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I can count on one hand the number of people I’ve met who actually hail from the imperial 
capital of Karana-Naga. The magnificent, legendary city is home to the most powerful and 
privileged clans of the Durani Empire. They rule the rest of us from on high, above the clouds, 
deigning to visit only on the rarest of occasions. Even the lowest castes there have more zravas 
– that strange, ill-defined, and ever-shifting breed of prestige that only Durani aristocracy un-
derstand – than the most esteemed Lower Empire families. 
 

Which is why I took no small amount of pleasure in watching the Karana-Nagan woman here, 
riding toward me in the company of at least forty dirt-covered, dogged soldiers and golems, 
puking her lunch ... and then her breakfast ... and then, good gods, probably her dinner from 
the night before ... into a bucket. 
 

The woman’s pretty face was desperately pale, her eyes teary and bleary. She now delivered 
another mouthful into the pail with such gusto, her white jeweled headdress tumbled off, 
bounced twice off the gnarled hide of the Bramble Horn she was riding, and landed in the 
soggy earth. She swore. 
 

I tried not to smile. I probably failed. 
 

The caravan of combat golems slowed as they entered the camp, and finally stopped. The 
knights now used their own unique breeds of focus to urge their respective golems to hunker 
down, so that they might dismount. I’d been a soldier for just over a decade, but moments like 
this, watching dozens of knights use different means to control their creatures – from reins to 
barked commands to unspoken, meditative bhava bonds – always humbled me. The links be-
tween man and steed are as complex and varied as the beings themselves. 
 

The knights strode past, saluting me with a sharp “M’lady.” I returned the gesture. 
 

The Karana-Nagan woman struggled to lower her warsprite golem toward the ground. The 
Bramblehorn honked a perturbed sigh in reply. I strode up to the brute – it was at least as tall 
as three men – and clapped my hands to get its attention. It eyed me. I used the nonsense 
words my father taught me long ago to soothe whatever spirit the thing might’ve had in its 
spell-woven heart, and beckoned it to kneel. It did. 
 

“Gods. Infernal, wretched thing,” the woman spat as he shakily descended the beast. I noted 
her soft, unlined face and pale skin. She was my age, maybe a few years younger. I thought, 
fleetingly, of what that face might look like, had she grown up down here in the Lower. Per-
haps she'd have scars like mine does. 
  



“Golems made of leaves and roots and bark,” she continued, grousing. “Whoever heard of 
such a thing? It’s uncivilized. No. It’s downright savage.” 
 

I eyed her robes in the overcast afternoon light. I knew little of Karana-Nagan customs, but – 
like all Lower residents raised on unending propaganda about our oh-so-smug betters – I 
could recite their clan crests on sight. The glittering emerald design over her heart was unfa-
miliar, however. A new clan, perhaps? Or a powerful family from the Upper Empire, finally 
promoted to live among the capital’s residents on Mount Uttamavid? Either way, her mere 
presence commanded deference and humility. I summoned as much as I could ... which wasn’t 
much. 
 

“This must be your first time riding a Zikian golem,” I said. “Our Raja’s alliances with the 
tribes permit them in our ranks. They’re ferocious in combat.” 
 

“Disgusting, filthy thing,” she replied, not listening, brushing thistles form her robes. “I’d 
still be on my stone Dervish, had it not become winded back at the banks of the Karsu. Gah! 
Stinks. This beast stinks! Reeks of ... moss and mud and mire! How can anyone stand it?!” 
 

“I’ve never noticed, M’lady,” I said, straining to remain polite. 
 

She whirled around and regarded me now, and I saw her mind doing the tally: I was a dirty-
skinned, dark-eyed woman of twenty-and-seven ... my hair in braids, war-stones glittering 
from within the weaves ... bawdy tattoos on my arms, things that had no business being on a 
proper woman. A slumchild-turned-soldier. 
 

“I suppose your kind wouldn’t,” she said. 
 

Ah. So. This was going to be unpleasant. 
 

“They’re certainly different than riding a stone golem,” I continued, hearing my voice grow 
chilly. “Durani’s strides are predictable. Reassuring. Zikian steeds – especially Bramble Horns 
– are wilier.” 
 

I nodded at the vomit stains on the woman’s sleeves. 
 

“The experience can be turbulent,” I said, “for soft-handed riders with weak wills.” 
 

“Take care with that tone,” she replied. “I’ll report you to your Raja.” She scanned the sprawl-
ing campsite, presumably looking for him. “The so-called ‘Prince of the Poor’ is out here, 
somewhere in this godsforsaken mudhole, is he not?” 
 

“He is,” I said, “though his chief advisor would be the person to whom one would report such 
deplorable behavior. They say that one has the prince’s ear like no other.” 
 

“Yes, fine, that’ll do,” the woman replied. “Who is he?” 
 

“She,” I said, “is me.” 
  



The woman blinked. I took great pleasure in that moment, I must admit. 
 

“I am Anuja,” I said. “Honorary Marshal and his majesty’s chief advisor. Welcome to Camp 
Paza, southeast frontier.” 
 

“I am Kara,” she said. 
 

She seemed offended when I didn’t recognize her name. 
 

You’re a long way from home, I wanted to say. Instead, I asked: “What brings you from the 
shimmering streets of Karana-Naga?” 
 

“I’m here to see the Raja.” 
 

I nodded. “Of course you are. The Raja is presently preparing the company for war. You’ve 
heard about the border skirmishes with the Gudanna’s Tempests, no doubt.” 
 

“I have not,” she replied. “I have no care for such matters.” 
 

