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Prologue - The Restoration
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LONG BEFORE HUMANS arrived in Kamin, the ancients of the realms ruled the heavens.  These ancients took no visible form, existing among the cosmos within their intertwined great spirit.  They saw an unformed world of barren rock and seeking to create something pleasing to their many senses.  These ancients wanted life upon this sterile world, so they opened holes in the sky, sending great rivers of water rushing from the heavenly seas to flood the terrestrial sphere.  In those places not covered by the newly formed lakes of water, they splintered the great sphere, causing massive peaks to reach high into the heavens to stop the floods.  When the ancients finished the blue sky, icy waters, and dust covered Kamin. 

These ancients molded wild beasts and monsters from the gray clay of the underworld, sending them onto the sand and soil to prey upon each other among the forests and grasslands they created.  Still not satisfied, the ancient celestial beings shaped the first humans, a deformed creature that came from the seawater mixed with the desert dust.  They sent the humans upon lands to compete with the wild beasts and monsters. The misshapen humans could not compete, and a new form arose from the celestials, a specimen designed to battle the creatures and become a master of the sphere.  Realizing such creatures remained just water and dirt creatures, not worthy of the realm they inhabited, the ancient beings liquefied the raw part of their spirit, injecting an eternal spirit into these humans. Some of these spirits were benevolent and just, leaving the ancients happy in the knowledge that their molded forms carried godlike qualities of honor and principle.  However, many souls remained malevolent and spiteful, concerned only in vain praise of themselves for their cleverness or beauty.  The ancient ones left this new world, returning to the Great Void where they left this new human creature in an ageless struggle of power and control. 

From a tablet fragment - Temple of Skalds (Du-Rinell)

The bitter war of Necropa between the largest kingdoms of Kamin was finally over.  The domains of Cahmais and Esterblud bled their young repeatedly during multiple invasions across the lands of Ynyover.  Twelve consecutive seasons of constant battles and ruthless attacks by both powers left fertile areas of their lands in ruin and countless people dead and maimed.  Even the center of spiritual learning, called the Citadel of Br-Ynys, was near ruin. With a fragile peace treaty finally agreed upon, the restoration began.  The rebuilding of devastated cities and villages started as the satgerts, learned priests of the gods, helped lead the efforts throughout Ynyover. 

The first morning of Calanf, the beginning of the winter season on Kamin, found the new satgerts lined up in two columns inside the Citadel of Br-Ynys.  Their lines extended through the large central hall towards the closed doors of the grand banquet room.  Dressed in scarlet red robes, these followers of the new Sacred Overlord were a collection of young and old, from the various lands of Kamin.  Gathered together by their overlords and the learned elders of local temples, the lines consisted of multiple tribal affiliations, many of whom looked suspiciously at rival tribe members in the lines.  Some of the aspiring priests, among the overwhelmingly male audience, cast sidelong glances at the spattering of female invitees.  Voices in various languages and dialects carried across the hall helped along by the high vaulted ceiling. The satgerts came from great cities like Damicia in Eernicia, Gramcan in Esterblud, or Uugaraa in Cahmais as well as the many small villages and hamlets inside the kingdoms of Vulthnal and Regiussa.  It was fortunate that heavy trade routes across the Maflow Sea allowed educated people to have at least a partial understanding of many languages spoken in the hall. 

While the people waited, some of the younger members stared in awe at the giant twin doors in front of them.  Each dark brown yan-yew door held engravings with the symbols of the ancient gods, known as the Guardians, as well as the new gods that replaced them.  Those in the front of the line heard the loud grating noise of latches unlocking, which shattered the soft sounds of private conversations. The doors swung open. Without orders, the two columns began to move forward into the grand room of the Sacred Overlord, ruler of Ynyover.  The priests filed past a small line of guards dressed in scarlet tunics overlaid with gold-colored breastplates.  The sentinels stood on either side, each man holding long halberds; ax blades topped with a long, gleaming pike. After moving into the massive main hall, the satgerts began seating themselves on the benches that lined long tables.  At tables arranged in a semi-circle around a platform in the middle of the room, the guests passed around metal cups filled with heathmead.  

An old man sat on an ornate chair situated in the middle of the great hall.  Dressed in a splendid robe of scarlet with a white sash draped over one shoulder, he watched the crowd moving to their seats.  His lanky frame leaned forward, one hand holding a staff.  A long white beard, matching the color of his long hair, hung down the front of the man’s robe.  When the last of the priests took a seat at the bench in the back, the scarlet-robed man nodded to his guards.  Instantly, they pounded the shafts of their halberds three times on the stone floor.  The crowd grew quiet.  The old man stood, his body quaking from the effort.

“Welcome my friends,” he spoke in his native tongue, his voice weak.  His hushed voice caused those around him to lean forward slightly, straining to hear his words. Those in the group who didn’t understand his language whispered their translation of his words.

“To those of you who may not know me, my name is Joenhip from the kingdom of Eernicia.  I’m here to instruct you on our common history, the core training of our beliefs, and our shared visions of the gods,” he stated.  “With this knowledge, you will guide the people of your lands.  Much like the destroyed sections you see outside our walls where craftsmen work, I will reinstate the learning and traditions of the satgerts.”  He paused to let them reflect upon his words.  

“Because this is a great honor, it is my responsibility to bring our satgerts together as one voice within the temples across Kamin.  I accepted this labor despite the reservations of some within the Majireef Council,” he explained.  “For those unfamiliar with the council, it is made up of the closest advisers to the Sacred Overlord.  They believe I must guide others with the teachings of our new Sacred Overlord.  I agree with such wisdom. Therefore, we must start at the beginning.”

Murmurs broke out in the hall, with a few load groans as well. The young ones in the crowd looked around in confusion while some of the elders shook their heads in disbelief.

“Why do you waste our time? The skalds travel with the stories of our past. We’re satgerts.  We know the god’s history,” yelled a large man seated at a nearby table.  The murmuring in the room grew louder.

Joenhip nodded to his attendant.  Heavy pounding from the sentry’s halberds striking the stone floor reverberated throughout the room, interrupting the discontented voices.  He smiled patiently at the group while holding up one hand.

