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			1

			Jab

			Family is more than blood and inheritance. 

			- Divine Poetics

			Each bob of the sailing cog signaled the same thing to Jab: he’d never ventured so far from home. Yet with his twin brother Sanu beside him, he also had never been closer to home, even though their personalities were chafing again. Three months ago, their parents had died. Not even a day later, Jab believed Sanu had died and Sanu believed the same about Jab. Soldiers on opposite sides of a battle saved each brother.

			Where the others on this ship may have seen blue waves, when Jab stared at the sea, he saw the flames again, ripping through the grass on the hill where he’d played. When that battle erupted outside their hometown, the brothers weren’t the only ones divided.

			All the ruckus of the sailors around him loading the boats couldn’t drown out that night’s screams ringing in Jab’s head.

			The knight who’d saved Sanu sailed with them today. Yet the scout who’d saved Jab, the one who’d been like a brother to him in the following weeks, perished. While Sanu’s guardian was on the losing side and Jab’s victorious, that scout died defending Jab in the Holy City. Jab was glad to be reunited with his true brother but losing his savior left him hollow.

			Jab tore his eyes from the horizon’s imagined flames and sighed. He lifted his brown, bushy tail and dabbed at his eyes.

			Sanu elbowed him. “I thought your time training to be a scout would’ve toughened you up. Are you thinking about a girl, or wishing you could climb a tree?”

			From behind, the knight slapped his beaver tail against the wooden ship deck. “Squirrels love trees.” Sir Brouglas’s accent was thick and betrayed an unfamiliarity with their language. “That’s why he cries? Doesn’t like the ocean?”

			“No,” Jab said to both. “It’s the ocean water. I can’t believe how much salt is in my fur. It’s getting in my eyes.”

			Sanu arched an eyebrow and lowered his voice. “What’s wrong?”

			“You wouldn’t understand.”

			Sanu folded his arms. “Fine. After a week at sea, I thought you’d be able to talk to me about stuff again.”

			Jab had answered all of Sanu’s questions regarding his time last month with Nasalid the Liberator since they departed, but he remembered their promise to each other. He wouldn’t snap at him. “You’re right. We agreed to get along at Mom and Dad’s funeral.” Jab forced a smile. “I’m glad that I was wrong, but I guess it’s still weird knowing you’re alive.”

			“Well, I do understand that,” Sanu said.

			A hamster sailor behind them shouted something in Frenglese, and the beaver knight retorted while pointing at Sanu.

			Forcing a chuckle, Sanu translated. “He said we could clean the deck if we have time to stand around and talk, and Sir Brouglas said I need to spar with him.”

			The beaver knight chortled. “Heard that, I did!”

			“Now come on.” Sanu tapped Dad’s scimitar attached to his belt. “Show me some moves the scout taught you. I want to beat Sir Brouglas.”

			Seeing Sir Brouglas as anything other than a foreigner who occupied the Holy City proved difficult for Jab. Some part of him resented the beaver for what he represented, but seeing how kind he was, Jab forced himself to look past that. Without worrying about his different religion or culture, Brouglas had saved Sanu’s life, even if he hadn’t saved Jab from chores on the boat.

			Watching Brouglas’s approving smile as Sanu waved his scimitar made Jab want to forget the last few months and move forward.

			Someone shouted from the crow’s nest in Frenglese, making Sanu and Sir Brouglas stop. Jab tried to be more proud than jealous that his brother had picked up some of their language in his time with them.

			Sanu rushed back to the deck’s edge. “He spotted land!”

			Jab squinted at the faint shoreline. He couldn’t do much to forget the last few months anymore now that they’d reached their destination, the whole point of this journey.

			They had a prisoner to deliver, along with news about the Holy City.

			“Are you going to tell her?” Jab asked. “Should Brouglas?”

			Sanu cocked a grin. “Let’s do it together. I want to see the look on that mole rat’s face when she realizes it’s time for her to pay for her crimes.”

			Sir Brouglas slapped his tail against the deck, stealing their attention. “We don’t talk bad about rodents we no like. She is still powerful until King Hedgry punishes her. Join me.”

			Jab nodded, wondering how the beaver could stick up for Lady Marjitay. When the Holy City fell to the Liberator last month, she’d refused to surrender at first, killing the holy man she was supposed to share power with. Some part of Jab wished she’d stand trial for her real crime of occupying the Holy City instead of only the unjust killing of one rodent. As he followed Brouglas below deck, the ship felt less steady, with the sailors bouncing around, shouting their joy at seeing home.

