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1. Gwendolyn

Bad luck was about to pay a visit to Burnleaf Castle. The tension boiled like water in a cooking pot. The peace in the kingdom began to fracture. There were omens, subtle at first, but growing in intensity.

The cook’s assistant dropped a pot of stew on the floor and the cat came home after a two-week absence. A crow perched on the tree near the window, watching lives unfold.

The sage leader of the kitchen staff squinted her eyes in suspicion. She paused for a moment, feeling a chill. She shivered, pulling her shawl tighter around her shoulders. Wondering why she wasn't scolded, the assistant gave her a curious look.

The elder woman said, "I swear someone is walking over my grave!"

The Cintarzian War began with the drama playing out in Burnleaf. A king’s indiscretion led to the Battle of Thornbury Field.

Burnleaf Castle was an oasis in the woods. Woven carpets, embroidered drapes, and massive murals gave the space a regal purpose. The home of King Symon of Burnleaf had carved wooden furnishings with symbols of the kingdom. Each carved icon was intended to honor the keepers of the sacred flame.

Within her rooms, Queen Gwendolyn gazed at her reflection in the mirror. Her mouth became a slash when her attendant Brinta left the room. Her eyes darted back and forth like a deer about to bolt.

She thought of her transformation from bold princess to neglected queen. Feeling the urge to bust the mirror into fragments, she clenched her jaw instead. She would do anything to conceal her bad temper. Gwendolyn hated hiding her emotions, but it was the only way to avoid Symon's wrath.

A fragment of light made its way into the room through a single window, the last sunshine of the day. The murals, heavy on the use of gold and red, shimmered for a few moments. When the shadows returned a minute later, all was dull and lifeless again.

Brinta returned. She began brushing Gwendolyn's long hair into the braided style popular in Burnleaf. Though dark in color, her hair was no longer the blue-black hue it once was. After years of being away from Draekkon, her hair was fading.

What the witches said about Draekkon was true. There was something about being there that gave your hair blue highlights. Her sister Aeve still had blue-black hair, and its rich hue made her jealous.

When she learned Aeve might marry the King of burn, the embers of her envy grew into a wildfire. Aeve got to marry the man of her dreams while Gwendolyn was stuck in a loveless marriage. It wasn't fair.

The brush swishing through her hair—the bristles seldom finding a tangle—made her want to rebel. How that royal brush had stung when her mother, Queen Annovia, wielded it. Her eyes watered when her mother tapped her in the head with the back of the brush. Then, she brushed the sore areas again and again until Gwendolyn couldn’t stifle the sobs.

Gwendolyn imagined herself grasping the scissors and snipping her hair off.

That will stop the fussing.

The shock of seeing a pile of hair on the floor would be liberating. If it was cut away, Gwendolyn wouldn’t have to see it day after day piled on her head. The dark half-circles under her eyes mattered more to her than an elaborate hairstyle.

Despite thoughts of rebellion playing out in her thoughts, she sat in silence. She breathed in and exhaled as strands of gold thread and thin crimson ribbon were woven into the plaits. Red and gold, red and gold, over and under.

These were the colors of Burnleaf, symbolizing strength and wealth. The colors of her homeland were the same as Burnleaf but with the addition of black. To Gwendolyn, they were both dreary. She longed for the cool, blue theme of Aquatreya and the simple style of the women there.

Memories of her years in Aquatreya haunted her. Gwendolyn would still be in Aquatreya if her father hadn’t made her marry Symon. When she ignored his initial request, he ordered King Sylis and Queen Isla to send her home. With bitterness, she remembered the day her happiness was sacrificed for peace between Draekkon and Burnleaf.

The news left Gwendolyn in tears. Her body shook in frustration as the attendants packed her things. They tossed her shell collection in a bag, crushing some of them in the process. She sobbed as the guards led her to the carriage and put her inside.

Her sister Aeve was a better candidate for marriage. Despite all that, she would get to stay with her Draekkonian history books. At twenty, Gwendolyn gave up her life in Aquatreya to be a queen. She was making plans to run away when she saw Symon arrive in Draekkon. He was a day early.

Symon was handsome in his armor, a proper knight ready to sweep her off her feet. He brought with him gifts of extravagance never seen in Draekkon before. She paused in admiration of his appearance and the display of wealth he brought with him.

Dazzled by the gold, Gwendolyn assumed he would let her do what she pleased with the money he had. Her sacrifice was celebrated with decadent gifts, and she tried to be happy. After noting the envy in the eyes of others, Gwendolyn stopped complaining.

Yet, after years of marriage, Gwendolyn was miserable. Her husband was a possessive man but a hypocrite at heart. She couldn't go anywhere unsupervised, and she wasn't allowed to go to Aquatreya at all.

With Aquatreya no longer her refuge, she began to change. Her hazel eyes narrowed into slits. Her eyebrows knitted themselves into stress lines because she hated Burnleaf. She desired no further decoration.

As Brinta continued to weave and braid her hair, Gwendolyn daydreamed of Aquatreya. In her mind’s eye, she was back in paradise. Her hair would be short. With skin bronzed from the sun and her tall frame wrapped in airy fabrics, she savored the beach. She dreamt in turquoise, indigo, and mint green.

She envisioned the men of Aquatreya, shirtless in the sunlight. Their easy smiles, sun-bleached hair, and muscled bodies tempted her. Their tan skin glistening with perspiration, they waved at her, calling her into the water. She mused of evenings spent flirting, laughing, drinking, and dancing with them.

Despite their sweetness, her unrealized dreams filled Gwendolyn’s mouth with a bitter aftertaste. She sighed when she recalled how her plans dissolved.

Yet, despite everything, she could still see herself there. With her hair wrapped in a scarf, and relaxing in the sun before her easel, she would paint the landscape and forget Burnleaf.

In defiance, Gwendolyn snatched the fluffiest brush she could find. She plopped it into the beauty powder and spread it around until Brinta left the room sneezing.


2.  Dragonleaf

Gwendolyn covered her mouth and laughed, satisfied that she’d made someone unhappy. The powder in the air packed a punch. Her floral and clay concoction contained a minuscule amount of tincture of dragonleaf.

She hid a small amount of dragonleaf in a locket around her neck. She knew how and when to use it. Brinta had no idea what she was about to go through.

She heard laughter in the hallway followed by uncontrolled sneezing. Moments later, Brinta complained of feeling sick. The sneezing attendant told Gwendolyn that she was going to lay down. Gwendolyn excused Brinta for the day, trying not to laugh at her miserable expression.

After Brinta left, Queen closed her eyes and chuckled. She had a satisfied smirk on her face. Brinta’s exposure to the herb was planned, and the effect was expected.

Tiny amounts of Dragonleaf irritated the nose, then made the victim giggle. When they were done laughing, they fell asleep.

In high doses, the body adjusted to it. Once the urge to laugh or sleep faded, dragonleaf convinced you nothing was as bad as it seemed. The calming effect was welcome but temporary.

Gwendolyn looked around the room. Her surroundings would be a dream come true for the average Cintarzian. The carvings on the walls and furniture were elegant. Studying creative trades was a typical occupation of the commoners.

Gwendolyn’s set of rooms had gold and crimson embellishments. An adjoining room had a private bath with hot water at her disposal. Her bed was a massive collection of arches, canopies, silk pillows, and a feather mattress. It wasn’t so bad sleeping alone in luxury, but she preferred the townhouses of Aquatreya.

She was the Queen of Burnleaf, the centerpiece of the kingdoms of Cintarzia. Yet, she would rather be a princess of Draekkon than a queen. She was born in Mount Draekko, her ancestral home, a castle on a peak so tall the sky looked like an endless ocean. Haunting the rustic rooms of Mount Draekko would be better than being a captive in Burnleaf.

Built centuries ago to house the royal family, Mountdraekko was once warmed by dragon’s fire. By the time she left her home to marry King Symon, Mountdraekko was cooling. The fire was dying a generation after the last dragon in Cintarzia passed into legend. Soon, burning wood would be all they had to prevent the fire from flickering out.

Draekkonians adapted to the rough conditions of the north because they never gave up. Still, despite their hard work, Draekkon was missing something. Gwendolyn knew what it was, though she could do nothing about it.

