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No matter how hard you fight the darkness, every light casts a shadow, and the closer you get to the light, the darker that shadow becomes.


Plato
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Prologue





Dark Lord



It stood on the very top of the world. A Thing. Aware, and in existence, yet It could not be counted as truly living. Nor was It dead. Evil and cunning from an age before the coming of Man. Motionless, It contemplated Its existence. Not born of Man and woman. Its very ‘being’ a contradiction to the laws of the natural universe.
It enjoyed these times when circumstance permitted a physical form. Over thirty feet in height by the measure of Man, and nine-feet wide at the shoulders. Its head more wolfish than any other creature of this world, except for size: four times as wide, and twice as long as a horse, yet void of hair.
Arms, three times the length of a man’s leg, bulged with thickness as if the muscle contracted with every beat of its multitude of hearts. Legs shaped like the rear legs of a horse complete with cloven hoofs.
Its lidless eyes, entirely white, and without pupils gave the appearance of animated death. Canine teeth, as long as hunting knives, extruded from its mouth at awkwardly impossible angles, zigzagging in a manner that left its mouth permanently agape. Its entire form writhed in bright red flame, shimmering, as if the fire were spreading, growing with every second of its existence. Vegetation withered and died within Its presence. It permitted no form of life to live within Its grasp.
Although emotionless by the standards of all other races It did derive something akin to pleasure from watching any, and all, forms of life turn into lifeless ashes. And It would watch them all burn.
The contemptuous Men abiding in their stone castles worshipping their weak and silent Gods. That ‘Mankind’ who placed gold and so-called precious stones above all other things.
The arrogant Elven folk, dwelling in the desert, ever fearful of the burning sun and abiding deep within the ground.
Even the natural enemies of all the races of the world, the hated and feared Goblin, lurking in the darkness, would die in agony as they melted for Its pleasure.
For It had returned to the land that had forgotten Its wrath, the land that had turned Its purging into the work of dragons and demons, made myths and legends out of Its first coming. Those tales, later told by ignorant and arrogant men whilst they sat round their cooking fires drinking their mead, were false tales, accounts of bravery and battles with beasts that had finished their existence long before the memory of Man.
Of all the creatures who walked this world It held men in the most contempt; their ways are so alien to every other form of life. Gold is the basis for their entire society. They have an abundance of food and fresh water, yet they leave their own to starve for lack of shiny metals dug from under the mountains and plucked out of the rivers.
It did not understand how It had come into being again or where It had been for the past thousand years, but It understood Its powers were far greater than before and growing with every cycle of the moon. It did not know how, but It knew that an alliance of races had ended Its last reign upon this world, but that alliance had long since ended, and the descendants of that foul union would burn for their travesty down to the last child in the last womb.
There was another feeling It felt towards Man, other than the lust for their blood, their flesh, their pain, and their souls. Only a slight sensation but felt, nonetheless. Fear. Men were now clothed in armour, and wielded swords of tampered steel, with their armies organised and trained. Their priests had grown bold in their ways too, taking to magic instead of just begging and whimpering to the Gods for help that never came forth. Weak magic, they had found, used to tend to their sick and judge changes to the weather, but left unchecked it was magic that had the capacity to grow strong and become a weapon. It did not think the kingdom of Man could withstand the oncoming slaughter, but It was unwilling to let them rise to challenge.
‘I shall use the Elven folk.’ It spoke aloud to the emptiness of the mountaintop. The elves, who hide in fear from the sun, invoking their Goddess, Mother Earth, for bounties they seldom receive. Hope I shall give them. Hope of a land rich with the life of the earth. ‘And no longer shall you thirst or hunger for I have come, my children.’ I shall appear in their dreams and in their homes. Fear will grow in their elfish hearts, whilst temptation brews like honeyed ale within their minds.
But not only shall the desert kind believe me to be their savour, for I shall come to the leaders of Men and my visions will make them drool with greed. They will see treasures beyond all measuring, gold piled in heights to contest the trees, gems the size of an infant’s skull. Even the evil creatures of this world will be mine to use. The animal-like Goblin and the lesser and greater Orc will burn as I feed upon their flesh. I shall burn, feast, destroy and use all those who dare to live upon my land.
It looked unto the night sky at a comet that shone with a deep crimson red as it scarred the darkness in its flight, an omen to all, marking Its rebirth. It threw Its shoulders back and stood to its full height, revealing its terrifying design and unyielding power. Its mouth opened fully, a vast chasm of darkness filled with the stench of death and disease, as it bellowed in a thunderous roar:
‘For I am Vor’rok. Wielder of flame and fury. Bringer of emptiness and nonentity. Ruler of the mind and destroyer of the flesh. All shall bend, break or burn. And all the lands under the sun and the stars shall once again be my domain!’