			Not knowing Frenglese as well as Sanu made Jab feel even more alone. Disliking the foul Lady Marjitay was the only true unifier among the entire crew.

			While the ship was too small for a proper prison, the captain had kept the mole rat holed up in a cabin, and a guard at the door at all times. Without her famous crossbow, Jab didn’t see how she was a threat to anyone, but he appreciated how the captain had kept his word to the Liberator.

			Sir Brouglas waved to the guard and exchanged quick pleasantries.

			Sanu whispered to Jab, “He’s telling him we spotted land and we’re going to tell Lady Marjitay.”

			Jab had guessed that himself, but didn’t want to insult his brother. It took thinking the other was dead to get them to be nice to each other and he had already tested that today.

			The guard, an old porcupine, smiled at the boys and stepped aside, opening the door for them. The supply room allowed a cone of light from a porthole, illuminating the storage barrels and the prisoner.

			The mole rat inside still wore her fineries, since she’d been marched directly onto this ship without any of her belongings. The sea’s salt and stench had turned them a dull, slimy gray, which was a pleasant sight compared to her grimace.

			“Brouglas,” she hissed. Jab didn’t need a translator for the name or the hate dripping between her protruding teeth.

			The beaver replied, and Sanu translated. “He told her we spotted land, and she’s about to face trial for murdering a Sapling in King Hedgry’s court by tomorrow.”

			“She already knows that,” Jab whispered.

			“I think it’s their law or something,” Sanu replied. “Brouglas also served her, so he also has to follow a law where he tells her stuff, I think.”

			Lady Marjitay snorted something and tossed her head.

			“She told him she’d do it again and that he’s a disgrace,” Sanu translated.

			Jab shook his head. She lived up to the nickname of the Honking Goose. The gestures she made with her paws and her tone transcended every language barrier. She was threatening the three of them. Jab’s faith taught that no rodents were truly bad, but politicians like her made him doubt.
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			Sanu

			Salutations to you all. Accept the news that the Holy City has surrendered. The Goose Clan is hereby expelled, and I release Lady Marjitay to you. On my honor, unarmed Sprouter pilgrims will be welcomed into ZelZaytun. My solemn wish is to end the bloodshed over holy ground. 

			- Excerpt from Nasalid the Liberator’s message to the Frenglese kings.

			As the shoreline solidified, Sanu could barely contain himself. After the meeting with Lady Marjitay, fresh air felt great. Sanu’s bare hindpaws slapped against the deck and he cringed, realizing he should’ve stopped to pray with his brother. He hadn’t had an opportunity to do so over the last few months, except when he finally broke the holy fast after the city surrendered. Jab had spent all that time with Sanu’s hero, Nasalid the Liberator.

			This critical message was for King Hedgry, the strongest in the Frenglese islands. His might kept the kings on other islands from fighting each other, so sending Nasalid’s message of peace to him made the most sense.

			But as a Grovekeeper who was passably bilingual and had an understanding of the Sprouters, Sanu was trusted with a copy of the message, Sir Brouglas with another, and one of Nasalid’s soldiers with the third. But that soldier never wanted to show Sanu any sword fighting moves, so he wasn’t as impressive. Sanu wished the scout Jab kept mentioning had survived. He would’ve shown Sanu a thing or two. All Sanu wanted to do was train with deadly weapons.

			How unreasonable was that for a twelve-year old?

			“Watch out,” a familiar squirrel called. It was Yagub, Sir Brouglas’s squire. He could’ve been Sanu and Jab’s older brother, for how he looked and sounded. He was from Qawar island like them, even though he belonged to the Sprouter religion like Brouglas. He’d been Sanu’s main language tutor and helped Brouglas learn some phrases of their language.

			“I am watching out,” Sanu replied.

			Yagub carried a wooden crate and motioned at another behind him. “How about you make yourself useful? I’d ask your brother, but he’s conveniently occupied right now.”

			Jab was kneeling near the ship’s railing, saying his morning prayers.

			Sanu glowered at Yagub. “He’s actually doing what he’s supposed to do.” He debated stepping on Yagub’s tail, but decided against it. Why was Yagub so testy? This should be exciting for Yagub, getting to meet Sprouter royalty.