“I repeat that it is my responsibility to take you back in time to an era before our kingdoms existed.” Joenhip raised his voice.  “Let us remember the ancient times. Our ancestors sought shelter, away from the anarchy and turmoil that existed when the foul gods called the Guardians came into our world.  I know that some of you will remember the names of these wretched creatures, but this does not mean you understand the history of our people and these gods.  Bear in mind that, like the sea that sweeps away the sand of a beach, the truth fades from the memory of our tribes.”  

Joenhip stretched his hands in front of the crowd.  

“Misleading and false beliefs led to the destruction that you see outside this fortress.  Think of the destruction and deaths in your lands and mine.  Each of us knows people who used the gods to their advantage.  Consider the blasphemers who swept across the lands of Regiussa, attracting so many cult followers. Death Bearers defiled and destroyed temples after enslaving your brother satgerts. The barbarian hordes enforced a brutal subjugation over those who opposed their black flags and heathen ways.  In forcing their profane views upon the population, there was no depravity these barbarians would not commit.  My travels to those ravaged lands revealed the corpses of educated men swinging from the trees, grisly monuments to these Death Bearers. And we know this cult of death still exists in a few isolated areas, attempting to rise again. It will be up to each of you to help spread our teaching across Kamin. You will fight blasphemy by using knowledge of our past within the temples you command.”

His piercing eyes and powerful passion grabbed their attention.

“As learned people, do we, once again, let the whims of madmen and zealots condemn us to death?  Do we use the emotions of anger and hate among the rabble to fester and turn our lands into desolation and death?” Joenhip asked.  

“I say no, we must remember the past and teach the younger satgerts in our presence.  They may not understand the true history of the gods and heroes of our realm.”  Joenhip paused for a moment.

“We will base our learning and our mission from the same place in time and history.” He told them.  “Now, with your patience, I will give you the history of the Warrior’s Code, which I’ve memorized from the tablets within the vaults of our great citadel.” 

The old man leaned back and closed his eyes to begin telling the story of the Kamin people and their gods.

~~~
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MANY GENERATIONS AGO, the Guardians emerged from the Great Void.  They found the world filled with primitive people who inhabited the Kamin realm.  These primitives bowed before the great god, Babulm, who created the three realms.  Babulm made the Sky Realm as his home, a vast floating city of spirit temples.  To those tribes he considered worthy of his trust, the sky god gave bits of his wisdom along with those of his brother and sister gods.  Those leaders wise enough to accept this instruction built the first pillars of fire within the temples.  Jultera, keeper of the flame, and Puanac, the god of the harvest, helped humanity emerge from their primitive ways, teaching them to develop crafts and trades to build their farms and cities.  

Over the generations, Babulm left the Sky Realm to travel among the lands.  He moved like an invisible whisper, going among the various tribes, where he spoke words of wisdom to worthy men.  Those who received this knowledge became the first Kings.  The era of the first overlords brought the tribes together, forming the great clans of Kamin.  Weak aboriginal groups of hunters fell away as they become absorbed by superior cultures creating even larger kingdoms.  

Across the lands and seas, the gods used their powers to benefit themselves and humanity.  For the people who gave devotions, the Guardians provided a bountiful harvest from the land and a limitless catch from the sea.  The people of Kamin offered great sacrifices of grain and animals, while the temples began to flourish.  Learned people sang the praises of their benefactors.  Those individuals who communed with the gods began to fill the temples as satgerts.  The people were happy and lived to a great age as their gods kept their lands in a peaceful state, giving an order and balance to the world.

The balance could not last.  As the seasons progressed, generations of people were born, grew old, and died as the countless life cycles went on.  The Guardian’s spirits became polluted as a sickness replaced their essence. They grew bitter at the very creatures they helped shape.  In their diseased minds, humans became weak, pitiful creatures.  The gods grew to believe people were barely above the other beasts that roamed the lands of Kamin.  Just as a human might look at a stubborn erba as nothing more than a beast of burden, the Guardians began to see people in the same light.  Unable to harness the power of nature, or the forces of the supernatural, the humans could never be the equal of a god.  As the gods grew cold, they viewed their subjects with increasing disdain. 

The god Aluric who controlled the underworld realm, made the fateful decision to bring chaos into the world. Aluric used his powers to create fearsome beasts, called beorhs.  These creatures were the spirits of depraved humans, now turned into monsters filled with unbridled urges to savagely rape women or men while ripping their victim's flesh from the bone with monstrous claws.  Sending their creatures into the world, the god welcomed the slaughter innocents to fill the underworld.  

Not satisfied with his depraved work, Aluric produced the Clovel, a fanged monster that walked on two legs, with massive extended arms that could rip a person apart. The ruthless deity built the savage beast from his lifeblood and sprinkled with the eternal water of the Exyts Spring, making it nearly immortal. Aluric sent out the creatures to prey upon the bands of warriors who traveled the roads to protect the innocent from his monsters.

Another Guardian entity named Kriell learned of Aluric’s beasts and came to the underworld god.  Kriell, the spirit stealer, relished the souls of humans for his consumption. Together the gods saw their opportunity to use the souls as slaves for their depravity.  

Finding rapture in the suffering of innocents, more gods came from the Great Void to join in the new world of human slaughter. Even Babulm forgot his way as he participated in the abuse of his loyal subjects. Using powers of illusion and transforming, he and other sky gods traveled among the human realm to impregnate human women. In time, the gods created bands of demigod warriors who destroyed the lineage of the first kings.  The demigods became the leaders of Kamin. Like their powerful fathers, the new leaders of Kamin sought supremacy over their brothers by invading territories of nearby kingdoms.  The first large armies of humans, led by the half-breed gods, attacked with ruthless abandon.  The pillage and destruction of once peaceful cities became great spectacles.  Watching in amusement and aided by their half-god sons who commanded the people, the gods brought death and destruction over peace and harmony.  It was a fearful world where humans desperately sought protection.  They crowded within the temples, begging the priests for rescue, to stop the suffering. However, the priests abandoned their flocks.  They believed themselves protected by their devotion to the Guardian gods.

Camulas, the god of war and master of souls, showed the priests the error of such belief.  In his lust for blood, Camulas entered the temples in human form to inflict death upon his subjects.  The war god instructed the underworld monsters to remain outside, trapping the unfortunates.  Carrying his whip of god fire inside the white stone buildings built as monuments to himself and the other Guardians, Camulas killed everyone.  The huddled men, women, and children fell under his fearsome weapon. The brutal god enjoyed walking barefoot on the temple floors, enjoying the warm blood as it gathered in massive pools around his feet. When he turned back to his vulture form, the deity nourished himself from livers ripped from the temple priests.  Such was the wretched Kamin world of chaos that covered the land like foul smoke, waiting for a fresh breeze.

