Prologue: Requiem

The flags of Githilion flew high in the morning wind as the dawn pierced grey night over the mountains to the east.  It was no different than it had ever been, since this great race of men arose upon the Earth.  Every citizen of the great city of Astalderea lined the streets, looking on in their finest attire as silver trumpets blazed.  Any outsider would have taken the great display as a celebration that had never been, and never would be, matched in their lifetime.  The great song of the people resounded to the heavens.

Requiem aeternam dona eis, Domine,
Et lux perpetua luceat eis.
Te decet hymnus, Deus, in Sion,
Et tibi reddetur votum in Jerusalem.
Exaudi orationem meam,
Ad te omnis caro veniet.

Requiem aeternam dona defunctis, Domine,
Et lux perpetua luceat eis.
Requiem aeternam dona eis, Domine,
Et lux perpetua luceat eis.

Kyrie, eleison!
Christe, eleison!
Kyrie, eleison!
The words of the Requiem and Kyrie washed over the young prince, numb to the comfort the words may have brought him.  His father was dead, though by what cause no one could tell.  With no feeling to fill his bosom other than that of everlasting grief, he dully followed along with the words, walking just behind his widowed mother and the Chancellor in procession.

He was a handsome young man, even in his misery with head hung low.  His blond hair shone like gold in the early morning’s light, falling straight down about the back of his neck.  He had come of age in this land of men, but his beard had not yet come to him by the grace of God, and so he seemed much younger than he was.  Walking along in his silver stockings, his robes were splendorous heavy velvet garb that fell well below his knee.  The gown was black, bearing silver crosses down the center of the chest and the sleeves.  Taut was the belt about his waste, and the ceremonial blade of the royal family hung at his side.  A heavy brooch completed his regal attire, fastening his silver cape about the neck.  Even the finest clothing in the land could not cheer the Prince’s mind from the matter at hand, however, for the grief was all that he knew in his heart, and it showed in his emerald eyes.

Domine, Jesu Christe, Rex gloriae, 
libera animas omnium fidelium defunctorum 
de poenis inferni 
et de profundo lacu. 
Libera eas de ore leonis
ne absorbeat eas tartarus,
ne cadant in obscurum;
Sed signifer sanctus Michael
repraesentet eas in lucem sanctam,
Quam olim Abrahae promisisti
et semini eius.

Hostias et preces tibi, Domine
laudis offerimus
tu suscipe pro animabus illis,
quarum hodie memoriam facimus.
Fac eas, Domine, de morte
transire ad vitam.
Quam olim Abrahae promisisti
et semine eius.

The song of the people resounded, as though all of the world would mourn the passing of Airethond Araadar, King of Men, and given up for him were the Offertorium, Sanctus, and Benedictus before they reached the burial grounds.  There awaited the High Clerics of Githilion, gathered from across the land to lament their king.  Anjes’ mother, Alyssa, wept beneath her veil, though she kept her composure while she was in front of her people.  Always had she been a pillar of strength: to him, to his father, to all in the land.  Most would have thought nothing of it, but Anjes could not help but feel strange that she sought out the Chancellor, Menelith Dolenvilya, for support.

The Chancellor held the Queen’s right hand, frail and delicate, within his own.  His face was set in stone, the same stoic expression that rested upon it at all times as he was dressed in his black robes trimmed in gold.  His counsel was always sage, though the only indication of his years of experience was the greying of his slicked-back black hair about his temples.  The Prince regarded the behavior strangely, before being stirred from his reverie by a hand on his shoulder.

“Majesty,” the man whispered, stepping to the Prince’s side.  His form was impressive, tall in height and handsome in face.  His features were not those of a noble, for they were not so defined, but he was of good stock, Galen Palanros, Captain of the Guard within the Castle of Astalderea.  His crimson cape flowed as he took the last few steps forward, gold and silver armor gleaming in the early morning sun.  His blade, Adelig, hung at his left side, and his helm was under his right arm.  “We would be honored to have your help in bearing the pall, my Prince.”