			Sanu grabbed the crate, and something rattled around inside. He hoped it was arrows or crossbow bolts. It would be good to get as many of those off Qawar as possible. As he shifted his weight to balance the heavy crate, he guessed it might also be holy objects Nasalid was returning as a sign of good faith to the Frenglese. Sanu didn’t know much about these Sprouters, even after his time with them, but he did know they liked their artwork and their sacred thingamabobs.

			Sanu wondered if Jab would laugh or frown at Sanu calling them thingamabobs, but decided against trying the joke on him. Nobody seemed to be in a good mood today.

			A sailor stood on the railing, ripped off his shirt, and swung it around in a circle, cheering for the approaching land.

			Well, nobody close to Sanu was in a good mood.

			Along the shoreline were rows of stone buildings, all bigger than the ones in his hometown of Rattin and about the same size as the ones in the Holy City. Yet these didn’t have the aura of history and holiness pulsing through them. He spotted some Gnaverwood trees in the distance, but those didn’t rise as high as the colossal one in the center of the Holy City, the central object of worship for both the Sprouters’ faith and his own, Grovekeeping.

			Maybe Sanu had learned something in his time with them, though he would’ve rather learned how to shoot a crossbow and swing a scimitar.

			Sir Brouglas stomped up behind Sanu, escorting Lady Marjitay with a guard. Seeing her in shackles did bring a twinge of satisfaction, but it wouldn’t bring back his parents. It wouldn’t bring back the Sapling she’d murdered. For a brief second, Sanu debated tackling her, making her fall overboard.

			A few feet away, Jab rose from his prayer position, and Sanu’s cheeks flushed. Seeing his faithful brother reminded Sanu that the All-Planter probably had rules about throwing rodents over the side of ships.

			Yagub and Sanu set their crates down by the loading plank and Yagub nudged Sanu. “This is the first news they’re getting that Olihort was under siege and that she was defeated. Expect people to be surprised.”

			Jab materialized beside them and huffed. “Olihort?”

			Sanu measured his brother’s expression. Olihort was what the Sprouters called the Holy City.

			“Lots of places have two names.” Yagub inclined his head. “Force of habit. ZelZaytun.” Hearing the Grovekeeper name didn’t do much for Sanu anymore, but it did seem to lift Jab’s spirits.

			As the cog ship slowed, approaching the dock, some knights carrying flags with a hawk and rake design came out. Yagub pointed at them. “Those are King Hedgry’s banners. He’s not more important than the other Kings in Freng, but he does have the strongest army and the scariest reputation.”

			“I thought that was the Ridgerd guy I keep hearing about,” Sanu said.

			Yagub placed his tail over Sanu’s shoulders. “Prince Ridgerd is why King Hedgry has that reputation.”

			“But why are they all wearing black?” Jab asked. “Is that normal for knights in Freng?”

			“Not unless there’s been a funeral,” Yagub said.

			A brassy horn sounding pulled Sanu’s attention to the city streets. Some big procession was happening. Sir Brouglas came to the sailing cog’s unloading plank, Lady Marjitay in tow.

			“Who died?” Brouglas and the ship’s captain glanced at each other, then the captain signaled to the welcoming group below.

			“We come with news, but it seems you have some as well,” the captain shouted.

			Jab tiptoed to Sanu’s side. “What’re they saying?”

			The banner carrier called back up. “You’ll meet with King Ridgerd when he is ready. We have finished burying the late King Hedgry in the All-Planter’s mercy.”

			Sanu nudged Jab and translated. “The king we were supposed to meet just died, so we’ve got to meet this King Ridgerd instead.”

			“Ridgerd,” Jab repeated. “I’ve heard about him. Nasalid and his advisers talked about him a few times.” Jab’s tone darkened. “He’s a vicious fighter.”

			Sanu wondered what it would be like for a military man to have to stop his campaigns and come home to rule instead. He couldn’t imagine someone like Sir Brouglas stepping away from the military.

			As the captain, Brouglas, and Lady Marjitay departed, Sanu met his brother’s gaze. “I’m sorry I didn’t pray with you before. I hope you didn’t think it was because I didn’t care. I was afraid to pray around some of the Sprouters, and I got out of the habit. Please remind me and I promise I will.”

			Surprised, Jab cocked his head.

			Praying hadn’t become important to Sanu until he believed Jab had died. Being a good Grovekeeper, especially in the presence of Sprouters, had been something Sanu wanted to do to honor Jab’s memory, which felt weird now.

