




BLOOD AND STEEL









The sun had brought morning chasing away what remained of the night sky. Nkaii thought it a clear day, standing atop the outside walls, wisps of light striking his face. But he wasn’t comforted by the warmth. In fact he could feel nothing but the sharp, piercing winds clawing at his skin. Eating deep at his bones.
Would that had been the only thing crushing his person, to the gods he would forever be grateful. This cup they had not allowed pass from him. Its contents he must drink to his fill. Yes what must be done must be done.
“That feathered cloak does you no good”
He knew at once who spoke once the words reached his ears. That serene voice like polished steel. Sikhos voice. He had left her alone in his chambers at dawn’s early call, seeking succour the night hadn’t granted him. He was yet to find it.
She stood next to him now, both looking down at the activities below. He could hear the sounds of wood clashing against wood and of steel against steel. Carts of great sizes rolled out and the leather claspings of stirrups and saddles. And yet more sounds of horses braying and hoofing. His lieutenants below carrying out instructions laid down many days and nights past and bellowing commands.
She spoke again, a question Nkaii was sure he would have to answer
“You would still send Khozai”?
He faced her squarely now as she did him
“If I didn’t love you more than life my life, if your voice didn’t soothe my soul better than the finest balm and your presence ever so placating as the sun's golden rays, silkho dear wife of mine, I might not ever have put up with your inquisition. But alas you are all that and more.
And so” wrapping his arms her flowing hair, I shall yet give you an answer not different from the many others I’ve uttered.
The boy will go. I have not changed my mind. And his, remains quite the same"
He could see now in her eyes, this answer she would accept as final and trouble him no further.
“I am a mother is all, his mother. The gods have seen fit to bless me with but an only heir to offer you. I only want to see him safe until at last he inherits that which belongs to you. Something troubles me Nkaii. I do not trust the people of those Northern lands to which you send him”.
“To which he goes. He has gained enough years to decide this for himself. I have simply allowed it. And as for the lands of old Xhose in the north, the chief himself wouldn’t dare be so brazen. Khozai goes not only as my son but as an approved emissary. Alay your fears silkho. Nothing shall befall him"
She closed her eyes and opened them again. A sign of quiet acceptance it would seem.
“ If he travels north, where do you go?”
“ East. The plains skirting those Northern borders are clear enough and safe for travel. Many leagues towards those boggy marshlands however, the reports much like the wind have struck me cold. Bandits and all. The only word that accompanies the sun’s rise across those lands. They are in need of cleansing”. That much he could reveal, nothing more.
By now though, morning was in it’s prime, clear skies and all but drab. The sun had as at yet not deigned to bring forth any of iths warmth. A near gloomy day it seemed. His sense of foreboding had not changed in the slightest. But the time was nigh and there was no looking back now.
Nkaii leaving his wife on the walls was of a mind to head to the armory and pour over plans long laid down and soon to be executed. But first he would need have words with a certain son of his.