The people longed for the past when the dragons of old Draekkon made the weather temperate. However, reviving dragons was the business of witches and druids, and they lived by their own rules. On the topic of dragons, they were silent. 

Gwendolyn handled Draekkon’s freezing mountain air with a strong backbone. In Burnleaf, it was a different story. Even with her head held high, she was no match for the frigid games of nobles seeking attention.

Gwendolyn wrapped a section of her long hair around her right forefinger. As a child, she did this before getting into trouble. She refused to let the attendant weave the front segments of her hair into a braid. When not framing her face, these tresses were available for her nervous habit.

The daylight illuminated the room. The many red glass lampshades in the space caught the light, spilling red fire around the room. Brinta interrupted the silence by reminding her of the newest noble at court.

Gwendolyn already knew what she was going to say, but felt she had to be coy. Reminding her of the visit wasn't necessary. She couldn't forget the note she read last night with the initials, ‘A’ and ‘E’ stamped in wax. The letter was the cause of her stress.

“I'm supposed to remind you about the arrival of the Princess of Eastmane. Princess Athela would like to visit with you this morning," Brinta told her.

Gwendolyn bristled at the mention of Athela. She wondered how in the world she would control her temper with the Harpy of Eastmane about. Queen Jannis' sister had earned the nickname.

“I'm no simpleton, Brinta, and I need no reminders. You may tell the princess I await her visit," Gwendolyn snapped, her voice rising. Anyone could see she was a bundle of nerves. Brinta winced at the queen’s angry tone.

“Right away, Your Highness. Please forgive my foolishness. I meant no disrespect," Brinta replied, bowing as she spoke before rushing off.

Gwendolyn didn't want anyone reminding her of her duties. There were many tasks she forgot, and on purpose. Reminders deprived her of the option of forgetting.

Gwendolyn loathed Athela. The rumor mill suggested she was itching to share venomous gossip about her sister, and Gwendolyn was reluctant to hear it. Athela's words of hatred about her sister Jannis were tiresome to hear.

The bad blood between the two started over a man. When King Merec Silverhawke chose Jannis over Athela, the sad vendetta between the sisters began. 

Athela and her sister Jannis couldn't be more different. Gwendolyn thought Athela's round face was pretty but—

Her wide blue eyes are troubled cups of disloyal-tea!

She noticed Athela’s eyes brightened whenever there was a hint of gossip in the conversation. By comparison, Athela’s sister Jannis cared about the facts alone—her face resolute—searching for answers.

Queen Jannis spent her days in heavy clothing as the queen of the mountain country. Meanwhile, Athela spent sunny days in the southern kingdom of Terra Oasis, Aquatreya.

Gwendolyn could relate to Jannis’ struggles. Both queens lived in remote places. While Jannis had little to say to Gwendolyn, Athela bragged incessantly about her life in Aquatreya. Athela’s nonstop bragging made her visits intolerable. Gwendolyn dreaded her arrival, but she had no choice but to receive her. She was a princess of Eastmane, the most powerful kingdom in Cintarzia.

Gwendolyn stood up, walked to the full-length mirror, and studied her appearance. Her countenance worried her. She didn't see anything she liked in her reflection. Her obsession with the past turned her into a ghost before her time. She haunted her rooms as if fate had decided to shorten her life.

Gwendolyn worried that Athela’s impending gossip was dangerous. In the presence of fate, she had to listen to what the harpy had to say. Her right hand fluttered to the lock of hair resting on the bodice of her gown. As frayed at the ends as her nerves, she wrapped it around her finger and walked to the first room.

The space was smaller in size than the rest of the rooms. The queen used it to greet her guests in a private setting. The only source of light was a lantern. It did little but forge shadows.

Burnleaf's motto hung on the wall as a testament to courage. Brinta returned as Gwendolyn was reciting the motto of with a faraway look on her face.

“Be the flame that keeps the fire of Cintarzia burning," Gwendolyn mused.

When Brinta gave her a confused look, she snapped out of her trance. She wasn't sure why she uttered the phrase other than it seemed like something ironic to say. In her opinion, no one in Burnleaf lived by these words.


3. AthelA

Three knocks at the door broke through the tense silence. Brinta answered the door and let Athela in as Gwendolyn ordered. Two servants followed, bringing refreshments on golden trays. Pastries with spun sugar decorations and chocolate shavings made a decadent display.

The attendants placed the enticing desserts upon the queen's visiting table. Next, they filled each delicate cup with herbal tea and excused themselves.

Left alone, the two nobles regarded each other. Realizing she was being measured, Gwendolyn greeted Athela. Under Athela’s scrutinizing gaze, she had the sensation of her heart migrating south, then resting on her stomach.

She could feel the hostility coming off Athela in waves. Gwendolyn sensed that the anger wasn't directed at her, but towards Jannis. Her fury was fueled by the Queen of Silverhawke’s theft of her lover, King Merec. She was in the presence of a rogue princess with a vendetta. Gwendolyn decided to end the awkward silence.

“Athela, it's charming to see you, but do you have something to say?" she said, trying to keep a straight face. Athela smiled and nodded, swilling her tea down and biting into a pastry. Flakes of the delicate treat drifted to the table.

“I want to tell you about my sister's trip to Aquatreya fourteen years ago," Athela began.

“I didn't know your sister was in Aquatreya then," Gwendolyn replied in a curt manner. She put her pastry down without biting into it. She remembered the events of fourteen years ago.

Symon had journeyed to Aquatreya on a mission to discuss a trade deal a year into their marriage. Gwendolyn wondered why Jannis was there at the same time as her husband, and why Athela brought it up.

It was an odd coincidence. The Queen of the West seldom left her throne.

“My sister was there, I swear it. I have it from a reliable source," Athela took a deep breath and exhaled before dropping the final missile. Her stout fingers grasped her teacup. She took a long drink as if trying to summon her courage.

“She was with your husband,"

“With? What do you mean?" Gwendolyn replied, shock in her voice. "What despicable gossip! I should uproot the source! Who would say such a thing?!” Gwendolyn demanded.

“I can't say, and I won't say. I never reveal my sources, or they stop being my sources," Athela informed her. She was proud of her knowledge and the advantage it gave her.

“You're every bit as reckless as I’ve heard,” Gwendolyn began, her gaze narrowing. “I'm a queen. You must be aware of what I do to those that spread lies,"

“And you're as bright as I’ve heard and twice as suspicious of your husband—or so I’m told," Athela interrupted. “I can tell by your expression you recall peculiar things about your husband's trip.”

“I don't remember anything of the sort," Gwendolyn responded, her resolve crumbling. She was lying to Athela because she recalled how strange things were. After returning from Aquatreya, Symon was indifferent, strange.

His face was a mix of guilt and revelation. He looked at her in a new way, like he identified the source of his dissatisfaction. He began to complain about her habits in a way that placed the failure of their marriage on her shoulders.

“Don’t you see? The reason you’re not allowed to go to Aquatreya is because he doesn’t want you to find out about his affairs!” Athela said, her voice rising. Her words hit like thunder in Gwendolyn’s head. For years, Symon kept her from her paradise so he could be unfaithful. She wanted to throw up, but Athela continued to spill information.

“My source saw them together one night," Athela further teased.

Gwendolyn tried to push back on her insinuations, but her tone lacked resolve. She didn’t believe her own words, but she didn’t want Athela to know that.

“They're a king and a queen. It isn't unusual for them to meet for purposes of governing," Gwendolyn said, her voice weak.

Her desire to defend Symon was fading fast. Her ears were ringing. Dizziness and nausea overwhelmed her.

“Jannis visited Symon's quarters after having too much wine at dinner. When she emerged, it was morning. She left in the same dress. Should I tell you the color?" Athela asked, commanding the conversation. Gwendolyn shook her head and tried to stand up.

"It was dandelion. As yellow as her cowardliness," Athela said, her left eyebrow raised in satisfaction as if relishing the moment. A rooster crowed in Burnleaf, breaking the silence and startling Gwendolyn. She felt angry.

“Lies! Someone would have said something by now!" she said, her voice shaking with the shame she felt.

“The nobles do as they wish in Aquatreya. They can cover it up, but this secret can’t stay hidden forever. I regret being the one to tell you. I'm only here because I'm heartsick over the injustice done to you," Athela told her, trying to seem sincere.

Gwendolyn rolled her eyes in disbelief.

