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			Units of measure:

			•Nick: A tenth of a thumb 

			•Thumb: The width of King Alarik’s thumb (an inch)

			•Span: The width of King Alarik’s reach from thumb to little finger (10 inches) 

			•Rod: 17 span (170 inches, 14 feet)

			•Rodsquare: 10 rods square (1/20 acre)

			•Klick: 1000 spans (833 feet; 1/6 mile)

			•Square: 50 rods square (an acre)

			Weight: 

			•Grave: A one cubic thumb of water (1.6 oz.) 

			•Bar: Ten grave (a pound)

			•Stone: Ten Bar (ten pounds) 

			•Truck: 100 stone (1000 pounds)

			Money: 

			•Money is measured by cut lengths of standard cord: This cord is extruded gold wire rolled through extremely intricate embossing rollers at the Royal Mint in Primulon. The resulting gold cord is distributed as sealed spools to Royal Coil Cutting Parcelers, whose offices are in the District and City Judicatures. Parcelers use Inspected Coil Cutters to cut the coil to an accuracy of a thousandth of a nick. Large sums of money were paid with spools plus measured lengths of cord. 

			•Normal business used coins made of stamped coils of cord: These were standardized cuts that were tightly coiled into an embossing stamp and sealed by locking the coil into place with the stamp, which listed the length of cord in the coil. An official stamp would only hold exactly the correct length. If shorted, the coil would have a notch in the edge. The resulting coins showed the coiled lines of gold on the back with an official seal on the front. Businesses commonly had their own official stamps with the royal imprimatur on the center of the bottom edge of the design to indicate their official size in tenths of a nick. 

			•Nick: A tenth of a cut 

			•Cut: A thumb of cord 

			•Cord: A span of cord (approximately a day’s wages; about a quarter of an ounce of gold) 

			•Spool: A hundred span of cord

			Time & calendar: 

			•Beat: A second.

			•Moment: 60 beats, (a minute)

			•Watches: 120 moments. Twelve watches per day starting with the first watch at 6:00 am (set at Spring Equinox) 

			•Days: Ansélday, Munday, Tuday, Midsday, Thurday, Fryday, Sabbaday

			•Sevens: A full round of seven days, or any grouping of seven days

			•Sections: Approximately a third of a season. Every Season has three parts: Early which begins 30 days before solstice, equinox or midsummer; the actual season of 31 days, which starts at solstice, equinox or midsummer; and Late which varies. Late Winter is 30 days, Late Sowing is 31, Late Growing is 31, and Late Harvest is 30 days. 

			•Seasons: Winter, Sowing, Growing, Harvest 

			•Winters: Age is determined by number of winters. All children born are the number of sections they were alive before that first Winter. After that the age is the number of full winters plus the sections of the first.

			•Calendar: All winters are counted from the death of Burkàl which traditionally happened on Winter Solstice in the Year of Our Lord. Years after that date are numbered with an BD suffix (which stands for Burkàl’s Dominion). Years before that date use a BB suffix for Before Burkàl. 

			•Ferrelâr: Official years begin with Coronation of Cyril Fendrale on Growing 1, 1342 BD. Official years are written with no suffix for normal years or a BC for Before Cyril.

			The tale continues in Queen Raqhel’s Ferrelâr
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			1The big day has arrived

			◊Ansélday, Late Harvest 12, 1740: Merial’s suite, Palace Fendrale, Primulon

			It really was too early for this, in her mind. Raqhel knew that it had to be done, but she didn’t feel ready for a coronation. Sryä, Alta, and Memi had arrived with their husbands a sev’n ago. She knew Sryä had all the formalities covered. But she wasn’t ready. Even though it had been a section and a half since Harvest 1—when the Lord enabled her to depose her brother, King Cyril.

			She had no official advisors, yet. The Lord had helped get rid of many of the non-believers in the palace. But, she didn’t know of any replacements she could trust. There was even some resistance to her rule among the Known. “Take it up with Ansél.” Her mutterings expressed her deep-seated feelings of inadequacy. She had no argument with those concerned about her competence other than that. This was all Ansél’s idea in the first place,

			But then that’s the reality of the walk of faith. You moved on—trusting in the Lord to guide. You relied upon His wisdom and strength. You’d think by now I’d be comfortable with that. She chuckled. At least she could have some fun. She’d only made two official personnel changes so far: Joen’s Duchy and Father Graim as Primate.

			The look on Joen’s face when she made him the Duke of Marisnare was beyond compare. He loved it. He’d written to Joerl Manifat to see about getting the old convent to use for his Ducal Manor. She was looking forward to using it as a Sowing retreat. At least that’s what Joen was planning. In fact, he was talking with Joerl now. Rebeqa was here, but Raqhel hadn’t had time to get to know her yet.

			The reaction of the new Primate, Petral Graim, had been wonderful. She had exercised an old right of the Monarch—to appoint a replacement for a fallen Primate. The wizened little man had smiled broadly, causing the folds of his face to ripple out from the smile toward his large ears. The shock of wildly waving frizzy white hair around the edges of his bald head completed the look of a dedicated scholar separated completely from the world outside. The thick glasses made his blue eyes look huge, intensifying the image of a man who was much more comfortable with books than people.

			The smile ceased. He was overwhelmed with the honor. “Your Majesty, this position is far beyond me,”

			Raqhel had smiled. “I know that.”

			“Then why?” The little priest was bewildered.

			“First, you’re Known. Second, you are fully aware of the responsibilities of the position. So, you’ll be humble enough to allow Larzè to guide you. Third, I need a Primate who can help us bring the entire church into the Knowledge of Ansél. You’ll do all of that well—or so I’m told.”

			“By whom?”

			“Our Lord Ansél.”

			With that, the smile had come back. “If He’s behind this, I will attempt to allow Him to show me what I need to do.”

			That memory brought her some peace. But she wasn’t ready to be crowned. Her discomfort was interrupted by a knock on the door of the suite. She called out, “Enter.”

			Sryä and Madlyn came bustling in. The Duchess of Luczâm and Raqhel’s lady-in-waiting were both beaming with joy. They had both been waiting for this for a long time. They knew she was ready. But they also knew that Raqhel did not share their beliefs

			Sryä saw what was happening within her friend. “That’s enough of that, now. Your call to the throne could not be more obvious to us. One of the reasons for that is the seriousness you show about the responsibility you are going to shoulder. But Ansél called you. This wasn’t your idea, remember?”

			Raqhel looked over at her friend and smiled. “Yes, I’m aware of that at the core of my being.”

			“That’s why Ansél chose you, dear.
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			By fourth watch, the Church of the Guardian was filled to capacity. Joen Bjarn’son was the last person seated before the fanfare began. So, he stood, looking down the aisle to see his wife processing to receive her crown.

			Even at the long distance from the choir to the door of the church, he could see how beautiful she was today. She was wearing her Aunt Merial’s ducal installation dress. It was a pure white, tightly form-fitting, silk dress with simple, elegant decorations of diamond, white sapphire, and platinum wire. As usual, her auburn curls were artfully piled on top of her head—this time laced with strings of pearls.

			He could see the radiance of her smile as she began to walk with her normal grace toward the front of the church. Her Royal Guard, led by the now Colonel Belcome, processed in a file of eleven men on each side of her for protection up the aisle. Primate Graim and Dean Hardqom Filip of the Church of the Guardian proceeded her up to the choir at the head of the church.

			Once she arrived, she flashed a brilliant smile at her husband before she braced herself for the formality which would be required of her. The ceremony was long from traditional requirements, but it proceeded without a hitch. By half way through fifth watch she was leading the recessional, with Joen heading up the rest of the people who stood to follow her out. In short order, she was seated next to her husband in the Golden carriage as it headed out through New City for a brief tour of the city before her carriage returned to the palace up Avenue Fendrale. The route back to her new home was only interrupted once, by a drunken soldier waving a sword as he tried to get at the carriage. He was subdued and put under arrest while the tour passed them by.

