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He was not the young man he used to be. The weights he gripped in each hand were almost pathetic in their size, and he struggled vainly to lift them above his head. No, he was no longer the youth who had won honor in the war for the crown of P’Piar. 


He had been a defender of the throne in this country when the Grand Prince’s armies had swept forth from the shadows and struck in the name of rebellion and a new ruler. He had fought bravely with many warriors in those days, with his dear friend Zanz, who was now lost somewhere out in the badlands, exiled from the realm. He had been a champion then, this middle-aged fellow coming to grips with his calisthenics; he had been a hero to the people, a bright light who rode the countryside and rescued the villagers from the brutal tactics of the now-Grand Prince’s men.


He was not old, per se, but he had the first traces of gray in his hair, and the bare imprints of crow’s feet around his eyes. Sometimes, in the right light, he would even notice that his cheeks seemed droopier than he remembered. Now he struggled mightily with bars of iron. Disgusted, he threw them down with a heavy clang. 


He had been revered, once, respected by his men, by knights the country over. How his fortunes had changed.


It had been in the final days of the uprising; he had been patrolling the walls of a nearby town, a place not a day’s ride from the capital, when his small band had been set upon by rebels. They had tipped their arrows with poison. They were scoundrels, every last one, and they had killed all his men. He alone had lived, somehow. In the attack, however, he had lost his right leg just below the knee, and one of his eyes. That day, he had lost a part of his life that he would never get back. Now he waited for death.


Not long after that event, the Grand Prince won the throne, and had made sweeping changes to P’Piar. The new Ace of War was a common prisoner of the worst kind. Churches and temples, both to old gods and new, had been put to the torch, set ablaze until their ancient timbers were nothing more than dust on the wind. He was all that was left, now. All that was left of the old way of things.


He had been spared by the Grand Prince himself. He had been spared out of honor; in reality, he felt as though his honor had also died that day. He was a hero to the people, the Grand prince had said. Dress him in robes, cleanse his wounds, and give him a room in the First Tower. It was out of pity, these gestures, but the Grand Prince knew that keeping him around would keep the people loyal to the throne. After all, he had been a defender to the realm established by Gray Alexander, that kind, benevolent man who had founded P’Piar in days long past. The common folk would see how close the Grand Prince kept him, and they would feel better knowing the new changes were something that must be done.


This not-young, not-old man left his chamber, hobbling along the worn rug with his one good leg. He muttered a curse and grabbed his walking cane.


If that had been the worst of it, perhaps he could have finished his days in peace. But now he was known as the Chicken Warlord, the chief falconer of P’Piar, keeper of the birds and wallower in bird shit. He had a name once, a name the people gave to their sons so they would grow strong and hearty. No longer; now he was just another invisible being in the First Tower.


Exiting his rooms, he took a right up the curving marble stairway that led to the rookery. Slowly he mounted each step, and with shaking hands, pulled his weight up the few inches, one step by one step. Nobody offered to help, not the servants going to and fro, not the single knight who came down opposite him and gave him a belittling glance.


After what seemed like hours, he made it to the top and opened the door to his small office space. It was a square room, decorated with only the sparsest furnishings. A wooden writing table was in the center, piled high with papers and notes. An ivory inkwell stood silently near the edge, keeping watch over the orderly chaos. 


Chaos, indeed.


There were strange rumors circulating the city, rumors of occult gatherings in the palace and the First Tower, rumors of a veritable army of scholars researching chaos itself. They all came back to one word: Archaon. Nobody had the slightest clue as to what it meant, but nonetheless, the whispers persisted. Perhaps the only benefit of his frail state now was the fact that he was thought invisible, and people spoke freely in his presence.


For his own part, he had been trying to make sense of the ramblings. He noticed the groups of foreign scribes and alchemists around the palace grounds. He witnessed their huddles in shadowy corners, their fierce whisperings that seemed to tail off whenever someone entered the room.


Archaon. No texts matched the word. No scriptures mentioned anything remotely similar. 