“Perhaps you might if you lived down here,” I said. “Anyways. As you can imagine, many 
people wish an audience with the Raja, and I tell them what I must tell you – he can’t spare 
the time to speak with anyone. The crucible will soon boil here. Those Gudanna lunatics 
across the border are keen to fight. Jahnu Khan’s been dead for less than a month, and his 
heirs are already trying to kill each other. They’re all desperate to either lead, or break away 
from, the Dominion. These recent border raids are the work of Vatula, a great-grandson of the 
late Khan. He is young and stupid.” 
 

“He needs to be humbled?” Kara asked. 
 

“He needs to be killed,” I said. I offered a tight smile now, suspecting it didn’t appear apolo-
getic at all. “So. I’m very sorry, but his highness must focus his attention on protecting the 
Lower’s borders. Our scouts report enemy movements to the east, at the Mahat Ridge. A meet-
ing is out of the question.” 
 

“You don’t understand,” she said. “The crest upon my chest absolutely assures a meeting.” 
 

I glanced at the emerald design again. Didn’t care. “No, you don’t understand,” I said. “We 
are mobilizing. We are marching into gods-damned war. No one here has the time or mind to 
deal with –” 
 

“I am a Herald,” she said. 
 

Now it was my turn to blink. 
 

“Wh ... what was that?” 
 

“You heard me,” she said. “I bring a message from within the hallowed halls of Agra itself, 
the palace of His Highness the Supreme Emperor.” 
  



A Herald? I thought. Here? 
 

I ...  I thought they were myths. No one I’d ever known, and no one they’d ever known, had ev-
er met a Herald. They reportedly never left the “Crowns” – the massive cities built atop the 
peaks of the Dala Range, of which Karana-Naga was the largest. The range created a natural 
divide between the Upper and Lower Empires. 
 

“Oh,” I heard myself whisper. 
 

Legends say only seventeen Heralds are in service at any time. This most-sacred number, and 
the grueling mental training Heralds must undergo, ensure the magics that shape and shift 
their memories remain absolutely secure. This prestige grants them a breed of authority that, 
when on assignment, rivals that of a Raja himself. A Herald’s mantra: The message, above all 
else. 
 

The Herald snickered at my moronic reaction. Was my throat dry? Why yes, yes it was. That’s 
what being in the presence of a Herald does to you. 
 

I tried to say something ... though I now can’t remember what I’d planned to say. Probably 
more babble. I heard my throat click instead. 
 

No, I thought. No. I’ve stared down armies. I’ve killed. I even killed the unkillable Perdition. I won’t 
be cowed by this ... this child. This child whose cheeks are still fat and full, as if  she still suckled from 
the breast. 
 

I narrowed my eyes. Yes. That’s it. She did. She did suckle, from the mighty teat of wealth and 
zravas and a life of plenty. And yet, I thought, recall that she must use the latrine just like the rest 
of us. 
 

“I’m the Raja’s right hand,” I heard myself say. “Deliver the message to me.” 
 

“Nice try. The spell doesn’t work that way. You should know that.” 
 

I did. At least, that’s what the legends said. And I also knew I was outranked from here on out. 
How the Herald might assert her authority, I couldn’t yet say ... but assert it, she would. 
 

I waved over a passing knight lieutenant, and instructed him to report to Raja Sudhamra with 
the news of the Herald’s arrival. The knight saluted and trotted off, into the camp. 
 

“That’s not protocol,” Kara said. “You’re to bring me to the Raja immediately. My Keeper will 
have your head.” 
 

“Look, Herald,” I said, “we have our own protocol down here. If I disobey my standing orders, 
my keeper – who also happens to be my best friend – will have my head. A Raja without his 
advisor is an untethered thing. Think of the Empire.” 
 

We glared at each other for a long moment. Finally, she shrugged. 
  



“It is of no consequence,” she said. “I’ve traveled nine weeks to deliver my message. I’ll wait 
as long as it takes. I’m not leaving until he’s received it.” 
 

I turned to the golems now amassing on the eastern outskirts of camp, at least sixty strong. 
The Durani and Zikia golems mingled side by side: flame-belching Durani Fire Rams, more 
than a dozen Harpies, tempestuous Zikian Bramblehorns, Fen Lords, others. The air echoed 
with their grunts and barks. 
 

“You’ll likely wait through a war,” I said. 
 

“So be it,” Kara replied. She arched an eyebrow. “And to ensure the message is safely deliv-
ered to the Raja, you will personally ensure my safety until then. You will not delegate this re-
sponsibility.” 
 

“What?! Now wait just a damned –” 
 

“My position as Herald gives me this right,” she said. “You are now my ziroraksin – my duty-
bound bodyguard – until the Raja grants me an audience. We now share a hip until this matter 
is resolved. I suppose this gives us both a reason to deliver that message of mine, yes?” 
 

I was seething now. It must’ve shown. 
 

“What is your quarrel, Marshal?” she asked me. “Is it that I hail from the capital ... or that my 
authority supersedes your own?” 
 

Both, I wanted to say. The magnificent capital of Karana-Naga is built atop the tallest moun-
tain in the Dala Range. It and the other legendary Crowns are connected by a network of 
strange aerial gondolas, suspended by cables, powered by multi-armed golems. The cities are 
so geographically withdrawn from the rest of the empire, the clans living there might as well 
be on another world. 
 

It’s infuriating. Their politics provide the axis upon which the rest of our world spins ... yet 
they have no understanding of us, our lives, or our deaths, down here on the ground. Hells, 
the Supreme Emperor himself hasn’t made a public appearance in more than a century. The 
capital actually wants us to believe he’s still alive. 
 

How could you not know about the border raids? I wanted to say. How could you be oblivious to 
what’s happening here? 
 