~~~
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THERE WAS A PAUSE. Joenhip looked among the rapt audience who had edged closer on their benches.  Some of the younger people left their seats to find a place on the floor at the edge of the platform.  He looked down at them, sad in the awareness that his life soon would pass from this world.  As a hakra, or seer, Joenhip foresaw his end in a vague dream, yet he could never place the date of his passing.

Joenhip’s eyes landed on a young boy with red hair who fidgeted in the stifling robe he wore. The boy looked to be the youngest in the group.  He wondered if the boy was another orphan from a well-connected family sent to become a priest. He reached for a mug of Aberffraw wine after one of the Citadel’s servants placed it on the arm of the chair.  His hand grew steady as the drink warmed him.  He cleared his throat, closed his eyes, and remembered the words of the scribe’s chronicles.

~~~
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IN THE LANDS OF ESTERBLUD, the leader of the Gramcle tribe gradually discovered one great seer. King Belwur heard of a young priest named Heptarc. Tales of the man’s grand visions of the future spread across the lands.  Rumors spread that he could perform miracles to keep the beasts from attacking people in the barrens of Gwendak. The noble king sent his finest warriors to bring this first prophet back to the fortress at Eran.  Against the wishes of those advisors who maintained their allegiance with the Guardians, the king held firm.  He wished to see the man of miracles. His warriors left the coastal fortress dressed in their polished armor, astride their fine armored ossanes in their quest to find Heptarc.  

When the Esterblud warriors reached the desolate lands of Gwendak, deep in the remote section of the Mythroloy Mountains, they came upon the young man residing near a crossroads.  Standing outside of a rustic hamlet, Heptarc offered the riders a place to rest and food.  Despite the ever-present danger of foul beasts coming from the underworld, their host wore no armor or chain mail, only a tattered brown robe.  He carried a long-bladed machete hooked to his belt.  Heptarc impressed them with his massive chest and powerful arms nearly bursting from his woolen robe.  However, the Esterbluds found it hard to believe the golden-haired man with light eyes could be the great hakra.  They scoffed at the idea that such a man was the destroyer of monsters.  

Heptarc took no offense from the visitor’s disbelief.  He merely offered them drink from the nearby stream and the shade of the great twisted, lellowtere tree, which he used as an open-air temple.  Around the tree were crudely made tables where incense pots held dried herbs and vegetation.  Heptarc used prayers and rituals to placate and appease those gods who were not part of the bloody chaos.

Carcus, the leader of the visitors, decided to test the young man, asking for a vision of his future.  Heptarc smiled at the grizzled veteran, saying he would need to sleep upon such a request.  The patience and softness in his response misled Carus into believing Heptarc as a weak man.  As the eastern sky turned red with the evening sun, the mild-mannered host offered the fighters the last bit of his food. He stroked the flames of the campfire and apologized for the meagerness of the meal.  Telling the men he would bring back heathmead from the local tavern, Heptarc left.  As they watched him go, a few fighters laughed, then declared the man to be a fraud or a fool.

The visitors spread out their bedrolls upon the ground around the tree, welcoming the coming night as the stars appeared in the sky.  After a while, one warrior in the group complained about how long Heptarc was taking to get their drinks.  The others joined in the condemnation of their host.  During the banter, they failed to hear rustling coming from outside the light of their campfire in the stumpy brush nearby.  No one spotted the gleaming eyes which waited and watched.

With a wild inhuman cry, the skeletal beorhs suddenly rushed the unsuspecting group.  Several of the large, sinewy creatures fell on the closest man, ripping through his armor with their steely claws.  Before the rest of the men could react, the beasts dragged the warrior off into the darkness.  They could hear him screaming for their help before the pitiful cries became weaker, then ceased.  With their sword drawn, the king’s warriors formed a defensive circle around the fire.  The beorhs watched and waited, their fanged, elongated faces showing the savage madness and evil which permeated these former humans.  The creatures circled the area as they looked for weaknesses in the warrior’s defensive ring.  They attacked in waves, attempting to isolate individuals to drag away like the first.  Despite the skill of the fighters who used their sharp blades to cut into the beasts, it did not take long before several warriors were captured and dragged off to their dreadful fates.  

The waves of monsters threatened to overwhelm the men, and they heard a familiar voice yelling as Heptarc drew close. Using an ancient spell, Heptarc brought forth light as bright as the Kamin sun. The beam blinded those in the battle. The line of beorhs abruptly opened wide as the light sent many of them crouching in pain and fear. Carcus waited as his sight to recover and then looked again.  He saw Heptarc approaching their circle.  He was forced to shield his eyes from the light coming from a talisman that hung around the young man's neck shining like a miniature sun.  The warrior watched in disbelief as the large man sliced through the cowering monsters with his machete.  When he joined the circle of warriors, he led the men in a vicious battle with no quarter to be given by either side.  Heptarc, covered by the blood of the fiends, paused when the talisman went out.  

The satgert proclaimed the ancient words, and again the talisman lit up the night.  Warriors followed the hakra as they slammed into the bewildered creatures, cutting them down.  One beast tried to grab the young satgert only to be nearly cut in half by the sword of Carcus, who was closely following Heptarc.  The men continued pushing on as they chopped the beasts apart in bitter vengeance for their lost friends. 

As suddenly as the monsters attacked, they began to scatter into the night, each howling in anger and pain.  However, the men continued hunting the beorhs.  Carcus had trouble getting his warriors to return, so intent they were to destroy the beasts.  

When the fighters eventually came together near the campfire, they found Heptarc there.  The satgert busied himself by lighting the bowls of herbs, telling the men to rest and mend their wounds.  His calm demeanor stood in stark contrast to the fearsome fighter they just witnessed.  He retrieved the small barrel of heathmead that he left by the road.  Sitting the cask by the tree, he assured the armed men they would have no more to fear from the monsters that night.  While the warriors treated their wounds and drank the heathmead, Heptarc took his usual spot under the lellowtere tree. To the astonishment of the king's men, the young seer quickly fell asleep, still covered in the black blood of the monsters.

The next morning, Heptarc announced that he would return with them to meet the king.  He explained that his visions told him of his future. The warriors were surprised to find Heptarc had already bathed in the stream, gathered his few garments as well as his incense pots and herbs.  He rolled the items into his threadbare blankets for travel. As the men gathered their gear and mounts, Carcus asked again about the prediction of his future. The hakra simply gave a smile with a contented expression filling his face. They would be bound as brothers, dying together for a great cause.

The fighters returned to King Belwur, who listened to the stories of Heptarc’s skills in battle and foresight.  Still unconvinced, the king gave him a series of tests to prove the claims.  When he too was convinced of the truth, Belwur personally took Heptarc to the temple of Jultera, which lay inside the walls of the fortress city.  The Gramcle tribe held the god in special reverence for her fertility and wisdom.  Within the temple, Heptarc gained a reputation for his mystic skills as he gathered knowledge from the other satgerts.  It was said he communicated directly with the goddess Jultera.  

Not content with priestly ways along, Heptarc learned the deadly art of weapons under the tutelage of Carcus. Soon, he began wearing the long tunic of his overlord’s warriors.  Eventually, Heptarc carried a long sword given to him by the king as a gift after becoming a trusted advisor.  However, those people in the kingdom who benefited by the chaos and terror in the lands were not pleased with the rapid ascent of this man from the backlands.  As with all people who seek power, the discontented people whispered in the shadows, spreading rumors and innuendo against the hakra. 

Heptarc persuaded King Belwur to let him gather a group of dedicated warriors to rid the lands of monsters.  Joined by Carcus, the fighters traveled throughout the kingdom, destroying the creatures let loose by Aluric and Kriell.  During their travels, Heptarc’s men became so efficient in their duties; they became known as the Slayers.  Word spread about these warrior heroes, led by a new prophet.  And, as the other kingdoms learned of this hero, King Belwur grew jealous of Heptarc, influenced by those against the satgert.  Not long after, an advisor to the king suggested Heptarc l got to the lands of Cahmais.  In a moment of weakness, the usually honorable king acceded to the whispers and sent his champion, Heptarc, to the dominions of King Aclac, one of the greatest kings of the Aberffraw tribe.

