hardship even though it was the villages furthest from the capital which bore the burden of manpower.

Beyond the memories of the living was the knowledge that there had been centuries of pushing and pulling between the Kingdom and the Tokkin. The Kingdom of Garrin was named for the western city that housed the throne. It was the first of its kind, and as the structure of its society spread, it became known simply as the Kingdom. There was a defined lineage and order built on the ideals of preserving life and pushing back against the chaos the first Tokkin created. At present, no one in the Kingdom was certain how the Tokkin lands were governed or what they had built east of the Grand Plains. What was known was that all Tokkin are physically different from normal humans.

The first Tokkins were born to human parents, and there are still occasional births without Tokkin parentage, but all Tokkin have Tokkin children. Their thoughts and feelings are human, but their bodies are advanced and distorted in some way. Some parts were shorter or longer, larger or smaller, and more exaggerated than most humans, but all shared gray skin hues.

The physical difference between the humans was noticeable enough to distinguish the two types and helped write the protective laws of the Kingdom based on appearance. But it wasn't just about the look of the Tokkin. This was about the actions of the Tokkin as they forced their will upon the land centuries ago. It was only thanks to the Sisters of Forn and their discovery of the relics that the world found order.

It was noon on a brisk spring day in Grubein. A soldier’s horse draped with the Kingdom of Garrin’s banner was tied up at the village center in front of the meeting hall. The meeting hall was the only building that the village owned as a community. It was built with planks, unlike many of the log cabins that hid in the trees around the town center. That’s where the patient horse stayed waiting for its rider to return.  This obvious location notified most of the village that troubling news had arrived.

Rachael's husband had been conscripted by the Kingdom of Garrin, along with nearly every other man in Grubein. They had moved to Grubein four years ago as newlyweds, and she had finally started to think of it as home just before he was drafted. She had believed that their tiny town could survive while her husband was away from her, but since he had been gone, the selfish and heavy demands of the Kingdom had drained their town and her hope. 

She imagined that facing Tokkin raids could have produced the same results, but she only had the second-hand stories to carry that thought. Still, if her husband returned with the other men, they might recover, but the soldier that came to visit destroyed her last hope.

The soldier read off his parchment without locking eyes with her. He couldn’t afford to express sympathy since he needed to inform this entire town of their loss. “It is the regret of the Kingdom of Garrin to inform you that...”

Rachael didn’t let him finish telling her. Her gasp of breath blared out, “No!” She screamed at him to get out before he finished the official statement. She had heard a few other cries before he had visited her house, but her last hope was that he wouldn’t visit her home.

Everything about the soldier's appearance burned and clung to her mind even when he was gone. Rachael could still smell the armor oils, see the dark figure standing in her doorway, and hear his callous voice speaking meaningless words. He was the face of the enemy and her pain.

She gripped her dull brown hair and pulled it down around her face to help hide herself from the world as she slumped to the floor. Rachael sat there, unable to perceive any reason or motivation to move. Her dark and tired eyes pulled away from the light while her hands followed her defined chin line, wishing to touch her husband's face one last time.

Less than an hour after slamming the door behind the soldier, there was another knocking. It was still light out, so she could see the familiar faces. Rachael opened the door, eager to share her distress. It was two of her closest friends, Meridith and Susan, and her husband, Anthony, who was the mayor of Grubein. “Oh, Meridith,” she felt safe to let out everything to them. Rachael's typically understanding look was twisted with anguish and doubt. No words were needed for them to guess the worst about the soldier's visit. Meridith embraced her as they stood out in the cool fading light.

Meridith wore a long black dress for this solemn occasion in contrast to the rugged pants and tunic outfits most of the women had converted to in order to work the land without men. Her hazel hair was tied back, and she had removed the extra coloring she usually applied to her puffy cheeks. Anthony was a few inches shorter than Meridith and just as tall as his wife. He was stocky and wore tall hats and boots that added some height. Susan was petite and could hide behind Anthony completely if needed. Her round face was long today as grief pulled it down.

Meridith squeezed her tight. “Oh, my dear.  I'm so sorry.”  She had seen him stopping at two other houses before coming to Rachael's.  The soldier had over a dozen homes to visit.  Every man conscripted from Grubein had died.

Susan looked apprehensive, but she joined the hug instead of waiting for her own separate embrace. She was the youngest and shortest of the group hug and might be mistaken for a girl if you didn't know she was only two years younger than Rachael.

Anthony stood apart from the hug.  He was one of the only conscript-able men that had been exempt.  “Do you want to go in and sit down, my dear?” In his opinion, it was rather inconsiderate of her not to invite them in. There were other houses that he would need to visit, but Susan had insisted and cried a lot about visiting Rachael first with Meridith. Since it was easier for his wife and Meridith to console, he obliged their first visit to Rachael's.

“Yes.” Rachael squeaked after a moment. The two other women released her so she could lead the way to sit.  She chose to sit on the bench along the table. It wasn't the most comfortable, but it was large enough for two, and Meridith sat next to her to hold her hand. Susan pulled up a wooden stool so she could be closer while Anthony took the padded chair at a safe distance.

“Let it out, dear.” Meridith said as she moved to hug her again, but Rachael turned away and cried on her own for a few minutes.  They continued to hold hands.  Meridith was 18 years older than Rachael and had lost her husband 8 years back to illness.  She had since become the village's matron.  The wrinkles had come quickly for her after his death, and she looked weathered for a thirty-eight-year-old woman.

After a few moments of waiting, Anthony spoke.  He needed to get things moving along.  “He was a strong man.  I'm sure he fought well, just like every other man that was lost today.”  He looked around at his wife and Meridith, letting them see him nod so that they could agree with him and move the visit along quickly.  

Anthony’s voice burned at the back of Rachael’s eyes, changing sadness to anger and drawing her glare right to him. His tone, his words, and his mere presence shattered her sadness with distrust. “He was my husband, Anthony.” She saw him sitting in the chair she was keeping maintained for her husband. “He’s not just one of the men, can you understand that?”

