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CHAPTER 61

ROMAN
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Sunlight streamed through the arched windows of Helbrook Palace, illuminating the dust motes dancing in the air above Emperor Roman Cree's head. Seated upon his massive throne, the Emperor surveyed his most recent visitor with an impassive expression. Sir Gareth Deckard, a knight known for his steely gaze and unwavering loyalty, stood before him, his tattered cloak billowing slightly with each deep breath.

"Emperor," Deckard began, his voice a gravelly rasp seasoned by countless campaigns. "I come bearing news from the Eastern front."

The Emperor inclined his head slightly, a gesture that could be interpreted as either acknowledgement or dismissal. Deckard, however, took it as a sign to continue.

"The Lord Commander has emerged victorious," he declared, his voice ringing out in the vast chamber. "The army of Frier has been gutted. Varian Hawke is nothing more but a display for others to see and fear the Empire.”

A flicker of something – perhaps satisfaction, perhaps surprise – crossed the Emperor's face. He steepled his fingers, his gaze fixed on Deckard's young but weathered face.

"And what of the Kingdom of Gild? Did Gunther destroy their armies as well?”

"Not quite, Emperor," Deckard replied. "With the neutral lands now fully in our control, and the army of Frier destroyed, there’s nothing more they can do. All that is left is for both Kingdoms to surrender, or they will whittle with less and less resources.”

A low rumble escaped the Emperor's throat. This wasn’t unexpected. The splitting of the Alliance was key to his plan. Though he had hoped that Gunther would’ve conquered at least one of the two Kingdoms so that the Empire could quickly consolidate power in the region.

As the Emperor considered his next words, Marius Flint, Captain of the Emperor's Guard, cleared his throat. A clean cut, slim man, yet strong and built like a bull with shoulder length blonde hair, Marius stood a stark contrast to the older Emperor's imposing figure, yet his presence commanded respect. He was one of the few men the Emperor truly trusted, his loyalty forged in the fires of countless battles.

Sensing the Emperor's disquietude, Marius spoke in a low, steady voice. "While the outcome may not be exactly as anticipated, my Lord, our position remains strong. Frier is useless, Gild has one of the weakest armies in the Alliance. Gild itself is likely hesitant to engage in a major conflict so soon after their strongest ally has fallen."

The Emperor's brow furrowed slightly, but the tension in his shoulders eased. Marius was right. A complete and immediate victory over both Frier and Gild might have been preferable, but the current situation offered its own advantages.

“Taking it kindly on him, aren’t you?  Don’t think that in my old age that I wouldn’t recognize him.  He’s related to one of your sisters, is he not?”  Emperor Cree chuckled.

Marius was taken aback momentarily, surprised that the Emperor recognized his distant relative.  He cleared his throat and smiled nervously back at the Emperor.  “My Lord, I’m...  honored, that you would know of my family tree,” he responded.

Gareth glanced nervously at Marius and then at the Emperor before staring back down at the tiled floor.  Roman snorted and spit on the ground before leaning back against his throne.  “Don’t let my age fool you, I keep my eyes and ears on everyone and everything, at all times. So then, speak your mind, Marius," the Emperor rumbled. "What course of action do you propose?"

Marius, ever the strategist, stepped forward, his keen blue eyes gleaming. "We consolidate our hold on southern Frier, my Lord. We establish a strong presence there, ensuring the loyalty of Frier first. Then, we turn our attention to Gild. With Frier weakened, they will be less likely to resist our influence, especially if we offer them favorable trade deals or propose what we did for the Crown Prince, allow them to survive but under your thumb."

A slow, calculating smile spread across the Emperor's face. This was the kind of cunning maneuver he appreciated. "A sound strategy, Marius.  I had hoped Gunther would’ve taken the charge without my command.  Let it be done." He turned back to Gareth.

"Gareth," the Emperor boomed, his voice echoing in the chamber, "you have served the Empire well. You may take a day to rest and recover from your journey. Then, you will return East and convey my message to the Lord Commander."