Khozai

He held the weapon in his hands, the metal work shone bright like moon light in the near dim orange tinged walls of the forge. On one end of it lay it’s double edged blade, with one side reaching a tad lower than the other. On the other, at the butt of the shaft was the tail, quite like a scorpions sting. Khozai twirled the shaft, it’s furious dancing reflecting the orange flames atop fire holders, on it’s fine silvery skin. The wind in it's wake making them shudder. Setting it down, his eyes roved around and about again searching for impurities, on the twice bladed, double edged glaive. He found none. For that he thanked O’kang again.
“Fine steel by your fine hands. They’ve known no mistake”
O’kang O’kang. To mean son of O’kang. In that moment he wondered if truly the skill belonging to the hands of O’kang the elder had been passed down to the son. His father, Nkaii, had always saluted the vaunted blacksmith of his time, though dead he was now, his son, Khozais senior by several years, had done well to continue his father’s work.
O’kang responded “ I serve your father as mine own father did. No more, no less. Although lad, this… glaive of yours, do you have the mastery of it”?
In truth the glaive was an uncommon weapon. In fact he had only gotten his hands on it perusing through the scrolls and scripts in one of the many storage rooms beneath the fortress. But he felt It no different than a spear or lance with which he could wield with devastating proficiency as his companions are won’t to admit.
“I have never had trouble with what that hammer of yours beats out of it’s anvil so long as it whips out fine thin steel. And that you have worked once more”
Khozai sat looking around the forge thinking if the many times past his forebears and that if his friend would have had discussions like these. Just then he caught sight of O’kangs hands fiddling with the hilt of this hammer. Perhaps there was yet to be said.
“I want to hear what you have to say good friend”. O’kang obliged.
“Are you certain, the chief, your father shouldn’t be the one moving north from here? Xhose's lands..."
“Xhose’s lands are terrible yes. Of that I am well aware. But the path leading up to the grey hills pose far less danger. You yourself know this. Not many months ago we chased those scum off the plains of the savannah”. Khozai feared not the thin bite of steel or the clasp of claws and fangs. He was not like to fret from dust and soil from hard dry ground. And for a moment he hoped O’kangs objections would lay peacefully. They did not.
“It is true the old chiefs ravagers have taken leave if their former positions. But those grey hills yet have eyes. Eyes that belie their dull color and serve as adequate replacement for those of aging Xhose. They say he is not as spry as he once was and he can no longer do without attendants seeing to his person half the time”. O’kang stood upright now his frame looming large over the half dim light of the forge, his eyes striking him even more squarely. He continued:
“But make no mistake. His mind still is as sharp as ever. And he yet sees things even the darkest of nights are forced to reveal”
Khozai looked at him carefully now. These words he just heard did not seem any longer like mere sounds of warning. Khozai was well aware of how words spoken could at times be laced and laden with the past. Who knew what history hung heavily on the words spoken in this forge. Whatever it was, he was not like to find out now. Nor would he disregard counsel.
Thanking his friend, he said:
“It would seem fine steel isn’t all you have to offer. And it is not all I have gained from you today. I shall hold your words close to heart as you ever are to your hammer"
“See that you do good friend”.
With that he clasped the forearm of the blacksmith who did the same in turn. Hefting the glaive from it's resting place he stepped outside the forge. A great din greeting him under the sun’s lax spray of light. Scanning from his left, the west wing of the fifty feet  double walls and to his right, were men in the hundreds and more moving wagons and carts horses and other hoofed beasts. Dust was thick in the air as was his overwhelming sense of anticipation.
No sooner had he moved ten paces towards the mighty cacophony and away from the forge than an immense shadow fell wearily upon him. Turning, he saw to whom it belonged. Not that he did guess already who it was.
Burii Bur. A great keg of a man. Barrel chested and with battering rams for arms, burri towered over him by about two feet. Indeed his eight feet of solid flesh and muscle, eclipsing Khozais six. He was armoured already with overlaying plates of gleaming steel. In his right hand rested a double edged great axe about a height with him. He spoke now, his voice like soothing clasps of thunder:
“Lad, your father has searched for you since mornings early call. The lieutenants are prepared to move. He wishes to see you. You should find him back at the crag”.
And with that, he left. Sparing him the sun’s light once again. Turning back and eyes raised upward he caught sight of what would be someone atop the battlements if the fortress. 
His father calls, he must answer.