Chapter One





Ambush



Wilhelm crouched down low about two hundred yards from the jungle with his back to the campfires he could still feel from thirty yards away. His body motionless, the only part making any movement were his eyes, scanning the woods for any signs of the enemy: a slight flicker of movement, a single speck of light would be all the warning he would need to raise the alarm and draw his sword. Like all soldiers on the front line, he took his turn at watch with determined concentration.
Wilhelm had turned twenty-three only one month before and had been stationed at the centremost garrison, Iron Guard, for each day since his military ‘passing out’ festival. Standing at four inches over six foot, with dark brown hair, dark brown eyes, and a firm jaw, he was a handsome young man, who resembled his father, William, strongly.
He had been so intent on watching the dark jungles, expecting to be in his first battle at any moment, he did not realise his four-hour shift was nearly at an end, until his newfound friend, Zachary, approached to relieve him from his post.
‘Ho the watch’, Zachary called out in a low voice. ‘Any news to report Wilhelm?’ he said as he came to stand next to the latest addition to his garrison. Both men had drawn swords, as was protocol when changing the sentry post and handing over responsibility.
‘Nothing at all’, Wilhelm replied, ‘and it is leaving me on edge, I do not mind telling you, Zachary. I just wish to see my first battle and prove myself. Instead, everyone waits to trust me as they trust the rest of the men. Some openly talk of me breaking and running like a coward.’ All whilst he talked, he did not take his eyes from the area he was designated to watch.
Zachary turned towards him slightly and smiled. ‘Wilhelm, worry not, they only talk this way when they know that you can hear what they are saying. It’s the same with everyone, it was the same with me. They just tease, my friend, but do not tell them I told you this as they may do more than tease—and probably to me, not you. And do not be so keen to see green blood, it is not as pretty as the older soldiers claim.’ His tone turned more serious, more professional. ‘Your watch is complete; I relieve you, Wilhelm.’
Both men returned their swords to their scabbards and Wilhelm replied, ‘I stand relieved.’ In the traditional manor.
‘Go, young warrior of the realm. Spend a few hours lying on your shield rather than bearing its wait upon your shoulder’, Zachary said in a light-hearted jest. ‘We march at first light.’
Wilhelm adjusted his shield on his arm and made his way back to the main camp where the men who would take the later watch-duty slept. The five other soldiers returning from their sentry posts joined Wilhelm at the fire, where a huge pot of meat and vegetables bubbled away. As the men from the first watch of the night helped themselves to bowls of the hot stew, knight-captain Colburn addressed them.
‘If there is anything to report, then say so now.’ He waited a few seconds as his gaze shifted from man to man until it fell upon Wilhelm.
‘Wilhelm, how did your watch fare? Even if you have a slight feeling in your gut, anything to give you apprehension, it must be reported now, no matter how insignificant you think it may be.’
Wilhelm looked embarrassed at being singled out by the captain but said, ‘Nothing to report, Captain, I kept vigilance.’
Colburn nodded, then lay back down with his back to the fire. ‘Eat quickly, then get some sleep, and Wilhelm, make sure you sleep facing away from the fire, if we are attacked in the night the light of the fire needs to be at your back.’
The six men sat around the fire, eating in silence and soaking the warmth from the camp into their cold bones. After a basic meal of stew and some hardened trail bread washed down with water (as ale and wine were not permitted whilst on patrol) the men found themselves a space between their comrades and lay down to sleep in full battle dress, ready to fight within a moment’s notice.
The rest of the night passed by uneventfully and the platoon awoke instinctively as the first rays of sunshine crept over the horizon, (a routine bred into them from years of training). They broke their fast with small rations of dried fruit and trail bread before setting off to the east of their campsite. Marching in two lines with little pomp and even less speed, every set of eyes remained alert and constantly scanned the treeline for movement.
At midday they were due to stop for another meagre meal when Holtern, one of the oldest soldiers in the platoon, shouted, ‘Movement to the left, in the woodland!’
Instantly, the entire force moved as one to turn to face their assailants, shields held high, eyes working furiously.
‘Single file’, knight-captain Colburn ordered in a calm, authoritative voice. ‘Prepare to receive arrows.’
The platoon moved with expert efficiency into a single line and all dropped to one knee, heads tucked in tight and shields raised before them, leaving no part of their person vulnerable to the short shafted crude arrows the Goblin hordes used.
‘Hold your position, men’, the knight-captain commanded.
They waited in complete silence. Half an hour passed, and no arrows were forthcoming, no movement spotted. The men remained alert, knowing that the second they lowered their guard an attack could occur. It was a full hour before Colburn ordered the men to stand. They all stood as one, but remained in position, prepared to repel attackers at any moment.
‘Holtern!’ Colburn called. ‘Move the men out of arrow range and set up camp, we are being tracked; I can smell their stench from here. Battle will be joined before we leave this place and we shall engage them on our terms, not theirs.’
Colburn looked thoughtfully at the ground around them as he gave orders to the veteran. ‘Leave a third of the men here with me for the first watch. Relieve me in four hours. We shall keep a third of the men on guard, the rest on standby. If they do not attack by sunrise, the day after next, we shall continue the patrol, and Holtern … have the new lad, Wilhelm, on my watch, I want to view his reactions closely.’
Holtern offered his captain a salute then hastily carried out his orders, selecting nine men, including Wilhelm, to stay for first watch.
The men on watch spread out to cover the front and the flanks, with each man spaced about a hundred feet apart. The first two watches went by uneventfully. Halfway through the third shift, an urgent cry of alarm coming from Zachary who, stationed in the centre of the guard line, suddenly broke the silent, pitch-black stillness of middle night.
The knight-captain was the first to his feet, quickly followed by the rest of the camp. In mere seconds, the platoon was standing, already alert and combat ready. Colburn’s voice cut through the quiet of the night like a knife.
‘Draw swords! Form a defensive line on me. Holtern, burn silver powder.’
The captain ran to stand about a hundred feet in front of the fire, about half a mile from the treeline that marked the land of the enemy. Those who had stood watch soon joined him. Zachary came to his side and calmly informed his superior.
‘They come on foot, Captain; I estimate a full hundred.’
Behind them Holtern was rummaging through his pack looking for the silver powder. He found it and quickly poured the contents of the pouch into the fire. After a few seconds, it ignited, sending bright silver flames soaring twenty feet into the dark skies. The flames were visible for miles and would alert the men stationed on the towers of the nearby garrisons that a patrol was under attack. It would also alert any cavalry in the vicinity to come with all haste.
The captain’s demeanour remained calm as he counted the pairs of glowing yellow eyes streaming out of the darkness towards him. The platoon stood formed in a defensive line. Each man was standing with two swords’ length between him and the men either side, giving him enough room to swing his great-sword freely, yet close enough to protect his brethren. Every soldier stood stoically, accountable for protecting his section of the line. Wilhelm stood on the right-hand side of his captain, sword in hand, fear in his heart. It was not the thought of the upcoming battle that put fear into him, but the noise that carried before the swarming horde. Insane laughter and hellish cries of bloodlust grew with intensity until they were enough to shake the toughest veteran of warfare. At two hundred feet away, the glowing eyes and shadows became full forms and Wilhelm could make out the first he would engage with. He took a deep breath. Tightened his grip on the hilt of his sword. Steadied his shield against his shoulder. Whispered a quick prayer for courage and strength. Then, braced himself.
The Goblin smashed against Wilhelm’s shield with such force that it knocked itself to the ground. Eyes filled with hatred glared up at Wilhelm as he stamped his heavy, steel-tipped boot into the creature’s throat, crushing its windpipe and sending thick green blood spraying from its mouth. The second assailant was nearly upon him as Wilhelm swung wildly with his heavy weapon, bringing it down on the Goblin’s unprotected skull and splitting it in two like a piece of firewood, with so much strength that his sword became lodged in the dead Goblin’s chest. Wilhelm pulled his sword free. The motion of the creature’s chest cavity releasing the weapon caused Wilhelm to stumble back a step, saving him injury, as a Goblin struck out at him with a large two-handed war hammer, which came within an inch of the blood covered, young warrior. The dull green coloured Goblin screamed with delight as it spun around three hundred and sixty degrees with the weight of the hammer. This time it connected with Wilhelm’s shield, knocking him off balance, as another attacker jumped on to him and grasped his helmet whilst stabbing wildly at the plate armour protecting his back. Wilhelm lay the point of his sword against the creature’s face as it tried desperately to tear his helm from his skull. He pushed with all the might of his arm; the blade cut easily through the Goblin’s face and out through its temple. He lifted the impaled thing with his sword and discarded it to the floor as the hammer stuck his shield for a second time sending excruciating pain through his arm and down his back. Wilhelm peered out from behind his shield as the Goblin was making ready to bring the hammer down again. He acted without hesitation, chopping at the creature once, then twice. His sword sang through the night air, cutting though the shaft of the hammer and slicing the thing’s arm at the wrist.
The Goblin writhed around on the floor in agony as it cradled its missing limb. Wilhelm, now in a state of bloodlust, hacked again and again at the wounded thing that lay at his feet, sending blood, flesh and bone flying into the air. Wilhelm was now covered from top to toe in gooey green blood and chunks of his enemy’s meat. He looked around and spotted knight-captain Colburn decapitating a foe with a backhanded slash, sending its head soaring into the air to land with an echoing thud ten feet away from its twitching corpse.
Wilhelm focused his attention forward as another attacker bore down on him, its mouth agape, revealing cruel and angry teeth, and brandishing a large knife in each hand. Wilhelm swung in a figure of eight motion, but his opponent dodged the blows easily, its movements fluid and graceful. It jumped into the air, slashing downward as it passed over Wilhelm’s head to land behind him. The Goblin, dressed in nothing but a loincloth, turned much quicker than Wilhelm, in his cumbersome steel plates of armour. It stabbed at Wilhelm’s side, finding a gap in the young warrior’s armour, and twisted its knife underneath the plating, cutting through the leather beneath and finding flesh.
Wilhelm screamed with pain as the point of the Goblin’s blade penetrated the small of his back. The Goblin squealed and shrieked as it pushed the double-edged knife into Wilhelm’s body, forcing the wounded brother to the ground. The creature lost its grip on the handle of his blood-soaked weapon and abandoned it. Adrenaline coursed through Wilhelm’s veins as he struggled to get to his feet. He shook his head to clear the pain as he found his footing. The Goblin slashed wildly, but only found the solid metal of Wilhelm’s shield. Wilhelm charged the creature, throwing the weight of his body behind his shield, but the Goblin sidestepped to the right and Wilhelm once again found himself on the ground, as his assailant made ready to deliver the kill stroke. Wilhelm stared into his enemy’s yellow and red eyes and saw nothing but wickedness. He thought of his mother as the glint of the enemy’s blade was pulled back, then released. Wilhelm closed his eyes expecting death, but instead of cold steel, his flesh was greeted with warm sticky blood. He opened his eyes as the headless corpse of the Goblin fell on top of him. Wilhelm blinked in shock as he was offered the hand of his smiling captain.
‘Not bad, young Wilhelm, but next time try to remain standing throughout the entire battle.’
Wilhelm tried to stand but only managed to get the ground beneath one of his feet before he collapsed, face down, into the blood-soaked grass and mud that was moments ago a field of battle. The smile on his captain’s face vanished as he noticed the large knife protruding from between Wilhelm’s front and back plates of armour, wedged deep into the young man’s shredded flesh.
‘The field is ours!’ Holtern bellowed, his sword held high in victory.
‘Tend the wounded’, Colburn ordered. ‘Make ready, we leave for Iron Guard immediately.’
It was about a day’s march to the platoon’s garrison, at the great northern fortress named Iron Guard, but with Wilhelm and his friend Zachary both on stretchers, because of deep stab wounds, it took the group two.
Wilhelm spent the entire time in a fitful sleep. By the time they had reached the garrison, he was awfully close to death. Zachary had received a wound to his right thigh; the Goblin’s short sword had penetrated deeply and caused much damage. The wound was messy and would attract infection, if left open, and without proper treatment.
The dirty and tired platoon entered the main gateway. Walking through the large oak doors, they made their way through stone corridors and into the large common room where they were instantly greeted with the warmth of a roaring fire. Off-duty soldiers offered them hot food, as the knight-captain ordered men to help him take his injured men to the physician’s chambers.
The chambers were small and poorly lit, comprising a pair of sleeping pallets and a small desk where a slight and serious-looking man sat, his simple black robes marking him as a priest of the order. Wilhelm was lifted from the stretcher to a surgical table and roughly striped of his armour and clothes Other men attended to Zachary. Dressed as warriors, they were brothers of the order much the same as Wilhelm and Zachary. The captain watched on in silent worry as the Father, a much-respected healer, examined the feverish and dying Wilhelm.
After many long minutes, the priest motioned Colburn outside and said in a simple, matter-of-fact tone. ‘He bleeds from inside so I cannot close the wound. He has a powerful fever and has lost much blood; I have applied the strongest salves we have but, if the bleeding does not stop, he will die.’
The captain looked saddened by this news as he hung his head he asked, ‘Is there nothing else that to be done for him? He is young and strong.’
The grey-haired father of the Order of Light placed his left hand upon Colburn’s shoulder and tried his best to sound, and look, sympathetic. ‘I shall try everything in my power to save his life but, even if he is as strong as his father, I would not expect him to live out the night.’