Gareth straightened, his red cloak snapping to attention. "Yes, Emperor. What is the message you would have me deliver?"

The Emperor leaned forward, his voice dropping to a low growl. "Did you not hear the conversation Marius and I just had?”

Gareth’s eyes darted from Marius to the Emperor, fear clenching at his heart as he gulped.  “My Lord, I wa-”

Roman leaned back and smacked his large armrest, interrupting Gareth while shooting Marius a glare, “you may want to smarten up your relatives.”

Marius sighed and stared down Gareth, giving him a look of disappointment.  Gareth remained silent, trembling in place as he worried that this was the end for him.  The Emperor snorted and spit on the ground before leaning forward again, staring straight into Gareth’s soul.

“Tell Gunther this: now that the once neutral land is ours, he will now march north. We claim all of Frier under the Tudorian Empire’s banner."

"As you command, Emperor," Gareth replied, his voice trembling with fear.

The Emperor nodded curtly. "See to it, then. You are dismissed."

Gareth bowed deeply and turned to leave, his ragged cloak billowing behind him.  The Emperor’s guards opened the door to allow him to leave.  But before he could step out, the Emperor clapped his hands and waved him back.

“Come.”  He ordered.

Marius glanced at the Emperor then towards his distant relative, giving him a firm nod.  Gareth turned and rushed back towards the throne.  The Emperor rubbed his chin as he watched the young soldier scuttle towards him.

“On second thought,” he started as he reached over to grab a nearby fruit.  “Why wait.  Marius, send a crow to Gunther instead.  Tell him I’m disappointed that he didn’t take the initiative to move the Empire into Frier.  If he was waiting for my blessing, he now has it.”

Marius nodded as the Emperor got to his feet, taking a bite out of his fruit as he walked towards Gareth.  A small bit of concern began to work its way through Marius as he watched the Emperor.  Roman placed the back of his palm, the one holding the fruit, on Gareth’s shoulder.

Roman was average sized, yet, Gareth felt as though the Emperor was towering over him.  A chill ran up his spine and he shivered in fear.  Juice from the fruit dripped down the Emperor's hand.

“Are you cold?”  He asked.

“N-n-no, my Lord,” Gareth stuttered nervously.

“So fear?  You’re frightened by me?”

Marius stepped forward, “my Lord, I will make certain-”

The Emperor raised his hand off of Gareth’s shoulder.  “Silence.  Give me your hand,” the Emperor ordered, turning his attention back to Gareth.

The young soldier did as told, extending his hand.  Roman placed his fruit on it and then wiped his palm on Gareth’s chest, before tapping him on the face.  Gareth flinched with each movement.  

“That’s good.  Fear drives respect. Respect drives obedience.  Be more proactive, listen, and learn how to execute without asking questions that have already been answered,” the Emperor advised, tapping on Gareth’s cheek, each strike just a little harder.

“Y-y-yes, Emperor.”

Roman smirked and headed back to the throne and sat.  “Finish that on your way out, it’s quite tasty.  Rest well Sir Deckard,” Roman said as he leaned back and stared down at the young man.

Gareth nodded and turned on his heel, walking out of the room as Roman chuckled.  Marius sucked in his lips momentarily, taking a deep breath and then sighing in relief.  “What did you think I would do?”  Roman questioned, not even sparing Marius a glance.

“I...  I’m not sure my Lord.  I thought maybe you’d discipline him in some way,” Marius answered.

“No, that’s up to you to do.  I have no need to, fear alone will make him understand his lesson.”

“Of course my Lord.  Do you think Gunther will need reinforcements for his march North into Frier?”  Marius inquired.

“No.  Let’s see how he handles with what he has.  Governor Slarkin should be there to help him as well.  Let him feel the weight of the Empire’s wishes on his shoulders and his alone,” Roman replied with a smile.

Marius nodded as he stepped back.  “Then I will have the crow readied and sent.”

“What about from the West?  What news do we have from my son?”  The Emperor asked.