			Raqhel leaned against Joen with a heavy sigh. She was exhausted. He started to put his arm around her, but she forbid that. “Not while we’re on public display like this.” His brief bark of annoyance was ignored.

			Once in the palace they were both surprised when they were led to the royal suite. Sryä had been busy, as usual. When they walked in the door, they were pleased. The living room was quiet and comfortable with soft chairs and couches, beautiful side tables, glass-shaded arc lamps, and thick luxurious carpet.

			Before they sat down, Joen swung his wife Queen into his arms for a long kiss. That was a refreshing break for each of them. “I needed that,” Joen exclaimed after nearly a moment.

			“Me, too.” Raqhel added. Then to the important things. “I need to get out of this dress. The reception before the official lastmeal begins at six and fifteen. I’d like to sit and relax for a little while.”

			Madlyn and Qaryl came into the room from the bedroom. “How can we help, your majesty?”

			“By getting this hair untangled from the crown!” Raqhel proclaimed. “Something shifted up there, and it’s been pulling individual hairs painfully ever since Primate Graim placed the crown on my head. Even with me seated, he could not reach far enough to crown me.” She laughed joyfully. “But if that’s my worst problem, I’m doing great.”

		


		
			2In the Guardhouse

			◊Ansélday, Late Harvest 12, 1740: front gate, Palace Fendrale, Primulon

			Qlarencz was interviewing the drunken soldier. What he was discovering was alarming. First, the man was not drunk—though he stunk of liquor. Second, He was one of the officers of General Snarlyn’s Golden Thorn. Finally, one of his Queen’s Guard had recognized the man as Helwyn Méqom. He was one of the most ruthless Colonels under General Klet. “What were you trying to do, soldier?”

			The man looked Colonel Belcome in the eye with a glare that would have fried the eyes of a lesser man. “I was trying to kill the b…!” The last word was cut off by the strong backhand from Qlarencz, as he struggled to not knock the thug’s head off.

			“That’s Queen Raqhel, you oversized roach!” He snarled. Colonel Belcome had no tolerance for anyone who refused to respect the young queen.

			It took a full watch to get out of him that he had come from Fylär the day before. But that revelation came with snide warnings about her lack of friends in Dronstèl. That was no surprise,

			But they also dragged out of him where he had been staying in the city. Qlarencz sent out a small squad to check out the inn. When they arrived, they found Aachenai and Shtürmen warriors trying to drown their sorrows. It was obvious they didn’t like the new queen. The squad didn’t see or find any more Thorn or Shield men.

			But everything had been peaceful, and there were no arrests to be made as no laws had been broken—as far as they knew. So they had been forced to quicktime it back to the palace. Needless to say, Qlarencz was not pleased when he heard the report.

			He put on his dress blues again, and headed for the celebratory first official state feast of the Queen’s reign.

		


		
			3The first feast

			◊Ansélday, Late Harvest 12, 1740: Ballroom, Palace Fendrale, Primulon

			To say the ballroom was festive missed the mark. Ferrelâr had not been ruled by a godly monarch since 1702, thirty eight winters ago when King Lemér was crowned. That had been the last coronation also. His Queen, Semancza, had taken on an evil lover in 1724, Lord Hanriq Mitracne of Dronstèl, and began her pursuit of dark spiritual power. The King was weak with no character.

			That had bought about Heglin Roark’s coup over two winters ago. The former Primate had no idea of spiritual power of any kind, he was a flesh-driven sinner. He’d been building his political power since before Queen Semancza went bad. The result was that the church had dwindled to a powerful political organ or less. All spiritual power was gone.

			All of this had precipitated Cyril’s takeover of the throne this winter, 1740, at the end of Sowing. Prince Cyril had fallen under the spell of Sir Rundolf Marloy, who was Hanriq’s chancellor. Hanriq was the Queen’s lover. The result was almost the spiritual destruction of Ferrelâr.

			So, there was a lot to celebrate tonight.

			Lord Ansél, Son of God, had responded to the prayers of his saints. So, He had sovereignly raised up Raqhel Fendrale to be Queen. She was the daughter of Semancza, Cyril’s younger sister. She was intimate with Ansél. Her relationship with Him was the primary focus of her life and character. Her goal was to bring Ferrelâr under the Lordship of Ansél.

			The entire capital city of Primulon had almost gasped in relief when she told Cyril to step down—and he did. It had only been forty-three days and the life of the city and the entire kingdom was transformed. Traffic on the Power Roads now was either commerce or free public transportation. The Pact and the Oath {and the huge payment required] had been eliminated. Power to individual homes would be available to any taxpayer for a small seasonal fee as soon as possible.

			The result was that people had traveled from throughout the kingdom to Primulon to be there for the Coronation of their new Queen. There weren’t many people from Dronstèl, the home of Semancza, Hanriq, and Rundolf. That would be a problem on some level later. But from both sides of Luczidal, the whole way south to the sea, and from Semuel, way up north, the people had flocked to the capital to meet old friends, rejoice, and celebrate.

			Because of this, the traditional Coronation banquet had been scrapped to allow what the people wanted—a feast of celebration. At the palace, that meant they had to use the ballroom instead of the banquet hall. It was crammed full of at least seven hundred forty seven people. The serving staff had the night off to join in the festivities. The food was being served by many chefs from around the kingdom, on long tables, self-serve. It was all smooth and orderly.

			The Palace did not offer alcohol, but that didn’t slow down anyone. The joy was contagious and palpable. Queen Raqhel, Duke Joen her husband, Duke and Duchess Yaqov and Sryä of Luczâm, Primate Graim, Emerqa and Nancyl, plus Dean Almsted and Reyal Kady from Redmâl were seated on a high podium on the stage at the end of the hall. Other people ebbed and flowed on the podium. And it was wonderful. It felt like a massive family reunion.

			The Queen leaned over to Emerqa. “Can you get their attention, please. I have something I need to say.”

			The huge black warrior leaned over saying something to Nancyl, his woman, and they stood up. Nancyl pulled her sword and held it straight up. Emerqa pulled his sword and banged hers three times producing a huge bell chord which filled the entire room. Within a moment, everyone had settled down, turned, and watched the high table.

			All right, Lord, give my voice the strength to be heard. The Queen stood up. “My people, we need to give thanks. Lord Ansél, we know you are here with us. We know you enabled this victory. Your presence is filling this place and we are grateful. Truly you are a good God who loves His people. We turn to you in praise and worship. For you are entirely worthy.” At that point, she motioned to every one at the head table and they all stood up. She began singing, “I love you, Lord…” Everyone on the podium joined her with full-voiced worship. The music gradually swept over the entire ballroom until a huge anthem of worship was filling the space.

			The volume was so great that it spilled out into the air and was heard by those on the waterfront below the Palace. They joined the singing, and there were many more in the city who joined in also.

			Finally the music flowed into quiet. After nearly a moment, Joen hollered, “Alleluia!” Shouts of praise broke out throughout the room and even some in the city. The silence which followed contained the Presence of the Lord so strong that some fell down in worship. His presence was felt throughout the Kingdom that day. Those outside Primulon did not recognize it for what it was—but the entire Kingdom relaxed into the contentment of His Presence.

			Things had changed in Ferrelâr. A godly Queen was on the Fendrale throne and the people were happy.
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			After dark, most of the ballroom attendees had gone back into the city to mingle with the people. Raqhel had invited her friends to join her and Joen for snacks, drinks, and conversation in the Palace library where she had grown up. It was a sweet sorrow for her. She was confronted with the absence of Enriq and Dobra, two Known servants, who had helped her to escape the palace well before the Primate executed his coup. They had introduced her to Ansél before they were both killed. She missed them tonight.

			Joen noticed, of course. “What’s wrong, sweet one?”

			“I’m missing Enriq and Dobra.”

			“I’m sorry—I missed that. Of course you are. Are you all right?” He was concerned. She’d been through so much during that time.