"Stop right there. We both know you’re enjoying my misery," Gwendolyn snapped. Despite the warning, Athela had more to say.

"King Symon can't deny the living reminder of his betrayal. He is about fifteen now," Athela said in a cool, calculating tone.

Gwendolyn knew she was talking about Jannis' red-haired son, Kendrick. He was the only red-haired Silverhawke in the family. He looked nothing like his half-sister Princess Jayne. Kendrick's auburn hair was unique in color. It was like Symon's.

She trembled. A prince of the west with patriarchal ties to the House of Burnleaf could make her life chaotic. Kendrick's existence might render her own future children powerless. Though she suspected she couldn’t have a child, it still hurt.

Her head was swirling with all that was at stake. Gwendolyn decided she had heard and said enough. She held up her hand in a signal for Athela to stop talking.

“You have said your piece, Athela Eastmane. Now it's my turn to speak, and you had better listen. Do you understand the size of the pot you have chosen to stir with your words? I want you to leave Burnleaf immediately. Do not return without an invitation from me!"

Gwendolyn's voice was stern.

Athela nodded, and said, “As you wish, Your Highness."

With these words, Athela stood and left. Gwendolyn sat alone thinking about revenge and how best to achieve it. She told Brinta to leave her in peace for the day.

Gwendolyn sat in silence, twirling her hair as she plotted. She thought it was time to test the loyal subjects of Silverhawke. How much did they value the purity of their queen?

After Brinta left, she locked the door. Returning to the table, she allowed her fury to take over. Gwendolyn's hand struck the table hard. With a sweeping motion of her arm, the pastries were on the floor.

“Damn you, Symon!" she said, trying not to sob.  She didn't disturb the tea service. She had a use for it. She dumped the herbal tea and poured a fresh cup of hot water.


4. Secret Box

The only thing that consoled her was the fact that as a queen scorned, she had war powers under Cintarzian law. Gwendolyn decided it was time to use them. She would scorch her enemies.

She opened a drawer in her vanity and retrieved a carved box with a profile of a dragon on the top. She touched the green glittering emerald eye with reverence. She had much to consider.

She lifted the lid of the gilded box. Inside was the bright green dried herb of her homeland. She didn't dare exhale. It would be a bad idea to disturb the delicate flowers and send them into the air. Dragonleaf was a substance worth its weight in gold.

Gwendolyn thought of the first dragonleaf she had ever consumed. It had been a secret gift from her uncle, given to her in the same box. Gwendolyn cultivated this batch herself. She studied the dragonleaf book by King Vorin I to do it.

The volume was also a gift from Uncle Vellaine. He implored her to tell no one about the book or its recipe. He didn't want anyone to have such knowledge except her.

Gwendolyn found his request unusual. She didn't understand why he didn't make it himself. He knew more about the old ways than she did.

When she asked him the reason why he wanted her to make dragonleaf, he didn't answer her. She stopped asking questions, assuming his lack of response was a part of his peculiar personality.

Vellaine suggested she follow her great-grandfather's instructions to the letter. He warned her she would need its magical properties to manage her fate in Burnleaf. The box before her contained the contents of her efforts. She liked the sedation it offered, but it was the dragons that drew her in.

She crumbled part of a dried flower in her fingers and placed it in the tea infuser. She dropped it into a steaming cup of water from the teapot. The dragonleaf turned the hot water emerald green. The fluid at the center discharged a glowing luminescence.

She stirred it with her spoon. Tendrils of hair stuck to the sweat on her forehead. In her disheveled state, she could see the dragon's eye watching her from the steaming fluid. She waited until the eye faded into the clouds within the cup, then she returned the box to its hiding place.

When the tea cooled, she drank it in one gulp. Her senses awakened. For a moment, her eyes glowed as the dragonleaf traveled to her head. She gasped in surprise.

No matter how she took the dragonleaf, the feeling was always the same. The numbness she felt was as pleasurable as the book described. She closed her eyes and studied the flood of images taking over her mind. She could see future dragons in the mist, waiting to be born.

She removed her clothing. She stumbled over to the bed and wrapped herself in the covers, giving herself to her dreams. She saw an ice dragon and a red dragon. She was one with them, flying with them, living free. When the visions faded, her eyes fluttered open. After dressing and composing herself, she had the guard send for Cleivis Carvelle.

Gwendolyn waited until there was another knock at the door. This time, it was Cleivis Carvelle, the pious leader of a religious movement based on wealth. Many in Burnleaf considered the group a dangerous cult.

Cleivis, his clergy, and his followers had amassed political clout in Cintarzia. They believed in a faith rewarded by riches. Using the lure of wealth, they were able to persuade many to abandon the old gods.

He wore a long gray tunic that touched the floor. Underneath the heavy garment was a white shirt. A gold band encircled his neck.

His face looked pinched, ready to scorn any doubters. His role on offense strengthened his position as a fighter. Gwendolyn needed someone like him on her side. Though he was a fanatic, he was powerful.

“Your Highness, I have come to offer comfort in your darkest hour. There have been many whispers about the king. I have heard some of them, and they speak of adultery and its rotten fruit. What I offer is absolution and peace of mind for you," he said.


5. It Takes Two

Discussions were taking place in the great hall of Burnleaf Castle. With the help of Cleivis Carvelle, High Priest of Burnleaf, the queen wrote an accusation. The charge was that the King and his lover had dishonored her. This development made life challenging for Nerr, the King's counsel.

Nerr liked wearing the fancy red and black robes of his position, but he also liked staying alive. No matter what, he didn't want the king to lose confidence in him. As he walked across the stone floors of the great hall, he tried to exude confidence and control, but it was a facade.

Nerr doubted he could smooth things over because the news he received would sow doubt in the kingdom. He wished the queen would have considered the consequences before making her accusation. With Carvelle involved, it was a serious charge.

He didn't understand Gwendolyn's surprise. She had, after all, married a swine. Everyone knew about Symon's reputation before the nuptials. The match between Symon and Gwendolyn was part of a peace treaty. After this degradation, she would take no more.

Nerr's trimmed beard was as white as his hair, which he kept smoothed down. His deep-set blue eyes expressed disapproval of the situation.

As the king's advisor, it was Nerr's job to notify Symon of the new development. It was dinner time, his favorite time of the day. He stood before the ruler of Burnleaf, trying to appear sure of himself. He began to read the queen's grievance to the king.

“There is a charge of impurity against Queen Jannis of Silverhawke. Her adulterous union with King Symon of Burnleaf has resulted in a bastard heir, Prince Kendrick of Silverhawke," Nerr said, unable to believe what he was reading.

Nerr noticed the room went silent as he continued to read. Everything stopped.

"This edict of impurity is signed by the High Priest of Burnleaf, Cleivis Carvelle. It also has the signature of Queen Gwendolyn of Burnleaf," Nerr finished with a solemn voice.

Before Nerr read the edict, the king was gorging on a feast of ribs. After hearing the final damning words, King Symon coughed up his food and banged his mug on the table, splattering ale everywhere.

With the main points read, Nerr handed the king the proclamation and bowed. The king accepted the document with plump fingers coated in grease.

Nerr found this to be an awkward situation. An accusation of infidelity long after the fact would be a difficult topic for him to offer advice on. He had not planned for such an event.

Many knew about Symon’s affairs because he wasn’t discreet. Yet, dealing with a bastard child of two noble houses made things impossible.

All he could do was talk to the king in a way that made him feel blameless. Like a child in need of coddling, he allowed the king to bluster while he nodded his head in a sympathetic way.

It was helpful to the king that the customs of Burnleaf were on his side. According to law, the king wasn’t accountable for the transgression.

Nerr hated the traditional laws. They shielded men in power like Symon. As the king’s fixer under pressure to present the king in the best light, he withheld his best counsel. He left out the fact that the division would harm Burnleaf and Cintarzia.

As it stood, the jealous queen had the right to punish anyone other than Symon. With Carvelle at the helm, the numbers of the accused would increase. The stories would travel. Neither Symon nor Gwendolyn was immune to mob violence.

Nerr knew Silverhawke wouldn’t cooperate. King Merec of Silverhawke always sided with his queen. He would never agree to her humiliation. He didn’t care what she did with her personal time because she governed with wisdom. She was well-liked. If the people of Silverhawke didn't agree with this punishment, there would be war.