“It seems the Crown Prince Mutid has taken our offer and has begun preparations to scare the Josin.  Though, they are asking for Tudorian soldiers to help.”

“Ha, our help?”  Roman scoffed.  “That little worm is lucky that the Josin declined to become a part of the Empire.  Send a battalion, that should be enough.”

“As you command, my Lord.”

“And after you send the crows, get Bronson.  I have something to discuss with him,” Roman ordered.

Marius nodded and headed off.  He found it strange that his Emperor wanted to speak with his third and youngest son.  Though lately, he found many things estranged with the Emperor’s behavior. 
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CHAPTER 62

MUTID
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The flickering candlelight cast grotesque shadows that danced on the rough-hewn stone walls of Mutid's chambers. The air hung heavy with a mix of emotions – relief, tension, and a lingering sense of unease. Seated on a plush divan, Farah, the recently freed Consort, and mother to the Crown Prince, sipped from a goblet of ruby-red wine, her eyes gleaming with a disturbing amusement.

Across from her, sprawled on a makeshift cot, sat the former king, Aziz. Stripped of his power and dignity, his once-proud face was now a mask of silent rage. His eyes, vacant, stared sightlessly at a nearby wall. His tongue, cruelly ripped out, left him a prisoner in his own body, his only means of communication the guttural moans that occasionally escaped his throat.

Farah, her dress a stark contrast to the drab surroundings, seemed to relish Aziz's misery. A cruel smile played on her lips as she swirled the wine in her goblet, catching the flickering light. "See, Aziz," she purred, her voice dripping with honeyed venom, "even without your precious tongue, you can still appreciate a fine vintage, can't you?"

Aziz's chest gave a violent heave, a strangled moan escaping his lips. His gnarled, mangled fingers, a testament to the torture he had endured, twitched spastically. Farah's amusement deepened.

"Oh, don't be a spoilsport," she continued, her voice laced with mock sympathy. "Don't you want to congratulate our son? No longer the Crown Prince, but rather King Mutid!"

Mutid, pacing restlessly like a caged animal, stopped abruptly at his mother's taunts. The title, once a source of ambition, now felt like a heavy crown pressing down on him. He cast a worried glance at his father, the sight of his torment churning his stomach.

An uneasy silence filled the room as Mutid paced back and forth worriedly again.  The majority of his armies were now outside of the Terzhan Citadel, encircling and threatening their once ally, the Josin.  His plan hedged on the fact that his people believed that the Josin were the ones behind the attack on his father.

"Enough, Mother," he said, his voice strained. "He understands.”

There was still some bit of empathy he had for his father.  After all, it was because of his father that he was able to ascend to the throne. 

Farah let out a tinkling laugh, the sound echoing eerily in the chamber. "Oh, does he? Does he understand that his precious kingdom crumbles around him, and the Empire holds our son by the leash?”

Her words struck a raw nerve. Since his ascension to the throne – a bloodless coup orchestrated with the help of the Tudorian Empire – Mutid had felt a constant gnawing unease. The Harubian army, their most potent weapon, was stationed far to the south, encircling the Josin Dynasty at the behest of the Empire. The capital, stripped of its defenders, felt exposed and vulnerable.

"They do not hold me by the leash," Mutid muttered, more to himself than anyone else. "This is temporary.  Once the Josin are gone, the Tudorians will leave me to rule.”

"Temporary," Farah scoffed. "A convenient word, wouldn't you say? A word that allows them to dangle a carrot in front of you while they tighten the noose around your neck.”

Mutid winced. His mother, even after years of isolation, had a knack for seeing through facades. He knew she was right. The Tudors, with their advanced weaponry and ruthless tactics, were a force to be reckoned with. They had saved him from his own father's clutches, but at what cost?

“Sit.  Rest,” his mother, Farah, ordered.

He paused, staring at her bony features, feeling a spark of anger knowing that his father had caused her to look the way she did.  She was partly a reason for his alliance with the Empire.