~~~
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A LOUD MURMUR OF ANGER erupted from a few of the new satgerts.  They were people from the land of Esterblud.  Sensitive to any slights of their overlord or their history, the new priests complained loudly against the story.  Joenhip raised a hand to silence the dissent while other satgerts raised their voices in the old man’s defense.  After a while, the sounds of the commotion calmed down enough to allow him to speak. 

“Hear me out, for I know my words cast a good king in a bad light.  Remember, all people, including our great overlords, can make unwise decisions. This is especially true when the advice comes from those ill-suited to provide proper counsel. We must always consider this point in the future.”  He looked over the crowd, eyeing each angry person who moved forward against him.  “The words I speak are true. Written by the hand of one who served Belwur, the parchment resides in the vaults below.  You will have a chance to see these archives in the future.  Condemn me after you view the truth.”

He took another drink of his heathmead while the sounds of murmuring quieted at his words, and he continued his tale.

~~~
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WHEN HEPTARC AND CARCUS arrived in the lands of Cahmais, they traveled to the villages and stopped at temples along the way.  During his stay, Heptarc learned of a demigoddess who was known for her sympathy for humans.  Fascinated by the idea that such a god might exist, he went to a small village called Du-Rinell in the highlands of the Eilginn Mountains.  During their travel through nearby villages, they found locals who praised a young woman for her ability to heal the sick and infirm.  These villagers and farmers told the warriors about the great deeds of this demigoddess known as Mythrol.  When they arrived at Du-Rinell, the two foreigners went to a timber-frame and wattle home where the sign of a hostel hung above the door.  As they approached, they observed a line of people outside the door.  Ignoring the protests of those standing in line, they pushed to the front.  As they entered, the men encountered a small woman with red hair who wore the faded red robe of a healer.  As they attempted to speak with this demigoddess, the woman grew angry at their methods, and she sent them away.  Despite her small stature, the demigoddess carried terrible fury, forcing the larger men to retreat in haste.  When they left the building, Heptarc recognized some of the charms used by the demigoddess while she comforted the injured.  He realized she held great powers as well as compassion, something few gods ever revealed.  Heptarc decided to remain in the village and learn from her.

In time, Heptarc gained the trust of Mythrol, and they learned the secrets of the spiritual and the human realms as partners.  While they grew closer, he discovered her powers included the ability to enter the realms of the gods, where she could learn the secrets of the gods in the Sky Realm or the underworld.

The satgert also heard about the woman’s past, which explained her sympathy for her human side. The demigoddess despised the cruel god, Camulas, who fathered her by savagely raping her mortal mother.  Growing up among the Guardians, Mythrol knew well of the god’s butchery.  She took it upon herself to mend those that the gods maimed and crippled.  Disregarding her father’s ban on using the healing power of the Exyts Spring, the goddess often went into the Sky Realm to bring back the medicinal water to speed the recovery of her patients. However, Kriell discovered Mythrol’s actions.  He intended to stop the demigoddess as she returned to Du-Rinell.  

On that fateful evening, Heptarc waited near the unguarded gates at the village edge when he saw her red hair in the dim light.  As she got closer, he could see her face alight with a smile. He smiled back, but then his face turned to worry when he noticed small, muscular figures with bright yellow eyes coming from behind a tree near where she walked.  In the faint light, three crubas approached the woman from behind.  The monsters from the underworld lifted their large reptilian heads, opening their massive jaws to help draw in the scents of their human prey.  These foul creations of the Guardians hobbled along with their short legs, using their long, muscular arms to speed themselves forward.  Yelling to his friend, Heptarc ran toward the demigoddess, yelling a warning to her.  Mythrol glanced back before breaking into a run as the crubas closed upon her.  Massive clawed hands reached out for her when Heptarc met the first beast.  He impaled the nearest creature with his sword.  However, another monster cut through his chainmail and leather armor.  The massive claws ripped into his chest and arms.

Another creature joined the second cruba as they attempted to finish off Heptarc when Carcus joined his wounded friend in the fight.  He crashed into the beasts with a flurry of sword strokes, slicing into the chest of one creature which screamed briefly before dying. Heptarc fell from his massive wounds at the foot of Carcus, who continued to strike against the monsters.  Mythrol joined in the fray, dragging Heptarc away.  Their friend finished off the last beast with a blow through its reptilian face.

Carcus hurried back to help his companions.  He drew the uninjured arm of the injured man across his shoulder as he helped him back into the village.  After reaching her home, the goddess used the sacred water of the gods to revive the hakra.  To the amazement of Carcus, Heptarc was well enough to travel by the next morning.  

Realizing the Guardian gods would seek out demigoddess for the simple act of helping them, the Esterblud warriors made a fateful decision.  They would join together to seek out others with the power of foresight and visions.  Together, the hakras and the loyal warrior would stop the monsters. The next day, they left on a path toward Ynys.  It was during their journey that Mythrol explained the coming danger for all people of Kamin.  

