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Chapter 4

A web so complex and intricate few could see past its weavings. Every event and their players tied together unknowingly. But what fate has put together Nubine now had to untangle and change so that it suited her plans.

She stood in the dungeons of another conquered keep, for it was in the darkness that she saw clearest. This is where her eyes could truly see beyond the walls that normally confined her. Outside of her body, to fly like a bird across Armello. And to see, with her own eyes, what was happening. 

And yet she was not omnipresent. Many events eluded her, and she could only piece together what remained behind, to guess what has transpired. As she gazed over Armello from high above, higher even that the clouds themselves, she saw a change she did not expect or plan for. There was a small black “inkling”, like a distant child calling out to its mother, hiding somewhere in the Bear Forest. She did not know who or what it was, but as she approached it a strange force held her back. A barrier. As she tried to force it her eyes burned and skin seemed to evaporate, unable to peak far enough to see the cause of this new disturbance.

But then, not so far away, in the rabbit kingdom, she saw their armies marching out. Moving in many directions, leaving the palace and the walls of their home almost undefended. Oh, but she could taste the sorrow coming from the rabbits, what has caused it however? Was the creature in the forest connected to all of this?

What was happening right before her that she could not see?

Time seemed to pass differently as she tried to follow the events in Armello. It seemed that moments took hours, while at worst she was in a trance for days at a time. Even now, she knew, that she was straining herself, especially after trying to breach the magical barrier.

This called for outside help, an investigation by her agents. As unreliable as they could be, at least she would find out more about what was happening.

With this plan in mind, Nubine glided back toward the fort, where her body resided, to rejoin with it once more.

***

“Lord Hargrave, why do you grace us with your presence this day?” 
The guild foundry was always a loud and hot place. A concentrated effort to centralize most large-scale manufacturing of anything that would be needed at the time in the kingdom. Whether it was weapons and armour for the guards, lamp posts for a new street, or like in this case, cannons. 

In this particular area of the foundry the cannons were assembled together onto their carriages. While the guild ensured the quality of its craftsmanship, Hargrave noted, with a bit of sadness, that there did not seem to be any variety. All the cannons were of the same calibre, very similar sizes, and the only difference was between the mortars that lobbed their projectiles in an arc high above, and the “ordinary” cannons, that usually fired less vertically, and more horizontally. Though he has seen them used in the past, and noted their power and accuracy, in part thanks to the guild’s efforts to develop these weapons constantly, he never had the chance to see them used in actual battle. There was never a castle that needed to be besieged, or an army that needed to be defeated. Yet Hargrave was enamoured by the cannon, by its possibilities. Every free moment he had he would spend not only on studying them, but also learning how to use them. He has many fonder memories of standing in the field, with the guild engineers, and learning how to load, aim and fire cannons himself, than of any of his other noble duties.

In fact, many a day he wished he was born an artilleryman, and not a noble.

A cough came from the guild secretary, as he repeated his question.

“Can we help you somehow, Lord Hargrave?” 
Unlike Hargrave, who was dressed in uniform, with his breastplate strapped on, and ornate sword by his side, the secretary wore simple clothes, with big round glasses upon his nose, and an old book of records held under his arm. The secretary was a bit elderly, hunched forward from countless hours spent writing and organizing the necessary paperwork to keep the guild running efficiently.

“Not at all. I was merely admiring the guild’s work, secretary.” said Hargrave, offering the rabbit only a brief glance of acknowledgement. “These will be the cannons for my army?”
“Yes, My Lord.” answered the secretary. “We will still have to field test them and train their crews, because as you might imagine the mobilization has left us a bit short-handed.”
“A bit of a shame.” remarked Hargrave. “By the time my force is assembled the war might very well be over.”
“Does that disappoint you, Lord Hargrave?”
“To an extent, yes. I have always dreamed of seeing these masterpieces in actual battle. And now, just as I was given my own command, I might be late for the party.”
The noble folded his hands behind his back, looking at how a pair of craftsmen was hammering together a new cannon carriage, and he then let out a sigh.