Susan knew her husband meant well, and he had given her what she wanted, coming here first. “Rachael, we’re-” she included her husband, circling everyone with a wave of her hand, “are so sorry for your loss.  We’ve lost so much.  I can’t imagine what it’s like for you, but this hurts everyone.”  She expressed everything she felt.

Rachael listened to Susan.  It was so much better hearing her friend.  They had all lost so much, but she had never talked much with Anthony and didn’t trust his opinion. She hadn’t considered that others had lost sons and husbands. It made her feel guilty that she was glad others were feeling her pain and that she wasn't alone.

Meridith would have never wished this loss on another woman. Now, she was surrounded by the pain once again, and she hoped they could find consolation in each other.

Anthony found Rachael’s reaction more severe than other times he had visited widows of accidents. He hoped all of them wouldn't be like this and glanced at Susan to let her know he had been right, even if he had bent to her begging earlier.

Susan knew his superior look. She needed to show him that it wasn’t a mistake to visit Rachael first. Rachael would listen to the good news, and it would help her. “You should know that the Kingdom of Garrin is going to establish a garrison nearby, and nothing else will be asked of our town.”

Rachael was annoyed. “Oh?” The Kingdom had bled them of their men and only now considered protecting them. How could more soldiers bring back the dead? Why were they off fighting such a distant war?

Anthony was eager to expand on Susan's introduction of the good news. “Yes, finally we will have the Kingdom of Garrin's protection. They know they are responsible and will establish a real presence.” Anthony was angry at the Kingdom, too, as he relayed this information. He thought back on all his letters and constantly ignored pleas. “I’ve worked so hard for this. It’s about time they live up to their promise.” It had finally cost him and the town too much.

“And all it took was my husband’s life?” Rachael said condescendingly.  Her loss meant nothing to Anthony.  He spoke over her husband’s death like it was necessary to get attention.  

Anthony narrowed his eyes at the narrow-minded Rachael. She couldn't see past her front door.

Meridith closed her eyes and prayed for Anthony to hold back on his views. This wasn’t about the pain of the town. She had been there herself and knew this moment was about Rachael's loss. Meridith had to speak first for the good of everyone. “Rachael, none of the men should have died. This is the worst thing that could have happened. We have all lost, and your husband’s life wasn’t worth paying for the Kingdom’s protection.”

Rachael burst out, “Who are we fighting? The Kingdom comes and takes what it wants and sends off my husband to die fighting an enemy I have never faced. What’s the point? A garrison of soldiers. For what?” She rose from the bench and clenched the table.

Anthony replied calmly, “We used to hold those lands to the east, including the Grand Plains.” It was the most basic knowledge and history. He knew that she knew it, but why would you need to come face to face with an enemy to know why you are fighting? “They continuously attack the land that is ours.”

Rachael leaned forward and nearly stood up from the anger. “Oh yes, I’ve heard that before,” she retorted, “but when have they attacked me? The only ones taking from me is the Kingdom of Garrin.”

Susan begged, “Rachael, please!” She didn't like talking about such things and was glad Anthony didn't discuss them inside their home. “We're so sorry for Henry's death, but... but... please don't be angry.” Susan looked around at everyone as she spoke, hoping they would all agree and stop yelling.

Rachael directed all her anger at Anthony. “I don’t care about Garrin. I don’t care about their garrison or their reasons for stripping my life away.” It was so easy to blame him for not stopping the Kingdom’s demands. “His death is meaningless. Don’t use him to support your war.”

Anthony stood up in defiance. “You don’t understand. This is not my war. I didn’t start this, but I do have to deal with all the problems that it causes. This war hurts all of us and not just you. I’m sorry that Henry died, but you’re not the only one, and we’re not the only village. Our neighbors suffer, and they need our help. The Kingdom of Garrin sees our suffering, and they know they cannot ignore the Tokkin anymore.” It was infuriating. If she cared to understand, she would know that he was right. She’s choosing to ignore what is right.

Rachael stood up. “We wouldn’t need to be saved by the Kingdom if they didn’t take everything we need to defend ourselves. My husband is dead for what? They have bled us dry.” Rachael clenched her chest and made the motion to rip out her heart. “You can’t feel this, Anthony. You’ll never understand what they’ve taken.”

“I understand, alright. Yes, I do. They have asked much, and we needed to sacrifice more than we wanted to. But you fail to see that we need to sacrifice that much to stop the Tokkin. I have seen their destruction for myself...” he shook his head that he shouldn't justify himself to her, “You’re so sheltered and selfish for it.”

Susan tried to pull Anthony’s attention by moving from her seat to her husband’s side. “Anthony!” She agreed with her husband, but she felt as angry and distraught as Rachael looked.

Anthony had had enough of this situation. “Enough.” He still had his thankless job to visit the other widows. Susan grabbed his arm, but he wasn’t going to listen to her for the remainder of the evening. She had used up her wish. “You’re not worth the time. Susan, we’re leaving. Meridith, we’re moving on to the next home. So, stay or leave, it’s your choice,” he sneered.

Rachael had never wanted to strike out at someone like she did at this moment. He wasn’t a wife and widow, alone with broken meaning and drenched in blame. She dug her nails into her hand and put all of it into her voice as it cracked into a fading scream, “Get out!”

Meridith hung her head solemnly. Her heart raced with the same pains as Rachael and she wanted to fix Anthony’s insensitivity, “Rachael, I’m...”

Rachael wasn’t going to listen anymore. “Just leave,” she dismissed all of them.

Anthony led Susan out with her squeezing his arm. It was so awful that his wife was so concerned about Rachael and that Susan should be made so much more upset. It was completely insensitive of Rachael.

Meridith followed the couple out, praying that Anthony would now know not to involve himself in their grief. He was the man who didn’t die and had agreed to the Kingdom’s demands. Tonight, he was an enemy and needed to stay quiet.

Rachael stayed in her house for days like the other widows. When she went outside and met the remaining neighbors, they were only able to talk for a few words before emotions would get the better of them. There was no gossip and no joy in the little things. They had no stomach to speak of revenge on the Tokkin or discuss the Kingdom's plans. Only Anthony wanted to talk about such things, but he quickly realized that no one wanted to listen to what he thought was important.