When Princess Jannis of Eastmane arrived in Silverhawke to accept the king’s offer of marriage, many blessed the day. The king's first wife, Cassidae perished in a hurricane while visiting the island of Pria.

The unfortunate first wife of Merec left her daughter behind, a frail little girl named Jayne. Jannis stepped in to care for Jayne. She was a good queen for Silverhawke.

Sometime later, she gave birth to Kendrick. He didn’t resemble the king, but this didn’t bother anyone much. Since Jannis was the force keeping Silverhawke in order, the people overlooked her shortcomings.

Symon didn't enjoy the same patience from his subjects. He never admitted he was at fault. Symon’s admission of his mistake could stop the war, but Nerr knew he wouldn't lift a finger to do so. He could not even apologize to his own wife. Carvelle would seize power as her advocate, and things would get worse.

Nerr was shocked Jannis chose to have a romantic relationship with Symon. Nerr knew there was something about the young prince that was familiar. In Silverhawke, they celebrated Kendrick's birth. There were whispers about his red hair and freckles. The king and queen both had blonde hair.

The gossip didn’t matter. The people of Silverhawke shrugged and went on with their daily lives. However, this new development meant trouble despite for Jannis. Nerr thought those in certain circles would use the scandal to their advantage.

On this, he was correct. The queen’s enemies waiting in the shadows rejoiced. With the knowledge of Kendrick's parentage came the plotting. The moment Gwendolyn had made the affair public, she cursed the boy.

Nerr took a deep breath and tried to underscore some of these finer points with the king. He tried to make him consider the welfare of his only child. He placed the written accusation before the king. The king was unhappy with his persistence. He pushed it away. In a brash move, Nerr pushed it back, causing the king to grumble, “Cease with this insanity!”

Nerr cleared his throat and said, "I'm sorry to try your patience, your Highness, but you must read the fine print of this accusation!”

When the kind didn’t respond, Nerr pointed to the text and explained its meaning.

“It states the grievance is a legitimate transgression. Carvelle claims a threat exists to your future heirs. He has recommended battle purification!"

Nerr tapped his index finger on the written words for emphasis.

“Sire, you have only one heir and this accusation places his safety in jeopardy. You cannot accept this! Sort things out with your wife so it goes away!" he warned.

The king was in shock when Nerr brought up his illegitimate son. He didn’t care for his tone. He pushed his chair back from the table. When he stood, he almost toppled over. Pushing his belly forward, he regained his balance and scorned his trusted advisor.


6. Defiance

Symon wanted to show that Gwendolyn hadn’t upset him in the least. He made his thoughts clear.

“Ridiculous! Their pious ways be damned! I’m not claiming Kendrick as my heir because of some evil gossip. The safety of the prince is King Merec’s problem," he yelled, spittle flying from his mouth. Symon’s chest was moving up and down. His face reddened.

Nerr thought the king was pathetic. Prideful and furious that his wife had exposed his flaws, he would make it worse. Conscious of the spectacle he was making of himself, the king lowered his tone.

“Nerr, my future children won't be born to Gwendolyn!”

Nerr blinked in surprise, amazed that the king had denounced the queen. He felt a headache coming on. Before he could think about what to do, Symon began to yell.

"I’d rather see my heirs born in a brothel than by that deceitful, Draekkonian woman!” Symon yelled.

The king slurped down his drink. His eyes protruded from his face in anger, and his jaw clenched in fury. Nerr tried a new tactic.

He tried to reason with him. He knew if the king chose fury instead of keeping the peace with his wife, it would end in misery. Lives were at stake, so Nerr risked it all.

“Your Highness, Cleivis Carvelle has involved himself for a reason. He knows that as the King of Burnleaf, you cannot be held accountable for this! He sows division to increase his numbers. His power grows. He will challenge you. He will be dealt with for his insolence, but you must intervene now. Talk to your wife. Give her your attention and she will abandon this dangerous game—"

The king didn't let Nerr finish his sentence.

“I am the king!” Symon roared, emphasizing each word. Nerr backed down, reminded of his own best interests. Nerr turned to flattery, his last and best trick.

“Sire, it is my desire—as your friend and loyal advisor—to be honest with you about matters that threaten your reign. I do this because I cannot fathom Burnleaf without its greatest king," Nerr said, pausing to watch for the king’s reaction.

Symon relaxed. He swallowed his food and looked at Nerr once more.

“Go on Nerr, spit it out. Get it off your chest! This the final objection I’ll hear on this," he warned.

“Sire, Carvelle is a major threat to your rule. Spies tell me he has a cult in all five kingdoms at his disposal. He wields power by smashing the opposition through malicious gossip, blackmail, and corruption. There is no level he will not sink to, and he is focusing his latest efforts on you, Your Highness," Nerr told him.

Symon waved his hand, dismissing his words.

“I’m not afraid of Carvelle. My army will smash him like a bug," Symon boasted.

Speechless over the king’s hubris, Nerr could do nothing but nod. Though his words didn’t sway the king, he was at peace. He had spoken his mind on behalf of Burnleaf, and it would have to do.

With Symon’s mind made up, Nerr decided the king was incapable of listening. He considered his own future. He decided to play to the king's vanity, then vacate his position before things came crashing down. If he ended up in Carvelle's hands, he would face his own purity test.

After decades of service to Burnleaf, Nerr hated ending his career on a cowardly note. His heart was heavy, but he was tired of maneuvering around the whims of a childish king. The duplicitous factions in Burnleaf kept him up at night. To surrender, he defaulted to telling the king what he wanted to hear.

“Yes, you are king. The best king Burnleaf has had these long years. Cleivis has made an error, one he will pay for. These foolish accusations should have never been taken seriously. It's vicious gossip," Nerr said with the best fake sincerity he could muster.

Symon belched and then stared off into the distance, deep in thought. Nerr suspected Symon feared Carvelle's horde. He felt sick to his stomach at the thought.

“Tell the queen she will have satisfaction in this matter,” Symon said, and went back to his drinking. His heart mournful, Nerr confirmed he would do as the king asked.

Nerr knew with certainty that for all his bluster, Symon feared Carvelle. It was a sad moment for Burnleaf. Carvelle and his minions intimidated the king into falling for their scheme. Now the kingdom would be at war.

Silverhawke would strike back, and many would die. Other factions would further divide the kingdom. There would be so much destruction. Before Nerr turned to leave, Symon had spiteful words for the queen.

“Inform the queen that I will not join her this evening," he bellowed. Nerr produced an obedient nod in response. The king had more to say on the topic of Gwendolyn.

“And Nerr, I am separating myself from this Draekkonian woman for good. She has failed to provide me with an heir, grounds for ending this farce of a marriage. We'll discuss the arrangements in the morning," Symon said with a cruel smirk on his face.

“As you wish, Your Highness," Nerr bowed to the king as sorrow overwhelmed him. He found bowing ironic given what Symon’s demands would cost. His own exit from Burnleaf would come sooner than he had hoped.

Gwendolyn’s family would demand retribution for the insult to the queen. Draekkon was on the verge of a civil war whipped up by Vellaine, the king’s brother. The prince would use Symon’s ill-treatment of his niece for his own ends.

He was disappointed that diplomacy had failed. Nerr indulged in a long look at his surroundings as he walked away. He would miss the carved oak columns and the intricate tapestries of the great hall.

He admired the coat of arms of Symon's family, a long line of rulers serving the people of Burnleaf.

He wiped away a tear when he thought about how Symon had failed his ancestors. Nerr bid farewell to what was and what could have been.

Once Nerr was out of the room, the king returned to his distractions. Symon guzzled ale until he fell asleep. It never registered in his mind that he'd made the worst decision of his life.


7. Vellaine

The Prince of Draekkon was enjoying a pivotal moment. His niece Gwendolyn had summoned him to Burnleaf Castle to ask for his protection. His plot to convince her of his usefulness had yielded results.

He kept his niece out of his quarrel with her father, gaining her trust. He had bigger plans than supplanting the King of Draekkon. He had his eyes on all of Cintarzia.

Gwendolyn was impressionable, and he fueled her obsessions with dragonleaf. Since she was a girl, he brainwashed her to believe iron magic was the only way to bring dragons back to Draekkon. He convinced her to keep his ideas a secret between the two of them.