“Perhaps it is for the best however.” added Hargrave.
The secretary’s brow lifted. “What do you mean by that, Lord Hargrave?”

“If the need ever arose to use so many cannons in one place, against a single opponent, it would be one of the greatest wars Armello has ever seen, and perhaps one of the deadliest.”
“Very true… Very, very true.” concluded the secretary, as the two of them continued to watch as the craftsmen worked. 
***

As Hargrave walked through the streets of the capitol, back to what now became known as the Officers House, for all higher ranking commanders to rest and socialize, he could not help but notice the sad mixture of flags and cloth still hanging along every street. There were numerous proud banners of the kingdom, or yellow cloth strings if one could not afford a full flag, but alongside almost every single one he could see a black ribbon. A reminder of why all of this was happening. The Queen’s assassination.

He still remembers the exact moment when he received news of her death. A town crier ran through the streets, shouting at the top of his lungs, ringing his bell in no quiet fashion. The commotion woke Hargrave up but at first he did not understand the Crier’s words. When he listened again, and again, he became frozen in shock. Those who were just on their morning walks, or going to work, also stood still in disbelief. But disbelief quickly turned to anger and sadness. Many wanted to know who would had dared attack the Queen, and why. The answer came quickly, Nubine.  

Many whispered of the great war that was raging in the middle of Armello’s heartland. How many smaller villages and towns have fallen to her ever growing army, and how something in her method, of destruction, and not just conquer, made the rabbits concerned. Their own kingdom felt secure, for, with the exception of a handful of failed bandit raids, no great calamity ever befell them. At least, in recent memory. 

Because of this nobody even considered attacking Nubine who, at that time, was a distant threat. While awareness and caution was heightened, nobody wanted to go out and march against her.

That is, until the assassination happened. 

The Council’s quick investigation revealed that one of Nubine’s assassins got into the Palace and dealt the killing blow. The details were sketchy, but nobody could doubt that only Nubine would dare do something so evil and so underhanded. 

One thing lead to another. Almost overnight everybody wanted to strike at Nubine, and with the King Regent supporting this notion as well, the whole Kingdom wanted to show the “dark warlord” what they were made of. 

Even though many wanted to join the army it quickly became apparent that there was an equipment shortage, and training so many new recruits would take time. So, a stage-by-stage mobilization was organized, with what was considered the “regulars”, mainly composed of numerous capital guards, sent in the first wave. And while the frontline moved forward, securing more and more territory from Nubine’s grasp, the fresh-faced recruits would follow behind.

The belief was that Nubine, who was some minor noble, lacked the knowledge and resources to maintain a large, well organised army. It would be as simple as scaring off another bandit band, until she had nowhere left to run and was ultimately defeated.

Granted, even Hargrave saw that this was a seemingly great opportunity for the Kingdom to claim most if not all of Armello, but would it all not be the for the best, in the end? All the land, under one crown, with no more of the likes of Nubine rising again.

Of course, there was also a different sentiment, among some rabbits.

Hargrave noted how some of the notices about the mobilization, which hanged on almost every single streetlight, were vandalized with a single, simple slogan, “She did not want this.”

This referred to the Queen, and her strong anti-militarism. Or as some put it more romantically, “She did not want to see her people die in vain.”

But fighting Nubine was different. For what she did there could be no excuse or pardon. Whoever thought differently only lied to him or herself. 

Yet, another matter still remained unanswered. Where was the princess? Who held her? Here nobody could agree on anything. Was it Nubine? Another party or group interested in causing discontent in the kingdom? Who could tell if she was still alive? Frustration which only turned into more anger, for nothing could be done, or at least, nobody knew what.

All that was known was that as the Princess reached the capitol's gates she was attacked by unknown assailants. Some even whispered that there were traitors among either the Marble Knights or the City Guard, which made the kidnapping possible. In the end, nobody knew for certain, as there was no sufficient proof, or evidence to put blame on anybody in particular, except Nubine. 