The Kingdom of Garrin had established a garrison to their north within three months of the loss. At that time, there had been no raids from the Tokkin, but they still had to provide the Kingdom with the food and supplies leveraged years back for the war efforts. Once the garrison was established, Anthony met the commander before the patrols started.

The soldiers that patrolled started demanding supplies and alcohol besides what the Kingdom of Garrin took. Despite their insistence that they were fighting Tokkin a short distance away, the villagers of Grubein never saw a Tokkin raiding party. The gossip that had died down now returned when some of the widows found it easier to offer their bed instead of the food and drink demanded of them. The arrangements only increased the demands on villagers unwilling to make such deals.

After ten months, there was an overriding consensus that their village couldn’t fulfill the demands. Requests through proper channels failed, and confrontation wouldn't work. Anthony corresponded with a cousin of his far to the west and learned that such demands were not required of towns further from the Grand Plains. Since they were so few, they could easily be absorbed by other villages or by one of the large cities. They kept what they needed and took what they could carry and left before the next patrol could arrive.

But Rachael was defiant. Their town was dead, and this was her grave to stay in alone. She didn't have to work too hard to stay hidden since the patrols didn't search throughly. The garrison gladly shrunk their patrol route to exclude the deserted Grubein. She imagined that life would get easier now that there were no more demands from others. A few hens, her established garden, and her years of living without a husband prepared her for this.
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In a large room of a castle, King Fredrick Antoin sat in council with Duke Cassinon Medrick and Lord Jacob Fuller. The room was draped with green banners and curtains to give them the most privacy. The table in the center of the room wasn't decorated but instead was covered with a large map. This room was set for a private discussion. It was midday, but they had all the torches lit in the absence of natural light. The chairs were up against the wall, as the table in the center with three chairs took precedence. The two vassals the King had chosen for this meeting controlled the largest holdings and could direct orders down the line for the quickest results.

King Antoin was in his forties, and his balding head was hidden by his crown. There were problems inherited from past Kings that wore on him and added many more wrinkles than a man his age should have. His full eyebrows were heavy with gloom, and his eyes were sunken in with stress. Still, his red and white robes, with layers of fine cloth, left little doubt about his importance. All the troubles had cut into any joy he hoped to find in the authority passed down to him.

Lord Fuller was older than the King, but he had learned to handle the weight of his nobility more gracefully and looked younger in expressions with his full head of hair. In contrast, his broad chin was free of hair and made a bold statement about his confidence. He didn't wear a headdress in celebration of his head hair and kept a trim amount of fine layers to display his healthy form.

Duke Medrick was the youngest and wore his title with audacious pride. His wide mouth was well practiced at displaying emotions he wanted others to see, but the large blank area of his forehead reminded others that there was always a hidden intent. He looked as if he was looking down on everything because he was. Even when he bowed to the King, it seemed like he was looking down on him. He dressed more like a King than a subject to a King.

They had just received the message from their scout. This was the castle at Garrin, the greatest and largest city of the Kingdom. It was the most protected city thanks to the distance from the Tokkin lands, but this also added to the difficulties of continued expansion. But now that distance didn't seem far enough to protect it from the Tokkin threat. All the expedition forces and first-response armies were destroyed. The Tokkin army could press toward Garrin itself without resistance. On a fast march across the remaining plains and through the western forest and mountains, the Tokkin could reach Garrin in 60 days. But that would be assuming the Tokkin army would need to stop for food or rest.

“Well then, it is hard to disagree with such information.” Lord Fuller moved his hand along the line that the Tokkin army followed. “We cannot win this war with marginal responses anymore. It is imperative that we commit more than we think is necessary. The window needed to gather our forces into one will close soon.” 

Duke Medrick protested. “No. I refuse to lend my men to another slaughter. There is no proof that more men would yield any different result. Besides, there is only so much room on any battlefield.” The young Duke glared at Fuller and held the fringes of his fine robe. He knew the Lord wanted more of his men. So far, he had been able to keep an adequate number of men in reserve for his own safety. Giving any more was not negotiable.

Fuller spoke with incredulity. “Limited room? In the King's army, how many of my men do you think are left? Your men would give us a full army. Overcrowding is not the issue.” That was putting it politely. Medrick had a habit of holding back support. Usually, he would talk about how he couldn't spare any men, but maybe if he ruled more wisely, he wouldn't need all the protection from his own people. Fuller knew such advice wouldn't fix the problem. You can't humble a greedy man. 

Antoin agreed with Fuller, but it was better for this fight to stay between his vassals as he had enough problems. He would let them take out their frustrations on each other.

Medrick wouldn’t be bated by Fuller. “We do not control where our engagements occur. Without the proper fielding, my cavalry would be utterly destroyed. I will continue to provide my services as always to the King.” Medrick nodded at Antoin to acknowledge his importance.

Lord Fuller grinned. “Food, a few swords, maybe some mints to purchase mercenaries. Do you have enough mints in your treasury to buy a full army of mercenaries?” He didn't let Medrick reply before continuing, “Those small bits are not enough at this moment. The only thing of consequence is to have men filling the ranks. Your straw men won't do.”

Medrick retorted. “Without my men making, forming, and supplying such things, the armies would wither and disband. Would you have a sword made by your wife, perhaps?” He had explained this so many times to Fuller that it could have been written down on parchment and held up each time Fuller complained. 

“The Tokkin have their weapons made by the women.” King Antoin said without looking at either man. The odd fact had come across his blank thoughts since the imagery of Fuller's wife working over a smelting furnace was amusing.

The Duke stopped his usual tirade to give the King his attention. “Pardon me, my King, what was that about the Tokkin women?”

The King spoke more specifically since he had no idea how to stop the coming invasion. He distracted them with a small insight that wasn’t useful. “The women of the Tokkin produce many of the weapons their men use. We learned from the smugglers that the women have taken up many of the crafting and farming roles as the men fight.”