			“Yes, I’m fine. Let’s enjoy our friends while they’re here.” They went and sat down at one of the huge study tables. It was large enough to seat twenty people.

			The Library was dark. The bookcases loomed over the study area. But the smell of all the books was comforting. The bustle of the palace was shut out. The silence of the place brought its own peace. And they relaxed into conversation.

			The silence allowed them to hear the slight click of the door lock as someone came in. Qlarencz came into view, in silence. He did not have a smile on his face. He stood where the Queen could see him.

			“Welcome, Colonel Belcome. What do you have for me?”

			Qlarencz was no longer surprised by the knowledge of the Queen. He was certain that Larzè had told her something. “I’m sorry to bring a slight damper to the evening, your majesty. I can tell you in private, if you would like.”

			“No, that’s fine. I suspect I’ll be sharing it with everyone here as soon as I hear it.” She looked around the table at her friends. “Pray for discernment. The Holy Spirit is telling me this is important.”

			That got everyone’s attention.

			They all turned to watch his face.

			“The man who attacked the post-coronation tour is a high ranking officer in Snarlyn’s Golden Thorn. He was trying to kill you. As we talked with him, he shared two important points which I am certain you’ll want to do something about. The first one is no surprise. He mentioned that you have a real lack of friends in Dronstèl.

			“But once he realized we were not like the Thorn and we were not going to kill him, he shared that he had come to town yesterday from Fylär. He was staying at an inn in New City out near the Dronstèl Gate.

			“So, I sent a small undercover squad to see what they could find out at the inn. When they arrived, they found Aachenai and Shtürmen warriors trying to drown their sorrows. The anger and hostility of the forces of Cyril were obvious. But everything had been peaceful, and there were no arrests to be made as no laws had been broken.

			“I’m certain they are all long gone. Their demonic masters would make sure of that. But, praise the Lord. He has given us a glimpse into one of your problems in the new reign, your majesty.”

			Raqhel smiled at him. She looked around the table of friends. “I was going to invite Qlarencz to join us. But, now I am thinking we need to talk this out with prayer. My recommendation is to ask Qlarencz to contact Generals Felqist and Weltan, plus any one else they think will be a help in the process, to a meeting tomorrow in the metaphysical section of the library to plan a strategy.”

			There was general agreement about that. So she looked at the Colonel, saying. “Do you understand what I am asking?”

			“Yes, your majesty.”

			“Excellent! Let us all know what time that will take place. My concern is that it happen before the Duke and Duchess, the Dean and Reyal, plus any others we want to invite are forced to leave to go home.”

			“I’ll take care of it, your majesty.” Qlarencz gave a slight bow and left the library.

			“So, reality crashes in,” Raqhel murmured.

			“I suspect none of us is surprised, and the Lord is not,” added Joen.

			“Will you please pray, my husband?”

			“Lord, we thank you for your presence here. We are confident in your wisdom and power. We ask that you anoint us anew, giving us the knowledge, wisdom, and power to deal with this problem You have revealed to us. For I am certain, this revelation is from your hand. Thank you, Lord. You are truly worthy of all praise and worship.” The room lapsed into silence.

			Gradually everyone around the table began to praise the Lord. Stedie began singing in the spirit, and within a few beats everyone joined him. The Lord surrounded them. They were immersed in His Presence. After a short while, they trailed off into silence.

			The Dean started things off. “I’m going to need to increase the size of the Praise Brigade.”

			“We need an accurate assessment of the number of troops we have who are Known. Plus, we need to search the Ferrelârian Army for men and women of discernment and spiritual maturity.” The Duke lapsed back into silence.

			“Who do we have who can get us a direct report from Dronstèl?” Raqhel was just thinking, praying in the spirit under her breath.

			Joen joined in. “What do we know about the rumors and reports we’ve heard about a huge military installation blocking the Sabon Gap?”

			With that the conversation got serious. They were all in their element. The Lord had things for them to do and they were happy about that. These men and women found a lot of their satisfaction in the works He had given them to do. They could celebrate by making plans.

		


		
			4Libertal party headquarters

			◊Tuday, Late Harvest 14, 1740: LP Planning Meeting, Senate, Libertal

			Today they were meeting in the office of Senator Sqiryl Lyptam. He represented central Tuczâm, the largest city in Aachen, and the poor neighborhoods to the south of the city. They were meeting to plan strategies for increasing their hold on power in the face of several disturbing trends.

			The largest direct problem was the soldiers who had volunteered to fight with Prince Cyril. While they were all relieved that Cyril was evidently deposed, the soldiers had returned with expectations of prosperity that were simply not available in Aachen.

			The country didn’t have power roads or vehicles. Without andross they knew of no way to enable that ability. Plus Ferrelâr had incredible wealth from agriculture, mining, Craft Guilds, and more. They were grateful that King Roark had largely eliminated the Crafts in the cities. That had broken them down to a more equal level with the craft manufacturing centers under the thumb of the Power Tower.

			But those were all known issues. What had provoked the meeting today was the report from several of the returning soldiers that Ferrelâr had reestablished religious rule. They had no idea they were like this, but that always caused severe problems for people like themselves. They had already heard that wine and liquor sales were way down over there. Plus, the sex trade had been almost eliminated. Their income was largely dependent upon their support from these industries plus the country’s tax income from them. Of course, this type of government always made them uncomfortable about their lifestyle.

			“So, what options do we have?” Sqiryl asked. He had already made up his mind, but it would be stronger coming from them. Even better, one of them might actually have a new idea.

			However, his colleagues were not really known for their intelligence. After a long pause, Senator Melqal Dypal from Pedelam looked like he might contribute something, Sqiryl doubted it. The only fame of Melqal was that he basically defined absentee leadership for that area of the state.

			Senator Melqal offered, “What about a state lottery?”

			Excellent! Sqiryl pounced, “That sounds like an excellent idea. How would you put it together?”

			“What do you mean, Senator?”

			Senator Thruman Dreqäl diminished him, “He means something like, we could use it to raise education funds and sell the lottery tickets through public houses, community centers, and even churches.” His expertise was as a master of bribery and graft in his city. Nothing was done without giving him a cut. The lottery would be no exception.

			“Good idea, Thruman. I agree with you. I think we could get that set up fairly easily. The largest problem is coming up with large cash awards that do not seriously harm our income. Who knows a banker or accountant who can work out the mathematics of this?”

			There were several suggestions of names. Senator Lyptam quickly set up an informal committee to acquire the figures they would need and to write the bill. It should be easy to pass. He was pleased to keep the authorship away from himself. At the appropriate time, he could suggest legislation to pay for compulsive gambler therapy. He let loose a sly internal chuckle.

		


		
			5The wine buyer

			◊Fryday, Late Harvest 17, 1740: a truck, on the power road, approaching the Sabon Keep.

			Kalron Defent was a bit nervous. It had been a massive change in his life since that day King Heglin had dismissed him after his unwanted report. He hadn‘t been fired like he had expected. But he was moved to the periphery.

			By the time Cyril had dealt with the corpulent king, he was stationed as a regional governor in Sabon, the ice-free shipping port of Semuel. It was just over the hills from Dronstèl. He had experienced the waves of fear spread by the dragon. He wanted no part in Cyril’s government.

			So, he had quit his position, and quietly moved to Semulon. While there he had started to attend church. He knew there was something more, something which would bring him past the empty ritual. But he had no idea what that was. He didn’t even know enough to pray about it.

			But then Stynfel Qarród had moved up from Warmtäl. The good news about what Ansél had done was finally made clear to him. Larzè showed him his sin, and all Kalron wanted to do was get free from it. Stynfel had led him through to salvation, rebirth, and an intimate relationship with Ansél. 

			It had totally transformed his life. When he heard about the faith of the new Queen, both he and Stynfel had felt compelled to travel to Primulon for the coronation. During that trip, he had met Qaryl, Joen’s man, in the New Market in the northeastern part of New City. They had an immediate bond. Before Qaryl left to go back to the palace, Kalron had asked him to give his name to an appropriate person so that he might be considered for a position in the palace.