The border we’d soon be defending – the Mahat Ridge – was a No Man’s Land created after 
the Treaty of Nikara was signed four years ago. Ever since, Gudanna knights and their house-
sized golems had glared down at us from their territory atop the ridge. They itched for a fight. 
And now, with the Gudanna Dominion’s leader now dead, bloody chaos was brewing. You 
could smell it in the air. 
 

Not that the Herald cared for such matters. 
  



I gritted my teeth. Typical Karana-Nagan. We Lower citizens were the lowest of all, weren’t 
we? No more than borderland frontier scum to them. But our hardy mongrel bloodlines – and 
our unabashed ardor for doing the delicious thing that makes lots of babies – ensured a robust 
population of workers and soldiers for the empire. So we must be good for something, yes? 
 

I glared on at the Herald, livid. So safe. So smug. So gods-damned superior. 
 

I wanted to tell this imperious bitch that the Empire was the worst-possible thing that 
could’ve happened to us out here in the frontier. I wanted to scream that the smaller clans and 
tribes that once ruled this land had certainly been poor and unsophisticated – but had been 
better off before the Durani marched in. I wanted to say that imperial rule had choked our 
duvas, our wanderlust spirit ...  that the high blood didn’t understand us, and never would ... 
and that a Herald such as she was too soft, and too gods-damned privileged to grasp the 
stakes out here on the frontier. 
 

And, to my surprise, that’s exactly what I did. 
 

“...So get the hells out of my camp,” I finished. “Go back to your white linens and jewel-paved 
roads. Go back to your clouds. You’re not welcome here.” 
 

The Herald stared at me, as if bored. A moment later, her lips curved upward in a chilly smirk. 
 

“So. It is as they say,” she said. “Guileless. Crass. And such noise. You sound like a piss-
bottomed baby. You all do.” 
 

I wanted to punch her pretty face. I had enough sense to stay my hand. 
 

“You have your orders, Marshal,” she said. “Get me my audience with the Raja.” 
 

I jabbed a thumb toward the camp’s perimeter. Our company’s Durani and Zikia golems now 
moved eastward, moving with purpose. 
 

“I speak true about the battle,” I said. “If our reconnaissance is accurate, we’ll be up to our 
hips in it.” 
 

“I can’t imagine.” 
 

“You won’t have to. Come on. This way.” 
 

She followed me toward the gathering combat golems. The Herald took in the camp without a 
word: the lumbering battle beasts, the medic-shamans already prepping for the wounded, the 
knight-captains relaying orders to their soldiers. She didn’t gasp at the sight of Azani, our 
lone, towering, crumbling, war-torn Jagara Colossus as most visitors usually did. I kenned 
they had similar colossi – or even mightier things – living up there, protecting the Crowns. 
 

“Is that him?” she asked, pointing ahead. 
  



I looked and nodded. There was no mistaking the Raja’s hells-beaten armor. The brilliant 
wing-shaped lapis lazuli accents on his helm and breastplate shimmered in the late afternoon 
sun, an almost cheerful contrast to the dented, dull (and likely still blood-stained) steel be-
neath. That armor had seen a dozen-dozen battles. Probably more. 
 

Raja Sudhamra was briefing a huddle of high-ranking knights on battle maneuvers, it seemed. 
We were too far away to understand his instructions, but Sudhamra’s voice was low and seri-
ous – until it kicked high, in a question ... or more likely, in a punchline to a joke. The warri-
ors laughed in response, then clapped their gauntlets upon each other’s shoulders. This was 
Sudhamra’s gift; he waged war without mercy, but understood the intractable relationship be-
tween desperation and humor. That savvy hailed from his years in the Arati slums. 
 

“Are the songs true? About his armor?” Kara asked. 
 

“That it’s same armor he wore when he commanded the Western Wind?” I replied. “Yes.” 
 

“But he received a golden suit and helm from the hallowed halls of Agra, when he was ap-
pointed Raja.” 
 

“Yes, and he donated them to the Duke of Trees, so it could be sold, and its wealth distributed 
to the needy of the Lower’s slums,” I said. “The songs are true.” 
 

“He’d rather wear armor held together with scraps and prayers?” 
 

“Something like that.” 
 

“Who on Eretsu would do that?” She sounded genuinely aghast. 
 

“My best friend,” I said, grinning. “A true native and hero of the Lower.” 
 

It must really chap her backside that a native is now Raja, I thought. Sudhamra was the first na-
tive-born Raja the Lower Empire has had in more than five centuries. 
 

He was appointed six months ago by an unnamed cabal living in the Crowns. This news had 
shocked the empire. It had made the status-obsessed Upper Empire citizens tut-tut in scandal-
ized disapproval ... and the residents of the mightier Crowns wring their hands in outright ca-
lamity. 
 

No one knew the cabal’s motives for appointing Sudhamra. I suspected duplicity. I kenned it 
was a ruthless means to eventually breed more contempt for the Lower among the aristocracy. 
It wouldn’t matter how well Sudhamra ruled the Lower, or how beloved he was by its citizens, 
I kenned. At the appointed time, the ultra-powerful castes would declare that the experiment 
had failed, that my friend was an incompetent Raja, and that this finally proved that we Low-
ers really were incompetent savages. Then they’d roll in and crush our spirits once and for all. 
Of this, I was certain. 
 

“How long have you known the Raja?” the Herald asked.  



“We met in training garrison,” I replied. “That was more than ten years ago now. We were 
conscripted. The war was killing so many ... ah... the cavalry needed knights.” 
 

“Conscription was a boon for the Lower,” she sniffed. “Service gives your people purpose.” 
 