Duke Medrick chortled. “Weapons by women, are they kitchen knives and thimbles?” He tried to imagine a woman swinging a hammer and hitting everything but the metal. “I am sure they cannot match the quality of my craftsmen.”

“You should ask the few of your men who have seen battle Medrick,” suggested Fuller, “they would attest to the quality of the Tokkin weapons. I have captured many of their weapons over the years and they put your clumsy broad swords to shame.”

Medrick had no time to compare his work to the enemy. “We don’t make weapons for girls. A poorly trained soldier is what makes a weapon clumsy.” He was working with what little resources were available. “The metal we receive from you, Fuller, is only so strong.”

Fuller knew that Medrick wasn’t worthy of his title. “Typical. You are the master of shifting blame,” he said with an exacerbated snort. Medrick’s title was bought, and he had squandered any opportunity to make himself invaluable.

Antoin spoke in between them, “We can see that this could continue endlessly.” The two vassals silenced themselves. “Before we discuss numbers, we must mention the request by the Sisters of Forn.”

Fuller had found the Sister’s future vision, scrying, useless as they often suggested the most obvious conclusions. “Did they have a useful vision?” He asked respectfully, regardless of his feelings. The Sisters of Forn were responsible for the creation of the Kingdom and would often interfere over the 300-year history when it suited them. The King respected them more than Fuller and always sought their advice.

The King nodded and began, “We asked them to focus on the Tokkin army and what was needed to defeat it. It took them considerable time, a grave sign, but thankfully, they have come to us with a solution.” The Sisters always entertained his inquiries even if they asked for prices that he couldn't afford, but truly this was the first time in his life that they were helping without price.

Medrick was eager to jump on the opportunity. “Excellent. Now we can be certain what is needed to save the kingdom,” he pandered to the King. He knew that Fuller would be made a fool by the witches’ prediction. They would prove Fuller wrong. Medrick believed their predictions were proof that a strong will, like his, could forge certainty in the world, and the King was wise to listen to them. “How large is the Tokkin army?” He believed that his men would not be needed.

The King sighed, and both vassals strained to hear an answer. “They couldn’t give us an account of the Tokkin force.” He continued his foreboding speech. “They were disturbed by what they couldn't learn.  Whatever leads this army is unique, and it has hidden the force's numbers and power.”

Fuller was glad the witches didn't know for sure. “So we don't know.” Vague reports from scouts and the uncertainty of the witches supported his belief. Even though these witches created the Kingdom, the nobles and relic wielders were the only ones truly able to defend it. “We'll have to fight with our knowledge and skill this time.”

Medrick wasn’t ready to admit anything to Fuller. He could see the King’s disappointment and focused on him. “My King, did they not have any advice or direction?” Medrick needed to believe there was an answer.

Antoin wanted them to feel the worry he had had to bear these past weeks. “They swore they would not fail us in this task and continued searching for an answer that could guide us to victory.”

Fuller tried to act interested. “What did they discover?” But the King was just playing for the sympathy that he was obligated to give.

Medrick hung in suspense. His jaw slightly dropped as he eagerly sat forward.

The King stared absent-mindedly at the table before them. “It is as grave as Lord Fuller suggests. The only way they saw a future for the Kingdom of Garrin was a full assault on the Tokkin army. We must each field all of our armies and every member of the Relic Wielder Order that we can reach in time. Anything less will lead to the end of our reign. There was no future for them to see without a full assault.” He was disappointed in their answer since it had been less than certain and graver than he'd ever dreaded to hear.

Fuller coughed. They suggested just what he had concluded, and he earned the credit for suggesting it. That was his proof of the right to rule. He was already committed to such an action but was curious about the witches' answer. “Did they mention how many losses will be sustained?”

The King did know but didn’t know what it meant for his life. “According to them, one-third will come out of the fog of war. They could give us no other advice on strategy. We must rely on ourselves for the battle plan.” Antoin scratched his rough beard. It was the greatest weight he had ever endured.

Medrick was lost in desperation. “That would leave the land nearly defenseless.” He could lose everything as the land would plunge into chaos without his loyal men as deterrents. Medrick believed the people under his rule were more difficult than the rest of the Kingdom. He needed a forceful hand, but he couldn’t argue with the King just yet.

Antion had thought about Medrick’s complaint. “Thankfully, the Tokkin army has seemed to absorb any force that might threaten our flanks. With an absolute defeat of the Tokkin army, we will see peace in our land and the unopposed expansion of our borders.” He tried to imagine the best since there was no guarantee that he would be alive at the end of the battle, but as long as they fielded all the armies, victory could be assured. 

Medrick asked calmly as he imagined the third that lived could be mostly his men. “That is certain? We will be victorious, and at the cost of two-thirds of our armies.” Perhaps that was what was meant to happen. If he played it right, there would be no one left to lead but him.

The King continued, “The witches worry about their own safety as well. They believe that if we do not stop this army, they will be destroyed themselves.” Antoin smiled. “They agree that their services will no longer come at a price if we act as they suggested.” Antoin adored the idea of not having a price attached to his many requests. 

Fuller pointed out the redundant opinion. “Excuse me, my King, but why would they do such a thing? We all agree on what needs to happen, and the Sisters of Forn, like every other witch I've heard of, enjoy demanding guileful prices of their service.”

Medrick knew he would have held back his support if not for the witches’ advice and the prospect of having their service free in the future. This was meant for him to hear. The Sisters of Forn were selective in who they scryed for, and they always wanted too much from him.

Antoin nodded in understanding. “You commit everything for me, Lord Fuller, but we would not have committed my personal guard or called on so many relic wielders.” He looked over to Medrick, “And we have not heard you protest the vision of the witches, Duke Medrick. Do you agree to supply your whole army and personal guard?”

Medrick was eager to seize this opportunity. “Of course, my King.” Whatever it took, he would come out of this triumphant.

This just made it worse. Fuller would have liked Medrick to protest since his agreement suggested some favorable outcome for him. “In that case, how can we trust them?” Fuller asked. “They’d say anything to save themselves.  How do we know that their powers have not diminished to the point of desperation?”