			He had no idea that this appropriate person would be the Queen herself. When the planning group for Dronstèl got to the place of needing someone to enter Dronstèl to gather intelligence, the Holy Spirit led Raqhel to consider Kalron.

			Qaryl had developed a friendship with the young man from Semulon. They were going to have midmeal together in a small restaurant in New City which specialized in chilé dishes from Luczâm. When he told Kalron that the Queen would like to meet him, the young man was overcome with fear.

			Qaryl was shown the problem. He quietly prayed. “You foul spirits attacking my friend with fear, I rebuke you. You leave my friend alone, and you leave the people of Ferrelâr alone.” The problem was instantly solved, no muss, no fuss. No one in the restaurant had any idea.

			That was not true for Kalron, however. “What just happened?” He asked.

			“I’m not sure,” Qaryl explained. “But it seems like an enemy spirit was trying to prevent you from seeing the Queen. Evidently, it knew that what the Queen wants you to do must be stopped to prevent exposure of the spiritual masters in Dronstèl. But that’s just a guess. Probably, the Spirit within me saw what was happening and led me to pray accurately for your deliverance.”

			“That’s amazing!”

			“No, it’s quite common in my life and the life of the Queen and the people she works with.”

			Now Kalron was excited. “I’d love to meet a Queen like that.” They agreed he should come to the palace the next morning and ask for Qaryl. The next morning he had done that. Qaryl had come to the gate and brought Kalron up and into the throne room.

			Raqhel was holding court. This was one of her favorite responsibilities. She loved being able to help her people. However, she had no patience for fawners, schemers, and flatterers. The man in front of Kalron was one of them. His sickeningly sweet false servitude was nauseating. It was obvious that the Queen agreed with Kalron’s assessment.

			“Yes, your majesty.” The man gave another expansive bow with his arms spread and his forehead nearly scraping the floor. “I am asking that my neighbor be forced to stop singing hymns in his back yard.”

			Raqhel’s voice was icy. “If I thought it would help, I’d sentence you to go over and sing with your neighbor anytime you heard him. Surely you know that what he is doing is important and wonderful.”

			The sleaze bag was stunned into silence. “No, your majesty. I don’t believe that.”

			“Then all I can do is banish you from court. You are wasting our time. You are dismissed.” She was having trouble controlling her anger.

			Kalron felt Qaryl push his back so he would move forward. As he almost stumbled forward, he heard…

			“Qaryl, is this the young man you told me about?”

			“Yes, your majesty.”

			Kalron looked up and saw the Queen transformed. She was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen, and she was smiling at him. He could feel the love of the Lord shining out from her heart. The fear left. She was so young. “I am Kalron Defent, your majesty. I had no idea I would talk with you directly. How can I help you?”

			Raqhel liked what she saw. You can trust him. Thank you, Lord. “Qaryl tells me that you know something of Dronstèl. Are you willing to go there for us and find out what that manor is doing now that they have a new queen? We’ve heard disturbing things. But, we do not want to rush to judgment. We have some tentative plans, but we want to avoid fighting and bloodshed, if at all possible. We need current information—quickly.”

			A rush of fear swept through him. The Queen saw that. He responded, Spirit trying to prevent me from being of use to the Queen, be gone in Ansél’s Name. And the fear was gone. Raqhel saw that also and smiled. “I don’t know what I can do. But I’m at your service. Whatever you think I might be able to do to help, I willing to do it.”

			Raqhel said, “Thank you, Lord” under her breath. Kalron saw that. Then she said, “The plans have not been finalized yet. Are you willing to meet with Colonel Belcome, head of my Royal Guard, for some quick training. I suspect you can use some spiritual warfare training, correct?”

			Kalron almost sighed out loud. “That would be wonderful, your majesty.”

			He was certain he actually heard the Queen giggle. No, that cannot be true. Yes, it can, my child. Amazing, Lord. Yes, I am pleased with my Queen. He gave her a large grin and a respectful bow.

			“Qaryl will take you to the Colonel. I am so pleased to meet you, Kalron.”
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			Now, three days later, here he was riding next to the driver of the truck, approaching the strong, fortified gate of the Sabon Keep. The truck was painted with the Libröm Distributing name and symbol. It had turned out that Dynel Libröm had come up from East Luczidal for the coronation. He was pleased to be able to help after the way Raqhel had blessed him when his son had tried to kill Joen.

			He was also in the city to add an office and warehouse in Primulon. The West was now open to him. The truck was a new addition, but then so was his new office. He had a new order to pick up some of the first wines in the latest harvest vintage. So, it was legitimate business.

			Kalron was there as a trainee for the distribution company. The driver had been traveling to Midracz for several winters by ship from Dykmël. He had many contacts in the capital city of Dronstèl. He was the man who had brought back the report to Dynel, which was shared at the Harvest gathering at Fredo and Alta Semkanta’s home a winter ago.

			Jemnon, the driver and buyer, spoke as they started to slow down. “All right, Kalron. This should be normal. I have papers showing my relationship with three of the wine merchants in Midracz. So, just relax. It should be no problem.”

			He pulled to a stop in front of the huge guardhouse of the gate. He climbed down out of the truck and headed for the guard with papers in hand.

			Kalron was looking around. The Sabon Keep was massive. It was built of rough cut black granite which was fit together masterfully. About a rod up from the ground, a groove had been cut into the wall face, a span in height. The groove was filled with polished, deep-red granite squares. He’d never seen such beautiful stone on a building before. It was striking in the middle of all the rough black wall. But it extended as far as he could see on both sides of the gate. It was impressive stonework.

			The stone surrounding the gate itself, the windows, and the square notched, crenelated battlements on top of the wall was the same polished deep-red granite. The height of the wall appeared to be close to two rods (or nearly thirty-five span). The entire structure broadcast strength, power, and evil. 

			Kalron could feel the fear building. “You foul demon, leave me and Jemnon alone. You have nothing in us, and we are not impressed. Be gone in the name of Ansél.” And it was so! He was embarrassed that he was surprised. But what they had told him to do had worked. Thank you, Lord.

			The door of the truck opened. Jemnon climbed in. “He really didn’t want to let us in. It was really getting tense. But then the tension ceased, the guard smiled, and we were approved.”

			“Praise the Lord!” Kalron responded quietly.

			Jemnon started to retort, but then he smiled. “Yes, praise the Lord indeed. Things have changed with the new queen on the throne.”

			He backed up and then pulled through the gate with a wave to the guard. The guard smiled back. As they entered the Keep, they could feel the oppression pressing on them. Kalron began singing in tongues under his breath. The pressure lifted and they started looking around the fortress.

			Though the outside was impressive, the interior of the fort was filthy. There were a few soldiers walking around, but many of them weren’t wearing a uniform, and they all looked as dirty as the Keep itself did.

			“Look at how few soldiers there are.” Kalron was surprised. With a fort this size, he had expected hundreds or more. The ground was littered with broken weapons, smashed crates of food and wine. The smell began permeating the truck and the two looked at each other. “EEAWoo!” They both exclaimed at once. But that was a real mistake. As they opened their mouths, they could taste the stench in the air. This place was horrible.

			As they drove through the huge fortress, things began to improve a little. They were entering the logistical areas with warehouses, piles of crated supplies, and even a market. Then they were at the gate to the inside of Dronstèl. It was much smaller, with a much cheaper grey granite and no red decorations. They showed the papers they had gotten at the outside gate and were waved through.

			But it didn’t get much better in the Dronstèlian countryside. This place looked impoverished. Jemnon was amazed. By the time they left Midracz, Kalron had a major report to share with the leadership back in Primulon.

		


		
			6Unhappy warriors

			◊Fryday, Late Harvest 17, 1740: public house, Skürm, royal city of Shtürm

			The two men drinking from their mugs in the Steel Braces public house were not happy. Though they were drinking the first of the new winter stout and it was excellent, it didn’t help much. These renegade Velgaard warriors had held some real hope that Cyril would bring prosperity back to their land. That hope was gone now.