The only time Gwendolyn had any peace was when she was in Aquatreya. When duty called, she married Symon. The request widened the chasm between father and daughter. As a result, she turned to her uncle when she was in trouble rather than her father.

Vellaine answered the queen’s call for revenge. Yet, his assistance wasn’t noble. King Simon’s affair was a weakness for him to exploit. The downfall of Burnleaf would be the gateway to achieving his grand design. As he stood in her living quarters, he knew what to say.

“Dear niece, this insult hasn’t changed your beauty. You have grown strong in your time as queen. How may I be of service to you in such dark times?”

Gwendolyn was unable to conceal the blue-gray shadows under her eyes, a sign of many sleepless nights. By contrast, Vellaine felt more vital than ever thanks to the Lady of Blackstone, a powerful witch.

“Draekkonians can see in the dark," Gwendolyn replied, her voice melancholy.

“With fire," he reminded her.

Gwendolyn gave him a tense smile. Vellaine clasped the hand of his niece. She knew his nature, but she was willing to walk into a snare if it meant punishing Symon.

Vellaine marveled at the power of jealousy and pain, and the things it made people do. His plan was coming together well.

Cleivis Carvelle played right into Vellaine's hands. His desire for a bigger bite of Silverhawke's stronghold made him easy to manipulate. King Merec detested Cleivis Carvelle, and his religion. The king’s intolerance angered the tyrant and his followers.

Carvelle was spiteful and petty. He would destroy both the King and Queen of Silverhawke—adding as many Cintarzians as he could to his movement. With Carvelle out for revenge, Vellaine knew this was his best opportunity to get what he wanted. Using Carvelle’s crusade to his advantage would save time.

Gwendolyn couldn't wait to be out of her uncle's presence. He had a purpose, but he intimidated her. He was taller than her father and he seldom smiled. When he did grin, it was at the wrong time. His front teeth were jagged, giving him a twisted grin.

Vellaine wasn't obsessed with his appearance. He allowed his hair to become oily, keeping it in a tangled ponytail at the back of his head. His complexion was scarred from countless fire ceremonies. He spent hours trying to spawn a dangerous dragon born.

He unnerved her, but she knew his power. She believed he could help her defeat Jannis and her army. Together, they could beat Silverhawke, adding it to Burnleaf.

As if to confirm her ruminations, Vellaine told her, “You can rely on my army to defeat Jannis and restore your reputation.”

Gwendolyn shuddered at his words, trying not to sob with relief.

"I was beginning to lose hope," she managed.

Her uncle patted her shoulder. She tried not to recoil at his touch.

He smiled, and said, “I promise Kendrick will lose his claim to the throne. He will never be a threat to you or your future children again.”

She nodded her head, and said, “Thank you, Uncle.”

Gwendolyn considered the immediate repercussions. According to Cintarzian law, if Silverhawke lost, Kendrick would lose his titles. It wouldn’t matter if King Symon was his father, the battle would decide everything. 

While his claims were true, the battle would lead to other events. Vellaine's plan was subtle, but sinister. Win or lose, the war he would wage would weaken both the houses of Silverhawke and Burnleaf. While he promised to help Gwendolyn, his main motivation was to create a new dynasty.

In the end, his armies would challenge Draekkon, reducing his brother's kingdom to ashes. As a result of the coming Battle of Thornbury Field, all would be his for the taking. Satisfied that everything was falling into place, he bid farewell to Gwendolyn.


8. Cause

Relieved when Vellaine had left, Gwendolyn mulled over family memories. She recalled the clash her father, the king, had with Vellaine over dragons. She remembered her uncle's obsession, and how it divided the brothers.

When she was fourteen, Vellaine argued with her father. Their war of words was loud enough to awaken her from her slumber. She crept out of her room and down the hallway to listen. With her small body pressed to the damp stone wall, she heard the argument.

Her father was furious about Vellaine's plan to conjure dragons. The king believed dragons would find their way back to Draekkon by their own magic, while Vellaine wanted their return by any means necessary.

Their argument escalated, and Gwendolyn heard her uncle threaten to unleash the dark evil of Blackstone in retaliation.

The king cursed the mention of the place, shouting, “Blackstone is corrupt. Anything from Blackstone demands payment in blood and iron. How dare you gamble with our lives!”

“I’m not afraid to risk lives for Draekkon!” Vellaine yelled.

Her father snapped, “Cursed is the Cintarzian willing to make such a bargain! I’ll have none of it!”

It was evident to Gwendolyn who would sacrifice all for Draekkon. Her father would always play it safe, and that disappointed her. She admired the bold steps her uncle was taking. Gwendolyn wasn't concerned about what was behind his words. She cared only that his words electrified her.

No one had dared to speak to the King of Draekkon in such a way. Gwendolyn held her breath, fearing the punishment her father had in store for her uncle. Still, the Prince of Draekkon wasn't done with his damning pronouncements.

“Without dragons, you can't save Draekkon from certain death at the hands of Eastmane. Dragons have always been our strength. I'll be born again in dragon's fire while you cower. I'll walk through flames to conjure the deadliest of dragons. Draekkonians know who will defend them when Eastmane sets their sights on us!”

Gwendolyn listened as Vellaine told her father what he was willing to do. She knew he meant every word. He was meeting the Lady of Blackstone, a witch of such dark magic that children cowered at the sound of her name.

Vellaine was willing to pay the price of blood and iron. Dragons would respond to his call—of this she was certain. While Vellaine’s words resonated with her, they had the opposite effect on the king.

“You're rabid for the past. Dragons can't come from dark spells! Your dragon will destroy the natural order. You'll unleash something you can't control, and it will destroy Cintarzia!" her father shouted.

Gwendolyn had never heard her father so upset.

“To hell with the natural order! The only way we'll convince our enemies to stop attacking us is by consuming them in dragon's fire!” Vellaine yelled back.

The king’s voice was calm, but serious. He threatened, “I'll lock you away in the tower for treason!”

Gwendolyn winced at her father's warning. She knew he meant it. With a few words to his guards, Vellaine would find himself imprisoned. There would be no trial.

The far tower of Castle Draekkon was a remote part of the castle. It was for egregious offenders of noble blood. Gwendolyn gasped, waiting for her father to order the imprisonment of her uncle.

There was a moment of silence. Then, the atmosphere changed. The hair on the back of her neck stood up. She felt a cold breeze blow through the hallway, chilling her legs. She shivered as a distant voice consumed her mind.

Chants penetrated the silent shadows. She heard a woman's voice, but she couldn't understand the words she was saying. Intuition told her she was listening to a spell of Blackstone.

When the chants faded, she opened the door to see what was happening. Next, she watched in awe as Vellaine departed the king's chamber without any repercussions.

When Vellaine's dark glance fell upon her, her heartbeat quickened. Instead of scolding her for spying, he smirked like he knew she was listening all along.

He walked away, his black cape swirling about him and his boots making a hollow sound on the stone floor. Gwendolyn couldn't believe he was escaping after what he had said to the king. She was scared something had happened to her father. He wouldn’t have backed down after promising a punishment like that.

When she summoned the courage to check on him, she heard her father's voice. He called for his servant to prepare his bed as if nothing had transpired. Gwendolyn ran to her bedroom and crawled back into bed. In the coming days, her father didn't mention his brother once.

Gwendolyn found herself in awe of her uncle when she should have been afraid. The Lady of Blackstone intervening on Vellaine's behalf intrigued her. She wondered what Vellaine had promised in return. A witch of Blackstone would always demand payment for such a favor.

As Gwendolyn recalled those long-ago events, she wondered if Vellaine would have survived the tower. The last person to live there was Queen Morjess, known as Morjess the Mad.

She remembered the tale from her history studies. Morjess fell for another man. When King Vorin put her lover put to death, she flew into a rage and tried to kill him. After the murder attempt, King Vorin locked her away.

Execution of nobility wasn’t done in Draekkon, let alone to a queen, so Morjess went to the tower. She had access to vegetables, fruit and bread each day along with a jug of water and a metal goblet filled with wine. She had an attendant to help her care for herself.

Morjess was a princess of the conquered lands of Ghylantia. The king couldn't enrage the Ghylantians by having one of their daughters put to death. Unable to see anyone but her attendant, the years of isolation broke her will. Morjess died a lonely woman twenty years later.