The Josin Dynasty was a powerful member of the Alliance, their navy one of the most feared.. An all-out war would be a bloody affair, a waste of lives for a conflict the Empire wanted. Mutid wouldn't be their puppet, not in a way that led to needless bloodshed.

Farah, witnessing her son's despair, saw a flicker of something new in his eyes – a flicker of responsibility, a desire to protect his people. Her sharp, manipulative nature softened, replaced by a touch of maternal concern.

Gently setting down her goblet, she rose and walked towards Mutid. Placing a hand on his shoulder, she spoke in a softer tone, a stark contrast to her earlier venom. "There, there, my child," she said. "We will find a way. You are King now, and even more...”

“Even more?”

“Be calm, rest, listen.”

“Listen?”

“To the Gods.  You are the Great Liberator, I know it, the son of suns, the bringer of life for our people,” Farah answered.

“Mother...  I’m not the Great Liberator.”

“That is what the Qura says within its pages, that the Great Liberator would be humble.  You still read the holy book, yes?” His mother inquired. 

Mutid hesitated.  He hadn't opened their religious text in years.  Farah sighed and shook her head. 

“Never forget the teachings handed down from our Gods,” she warned.  

“I'm sorry mother, it was hard to believe in those words after you were taken away,” Mutid replied, slouching forward a bit.

Farah gently placed her hands on his shoulders and pulled him back.  “Great Liberator and the King of Harub, sit straight, be proud.  We will find a way for you to come out of this stronger,” his mother said.

“I did request that the Tudorians send their soldiers to help us,” Mutid said. 

“Good, but don't only request... demand. As the King, you hold more power than you think.  Lest you look weak and end up like him,” Farah said, turning his head towards his father.

“Look at him, drooling as he hears us,” she continued as she smirked and looked towards the disabled former King, and her former lover, Aziz.  “Imprisoning me for keeping his bloodline and getting rid of his whores’ stupid little leeches.  I told you that you’d rue the day.”

She turned his head back and circled around to face her son.  Farah gave him a light kiss on the forehead.  “Like all things my son, demand and be patient.  If they do not listen, speak in the light but work in the shadows.”

Mutid couldn't quite comprehend his mother's words but her attention felt soothing.  He closed his eyes and let out a deep breath. 

“When the assault on the Josin begins, stretch out the siege, feigning difficulty.  This will buy us time.  Time to bolster our defenses here in the capital, time to train new recruits, and time, most importantly, to explore our options.”

Mutid straightened, a newfound determination hardening his features.  "Time," he echoed, the word gaining strength with each repetition.  "That's what we need most.  But how can we be sure the Empire won't see through this charade?”

Farah, a hint of her old scheming glint returning to her eyes, paced the room thoughtfully.  "We need to give them a reason to believe our struggle.  We'll send fabricated reports back to the Empire, exaggerating the Josin resistance.”

“I already told Prince Loren about the multiple layers of defense the Josin have over Chogang Fortress,” Mutid replied.

“Loren?  Loren Cree IV?  He was just a boy... like you were, when I last saw him,” Farah commented as she made her way back to her seat.

“You’ve seen him before?”

“Once or twice, long ago.  Your father and I met with the Emperor and his wife at Helbrook Palace.”

Mutid’s ears perked at her words.  “Why?  The Human Alliance was still strong then.”

His mother smiled coyly as she sat down and leaned back, grabbing her goblet of wine once more.  “Oh, your dear father over there, he actually heeded my words.  To maintain bonds with the Empire, in case the Alliance began to falter.  One of the few things he listened to,” she answered.  “And based on my short interactions with the Emperor and his wife, I believe they could easily fall prey to deceit.  If the Tudorians wish to strike the Josin, then we shall abide, but the longer it takes, the more impatient the Emperor will grow...”

“Forcing him to send more of his soldiers...”  Mutid surmised.

“Exactly.  It’s not just pride, but overconfidence.  He always believed his army to be the strongest.  Making him believe we are too weak to overcome the Josin will make him feel as though he’s right in judging us as weak.  The more troops he sends to the slaughter, the weaker the Empire becomes,” Farah continued.