During a visit to the Sky Realm to retrieve the waters from the Exyts Spring, a water nymph came to Mythrol.  A calm voice whispered just above the babble of the stream.  The spirit told her of a great and powerful talisman which lay in the creek, hidden from those who would use it for wickedness.  She learned about the dread which the Guardians held for this amulet.  Mythrol asked why the nymph told her of this talisman.  The water dryad explained that the evil ways of gods infected the realms of Kamin, where nature and spirits must co-exist.  The spirits of nature suffered as much as the humans from the depredations of the monster.  While the souls of the humans might wander aimlessly as ghosts for eternity, the spirits of nature were sought out by the Guardians.  The soul-stealing gods drained the nature spirits of their powers, turning them into monsters to kill the humans.  

The water spirit showed the demigoddess the secret location of a sizeable metal-like medallion.  When she removed it from the waters of the spring, the sacred object filled her hands like liquid before regaining its solid, metallic form. Carrying it away from the spring, Mythrol could only guess at the powers that such an item might hold.  The water dryad told her the medallion, known as the Skool, would one day restore the balance between humans and gods.  

When the group reached the Citadel, where they found additional knowledge about the Skool, the couple bid farewell to Carcus. Their friend returned to King Belwur. Carcus spread the false news that Heptarc remained gravely injured, near-death and had lost the use of his injured arm.  The ploy was designed to keep the king and his advisors from ordering the hakra’s return.  It worked, allowing Heptarc and Mythrol to discover more about the Skool.  It also led to the unexpected relationship that grew between humans and the demigoddess during their time together.

Several seasons had passed in the village of Ynys before Heptarc and Mythrol sealed their commitment to each other.  They met near a small shrine on the road to the Citadel of Br-Ynys.  They also decided on their path against the gods. They created the new ceremony, which is used throughout Kamin between man and woman, making offerings to the gods of the Great Void, and sealing their actions with a kiss.  They traveled into the desolate highlands beyond Du-Rinell, where they sealed themselves away from the world of humans.  

During their time in isolation, the goddess bore Heptarc two sons and a daughter to continue their lineage as well as vital knowledge they were gathering.  Heptarc, through the dangerous work of his wife, grew to understand the vulnerabilities of the Guardians. Using her ability as a demigoddess to cross the realms, Mythrol traveled into the underworld and the Sky Realm.  

The secrets discovered by Mythrol during her secret journeys gave Heptarc the knowledge for destroying the beasts created by the gods.  Using his natural skills in forging weapons from iron, he fashioned the instruments capable of defeating the monsters and those offending gods. You know about these weapons now, the same devices used by humans in their madness of wars and the slaughter of humans across our kingdoms. 

~~~
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JOENHIP STOPPED HIS tale, visibly growing weak.  His throat dry, he took another drink from the mug at his side. “It was Heptarc’s abilities along with those of his wife who built the Skool. Heptarc became the only person able to carry the power of the gods in his hands. However, this is the story for another time.”

“The details of the final battle at Du-Rinell and the great heroes who remade our world. I’ll save this for our next meeting.” The man looked across the crowd. 

“Suffice to say; you should already know that Heptarc used the Skool and sword built by him from the ash of the monsters to open the Great Void.  Within the Void, the triad of Heptarc, Carcus, and Mythrol brought forth the new gods to replace the Guardians and to protect humans,” his voice fell to just above a whisper.  

“In his final act, we know the great warrior and satgert sacrificed himself to keep the Guardians from returning,” he continued.  “For his sacrifice, our warriors from all lands honor the code of Heptarc and its four components: justice, vengeance, truth, and honor.”  

He put down the mug, apologizing to the group in the room.  “Please forgive me, but I grow quite tired.  I am unable to continue our lesson for the day.  Let us continue tomorrow.”  

His thin frame leaned back again, and his shoulders drooped, suddenly overtaken by weariness. Gradually, the satgerts began to file out of the grand room, heading to the temple for offerings before their midday meal.  Beyond the rustle of the woolen robes and shuffling of leather shoes on the stone floor, the crowd was strangely quiet.  For many, it was the most detailed account of their realm’s history that they had ever heard.  Digesting the words of Joenhip, the men, women, and youths kept thinking about their place in the new order.  In the peace coming to the lands throughout Kamin, many could see a path to the example set by Heptarc, just as Joenhip intended.

The council may have brought the man called Satres from Cahmais to become the Sacred Overlord, but the fact remained that it was Joenhip who could bring order to the temples throughout the lands.  As he stood up, using the chair arms to steady himself, the old man recalled his disagreement with Satres.  Both men were charged by the treaty council to restore the Citadel of By-Ynys.  Deciding to disregard the veiled threats from his new rival, Joenhip instead focused his attention upon the task of re-establishing spiritual devotion to the gods following the teachings of Heptarc.  

Slowly walking back to his chambers, Joenhip waved away the two attendants who sought to help him.  He shuffled along to his rooms, which the Sacred Overlord had thoughtfully allowed him to occupy on the main level.  The years have made his joints ache, and walking stairs was an ordeal for the man.  He stopped for a moment as he felt a queasy pain in his stomach.  Attributing the discomfort to the food he ate earlier, and the man continued down the hall to an arched door where he entered his rooms.  As he turned to close the door behind him, he noticed the attendants.  Although he dismissed them, they were moving to take up positions just outside his door.  He shook his head at a thought creeping inside.  After closing the door, he turned to the table next to his bed when he felt another wave of nausea wash over him.  He stumbled forward, falling on his knees at the edge of the bed.  His face turned pale as he felt the cold comfort of the mattress while he stared at the desk so close to him.