King Antoin nodded, but it was the first time he had considered it. He didn't want to consider it since it would just add to the problem. “We trust them. They have never led us astray. The Kingdom has been in their hearts since guiding its creation. I don't believe they wish us harm.”

Medrick nodded. “I agree with your judgment, my King. All my forces are at your disposal.” 

Fuller knew it was careless for Antoin to ignore the desperation of the witches. They already regularly scryed for the King with little protest. He didn’t care for their offer, and the King’s gain was marginal. Medrick was too agreeable now.

The King nodded, having put Fuller’s suggestion out of his mind. “We shall gather twenty-four days from now on the plains of Pullingham. There is adequate room for our formations.” The plains of Pullingham were an area west of the Grand Plains, surrounded by dense forest. Maybe it was cleared long ago, but the large treeless area, ten days' walk from the Grand Plains, would meet the requirements for a full army.

Medrick eyed the battle plans as Antoin pointed to the map. “What if they pass our force and head into the heart of the Kingdom?” He found the location adequate to expel his first complaint about the space for formations, but all of the battles up to that point had occurred in impromptu locations.

There was a certain amount of assumption given the Sisters of Forn's prediction. “They will not expose their rear.” Antoin tried to sound certain. “This force is here to destroy us. They won’t resist the chance to attack the King.” There was hesitation in his voice since he was suggesting he was the bait. Putting his life in the hands of the witches was very different than trusting their judgment, but they were all that he had to believe in. “Gather your forces and meet there in twelve days.” He stood, and his vassals stood, too.  “You are dismissed.” They bowed to the King.

Fuller and Medrick slowly gathered themselves to make sure the other was leaving and not staying any longer to speak with the King privately. Antoin sat back down and watched the two. He had other matters after they left and was eager for them to be gone. “You only have twelve days. We will see you again at that time, no sooner.” Both men picked up the pace to leave before the other, with Medrick making it to the door first.

Tiffany, one of the seven Sisters of Forn, came in from a side door once the two were out of the room. As she entered the room, her hair seemed to defy movement. It framed the soft curves of her face and directed his eyes into hers.  Her eyes were welcoming and peaceful, and her warm smile showed off her sparkling teeth. After drowning in her face, he followed her line downward along her slender exposed neck onto her low-cut dress. “Excellent. I will inform my Sisters of your decision, and we will gather at Garrin.  We will be at the service of the King.”

She was the warm welcome face he craved, but the dreadful moment clung to him. “Fuller is right.” Tiffany's arrival pulled Fuller’s suspicions to the forefront of his mind. “You’re desperate, and we wonder now. What are you truly sacrificing if you are willing to give up your original customs?” Again, he thought of himself as the bait to lure the Tokkin army and wondered if they would commit the crime of sacrificing their King.

Tiffany bowed and calmed the King. “We are desperate to protect the Kingdom of Garrin, my King, but if you did not risk the field of battle today, then the army would crush all remaining defenses. This is the only way to save you from that defeat. We believed our offer of service was a necessary gesture.” She said it with the greatest hopes and regrets that she could weave together.

Antoin looked away from her and stared at the floor. “We hear your words, Tiffany, but they are not as comforting as we wish.” He stopped talking and got up out of his chair. All the beautiful clothes and perfume she wore seemed to hide the confidence he wanted to see in her today. He pulled away several of the curtains to let in the light, but when he looked at her again, the additional light shone with no reassurance. “We need reassurance that ‘I’ will live.”

She needed to lie to keep him moving forward with the plan, but she wanted him vulnerable enough to be influenced, whatever the outcome was. Each Sister had guessed differently who would live. They had never needed to guess before, but the fog that blocked their scrying created that unknown. “The future favors you, my King, and we have committed ourselves to you.” Personally, this was true. She wanted him to live, given their intimate encounters. She enjoyed him, and he enjoyed her regardless of his marriage and nobility.

Antoin was still worried no matter what she said. He moped back over to his chair and sat down. “That is all, you may go.”

Tiffany smiled, having struck the right balance. “Perhaps I could offer you some additional comfort?”

“Tiffany,” The King smiled, “Your voice is music to my ears, but I do worry about your manipulation of me at times.”

She serenely smiled back. It was true. Witches had learned to manipulate life to extend its pleasure. They could keep up appearances through old age and control the cycles of birth thanks to centuries of experience. Like all witches, she had the skill to hide her age, which was actually 56. And she had prepared herself to become pregnant at this moment even though it was far past any normal woman's time.

“Your majesty,” She bowed low to show her voluptuously pushed-up breasts. She kept eye contact with him as she did this. His attention didn't require any of her manipulation abilities. “Every time we're together, I feel the heat build in me, and if I can't feel your body, I end up spending hours afterward trying to catch my breath, calm the raging fire.”

Antoin surveyed her and imagined his hands gliding over her skin. He knew her heat well and felt the worries being burned away. He was eager to relieve himself of the burden and drive out his fear. She made him feel like they were the only two people in the entire world. Antoin stood from the seat and released his cloak.

Tiffany surveyed Antoin's response and took her time with him. She wanted to savor the touch just in case it was the last time. The daughter she would have wouldn't be royalty. The Sisters like to have children with noble lovers to intertwine with the essence of the Kingdom. It wasn't about silly titles. It was about daughters who were part of the Kingdom. The Sisters of Forn had developed methods for guaranteeing the birth of daughters to carry on the legacy of their mothers.

King Antoin found his stress-free and youthful self with Tiffany. He didn't concern himself with Fuller or Medrick, even though his life depended on them. He put all his belief in Tiffany. 

After Antoin was settled, Tiffany returned to her sisters, who had already gathered at Garrin to confirm with each other. The current Sisters of Forn all varied widely in age since they had all been through several lifetimes. The original seven Sisters all had a child by the methods pioneered by their mother. They each birthed a daughter when they chose to and would impart their memories and life to the thirteen-year-old girls through a process that let the experience and legacy of the sisterhood continue.