Gwendolyn remembered a rhyme repeated to children about to break the rules. Anyone disrespecting their elders heard its mocking verse.

Morjess the Mad, Morjess the Mad.

Was the maddest queen Draekkon ever had.

Her hair wild, her eyes astray,

In the far tower she must stay.

It was no surprise that Vellaine was in no hurry to share the fate of Morjess. When it came to defending Draekkon, Gwendolyn decided the ends justified the means. Despite the rashness of his actions, there was something about his plan that made sense.

Vellaine was the most dangerous person in Cintarzia, and he was close to the Lady of Blackstone. She felt secure with him on her side. She thought Vellaine was acting as their ancestors would have. They knew how to control dragons and use them to protect Draekkon.

With her uncle’s help, she would add Burnleaf to her family's dynasty. She would rule rather than return to Draekkon as a queen in exile.

Though everything seemed like it was going right, Gwendolyn couldn’t shake the sudden sense of foreboding. As she looked into the mirror, she began to twirl her hair. She spun a tress around her finger so tight it began to go numb.

Looking at her swollen red finger, she had an idea. She knew of only one way to soothe her emotions. She retrieved the dragonleaf from its hiding place, ready for the escape it afforded her.


9. Kendrick

You can learn the truth by spying, but you must prepare yourself for the worst. Because he had to know what was going on, Prince Kendrick crept up to the room his parents were in, but he didn't go inside. He stopped before the double doors. He looked around, making sure no one saw him.

Body pressed against the stone wall, and concealed by a tapestry, his ears were alert. The doors remained shut, but there was a gap between the right door and the wall. One could sometimes hear conversations.  Over the years, he dug at the gap until it was big enough to listen. He removed the clay he had stuffed in the hole to conceal it.

His parents kept much from him. They worried about burdening him before he was ready, but their silence did him no favors. He could tell by the voices that his parents weren't alone.

He heard the arrogant voice of Keldon, his father's advisor. He disliked Keldon Lionhorne, his pretentious mannerisms, and his ridiculous silk robes. He didn't understand why his parents kept him around. He supposed they liked his snobbishness.

A decree from the Queen of Burnleaf was being read to his parents.  He began his snooping in time to listen to the most damning statement of the conversation.

“...and so, because of a romantic affair between Queen Jannis and King Symon, Kendrick Silverhawke, the proof of their betrayal, is not a legitimate heir,” Keldon read.

There was a deep pause. Even Keldon was too shocked to continue reading.

Kendrick gasped and steadied himself. His eyes widened and his heart pounded in his chest. He felt dizzy, like he had awakened from a nightmare. He supposed the slightest touch could knock him down. He took a deep breath to keep from fainting.

First, he heard his father cuss. Next, he chuckled as if the matter was another one of the Queen's activities he found amusing. There was no anger in his voice. The King could care less about the dalliances of his queen. He had his own romantic liaisons to attend to.

The information confirmed many curious moments in his life. He remembered his nanny. She wondered aloud about an auburn-haired child in a family of blondes. He recalled his mother's faraway look at the comment, and then her reprimand. The nanny never said a word about his red hair again.

Comparisons were unavoidable. Like Symon, Kendrick had an appreciation for humor. He was clumsy, and undisciplined at times. The truth about his father made him sick to his stomach. He wasn't prepared for it—his parents were right about that.

He tried to be calm. He knew plenty of children who didn’t have a father or anyone to look up to at all. In this he was fortunate. His parents loved him. When he considered the word ‘father’, and what it meant, he knew he was Merec’s son.

The prince thought of something unsettling.

What will people think of me? Will they call me a bastard?

Queen Gwendolyn brought his origins to everyone's attention in a dramatic way. A jealous wife seeking revenge didn’t care about his fate.

Kendrick needed guidance, and he couldn't talk to his mother. She would shelter him from the truth by dismissing the story as a lie. There was only one person he could turn to.

A veteran of two wars, Cort trained Kendrick to defend himself. It was his advice he sought as he raced down the long stone hallways and out the rear entrance.

Cort lived at the edge of the grounds in a modest cottage. When Kendrick’s feet hit the dirt path, he picked up speed. He was sprinting by the time he was in the vicinity of Cort's house.

When he got there, he stopped so fast he fell. He was panting and crying at the same time. Cort was in a chair leaning against the wall of his cottage. He was sharpening his sword. He dropped his work and stared at Kendrick. Cort's horse Tolin looked on as he sobbed in the dirt. 

“Hey there, Greenling! Calm down before you puke!” Cort shouted.

He didn't move from his chair. Kendrick got up, covered in dust. He remembered the first lesson Cort taught him.

If a warrior breathes and still has limbs to fight, they must get up.

Calling him ‘Greenling’ was another way of saying he was a sprout. Kendrick wasn’t bothered because he was a sprout. However, his naivety was fading fast.

Cort’s salt and pepper hair stood straight up from his head. It hadn't thinned in the slightest. At fifty, he was young by Cintarzian soldier standards.

“I can tell by the look on your face that you've learned of your siring,” Cort said, his voice as jovial as ever.

Kendrick couldn't believe what he was hearing.

“You’re acting as if nothing's changed!" he shouted, angry his fate didn't worry his mentor at all. His voice was high and harsh, and he started spitting up the dirt he swallowed when he fell.


10. Greenling

Cort laughed so hard that he almost fell out of his chair. His laughter made Kendrick mad.

“I can't believe you find this amusing! I'm not a Silverhawke! They lied to me!” Kendrick exclaimed in a loud whisper, looking around as he did so. He wondered if anyone was gawking.

“You are Silverhawke through and through. Raised in this country and trained better than most greenlings. That said, you can bet your mamma's crown that your situation, so to speak, will be battle-tested," Cort told him. Kendrick collapsed on the ground, his hands on his face.

"What am I going to do?" he asked.

"There's nothing you need to do but let them know you belong here. Pushing for war is Carvelle’s mistake. Not only that, but you'll find yourself in line for two kingdoms instead of one by the time this is over," Cort told him.

"How is that possible?" Kendrick asked, confused.

"If, I mean, when we defeat the queen in battle, no one can ever doubt your claim again," Cort said.

"What claim? I'm a bastard," Kendrick replied, feeling hopeless. Cort took a deep breath and began to explain.

"The affair with Symon was all your father's idea because he can't give your mother a child. Because the Queen of Burnleaf has named Symon as your father, you now have a claim to the throne of Burnleaf. And, as of this moment, there is no other heir or bastard, but you," Cort replied. Kendrick shook his head.

“How do you know so much about my father, I mean the king?” Kendrick asked. Cort cleared his throat.

“Over time, I’ve gotten to know them rather well, and they trust me," he said. He looked uncomfortable, and Kendrick didn’t want to know any more details. Cort changed the subject.

"I'm not going to lie to you, Boy. There will be those that would rather you disappear. We'll protect you the best we can, but best to be on your guard, okay? Remember what I taught you," Cort cautioned him.

Kendrick sat with a dazed look on his face. Not only was he prince of half of Cintarzia, but his survival was riding on a battle. Cort refused to consider losing, but Kendrick knew a loss would mean his death. Noticing Kendrick's vacant look, Cort had another point to make.

“Queen Gwendolyn is reckless. Her gambit is to expel you from two kingdoms, but instead, she's given you a way to improve your station. When Gwendolyn loses, it's the end of her," he shook his head as if he thought it was a waste.

“It's sad. I find her to be a ravishing woman. Mighta’ asked her to be my bride. She wouldn't spend another day miserable if she married me, I promise you that," Kendrick shook his head, trying to get the visual of Cort lusting after the Queen of Burnleaf out of his mind. There was no way he was going to continue that discussion.

“How do you know we'll win the battle?” Kendrick asked.

“We're going to beat her army because we’re the best looking. Especially me!” Cort joked, laughing. Kendrick didn't feel like laughing, he felt like fighting.

“I could enlist. I'm ready, I can fight," Kendrick said with as much confidence as he could muster.

“Pick your battles, Greenling. It isn’t your time yet," Cort told him. “Better let me handle this."

Kendrick didn't argue. He had much to learn about combat.

To cheer him up, Cort told him a funny story about his younger days in Burnleaf.

In this tale, Cort claimed he once knew a soldier who had gained quite a bit of weight while on leave. When he returned, his armor was too tight.