Hargrave, like so many others, only hoped that soon, very soon, the Princess's whereabouts would be uncovered, and that she would brought back home, safely.

Chapter 5
As the unearthly cackling continued, and the monster tried to enter the room, its black, inky tendrils like a creeping miasma slowly twirling inside, Augustine swung her sword defiantly, keeping it at bay. But instead of fear it only laughed more, as if toying with the Queen. The terrified Ellen trembling as she hid behind the desk. 

“Back! Back I say!” Augustine screamed, as she attacked, time and again, but the two burning eyes and broken grin never waned.
“You cannot do this forever you know… I will get her eventually…” it rumbled, and Augustine answered as defiantly as before.
“NEVER!” and she thrust the sword into the doorway, for a moment the monster seemed to recoil before returning to where it was before.
Ellen only once in a while tried to look over the desk, to make sure that her mother was fine, but something kept telling her, nagging at her mind, that all was not as good as she had hoped. They were trapped, in this room. No help seemed to arrive, and there was nowhere  for them to go. 

“She gets it.” the monster spoke, its grin becoming wider for a moment. “Just accept it, and let this be over… There is no need to suffer any longer.”
As if realising what the monster spoke of, Augustine turned around to look at Ellen and shouted to her, though her voice did shake, from exhaustion.

“I will get you out. Do not fear! You have nothing to-” 
Catching Augustine off guard, the monster seemed to draw in its breath and then, quickly, breath out. A strong gust of wind swept through the room and for an instant all the candles lighting the small space went out.

Ellen screamed, as a terrible roar soon could be heard, but the candles soon lit up again. Another scream.

Something was wrapped around Ellen’s arm trying to pull her toward the darkness. The darkness now engulfed most of the room, and the monster stood right next to Ellen, but Augustine was just as quick to react as the beast was to act. With a quick strike the coiled appendage was severed, and the monster let out a pained bellow, while Augustine pulled Ellen to the centre of the room, where many of the candles remained lit. 

The young princess cried, it was hard not to. For that brief instant she felt she would die, the creature’s touch alone made her mind go numb, her strength wane, turning her into a helpless prey for the alien predator. But now, she was safe again, for now. After a moment Ellen looked up from the floor, up to her mother, her eyes filled with tears, making it difficult to see. She rubbed at them with the sleeves of her robe and she found Augustine standing right next to her, the princess embracing her mother's leg and mumbling pleadingly.

“M-mum… please…”
As the beast continued to roar, slowly calming itself from the strike, Augustine looked down to her daughter and only said one thing.

“You need to wake up.”
***

Peter saw things were getting worse, and worse. At first it seemed the princess was making a steady recovery, but now her condition worsened by the day. Even though the shaman came almost daily, and spent many hours next to her patient, the magic she used seemed to work less and less on the poison that was now running its course. Ellen was dying, and it seemed the Bears could not help her.

This made the young rabbit feel helpless and panicked. The Elder was still gone, and the Shaman’s words did not seem to bring any hope. 

Now, as Peter watched the Shaman work, she did not seem to be using her magic at all. Instead, she seemed to apply bandages and salves to the sores and wounds that appeared over the princess’ body. Like an infection, it seemed to be consuming Ellen from the inside, and it was a truly terrifying sight to behold. And yet, Peter did not recoil at any of this. He got used to it, and was determined to make things right. He had to, or otherwise something truly terrible was about to happen.

Peter walked up to the Shaman, and after looking over Ellen's pained face he turned to look at the bear and said.

“I have something important to ask of you.”
***

The meetings of Elders were often irrelevant, but Brun now, more than ever before, knew he had to attend them. He was not an Elder, far from it, but unlike most of the old bloods he saw the danger coming from just over the horizon. Nubine, spawn of the Worm, was gaining in power and she intended to spread its corruption throughout the world, not just Armello.