			This was tolerable because they were getting drunk enough to avoid that irritating fact. The only good results of their adventure were found in the relationships they had made with the Aachenai warriors who were also serving under Cyril.

			But all of that would have to wait. They were bracing for the end of travel to Shtürm for the winter. Soon the ice floating down the Mordwyn Strait from the everlasting ice to the north would make ship travel impossible until at least Early Sowing and maybe until Late Sowing.

			The income they had received from Cyril had enabled some of them to send large amounts of supplies for the winter, at least. But most had used their wages to procure women, liquor, and toys. In fact, most of them had stayed in Dronstèl. It was going to be a rough winter for those who came back. The back road to Aachen was already snowed in. It would be impassable until Late Sowing.

			They were accustomed to the isolation, but it was more difficult after almost a complete winter in a more normal world like they had experienced while serving King Cyril. They had arrived in Midracz in the most recent Early Winter. So, coming back home had been a bit of a shock to the system. And, the next Early Winter was merely two sev’ns ahead. But they had grown up with Shtürmen weather. It wouldn’t be anything worse than what they were used to.

			“We need to get out of here,” grunted the older of the two. In fact, he was old enough so the cold was now bothering him, though it never had in his youth.

			“I’m with you. But where would we go?” The younger one drained his mug and banged on the table for a refill.

		


		
			7Joen hiding in the library

			◊Fryday, Late Harvest 17, 1740: Royal library, Palace Fendrale, Primulon

			Raqhel had shown him where she used to hide out to study when she was young. He liked it. He could hear everything in the library (unless they were trying to sneak in, maybe). The seat was comfortable though it and the built-in desks were designed for right-handed people. The view was beautiful, and the sense of privacy was secure and safe.

			His alcove was invisible from the floor of the library. He was forty span above the library floor next to the history archives in front of one of the windows on the south side of the palace. The Harvest sun was low enough to flood the main floor of the library with light.

			The palace wall, up this high, was only about seven span thick. The windows that had been cut into the wall made perfect little three-sided rooms, with the window on the outside and a narrow walkway on the library side. The dark green padded seat on the left side of the window and a built-in desk on the right side with a small bookshelf and pen holders was like a hideout.

			Raqhel had said these alcoves were an afterthought. Originally the walkway was used to access the windows in case one of them broke or leaked. It had been an inspired idea to convert the seven windows on the fourth level into private study alcoves.

			Joen’s hand brushed his soft beautiful pants and again he was struck by the fact that he had turned into a dandified courtier. Gag. What am I doing? He hadn’t drawn, written, or created anything since well before he had set out with Raqhel toward Redmâl on the way toward the boat ride across the lake and her amazing victory over Cyril.

			He felt useless. And worse, the Lord’s call on him was getting stronger again. He could not deny that he now believed he was called to be King of Ferellon. The memory of the days when he had doubted that as ridiculous had been overwhelmed by the events leading to his wife’s coronation. He could no longer doubt the probability of his rule. But what should I do about it?

			He found himself slipping into the confusion and doubt again. He was only an artist/writer. He was disqualified in many ways. The voices began pressing in on him, Then it dawned on him—the voices! They weren’t all from him and they certainly weren’t from the Lord. “You foul demons, leave me alone in the name of Ansél. You stay away from my wife and our friends also. Ansél, deliver me from my mind and the attacks of the enemy. I need to talk with you, Lord.”

			What do you want to talk about?

			“Lord?” Of course it is. “I’m sorry, Lord. I need to know what I am supposed to be doing.” You’re doing fine.

			“It sure doesn’t feel like it.” So…? “You would have told me if I’d needed to change something. Of course.”

			Help Raqhel root out the evil from Ferrelâr. She’s a bit overwhelmed. “I can’t do that without your wisdom and guidance, you know.”

			All he heard was silence. Then he heard the library door open, and Raqhel calling, “Joen?”

			He laughed out loud. “Up here, dear. In your alcove.”

			“I’ll be right up.”

			When she arrived, he could see she was on the edge of tears. “What’s wrong, Sweets?”

			“I couldn’t find you. I looked everywhere. I finally remembered to ask the Lord. He told me you were here. I’m having trouble dealing with all the messes.” By this time, she was talking so fast that she was jabbering.

			Joen opened his arms. Raqhel launched herself into his arms and lap—bursting into silent sobs as she landed. He wrapped his arms around her slender womanly frame and just held her tight in silence. After at least two moments, she relaxed and took some time to clear her throat.

			“I’m sorry, Joen.”

			“What do you have to be sorry about?”

			“Dropping my troubles in your lap.”

			“And you think I don’t love holding you in my lap.”

			“Stop. You know what I mean.” She snuggled in closer, or at least tried to do that.

			“The most important thing in my life is helping you. If that means sharing troubles, then that’s how it is.”He pulled back to look her in the eyes and give her a smile. “Now, what’s the trouble?”

			She tried to dry her eyes, “I’m learning I was protected from the enemy’s work while we were in Luczâm. Now that I’m back in the kingdom at large, I’ve discovered that the majority of people over here are not believers. Worse yet, most of them think they are. Many even consider themselves born Burkàlyns. Whatever that is supposed to mean. In most cases, I’m pretty sure their parents weren’t believers either. They don’t even seem to attend church often.”

			“Yea, remember that when we were living in Emül, none of us even bothered with church. And that was before Cyril made things much worse. The Duchy was such a breath of fresh air. I’m certain it will take a while for the new reality to be recognized in the whole kingdom. Not too long, I hope. But then, I’ll bet no one over here even knows that being Known is the Lord’s minimum.

			“Can you make an official proclamation or something?”

			“I’m not sure how that works.”

			“That would seem to be a good place to start.”

			Raqhel slipped off his lap, keeping a grasp of his hand. She looked down at him. “I shut down court for the day. Why don’t we head over to our suite, and talk things out? The fact you were hiding up here leads me to believe you have some issues also.”

			“I’m afraid so. But not as severe as yours. Our time to talk together has been non-existent.”

			“We need to put a stop to that, dear husband.”

		


		
			8Cleansing the basilica

			◊Sabbaday, Late Harvest 18, 1740: St. Farwyn’s Basilica, Luczidâr

			Primate Petral Graim had been dreading this day for a long time. Here he was standing in the nave of St. Farwyn’s Basilica and it was all he could do to not weep. Actually, he couldn’t hold it back and he broke down into loud sobs wracked with pain. “Oh, Lord, what they’ve done to your house!”

			This was never my house. I live in those who Know me.

			Petral was stunned to his knees. “But then, why am I here, Lord?”

			To create a space for my people to worship, fellowship, & serve. He was almost certain that was audible.

			“How do I do that, Lord?”

			Here’s a few ideas to get you started. For Petral it was like the old basilica, and Cyril’s mess, disappeared. He looked around in amazement. In the apse was a large conversation area. It had a conversation pit lined with pillows with low tables in front. Plus there were padded chairs for seating around the outside of the pit.

			The arcades on both sides of the nave had large bookshelves built-in from most of the pillars to the outside walls. This made fourteen study areas out of the aisles. He could see that four or five of these three-sided rooms were filled with people studying the Tale. Some had a leader giving a talk, In another he saw a woman at a podium teaching. He knew they were all examining different aspects of the history of the Father’s interactions with the world, the life of the Holy Spirit within, and with Ansél’s dealings with the church.

			On the nave side of the apse was a short wall filled with racks full of musical instruments. The nave itself was all open space. He thought he heard the faint echo of many people worshiping in the Spirit.

			Then he saw groups of people singing and worshiping in the nave. They were all wearing work clothes. This was not an Ansélday service.

			He saw himself walking around from group to group. A person would come up to him and ask a question. He would stop and give them an answer. If he didn’t know the answer, he would lead them over to one of the study room book cases, pull out a book and show them the answer.