“...And I told him, I don't care if you have to cram yourself into that armor, you get out there and fight! The next thing I knew, he was forcing the armor on. He started puking from the effort. Then he started pissing. Then, wouldn't you know it? His armor fit better!" he said.

“You’re making it up!” Kendrick said.

“Maybe I am, but I know how to make some room!” Cort said, lifting his right butt cheek and farting. The sound rippled for ten seconds. Then, all at once, Kendrick could smell it. He wrinkled his nose and moved away from the rancid smell, but it seemed to follow him.

Soon, Kendrick was laughing along. It was easy for him to sit in the grass and listen to Cort laughing for another afternoon. Even if his jokes were distasteful, Cort made him feel like it was a regular day.

Listening to Cort’s raunchy stories from the field was better than thinking about the father he never knew. It was better to forget about what the world had planned for him.

When it got dark, he didn't return home. He slept on Cort's bed. His friend had fallen asleep in his chair while in the middle of another one of his great epics.

With the arrival of the morning sun, Kendrick left. Cort watched the prince scuttle towards home. Even though he taught the boy to defend himself, he still had a lot to learn. Kendrick would be a good leader someday, but he wasn't ready for war. As the main target of the invading army, it was best he stayed home.


11. Invasion

As he prepared for battle, Cort saw the banners of Draekkon’s rogue prince and Burnleaf on the horizon. He heard the sounds of war in anticipation of the coming clash. Shouting, pounding drums, and the stomping of horses interrupted the peaceful countryside.

Cort couldn't believe Gwendolyn's Army was invading a peaceful kingdom like Silverhawke. War because of a tryst was a waste, but this invasion held the seeds of dark intent.

Cort knew Kendrick would mature into a capable leader. The evil element dwelling in Cintarzia would try to destroy the prince, but Cort had no intention of allowing it.

Cort found it strange that the jealous queen and the mercenary prince were joining forces. Vellaine was no friend of anyone. His own brother, the King of Draekkon, despised him.

Yet, despite her father's disapproval, Gwendolyn asked her vile uncle for help. Cort suspected something insidious at work. This was no random accident. The stage was set.

Born in Burnleaf to a poor family, Cort arrived in Silverhawke to learn how to be a soldier. After a while, he became one of Silverhawke’s best soldiers. One of his tasks was training the prince to defend himself. It was a well-paying position, but it wasn’t long before Cort thought of Kendrick as his own son.

Cort helped mold Silverhawke into the greatest army in Cintarzia. Over the years, he learned their fighting methods and perfected them. In return for his service, Silverhawke accepted him as one of their own.

Though a native of Burnleaf, he would be fighting for Silverhawke. He wasn't the only one. Since his brother Benjamin didn’t believe in Gwendolyn's fight, he switched sides.

He traveled with the opposing army, then left his position when he arrived at Thornbury Field. Benjamin wasn't the only one to abandon his post.

Traveling with the Burnleaf Army was strategic. Soldiers could eat all they wanted, drink in the evening, and rest on clean blankets. They gave everyone fresh clothes, and free training.

Cort embraced his brother, wishing their reunion was under different circumstances. However, if they lived through the day, there would be much to celebrate.

Once the brothers joined forces at Thornbury Field, the battle was minutes away. The opposition was in view. The sun hid behind a gray cloud as the men and women of Silverhawke prepared to face the aggressors. Even though it was early, everyone knew the fighting would blot out the daylight.

A thick layer of morning mist glided above the ground. Exhalations of vapor left the mouths and nostrils of every able body present. The stench of sweat coming from each soldier hung in the air like a sickening cloud. Both sides felt an adrenaline rush as they road their horses towards each other.

Silverhawke gave no hint of worry when they saw the miserable excuse of an opposing army.

"Pathetic."

Murmurs of disgust from Silverhawke's soldiers filled everyone's ears. The chatter increased in volume as they continued forward. Several men spat at the sight of the banners of Draekkon and Burnleaf together on the field.

Sweat beaded and dripped from the horses' matte bodies. A few soldiers kicked the sides of their horses with their boots, making them stand on their hind legs. The horses shook their heads, kicking in the air with their front legs before crashing down on the cold ground.

Silverhawke flaunted their strength like the brash warriors they were. The women soldiers on horseback defied the looks of contempt from the men on the other side. Their faces painted for battle, Cort was proud to see one of his first students leading them.

He nodded his head in Onnah's direction, and she raised her fist. The men on the other side would find out firsthand what discounting these warriors would cost.

Burnleaf tried to put up a strong front, but their false bravado was fading fast. Many didn't believe in their mission. Burnleaf watched in surprise as their enemies failed to show the slightest bit of fear.

The sheer size of the army defending Silverhawke was enough to make them piss themselves. Many found Vellaine Draekkon to be a madman who cared for no one but himself.


12.  What's Fair

Cort was confused by the lack of soldiers brought to the field from not one, but two opposing forces. He was certain Vellaine Draekkon was capable of better than this.

How could anyone believe this to be a fair fight?

He raised an eyebrow at a fellow comrade who formed a chain of soldiers. They moved their long metal shields in unison. The row of metal shields moved up and down, cutting into the earth. Moist dirt combined with torn grass flew up from underneath their shields into the brisk air.

Cort looked at the opposing army once again. He hurried his horse forward to separate himself from the lower-ranking hot-heads. His horse Tolin shook his head, his dark mane waving with him. Tolin huffed through his nose and let out a strong nay.

“That's enough Tolin,” Cort said, trying to redirect his horse to the task at hand. “I don't need any of your guff.”

Tolin huffed once more in protest. Cort patted his sleek neck. He loved a spirited horse.

His brother joined him. Benjamin was a large, scruffy-looking man with a red and gray beard. His beard hairs turned this way and that, matching his wavy, reddish-brown hair. He rode a white horse dotted with gray freckles.

Benjamin squinted his green eyes at the puny army in front of them. The situation created a cloud of confusion in his mind. It seemed like a setup.

Cort sighed, and said, “This is going to be a pitiful series of events." He lowered his head and spoke in the loudest whisper he could manage.

“Should we send some men home, so Draekkon and Burnleaf have a fighting chance?” he asked, his whisper growing into a yell as their army began a chant. The battle was imminent.

Benjamin heaved his chest up and down and let out a hearty laugh.

He said, “Why spoil the party? I'm cold as fuck and hung over! That improves their chances enough, doesn't it?”

Cort leaned forward and laughed at his brother's remark.

Finally, each army stopped in its tracks. Metal clanked against metal as the soldiers on the ground moved closer together. They formed a wall of shields. The soldiers at the back of the Burnleaf stack hadn't ceased marching. Angry shouts from the men in front caused them to halt.

Cort shook his head at the disjointed army. Their obvious lack of training and discipline would have been an embarrassment in his army.

With lives on the line, soldiers had to operate as a team. Judging by their performance, these soldiers had a day of basics at best. They didn’t have enough training to survive a skirmish, let alone a battle. To add insult to injury, the once-great army of Burnleaf fought without a worthy cause to die for.

Both Cort and Benjamin rode to the front line. It was customary for the leadership to meet before the battle as a last-ditch effort for peace. Cort thought it was a waste of time.

His face emotionless, the Prince of Draekkon was indifferent. Cort stopped in front of him while Benjamin remained a pace behind. Cort adjusted his position in his saddle. He addressed Vellaine, but raised his voice for all to hear.

“I assume everyone here knows this battle is because of a queen who has not thought things through. No one needs to die today. Everyone! Return home and I promise, that will be the end of it!” His voice rang out in the tense air.

No one responded or reacted to his plea. When he saw the glazed eyes and vacant expressions of the soldiers, he felt sick to his stomach. Vellaine's army was under his power. They may have made it to the field on their own, but now the Prince of Draekkon was in control.

Draekkon narrowed his eyes and gave him a sideways grin.

“Hello, Cort. I assume your family is as big as ever, growing larger every nine months."

Cort hated the sound of Vellaine’s voice. He was cruel with every syllable. Cort shook his head and chuckled at the tasteless joke towards his kin. Meanwhile, Benjamin took offense and gave Draekkon an intense stare.

“Did I hear a squeak? Are we fighting against mice this morning?!" he put a hand to his ear. The Silverhawke men nearby laughed.