He could see it, many of the other warriors could see it, but the Elders, following the example of the Druids, did nothing.

The glade which has served for centuries as the meeting place of all of the elders had one very important feature, ancient standing stones. While it is believed that they were brought here by the distant descendants of the current bear tribes nobody knew this for certain, but they still acted as a mysterious focus for magic and the Wyld. 

These particular stones were known as the Seeing Stones, for it was said that during the last cataclysm it was here that an answer to defeating the Worm was found. It was thus believed that by holding their meetings here the Elders would be capable of finding the best direction for the tribes and the forest as a whole.

By those, like Brun, this place was renamed “The Stones of the Dumb and Deaf”. For that is how they viewed the old and decrepit Elders.

As the Elders each in turn spoke, and the rest listened, a myriad of topics would be tackled, but for one reason or another, for the past couple of days, Nubine was not brought up once. Brun felt this was because the Elders did not know what to do. They had no answer, and neither the stones, nor the druids, would grant them one. The stones stood silently as ever, and the druids themselves seldom spoke. In fact, the druids never attended these gatherings, to Brun’s memory, and he imagined that if the stones could they would roll away from this farce. 

In the centre of the stone circle were the elders, with many spectators standing around them. Though Brun was ever tempted to enter the circle and give the elders a piece of his mind he knew that many still respected them, and to challenge all of them would be foolish. And so he waited, and listened, and gritted his teeth. He knew, as did others of his group, that sooner or later when the Worm would come crawling into the forest they would have to act, but by then it could be far too late. 

Brun did not want to fight just to fight. He did not come to these gatherings to mock the elders or their traditions. The only thing he hoped for is that eventually others would see what he did, and act, instead of just standing, talking and hoping for a miracle to occur.

And if the current droning of the elders pointed to anything it would be that Brun’s wish would not be granted. And he knew things were bad when, at a glance, he saw some of the spectators falling asleep where they stood. 

With a heavy, annoyed grunt, he pushed his way past the crowd and away from the mumblings of old men and women. Something was changing in the air. He could feel it, smell it, following him for weeks by now. But what exactly it was… if these very stones could tell him, for one reason or another they chose not to.

He still knew what to do, and he has been preparing for whatever was to come in secret. Gathering the warriors of the tribes, training with them, preparing them. If any threat came to the forest, to threaten his people, Brun would not stand idle.

Chapter 6
Havard, who now was present in his “War Office” looked over the map of Armello with pride. The map was, in fact, spread over a few tables, highly detailed.  Ever since the war begun his armies, of varying size, marched onward without halt. As new runners arrived bearing news of another town or village becoming part of the kingdom he personally added fresh yellow pawns to the map, citing recent claims. Some of his aides and helpers looked dubiously as their Marshal hummed and danced around the office, with each new missive. The number of toasts made to the “great many victories” was becoming unhealthy, and truth be told there was no actual victory to celebrate just yet.

So far all the armies did was advance, nothing else. There was not a singular battle or even encounter with Nubine sympathisers. And yet this did not bother Havard at the slightest. He boasted the greatness of his armies, and how grand and effective his plan was. Even if that plan simply said, “Move down along the road, and claim what you see.”

A feint knock to the War Office's door did not bother the Marshal at all, not even when Lonius entered, waited patiently for Havard to finish playing with his pawns, and then coughed loudly to try and get his attention. The Marshal’s good mod was only halted when Lonius, very rudely, put his hand on one of the pawns that Havard was about to move.

“We need to talk.” said the Treasurer, plainly. 
Havard’s expression immediately brightened as he saw his friend arrive.

“Ah! You have come to see our progress? Our conquest? Look at it! Look at all the land we have gained! And all in a matter of just weeks!” and with that Havard waved his arm over the map, almost knocking over some of the pawns with the sudden gust he caused. “We are unstoppable!”
Lonius looked over the map, like a guest who was offered tea, but was about to decline. “Yes, but we might have to make this affair slightly more… stoppable.”