Sweat broke out, covering his face, which now turned the color of ash.  He opened his mouth to call out for help, only to gasp at the intense pain enveloping his abdomen.  His hand shakily reached for the table, feeling for a parchment.  Finding the smooth skin paper, he pulled it down to the mattress where he looked one last time at the map of Kamin.  He knew death came for him, and he hoped, despite his beliefs, the warrior goddess would remember his past battles.  While he didn’t die in battle, perhaps the demigoddess of Haligulf would allow his spirit into the Sky Realm to meet with Duwdamon. Maybe the same gods would explain why Satres felt the need to poison him.

The Restoration of the Necropa had begun.
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Chapter 1: Red Sky
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A RED SUN PEERED UNDER the high, wispy clouds in the Kamin horizon as morning awoke.  The gentle roll of the outgoing Maflow tide lapped at the beach, swirling around dark granite boulders strewn across the red sand.  The waves pushed broken timbers, shields, twisted bodies of humans and ossanes along with other remnants of a ship into grotesque piles, each a monument to the sea god’s fury earlier.  The lifeless bodies of the ossanes lay across the beach, their elongated heads, at the end of long necks, sweeping back and forth with each swell.

Out in the rolling waters just off the beach sat the remains of the Esterblud sailing ship, her back, the hull broke open, showing white ribs of ottwood jutting upward.  The ruins of the broken ship appeared to be still screaming in a direct challenge to the power of Uugor, the sea god.  She was an elegant vessel that carried the fight bravely; however, wood and iron were not a match for a god of such fury.  Her single mast lay broken, pitched down at an odd angle with the torn canvas sail and a patchwork of lines flapping lazily in the morning breeze.  Struggling for days, this creation of the human world found itself thrown against the jutting rocks that lay offshore, an unfortunate end to one of the man’s defiant creations.  Coming up from the tide line were two sets of footprints in the sand leading up to a pair of figures lying near each other in a large patch wild green cycgrass, under a single twisted tree.

One of the bodies began to stir, slowly rolling over with a slight groan as his muscles stretched, complaining at this effort.  Urith opened his eyes to a haze-filled fog, staring at the red clouded sky above him.  The red lines above him led him to focus on a vision inside the kingdom of the slain.  One star still shining in the morning sky twinkled at him, the light a gleam from Duwdamon bidding the warrior close his eyes forever; to join the gods and great heroes in drunken oblivion within Haligulf.

Quietly, Urith laughed as his body and mind began to feel the sand under him, and the cold of soaked seawater clothes penetrated his very soul.  He felt the beginnings of despair, as well.  He was a favorite of the great King Penhda of Esterblud.  The king led them in a victory over the Helter tribes during the tribal expansions against Cahmais.  Now Urith disgraced the house of Penhda, dominate overlord of the northlands.  It was a shame he felt wash over him like the waves, which nearly drowned him earlier.  He could see the image of his long-dead elders above him, mocking him as they drank from the skullcaps of their conquered enemies.  The stories, songs, and poems of the skalds filled his ears, laughing at his forgotten exploits and his largest failure.  No Liege Body would come, and his name scorned within the kingdom. He blinked his eyes quickly as he tried to remove the visions of the sunken eye sockets of the elders staring at him, waiting to mock him for eternity after his timid death.  Worse, he would see one of the Vanths, foul demigods of the underworld, coming to cast his spirit to the bowels of their realm as chattel to Caruun and the rest of the underworld beasts.  Finally, the visions became too much for the man, and he yelled out to the spectators above him.

“Enough, I’m not finished yet.  I am Geniht to King Penhda, not some slave used by the gods.  You may mock me when dead, but not before.”

Urith’s rampage of grief filled the air over the sound of the surf, startling a few vensars flying to gather on the bodies.  He wished he could destroy all of the nasty winged scavengers with their yellow beaks that would pick at the dead flesh of his friends.  But it was a useless gesture.  His head was beginning to clear as he turned over and pushed himself up, squatting on his knees as he surveyed the destruction around him.  Thinking back as he pulled himself out of the raging water during the storm, he was able now to see how he came to rest near a twisted lellowtere tree surrounded by large patches of high cycgrass, which provided them some protection from the winds and rain during the storm.

Oslaf!  

He suddenly remembered the young warrior he helped during the storm as he struggled to get the two men out of the waves. Each massive wave tried to drag them back into the sea during the night. After the deadly tiring struggle, both men dropped to recover and let the storm pass.

Looking around, he spotted the young man lying with his back to him. Afraid that his nephew had not survived, the man inadvertently held his breath until he noticed the boy’s side moving with each breath.  Visibly relieved, he staggered a few steps over to him.  When he stood, Urith felt the heaviness of his long gray shirt; the padding still drenched from seawater.  There had been little time save his gear when the ship broke apart.

Nevertheless, he thanked the gods for the garment, which kept him warm.  The layered flaxen fiber of the underclothing provided defense against the sharp tips of spears and arrows penetrating his chainmail armor.  Automatically feeling for the comforting touch of his Clovel Sword at his side, he touched the scabbard, knowing he was fortunate to get his sword belt on over his leather breeches before jumping into the surf with Oslaf.  Looking down at the young man lying in the sand, the older warrior observed with specks of sand on his sleeping face, still peacefully oblivious to the destruction around them.  Urith decided to let him sleep while he surveyed the damage and to look for other survivors.  His muscles strained at his walk to the beach, aching as they tried to recover from the battering during the night.

His face remained unmoved at the sights, viewing the damage scattered across the beach.  While he might have been considered handsome early in life now, a ragged scar ran down the side of his face.  The thick callous line ran from his right ear to the end of his lip, leaving him a permanent sneer.  Sandy hair covered his head, falling on broad shoulders and down his muscular back, conditioned by many seasons of warfare and training.  Taking a deep breath, he could smell the salt air from the sea spray as the ocean slammed on the rocks offshore near the broken ship.  Exhaling, the survivor began his journey among the dead.