Their family was a large one. Cort was the seventh oldest of eleven children. He was a difficult child, seeking more than his fill of adventure. He often dragged his brother Benjamin along. He was happy to join him.


13. Family

His nieces and nephews were growing in number. The Proudbolts were of sturdy stock. Their large family was a strength, not a weakness. Cort reminded Vellaine of that fact.

“Cintarzia will be blessing my large family someday. Especially when your kind goes extinct after this meaningless war," he retorted.

“Yup," Benjamin agreed.

Vellaine shook his head, and grinned, displaying his jagged teeth in a disarming lear. He had a warning for Cort.

“Don't count on it. Your family will be a liability and your greatest tragedy.”

“Care to wager your life on that statement?” Cort growled, adding, “How I hate your forked tongue, Vellaine.”

Benjamin’s anger and protective instincts were on high alert.

He yelled, “Me too. Why don't we cut it off with a red-hot pincer?”

Vellaine began to laugh, mocking the brothers.

“I'd never allow it,” Vellaine told him.

Finding his air of invincibility vile, Cort wanted to stab him where he stood. It was evident Draekkon couldn't care less how the battle played out. Trying to reason with him was futile, so Cort turned away from Vellaine. He addressed the opposing army.

“Enough chin-wagging! All who surrender will find mercy!” Cort bellowed. “As for the rest of you bastards, let's get this over with!”

Silence struck the air. The men behind Vellaine cast dazed, vacant expressions in his direction. They didn’t hear him. His offer of mercy fell on deaf ears.

Cort pitied the soldiers on the other side. Their leader considered them expendable. With their autonomy stripped away, they were reduced to pawns in a dangerous game.

Cort couldn’t fathom the level of sorcery needed to control so many. When Draekkon backed his horse closer to his forces, Cort and Benjamin prepared for the coming clash.

“Alright! You know the drill!” Benjamin roared.

Vellaine shouted at his army. Next, Benjamin heard the clatter of weapons in the swirling mist as the soldiers prepared for battle.

Cort moved to motivate his army. He didn’t want them to succumb to fear in the face of a zombie force. He reminded them of what they were facing. To date, this would be their most consequential battle.

“I’ve trained many of you, and together, we’ve fought side by side. Today, we’ve come full circle. A madness is spreading in Cintarzia that would take us back to the bad old days! Days of lies and treachery that weaken our bonds of kin and friendship," Cort pointed at Vellaine for emphasis. Jeers and cries of disgust rang out as Cort continued his speech.

“This man is a poisonous snake, but his venom won’t work in Silverhawke! Let’s remind him where he’s at!”

As the Silverhawke Army cheered, Cort gave Vellaine a scornful look. It was returned with the indifference he came to expect.

“So, welcome to Silverhawke, you crooked-nose coxcomb!" Cort yelled in Vellaine’s direction.

The insult generated shouts of approval from the soldiers. Benjamin laughed, admiring his brother’s unique brand of mocking the enemy.

Cort galloped his horse up and down the long strip of sword-clattering soldiers. His words drove Silverhawke's forces mad with excitement. Benjamin could hear the screams of warrior men and women echoing around him.

As the soldiers readied themselves, Cort took a breath. He unsheathed the sword he kept razor sharp with thick, weathered hands accustomed to fighting.

The fear and tension in the air was palpable. The men heard a flock of birds above them. It was a small sign of what was to come. Then, Cort broke the silence.

“Attack!”

As in all the battles Cort had lived through, it seemed the sun went down at the point of swords clashing. All he could see was a dingy gray mist surrounding the soldiers of Silverhawke as they fought off the opposing army. He watched the battle play out in black and white. The only color was blood, and it flowed red.

The first clash was the most brutal. Spears pierced through warriors on both sides, killing them slowly as they howled in pain. Those wielding shields struggled to keep their bodies protected as they became overwhelmed by the chaotic mess.

It was in the moments of extreme pain that some of the brainwashed soldiers shook off their trance. Cort would never forget the frantic looks on their faces. They didn’t know where they were.

There was nothing he could do but leave them to their torment. Those souls that lived through the fierce fighting of the battle uttered the same refrain when questioned. They were under a spell, and couldn’t remember the events that brought them there.

Swords slashed through bodies causing hideous injuries. Screams reverberated from the battlefield. Men howled in pain as they tried to pull their bloodied limbs back to their bodies hoping they would reattach to the stump.

Warrior women shrieked in fury as they fought against their foes. In their lives, nothing was handed to them. They would give nothing back on the battlefield. Their cries were spine-tingling. With the oppression of Vellaine before them, they had the most to lose. Silverhawke’s Queen gave them freedom. They would never let Jannis fall to oppression.

He glimpsed flashes of their steel as they sunk it into the flesh of those that had mocked them minutes before. With every attack, he saw white teeth and flashing eyes in contrast to the war paint they wore.

Their horses were sure, anticipating the needs of the women astride them. All black steeds, they were of an old line that only the women had access to. They sprinted above the chaos.

They shouted as they fought to prove themselves worthy of their queen. As members of the opposing army awoke from their stupor, they fled the warrior women in terror.


14. Thornbury Field

From his vantage point on the ground, Cort saw the ugly carnage of war unfold. He watched and heard it all as if in a slow motion nightmare.

Arms and legs thrashed about, and bloodied steel desperately sought flesh. His muscles pumping at every effort, the fearful sounds of injured horses surrounded him. As he fused with the chaos, one thought repeated itself.

Why hadn’t Burnleaf surrendered?

Until the moment of death, their actions were automatic. Silverhawke was gaining the advantage, and fast. Those fighting for Burnleaf fought with missing pieces of armor, leaving important organs completely exposed.

One soldier was exploited for this weakness. He was so distracted by the soldier in front, that he hadn't noticed the one approaching from behind him.

The possibility of being stabbed there hadn't crossed his mind. Falling to the ground, nothing crossed his mind again beyond the pain of death.

A mischievous smile formed under the helmet of the stalking Silverhawke soldier. With one hard kick, he sent the distracted Burnleaf flying into his comrade’s sword. The wound pierced his lung, and he choked on his blood.

Cort fought two men attacking at once, swinging one against the other and positioning them to meet his sword. Beads of sweat accumulated on his brow. More attacked. When it was too much for him, he was joined by elite Silverhawke soldiers known for their teamwork in battle.

In coordination with each other, they killed the advancing soldiers. The body count grew higher. Bodies were strewn across the field, lifeless and pale as the moon.

The mist brought drops of rain—mixing crimson and mud—turning the gore into disgusting sludge. Everything was covered in crimson clots. Making his way through the crowd, Benjamin called out for his brother.

“Cort! Where in fuck’s name are ya'?!”

When he finished yelling, a tall, young Burnleaf soldier slammed into his side—sending him to the ground. The man fought with fury, hitting Benjamin with the hilt of his sword.

After taking some hits, Benjamin could tell the runt was going to do everything he could to not fail his Queen. He fell short when Benjamin grabbed his wrist and twisted his arm upwards until it snapped. The crunch sent the man screaming, causing him to drop his weapon.

“Surrender or you die!” Benjamin implored him.

The young man scowled and dove at him instead. Benjamin's heavy fist clobbered him in the jaw, cracking it out of joint. The soldier dropped to his side, yelling in pain.

Despite the agony he was in, the soldier scrambled for his sword and attempted a final slash at Benjamin. Benjamin sidestepped the blow and grabbed a dagger from under his arm. He jabbed it in his attacker’s throat. He twisted it hard to the right and pulled it out.

Warm blood jetted out the man's fingertips as he tried to stop the bleeding. It was so warm, steam drifted from the dripping crimson. His eyes were wide and stuck in disbelief. Benjamin stood back on his feet and addressed the dying man.

“Someone should have taught you how to fight properly and for the right reasons, Son," he said. His voice took on a somber tone. The man’s reply would haunt him for the rest of his days.

“Something in my drink…"

His voice cut out as he died. Benjamin blinked in shock. It seemed the opposing side was manipulated into drinking something poisonous.

Then Benjamin remembered the wine that was offered to him before the battle. Thankful for fresh water to drink, he refused it. Those that drank it fell under Vellaine’s spell. It was a cruel kind of sorcery, and he was thankful he’d refused the wine.
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