I gritted my teeth again. “Service” certainly increases your chances getting at least one hot 
meal during the day. And it gives you an opportunity to claim some semblance of honor ... 
and escape the slums, most of all. But if one’s salvation can only be found on a blood-soaked 
battleground, one lives in a wretched world indeed. 
 

“Even back then, Sudhamra had a knack for getting into – and out of – trouble,” I replied. “We 
were all a bit cavalier back then, but he was the boldest of us all. He’s always been that way.” 
 

It was true. I’d never seen anyone rally so many strangers to misbehave. The elaborate pranks 
we played ... the parties we threw ... and even the good we did. It was stuff you’d hear about 
in stories. It was nothing you’d ever actually expected to experience! 
 

I told the Herald that back in garrison, there were at least a dozen times when some plan of 
Sudhamra’s went spectacularly awry, and he’d get caught. Anyone else would’ve been ex-
pelled, or worse; insubordination, after all, is usually punishable by death. But not Sudhamra. 
Perhaps our instructors were so impressed by his ingenuity ... or saw the strange, faraway 
makings of a good soldier in that youngster’s eyes ... or something else, I didn’t know. All I 
knew was my friend seemed blessed, and was – more often than not – rewarded for his wily 
ways. 
 

As I spoke, Kara clucked her tongue disapprovingly, but she was clearly intrigued by the sto-
ry. She wasn’t the first. Perhaps hearing about such flagrant contempt for rules and tradition 
gave her a thrill between the legs. She wouldn’t be the first there, either. 
 

“Where does such disregard come from?” she asked. 
 

“It’s what you do,” I said, “when you’re from the gutters. He came up a slumchild, like me. 
I’m from the Lower’s capital. He grew up far south of Supakva, in Arati.” 
 

“I don’t know that city.” 
 

Why would you? I thought. You have no care for such matters. 
 

“It’s bigger even than Supakva now, I’m told,” I said. “I’ve never been there. Became too dan-
gerous after the Durani occupied it. It’s in territory your people took from the Gulma about 
thirty years ago. That was back in the fat and lazy days, when the then-Raja only had to fret 
about the uprisings of Zikian tribes. But then the Gudanna came and changed all that.” 
 

“Why is it dangerous?” the Herald asked. “The city, I mean. Cities are safer than the frontier, 
I’d wager.” 
  



“Not down here,” I said. “Zikians have wild hearts. They don’t thrive in cities the way Durani 
do. The imposition of the empire’s bureaucracy and industry ruined Arati. Within a few years 
of the occupation, the population exploded, resources became scarce, and crime thrived. Sud-
hamra was a street rat, Zikian through and through. Untamable.” 
 

“Where were his parents?” 
 

I gave the Herald a cynical grin. “Come now. If the songs of his world-worn armor have made 
it all the way up to Karana-Naga, surely you know the story of his bloodline.” 
 

“They say he’s the son of a Zikian princess.” 
 

“Aye,” I said. “The son of Varutri herself, the legends say. She was taken on the eve of Arati’s 
occupation, forced into a harem in one of the Crowns. Which one, no one knows.” 
 

Some songs say she was taken to Karana-Naga. The most scandalous of these put her in the 
royal palace of Agra itself. Other songs claim it was a harem in Vizala, frequented exclusively 
by high-ranking matriarchs. In others, Varuti was the plaything of military generals, and 
gleaned countless secrets from their lips. 
 

“But every song says she escaped,” Kara said. 
 

“Swollen with child and on the run,” I agreed. “And she came back to her home, the now-
ruined city of Arati. And in every song, she dies giving childbirth.” 
 

We walked in silence for a moment. 
 

“Is the Raja her son?” she asked. 
 

“I don’t know,” I said truthfully. “And neither does he, not for certain. But he does carry the 
amulet once owned by Princess Varuti, like the songs say. He’s had it for as long as he can 
remember. As far as his father’s identity, only the gods know.” 
 

We came to my golem now, an aged Earthfall titan named Parahan; "Foe-Killer” in my region’s 
tongue. I’d received it not long after Sudhamra and I were assigned as cavalry in the Western 
Wind ten years ago ... and the golem was older even than that. It showed. 
 

Unlike most Zikian golems, Earthfalls don’t have hands. Instead, two enormous boulders are 
connected to the beast’s forearms by a network of tough roots and branches. These act as dev-
astating fists. But my golem only had one boulder fist. It lost the other in the Battle of Ru five 
years ago. Thankfully, I’d found a replacement at the same battle; Parahan’s left fist was now 
the cracked, dead-eyed head of Perdition, the legendary (and supposedly unkillable) Valkali 
Colossus. My golem had delivered the deathblow to the Gudanna golem’s four-faced head, 
and I’d claimed it as prize. 
 

Raja Sudhamra had led us well during the Battle of Ru. Hells, he’d led us well in every battle 
we’d fought. How he found himself on the right battlefront at the right time, leading us into   



skirmish after skirmish, I never knew. He was blessed, as I said. Coincidence brought us into 
the enemy’s sights ... but Sudhamra’s skill and leadership brought us glory. 
 

“Come on,” I said, pointing at the empty saddle on the Earthfall’s back. “We’ll head out in the 
hour.” 
 

“Wait,” the Herald said, her face alarmed. “I thought we’d be staying here.” 
 

“Whatever gave you that idea?” I replied. I scaled one of the beast’s legs, using nooks in its 
gnarled hide as natural foot- and handholds. 
 

“Because you’re personally responsible for my safety,” Kara cried. “I can’t go out there!” 
 

“You can and you will,” I snapped. “I’ve been by Sudhamra’s side in every battle he’s fought. 
I’m by his side today. If you want to speak to the Raja, you’re coming.” 
 

Her expression devolved into worry. 
 