			“I didn’t really think about it,” Jab said. “And I guess I was a little embarrassed to pray with you, because I didn’t want you to notice that I lost Mom’s prayer rock.”

			Dad’s scimitar felt heavy on Sanu’s belt. They each only had one thing to remind them of their parents. “I’m sorry, Jab.”

			“Don’t be,” Jab said. “It actually stopped one of those devilbeak weapons from killing me during the ZelZaytun siege. I didn’t lose it as much as it got broken in a fight.”

			Sanu’s jaw dropped. His brother had fought someone who used a devilbeak, the coolest weapon in the Great Sea. He was about to say he was jealous, but closed his mouth upon noticing the trauma in his twin’s eyes and wiggling whiskers. “Um, I think it’s time for us to disembark.”

			Sanu bent to pick up his crate, and Jab helped him. They descended the plank, trailing Yagub. Nasalid’s soldier marched behind them. The rodents who greeted them sported Sprouter symbols on their clothing: the rake of Ganan the Gardener, the first Sprouter. The hawk on the late King Hedgry’s banner was stylistically perched on one, and he much preferred that to the crossbow-wielding goose on Lady Marjitay’s banner.

			He felt pretty cultured, appreciating and critiquing art in his head, and had a certain girl back in ZelZaytun in mind he wished he could tell.

			Placing the crate on the wooden dock, Sanu stiffened and pushed the thought of girls from his mind. Jab had done a good job keeping quiet about his crush back home, so he should do the same. Besides, the hamster who he definitely only liked as a friend was doing important work for Nasalid back in the Holy City. She was a Sapling now, which Sanu knew was a big deal, he just couldn’t remember exactly what it meant.

			But he for sure wished she was here right now, since things had become more complicated.
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			Jab

			Can you imagine a day when Sprouter and Grovekeeper and Mulcher all band their paws together for a common cause in brotherhood? If you cannot imagine a future of unity, how can you imagine a glorious afterlife? 

			- Raticenna’s Collected Sermons.

			Jab shuddered; Nasalid hadn’t prepared Jab and Sanu for a dead king.

			Their mission was to deliver Nasalid’s message to King Hedgry and the Sapling who lived on this island. As the biggest Frenglese island closest to Qawar, this had been the springboard for the invasions back when Jab’s grandparents were alive, if the stories were true. That fact, along with King Hedgry’s power, made this the best choice for Nasalid to send his message. Now, with a dead monarch, this foreign city was the last place in the world Jab wanted to be.

			Leaving the sailing cog, Jab and Sanu followed the procession toward the city’s center, protected by banner carriers. The clop-clop-clop of horses’ hooves and the creaking wheels of Lady Marjitay’s prisoner cart punctuated the dull buzz around the city.

			“What kinds of rodents live in the Frenglese islands?” Sanu asked.

			“I don’t even know how many islands there are.”

			Sanu shrugged. “Well, we know they’re all Sprouters, and you, me, and Sergeant Jandi are the only Grovekeepers for miles.”

			Onlookers peered at them from bakeries, smithies, little shops, and homes. Where ZelZaytun city’s main scents were cinnamon and olives, the sewage stench overtook any pleasant confection and food smells.

			And with each step, Jab was even farther from home.

			He measured the expressions of the hamsters and porcupines in the street, their eyes fixed on Lady Marjitay. He wondered how many people knew who she was, or if the dirty noble’s clothes drew their attention. Either way, the whispers in a language he didn’t know added to Jab’s feeling of trespassing. He tempted fate and whispered to Nasalid’s sergeant who had joined them. The bilingual squirrel was a rodent of few words, and had been indifferent to the brothers on the trip.

			“Hey, Jandi, do you still have your copy of the message?” Jab worried that they wouldn’t accept the message from a kid.

			“Of course I do,” Jandi retorted. “Eyes front. Nasalid proclaimed peace, but we are in enemy lands.”

			“Yeah,” Sanu said. “This is an unsafe city in hostile territory, and we came at a confusing time for them.”

			The wood houses and shops gave way to stony towers, and they reached a place of worship. Jab couldn’t tell by the size and the amount of stained glass if this was a Gananhall or a Gananshed, but he imagined a city of this size would have one Gananhall and several smaller Ganansheds like in ZelZaytun, if he remembered the difference between them correctly. One was for the whole region, and the other was for neighborhoods.