Chapter Two





King



The sun rose over the battlements as Kane the First, known amongst the peasants and surfs as Kane the Cruel – though none would voice the nickname in earshot of his guardsmen of the realm – surveyed his domain from the throne his forefathers had built during a time before the histories had been recorded.
The stone throne, carved from the finest marble, shone a breathtakingly pearl white as it caught the light, causing it to dance in the morning sun. Both armrests of the seat of power ended in symmetrical and intricate designs, picturing a giant wolf’s head. Whilst the back rose eight feet from the seat and finished with a solid gold carving of a thick oak log, with a jewel-encrusted golden eagle perched upon it.
Guarded at all times by sentries in fall battle dress, the throne of the ruler of Man sat in the centre of a raised dais which in turn sat upon a stone circular platform that rose ten feet in height, a full five-feet taller than the surrounding battlements. The circular dais sat on cogs allowing the throne to be turned and although it took the strength of ten men to do this Kane the Cruel would look upon each corner of his domain daily, as the sun rose and he broke his fast. The view was outstanding and on a clear day the dark green of the jungle canopy to the north could be seen, a dark smudge devoid of light, a hundred miles away.
Filled with vile Goblins, savage Orcs and all their terrible allies, they frequently raided into the kingdom of men to murder, pillage, and cause general mayhem and chaos. As well as raiding on foot, they occasionally rode into the villages and fields on huge wild boars, the size of a small pony. With tusks wrapped in metal cord and barbed with razor-sharp spikes, coated with a deadly poison that made the flesh rot and peel off in sizeable chunks. Victims that survived the initial attack but had had the poison enter their bloodstream would literally fall to pieces over a period of agonising weeks. The boar would gore men, women and children, as their riders wield spears, axes and war hammers, laughing insanely as they callously butcher, indiscriminately, as many unarmed peasants and soldiers before vanishing into the depths of the accursed jungles.
A line of fortresses protected the entire north of the kingdom, twenty in total, which sat ever watchful at the frontier of the land of men. Garrisoned by the order of the Brotherhood of Light, warrior monks who led lives only in service to the one God above all others, He who is greatest of them all.
Greater both in stature and sword-skill, these men-at-arms were held in awe by peasants, nobles, commoners and warriors alike, both for their piety and for their great fighting prowess. They were seldom under six and a half feet in height, with muscles to dwarf even the strongest blacksmith. Their armour, coarse in look, was nonetheless thick and well made. They carried huge broad swords and were commanded by knights, men of their order who had committed deeds that marked them out as worthy of knighthood and command.
In the kingdom of men, those of the order of the Brotherhood of Light were set apart from the service to one lord or the other. Their authority came only from He who is greatest of them all, and as such they served only the order and the king under God.
Great lords held power and wealth throughout the lands they owed but, with that power and privilege, they held the responsibility for the land’s protection. As with every man-at-arms of the order of the Brotherhood of Light, each lord, great or small, baron and earl, was sent to the Academy of martial education. From the age of ten training began, then at sixteen they were ready for war and rank. The men-at-arms would live a life of service in the northern fortresses whilst the noble sons would return to the lands of their fathers.
The lord’s lands were to the south, east and west of the great fortresses, whilst the lands to the north, the frontier lands, being the richest and bearing the best harvest, belonged solely to the royal family. Thus, over half the armed forces of the nobility were always stationed north, but miles south of the fortresses, to protect these lands and to gain the king’s favour and personal glory.
The border lands ran across the entire north; from coast to coast it spanned about two hundred miles. Every ten miles stood a strong and imposing stone fortress, one mile in distance from the edge of the jungle, garrisoned with around two hundred men at arms of the brotherhood. They rode no horse, and all carried the same weapons: a great-sword, a small, spiked mace and their ever-present iron shield.
The great-sword was a fearsome weapon, with a blade four feet in length and as it met the hilt, four inches in width, made of the strongest steel. It was quite capable of cutting a greater Orc in two separate pieces.
On the most northerly point of each garrison, stood a stone tower fifty feet in height and equipped with a signal fire but no archer platform. The men-at-arms were sired only by men of the brotherhood and adhered to a strict code of honour. The way of the sword went deep within their religion, as bones are deep within flesh, and no man of the brotherhood would ever use a weapon as craven as a bow.
King Kane the First rose from his throne after eating and made his way from the great open and flat stone roof of the castle, Sprettaman. The greatest castle in the kingdom of Man and seat of the king since time began. The castle was a perfect square, each wall half a mile long, and twenty feet thick. It had no courtyard and only one entrance, a ten-foot-high, twenty-foot-wide archway, sealed with a pair of two-foot-thick oak doors that opened inwards and could only do so when the portcullis immediately behind the great doors had been raised.
The expansive fortress housed not just the royal family, which consisted of the King and his nephew Jacob, but also advisers and members of court.
Jacob was fifteen years of age and enormous, easily the size of the average man-at-arms, and still with quite a few years of growth left in him. The young prince inherited his great size from his father, the current king’s elder brother, along with his great strength, which was legendary by the age of thirteen and now unmatched throughout the kingdom. His father had died during a huge enemy invasion of the borderlands. Over twenty thousand Goblins, on foot and astride their wicked beasts, had rampaged through two garrisons in the centre of the north-lands on a rampage of murder before returning to the jungles, dragging hundreds of screaming peasants with them, according to the handful of peasants who survived by hiding in surrounding bushes. Jacob’s father had died trying to protect the unarmed peasants, something the King considered idiocy. The King despised acts of kindness towards the lower classes, who he deemed to be nothing more than slaves to do as he commanded. Jacob, however, took after his father solely – his mother having died during his childbirth – as he was raised completely by his father until his death ten years ago, and then adopted formally by his uncle.
Jacob and Kane were complete opposites. Jacob was tall, strong and full of vigour whilst the King was short, thin, weak, and had aged terribly, despite him being only forty-two years of age. Jacob’s face was soft and round with bright blue eyes and a small, straight nose. His King’s face was hard and narrow, with a long, pointed and crooked nose. Kane’s eyes were blue, as were Jacob’s, but Kane’s eyes were clouded and harsh, far too close to his nose, and constantly shifting like those of a rat.
Kane’s mouth was large and always smirking as if he were always pleased with himself. His teeth were green, broken and uneven. Whilst Jacob’s mouth was perfect, containing sparkling white teeth which were impossibly straight.
Their differences did not end in appearances. Kane the Cruel had undoubtedly earned his reputation. He took great pleasure in torturing anyone who voiced negative views against him, and more than a few who did nothing other than to catch him in a foul mood.
He also had a deep hatred for women, stemming from him being sterile. He only married once, and when she could not bear him a child, he had her tied to a tree, which he could view from his throne atop of the castle. Each limb had been locked in a thick steel bracelet and attached to a chain. Each chain had been connected to a harness worn by oxen. He had laughed like a drunken soldier winning at poker when a hot branding iron struck each animals’ rumps and they simultaneously raged forward, tearing off her arms and legs. Leaving nothing but a twitching torso and a face contorted in agony and terror, tied to the tree. He never married again, but instead King Kane the Cruel kept women in his chambers, like a man kept dogs, bound by collars and chains whilst he forced them to partake in his sadistic sexual games.
In contrast, Jacob was soft-hearted, which did not please Kane one bit, and although capable of wielding a sword, he preferred tamer ways to spend his time. He was often in the libraries studying or with the priests of the Order of Light, holding discussion on every subject available, from the meaning of life, to the study of animals and plants. In particular, there was one priest, a young man called Robert with an inane grin, rosy cheeks, a huge red beard and long red locks that rested haphazardly upon his shoulders, earning him the nickname Red Rob. Robert was a fat, loud, happy priest, unlike most of his order who were surly and quiet. Robert was in his thirties and the youngest out of around a dozen priests, known as fathers, who kept a semi-permanent residence within the castle walls. Jacob and Robert were fast becoming friends, Jacob being as keen to learn as Robert was to teach. They both shared a fondness for everything green and pleasant, of animals and wildlife, as well as having lively discussions of the stars, of their place beneath God and of the concepts of good and evil.
Kane left the roof and found Jacob reading a book, Variants in species, as he sat by the window in the library.
‘Nephew, what do you read?’ asked the King sternly.
‘It is a catalogue of the differences between animals found in the kingdom Your Highness. Father Robert and I were hoping to find some new species and add them to the texts’, replied Jacob from behind the large, leather-bound book.
‘Put down that bloody book and look at me when I address you Jacob.’ Kane shouted angrily.
Jacob shut the book and dropped it down on the table quickly. ‘Sorry Your Highness I was a little distracted. I find it interesting how some creatures, even tiny creatures, share qualities with others. It takes time to study, but I find it a worthwhile pursuit.’
‘A worthwhile pursuit!’ The king raged. ‘Studying animals and plants with that joke of a priest. You know the only reason I haven’t sent you to the frontier is, like it or not, and know that I don’t like it one bit, you are the only male who stills breathes from my line and one day you will be king. YOU king!’ The king’s voice raised as he pointed a bony finger into Jacob’s boyish face. ‘And you spend your time studying animals.’ The king screamed as he lifted the book and heaved it across the room. ‘You are overdue for an education that will be to this kingdom’s benefit, and my swordmaster’s time is not to be wasted, do you hear me, boy?’ The king harshly reprimanded his adolescent nephew.
‘Yes, Your Highness, I shall go there right away’, Jacob said as he stepped around his temperamental uncle, hanging his head, preparing for the slap he knew he would receive, and did so. Although his frail uncle could not cause much damage to Jacob, with the slaps he gave him at nearly every encounter, he would occasionally lose his temper completely and beat him with a walking stick, or if the King thought he warranted a thrashing but was not in the mood to hand out the beating himself, he would order his guardsmen to administer it whilst he watched.
Jacob entered his bed chambers and hurriedly began to don his armour: a splendid steel breastplate, polished with the finest of sands to such a high quality it shone as if made of silver, trimmed in gold and kept in perfect condition by the royal armourer and the squires of the castle. Strapping on the matching greaves, the steel plates that covered the front and backs of his thighs, Jacob grabbed the rest of his armour along with his helmet, as he darted out of the door and ran at full pace whist attempting to fasten its chin strap.
Jacob entered the swordmaster’s training room and collided at high speed with Swordmaster Malick, sending them both gambolling arse-over-head into a sword rack and a very surprised young squire, who in turn was bowled over, until all three came to a sharp halt at the presence of a very solid stone wall.
Swordmaster Malick was the first to rise. ‘You, my future king, are as clumsy as you are undisciplined’, Malick said through gritted teeth as he helped the blushing, highly embarrassed prince to his feet.
The swordmaster was tall and strong as expected from the greatest swordsman alive in the kingdom, but what was out of the ordinary was his missing left hand, lost during a Goblin raid that occurred in his younger years whist on garrison duty over two decades ago. Unlike the majority of soldiers wounded so dreadfully, Malick refused to convert to light duties. Instead, he remained on the front line for a full ten years, earning him absolute respect from every aspect of the military. Malick, before the Goblin axe amputated his limb, was a great-swordsman but after receiving his war wound he strove to become the best, and through countless battles and never ending training exercises he became more skilled with one hand than any other known man who had served on the front lines. Ordered directly by the king, ten years ago at the age of thirty-seven, he finally retired from battle and became the Royal Swordmaster, trainer of the royal family and all royal guardsmen.