Nodding with a somber smile on his lips, Anjes came forward with the Captain of the Guard.  His life had always been one of comfort, being of noble blood, but this man, so great in reputation, had much more humble beginnings.  The son of a farmer, he was brought in by the Church when his parents died.  He had been too young to remember much, but he did know it was Orcs who were responsible for the carnage and razing of his crops.  Had he been unable to hide away in the hay, he would have been slain as well, and his exposure to the clerics led to his training as a Paladin.  With two other soldiers, the Prince and Captain slowly lowered the King’s casket into the stone crypt.

With eyes downcast a long while, Anjes was hard-pressed to take a step back and lift his eyes from his father’s coffin.  When he did, however, he was greeted with a strange sight.  A man had been approaching then, clad in shades of deep violet and gold on his flowing robe.  His blond hair parted down the center, falling a fairly even length all about his face, keeping his brow clear.  He was young by all rights, but something about him provided a great presence, and it was enough to pull the Prince’s attention away from the matter at hand.

“This day is one of weeping,” Anjes heard the voice say.  The newcomer’s lips did not move, and yet he knew – knew that it was he who spoke in his mind.  “The day on which the guilty man shall rise from the ashes to be judged.  Therefore, let ye be spared:  This blessing I give.”

With confusion on his face, Anjes lifted a hand towards the man and prepared to speak.  As if guided by fate, however, the Prince was suddenly aware of much movement.  Shaking off the strange feeling, he looked up to see the stranger gone, and well-wishers about him to offer condolences.  He received them, and yet his mind lingered as the Clerics completed their ceremony.

Libera me, Domine, de morte aeterna.

Chapter 1: Treachery


Anjes descended the main staircase of Astalderea’s castle slowly.  He was clad in shining white garments, a gold sash hanging from shoulder to hip across his chest.  It was a far cry from his mournful clothing of less than three months ago, but he was expected to go on with his duties as Prince.  He had known that, even at the time, but he had never considered just how great an expectation to do so there might be.  He continued down the corridor.  He heard the lesser nobles and some of the servants whisper as he passed.  He was still in grief, yes, but his senses had not dulled.  They acted as though some unnatural cloud burdened his mind.  Would he not be permitted to mourn in his own right?


Even if such were true, that this melancholy were unnatural, it was not all he felt.  Anger was a part of his heart as well.  Hardly a month had gone by since Airethond’s passing, and Alyssa, Anjes’ own mother and still freshly widowed, had found comfort in the arms of Chancellor Menelith Dolenvilya.  He scowled at the mere thought that she, so soon, could be so unfaithful.  Nevertheless, she was Queen, and now the Chancellor was to be hailed with the same dignity and respect as that noble man who had passed from this world, by the common people at least.  To Anjes, there would ever be but one King of Githilion.


Composing himself, and lifting his chin, the Prince entered into the main hall of Castle Astalderea.  There was gathered the aristocracy of the land for court with the King and Queen, and they all bowed as Anjes proceeded in amongst them.  He passed by the two carven oaken chairs meant for Menelith and Alyssa, and proceeded to rest against the wall where he would be at his mother’s side.  He was not kept waiting for long.


Within moments of his arrival, the horns blazed and the great doors of the hall were opened.  Amidst members of the Royal Guard, led by Galen Palanros himself, came King Menelith and Queen Alyssa, arm in arm.  All save the guards and Anjes in the room bowed their heads in deep respect for their Lord and Lady, until finally they took their respective seats.


“People of Githilion,” Menelith addressed the gathering, “thy King and Queen beseech thee, give us news of our land, that we may better serve our people.”


All at once, the nobles began to vie for attention, raising issues regarding taxation, spreading sickness in the eastern part of the land, and blight on some of the crop in the south.  Anjes sighed, slipping around to the far side of the pillar on which he was leaning.  He wanted no more than to rest his eyes as he placed his head against the marble column.  He reached up, massaging the bridge of his nose with his right hand, and the voices faded into nothingness.


He stirred with a start, pushing almost reflexively against the back of the pillar.  The man before him took a step back in surprise, but smiled as Anjes gathered himself.


“I see these matters are not for you either, my Prince,” the man said, inclining his head out of respect, touching a hand to his breast.


“Galen, you startled me,” Anjes explained, embracing him.  “What takes you away from the guard?”


“You do, milord.  I wished to see you were all right.  The King…”


“Chancellor,” Anjes interjected, a look of distaste crossing his features.


“Dolenvilya,” the Paladin neutrally countered, “seems to have taken notice of your absence.”