Urith moved from body to body in a futile attempt to find survivors among forms rolling back and forth in the waves.  He quietly thought of his friends and relatives who lay waiting for the funeral pyres that would never be.  The older warrior came upon the body of Guthlaf, his most trusted friend.  He knelt at his friend’s body, hoping that the gods had taken his friend’s spirit to the great hall of warriors within the Sky Realm.  Pulling his friend’s sword from the stiffening hand, Urith began collecting the valuable weapons he would need to finish his duty.  He took some comfort in knowing that his friend’s death while fighting the powerful Uugor might give his friend the possibility of reaching Haligulf, the Hollowed Hall of the Slain.  He sent a quiet plea to the sky god, asking that his daughter, Mivraa, would remember his friend.  But, like his dealings with the gods before, he had reason to believe they would not listen.

Guthlaf had warned him of the dangers of the western route across Cahmais Magna to reach the kingdom of Ynyover.  His friend advised them to use a traditional way following the merchant traders later in the season before the harvest festivals.  However, their Overlord convinced Urith and Guthlaf of the need for this risky course to bypass potential spies from Cahmais.  Now it was too late for the Esterblud leader to admit to his dead friend that the man was correct.  Three days of northern gales had forced the ship to the south, continuing on a direct path toward Ynyover, near the Cahmais border.  After the Esterblud longship had broken her back, those men not battered against the rocks by the pounding waves drowned by the strong outflow tide.  The coast was a place where ships often died, and their crews became easy pickings for the locals who combed the sand.

Urith stood, looking across the bay at the high cliffs jutting out of the sea.  He recognized the vast Citadel of Br-Ynys sitting perched at the top of the cliffs, its tall circular towers insulting him as he stood on the coastline.  As he thought about his location, trying to come up with a route to the fortress, the warrior heard the sound of a low moan behind him.  Whipping out his longsword while spinning around with the catlike reflexes of a black bater, Urith saw Oslaf moving toward him. The young man kept one arm firmly against his side.

“Have we failed?” The young face peered up at him, as his nephew held his side, slightly bent over.

The older warrior sheathed his sword and leaned over to help the boy, grabbing his leather shoulder strap with one of his hands to steady him.  Just seventeen Draenyna or solstices old, the young warrior stood nearly Urith’s height, although not as muscular.  They had a similar appearance in their face, but Oslaf had deep blue eyes and dark blonde hair.  The pair made a formidable team as the largest men within their village, if not within Esterblud.

“No, my friend, we have not failed,” he spoke with a forced grin, “the gods have just made our task more difficult.”

As he spoke, he used his free hand to lift the front of the shirt to reveal the expected blue and purple bruising, which stood out on his nephew’s white skin.  He could hear the labored breathing of the boy, and he had seen such wounds before.  Oslaf might be in danger of bleeding in the lungs from such a rib injury.  He would have to keep a close eye on him.  Perhaps they might find a healer.  Like the rest of the world around them, such fortune would depend upon the Fates.

“It looks like you may have hurt your ribs. If we are not careful, you will soon speak in blood,” he stated.

He was surprised at the youngster’s reaction as he saw the fear cross his face.

“Urith, I must not die this way. That will shame my family,” he hesitated and looked away.  “I’m afraid.”

The older Esterblud threw down the back of the shirt and jerked the younger one around, causing him to wince.  The warrior’s gray eyes bore into the very soul of Oslaf.

“You forget that you are of my blood!” his voice booming above the sound of the ocean waves.  “Curse the gods, you are not dead yet, and I will not listen to you cry like an old woman.”

His face pulled close into Oslaf’s as he pulled at his young friend’s shoulder to emphasize his point.  “Now listen to me. The gods may decide our deaths in the end, but I’ve decided that we will not die on this beach today.  Is that understood?”

The young warrior slowly nodded his head in stunned agreement, suddenly more afraid of his mentor than the Fates.  He tried to look away, ashamed of his weakness in front of his guide as he gathered himself together.

“Now, go and gather anything useful you can find.  Anything we need to continue our journey,” Urith told him.  “It appears all of the mounts are dead, so that means we will be walking.”

While the Esterblud leader did not care much for the long-necked creatures they used for their transportation in the lands of Kamin, he knew they would need to find some of the beasts to get out of the area quickly.  They would be in trouble if any mounted enemy should arrive.

“We will start by scavenging any food and weapons you can find.  Check to see if anybody else survived.  Then, we will scout for any ossanes that may still be around.”  Urith sent the young man off across the red sand.

The screeches and squawks from the vensars, their mottled black feathers rising in anger, suddenly got louder as more of the scavenger birds arrived.  Soon they would peck at the eyeballs and exposed flesh of the dead.  Both men moved quickly across the shoreline walking from one body to the next corpse, loathing the grim task of turning their friends over to reveal their open eyes and distorted faces.  Death by drowning seemed unnatural to their warrior way of life. Oslaf moved carefully from his pain while he looked past the bodies, picking up any supplies and weapons which he took to a small pile out of the surf. Urith noticed the young warriors focus on survival with some satisfaction.  Perhaps, he might survive this trip. However, so much now would be up to the Fates, he thought grimly.

“Do you know where we are?  We haven’t landed in Cahmais, have we?”  Oslaf asked over the chatter of birds.

Urith shook his head as he prodded the last body lying on the shore, looking for a sign of life.  He looked up at the large stone outcropping of cliffs jutting from the sea across the large bay.

“No, this is not the land of our enemy.  While we were heading that way during the storm, I think we’ve come ashore in Ynyover, just outside the Cahmais border.  Those massive cliffs on the other side of the bay hide the capital of Ynys and the harbor town of Grimma.”  Both men realized they had come ashore in the land of mystics.  Ynyover was off-limits to virtually all armed outsiders, like themselves, without the approval of the Sacred Overlord. The small kingdom was a neutral area open to all believers since the Restoration of the Necropa – an event twenty-two Kamin cycles before that restored the Sacred Overlord over his country. However, any warriors coming to the territory required advance agreement among the overlords of the surrounding kingdoms of Cahmais and Esterblud.  This was something they did not have.

“Then, we are in trouble, aren’t we?” Oslaf asked as he viewed at the cliffs in the distance.