The bold headed, leather faced, swordmaster kicked the dazed young squire firmly in the rump and barked, ‘get up and get out, you worthless son of a whore, your weakness fills me with contempt. Jacob arm yourself, prince or not, you Will learn the consequences of leaving me waiting.’
Jacob selected one of the lead-weighted, and blunted, training swords from the now standing again sword rack. After ensuring his armour was firmly attached, he adopted the style known as The Eagle. With a two handed grip on the hilt of the heavy broadsword he held it high above his head, leaving the blade at an angle of around forty-five degrees towards his back, this style allowed the full force of the sword’s edge to be brought to bear down on either the left or right side of an opponent with ease, making it an effective defensive pose as well as a deadly efficient form of attack. Malick adopted the same sword position as his readied student, the only difference was Malick’s left arm, which had a small circular shield strapped to it in place of a grieve, extending out over his forearm to the length of an outstretched hand, and his sword which whilst the same length as the traditional broadsword, the blade was not as wide, making it slightly lighter and easier to wield one handed. Both men were now ready to conduct the first stage of every training session, a one on one sparring dual. Most of the time this was to ensure Jacob had been practising his swordsmanship, whilst away from his teachers view, today however there was another reason, tardiness appalled Malick, and he, like the King, believed violence was the only way to change a person’s behaviour. So, for the first thirty minutes of today’s training, he would punish Jacob.
‘I am sorry for my delay, Swordmaster; I was lost in thought and study.’ Jacob pleaded, knowing how much pain awaited him.
But the swordmaster, now fully clad in his aged and over used armour, said nothing. Instead he responded with a rapid combination of four left and right simultaneous blows, forcing Jacob to parry left and right whilst moving backwards, something Malick knew his young student struggled with. The last stroke of Malick’s sword was delivered with extra vivacity, the blow echoing the ring of steel on steel from wall to wall. Jacob’s footing was now unsure, his sword out of position, leaving his centre vulnerable to attack. His face guarded by his helm, which when in the closed position left only a thin strip over the eyes unprotected, was soon struck hard when Malick stepped inside Jacob’s guard and bought his shield arm crashing into Jacob’s steel covered face with enough force to knock the large adolescent on to his back.
Malick screamed at Jacob, ‘On your feet, boy! Will you fight Goblins and beasts from the floor?’
Jacob shook his head to clear the fog that now seemed to rest in his slightly dented helm. He tried to rise, but quickly received a lesson in the need to do so more promptly, as Malick bought his steel-clad boot swiftly in to the unprotected ribs just below his left armpit, expelling the air from Jacob’s lungs leaving him breathless and bruised to the bone.
‘You will rise without hesitation, or you will die under your enemy’s blade. You need to learn this, my prince.’ Malick spoke the word prince with scorn, as if the rank were somehow a jest. ‘You have a soft heart boy, so to be respected, you must command the army’s respect by mastering the way of the sword. Your strength of arm is unmatched. If you spent as much time training as you did talking with priests and scholars, you would be celebrated by the men you will one day rule.’ Malick lectured for the countless time.
‘But Swordmaster.’ Jacob returned. ‘What of the peasants, the surfs, would they not respect a ruler who made their life more bearable? Brother Robert tells me of suffering in our realm. In areas safe from the jungle dwellers, people die from lack of food or warmth. Is it not my duty to provide all our kind with the fruits of our land?’
Jacob was now standing about six feet in front of his instructor, still struggling for breath, his guard lowered, and expecting conversation but instead he received the full impact of Malick’s blunted sword crashing down upon his left collarbone, denting armour and bringing Jacob to his knees. Jacob leaned on his sword and began to climb back to his feet but was nowhere near quick enough as Malick belted his sword down again, this time on his right collarbone. Before Jacob could gain any composure, the heavy broadsword was bought down a final time by the legendary right arm of swordmaster Malick causing a blinding shot of pain through Jacob’s head before flowing down the length of his spinal cord. The prince, and heir to the throne, vomited into his ruined helm and fell face down unconscious.
Jacob awoke to find he had been hauled to his feet and put onto a stool, with his back against one of the stone walls, and a guardsman gripping each side of him. The squire who had been ordered to leave earlier busied himself prising the destroyed helmet from his bruised and swollen skull. He was well known to Jacob as they were of the same age and always seemed to be in the same part of the castle as each other.
Squire James, known as Jim by everybody who did not simply call him boy, squire or by some derogatory terminology, was well liked amongst the other squires and although still treated poorly by the guardsmen and soldiers who were stationed at the fortress, he did not receive as much torment as many of the other young boys who shared the day-to-day upkeep of the royal household. Jim and Jacob were fast becoming friends, as much as antiquity allowed.
Jim managed to remove Jacobs’ battered helmet just in time as Jacob choked on the vomit that had clogged his nose and throat, having nowhere to go as the helm was so tight around his face. Blue faced and covered in sick, Jacob gasped as he finally managed to breathe some fresh air. Slowly the colour returned to his cheeks as Jim washed his face from a bucket of fresh water.
Malick stood in front of the young prince, whose head was still swimming, as he struggled to focus on his mentor’s frowning, angry face.
‘Leave us.’ Malick told Jim. ‘You two’, the swordmaster shouted as he pointed at the soldiers still supporting the dazed prince. ‘Get this young lord to his feet. He has lessons to be learned this day.’
Jacob was helped to his feet and, although he swayed slightly, he managed to remain standing, which dampened Malick’s stormy expression faintly as he turned his gaze around the training room, then back to Jacob. Immediately Jacob realised he was in serious trouble for the second time in one day.
‘Where, in the name of He who is greatest, is your shield boy?’ Malick screamed at the shying Jacob.
‘I... I, I, must...’ Jacob stuttered. Then with a deep breath he inwardly steeled himself and said, ‘I have forgotten it, Swordmaster. Shall I return to my chambers to fetch it?’ Jacob asked this hoping for an excuse to leave the room and Malick’s forthcoming cruelty.
‘No’, Malick replied. ‘I am here to teach you the fundamentals of warfare, so if you ever find yourself on the field of battle, you shall not find yourself a casualty. One of these lessons you must learn is to take the same care for your shield and your sword, as you would an arm or a leg.’ Malick was grinning slyly.
‘Squire!’ Malick shouted, and instantaneously Jim returned through the doorway to run and stand before the swordmaster of the royal household. ‘Fetch rope and be quick about it, boy.’ He commanded.
‘Yes, my lord.’ Jim replied promptly, leaving the room and returning within thirty seconds with a small length of thin rope. ‘Is this adequate, Swordmaster?’ Jim asked, as one guard snatched it from his hands.
‘It will suffice boy, now fetch our prince a helm. Lest I spill his brains like a yolk from an egg.’
Jacob suddenly felt terrified, tired, and wishing he was anywhere but here. Malick pointed at the guard holding the rope.
‘Bind his left arm behind his back.’
To Jacob, he said, ‘In battle if you lose your shield, or forget it completely, your arm may become incapacitated, broken or lost.’ Malick educated, waving his missing left arm to emphasise his point, as the instructed guard tied Jacob’s shield arm behind his back. Malick addressed the second guard, a veteran of Many battles named Gulkin.
‘Arm yourself, shield and sword. You will treat the prince as if he were any other young man you are educating in warfare. Am I understood?’ Malick asked, his tone showing it was not a question.
‘Yes, Swordmaster. Although if I may point out, this is not a fair contest, so what lesson is being taught?’ replied Gulkin, concerned for Jacob’s health – being one of the few warriors in the castle to treat Jacob with any respect – and also because he genuinely liked the young lord.
‘How many times in combat have you been outnumbered, or at a disadvantage due to broken armour, a broken weapon or a broken shield, brother Gulkin?’ asked Malick rhetorically. ‘War is often unfair. Goblins and Orcs tend to be an evil and cruel sort. Even the best prepared can face these adversities and not triumph, so what chance does an unpunctual, clumsy, bookworm stand, when he cannot even remember his blasted shield!’ scolded Malick. ‘Those are the lessons being taught today solider, maybe next time I give you an order you could follow it without question and try to show these young men example’, Malick reprimanded.
‘My apologies Swordmaster’, replied Gulkin, whilst bowing his head slightly, as a sign of submission. To Jacob, he said, ‘On your guard, your majesty.’
Gulkin approached the temporarily one-armed prince, shield held firm, covering his front from groin to chin, with his great-sword held horizontally behind his helm, and its blade resting upon the top of his heavy iron shield.
Jacob stood, awkwardly and uncomfortably, about ten feet from the experienced, advancing warrior, when he remembered a lesson from his friend, Brother Robert, about how animals are at their most dangerous when wounded because they act unpredictably. So instead of waiting for the attack and trying to defend himself, against a much more experienced swordsman, whilst having one arm tied behind his back and his balance compromised, he rushed Gulkin, swinging hard from high forcing his bewildered opponent to rise his shield above his head to receive the powerful blow. The shield blocked Gulkin’s vision and the sword strike sent a bolt of pain through his arm and shoulder. Jacob’s arm was strong, he knew this, he also knew his opponent was on his back foot now and taken by surprise at the sudden aggression he was now facing. He struck again, and then a third time. Gulkin was forced down to one knee. Jacob struck again; each blow delivered with more force than the last. Again, he attacked, not giving the seasoned soldier a moment’s respite. Jacob then threw down his sword, and consumed by a rage he had never felt before he grabbed his enemy’s shield and tore it from his grasp, pitching it across the room and sending sparks into the air as the heavy metal shield struck the stone wall.
Gulkin hastily began to rise, bringing his sword into a striking position, as Jacob pulled his shield arm free from bondage, snapping the constricting rope, and ignoring the friction burns to his wrists. With his hands now freed, he stood before the stunned Gulkin, who had risen to his feet, his sword hanging loosely at his side. The soft-hearted prince of men kicked out with his right foot, and his steel tipped boot connected with Gulkin’s sword hand at the wrist, with bone-breaking force, sending his sword and gauntlet soaring into the air.
Jacob stood over the cowering form of Gulkin, fists clenched tight, bringing out bulging veins and making his tendons taut. He looked down into the eyes of a man who he considered a friend and saw the pain he had caused and the fear he was still causing. Jacob’s temper instantly subsided and tears rolled down his cheeks. He dropped to his knees and cradled the older man’s shattered limb.
‘Jim’, Jacob screamed, and seconds later the squire was standing beside him. ‘Help me get this man to Brother Robert. He is the best at treating injuries like these.’ To Gulkin, he said. ‘I am so sorry; I do not understand how I could lose my temper so completely. Forgive me, Gulkin.’
Gulkin was now on his feet and had managed to gain control of the pain. ‘There is nothing to forgive Your Highness, you fought well. I underestimated your ability, and it cost me dearly. If that had been battle, I would be dead.’ Gulkin replied in awe of his future king’s, sudden and uncharacteristic, power and rage.
Malick had been standing silently, watching the events unfold. He now addressed the emotional prince. ‘Well done Jacob, you let free your rage and now you can begin to understand the strength you possess. But why on earth did you throw down your sword? You left yourself unarmed and vulnerable. Gulkin is wrong, if that had been battle, you would be the one now dead. But we are making progress. Now squire, get that man out of my sight’, Malick said, pointing at the injured solider.
‘I shall accompany him to Father Roberts’ chambers.’ Jacob said, standing. ‘I caused the injury; I shall help to mend it.’ Jacob announced, turning Malick’s temperament angry again.