Nkaii
Burii trudged up the battlements, great axe in hand, his son by the other. Speaking with that lumbering voice fitting his frame, he said:
   “My chief the men are gathered now. Prepared to cross the gates on your order”
   Acknowledging, Nkaii responded:
   “Thank you. You may join them now. And let them know we shall set forth in a moment”
   A “yes sire” followed the giant as walked back down the steps.
   “Worry etches your face father. You are not heading north from here. I am”
   He turned now looking at the boy his son. The confidence in his words gleaming boldly like the burnished plates of steel on him.
   “Khozai it is in fact because I do not go north that I am worried so. For weeks and weeks, and today, more than ever?
   Looking downwards beyond the battlements and the gates his men waited. They would need move soon.
   “Walk with me son”
   Entering into the carved hollow space leading down into the main part of the fort and outside, Khozai spoke
   “I know the message I carry. Xhose must not get wind of it. His attention would be west of him where you would be”.
   ‘Yes’, Nkaii thought, ‘where I will be. And so not with you’. The lad continued his voice echoing in the vast space around
   With a scoff he said: “How many ways can one move his eyes?”
   “You might be surprised”
   “O’kang thought as much”
   “Even the blacksmith knows steel unbendable by the hammer”
   Reaching the now opened gates, they mounted their steeds. He turned back, offering a last glance before setting out. A familiar silhouette caught his eye. She might yet have his hide for this he thought. But it must be done. With that he made his own Crossing together with his men.
   Three hundred chosen coursers and the carefully picked men followed Khozai down the high road through the red grass fields and eventually into the grey hills bordering the northern lands. The rest of the five hundred men would go with himself towards the boggy marshlands. And with the help of the gods, he prayed, their fate may be smoother than the ground on which they shall soon tread.
   With that the light host, set out up the moats way. A path wide enough to fifty of his mounted destriers abreast. Before long his fortress was but a tiny speck of brown behind them.
   Fifty leagues later and the ground had turned stickier than burnt resin almost sinking his war horse. Nkaii scanned for yards about and far ahead. He saw nothing, not a trace, no tracks. 
   Zobar on of his lieutenants must have seen the same and echoed his thoughts
   “Sire, I see nothing. Half a hundred leagues out and wind is all that greets us”
   Nkaii did not like these winds. They remained cold and piercing.
   Suddenly Zobar stopped, with a sharp raise of his head. Nkaii could almost feel the wind stand still, what was to move in it’s wake however would be much more unpleasant than sheer cold gripping him.
   A sharp hissing sound whizzed by. An arrow! And more more he saw struck air or his now hefted shield. It would seem as he galloped, that more found their spots in the shoulders and necks of his men as bodies began to clang to the ground.
   “Close the distance men. Charge!”
And charge they did, furiously with spears in hand. Alas most did not meet flesh at the end. 
  Having a closer look at the enemy, he saw clearly who wielded those bows. Mountain archers. And by the gods he swore they were as quick as the arrows they let loose, riding on those fiery coursers.
   The deathly dance of horses continued for a few more moments. Stopping only at the emergence of dusk.
   Nkaii ordered a count of how many men were left. 
   “Eighty men fell to their boggy deaths sire. A hundred and twenty remain, mounted or otherwise” Zobar said.
   The words did not soothe him. 
   “The casualties I expected. But why take off with such a haste?” No sooner had the words left his tongue, he felt bile reach to replace them. His hands began to quiver he saw. His voice shook
   “Men” he cried out with all dread laced in the words “ ride hard. To the fortress!”

Silkho
Silkho never wanted this. For weeks and weeks and days gone by, she hoped and prayed it would pass by, fleeting like the light rain in desert heat, hitting the earth and disappearing just as soon. How wrong I was, she thought. My hopes did nothing but burn my heart. And prayers, well, the gods seemed to have taken no notice. “How wrong I was” the words from her lips a painful murmur. The day had come at last, and with it disaster.
   Xhose will pay. She had not suffered so since the days of her brothers. The old man shall give toll, she vowed within herself.
   “The gates. Open the gates” the watchman cried. And open they did. Riders poured in, the flames from the fire holders showing their battered state. Burii, out of the corner of her eye walked up a black horse, and spoke to it's rider. The words would not reach her ears, not from this high up. But silkho knew what he must have heard.
    With great effort, she climbed down to the great hall. There, they would speak.
   On the high sit beside that of her husband
She waited. A great many others stood, fatigue in their arms and legs.
   Finally Nkaii and his lieutenants walked in, their faces desperately avoiding her own. Silence laden with dread filled the room, until Nkaii broke it:
   “It wasn’t supposed to be so”
   The words seemed to reach no one and everyone. Whispers to her and yet a most deafening sound to her ears.
   “What shall be done” she screamed barely holding herself. Tears welling up again. Her fingers raking the wood beneath them.
   “The boy isn’t dead silkho. If it means anything, they found no body” he said
   “It means little and less” her voice rising higher.
   Burii cut in “My lord you know what this means. Say the words”
   At that moment the weariness fled from the arms of the men. Their eyes blazing with anger. They waited.
   “Nkaii they shall answer for his blood. This calls for blood spilled”
   He gripped his spear, his eyes roving around the hall, finally settling on her and spoke
   “Blood, yes. Blood and steel”
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