			Then the vision faded. He was back in current reality. In the front of St. Farwyn’s, the original trusting broken body on the Rock above the altar in had been replaced by Primate Heglin. He had installed a huge image of Farwyn looking down at the Rock which Heglin ordered to be carved out of a pure faceted crystal of Romulite. That was all destroyed and the massive purple crystal was smashed.

			He had planned on replacing it with a copy of the original, but now he could see that the Lord didn’t want that. Suddenly, he was struck with all he could do with the massive pile of side buildings within the high-walled See which had dominated Luczidâr for many decades now.

			“I like your ideas, Lord.” You wanted something to do. Father Graim broke out in uproarious laughter so severe that he collapsed upon the floor still laughing. That had been his major complaint before the new Queen was revealed. The Lord’s methods were delicious. And he was off again, convulsing with joy and praise.

		


		
			9Building strategies

			◊Tuday, Late Harvest 21, 1740: throne room, Palace Fendrale, Primulon

			The left door of the double-door entrance opened and Kalron took stock. He had expected the room to be full of officials, petitioners, visitors, and so on. To see the room almost empty, with only a table and chairs surprised him.

			The Queen was seated at the head of the large oval conference table with Joen on her right. She called him, “Kalron, come in.” As he neared the table she motioned him to a seat next to her on her left. “I can see you’re surprised. But the sad truth is that this is the only room in the Palace which we can seal off for privacy—though that will change.

			“Your report, yesterday, has gotten everyone stirred up. We’re having a planning meeting later today. Joen and I wanted to hear the full report before the meeting. I need to be prepared so we can avoid arguments and other social nasties, if possible. So, please tell us what you found in Dronstèl.”

			Kalron took several beats to get his thoughts arranged. “It started as we expected. The Sabon Keep is overwhelming from the outside. The stonework is beautiful and solid. Jemnon got out of the truck and went over to get a pass.

			“I was just looking and thinking—not paying any attention. But then it became obvious that the enemy was trying to get in my mind and confuse me or worse. I rebuked him, taking away his access to me, Jemnon, or our mission. I was singing in tongues for a little while, and then everything was all right.

			“At the same time, Jemnon opened the truck door and climbed back in. He told that things had been going bad with the guard, when (for no reason) the guard relaxed and approved the pass. When we drove out he smiled and waved us in. That type of spiritual warfare happened throughout the entire trip.

			“It became obvious that Jemnon was not aware of this level of belief at all. So, someone kept him from seeing.

			“Once we began driving through the fort, we were appalled. The interior of the fort was filthy. There were a few soldiers walking around, but many of them weren’t wearing a uniform, and they all looked as dirty as the Keep itself did. I was surprised at how few soldiers there were. With a fort that size, I had expected hundreds or more. The ground was littered with broken weapons, smashed crates of food and wine. The smell was so bad that we could taste it when we opened our mouths.

			“By the time we reached the supply warehouses and so on, it was a bit better. But it was still bad. Once we passed through into the countryside, we discovered the entire land was the same. Fields of dead crops overrun with dead weeds; vines clogged with last winter’s grapes dried on the vine; houses rundown and in bad repair; the list goes on and this lasted the entire way to Midracz.

			“The city was as bad as the fort, but in addition there was the stench of rotting corpses. Dead women with their clothes partially ripped off were common—as were people who appeared to have starved to death. The streets were lined with festering beggars living in crates and under leaning walls.

			“The only locations which seemed to be livable were the temples. But they were surrounded by armed guards who protected the vehicles while their masters, male and female, were inside.

			“When we reached the warehouses, they were not in much better shape. They were almost empty. We were told that the nobles and the temples got all the good wine and liquor. All that we would buy were a few cases of low quality mixed vintages. It tasted bad, and much of it wasn’t even labeled. I asked Jemnon to buy some that we could use for evidence after we got back here.”

			“My Lord, I suspected problems, but nothing like this.” Raqhel was appalled, in pain for her people. “We need some major disaster relief.”

			“However,” Joen inserted, “there’s little doubt the demons will be fighting this any way they can.” Looking at Kalron, “Did you see any troops from Aachen or Shtürm?”

			“I’m not sure. At least a couple of the temple worshipers seemed to be military, and they could have easily been Aachenai. I didn’t see any I could categorize as Shtürmen, though. Any functional warriors were either gone or hidden.”

			The Queen was resolute. “Thank you, Kalron. It’s obvious that any campaign to free Dronstèl, will need a lot of relief aid. I’m having a lot of trouble forgiving Cyril.”

			“I doubt he’s asking for it, dear. We need to forgive him to free us up for positive actions to help the people. Have we heard anything about your mother, Hanriq, or Rundolf Marloy?” Joen looked at his wife with compassion.

			“No, I haven’t even been able to ask.”
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			By fifth and fifty, everyone had arrived for the planning session. Sryä had introduced the couple in charge of the Primulon effort before she and the Duke headed back home. Karyl and Aan Kleptäl were hard working merchants who had been the enablers for countless Crafts for many decades. They knew how to find almost anything.

			General Felqist had gone back East, leaving General Styrl as his representative. General Miltyn Harmor was there from the Ferrelârian Army. There were also at least a dozen Colonels, Majors, and Master Sergeants from various troops. Colonel Darwyn from New Lücz, and Colonel Ansly from the Praise Brigade were also there. There were several doctors and battle damage nurses there to give insight on what would be needed medically.

			At fifth and seventy-five, Queen Raqhel arrived with Joen. They walked to the head of the table and sat down. There was bustling for over a moment as everyone found their seat. No one noticed Kalron’s entrance.

			Then the Queen’s voice rang out, “This first planning session for the liberation and rescue of Dronstèl is now in session. The Duke of Marisnare will lead us in prayer.”

			“Lord Ansél, we offer ourselves at your service,” Joen led out immediately. “We know the needs are great, and our plans are inadequate as we begin. We are relying on your wisdom, Lord. Anoint us with words of knowledge, wisdom, and prophecy so we can get the direct guidance from you which we require. Only you can do this well, without bloodshed, without rancor, and with completeness. Have mercy on our efforts, Lord.”

			From the far end of the table, Colonel Ansly’s voice rose in full strength. “My children, you are called to minister to my children who have been hurt grievously. The enemy warriors are all fleeing Ferrelâr. Your worship and praise will win the day. This is my operation. You are my hands and feet. Walk in obedience and see my deliverance. It will be glorious.”

			“Praise you, Ansél!” Raqhel’s voice gave a solid, “Be so,” to the Word of the Lord. “I am grateful that the Lord has given us a clear vision. To give you a clear view of what we face, I call Kalron Defent to give his report. I know some of you have heard parts of it, but listen to it again in the light of what the Lord just gave us.”

			As he walked forward, she motioned him up next to her into an empty spot at the table next to her left side. She gave him a large smile. When he came near she said softly. “When you are done, stay in position for questions, please. Just keep everything clear and understandable.”

			He returned her smile with a sharp nod of his head. “I have recently returned from a three-day exploration of Dronstèl, at the request of our Queen. What I discovered is appalling…” He went on to share everything he had told Raqhel and Joen, with a little more detail. When he was done, he stopped and stood there.

			Then the questions began: “Do you believe we will have any resistance?”

			“Yes, sir. I would expect the men and women pulled out of the temples will be irate—though not clothed.”

			The entire room exploded briefly, in laughter.

			“What about military resistance?”

			“Before the prophecy, I would have said that I couldn’t imagine there would not be resistance. But the Lord seemed to say they were now all fleeing. I would still plan for it.”

			Colonel Qlarencz interjected, “When we went back to pick up the Aachenai and Shtürmen warriors found in an inn in New City, we were told they had all left soon after our initial squad left to come back and report. We never found out if they were involved with the Thorn warrior who tried to kill the Queen after her Coronation, or not. I imagine their demonic masters had gotten them moving fast, once they were discovered.”