‘You will not! You have training to complete. This man will be escorted to the physicians by the squire, as is proper. You will dry your weeping and act like a man, boy!’ The swordmaster shrieked, startling Jim, who was standing quietly in between Jacob and Malick, wishing he were still standing outside on his own daydreaming.
‘Can a man not show compassion? Is he only capable of breaking and destroying? I choose to be “soft-hearted” as you would call it, because I believe that our growth as a race depends on more than the strength of our armies. But you, Swordmaster Malick!’ Jacob said, biting off the words with a venomous tone as he came to his feet and faced the swordmaster. ‘Your heart is sour. Bittered by blood corrupted by hate. There will be no room for men like you in the future, mark my words, Swordmaster, and mark them well.’
Malick, infuriated, grasped squire Jim by the shoulders and cast him to the floor. ‘You have no rank in this land until you celebrate sixteen winters Jacob, that is law! And you shall obey my order. Gulkin, get out, and take that useless boy with you’, Malick yelled as he kicked the cowering squire.
As Gulkin came to help Jim, Jacob intervened and pulled the winded squire to his feet. Gulkin and Jim headed for the doorway, closely followed by Jacob. Malick remained where he was but screamed after him.
‘You insolent boy, I shall have you publicly lashed for your disobedience.’
Jacob stopped at the doorway and turned to face Malick, his face set in a mask of royal authority. ‘Then, Master Swordsman, lashed I shall be. I hope it will be rememberable.’ Jacob said the last words with added purpose, drawing out each syllable. Then he turned and left.
Jacob and Jim helped Gulkin into Red Rob’s chambers on the ground floor of the four-storey fortress. Brother Robert’s office was in the north-east corner and saw little sunshine through its two small windows. The north-east section of the castle remained largely unkept, as people of importance were housed in the higher levels. The lower two floors of the great castle Sprettaman were filled with martial training halls, barracks, kitchens and the hundreds of people who served the castle. The top two floors were given to luxury and opulence, both to the king and those who were in the king’s favour.
Jacob pounded on the large oak door and called out.
‘Brother Robert, drag yourself from your pit, we have need of your skill.’ The door opened, revealing a shabby red-faced priest who had obviously just awoken. Robert blinked away sleep, yawned, then said,
‘Ah, a prince, a squire and an injured solider, sounds like a bad joke. Well, do come in. Jacob, light as many lanterns as you can find.’
The trio entered the priest’s chamber and whilst Jacob looked for some candles in the murky light, Jim helped Gulkin to the one bench in the room. Jacob only managed to find two small candles, but as he lit them, they burned brighter and brighter until the room was as bright as midday in the middle of summer.
‘It does not matter how many times I see these candles of yours, Robert, they always amaze me’, Jacob said to his friend.
Jim and Gulkin both sat open-mouthed, Gulkin on the examination bench and Jim at the small square table in the middle of the room.
‘How is this possible? It is not this bright outside’, Gulkin asked, temporarily forgetting about his shattered limb, starring in awe at the half burnt down candles. ‘It is a simple concoction of minerals mixed into the wax’, Robert replied. ‘Now let me look at your arm.’
Brother Robert examined Gulkin’s arm in silence, turning it slightly this way and that. Then after a few minutes he stood, and looking Jacob straight in the eyes he asked, ‘How did Gulkin receive this wound?’
Jacob bowed his head in shame. ‘I caused it; I lost my temper during a training exercise. I have failed the lessons you have been teaching me.’
Robert started looking amongst the countless jars that covered the shelves on every wall until he found what he sought and returned with a small jar of bright blue powder. Taking a spoon from a draw on the table, he stirred a heap of the powder into a metal chalice that was already filled with water. As he was preparing the potion, he asked Jacob to tell him, in detail, about the events leading up to the three of them waking him, which he did so without hesitation or untruth. Jacob finished relaying the accounts prior to them having pounded upon the Brother’s chamber door just as Red Rob had completed the mixture. Robert placed the chalice under Gulkin’s mouth and instructed him to drink. As he poured the thick fluid down the soldier’s throat, the priest grabbed the back of Gulkin’s head, tipping back his skull and opening his gullet, he forced him to drink the foul-tasting potion. Just as Gulkin was about to protest at the rough treatment he closed his eyes and lay back, falling into a deep and silent sleep.
The priest and healer looked worried. He turned to face his young friend, and all his usual mirth and merriment was absent from his rosy cheeks, replaced with a look of sadness. He turned to Jim. ‘Thank you for your assistance, young squire, but you can leave us now. I’m sure you have other duties you must attend to.’
Jim rose from his seat and replied, ‘Yes, Father. If I can get away later may I return to see how he fares?’
Father Robert smiled at the young squire and said, ‘Of course, Jim, he may be sleeping, but he will be here.’
Jim left the priest’s chamber, offering Jacob a bow as he passed him. When he had closed the door Jacob’s gaze met with Brother Robert’s and he knew that there was bad news coming.
‘I’m afraid, Jacob, that the damage in the arm is too extensive to heal by any means I possess. The joint of bone that connects the hand with the forearm is shattered. I cannot fix it, my boy, I am sorry’, Brother Robert told him apologetically, with compassion deep in his voice.
Jacob began to weep again, silent tears running down the sides of his nose as he asked, ‘Then what is there to do?’
Robert glanced behind Jacob at the cupboard in the corner. Instantly it dawned on the young prince as he remembered that instruments for surgeries and amputations were kept in that foreboding cupboard.
‘No!’ Jacob screamed, ‘It cannot be! There must be another way, please Father. Please’, Jacob pleaded.
‘I am sorry’, Robert replied. ‘But there is no other way. Do you remember the lessons I have taught you, on the energy that flows through every living thing in the world?’
Jacob wiped at the wetness on his saddened face. ‘Yes Father. Everything has two energies, good and bad. The good energy causes things to grow and flourish. The bad energy causes them to grow weak and die.’ They were both now sitting at the table where they had shared so many conversations together.
‘That’s putting it a little simple for my taste, but yes, you have the right of it, Jacob’, Father Robert said. ‘Most living things share a balance of the two energies. But when a person or animal is sick or wounded, the balance is disturbed. In essence, sickness or injury can be healed by a priest who can manipulate these forces by taking out the bad and replacing it with good energy, using the techniques I have begun teaching you, but with a wound like the one Gulkin has, there is no good energy left. The hand is dead, Jacob. We must remove it before the bad energy can corrupt the rest of his body. And you must assist me.’
Robert gathered various jars and vials as Jacob stood starring at the unconscious Gulkin. ‘But Father, surely a priest, or someone with training in medicines, would be a more logical choice in assisting with a life-threatening operation’, Jacob said, pleadingly, wanting to be as far from the man he had disabled as possible.
‘No!’ Robert roared. ‘You are the cause of this injury and you will help me save this man’s life.’ He then added in a softer tone, ‘You must understand, Jacob. You are destined for a life of greatness. And to reach your full potential, you must learn many things. Not only must you be capable of delivering damage to your enemies, but you must also know how to treat those who have been damaged and are not your enemy. I shall hear no more on the matter.’ Robert handed Jacob a large vile of milky liquid and said, ‘The sink is filled with water. Add the contents of this vial and stir with your hands. Then take the surgical instruments from the cupboard and wash each one thoroughly. When you have finished, place each one carefully on the table. I shall prepare the patient.’
Jacob did as he was instructed, taking great care with his task as Robert stripped Gulkin of clothes and lay him on clean bedding. The priest began to make a soft sound, almost like humming, but somehow much more. It induced an air of calm around the chamber as his deep rolling notes thrummed throughout the small room. Peace settled, heavy in the air, almost as if it were tangible rather than a sense. He continued to produce the therapeutic music as he made a tourniquet, from a strip of leather and a thin cylinder of steel, and fastened it tightly, just below the elbow of the soldier’s ruined wrist.
‘Jacob’, he said quietly. ‘You see how I restrict the flow of blood? This is to stop him bleeding to death, but you must loosen this binding for a few seconds every three to four minutes. Understand?’
Jacob looked at the leather strap around the arm and said, ‘Yes, I understand your instructions but not your reasoning, I mean, if the loss of blood may kill him why not leave it in place till the bleeding stops completely?’
Robert slapped Jacob firmly across his face with surprising force, bringing Jacob out of his bewildered state. ‘The blood needs to flow briefly, to allow the corrupt energy to pass’, Father Robert said harshly. ‘Now, do as I say. When I say. How I say it. Without question. And this man will not die!’
Robert washed his own hands in the sink and told Jacob to wash his again, then he went to the table and picked up the large knife used for cutting through flesh and tissue. He quickly ran though the other instruments with Jacob and then he came and knelt before Gulkin. ‘Remember to loosen the strap on his arm every four minutes and pass me the tools I ask for promptly and accurately. We shall do fine’, Robert said to Jacob reassuringly.
Robert made his first incision three inches above the wrist and pushed the scalpel through the tough muscle until he felt the bone. He turned the razor-sharp knife around the diameter of Gulkin’s forearm, sawing slightly when he met resistance. Soon, he had cut a large gaping wound across the arm, peeling the flesh back to allow himself access to the bone underneath. He turned to Jacob and saw all the blood had vanished from his assistant’s face, and he now stood there as if he was devoid of life.
‘Jacob!’ Robert called sharply. ‘Let loose the tourniquet. Take a deep breath and fasten it again. Understood, my boy?’
Jacob did not answer, but he undid the leather strap and was rewarded with a thick splash of blood as the flow returned to the major artery in the opened arm. Nevertheless, he remained calm and reattached the binding, after he had taken a slow and deliberate breath. Whilst he was doing this Robert treated the incision with a yellow powder, which gave off a fragrance that reminded Jacob of the sea. Robert asked Jacob to fetch him the bone saw; an instrument Jacob had also seen in the torture chambers deep under the castle in the dungeons. Robert began sawing and within seconds Jacob’s stomach had had enough. He did not know if it was the squeaking sound of the metal teeth cutting through his friend’s arm, or the smell as the friction warmed the bone, but he could not stop himself from vomiting for the second time in one day.
By the time Jacob had finished throwing the lining of his stomach up, and had gained his composure, the shattered hand had been removed and Robert was busy wrapping the stump in a poultice made from leaves soaked in a concoction of multiple foul smelling herbs and powders which would become as hard as wood when dried, giving the area protection whilst it healed, as well as keeping it free from infection. Jacob came to stand next to his friend and mentor and said, ‘Is it over, Father?’
Robert attached the last leaf and stood. Smiling, he put his hand on Jacob’s shoulder and said, ‘Yes, my boy, I shall keep him asleep for a couple of days to let his body heal, then I shall wake him and help his mind to deal with the shock. Relax Jacob, he will be fine. He has served the kingdom with honour for many years and will have a place within its military until he wishes otherwise. Or until the time death takes him to his master.’
Jacob signed loudly. ‘I do not know if I shall be fine. He is a friend, yet I have wounded him deeply. I am ashamed to say that when we were fighting, Father, I wanted to kill him, and more. I ached to destroy him completely and I do not know why. I shall never pick up a weapon nor don armour again. – it makes animals of men.’
Robert turned around sharply and grasped his friend tightly. ‘You must’, he barked. ‘You must learn the way of the sword, for you will need to know how to kill. You have a great journey ahead of you, Jacob, a path filled with danger, and if you are going to prevail, then you will need to be capable of killing. We are finished here, go back to Swordmaster Malick and apologise for your impudence. Continue your lessons in combat and after your night-time meal return to me, and we shall discuss more intellectual matters.’
‘Yes, Father’, Jacob replied sheepishly, then left without further comment.