“Yes, our landing here makes it difficult,” Urith agreed.  “Without a formal announcement to the Sacred Overlord's envoys at the docks, we will be in peril.  So we must tread cautiously.  Even in the best of times, Esterbluds moving along the border between Ynyover and Cahmais will arouse suspicion.  And with all the raids over the past seasons, you can bet the locals will not trust any strangers.”

“But wouldn’t the Sacred Overlord understand such an accident, since we were driven here the gods themselves?” the young man asked, turning to Urith.

“Perhaps, but our overlord isn’t sure this man called Satres is a friend of the Esterblud.  However, I’m confident that we are on the neutral side, and that is Ynyover just across the bay.  Since we cannot swim across, we will have to go around following the coastline.  It may not be the right entrance, but we will complete the charge of King Penhda.”

He gave the youngster a reassuring glance.

“But we cannot worry about that right now.  We need to gather any weapons we can find, and then we will need to find ossanes and food.  We will have more visitors soon as villagers, and their militia will spot those birds.  It would be better to stay out of their way.”

“What if we run into them?” asked the young warrior as he put another shield on the pile of weapons he was collecting from the debris.  

“If we do, they better be able to handle their weapons against us,” Urith gave him a wink.  “No need to worry, our good king and his skalds told us of places to go if we find ourselves in trouble.  While we may have lost our maps, we still have our memories, along with the stories and songs to guide us.  Be assured that we have friends in Ynyover.”  

Urith’s words did not sound very convincing to Oslaf as he examined the bodies around them.  The older warrior glanced again at the pale dead face of Guthlaf before turning away for the last time.  He would have to make amends for the twenty dead men in his charge, he thought bitterly.

During his search, Urith found his chainmail armor and his long outer tunic caught under large wood planks at the edge of the waves.  Immediately, he pulled off the leather strap that held his sword along with a long Esterblud triangular dagger.  Unhooking another leather belt, called a baudrik, which ran diagonally across his massive chest, he laid the weapons aside.  The Esterblud shook off the beach from the chainmail and pulled it over his head, letting the mail fall over his padded undershirt to mid-thigh, over his breeches.  He then pulled on his green and red tunic showing the colors and symbol of the Geniht, King Penhda’s guard.  Spun from the finest Vulthnal wool, the long body of the garment protected from the cold of the night.  He cinched up the trousers, pulling his sword belt through open spaces in the chainmail and tunic to hold the whole outfit in place.  As he put the baudrik belt back on over the wool cloth, he watched as Oslaf slowly pulled up a pair of heavy battle axes from the bodies of their fallen friends.  Urith looped one of the long spears he found on the shore through one of the several holes in the baudrik, flipping it behind his back for quick retrieval.  Adjusting his weapons, he went back to the beach, looking for any additional items.

Oslaf watched his mentor as he pulled a heavy sword from the hands of a young friend called Ocase, whose body still moved around in the surf, rolling slightly with each incoming wave.  He pulled a dagger from the dead boy’s belt, sliding it into his leather belt at the waist, recognizing how Urith kept glancing over at him as he worked his way through the bodies.

“Oslaf, come here,” called the man, holding up a waist-length chainmail shirt he recovered from the beach debris.  The mentor had a vague recollection that the chainmail armor came as a spoil of war during their raids on a Cahmais island near their border.

Slowly pushing a hatchet into his belt, Oslaf gingerly walked over, trying to work through the pain of his sore ribs.  When he reached Urith, they struggled to put on the mail, clearly built for a smaller person.  Fortunately, they were able to pry open the back, which allowed Urith to hook the leather straps through the metal loops and bind it around Oslaf’s upper body.  The elder warrior hoped the tightness of the steel mail around his body would help to ease the pain while protecting him as well.  After getting the armor on, he and Oslaf also struggled to put an Esterblud tunic over the mail.

“Come on; we’ve got enough weapons to keep any comitatus from getting too close.  I didn’t find any food or drink. How about you?” Urith asked.  Oslaf shook his head as he adjusted his belt and weapons.

“It's a shame, but this is good land for us to hunt game so we should be able to find food and a stream nearby for water. Let’s get to the top of that ridge and see what we can find.”  Urith indicated the direction with a nod, and Oslaf gave him a slight grin, trying to keep his focus on their situation.

They went to the top of the sandy ridge to get a better view of the unknown landscape in the distance. Urith carried his circular battle shield, which he found among the debris, along with his helmet and the battle-ax tucked under his belt.  The pair was almost to the top of the ridge when they heard the distant sound of ossanes coming fast toward their position.  Scrambling to get a look over the rim, they spotted six riders coming their way. Both men knew they were in a terrible defensive place with the sea behind them and a mounted enemy in front of them.

The six riders pulled up a fair distance away when they spotted the two strangers appear over the ridge in front of them, unsure if other warriors might be out of sight below.  They spoke among themselves in the Aberffraw language; however, Urith could only make out a few words due to the distance.  He watched their body language. It told him that their enemy was unsure of the fighting abilities of the Esterbluds.  The older warrior quickly centered his attention on the rider sporting a golden helmet, topped with the white eagle feathers of the Aberffraw guard.  The man wore the blue tunic of the royal guard while directing the others as their leader.  The other men around the Aberffraw leader wore brown leather armor tops and canvas pants. Each fighter wore the pointed metal helmets of the comitatus. Urith noticed most of the men carried only spears and a short sword, which was no match against an Esterblud in a one on one fight.  However, the Esterblud leader had no illusions to the danger they faced. They remained outnumbered, and he had a wounded comrade with him. Urith knew well the fighting ability of comitatus when Aberffraw warriors led them during King Penhda’s raids.  They could be fierce in protecting their home soil.

“I don’t like this.  They are not all locals.  You see that golden battle helmet?”  Urith pointed out the man to Oslaf.  “That looks to be an old enemy I met with our king in our Cahmais raids a few seasons back.  Notice his helmet style and the similar armor on the ossane.  Only elite guards of the Aberffraw king can possess such armor for themselves and their mount.”

Urith found the apparent fact illustrating since the Ynyover comitatus were unlikely to be led by an Aberffraw.  It meant some treachery was afoot between the Cahmais and Ynyover overlords. Led by the Aberffraw tribe, the Cahmais kingdom was the mortal enemy of the Esterbluds. Urith suspected the kingdom of Cahmais was trying to control Ynyover.
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