The current Sisters were Tiffany, Surbozza, Autumn, Charity, Clair, Celest, and Francesca. Their meeting spot was a few hours from the castle in a small grove of apple trees. Tiffany spoke first, “It's set. The King and his men are on their way. May certainty guide them.” Tiffany had released some of her visual disguises and was shorter, and her hair was dragged down by gravity.

Surbozza replied, “Did you need to explain the uncertainty?” Her surreal silvery hair had a shine that persisted through the shade. The wrinkles on her face were deeper today with worry. The large earrings she loved to wear pulled her lobes long.

Tiffany shook her head. “I didn't need to feed their fear. They assumed the uncertainty on their own and only wanted reassurance from me.”

Clair's matted hair kicked up and flared out wildly for dramatic effect. “And did you tell him you were the only one that thought he might live?” Her olive skin grew brighter with the devious stare. Clair enjoyed this horrific risk to the Kingdom and the Sisters more than any of them.

Autumn hit Clair on the back of the head, and Clair's hair went flat again. “What sort of woman would tell her lover that everyone thinks he's going to die?” Autumn's burning red hair draped over both sides of her shoulders. She was currently the third oldest, and she never hid the age in her face or body. Only her hair continued to capture its youth.

Celest and Francesca were both stunning blondes with tall frames and highly maintained visages. They were actually in their twenties and didn't need to hide their age. Their mothers had had the same lover and decided to put a little more effort into their daughters and help ensure that they looked like sisters and nearly like twins. They liked to finish each other’s sentences.

Celest assured them. “It's all beside the point as long as they are victorious at the end of the day,” and Francesca continued, “Our Kingdom is protected. It can take as many nobles as the Tokkin need to kill.” Celest nodded in reply. “Those savages only know conflict.”

Charity interrupted. “We should keep searching. Scrying may have revealed a favorable outcome, but what sort of Kingdom will exist after the battle? Order might take years to be realized.” Charity's plain dress and simply braided hair helped her present humble questions, but it usually didn't sway her sisters to be less dependent on scrying to solve problems. Her long cheeks shortened as she gritted her teeth.

Having waited for her turn to speak, Tiffany replied, “They claim their ownership of the Kingdom, and the Relic Order will meet as gruesome a fate as the nobles. We need to worry about ourselves more than any institution at this point. We built it up once, we can do it again, as long as we live.” Tiffany started to cry thinking about Antoin. He was probably going to die.

All of them took in Tiffany's tears. They had all experienced loss and knew what she was going through. It was these close Sisters against the chaotic forces of the world. The fog that blocked their scrying and followed the Tokkin army was an incarnation of a belief that would tear down their world. They didn't understand it. They didn't need to. It just had to be stopped.
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Miles away, Medrick was making his way back to his keep. Now that he didn't have the other two to contend with, his imagination was truly free to wander. He could see himself now on the hard-fought battleground. The King and Fuller would be dead, and their armies would be decimated. He would be the victor and the savior of the Kingdom, and his reward would be kingship. It was his future to seize and his reward.

All his daydream planning and perceived paths to the crown had been paved in so many assassinations that he would never escape the wrath of the other nobles. Those like Lord Fuller would remain loyal to the King, and the other bloodlines would attempt to assassinate him. He was not popular, but this battle could create his popularity and eliminate much of the opposition to him.

Medrick thought about the witches' offer to King Antoin for no-cost service. It was unfortunate that the witches always asked too much to scry for him in the past, even though he was eager to have them in his service. They wanted him to give up his power and authority as Duke. They had asked that he release a criminal who had poached on his land or that he care for a woman who they claimed he had made pregnant. It would all undermine him, and they never saw the simple benefits of aiding him.

It was a three-day hard ride back north and east to his keep. He spent the first day of the ride brooding about the path to his goal.  There had to be a way to guarantee the King’s and Fuller’s deaths and save his life since this was the best chance he would ever have. But the Tokkin army couldn't be relied on like a normal army since they attacked without regard for traditional ranks and roles.

Late into the second day, they came to the Indeet River, which flowed quickly from the nearby mountain of Pebble. The name described the look of the mountain from a distance. The pebbles were actually giant boulders that looked like they had been dropped from the sky in a large pile. Dirt and sand had found their way between the boulders over time, but the piles of man-sized rocks created many holes and caves, which many thieves and robbers often used to hide in. The river was flowing too quickly today for them to cross downstream, so they had to go further up the slope even though it had the risk of ambush.

As they climbed up the mountain toward the crossing, Medrick's heart rate grew heavy, and he felt cold. It felt different from the other times he had traveled up a mountainside, but it could just be the stress he was already under.  Before reaching the crossing, he had to stop. He hoped it was just the altitude and not a failure of his heart and body.

Medrick looked around at the rocky terrain. There were hundreds of places to hide from his view, and he had the feeling they were all being watched. He looked to his three guards. “Check around us. Make sure we are not being watched.”

They obeyed the paranoid request and started slipping in and out of view as they searched behind and around the rocks that surrounded them.  It was at that moment when all three were out of sight that he saw it.

Medrick couldn't see anything recognizable, but he looked directly at it. It was a space between the rocks that was like looking at suspicion in physical form.  He listened to the feeling and stood to catch the spy. His guards weren't near that boulder, so it was up to him. Medrick drew his sword and picked up a torch in his off-hand and lit it. He would need it to see through the shadows around every corner.

Medrick stepped toward the edge of the feeling. It wasn't a feeling of dread or a foreboding of death that he had come to expect from past experiences. It was more of an irritation that he was being watched. Rock after rock, he followed the strength of the feeling. Not for a moment did he question how far he had gone or whether the pursuit was worth it.

The trail led him to a small opening between some rocks.  It looked like any other opening, but he knew that it was the one he was looking for. He moved the torch across the gap, blurring the lines of light and dark. Medrick crouched as he entered a cave without an immediate end.  As he followed it to the back, it continued to twist, drop, and snake through the earth. He stayed crouched the whole time and began to sacrifice his clothing to get through the narrowest spaces. At the splits, he always took the one that seemed darkest and dank. It made some sense that a spy would pick the darkest corners.