Chapter Three





Saviour



The sun was high in the sky and the Elvenkind were sleeping soundly in their underground city – all but Cameos who had awoken fitfully from another night of disturbing and vivid dreams. He was racked with worry. A sense of an approaching doom, deep and profound, had stolen his peaceful resting. He was chieftain, the leader of his people, and had been for a little more than fifty of his two hundred and twenty-seven years. And they had been a peaceful and happy two hundred and twenty-seven years. But as of late his race was slowly, almost unnoticeably, falling into decline. The life force of Mother Earth, the water from which all forms of life derive, was growing scarcer with the passing of every season and his people looked to him for strength in the face of this growing adversity. But what strength did he possess when he could not control his own thoughts and feelings?
He left his mate, Releaka, along with his infant son, Caleak, and went to meditate alone in the temple of the Mother. Like all the desert kind, he prayed for the blessing that Mother Earth had bestowed upon him. For every bite of food and every sip of water. He thanked Her for his child and for the protection from the unmerciful sun. Her earth provided for their people. Today, and not for the first time, his thoughts were clouded with doubt as he entered the temple.
The temple was at the very centre of the underground city, and by far the largest and most visited place in the city. A dome dug into the earth by Cameos’ ancestors over countless lifetimes ago, held up either by some forgotten form of magic, or Mother Earth’s never-ending love for the elves. Cameos had long since given up trying to find the answer to that particular question. Between the floor and the highest point of the cavern was over three hundred feet. The floor was rock, smoothed away to a glossy and polished surface that stretched throughout the entire temple. This was the lowest they would dig, as it was, and had always been, throughout the ages of Mother Earth’s people. The temple was two thousand feet from end to end and a perfect circle with thirty-two tunnels, all equally spaced, carved into the damp earth in the same simple fashion leading away from the epicentre of their civilisation.
Four of the tunnels only led thirty feet away from their arched entrances that stood one each to the north, south, east and west of the Elven place of spiritual peace, and the community meeting hall. And as with all the tunnels in Elven Earth, they were uniformed in size, six-foot-wide and eight feet in height. These four though, unlike their counterparts, ran to the surface, where the harsh desert that held scarce vegetation and no shelter from the unyielding sun garnered immense fear from the people who resided four hundred feet below. The four surface tunnels ascended from their base and rose in amazing spiral ramps that were a testament to its creators, countless millennia ago.
The fourteen southernmost tunnels led away from the main cavern and broke off into large halls, though each was only half the size of the temple hall. Eight were covered in a thick, fast-growing grass where animals were grazed and farmed. Flightless birds, about the size of an adult’s head, ran between the legs of the cattle that grazed under the canopy of dirt.
The hall to the furthest southeast, the gymnasium, was second only to the temple in size and visited almost as much. The hall to the furthest southwest were the chieftain’s offices of power, the courts and his personnel study area. The remaining four halls were interconnecting forests where trees grew and shed their branches to leave a continues supply of firewood.
The north side tunnels all led to the living areas, which branched off into separate family apartments, all complete with gardens full of fruits, vegetables, herbs and flowers. All except a medium-sized chamber where the ancient texts were kept, and the Elder took council.
The entire roof of the temple glowed in a pale blue light that illuminated every part of the city but was never harsh to look upon. As Elder lore stated, the magic of the light was in the life-force of the departed ones. When death took a beloved one their spirit became bound to the light, to watch down upon all those who had yet to make the transcendence to spirit form.
Cameos made his way through the archway of a tunnel, into the centre of the temple where the pool of life stood. A circular dish fifty feet in diameter and four-foot-deep that sparkled as if made from diamond. The wondrous array of colours never ceased to astonish him, the blues, yellows, greens and reds in so many shades and tones. It was magnetic to view, its mesmerising beauty gripping one’s soul as the colours danced through the greatest gift of all creation, water. And yet, his heart was saddened to see the water level was only half of what it had been when he first remembered drinking from the exquisite pool.
According to the Elders, whose members were two thousand years in age at the very least, the water in ages before rested level with the lip of the pool, although it never spilled over, and this was so for millennia. But since Cameos could remember, the water level had descended, inexorably, until now only two feet remained.
The bottom of the pool was completely smooth and unbroken, as were the sides from where the water replenished itself nobody could determine. It was just the will of the Mother.
Cameos sat alone in the great cavern. In a few hours, the place would be alive with the conversation of his people, but for now he was alone and brooding. His muscular body, clothed in the stark white fur of the desert fox, sagged; his head hanged to the floor. Bright yellow irises became glossy, as tears came unbidden to his cat-like eyes, as he recounted the visions of his sleep. A shifting of images reoccurring in his mind’s eye. He saw his kin laid motionless around the pool, which had ceased its colourful display and now sat empty and drained. The light of the departed became dimmed. Shadows now fell where once there was only light. The cool soft earth in which the race had grown and flourished now felt dry and hard.
Movement caught his eyes and snapped him out of his oppressive thoughts.
‘Ho Cameos. Feeling restless, my brother?’ called Thakern, master of combat, and good friend to Cameos.
Thakern was easily the biggest amongst them, standing nearly seven-foot-tall, six inches taller than Cameos, and a whole head more in height than the average for one of their race. His shoulders were also the broadest, yet he still retained speed enough to catch and kill, with bare hands, fox, hare and even mouse when hunting the desert during the cool hours of the night. From outward appearances Thakern looked a brute, all except his mammoth and ever-present smile that stretched from lobeless ear to lobeless ear and revealed his true nature. He was much older than Cameos, having celebrated his one thousandth year over two hundred years ago. But Thakern remained ever loyal, and despite Cameos young age he still respected his chief deeply. Thakern was the grandmaster of the unarmed combat that was taught religiously to every male and female Elf alike. His legendary speed and skill had made him the most respected warrior in Elven Earth. Single combat was the foundation of their society, an entertainment and a pastime, but also the way to settle matters of honour and disagreements over mating rights.
‘Ho brother Thakern, trainer of warriors, Master of the fist and foot’, replied Cameos with an exaggerated bow and a teasing grin. Just the sight of Thakern always bought his playful side to the surface.
‘I am feeling a little disheartened of late. A struggle to see my path clearly has my mind seeking answers when it should be seeking sleep. What of you, my friend, has old age kept you from sleep?’ Cameos said, playfully mocking his large friend.
‘Hardly my young and unlearned student, my body is unworked and restless, due to the lack of skill, speed and strength of my fellow warriors’, Thakern stated only half in jest.
Cameos stood abruptly and tensed his entire body, clenched his fist and replied in his deepest, most serious voice. ‘A challenge then, is it? Thakern, son of Thoken. Honour shall be restored this night.’
Thakern’s smile vanished as he bought back his shoulders, puffed out his stony hard chest and pointed his strong, immovable chin to the heavens. He stood in an imitation of a demigod but managed to hold his pose for only seconds before exploding into fits of laughter.
‘Come youngling, let us see if you can break a personal record and last a full minute before I send you to the land of dreams.’
Cameos and Thakern entered the gymnasium and were not surprised to find it empty. The room was a perfect square, and at its centre, dominating the entire gymnasium, stood the practice pit. A thirty-foot by thirty-foot square, raised six feet from the ground by wooden logs and filled with exceptionally fine soft sand. The rest of the room was taken up with all manner of contraptions built from wood and stone. Each piece of equipment was designed to either build muscle, increase speed or sharpen accuracy. The pit itself was only to practise combat bouts, and for perfecting techniques, but was still bloodstained in many places from the acute level of violence used in the open-handed and closed fist martial arts that were as much a part of their nature as breathing or sleeping. In practice, it was common for bones to break from the lightning fast punches, locks, holds, elbows, knees and kicks. Along with concussions and broken bones, lacerations were also commonly received during most training sessions, deep gashes from the claw-like fingernails that protruded up to half an inch from the fingertip. But in live combat men and women alike would fight with undiscriminating savagery, snapping limbs in such ways that would tear them from the body, ripping flesh from bone, leaving combatants crippled, maimed and often dead. Though these types of battles were rare, the last one occurring fifty-seven years ago, they were a source of great excitement and merriment, where winner and loser were both celebrated for their skill and honoured for their bravery.
The two warriors climbed into the practice pit and began casually stretching their limbs and warming up their stiff muscles. ‘So, Cameos, what troubles your sleep? Afraid you’ll never become even half the warrior of your tutor? You should take comfort in the fact that I’m second only to the sun itself’, Thakern said, playfully provoking the chief of the elves.
‘Do you ever wonder, Thakern, if I’m the right person to lead us? I am neither the best warrior nor the wisest amongst us. It is a truth that only my birth makes me chieftain.’ Cameos spoke regrettably as if those thoughts brought him shame...
‘In short, my friend, no’, replied Thakern. ‘Your blood holds the strength of us all, and when the time comes, your ancestors and the Mother will guide you to make whatever choices need be made. Now quit stalling and prepare to defend yourself.’
The two warriors faced up to each other, both standing with the same stance. Legs spaced apart at a distance that aligned their feet with their shoulders, toes on the front leg pointing towards their opponent, and the back foot angled to the side to provide stability. All mirth was now gone from their mouths and their eyes took on a hardened look of determination. Cameos approached Thakern with his chin tucked into his chest, eyes held high and his shoulders bought up to protect the line of his jaw. Hands held open, level with his face, forearms and biceps at an angel of forty-five degrees. He could feel the coolness of the ground on the balls of his feet, as he made ready to launch himself without thought.
Thakern watched patiently, his guard mirroring Cameos to the point of symmetry. The only sound now was the controlled breathing of the two circling warriors, each preparing to make or receive the first blow. Then without hesitation Cameos broke into action, throwing left then right hands in immediate succession aiming to catch Thakern’s eyes with the base of his palm, but once, then twice Thakern blocked the combinations with the back of his own hands and with unmatched speed grabbed Cameos head in a bear-like grip with a hand over each side of his jawline. Jumping with the speed of a leopard pouncing on unsuspecting prey, the Master of martial combat brought his right knee into the centre of Cameos rib cage, exploding the air from his lungs, and causing a quick cry of pain to leak from his lips.
Cameos stumbled backwards and tried to gain his composure, but Thakern remained unmerciful in his attack, taking three small steps and leaping six feet into the air, he brought his elbow down in a chopping motion on to the bridge of his opponent’s nose, shattering cartilage, and spraying a thick mixture of blood and mucus over Cameos own unconscious form. Thakern’s smile and cheerful disposition returned immediately as he stood over the prostrate form of the man he loved more than any of his kin. He glanced at the large sand timer in the gymnasium’s corner and focused his eyes on the lettering.
‘Twenty-six seconds, my chieftain, the best I’ve had all day.’
Cameos sat on the edge of the pool and touched his destroyed nose, wincing as he tried his best to realign the fragmented pieces. The bleeding had stopped within a few minutes of receiving the finishing blow. In a day or two there would be no sign of any injury, thanks to the regenerative healing power he and all his kind shared. Flesh flayed open to the bone would heal completely and without scaring, as long as it was still connected to the body. Broken bones, once set, would heal in days and in the worse cases a week. The ancient lore, spoken from the old to the young, stated that they were the only creatures in all the lands that Mother earth had blessed, with this gift. Cameos had always wondered if this could be true.
After he had regained his wits, he told his friend about the troubling dreams and the ill feeling he was experiencing. They sat in silence for some time, both contemplating the omens and meditating on the best course of action, when the young chieftain sensed a familiar and pleasant presence. So lost in thought was he, that neither Cameos nor Thakern had noticed Releaka approach and take a seat beside her mate.
She sat silently, looking at her love with an expression of open concern on her perfect face. She stood only two inches shorter than Cameos, with a slender body that seemed to glide more than stroll as she moved. Her long legs were shapely and extremely toned, even for one of her kind, and ended in hips that swayed as if by their own design. Her stomach was perfectly flat, leading to breasts far larger and shapelier than expected of one so slim and lithe. But her most striking attribute were eyes the colour of a cloudless sky, a sparkling blue exceedingly rare to her race, a feature she only shared with two other females and no other male.
Thakern, sensing a tender moment about to occur, made his leave and suggested to Cameos that they should meet when the moon was high in the sky, for some hunting and private council.
‘So, what troubles you enough to keep you from the comfort of our bed, my love? Or is getting handled by Thakern more appealing in the quiet times of day?’ Releaka said as she sat beside him, absently playing with his shoulder-length hair, which was tied back with beads in the common fashion, a habit she had picked up from their first night of courtship, at Cameos’ coming-of-age festival, when he had turned one hundred years of age, and she had maintained that habit whenever she was close to him.
He recounted his dreams but did not go into detail, not wanting to worry her more than necessary, since he had already decided that he would consult the Elders. He would go to the council chamber of the oldest and wisest members of his race and seek their wisdom.