Havard froze, as if somebody just insulted him deeply. “What do you mean by that?” he asked, his whiskers starting to twitch madly in a multitude of directions.

“We, or rather you, did not anticipate something.”
“Namely WHAT?” boomed Havard.
Lonius motioned over the board, over the many pawns, and thus the territory the Kingdom has gained. “Your armies are too many, too spread out, and we lack the means to supply all of them. The Guild and the merchants are unable to provide all that your people need… especially if you continue at this pace.”

“Nonsense! We have everything we need!” countered Havard, but Lonius was far from convinced.
“Is that so? Because from what I know you have been sending wholly unprepared armies, often incomplete, to the front. And from what I know, Havard… your solution to the food problem is to “Take it from the locals.”, I believe you told your commanders?”
“Hrmpf!” grumbled Havard. “You fail to see the big picture here. And that is all this.” the Marshal motioned over the map. “If we act quickly we can gain a lot of land. So what if some of our armies are ill prepared? We did not have to fight anybody yet. We have gained all of this without a single battle.”
“But not without losses.” noted Lonius. 
“Pah! What are you on about? What losses?”
“No food, no medicine, not even enough physicians… You might not read what’s on the other side of your reports, Havard, but I do. Your so called “armies” are on the verge of disintegration, without so much as meeting a single enemy.”
Havard only waved his hand around, throwing Lonius’ caution to the wind, as it were.

“It is clear that you look at books and numbers more often than you actually go out into the field! The men are in good spirits! All are motivated and strong-willed! All of these shortcomings will be overcome in time. As soon as we beat Nubine’s first mob there will be no question as to our superiority. Our strength! You just go back to making sure I have enough halberds and cannons, and I will make sure they are put to good use.”
Lonius stared blankly at Havard, and looking over the map he noticed one white pawn, representing what was, in essence, the Marble Knights, strategically placed in the middle of some swamp of no great importance. The Treasurer shook his head after a moment and then presented Havard with a parchment, filled with numbers. 

“Here are our food stocks and available pack trains… You decide which of your people do not starve then.”
And with that Lonius left. Characteristically not showing any other emotion other than absolutely indifference. Havard looked at the parchment and then shouted out to all of the other silent officers in the room. 

“Somebody take this and deal with it! I have more important things to do!”
***

Hargrave was asked to attend the Farewell Parade of the next “army” that was to leave the capitol. He personally knew many of the commanders of the different armies that were already out in the frontier, and he was always glad to attend these final farewells. At first he envied those that were departing, but as time went on he felt less, and less optimistic. Not only were the Parades growing smaller in size, but the number of attendees also shrunk. It was a spectacle that has grown tiresome to many, and what did not aid the situation was that everybody could see that the women and men so proudly dressed in their armour, with halberds held high, had about as much marching coordination as freshly born does. The band that played for the soldiers was always the same one, and arguably they were the highlight of each such parade, mainly because there was no time to train and equip a separate group of musicians for each new army. 

In fact, at this point, calling this an army was a bit of an insult. It was closer to a few roughly put together companies. That is, if every company even had its own banner. Most of the time nobody, not even the sergeants and captains, knew how many soldiers were under their command. 

And so, Hargrave stood on a very empty stand, overlooking the band of soldiers trying to move in formation, to musicians that at this point played in a very dispirited fashion… and it did not help that the Commander of this force was sitting next to Hargrave, with his face hidden by his gauntlets in real, or mocking, despair. 

Hargrave looked at at his friend and thought to ask, “This is it then?”

“I am afraid so.” came a muffled response.
“Where is the rest of your army?” asked Hargrave, though he felt the question felt more like a jab at his friend, akin to kicking a downed man.
“Waiting outside the walls.” came yet another muffled response.
While the situation was clearly poor, and perhaps prying even further would had only worsened his fellow's mood, out of a personal, curiosity, Hargrave then decided to ask, “Why are they not here? On Parade?”
Hargrave’s friend feebly lifted up his hand, and pointed in the rough direction of the desynchronized marching.