			That caused a little stir. Several of the attendees had not heard about the assassination attempt.

			“What do the people need?”

			“Soap, towels, bandages, salve, clothing, blankets, food, safe drink, everything we all need to live. They have very little, and what they have is rotted, diseased, and contaminated. They’ll need roof patching materials. All the basic essentials to help get houses livable again.”

			“Did you see any evidence of medical care?”

			“No, ma’am.”

			“Was the Power road working?”

			“Yes, it was. But the surface of the road itself had damaged spots.”

			“Was there any Power in the city?”

			“Yes, at times. It wasn’t reliable.”

			The questions and answers went on for over a watch. Finally the Queen called an end to it. “Thank you, Kalron. You have done us a marvelous service. I’m sure you need some rest.” The room erupted in applause and cheers. It was amazing what he had been able to observe in so little time.

			Kalron turned beet red. He nodded at the Queen and left fast. The appreciation was a complete surprise. He was quite embarrassed.

		


		
			10During the cleanup

			◊Thurday, Late Harvest 30, 1740: St. Farwyn’s Basilica, Luczidâr

			Today, Primate Graim had a group of jewelers, silversmiths, goldsmiths, and metalworkers. They were Crafts representing the rest of their sub-guilds throughout Ferrelâr. There were seventeen all together. He began with, “Before I tell you what the plans are, we need to start with prayer.” He noticed most of them automatically dropped their head.

			He began, “Lord Ansel, we are grateful for the opportunity you have given us to bring St. Farwyn’s back to its glory. We ask you for your wisdom and blessing as we attempt to please you.” Then he continued into worship, starting with praise. He was watching them all with care.

			“I praise you for your love, Ansél. We do not deserve your favor, yet you continuously shower it upon us. We praise you for your willingness to die for us that we might come to Know you…” He continued on in praise gradually shifting to direct worship of his king singing out in full voice.

			After two to three moments, he could see some of the Crafts were getting uncomfortable. More than half were lost in worship, but he saw five who were distinctly uneasy. As he continued, all five of them became so disturbed that they quit entirely. As he gradually stopped the singing, he caught each one of them by eye and motioned them forward.

			When the five were in front of him, he looked them each in the eye. “Men, you did not like what we just did.”

			One of them, a rotund little man from Estalon spoke. “We were just wasting time. I came to do business.” The other four nodded.

			“I understand,” Petral replied. “This means the five of you need to leave. We are here to serve our Lord. You are not.” They hadn’t moved. “MOVE, NOW!”

			They left with much grumbling. Once the nave was quiet again. The Primate continued. “If any of the rest of you agree with them, you need to go also.” With bent heads, three more left. Once the doors closed behind them, Petral looked around at the nine who were left. “Things have changed.”

			One of the silversmiths exclaimed, “Alleluia!”

			They all smiled.

			“Come with me.” He led them to the left side of the apse, and pulled out a rock in the wall. A door swung open revealing a velvet-lined cabinet filled with gold chalices, pattens, candlesticks, and so on. He pointed at a pile of rocks next to the wall. “Pull off the covering on those rocks.”

			One of them did that, and gasped. A huge pile of broken pieces of flawless Romulite was revealed.

			Primate Graim announced. “That’s the fractured crystal Rock from Heglin’s altar. You all know what that was.”

			“What you see here is your payment, if you will take care of making and repairing the wall sconces, the door hardware, the window latches, and all the rest of the basilica hardware.”

			The oldest man among them blurted, “That’s far too much for what you want done.”

			“No, my people, they will enable the quality the Lord deserves for his people in their new gathering place.”

			The Crafts burst into worship again. They were overcome with joy at the prospects. More important, this was true for the five Creatives in the group.

		


		
			11The Senator’s Office

			◊Tuday, Early Winter 12, 1740: Federal Office Bldg., Syniqal

			The Senator liked having his office in the federal building. The guards offered some sort of protection from conservative bores. Plus, they were able to make the poor feel special upon occasion.

			Bylwyn Slopam was one of the conscientious Libertal senators. He actually spent time in his district. The problem with that was that he could see a little of the hypocrisy of his colleagues. He saw their lust for power. Problem was, he didn’t see how much they hated God. He hadn’t realized, yet, that many of their goals were chosen as a slap in the face of the Almighty. No one was going to tell them what they could do with their free time.

			Today he had a meeting with Lord Moltär Syniqa. Yes, the family the town was named after. “I imagine he wants to know if I have heard any more about the crown family of Ferrelâr. He was undoubtedly concerned about his sister, Semancza, the former queen.” He was murmuring.

			His receptionist stuck her head in enough to announce, “Lord Moltär is here to see you, Senator.”

			“Send him in.”

			Shortly after that, the door opened, and the old Lord shuffled in. It was sad to see such a distinguished gentleman reduced to that by back and foot pains. Even so, Lord Moltär commanded attention.

			He stood. “Welcome, milord Moltär. It’s a pleasure to see you again.”

			A smile lit up the elderly lord’s face. “Thank you, Senator. I feel the same. How’s the government treating you.”

			“Not so well. I love helping the people, but Libertal is not a place I would choose to be too often.”

			“Why’s that, young sir?”

			“I find all the graft and corruption almost nauseating.”

			Lord Moltär chuckled. He leaned forward in a conspiratorial whisper. “That is a good thing, Bylwyn. Keeping your distance is the best way to avoid the corruption and maintain your reputation. What I hear about you in this town is good.

			“I’m certain you know why I’m here. Have you heard anything about my sister? I’ve not heard a word.”

			“The only thing I’ve heard, milord, is that there was no real carnage. The removal of your nephew from the throne was bloodless except for the actual people in the throne room that day. With Cyril out of power, his vaunted army simply disappeared.

			“Quite a few of his soldiers were free-lancing Aachenai and Shtürmen warriors. Many of the have been queried, but all they’ll say is how disappointed they are in Cyril. They all say his woman was an even more powerful witch than Cyril himself. A report I heard said she mounted an attack in his defense. Supposedly the power bolt was so powerful that it blocked all the light in the room.

			“But it was easily repelled by the powers protecting the new Queen. With no outlet, they exploded in the room and killed everyone except Cyril. The message said that his witch ended up a solid statue which crumbled to dust when Cyril touched her. All the drive left your nephew and he stepped down without a fight.”

			“Well, that does sound good for my sister. Thank you for your help.”

		


		
			12Establishing Raqhelon

			◊Tuday, Early Winter 19, 1740: Troop truck, Sabon Keep

			These new Schiller troop trucks, which had come across Lake Fârnuel from Emül four days ago, were amazing. General Styrl was just coming to grips with how this changed the engagement plans.

			As they approached the Keep, he could only imagine what the guards were thinking. This carrier, holding twenty-five warriors, was rolling at better than twice the speed possible on the Power roads. They were still about a klick out, but they were driving at nearly four klicks a moment. He better get ready, for they’d be there in a few beats!

			The truck slid to a stop next to the gate in front of the guardhouse. Three startled guards bolted out as Styrl pulled out his sword, smacking it with his dagger. The booming bell tone was multiplied by the warriors piling out of the back of the truck.

			Facing fifteen warriors with swords out making that Bell Tone was enough to cause the three who were pulling out their swords to throw them on the ground in front of themselves. They gave up and knelt.

			“Wise choice!” They heard. Looking up they saw General Weltan, and in panic threw themselves flat on their faces.

			Styrl let the time linger for a bit. Then he said, in a soft, kind voice. “I’m sorry, men. I didn’t want to scare you, but I thought that was better than killing you. Please stand up so we can talk.”

			They did stand, slow and careful, noticing that the warriors were now over two dozen and they all still carried drawn swords. They looked over at the General. He was smiling! They were stunned.

			Styrl continued to smile as he said, “We’re bringing in supplies, food, medicine, and whatever else the people of Dronstèl need. We’re prepared to fight our way through, but I’m hoping that won’t be necessary. What are we facing inside?”