He wished fervently that he still had his father’s hand to guide him. His parents had long since departed. His mother had been killed by a horde of the green-skinned flesh eaters that dwell in the jungles far off to the south. Never before had they come so far north into the desert in such numbers, and never again since. It was a tragedy felt by the entire race, but none had it harmed so deeply as Cameos’ father. So overcome with grief was he, he had walked into the never-ending deserts to the north of Elven Earth, never to be seen again. As the Elves are naturally outside only at night, when the heat of the sun has lessened, they had to wait until night before they could see well enough to track. They followed the tracks their chief had left to no avail. The wound his departing left in Cameos bit deeply, and he was forced to take the mantle of chieftain far before his time.
Cameos came out of his painful reverie to realise he was walking with his beloved, hand in hand, round the gardens in their home. A full ten minutes’ walk from where they had been seated.
They left the gardens and retired to their resting rooms. Even though he was chief, Cameos had not moved into his parents’ much larger and more comfortable dwellings. Instead, he insisted on staying in the rooms he had lived in since his coming of age and marriage.
As with all the living rooms in the city of Elven Earth, theirs was basic and small, without furniture except for animal furs that covered the floors. They left the walls and ceiling bare, except for the wild fruits that grew in all the living quarters, and the all-pervading lights of the departed that shone their light through all the subterranean realm. Cameos and Releaka retired to their sleeping room, which was the larger of the two but still small, even smaller than the practice pit he was in earlier.
He took her in his arms and kissed her deeply, running his hands through her hair and pulling her close to him. No matter how troubled he was, or how tired he was from training, he would instantly forget all else when she was in his bed. He felt his blood burning as she slipped out of her scant clothing and lowered him down on top of her warm and ready body. ‘Take me. Take me now, my love.’ She begged excitedly as she tore at his clothes. She bit him tenderly on his lower lip and dug her claws deep into his back as she moaned in pleasure. Then they made love as if it were the first time they had made love, one hundred and twenty-seven years earlier.
Cameos slept. He knew he was asleep, yet he felt his body was moving down a large tunnel. Travelling at a run, he noticed the smoothness of the tunnel walls and the glow of light all around him. He halted suddenly as he had an epiphany: his kind had built this tunnel. He was travelling down a tunnel in Elven Earth, yet this one was three, maybe four times as wide, although the height remained the same as the ones he had walked all his life. How could it be? He knew every inch of Elven Earth, every tunnel, every home, every common area.
A voice called, distant but loud, vibrating off the walls, its sardonic tone sending shivers through his spine.
‘This is your saviour Cameos, your light at the end of the tunnel.’ An explosion of dazzling white light caused Cameos to shield his face and drop to his knees. ‘Will you lead, chieftain of the Earth folk.’ A bitter laugh echoed through the air. ‘Can you lead? Or will you be found wanting, Cameos, son of Camochee?’ the disembodied voice cried from the distance.
‘Who are you? Show yourself!’ Cameos demanded, though his voice sounded far weaker than he had intended, more like a boy’s than that of the leader of an entire race. He felt fear, like he had never experienced in his life. Then he awoke.
Releaka held Cameos in silence whilst he recovered his poise and gained his grip on reality. She had watched in distress as her mate writhed in his sleep, his face contorting in anguish as he struggled with an unseen terror. Elvish folk have a perspective differing from any other creature that marked the passing of time. To sit in silence for hours, even days, was not considered strange. However, Cameos felt the need to share his ordeal and take council from those wiser than himself. He dressed in silence. The loose-fitting animal furs fended of the unexpected chill of leaving Releaka’s embrace. He kissed his beloved softly on the forehead and left.
It was a ten-minute walk to the council chambers of the Elder, but Cameos took double that, wrestling with how he would broach the subject concerning the strange happenings he was experiencing.
The council comprised four members, three male, one female. All members were over two thousand years of age. As with their entire race, they reached adulthood at the age of one hundred, and celebrated this with the coming-of-age festivals, the ascent from childhood. When an Elf becomes one thousand years of age they become teachers, charged with the duty of sharing the wisdom of their years. They also became masters of a particular trade, whether they become combat tutors or farmers, butchers or tool makers depended on where they excelled the most. The average age of death, known as the departing, was between one and a half thousand and two and a half thousand years of age. The oldest still lived at three thousand and twelve, and though still head of the council, Suleka was frail and many believed he would not see too many more newborns coming into the world. The entire race numbered two thousand, two hundred and eighty-seven. There hadn’t been a birth for three years. If they reached two thousand years of age, then they were considered to be the most blessed of all Mother Earth’s children. And thus, became the keepers of the ancient lore, the knowledge passed throughout the ages of the world. It is said that only when this lore has been taught and understood can an Elf really begin to comprehend the nature of life.
Although it was not spoken about in general conversation, Cameos knew well that many of the council members considered him far too young to deal with the day-to-day needs of the people. The Elven folk were aligned to meet the daily needs of the community, but there were still issues that were the chief’s responsibility to rule on. The courts were only in session for one hour a day, at the hour before dawn, but frequently, like today, there was not one dispute to be discussed and ruled on. The main arguments were insulting behaviour, thefts and unlawful fighting which mainly occurred whilst males were intoxicated, due to the effects of brewed herbs, typically inducing feelings of giddiness and jubilation, but every so often there would be an abuse of the substance leading to temporary paranoia and bouts of unnecessary violence. Although there was no confinement in Elven Earth, there was punishment, and it was harsh. Guilty parties would be staked out in the desert, and due a mutation in the pigment of their skin, they would be baked to blackness from the power rays of the sun. Eight hours was the longest sentence and only issued for people using weapons when fighting, which was considered to be the worst crime and it took decades for their honour to be fully restored. Even with the Elven ability to heal at a miraculous rate, it took months upon months for the skin to soften and return to its pale brown colour, even longer for the eyesight to fully return. Most cases however were only sentenced to two or three hours, but it was still difficult to watch your own kind suffer in such a way. Cameos knew that many of the council members thought he was too young to understand the need for strict laws and the stability, the safety, they brought to the community. However, Cameos did understand that his kin needed to be deterred from unlawful behaviour, though it still broke his heart, every time he ordered a sentence.
Cameos entered the council chambers without much hope for a positive outcome when he saw Trake and Trugher in debate with the only other elder in attendance Joleata. Trake and Trugher were twins, completely identical, right down to the fact that they were both stringently opposed to Cameos becoming chief at such a short number of years. Joleata was a council member merely because of her age. She commanded little respect and, according to the twins, frequently misinterpreted the texts of the Elder. The Elders were priests of sorts, giving the general population spiritual guidance and blessings of conception, and keeping accounts of age, writing records of combat and spending hours in endless argument concerning the meaning of life.
Cameos entered the chambers through the only archway and stood in silence admiring the scrolls that were stacked from floor to ceiling on every wall. He wondered, not for the first time, if he would live long enough to view their contents. Even though he was chief and as such his word law, only the Elders were permitted the knowledge of the Elven library and no chief throughout history had ever contested this tradition.
‘Ho Cameos. What brings you to the lords of the spirit? Advice is it you seek?’ asked Trake, the more vocal of the two brothers. Trake turned his head to the left and gave a slight nod indicating that Joleata should leave, which she did so quickly and in silence, offering Cameos a curt bow as she passed him.
‘Come, my chief, let us be seated’, said Trake as he led the trio to the soft animal furs in the centre of the chamber. ‘May we offer you some refreshments, fruit, water, my chief?’
‘No, I come here for guidance, not for pleasantries’, replied Cameos sharply. ‘I was hoping to find the head of your order, for his wisdom would be greatly appreciated.’
‘He has many duties,’ replied Trake, ‘and cannot be expected to be at the beck and call of his “master”. We serve the people, not the needs of the one, no matter which one it may be. Now, what troubles you, young Cameos?’
So, Cameos reluctantly told the Elder about his sleep visions. ‘I have had dreams before, but nothing so vivid and chilling. The water gone from the pool of life, and our people slain. A horrible feeling of doom that stays with me long after I have awoken and yet this latest dream, one I had only hours ago, speaks of hope. Although the voice itself filled me with nothing but despair.’ Cameos revealed obviously feeling great distress. ‘So Trake, Trugher, can you interpret the meaning of these visions?’ asked Cameos despairingly.
‘You go too far with your thoughts, Cameos’, Trugher answered. ‘Do you believe you have been blessed with the gift of foresight? These “visions” you speak of are nothing more than the dreams of an overtaxed young mind’, scoffed Trugher.
‘Do you really believe we opposed your succession for reasons other than the simple fact, you were not ready then, and I deem you not ready now. I prescribe rest Cameos. Hand over the burdens of your office and spend your time with Releaka. Train, fight and hunt. Do the activities meant for a male Elf of your age and you will find your dreams turn pleasant again’, Trake said to Cameos with false sympathy.
‘So, I ask for guidance and you mock me. I seek your advice, but you seek my throne. I see your coveting as blatant as the moon sees the stars’, Cameos replied with a harsh, aggressive edge in his voice. He stood and made his way to the door. Just before he reached the threshold he turned and raised his finger, pointing at the surprised Elder. ‘Take heed brothers, Trake and Trugher’, he barked, ‘I rule in Elven Earth. I alone shall rule in Elven Earth.’ He turned and left. ‘Till death takes me or my son can best me’, he added.
Cameos walked purposely but without a destination. He was angry, no it was more than that he was infuriated. How dare they speak to him so. His whole body burned with temptation. He ached to return to the chambers and spill blood, break bones, and do all manner of excruciatingly painful things. He cooled his heart, realising he was contemplating an unlawful attack on the most sacred of his race. Suddenly he felt out of control. What was happening to him, was the Elder right? Had the stress of ruling so young driven him mad? Were the visions a by-product of insanity? He told himself he needed some exercise to clear his mind, when really, he needed to fight someone, someone in his skill class, someone he could damage. So, he made his way through the temple, and into the gymnasium.
Cameos stood in the gymnasium and found Thakern was very forcefully instructing a group of about one hundred, male and female elves, in the rigours of circuit training. The group were running in close formation, bringing their knees up to about an inch below the chin. Thakern issued a blaring command, and every trainee stopped immediately to throw themselves down on to their hands, leaving their feet in the air and their bodies perfectly straight. All but two managed this without falling. The two who fell received a powerful kick each from nearby training assistants. At Thakern’s order the group proceeded to let their bodies fall in a slow, controlled motion, whilst keeping the body in a perfectly straight line, and when the top of the skull touched the floor the arms were straightened again and the exercise was repeated fifty times, building muscle and increasing balance. Vigilant teachers used kicks and fists to ensure everyone kept time.
Thakern spied Cameos standing in the entrance watching the fluid exercise that he himself practised many times a week, but Thakern could see from his young friend’s face that he was seething with anger.
‘Cameos!’ Thakern’s booming voice thundered across the training room, snapping Cameos out of his violent thoughts.
Cameos walked towards Thakern, then pushed straight past him to jump into the practice pit. ‘Cameos, in the mood for more punishment? I think I could spare a few seconds out of my day’, offered Thakern.
‘I am neither in the mood for jokes nor for lessons Thakern, so pick a male who’s my match and have him join me’, replied chief Cameos with a stern tone of authority.
‘As you command’, Thakern said as he chose the combatant, a male, not much older than Cameos but a few inches shorter, by the name of Doista. Cameos and Doista had been friends for many decades and frequently trained together. They also socialised, often over food and drinks or hunted the few animals that roamed the desert at night.
Doista entered the fighting pit and approached Cameos in the traditional stance. Before Doista had taken two steps Cameos was upon him, delivering lightning-fast blows with closed fists, thrown straight, and aimed accurately at Doista’s mouth and nose. Doista blocked the first four, knocking them aside with the palms of his hands, but Cameos’ attack was relentless, and the following two connected squarely, splitting Doista’s lips and loosening several of his front teeth. Cameos did not slow for a second as he took full advantage of his opponent’s unbalanced position. He grabbed Doista by the arm pulling him forward sharply. Cameos bent his legs bringing himself low to the ground and using the floor of the pit like a springboard he propelled himself into the air, converting his head into a battering ram and annihilated Doista’s nose causing him to fall sideways. Cameos dragged him back upright and in one fluid motion twisted Doista’s arm whilst stepping to stand behind the half unconscious, bleeding Elf. An echoing loud snap indicated that the arm had been broken as Doista fell to the floor.
‘Another!’ Cameos screamed at Thakern in a state of total animal bloodlust. ‘You’ve lost control, my chief. This is no longer practice, so it has no place in this gymnasium. Maybe we could take council together? In the serenity of the temple, perhaps?’ asked Thakern, his smile now gone, a look of deep concern replacing it.
‘Do you question my order, Thakern? Do I not rule here?’ He turned to face the group who had gathered round the pit to witness the fight. ‘Do I not rule here?’ Cameos shouted as he looked over the crowd, then back to Thakern. ‘I asked you a question, tutor’, snarled Cameos though gritted teeth.
Thakern’s smile returned as he answered in a loud and clear voice, ‘Cameos. chieftain of Elven Earth rules here!’ and Thakern dropped to his knees, quickly followed by every Elf present, and they rejoiced, for Cameos ruler of the Elven folk was beginning to show his strength.