“I can never accept him as my King, let alone as my father, Galen.  You have to understand that.”


The Paladin nodded, and followed the pacing Prince with his eyes.  “Your father was a good man Anjes, noble in all respects.  I gladly would have given my life in his service, as I would do for any King of Githilion.  So too must I now serve our once-Chancellor Dolenvilya.  It is the passing of time.  It cannot be avoided.”


Anjes sighed.  “Perhaps not.  You may call it natural that all who live pass into death, and indeed it is the case, but it is not natural for a widowed mother to abandon years of tender love within a month to another.  The name Araadar is to bear more resolve than that.”


“Your mother did what she had to do, Anjes.  She did what was best for Astalderea and for Githilion by reestabl-”


“Damn Astalderea and damn Githilion,” Anjes cried, turning to the Paladin with tears welling in his eyes.  “All I want is my father back,” he choked, his features given to great grief.


Taken aback, the Captain of the Guard reach a tentative hand forward, unable to express his sorrow for the Prince’s torment in words, but the sound of the Major-Domo’s staff rapping against the marble floor drew away his attention.  He rested a hand on each of the Prince’s shoulders, and offered what comfort he could with a smile.  “Court adjourns,” he whispered.  “Come.”


Galen led Anjes back into the main hall as discreetly as he could.  Most of the gathered nobility did not take notice, but Alyssa passed a glance by Captain Palanros, who bowed his head and prepared to lead away the procession.  Anjes caught a glance from Menelith as he fell into rank, following the guards from the hall.  They waited until they turned the corner into one of the castle’s corridors, and then the guards went their separate ways, either to posts or off-duty.


Menelith and Alyssa embraced one another briefly.


“I shall leave you now, my love,” Alyssa said.  “I shall see to the household.”


“Be gone from me not long, dearest.  I shall see you at dinner.”


“Until then,” said the Queen, curtsying to her Lord.  She embraced Anjes, and the two smiled at one another before she left, leaving Anjes Araadar standing with Menelith Dolenvilya.


“Walk with me, my son,” Menelith said, beginning to walk off down the corridor.  Anjes twitched when he was referred to as ‘son,’ but he obeyed.


“I noticed you did not maintain a public appearance during Court,” Menelith continued as walked.  He held his hands out in front of himself.  “You know the other nobles assume something is wrong when you do not make appearances… Is something wrong?”


“I am still very much in grief,” Anjes replied, walking alongside Menelith.


“For thy father, I see.”  


“And my mother,” Anjes noted.  “I have lost them both.”


At that, Menelith stopped.  He spun to face the young Prince, displeasure upon his countenance.  “It pains me to hear thee say such things, Anjes.  Your father is now nearly three months gone, and yet ye still dwell beneath a cloud of misery.  Be glad in your mother’s happiness now, in that she has found another.  You have gained another father.”


Menelith’s features changed to those of compassion as he reached forward, embracing his son.  Anjes did not return the affection, but the former Chancellor went unphased.  “I feel you need to get away from all of these trifles of the castle, Anjes,” he said, breaking the embrace.  “Perhaps if you visited the countryside, to get your mind off of things, you would find yourself back in the sun instead of wandering this dark cloud.”


Anjes seemed to consider that a moment, then began to shake his head.  The idea of leaving his mother here… alone… with him… it sickened him to no end.


“Please Anjes.  It’s for your own good.  Take all the attendants you wish, go even for just a week, and if you do not feel better, return.  I beg of you, for your own sake.”


The Prince did not know why, but something in Menelith’s words, and in his eyes, quelled his fears.  It was as if with his voice alone, Menelith was able to wash away doubt, and let the reasonability of his proposal wash over Anjes’ entire mind and body.  Slowly, he nodded his head in affirmation.


Menelith smiled.  “Good, I shall have your things prepared.  I am certain your mother would understand if you left tonight.”


And so Menelith briskly continued down the corridor, Anjes simply standing in his wake.

*
*
*


Menelith Dolenvilya shut the doors of his chamber tight behind him, and the moment they were secured, he scowled.


“That wretched boy is becoming more troublesome than he is worth,” he exclaimed, stalking through to his wardrobe.  “I cannot move until he is taken care of, lest the people rally to him as the rightful heir.  Lotharius!”