“Only these ones have all their gear… The rest…” he lifted up his gaze. It was apparent he was not crying, at least not visibly, but his heart was in pieces. “The rest got lucky if they received a pair of boots.”
***

Charles was attending a party with a number of nobles, the King-Regent also present, but only in body and not spirit. Sitting in the corner of the ball room, with two guards by his side, his depression and sadness was palpable from afar. That is, perhaps, why nobody even exchanged a single word with him.

Frankly, Edward was as much use as any puppet. When necessary he was goaded into action by Charles, but most of the time he was kept in the palace and alive, just enough, to make use of him.

Even this party, to which Edward was also invited, he was only brought for his overall well being, while Charles did most of the diplomatic muscle work. At least, when it came to the Council’s benefit. 

“I say.” spoke one of the gathered noblemen. “Havard is indeed boasting a victory like no other for our kingdom. Is it true?”
Charles offered the widest, sincerest smile he could muster.

“We have indeed claimed plenty of land. There has been no opposition from our new claims, and most of them are very much happy to be under our protection. We are, after all, the most powerful kingdom in this land.”
“Yes! We will defeat Nubine in no time! Hear, hear!” cheered another nobleman, and lifted up his goblet of carrot juice in a toast. Many others followed the gesture.
And yet, despite such a boastful sentiment, as Charles scanned the room for “troublemakers” he could see, in the corners of the hall, and in small groups, those who were clearly unconvinced. Chatting to one another, and observing the boisterous behaviour of their colleagues with a half-bag of salt. That was the problem with people of higher standing who actually had an ounce of intelligence, they could see past the stage and peak around the curtain.

It did not help that many of Hargrave’s commanders were the sons or brothers of these very nobles. Gossip, actual facts and made-up tales spread like wildfire in the upper echelons of society. And like with so many things, people chose to believe what they wanted. 

And yet, even knowing well that there was some quiet opposition to the Council’s war against Nubine, nobody would dare raise up their voice against it. Who in their right mind would allow Nubine to not answer for her crimes? It would be treason. That is why, when he looked at his opposition and smiled in their direction, there was no doubt they were helpless. They could comply or… there truly was no alternative.

And yet, that paranoia persisted, of hidden enemies, waiting to strike. Charles did not become a Chancellor simply thanks to his tongue waggling, but a mind as sharp as any knife. What on the surface looked like a pleasant meeting between people of higher standing was in fact a battlefield of intrigue. A battlefield Charles was very familiar with. After all, he never lost these engagements, at least not yet, and he was not about to start.

Shifting his gaze he looked to the servants, delivering drinks to the thirsty and snacks to the hungry. Their ears always open, turning in many direction. These servants, his spies, were the soldiers in his war. They provided him with the ammunition to keep the troublemakers at bay. Even as his guests whispered among themselves, as quietly as they could, he would learn what they spoke of, sooner than they could imagine.

Suddenly, another servant entered the hall. His shirt was a mess, and he would had sprinted to Charles if not for the horde of guests before him. This was the first surprise this evening for which Charles was not prepared. The servant moved quickly, almost pushing aside all of the nobles who stood in his way, just to reach Charles quickly and immediately began to whisper into his ear. His voice was nervous, stressed, and as Charles listened he began to understand what a punch in the gut must feel like. He was either about to faint, or scream, but he could not afford to do any of that. Not now. It took a lot of his willpower not to reveal his concern to all those present around him.

“Get Lonius and Havard to the Chamber… Now!” Charles ordered, before he himself, with a clear nervous hop to his step, left the hall to stop a disaster from coming to be.
Chapter 7
Hargrave's sudden summoning to Havard's War Office was, as one might expect, completely unexpected. The urgency with which the messenger urged him to immediately speak with the Marshal could only mean something was amiss. Something very bad indeed.