			An old porcupine stood outside, and the unthinkable lay in his paws: a gold bowl, holding a single olive. It wasn’t a grand one from the sacred Gnaverwood tree on Qawar island, but a small replacement, an imitation. Other rodents gathered around this tiny fruit on bended knees.

			Jab’s eyes widened. Sprouters used olives in their worship practices? Olives to eat during their services and olive oil for use in blessing boggled the mind. Back in ZelZaytun, the Sprouters profaned the holy tree by using its olives, but these must have come from local trees. ZelZaytun’s tree was sacred to them too, wasn’t it? How could Sprouters casually replace the beauty of the real thing?

			But as Jab continued walking, he noticed everyone in the party except himself, Sanu, and Jandi bowed to the porcupine and the olive in his paw.

			If this tiny olive was a holy thing to them, maybe they wanted it to be a part of their everyday life. Back home on Qawar, the holy island, the olive Gnaverwood tree could be part of their daily life. Maybe planting these imitations was as close as Sprouters could get.

			Jab’s mouth dried. He didn’t want to look down on them for their practices that seemed strange to him. Maybe strange wasn’t even the right word.

			Different.

			Though a tickle in his conscience reminded him that the similarities were more important.

			One Sprouter in their group didn’t acknowledge the porcupine: Lady Marjitay. She remained as aloof as ever. Jab wondered if the image of Ganan’s rake on her clothing and coat of arms meant as much to her as the goose symbol.

			As they passed the holy Gananhall building, the stony towers coalesced into a fortified wall. They’d reached a castle, or maybe they’d been in one the whole time and this was the central keep. A troop of guards wielding devilbeaks stood at attention before the wrought iron gate. The weapon sent a shiver up Jab’s spine, remembering his confrontation with Lady Marjitay’s adviser, the foul man who would’ve killed Jab had it not been for Mom’s prayer rock.

			The weapon, a long polearm, held a combination of a spearpoint, a hammer, and a pickax, giving it the shape of a hook-beaked bird’s head. How Sanu could drool over it was a mystery. Jab had seen their destructive power firstpaw.

			The guards called for the opening of the gate and the heavy latticework iron was raised. As the gate rose over Jab’s head, he noticed a hawk design carved into it, resembling the symbol on the banner carriers escorting them.

			Sir Brouglas looked over his shoulder at Sanu and Jab. “Welcome to Castle Graganet, home of lemon-dairy kings.”

			The brothers snickered. “Legendary,” Sanu corrected.

			“That was close,” Jab added. “Your Qawari is getting better. You all need to teach me Frenglese.”

			“His Qawari is not getting better,” Yagub chortled.

			Sanu responded in Frenglese, and the ship captain chuckled, leaving Jab out.

			Behind them, Jandi scoffed. “Get us in front of the king, beaver.”

			Jab wondered why Jandi acted like such a nut shell. He got to carry a message from Nasalid the Liberator. He couldn’t think of a higher honor than to be trusted with such a task. It was one of three copies, but still, an honor was an honor.

			On the other side of the gate, Sir Brouglas spoke with a soldier who had a few stripes on his outer tunic covering his armor, which Jab guessed meant he was some kind of officer. The beaver pointed to Lady Marjitay, and then to the case on his belt which held Nasalid’s message, and the similar cases carried by Sanu and Jandi. Jandi folded his arms.

			Lady Marjitay hissed something, and Jab didn’t need his brother to translate to know it was hateful.

			Jab scrunched his nose and tugged on Sanu’s sleeve. “Could you tell them that Nasalid would be sad to hear about their king’s death?”

			Sanu pulled his arm away and glowered. “Don’t cause a scene.”

			Backing away, Jab noticed the hurt in Sanu’s eyes. This was twice Jab had unintentionally embarrassed Sanu. He should’ve been proud of his brother for learning another language in a short time, but instead he was screwing everything up.

			Everyone’s eyes bored into him—even the foul mole rat’s.
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			Sanu

			Qawar cannot stand divided. You princes and mayors squabble. Blame me all you want, but that is why the invading Frenglese had their early successes. 

			- General Ironseed’s third  letter to the ruling council

			Sanu stifled his rage at his brother. After the time Sanu had spent, maybe wasted, lamenting a dead twin who was really alive, he had to remember that Jab had done the same. Jab had learned to ask Nasalid’s soldiers for help in the last few months, and it wasn’t like Sanu had been the most helpful twin before they were separated at the battle of Rattin and before their parents had died. Everyone assumed that twin brothers were best friends automatically, but Sanu had always wondered if they were born on different islands to different parents.