As Menelith changed out of his finery and into a simple black cloak, the air behind him seemed to warp.  It was as though something unseen pushed through the surrounding atmosphere, coming to a halt at its master’s call.  It spoke in a tongue severe and sinister, unknown to all men save for the one who had created it.


“Ner’mah?”


“Go,” Menelith commanded.  “Ensure Anjes’ belongings are made ready.  He leaves this evening, so be sure you are in position to strike.”


“Neraz Gulio,” the creature affirmed, before beginning to stalk off, Menelith throwing himself down into the rather large, ornate chair that sat next to his bed.  He cupped the goblet of wine at his bedside beneath his fingers, swirling the burgundy liquid, releasing the perfume of the liquor into the air.  He breathed in deep, and had a thought.


“Oh, and Lotharius,” he said, the creature stopping.  “Disband the Royal Guard while you’re at it.”  Menelith grinned wickedly.


“Zerashk Gulida!”

So it was that the creature disappeared from the room, unseen, and all that could be heard was a deep, dark laughter echoing from the King’s bedchamber.

*
*
*


That evening, Anjes dined with his mother and Menelith.  A great feast was arrayed before him, and his parents showered him with good will.  His mother, in particular, had best intentions in mind when she learned he was to be going away for a short while, hopefully to cure his melancholy.


“Oh, Anjes, I am so relieved,” she continued, seemingly incessantly.  “I had feared that your dear father’s death had scarred you beyond all feeling.  May you return to me ever more my joyful son.”


“I shall do my best to obey you, dearest mother,” he said, embracing her on the steps of Castle Astalderea.  He bowed to Menelith, though somewhat reluctantly now that his mind had had ample opportunity to clear, and set off down the great steps to his awaiting carriage.  With one final wave goodbye, he began to pass out of view, down the road from the Castle to the Port on Terjun, the Great Sea.  They had ridden at a trot’s pace for nearly an hour when the sun fell from the sky beneath the western mountains.


This night, however, brought more than darkness.  The sounds of swift riders emerged behind the carriage, and Anjes feared bandits, for from within he could tell they slowed as they approached.  He was terribly relieved to recognize the voice that called to him.


“Anjes, my Prince!”  Galen Palanros, looking rather distraught, came galloping up alongside the carriage.


Reaching for the door, the Prince retracted the curtain, his hand falling away from the family blade he had instinctively sought in fear.  He smiled with great joy to see his old friend.  “Galen!  What brings you along my road?”


“Menelith, sire!  He has disbanded the Royal Guard, and I fear now for your safety.  I swear my allegiance to you, true heir of a betrayed Githilion!”


Anjes gasped as he heard such news, his mind reeling with every possibility of how he should proceed.  He felt, for a moment, as if he were going to black out.  His mother, she was back in Astalderea!  He had to return, had to get to her before that fiend did something Anjes would make him regret.  He moved towards the front of the coach to speak to the driver.


And then he struck.  The creature that could not be seen, Lotharius, leapt from the roadside upon the carriage, lifting the driver and hurling him with inhuman strength into the wood.  He hissed at the two horses, and they began to dash of fright, carrying the carriage swiftly towards the Port Town of Cairbara.  Anjes shrieked as he was thrown back, and Galen spurred on his horse, keeping with the open door of the coach.  He reached out his hand.


“Milord!”  He screamed for Anjes within, and the Prince stirred.  He came to the door, bracing himself in it, and they reached for one another.


But it was to no avail.  Lotharius stirred the horses drawing the carriage further.  The sudden jolt threw Anjes back, and his head struck the wall of the wagon.  Slowly, the world slipped away around him, and all was darkness.


Galen swore as Anjes was tossed back.  He spurred the horse further, cursing his armor for weighing him down.  The noble white stallion gave everything he had, catching up the cart again, and in a desperate move, the paladin leapt, muttering a prayer as he went.  By the grace of God, he caught hold of the carriage, though his footing was nearly lost.  Victory was not to be celebrated, however.  He heard the thud of heavy feet upon the top of the carriage, and saw only the flutter of a crimson cape before the creature, revealed in the dim moonlight, struck a telling blow to his head.  The crumpled forms of Anjes Araadar and Galen Palanros lie prone together in a carriage, bound for Cairbara.