At last, he found a chamber dozens of feet tall and wide where it was easy to stand. From the torchlight, he saw it was marked with many stalactites and person-sized, perfectly round boulders. No matter where he moved, a person could hide and move between the available shadows. If he hadn't been looking for his suspicion, he might have noticed the evenly spaced pattern of the boulders. Each stalactite's length was just a few inches longer or shorter than its neighbor, creating peaks and valleys consistently along the ceiling.

His heart was still chilled, but it was steady and certain. The fatigue he had felt as they climbed the mountain was gone. Even with the stale air, he was breathing easier. He couldn't see the spy.  “Show yourself,” Medrick called out.

But his voice didn't carry very far. It was muffled by the barriers surrounding him, and as he looked, he thought that the light was making it harder to search by creating too many shadows. Suddenly, Medrick decided to agree with the urge and put out the torch. He thrust it into the wet muck and stood still.

Medrick's mind snapped to his troubles. His plans for seizing the opportunity during the coming battle were useless. All the suspicion that had led him into this cave was gone, and oddly, there was no fear of the darkness. He spoke out and poured out his feelings, “I need to know. I need confidence and certainty. My will is strong, and I need a way forward. I need to see a way forward.”

He reached a hand forward and found a rock that he could press it against. Medrick needed to explain himself. How could he convince the rest of the Kingdom that they should follow him? “I know there is a reason all things happen.” The words steadied him. “It's more than belief, it's certainty.”

His hand guided itself away from the rock he had touched, and he started to slowly turn on the spot as he spoke to the cavern, “I don't just deserve to rule, I am certain to rule. The kingdom needs to be shown the true path, and I'm the only one who can make it happen. Sure, the Sisters of Forn might have been responsible for the Kingdom's birth, but only I can set the path further.” He felt like he had someone’s attention. Opinions, beliefs, and lesser visions of the meaning of life slowed to watch him.

Medrick continued his speech as he heard something like a whisper from an enraptured audience. “The Tokkins are the perfect enemy for my Kingdom come. They are the rallying cry that motivates and binds each human to our common belief. Loyalty is built by such threats. And their existence is truly the result of wicked influences in our world. I will be the champion of our Kingdom. I am the only one that guarantees a future where we are the reason and the cause for a pure and good life.” Medrick felt pride and felt a surge of confidence. He felt stronger. This is what it must feel like for relic wielders. Was this place a relic?

Medrick summoned whatever force he believed was watching him. “Come to my certainty. The future of the Kingdom is in my will.” There was a lurch from all sides of his body. A sound spilled out into the cavern. It came from not one point, but Medrick spoke with the sound, “Krn'v'rnk.” What was it? A name, an idea, a belief? It didn't matter. He accepted it into his body.

Medrick felt it like it had always been part of him. He just needed the courage to stop listening to foolish doubts and start following his righteous intent. And this was the truth, that there was a reason, a purpose, for all events, and he was the one that could make everyone believe. Until everyone saw it his way, the ultimate truth would evade all humanity.

Medrick had a revived view of the world, and his confidence was never stronger than now. More so now because he could see more. There was no light in this cavern, but he knew where everything was as if it were full daylight. He looked at his own hands. He wasn't a wicked Tokkin now, but something like relic power pulsed in him. It was knowledge to manipulate the world around him in ways that would make relic wielders jealous.

The torch was no longer needed, and his new sight could make out all the detail the flickering torchlight had missed. He would never need his path illuminated again, and he wondered how he could have ever doubted his special purpose.

He did have to shelter his eyes as he exited the cave. His new sense of the world was still fresh, and everything was much busier than inside the cave. Medrick climbed down and around the boulders leading back to his horse.

The hulking guard, Brian Fortrane, yelled as he spotted his Duke. “Duke Medrick. Are you alright? We thought you might have been taken.” Brian had exceedingly short hair and a square jaw with a neck as thick as his head.

“I am fine, Fortrane.” He slowed his pace as Brian hurried towards him, slipping on the rocks as he approached Medrick.

Brian yelled for the other guard. “Kane, I have found him.” He knelt at the Duke's feet, regretting his failure and prepared for punishment. “I am sorry I didn't find you sooner. Forgive me.”

Kane Amber came around some boulders and approached much more gracefully than Brian. Kane kept his hair under his expansive hat collection. His narrow eyes quickly marked the surroundings. “Duke Medrick. Forgive our response. We feared that you might have been kidnapped. Is there a bandit we need to chase?”

The two guards were from noble families in Medrick’s domain. They had been given the duty of his personal guards as a favor to their families. It was a safer duty than any other posts, and they were kept in high regard among other nobles. Now, the two knelt to him and expected a punishment which would have been his response at one time, but now he saw the advantage to their obedience. He just had never seen the right way to use it.

“Where is Guard Triel?” Medrick looked around but already knew the answer when he asked himself. Triel had ridden onward to return with help for a search. Medrick had a habit of demanding answers from vassals but now realized that he had all the answers to those mundane questions.

“He rode back to bring reinforcements,” Kane replied.

Medrick knew that punishment could be replaced with a chance to repay him for their failure. It was good that Triel was not here since he now understood, thanks to the cave's experience, that he would maintain his loyalty to the King if tested. It was certain. “Kane, Brian,” he disregarded their last names to show his confidence, “I have a duty for the both of you.” He knew they would not refuse. “You will remain my personal guards if you agree.”

They were eager to escape punishment and replied together. “We will, my Duke.”

Medrick explained without fear of their reactions. “I will be assigning both of you as commanders in our coming battle. You will obey only my commands even if the King should try to give you orders. You will ignore all other orders on the battlefield except mine.” He looked at each of them so they could show their agreement.

Both Kane and Brian were experienced nobility, and Medrick's ambition was known to them, but this suggestion was surprising. They could both easily imagine the King attempting to direct Medrick's forces personally, given all of Medrick's battle hesitation over the years. In this request, he was asking for treason.