“What if I get sick again?” 
 

I almost felt sorry for her then. Almost. 
 

“I’ve seen and smelled worse,” I replied. 
 

She sighed, and began to climb. 
 

I willed Parahan to march ahead, into the ranks of the other combat golems. Within a few 
strides now was the Raja’s golem, a mighty Dryad titan named Blessed Sword. Technically, 
golems are as genderless as they are mindless, but Dryads appear unmistakably female. With 
massive “wings” – which are in fact leaf-covered, tree-sized branches twisting from their 
shoulder blades – Dryads also appear almost angelic. 
 

Blessed Sword was undoubtedly named for the titanic scimitar she carried. The sword was 
over thirty feet long; its hilt alone was taller than a man. Its human-like female face was actu-
ally a mask – a barrier to protect the knight pilot inside the beast’s head. Most Dryads’ face 
masks were completely intact, but not Blessed Sword’s. Hers was broken, missing nearly all of 
its left side. Ghoulish. 
 

And there he was, behind the shattered Dryad mask: Raja Sudhamra, he of the hells-beaten 
armor. I piloted my titan to march alongside his. I waved. He grinned. 
 

“Marshal Anuja! Is that your new friend?” he called, nodding at my passenger. “The lieuten-
ant you sent told me all about her.” 
 

“She should be your new friend,” I replied. 
 

“Your majesty,” Kara piped up, “my journey here has been long and treacherous. It is of the 
utmost importance –” 
  



“After the battle,” he sighed. His brown eyes met mine. He rolled his. I stifled a chuckle. 
 

“But sir, this message –” 
 

“Give it to my advisor,” Sudhamra said. 
 

“The spell doesn’t work that way,” Kara replied. 
 

“You should know that,” I added. 
 

The Raja laughed now, a deep and infectious staccato. “Fine, fine. Still, it’ll wait. The Harpy 
scouts tell me the Gudanna are moving faster than we expected. We’re moving now. The ene-
my will come down Mahat Ridge soon.” 
 

He made eye contact with the Herald now. He raised his voice, so the warriors around him 
could hear. 
 

“It may not be the glorious mineral-rich land of the Upper,” he called to her, and to us. “And 
it has not the grandeur and legacy of the Crowns. But it is our land – and as it’s the Empire’s 
land, that makes it your land, Herald, whether you’ve ever considered it as such. And we’ll 
defend it! We’ll defend our great Lower Empire’s soil with our very lives! We’ll fight for it! 
We’ll fight them ... to the death!” 
 

The knights around him roared, bellowing their assent. One willed his Woodguard ogre golem 
to pound its heaving, moss-covered chest. Its booming thump-thump-thump was so thunderous, 
my ears popped. I screamed my own war cry with the others, and soon we were marching 
eastward, toward the foot of the Mahat Ridge. 
 

Our Harpy scouts had been right. The enemy was on the offensive, and right on top of us al-
most before we knew it. Vatula, the mad great-grandchild of the late Khan, personally com-
manded his golem army. Like an unholy red waterfall, dozens of his terracotta Gudanna go-
lems poured down the ridge to our position. It seemed nigh-endless: the horrific, scowling 
masks of Grappling Deaths, growling and bobbing as they leapt across the boulders and 
crags ... four-armed Blood Channelers racing down toward us, some using their limbs to 
scrabble like dogs, still others using their swords to hack down small trees in their way ... 
Dune Vipers and Sand Lions deftly pivoting and darting, relentless, unstoppable ... and be-
hind them all, a handful of Devil Djinn, roaring and stomping on anything in their way – even 
their own allies. 
 

The Herald behind me screamed. 
 

I can’t say how long the battle lasted. Time passes both quickly and slowly here, in the awful 
world that teeters between victory and defeat. But I saw things and did things that I’ll recall 
until my dying day: 
  



... A flock of our Durani Harpy scouts screeching bloody pain as they flew in circles, hides and 
jeweled wings ablaze, victims of the hellfire spewing from a Devil Djinn’s dragon mouth 
hands ... 
 

... A trio of Gudanna Sand Lions pouncing upon one of our Woodguard ogres from far above, 
their armored forms smashing into the golem’s bark-hide ... and the Woodguard raising its 
arm-mounted shield high, then plummeting its blade-sharp point into one of the cat’s skulls ... 
and then the immense peridot stone dome in the shield’s center blazing bright, now unleash-
ing a wave of green fire that incinerated a second Sand Lion... 
...A Gudanna Blood Channeler, merciless, cleaving both of its swords into our Growling Phal-
anx titan with such force, both of the Durani golem’s arms tumbled from its body and crashed 
into the ground with the sound of smashing stone ... and then the Phalanx shrieking in pain, 
and the Blood Channeler’s war cry matching the pitch of the Phalanx shriek, mocking it ...  and 
finally, the Blood Channeler using its other arms to spin a spell that effectively turned the 
Phalanx inside out, spewing a mist of rock-dust and stone shrapnel into the sky ... 
 

... The massive arms of Parahan, my own Earthfall titan, swinging outward as if preparing to 
deliver the bear hug to end all bear hugs – and then its boulder-sized fists crashing home like 
a pair of cymbals, smashing a Grappling Death into little more than a blood-turd smear ... and 
now Parahan’s massive fists pounding up and down as it strode, turning unfortunate Sand Li-
ons and Dune Vipers into pulp ... 
 

... And through all of this, my best friend Sudhamra, Raja of the Lower Durani Empire, was 
outshining us all. His golem sliced and spell-blasted its way toward – and then through – the 
Gudanna front lines. In one impossible, wonderful moment, Sudhamra willed Blessed Sword 
to dive forward with its thirty-foot-long blade held ahead like a scythe, and it did, cleanly bi-
secting a Devil Djinn’s torso. Flames the size of towers roared from the Djinn’s tottering 
halves, but Sudhamra paid it no mind. 
 