Mutid grinned, a flash of white against his tanned face. "The Emperor will think he’s pulling the strings, but we'll be the ones dancing them around our fingers."

Farah chuckled, a low, throaty sound. She liked this new fire in her son's eyes. The crown, it seemed, was already molding him into a more ruthless king. "Precisely," she said. 

“And if the Empire refuses to soldiers?”  Mutid asked.

"Then we tell the Emperor that we think a strategic withdrawal is needed, not surrender. We tell him we need to retreat, regroup, and then strike back, harder.  But we tell him that we need time."

“And he will abide?”

“What choice would he have?  Send his soldiers to attack us?  Suffer massive casualties, only to have the Josin breathing down his neck after he conquers Harub?”  Farah answered as she took another sip of her wine.

Mutid pondered his mother’s words as he sat back in his own seat.  He had never imagined that his mother would be so wise.  His father had made mention in the past that he missed her advice from time to time, now he understood why.

“And with his impatience, he will send his troops to push for the Josin’s fall, believing that even after heavy losses, that we will continue to bend the knee to the Empire.  Like the whores your father loves to sleep with,” she continued, putting in a little jab against her disabled husband.  “Of course, that’s when we strike, take down the Empire and the Josin.  Fortify these lands for any further conflicts.”

Mutid’s eyes widened as he listened to his mother’s words.  “You...  You want us to defeat the Empire?!”

“Only upon our lands.  Make it so costly that they would reconsider ever coming back,” Farah replied coolly.

Silence filled the air as Mutid stared at his mother.  The Empire was powerful, well trained and well equipped.  The thought of defeating them, even on their own land without the rest of the Alliance seemed lofty at best.  

“Mother, you've been in that dungeon far too long.  The Alliance never even attempted to fight the Empire.”

Farah rolled her eyes as she crossed her legs. “Because they were weak and afraid. Always playing by their own rules, shackling themselves from success. This kingdom is yours now. The Alliance is now down to three. You can break the rules. Be the Great Liberator of Harub.”

“We won't have enough soldiers in our own,” Mutid sighed. 

"Ah, that's where things get interesting," Farah continued, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper.  "We have a few advantages the Empire might not be aware of.  First, you have the loyalty of our people.  We Harubians are fiercely independent, and they won't take kindly to becoming pawns to the Empire.  We can use that sentiment to rally support and strengthen our defenses.”

Mutid nodded thoughtfully.  "And? That cannot be enough. The Empire has a vast army.”

"Secondly," Farah continued, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper, "we have the Desolate Desert.  The vast land is sands to the west is a labyrinth, known only to a select few nomads.  They were once proud Harubians.  If we can forge an alliance with these nomads, they could become a thorn in the Empire’s side, disrupting their supply lines and communication routes. Their knowledge of the lands outside of kingdom will allow them to attack the Empire's soldiers when they least expect it ”

Mutid's eyes widened.  The Desolate Desert, as the name suggested, was a vast sea of sand with little to no signs of life. It was shrouded in mystery and rumored to be inhabited by fierce and untamable tribes.  Nothing more than myths and lore to him.

“There's no real nomads though mother, those are tales meant to keep children within our walls,” Mutid replied. 

“No, they're real. Harubians who believe that the Great Liberator will rise from the sands.  They live beneath it, digging caves and tunnels to survive.”

“How are you so certain?”

His mother smiled as she took another sip from her goblet.  “That's not what is important my child.  Believe in my words.  But to convince them, you need to show that you are truly the one.”

Mutid sighed as he shook his head, “mother, I'm not the-”

She raised her hand cutting him off.  “Child!  Believe in yourself as much as I do!  You will unite us all.”

Before Mutid could respond, there was a knock on the door.  “Come!” Mutid ordered. 

The chamber door creaked open, revealing a young Harubian messenger, his face flushed with exertion and a mixture of apprehension and excitement in his eyes.  "Your Majesty," he announced, bowing low.
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