Moving through the lower levels of the palace, escorted by two guards, he finally reached the War Office and was ushered in by an officer. He never saw any rabbits with eyes so nervous and ears that stood at full attention.

As Hargrave entered he found the office empty. The staff that was normally present here was gone. Only Havard stood by the giant map that now showed that the yellow and black pawns were slowly aligning themselves along the frontier in force. The marshal held one pawn in his palm, and as he looked up and saw Hargrave he spoke calmly, yet something seemed to be pulling his thoughts back, as if he wasn't entirely present in this very room.

"We are about to make history, Hargrave." begun Havard, motioning over the map. "Nubine has come to challenge us finally."

It was indeed clear from the map that the Kingdom and Nubine were about to clash. And yet, there was still the one pawn in his hand, and Hargrave felt he knew who it was to represent.

"Where will you have me then, Marshal?" asked the noble. A part of him was screaming that his "army" was far from ready. The gunners barely knew how to correctly load their cannons. He did not even have the chance to meet any of his subordinate officers. Yet, it was clear, that for one reason or another Havard would aid at the front. He and his guns would-

And the pawn was set on the edge of the Bear Forest.

Hargrave's brows lifted, moving from the front, to his pawn.

"Sir... With all due to respect. Why am I sent there? Did I do you some ill? Have I failed before given a chance to actually do so?" there was rising anger in Hargrave's voice. He waited, patiently, to finally go afield. He wanted to fight, he wanted to command. But now, he was sent away?

Havard's own expression became that of deep trouble and thought. He rested his hand upon Hargrave's pawn and then looked to the man in question.

"We know where the princess is."

The noble was stunned, and all of his built up anger toward the Marshal suddenly washed away by the news.

"The bears sent a messenger... making some... inconceivable demands... It is clear that they are, if not allied, then using Nubine as a distraction to... destroy us."

Hargrave was speechless, he looked from the map and once more back to Havard.

“But… Me alone? Do we even know where the Princess is? How to get to her?”
The Marshal shook his head.

“Her exact location is unknown, and we could not learn anything from the prisoner. However the Council agreed that we must act, and quickly.”
“How, Marshal?” Hargrave asked, unsure how to tackle the task of conquering a vast forest, such as this.
“Why, you have cannons, do you not? Bomb them into submission of course!”
Hargrave suddenly found himself terribly conflicted. He was given an enormous, near impossible task, one which any sane officer would decline, merely on the grounds of how futile it was. But on the other, how could he decline? The princess’s life was at stake. The noble was not too sure whether open conflict with an entire forest of Bears is a sound strategy however, but how could he argue with his superior?

“Very well, but I will still need more men. I cannot win a war with cannons alone. If we could pull back one of the armies it would be of great help.”
Havard, however, did not seem to take the request to heart, and instead motioned to the map.

“You should not doubt the might of your command, Hargrave! All of your men are proud patriots, and the news of their task will no doubt motivate them to such dedication that they will overcome this obstacle… Besides, as you can see, as Nubine approaches we must ensure that she is beaten soundly and totally. After that we will be able to aid you in the Forest.”
“Would it not be more prudent to wait then? Until that happens?”
Havard’s whiskers twitched, as he seemed to mull the idea over.

“The moment the bears realise their messenger is not returning they might have some foolish ideas on their minds. No. We must act decisively, with such a show of force that will guarantee a swift and total victory!” 
Havard became terribly boastful, though even Havard’s felt a light tickle in his heart. That of excitement, of purpose, of a great quest.

“Are you prepared to do your duty, to your king?” asked Havard, looking sternly at Hargrave, and then adding, "To the princess?"
The noble put his palm to his chest and bowed.

“I will succeed, or die trying, Marshal.”
***

“BRUN! You will leave the circle this instant!” shouted one of the Elders. 
Everybody looked from the Elders, to the massive warrior who now was covered in ceremonial paints, and carrying his impressive club. He looked like a bear ready to go to war, to do battle, though this fight would not call for any physical force. He looked with an angry snarl at the elders. He was furious and disappointed at the same time. He simply has had enough.