Blessed Sword battled its way onward, toward the heart of the Gudanna front. I spotted Sud-
hamra’s target; the mad Gudanna leader Vatula, riding atop a leering Gudanna warsprite go-
lem – a strange breed I’d never seen before. A long, spine-like whip hung from one of its 
hands. At its tip: a razor-sharp barb the size of a horse wagon. 
 

Ah. The Gudanna had been busy during the four years of our treaty, I realized. This beast was 
something new. 
 

It was also dangerous. Sudhamra’s golem was larger than Vatula’s, and easily outclassed it in 
close range. But my friend’s golem was also wounded and winded. Vatula’s wasn’t. The ene-
my golem bellowed a bloodcurdling screech, and let loose with spell after spell, blasting 
Blessed Sword from afar with blood-red magical bolts. My friend’s golem spun from the im-
pact, screaming. Its angel-like tree wings were now ablaze. 
  



I couldn’t see Sudhamra’s face behind his glimmering war helm, but I hoped he’d kenned 
what I had; unless he did something right, and right now, Vatula’s warsprite golem would in-
cinerate Blessed Sword – and Sudhamra along with it. 
 

“Call upon your Ancient One,” I whispered. “Please.” 
 

And as if Sudhamra had heard me, the dark clouds above us rippled, and then parted in a per-
fect circle. Sunlight flared bright on the battlefield, brightest of all on the earth where Vatula’s 
golem stood. 
 

I heard the Raja’s faraway scream of Bhavatu! – the final word in his incantation-prayer to his 
Ancient One – and a vortex of emerald-colored lightning plummeted from the hole in the sky, 
striking Vatula and his golem. For an instant, the world went green-white ...! 
 

... And when the lightning vanished, all that remained of the land was a smoking, electrified 
crater. 
 

A cheer rose up from our ranks. The tide turned mere moments after that. What few Gudanna 
golems we didn’t slay retreated up the ridge, bleeding out sludgy, spellbound sand. 
 

From behind me, I heard Kara the Herald marvel: “The songs are true. It’s all true.” 
 

I smiled to myself. Maybe this typical Karana-Nagan wasn’t so typical after all. 
 

“I’ll take you to see him once we secure the ridge and set up camp,” I said, looking back at her. 
“Then you can deliver your message.” 
 

She nodded, continuing to marvel, now at the ruination around us all.  
 

This is life in the Lower, I wanted to tell her, but didn’t. I saw that I didn’t have to. 
 

A few hours later at sunset, we met Raja Sudhamra by his golem. Blessed Sword’s armor was 
charred, and even still smoking in some places, but the medic-shamans had cast healing spells 
and applied sacred salves to the beast’s hide. I knew she’d be fully healed in a few days – 
though her battle scars would remain. 
 

“We are well-met, Herald ... if a bit later than expected,” Sudhamra said, stoking a campfire 
by his golem’s feet. “Come. Sit here with me. It’s time you shared your message with us.” 
 

Kara paused in mid-stride. “I don’t understand, your majesty. Us?” 
 

“Of course,” the Raja said. “Myself, and our mutual friend the Marshal here.” He nodded to 
me. I said nothing. I hadn’t expected this. “She ensured your personal safety during the battle, 
did she not? She brought you to me as ordered, yes?” 
 

“Yes, but my message is for you,” the Herald said. 
  



Sudhamra grinned. “And I’ll certainly hear it. As will my best friend and chief advisor.” He 
leaned forward, his eyes keen but kind. “Listen, I’m going to tell her whatever you tell me, so 
let’s just skip the pomp and posturing and get to it, all right?” 
 

“As you wish,” the Herald replied. 
 

We sat with Sudhamra by the fire. As cinders swirled toward the darkening sky, the Herald 
began to speak. Her expression was somber. 
 

“Have you ever received a Herald’s message before?” she asked. 
 

We both shook our heads. 
 

“I am told it’s not an especially pleasant experience for the message’s recipient,” Kara said. 
“Or recipients, in this case.” 
 

“You’re ‘told’ ...” I said. “You don’t know?” 
 

Kara shrugged. “I cannot say. I cannot recall. I’ve been a Herald for more than five-and-ten 
years. In all of that time, I cannot remember a single moment, or a single thing said or asked, 
during the samadhi. The spells that preserve the message ... and alter my memories ... are very 
powerful.” 
 

“It’s true what they say, then,” Sudhamra said. “You don’t know from whom the message 
hails, or what it says.” 
 

The Herald nodded. “Such is the power of the spell. I am but the vessel. I know only that I 
have a message, and that I’m ... compelled ... to deliver it. I cannot evade my duty. The spell, 
and my training, forbids it.” 
 

“That’s sad,” I heard myself say. 
 

Kara’s face glowed in the firelight. She gave me a bittersweet smile. “Why? We are of the same 
cloth, I think. You cannot evade your duty, either. Can you, warrior woman of the Lower? 
 

“I ... I suppose not.” 
 

“All right. I would hear this message now,” Sudhamra said. 
 

The Herald nodded. “This will be ... unusual ... for you,” she said. 
 

And with that, she closed her eyes. 
 

What came next chilled me to the marrow. The Herald’s body began to sway side to side, then 
front to back, sometimes coming dangerously close to the campfire. Her lips trembled, then 
began making nonsense sounds. Sweat sprung from her pores. Tears slid from her eyes. She 
began to growl. 
  