			And seeing how Jab didn’t trust him at this moment, that old theory resurfaced.

			“If you’re done drawing attention to yourself,” Sanu mumbled to Jab, “they’re waving us into the main keep.”

			“Oh, right,” Jab said, whiskers drooping. “Nasalid was just so compassionate, and I think these Frengs should know.”

			“He was ruthless when he was younger and fighting for his uncle. Now he’s too compassionate,” Jandi mumbled.

			Yagub glanced over his shoulder at them. “Don’t worry. They’ll know. He could’ve sent a head instead of a prisoner.”

			Sanu glanced up at the mole rat everyone called the Honking Goose and wondered if that would’ve been the better choice, but he swallowed that thought down. If Nasalid had treated her like a common criminal, it would’ve caused a bigger problem here, even if she was a murderer.

			The Sapling she’d killed was a good rodent, and Sanu wished more Sprouters were like him. Sanu had witnessed his kindness firstpaw.

			The keep’s entrance had a long purple carpet ascending a staircase. The whole interior was cut from gray stone, livened up by artwork and tapestries along the walls, illuminated by stained-glass windows and torches. While the keep’s exterior was gray, the inside was a rainbow.

			Jab and the others ascended a wide curling staircase, and Lady Marjitay was removed from her prisoner cart to march beside Brouglas.

			Jab elbowed Sanu. “What do you think these Sprouters will be like?”

			“Nice, I hope. More like Brouglas than Marjitay.”

			The beaver smirked. “She is still a lady, even though criminal.”

			Sanu shook his head. There was nothing “noble” about her. Now, back in ZelZaytun, there was a certain hamster girl who was quite noble. Not that Sanu was still thinking about her. But he did wonder if she was thinking about him. She had more important things to do though. And Sanu technically did too.

			A set of wide double doors loomed before them, and two guards wielding devilbeaks opened them. Sanu wanted to reach out and touch one of their weapons for the sake of having a cool story, but decided against it, having just gotten mad at Jab for making a scene, so he settled for letting his tail brush against the left guard’s weapon. While the action was pointless because the steel weapon just felt like steel, it was also awesome and Sanu wanted a chance to do that again on their way out.

			Inside, the long carpet extended to a throne on a dais, but the seat was barely visible because of the giant hamster sitting upon it.

			The hamster stood, dwarfing everyone else in the room.

			His muscles showed through his tunic, and he looked like he could have hurled the throne across the room with little effort. To his left, in a neat pile on a high table, sat a sword—a claymore, if Sanu had to guess—and a suit of armor big enough that both Sanu and Jab could’ve fit inside.

			As the colossal hamster approached them, there was no doubt in Sanu’s mind: this was Prince Ridgerd, the military man, the stories of whose exploits traveled farther than sailing ships.

			According to the rumors floating out of traders’ lips, Ridgerd had never lost a fight, and personally ensured his victory by leading his troops from the front, never wasting a second on traveling communication. Sanu told himself that couldn’t possibly be true, since nobody could be that important and survive that long where the fighting was toughest. He definitely wanted to try his paw at picking up that giant sword though.

			On his right, a trumpeter porcupine who seemed like a child compared to Ridgerd blew a horn the length of a walking stick. “Guests of Graganet Castle, you stand before King Ridgerd the First, son of the late beloved King Hedgry, recently crowned by Sapling Galdwin.”

			All the Sprouters with them except Lady Marjitay snapped their attention to a beaver behind Ridgerd, and Sanu recognized the Sapling’s clothes. He couldn’t remember everything about this religion, but he knew by the Sapling title that Galdwin must be important too.

			Ridgerd narrowed his eyes at the chained mole rat. “Lady Marjitay? Why are you here in chains?” His voice carried the edge of battle.

			“Treachery, of course,” she replied. “Wait until you hear about my unfair treatment while we’ve been sailing.”

			“My liege, see the missive I have from Qawar.” Sir Brouglas stepped forward. “It will explain.”

			Sanu noticed that Sir Brouglas didn’t say ZelZaytun or the Sprouter name for it of “Olihort,” using the island’s name instead of the city’s.

			The beaver brought forward his message from Nasalid, and motioned for Sanu and Jandi to do the same.