			The Lieutenant in charge was still overwhelmed. “I’m sorry, sir. But what do you mean?”

			“Are we going to have to kill a bunch of people inside before we can start handing out the supplies?”

			“There may be a few, sir. But we only number about forty now. I’ll lead the way, if it would help?” He was turning into a little puppy, eager to please.

			While they were talking, seven more of the new trucks pulled up in a line waiting for orders.

			“Why don’t I walk in with you, and you can show me where we need to go. I don’t want you getting hurt, boy.” The two of them walked toward the gate. The General motioned at three of the trucks to follow. As they walked through the gate, he could see that everything opened out on the right. It was a huge parade ground. He stepped over near the wall. “Come over here, Lieutenant, I don’t want you to get run over.”

			”But there’s no Power in there for the trucks, sir.”

			“We don’t need it.” He turned and motioned the trucks into the fortress. He flattened against the wall, holding the young soldier there with him.

			The trucks’ fans roared as they wheeled through the gateway, cutting to the right, and gunning the engine. There was a high-pitched whine and the tires shrieked as they raced around the corner onto the parade ground. They were at the far end in less than a moment. The two of them watched as the trucks emptied. They heard a couple of bell chords, but that was over, fast.

			All the young Dronstèlian soldier could say was, “You were not exaggerating.”

			“No, but as you saw, they don’t drive those trucks well yet. We almost got run over as it was.”

			“Yes, I noticed that.” He laughed with hesitance, but the General was more delighted than that.

			“Come on, boy. It’s a new day. You’ll like it—I hope. Let’s go see what they captured.” The grim old soldier was almost chuckling himself.

			The soldiers spent the rest of the day getting all the people rounded up. While they were doing that, the supply trucks began arriving. A large group helped clean up a major community dining room and kitchen, another one cleaned out a warehouse which could be secured. They wanted a place where they could store things without worrying about thievery. 

			By sixth watch, they were set up to distribute clean clothes, coats, blankets, and so on to people willing to live in the fort until enough clean homes could be found. They had discovered that most of the places in which people were living were far less than acceptable or even safe.

			What started to happen was that people wanted to stake out a home within the fortress. It was decided that this was a good solution because those buildings were not owned, except by the defunct manor of Dronstèl. Even if they discovered that wasn’t true in the rest of the manor, the Queen was claiming Sabon Keep as abandoned property. They had discussed that probability before the campaign began.

			The basic idea was to use the Sabon Keep as a base for the rescue of the people of Dronstèl. They were changing the name of the fortress to the city of Raqhelon. The impregnable northern walls were excellent weather protection.

			Now they were realizing that it was all wisdom from God. By ninth watch, there were seventy-one trucks parked on the parade ground. Well over two thousand of the Queen’s people had arrived. Plus, the first warehouse was full. They would have been in a real mess if it weren’t for the abandoned barracks lining the parade ground.

			There was enough housing, just around the parade ground, for all the local people, plus the people who had been living in the fort as logistical support. Some of the men who had been searching for other Dronstèlian solders reported two more large training grounds toward the west end of the fortress. They appeared to be surrounded by armories, smithing operations, leatherworkers, and so on.

			But the actual Keep was also empty and luxurious when compared to the rest of the fortress. Most important was the huge full kitchen and massive cold food storage lockers. There were also rooms full of flour, salt, yeast, beans, olive oil, and more. Much of the food in the keep was still in good shape. The main thing they were missing now was meat. But that should be coming within a day or two.

			The keep was commandeered by the leadership, for their living quarters and the meeting rooms. Sryä had convinced two chefs, three retired innkeepers, as well as staff managers to be part of the expedition. They were stretched with the huge amount of complete setup required.

			But by Midsday morning, things were beginning to work. It was not smooth yet, but that was coming. What helped a lot were the two full Praise Brigade battalions with over four hundred musicians and singers. They had divided into nineteen small choirs who moved around the entire complex bringing peace, joy, and praying in the Lord’s blessing.

			There were also teams of intercessors going wherever needed to clean things out on the spiritual level. Many areas were infested with evil. It was amazing to watch the people who had lived within the spiritual and physical swill come alive. There were several residents revealed by the music who were possessed or harassed. Once it was discovered that they could be set free, the atmosphere grew lighter by the moment. The people of Dronstèl began to have hope again.

			By fourth and twenty, midmeal was being served. Peace and joy had filled the fortress. The gloom was gone. It had begun to become the new city of light, Raqhelon. Talk of the wonderful new queen was everywhere.

			Somehow, word of some of the changes had spread in the area. Many of the local people, farmers, vineyard workers, hired hands, and other rural people began walking up to the new city to see if they could get any help. What they discovered was that if it couldn’t be done right then, they were put in touch with the crew who would be handling their area. By late in the day, the entire village of Frensit arrived in wagons pulled by bünstock.

			There were sixty three men, women, and children, plus forty six healthy head of livestock. The head of the village was brought to the leadership. The village wanted protection, and they found it. In addition, they were paid three times the going rate for the bünstock to meet the need for meat. The village was given a small officer’s barracks for their quarters in the city. They were overjoyed.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			By Fryday, the city was functioning well enough to proceed into the rest of Dronstèl. In Raqhelon, there were sixty-five hundred Ferrelârian troops, the two Praise battalions, two medical trucks, and forty one engineers on two of Semancza’s troop carrier trucks full of tools and supplies to lead any emergency reconstruction necessary. Plus, there were forty trucks loaded with emergency supplies, and more than enough trucks—though the self-powered ones were still rare.

			The hope was that most of the bad problems were in Midracz. They focused most of their effort in that direction. They sent three thousand people under the command of General Dawlin Pretqom. He was the Colonel who had headed the takeover of Southern Luczidal before Raqhel became Queen.

			Twenty-two hundred of his new command were soldiers. There was even a truck outfitted as a field kitchen to provide decent food as they got started with the clean up efforts.

			The first problems were the damaged road surfaces, The heavy trucks were making the damage worse. The engineers and several hundred people were moved to the front behind the Praise brigade and the lead troops. They had brought three large steel plates on the top of each of their trucks which could be used to cover the worst areas. They were able to make temporary repairs that would work long enough to get them down to Midracz. But it would take much longer than expected.
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			A second company set out at almost the same time as the Midracz effort left. They had kept almost all the self-powered trucks so that they could send a large group out west toward Kemla, This seemed to be a more dangerous run. Kemla was small city a bit more than a hundred klicks south of Drönir. That was the city where the ex-queen, now Witch Semancza, lived as far as they knew. Plus, it was only another seventy klicks to Drön Keep and her dragon, Nargold.

			Styrl had been to the Keep when he was serving Cyril. As a result, General Weltan was leading this effort. They were bringing a full Praise battalion, plus many spiritual warriors. Drönir was considered a Qataran city with the Keep as the witch’s castle.

			Raqhel’s forces with twenty trucks and seven hundred men and women left Raqhelon on the gravel road to Kemla. It was less than two hundred fifty klicks. Instead of a two-day trip, the new trucks made it to the small city in a little over a watch—one hundred twenty four moments to be more exact. At those speeds the road was rough, but the big self-powered trucks handled it better than expected. They drove to the center of town, parking in the city plaza.

			On the north side of the plaza was a wide, two-story building of brick. It only had a few small windows clustered around the large double doors under an arched portico. The building was labeled Dronstèl Marshall Service. It appeared to have a large stable built off the east side of the building. There was no activity at all.

			Across the plaza was the city government building labeled Dronstèl Governor’s Services. There was no activity there either. As they had driven into the city, they had noticed that there were few people about which seemed strange for so early in the morning.

			The General’s troops fanned out around the plaza looking for any activity, good or bad. The men who had checked out the stables came back. The sergeant reported, “The place is a terrible mess, sir. There’s damaged and broken tack plus equipment thrown around everywhere, The feed storage is empty. It looks like it’s been abandoned—recently, sir.

			The General turned and motioned two majors over to him.
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