“No!” Brun roared back. “I will not stand idly while you lead the tribes toward ruin!”
“You will be silent! You have no vo-” one of the Elders tried to interject, but Brun only roared louder.
“I have a voice, and I will be heard!” 
The Brun, and the Elders began to roar and shout at one another. Their words muddled up, unintelligible, Staves and fists were shook in anger. It was a curious spectacle for all the spectators, but equally shocking. Nobody has ever heard of an instance where anybody, regardless of rank or standing, disturbed an Elder gathering.

And here, Brun broke the circle, entered it without invite and demanded one thing, action against Nubine. The Elders refused to acknowledge his presence and, immediately demanded he left. 

Now, things were only getting worse, and worse. 

“Enough! If you will not leave willingly, we will make you!” and one could feel the magic of the Wyld coming to life. As the elders prepared to cast their spells at Brun, the warrior roared out.
“So you are prepared to fight your own, but not the real enemy?! What gives you the right to decide, if all you do is sit idly! What do you care for!”
“ENOUGH!” one of the Elders roared yet again. “Your actions speak clearly, that you hold no respect for tradition, for your Elders. You have no right to speak, you have no right to be heard. You-”
Brun’s eyes narrowed, claws clenched around his club as he then said through gritted teeth.

“Fine. Then I will leave.”
Everybody at the stone circle fell silent. Some of the elders seemingly surprised by this, but the weight of the shock rested mainly on the of the spectators, who began to whisper and mumble to one another. 

“I will leave.” he repeated himself. “But when Nubine comes, when the forest burns… What will you do then?”
As Brun’s question hung in the air, however briefly, one of the Elders raised his hand and pointed out of the circle.

“LEAVE!” he ordered, and Brun obliged. 
Despite the spectacle, despite the clear breach of tradition, one could see and one could hear, that those who stood here from the beginning agreed with Brun's brash tones. The grumbles grew louder as Brun finally left the stone circle and melted into the crowd. Some started to follow him, others started to call out loudly.

"What will you do?!"

This sparked the Elders' ire. While no fight broke out, the gathering ended abruptly, with the Elders leaving the circle without a word. A clear fracture was now visible. As Brun walked, and many like-minded bears joined him, the warrior could only smile. It was a gamble, a powerful one, but now the Elders stood against a wall. They had to act, they had to react. They could no longer be idle, lest they wanted for things to fall apart.

Brun did not want that to happen, but there was no other choice, he was running out of options.

But what if the Elders did not act still? What if he sparked a fire that would forever change the forest, his home? He had a plan.

Moving to another clearing in the forest, one which did not stand out in any way, though its origin was unclear, Brun stood amidst his growing following. Bears from all castes, and of different status, came to hear him speak. There seemed to be a grim determination in their gazes. As if, for the longest time, they thought exactly what Brun spoke of.  


The giant warrior at first looked at those nearest to him, and he could not really tell how many other bears were present here, in the clearing, but it had to be enough to send a message to all of the tribes. 

He began to roar, as loudly as he could, for all to hear.

“We all fear the worm, for its hunger cannot be sated, and we have heard and seen what its followers are capable of, what its power is capable of. We have also heard of those who did not take the threat seriously. Lords and Nobles, hidden in their stone homes, that are nothing but ruin now!”

A few of the bears grumbled in agreement, looking from one another.

“This forest is our home. It has been such for as long as we remember, and it was often the only place where the Worm could not reach us, where every single time its reign ended, as we, and our ancestors, stood firmly against it.”

“And we must continue to do so. Stand ready to fight the Worm, especially now when it has reared its head once more. We will be ready, and we will crush it, together, united, in one purpose!”

“Who stands with me?!”

And a roar of cheers answered Brun.
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