Their silence may have been disturbing to Medrick hours ago, but he knew they would agree.

“My Duke,” Kane replied, “You know we seek to serve you, but what if the King were to send us commands?”

Medrick clarified their duty without concern. “You ignore the King's orders. As a reward for your obedience, you will be granted use of relics, and you will be allowed to keep your noble titles and land.” The relics that granted similar strengths to the Tokkin were restricted to the Relic Order. Medrick asserted that he would be King after the battle by offering them the use of the relics without typical restrictions.

To use a relic with permission from the King meant that you could not own land or title. Relic wielders were paid and housed by the King and nobility. They were enforcers of the law that would go where the King and nobles needed. Relic wielders could create destructive force, bend or peer into a person's mind, or construct buildings without tools, all depending on their inclinations. The Sisters of Forn had been responsible for gathering some of the first relics and placing them with strong-willed and appropriately determined people. Since that time, there had been rogue relic wielders, but that's another reason the Relic Order existed.

Relics were found in many shapes and sizes. They could be pearl-sized or as large as a human head. They always had an improbable shape to them, like a perfect sphere or a hollow disk. They looked man-made, but no one had ever crafted one. The size didn't determine the strength they gave, but if they were broken, the power would diminish as the privileged knew.

Relics had always been in the world just like every other rock, but the direct connection to holding one and forcing your will into the world was thanks to the insight of the witches. They had done personal research into the differences between Tokkin and others. Humans like to have keepsakes, and some individuals already had relics before they were categorized and defined through methods explored by the Sisters of Forn. Their understanding helped to remove the chaos and determine a safer future.

The Duke had just put Kane and Brian’s heads to the guillotine. Refuse and face a punishment of dismissal and stripping of rights by Medrick. Or accept and face the punishment of execution for betraying the King. The reward Medrick promised would make them more powerful than any other. They looked at Medrick with astonishment, but what they felt and saw coming from him was pure confidence. It radiated like a warm fire, and it made them sure that Antoin would die and Medrick would live and reward them.

Kane spoke first. He was convinced by the Duke's confidence in the outcome of the battle. If everything went according to Medrick’s plan, he would be in the perfect spot. If the plan failed, the disaster would be tied to his death on or off a battlefield. “I will agree to the duty. I am your loyal servant.” He would agree now and follow Medrick as long as the risks were understood and he felt the certainty of his Duke, the future King.

Brian was amazed by it all. Never had he imagined that he would be in such a circle of confidence. It was thrilling and terrifying. He was excited that he had a chance to show Medrick that he was his most loyal vassal. Brian nodded vigorously, “I agree to the duty, Sire, my Master.”

“Of course,” Medrick replied. “We will head back to the castle to prepare now. I don't believe that either of you will break my confidence. If either of you is asked about missing me, you will explain that you found a bandit attempting to abduct me. You killed him and threw his body in the river.” The men lowered their heads and nodded in understanding. “Retrieve the horses, We have a war to prepare for.”
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​​Chapter 4
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The flats of Pullingham were a cleared area that might have been ideal for farming if water were more plentiful. The tall grass served as a home for all sorts of small critters. It was quite the sight to see them scatter as the area was invaded by the King and his men. The full army had gathered on the field, trampling the grasses to give themselves a clear view up to the forest's edge.

There were six thousand men spread out and standing apart by their noble banners. Lord Fuller had supplied the bulk of footmen and archers. Medrick supplied his equipment, light cavalry, and a sizable number of lowly trained footmen.

The King followed the tradition of giving his vassals permission to train only certain types of soldiers. This was so that no one could make a fully ranked army to challenge the King, and it had been very successful for centuries. Unfortunately, Antoin's armies had lost many skilled soldiers, and he was left with the lightly armored skirmishers and knights, who were the least experienced. Despite all the losses, Antoin had more men on the field than Medrick or Fuller.

The rare sight on the battlefield was the relic wielders. Having a handful wasn't uncommon in large campaigns, and their skills made them worth a dozen men each. There were over a hundred relic wielders in the Relic Order, and this was the bulk of them. There were eighty-two of the most powerful men in the Kingdom of Garrin, wearing their dazzling battle cloaks and serious expressions. Typically, they wore modest clothes to secretly perform their daily duties, but battles meant they should be seen to create intimidation. Antoin now thought of them as the key to winning since he would never have fielded them without such desperation and promise of victory by the Sisters of Forn.

King Antoin and his vassals convened on the raised rampart that they had constructed to give them a higher view of the flat expanse. The rampart was a few dozen feet in elevation and was only wide enough for twenty or so men.

Fuller was nervous about their location now that he was there in person. He had expected more variations in the terrain with a few strategic positions, but they had nowhere to back into or defend themselves in a retreat. They could be attacked from any direction. Fuller voiced his concerns. “We are exposed from all sides, my King.” He would have called it a death trap if not for the witches scrying that the King put his faith in. “We need to find this army and engage so that we may pull them into a trap here.” He suggested the best strategy available to them.

Antoin disagreed with the proposal. “We do not need to employ such a risky strategy. We do not want our men to split up.” He reassured himself since he shared the same wrenching feeling as Fuller. “I will not allow our men to be pulled into the forest. We need this clearing to be effective.” Antoin had never faced a Tokkin army and was only guessing since all the most experienced soldiers had died at the hands of the Tokkin's most effective campaign. “I sent out scouts before you arrived. I gave them information about our location, expecting they might be captured and interrogated. They will be certain of our location, and they will come to us just as they have faced every other force before now.” Antoin nodded and seemed to smile, “One of the scouts did return and reported just a thousand Tokkin to our southeast.”

Medrick rolled over the numbers that he hadn’t known up to that point. “A thousand?” His belief had been un-wavered despite not knowing that fact, but now he needed to reassure the King since Tokkin forces were known to fight greater than 5 to 1 ratio. “The witches were right that it'll be a hard battle, but we can be certain of our victory now that we are in the moment.” He moved around the King so he could see the confidence on his face.
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