“Bah,” he grumbled, waving a hand in the air. He would find out given enough time.


Behind his desk was a pair of double doors that opened on to a wide balcony. On that balcony were scattered large, metal cages, most housing one or two falcons. Their eyes had been shielded with hoods to keep them calm and quiet during the night.


“Had enough exercise, Falconer?” said a voice near the edge of the balcony. A dark-skinned man with a multitude of facial piercings turned to glare at him. He wore a blue velvet tunic and wide, billowy pants that tucked into his brown leather boots. At his breast was the crest of the Grand Prince of P’Piar.


“Ganemi,” was all the hobbling man would say. Ganemi was the Grand Prince’s personal advisor. He was always at the side of his lord, except on trips like these, where his purpose was to gather information for his master. The dark man approached him.


“Let me help you.” Despite his distrust of the man, the keeper of birds allowed Ganemi to steady him against the railing of the balcony. Below was the glittering white city that was the center of P’Piar. They both gazed on the early day silently.


“War is coming,” Ganemi said at last.


“So the rumors seem to indicate.”


“The populace works fast, it seems. But they are no rumors.”


“And the defenses?” He asked only because it was his job to prepare the birds of prey that stood now around them for the knights. They used the falcons to hunt while out in the wild, but more often, the birds were set upon enemies, a flapping, tearing fiend that blinded and harried.


“They grow day by day. It is enough for now.”


Somehow he doubted that. The Grand Prince seemed desperate to pull in mercenaries and hedge knights from all across the realm. They streamed into the city every day, by the tens, by the hundreds. Glancing down towards the city gates, he could see the impromptu colony of tents that had begun to spread across the land once the city’s inns had become full.


“How many more birds are needed?”


“I did not come to speak of the birds, I’m afraid.”


“Then I’m afraid I cannot help you.” He adjusted his wooden leg. Ganemi turned to him and gestured at his desk through the open doors.


“You have a fair amount of research in those stacks.”


“What of it?”


“You will not find the answer, I’m afraid, using conventional means.” It was natural that Ganemi should know these things. He had been doing it since the Grand Prince rose to power, and it ceased to shock him any more.


“I will continue.”


“Perhaps that is not the wisest choice one such as yourself could make.”


“Are you threatening me?”


Ganemi spun on his heel and walked out of the room.


“Train the birds, Falconer, and leave the studying to the professionals.”


The man harrumphed and turned back to the city. He would do what he damn well pleased. 


After feeding the birds and issuing training orders to some of his attendants and junior trainers, he returned to his quarters. How far he had fallen. Removing his one boot, he picked up the book that lay near his bed and began to read the biography of Gray Alexander.


So the day passed, and so when night approached, he lay half on his bed, his bad leg dangling off the edge, his book across his chest. 


He awoke to a presence in his room.


“Who’s there,” he managed to mumble, wiping drool from his mouth.


“Sir,” came the whisper. It was Jasper, the night watcher for the falcons. “Sir, there’s been a break-in.”


The man stood up hastily, dropping his book and knocking over his cane.


“Confound it!” he said. “What’s that got to do with me?”


“It was your office, sir.”


“What? Where were you?”


“I…nature called, sir. I was only out but a moment.”


He rapped the young messenger across the shins with his cane. 


“Take me there,” he told the night watcher.


Together they made the slow climb up the tower stairway. At the top, the chief falconer stopped for a breath before entering.


Inside his office was a group of palace guardsmen. As he entered, he caught the words “Chicken Warlord” and cleared his throat. Their attention turned to him, and they parted to allow him towards his desk. Standing near it was Ganemi, his face a dark mask of consternation.


“What happened here?” the man asked.


“Falconer. Do you recognize this?” Ganemi handed him a slip of paper. He took it and looked at it carefully out of his one good eye. On the slip were the initials MB.


“I do not,” he answered.


Ganemi slammed his fist on the desk and walked briskly out of the room. 


For the first time, the man noticed that everything on his writing table, save the inkwell, was gone.