I know the sky above didn’t actually shake with a thunderclap, but it sounded  like that. In the 
span of a second, there was the blast of thunder, and the Herald’s body went as rigid as a 
plank, and her eyes flashed open, impossibly wide. 
 

Her eyes were not eyes. They were glittering red beryls, the scarlet stones long believed gone, 
crushed to powder, administered to His Supreme Majesty the Emperor so that he might see 
things beyond seeing, comprehend things beyond comprehension. But no, here were two in 
the head of this woman, glittering at my friend and I, fiery facets celebrating the madness of 
the campfire. 
 

“Fffffff,” she said. Her voice was high, hoarse, inhuman. Gooseflesh cascaded down my arms. 
I shivered. I couldn’t blink. The jewel-eyes glittered on. They would drive me mad ... 
 

“Ffffor,” the Herald continued. “Forrrr the Rrrrrraja. These... wuh. Worrrrds. Are meant forrr 
Rrrrraja. Raja Sudhamra, of the Lllllower Empirrrre.” 
 

My friend cleared his throat. Was he nervous? He didn’t look it.  
 

“I am here,” he said. 
 

The Herald’s head turned slowly, as if piloted from far away. Her mad eyes swirled, regarding 
him. 
 

“Ahhh. Yesssss. You are he. You shall receive the message. You shall speak to the Keeperrrrr. 
The Keeper of the Message.” 
 

I watched on, terrified. 
 

“Who is the Keeper?” Sudhamra asked. “Who sent you?” 
 

The Herald spoke, but her voice sounded like two voices now: the high, screeching voice, and 
one much lower, growling. Malevolent. 
 

“You are not meant to know who I am ... yet,” the double-voice said. “You are only meant to 
know what I wish you to know. The first thing I wish you to know is that I am ... an ally.” 
 

“All right. Do you hail from the Crowns of the Dala Range?” he asked. 
 

The Herald’s eyebrows raised. Her lips parted into a knowing smile, baring too-white teeth. 
Those teeth seemed ... sharp. 
 

“I do,” she said. 
 

“Do you hail from the capital? From Karana-Naga?” 
 

Her smile grew wider, like a jackal’s. I was going to scream, I was certain of it. 
 

“I do,” she said. 
 

“Do you hail from Agra, the royal palace?”  



The Herald giggled now. I thought of breaking glass, and bleeding flesh, and shuddered. 
 

“I do,” she said. “But it is a very large palace, young Raja. There is many a man and woman 
within its halls. I am one. But who, I will not say.” 
 

The Herald stopped smiling. She stared off into the campfire now. She nodded, as if hearing 
something we couldn’t. Her gaze returned to my friend. 
 

“You are called the Golden Child here, within the hallowed halls of Agra,” she said. “Blessed 
by the gods. Always rising to the challenge ... but always perfectly poised when challenge 
arises. Have you noticed that, young Rrrrraja?” 
 

I blinked at that. Tears – tears not from sadness, but fear – spilled down my cheeks. I’d noticed 
that about Sudhamra’s life. Hells, I’d told Kara about it mere hours ago. 
 

I watched Sudhamra closely. His eyes squinted slightly, as if puzzling over the question, pon-
dering the events in his life. 
 

“Yes,” he whispered. “Yes, I have.” 
 

“Havvvvve you wondered whyyy?” the double-voice asked. “Why you are precisely at the 
right place, at the right time? Why you are always there ... where your empire needs you to 
be? Where your people need you to be?” 
 

Sudhamra said nothing. The Herald went on. 
 

“Have you wondered whyyyy you were promoted, all those times? Why you were rewarded 
for your tomfoolery, and not executed for it? That is our way, after all. The Way of Stone. We 
do not change, do not make exceptions to tradition.” 
 

“I ...” Sudhamra began, then paused. “I don’t know.” 
 

That horrific, knowing jackal’s smile returned to the Herald’s face. “I do,” she said. “I am here 
to tell you. The answer is in your blood, young Raja. It surges in your blessed veins.” 
 

“I ... don’t understand,” he replied. There was uncertainty in his voice now. Fear? 
 

“The songs are true, Raja of the Lower,” came the reply. “You are the mother-son of Varuti, 
princess of the tribe Gulma.” 
 

My friend didn’t speak. Instead, he absently raised his hand to his chest. Under his beaten 
armor and tunic, I knew, lay his mother’s blessed amulet. The Herald giggled again. It echoed 
on, an unpleasant thing, here in the night air. 
 

“But you are also a father-son, are you not?” the voices said. “I shall tell you who he is. Your 
father is Surati-Damana himself. His Highness the Supreme Emperor.” 
 

My mouth fell open, unbelieving. I looked at my friend. His was agape, too. 
  



“It is like our game Sssamiti,” the Herald went on. “Some pieces conquer others with ease. 
That is their purpose. That is what they’re born to do. But they must be in the proper location 
on the board to attack, yes? To exact their birthright, yes? You unnnnderstand?” 
 

The Herald’s red eyes glittered. Sudhamra nodded. 
 

“You conquer with ease. This is within you. This is yours. Yours is the heart of a warrior, and 
has always been,” the double-voice said. “But a great hand placed you near those ... those 
well-timed opportunities. You seized them. Nothing was given, young Raja. You’ve earned 
everything you’ve ever done. But a great wind blew you toward moments that would permit 
you to do ... what you were born to do. Do you understand?” 
 

“It is the Emperor’s hand,” Sudhamra said. 
 

The Herald spread her hands as if to say, It is so. 
 

“The Emperor hasn’t made a decree in more than a lifetime,” the Raja said. “He can’t be my 
father. They say he’s been dead for a hundred years.” 
 

“And I say with absolute certainty that he is your fatherrr,” the Herald replied. 
 