			Lady Marjitay grumbled as they did. “They chained me. That dog Nasalid sent me here to embarrass me and insult you.”

			The colossal hamster arched an eyebrow, and waved for attendants to grab the offered messages. “We’ll give my men a moment to read this missive.”

			The Sapling, a graying beaver, rose from his smaller throne and lumbered forward. “I want to hear what the Protector of Olihort has to say first.”

			Ridgerd faced the Sapling and glowered. “I beseech you, O holy one, please accept my royal counsel in my chamber.” The acid dripping from his voice made Sanu cringe.

			“What’s going on?” Jab whispered.

			Sanu had no idea how to translate everything quickly for Jab, so he ignored him. He’d tell him later.

			One attendant, a hamster a head shorter than Ridgerd, piped up. “My lord, Nasalid has taken control of Qawar, including the Holy City. He has stated that Sprouters can remain in the city and visit on pilgrimage, provided they don’t bring weapons with them.”

			“He’s taunting you, Ridgerd,” Lady Marjitay spat. “He’ll murder anyone who arrives.”

			Sanu’s eyes widened and he looked to Jandi and Brouglas.

			The beaver knight slapped his tail, stealing everyone’s attention. “That is not true, my liege. I swore an oath to her, but I have disavowed myself because of what she did. She murdered a Sapling.”

			Jandi and the others in their group voiced agreement. Sanu pulled Jab close to him and stepped forward. “We saw it happen. She killed him with a crossbow.”

			Gasps rang out, and Ridgerd leaned closer.

			“What did you just say to them?” Jab whispered.

			“The truth,” Sanu hissed back, debating if he should apologize to Jab for getting upset about his earlier outburst.

			“You’d take the word of a child, an enemy, and a traitor over a noble?” The mole rat pointed at Sanu, Jandi, and Brouglas in turn. “The Sapling made a dirty deal with Nasalid. I was protecting the city. I’m sorry to say my love for Olihort was not enough to save it from the faithless Grovekeeper horde.”

			Sanu’s jaw dropped.

			Sir Brouglas placed a paw over his heart. “On my life, she does not speak true.”

			The beaver Sapling hobbled to Ridgerd’s side. “Her word takes precedence over the knight’s, legally. She is right that we cannot trust this delegation.”

			Ridgerd furrowed his brow. “None of this matters. Olihort is lost.”

			Sanu watched the royal hamster, unable to read what hid in his voice and expression. Was it guilt, grief, relief, confusion? He wished he could pry open his head and peer inside for some answers.

			The king sighed and retreated to his throne. “My father’s final order is now moot.”

			With a gasp, the Sapling wheeled on him. “Preposterous. It’s more important now than ever.”

			Sir Brouglas stepped away from Lady Marjitay. “What was King Hedgry’s final order?”

			“To bolster the defenses at Olihort,” Ridgerd said, running a wide paw through his hair. “He had a hunch Nasalid would assault the city.”

			“So take Olihort back,” Lady Marjitay hissed.

			The Sapling nodded ferociously. “Yes, King Ridgerd. You must reclaim the Holy City. Your grandfather and hers together led the glorious army to conquer the holy land, Ganan’s own home, Blest be Him.”

			At the mention of Ganan the Gardener, all the Sprouters bowed their heads except Marjitay.

			Sanu nudged his brother. “This is really bad. They’re saying—”

			The Sapling stomped his hindpaw and tail in unison. “King Ridgerd, if you wish to honor your father, you must reconquer Olihort.”

			“I don’t have an army big or strong enough,” the hamster king replied. “I won’t wage war just to doom soldiers.”

			Some of the tension left Sanu’s shoulders. Maybe it was true that real warriors knew when not to fight. “Maybe not so bad,” Sanu whispered to Jab. “I think—”

			The Sapling turned from the king and addressed the group. “I’ll get approval from the Arborist, but I know he’ll support me on this. I declare that anyone who enlists in King Ridgerd’s army will be named a holy pilgrim. All their sins will be removed, and they will be guaranteed access to the Walled Garden after they die.” He faced Ridgerd. “Even sins some would call unforgivable. You’d like that, wouldn’t you, my king?” Where Ridgerd had previously spoken to him with acid in his voice, the Sapling had nothing but ice in his.

			King Ridgerd rose from his throne and grabbed his sword. “It seems I have no choice. I fight for Olihort or I spend the afterlife in the Droughtlands.” With voice lowered and sword raised, he added, “To war.”
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