“And if he is? Why tell me?” 
 

The Herald shrugged. “I cannot say.” 
 

“You can’t because you don’t know, or because you choose not to tell me?” 
 

“It is not yet time.” 
 

Sudhamra frowned. His expression was dark, troubled. “That doesn’t answer my question,” he 
said finally. 
 

The Herald bared her too-white teeth in another grin. “I know it doesn’t. But you will know, 
young Raja. You will know more when my Keeper wishes it. Until then, understand that there 
are people in high places that wish you well. People in very high places. Farewell. For now.” 
 

The Herald’s eyes closed ... and when they opened a moment later, they’d returned to natural, 
human eyes. Kara was dazed, spent. After nearly a minute of sitting in silence, staring into the 
campfire, she asked: 
 

“Was the message properly delivered?” 
 

I glanced over at Sudhamra. He was gazing off, into the dark distance. That troubled thunder-
cloud still covered his face. 
 

I decided to reply for him. I nodded. Kara offered a weary smile in response, and stood. 
 

“You remember nothing of it?” I asked. 
  



“No,” she said. “It is a ... a hole. A hole in my memories. It joins many, many more like it. The 
mind is a porous place; mine more so than others. I fear I’ve forgotten more than I’ll ever re-
member.” 
 

I did feel sorry for her then. My heart ached for her. It was a life I would wish upon no one. 
 

She exhaled. “So,” she said. “My task is complete, then. I’ll head back toward the Dala Range 
in the morning. Raja, if there’s anything further I can do for you before I depart, please say so.” 
 

I looked at my friend again. Sudhamra hadn’t taken his eyes away from the horizon, but he 
spoke now. 
 

“Do you have an idea ... any idea ... who your Keeper was?” he whispered. “Any at all?” 
 

Kara shook her head. “I am sorry.” 
 

He nodded. 
 

She turned to me and smiled. “I won’t miss this,” she told me, gesturing to the battleground 
around us. “This place. These untamed Lower lands of yours. But I do have a better apprecia-
tion of them. And of their leaders.” 
 

She offered me her hand. I shook it. She left, walking off toward the border camp’s tents. 
 

We sat in silence for another minute. It felt much longer than that. When Sudhamra finally 
looked into my eyes, I saw an emotion I’d never seen before. He seemed ... Outmatched. 
 

“No,” I said. “No, dear friend. It’s not true. It is a ruse. They wish to unwind your mind.” 
 

“I don’t think so,” he said. 
 

“Lies,” I said. “Remember, this message hails from the Crowns. They hate us up there. They 
hate you. They can’t be trusted, we know that.” 
 

“Not this time.” 
 

“But how ... how do you know that?” 
 

He shrugged. “I can’t explain it. My heartmind says the Herald spoke true.” 
 

“They’re trying to rattle you,” I said, hearing desperation in my voice now. “Undermine your 
authority through doubt. We’re but pawns to them, battlefield fodder, they want to –” 
 

“Stop it,” he said. “Just ... stop. Please.” 
 

I stopped. Another long moment passed. The campfire crackled and sparked. Somewhere far 
away, one of our wounded golems moaned. I shivered at the sound. 
 

“All right,” I said finally. “What if it is true, then?” 
  



His face seemed to brighten at this. “Well. It’s not every day you learn your father is the most 
powerful man in all of Eretsu. That’s ... good news. I thought we were utterly alone down here, 
Anuja. I thought the Empire didn’t give a damn about us.” 
 

I’m not sure they do now, I thought, but didn’t say. 
 

“But we were never alone,” he went on. “We have the might of the Emperor himself at our 
backs. The world may never know that, but you and I do. With the Gudanna Dominion about 
to unhinge, we can’t fight solely for the glory of the Lower anymore. We must fight for my fa-
ther. We must fight for  all of the Empire now.” 
 

“Maybe it’s a trick,” I whispered. “Maybe that’s what they want you to do.” 
 

“Maybe it’s what we ought to do.” He shrugged. “Do not fear this news. I’ve always steered 
us true, haven’t I?” 
 

“You always have.” 
 

“And I will now.” His dark eyes gazed into mine. “Look at us. Those scars on your face, the 
war-stones in your hair ... the blood on my armor ... our tattoos, our honor; We earned these 
things. We’ll never scrub all the dirt from under our nails. We’ll never retire our swords. 
We’ll never unsee what we’ve seen. And we’ll never forget stealing street scraps and picking 
pockets and clawing our way out of the slums. It’s too far inside us.” 
 

“But if there are plans within plans, and they all move behind the curtain of the Crowns, how 
can any of that possibly help?” I asked, hopeless. “We’re outclassed. We ... we’re Lower.” 
 

He smiled now. “In name only. We’re like the land and beasts, out here on the frontier. Sharp 
and unforgiving. And wily, above all. We’re tricky, Anuja. The Crowns will never outwit 
something as tricky and ferocious as us.” 
 

I nodded now, feeling a bit better. My mind still reeled, though. Could things change that 
quickly? Could the message even be true? The fate of so much, pinned upon the words of a 
pretty messenger from the mountains. 
 

As if reading my thoughts, Sudhamra looked back at the Herald. Kara walked on. She was 
nearly at the tents now. 
 

“She seemed honorable enough,” he said. 
 

“Eventually,” I admitted. 
 

He chuckled. “Did she really puke all the way from the banks of the Karsu to our war camp?” 
 

“That’s what she said.” 
 

“She must’ve been on a Bramblehorn.” 
  



“She was.” 
 

We laughed together there, in the darkness. It was reassuring, warm and wonderful. 
 

“Tell me all about it, old friend,” he said. I did. 
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