Chapter Four





Dreams of Power



Kane, first of that name, known throughout his kingdom as Kane the Cruel, knew with certainty that he slept, yet with equal certainty he knew that where he resided in his sleep state was no dream. It was much more a vividness that gave him proof that he had been brought to this place by a being who could control what he saw in his mind’s eye.
The place was a palace in the heavens’ the sight before him was staggering. He walked upon the finest piece of marble he had ever seen, a single piece which seemingly had no beginning nor an end. He seemed to be in the middle, or at least he could not see any walls, neither to the front and back of him, nor to either side. Instead, the palace seemed infinite, blending out of existence at the end of his human ability to see. All around he saw evenly spaced columns that rose indefinitely upwards. Every hundred or so feet they rose, each one made from the most perfect cuts of the most precious materials known to man. Some he did not recognise, even though he knew in every cell of his body they had value beyond measure. The highest quality gold and silver. The purest clarity diamond, ruby, emerald and sapphire. Minerals and jewels yet to be discovered by the race of Man, and some already forgotten from an age before the kingdom was forged. All around him opulence bloomed without apparent need. Golden tables were laden with jewel-encrusted goblets, and crystal platters were piled high, with delicacies from a hundred nations not known to the king.
Women, with such beauty they confounded the senses, lazed naked and seductively upon settees draped with the softest animal furs, beckoning him as they caressed each other’s perfect bodies. His eyes locked upon a woman to rival the Goddess of beauty herself. Instantly he felt himself lose control of all free will; his body raged with lust as he walked towards her.
A voice cut through the serenity of the place and brought Kane to a sudden halt; all thoughts of sexual fulfilment vanished.
‘You! Kane, King of Men, have yet to earn the spoils of my hall. You are summoned, come forward.’ The voice, rather than loud, reverberated around Kane, completely enveloping him. Through his body it spoke to him; in his mind it called to him.
Kane looked fervidly for the presence that spoke to him, yet in no direction could he put a physical appearance to the voice he heard and felt. Then a blinding light came from out of the endlessness, in the direction Kane thought as forward. Shielding his eyes from the light, Kane discerned a figure coming forward.
The figure easily stood twenty feet in height and was clad in a brilliant golden suit of armour. The King of Men staggered back from the sight that greeted him. He gasped and fell to his knees. Prostrating himself upon the ground in the presence of the God of Gods, known only as He who is Greatest.
‘Rise! For you are mine, Kane the Cruel.’ The voice filled him with conflicting emotions of exaltation, fear and wonder. He stumbled as he rose but steadied both feet under him as he said.
‘Can it be? Are you truly here with me now, my lord?’ Even as Kane stuttered the words, he knew the question to be folly. Every fibre of his being sang with the realisation that he was truly in the presence of the mightiest of all.
‘You rule my people well, Kane the Cruel, for they are weak and only the strong may abide upon the lands I have blessed unto them. I have gifts for you, for you are my chosen king, gold piled to dwarf the trees, gems too large to hold in a single hand, yet there are demands I would make of you.’ The voice was commanding, yet inviting, filled with undiluted power, yet also with warmth and promise.
‘What would you have of me, Father? My body, my mind, my soul are yours to do with as you wish.’ He had regained his composure and his thoughts had turned to the treasure it promised him and the power he would surely wield.
‘As it should be, so it will come to be. Punish the weak with pain until death and prepare the strong for war. I shall come to you again King of my domain, Purifier of the unblessed, servant of God.’
Kane awoke with a start, but without any doubt of the divine message he had received. He felt an overwhelming sense of righteousness and a hunger for the promise made by the greatest of all. Kane had never been a pious man, but now he saw the truth: he was indeed chosen to rule. All his past actions were now not only justified but blessed, and he made the promise, to the dawn breaking through his windows, that every dawn would see more blood than the last. His armies would grow strong through the pain of the weak. His lust for suffering, shared with He who is greatest, filled him with a newly found vigour. He felt young again and strong, determined to do God’s work and reap the benefits.
Across the room, a young woman, barely more than a girl, mewed in broken agony. Her chains rattled as she regained full consciousness and pulled at the fastening which held her tight against the wall. Kane grinned as he saw realisation hit her. The fear in her eyes brought him to full arousal as he took in the sight of her blooded body. As he crossed towards her, leering at her fear, as a mountain lion leers at the sight of an injured doe, he caught sight of the wounds he had inflicted the previous night. Her womanhood was torn and bloody. The smell of bodily waste assaulted his nostrils, as he moved closer, in the closed environment of his private chambers.
He turned away and instead crossed to a large cupboard. Opening the door, he disappeared briefly behind it, as the girl mumbled pleas for mercy. Pleas to the Gods and pleas for her mother. Reappearing Kane the Cruel brandished a large, loaded crossbow, and levelled it at the terrified victim of his sadistic wonts.
‘It seems I used you all up, fun though it was.’ Kane said through sneering giggles. He pressed the trigger and the mechanism on the crossbow released the bolt at devastating speed. It struck her face with such velocity it shattered bone like a boulder through thin ice, pinning her lifeless skull firmly to the stone wall her violated body was still chained to.
‘Boy!’ the king screamed. The briefest of moments later the king’s personal squire entered the chambers and, being one of only two people allowed admittance to the king’s private rooms, showed no surprise at the sights that greeted him.
‘Bring me food and ale aplenty, for I have such an appetite this morning.’ He pointed at the young life he had ended without remorse, and added, ‘Oh and get rid of that mess. The wolfhounds shall feast this morning as well.’
As the squire closed the door behind him, he heard a sound that caused him to shiver right through to his bones as the king laughed like one touched with moon madness. As he passed through the corridor, past a huge open window, a gust of wind, unseasonably cold, blew as strong as a gale. From the north it came and for the briefest of moments the squire heard a word upon the wind, a word that, although never heard before, filled him with dread. That word was Vor’rok.




Chapter Five





Brotherhood



The troop came to a halt as one. Each man instantly noticing the rising of their captain’s balled fist, indicating an immediate stop. Each of the fourteen men at arms was equipped with the traditional two-handed great-sword. Its four feet of double-edged, razor sharp, tempered steel, capable of smashing through armour, flesh, and bone, made the weapon a gruesome tool of the soldier’s trade. Although the hilt on the enormous sword made it comfortable to wield with two hands not one man in the elite platoon had ever favoured the two-handed styles of sword craft, outside of the occasional dual or the practice halls of the academy. Instead, the years of training and seemingly endless drills allowed the weight of the great-sword to be a comfort, rather than a hindrance, for every soldier that had enjoyed the six years of military schooling at the academy.
Just as every warrior, young or old, fresh recruit or veteran, took up his sword with his right hand, the left held his shield. Its uniformed three feet in height and two-foot width, with sharpened edges, made the shield arm of a kingdom warrior capable of inflicting as much death as the sword arm.
In command, of the immaculately attired patrol, was Baron Oswald. His appearance portrayed his noble bearing, fresh yet strong. His muscular physic and smooth lined face held all the vigour of youth, yet his eyes shone as hard and as cold as the steel in his scabbard. As with all the men he led, he was tall and carried himself with the military bearing that came from countless generations of soldiering. Warriors of the realm of Men were not simply trained, they were bred until their very blood boiled with the battle lust of a thousand conflicts.
Baron Oswald stood as solid and as silent as a granite wall as he used hand signals to attract the attention of his lead scout. The scout was positioned commanding the high ground to the fore and at about two hundred yards from the rest of the patrol. The scout named Einar, a tracker and veteran of unsurpassed ability and advancing years, quickly informed his leader what every man amongst them already tasted on the cool evening air. Smoke. A lot of smoke.
The lands in their patrol vicinity were the lushest, and yielded more bounty than any other in the entire kingdom of Man. But as the Creator gives with one hand, He takes with the other, and not more than five miles away from this arid farmland lay the border of the forbidden jungle
The land of the enemy. A jungle so thick that not even sunlight could penetrate more than a few metres into this dank and dark realm of Goblins and monsters who persistently raided into the kingdom to burn and destroy villages, devouring the flesh from defenceless peasants forced to work for a king who showed no love or compassion for his subjects but only greed and contempt.
Knight-captain Colburn came from his position at the rear and addressed the baron, ‘I have sent additional scouts to the flanks.’ His hand was raised, sweeping from the high ground at the left, then to the right as he spoke. ‘These damned valleys are the perfect place for an ambush.’
The last was said in a slightly scolding tone, following their disagreement of the best course for their patrol to take. For whilst Baron Oswald was of noble birth and as expertly trained as any other warrior of Man, he was untested, far too eager to prove his courage, and in the knight-captain’s opinion, stupid. No. Colburn amended that thought, not stupid, just oblivious to what appeared to Colburn as obvious. The anointed knight and honoured captain of the brotherhood cursed once more the obligations the order he served had to the nobility. Only days before, the baron had ridden to Iron Guard and demanded his right to lead a patrol. In less than an hour, Colburn had handpicked his finest men at arms and set off to pander to this nobleman’s desire for adventure.
If Baron Oswald noticed his second in command’s tone, he portrayed nothing and simply stated, ‘Einar reports smoke. Maybe a farmstead caught fire, or a field is burning out of control. Some witless peasants struggling with the mastery of fire no doubt.’ Oswald smiled broadly at the scepticism creeping into Colburn’s normally blank expression and then added, ‘Worry not, captain, we shall investigate as duty dictates.’
Colburn nodded his head and said, ‘Yes, baron’, and with that he turned to address his men in a voice so loud and deep it reverberated through the air like thunder. ‘Alright, you sons of whores and sinners! Fall in! On the double, single file on me!’ Before the command was finished, the sounds of heavily armed and armoured men shattered the evening quiet, moving to obey without hesitation or preamble. With the captain taking point and the sergeant bringing up the rear, they headed in the direction of the smoke at a light trot. Fast enough to reach their destination in short order yet reserving enough energy to fight effectively should the need present itself. The Men at arms moved out.
As the scouts returned to the patrol, gaps appeared in the line and were quickly closed by the returning men melting into their positions within the formation. Colburn raised his head in the smoke’s direction and his battle-trained instincts told him they would certainly need to fight.
It was just short of twenty minutes and two miles when the patrol crested the ridge, and, spreading into a line, they halted. It was not a spoken command that caused the line to halt its advance, but rather the sight that lay before them. Three hundred metres down the gentle slope, to where fifteen shocked and sickened warriors looked on with horror, as anger brewed within them, stretched a scene from hell. The once vibrant farm town of Bancroft, home to about a thousand men, women and children, the surfs and peasants who tilled the earth to provide the higher classes with the fruits of the harvests, now lay in desolation. The wood and whittle hovels, and more sturdy wooden storage buildings, were now raging infernos and smoking ruins. Mutilated corpses lay in their agonising death throes. Body parts and discarded organs lay strewn about like offal on an abattoir floor. The only living thing appeared to be the cause of this wanton destruction. Even though an acrid, thick smoke hung in the air like heavy fog, Colburn could make out at least a dozen forms unmistakably belonging to the great enemy of Man, Goblins.
Averaging only four feet in height, they were physically akin to human children compared with the kingdom’s men at arms. Yet their power was not measured in the strength in their arm, but rather speed, and a ferocity that was only matched by the wolves, giant spiders and boars that occasionally carried the spawn of evil as they raided, butchered and feasted upon the kingdom’s weak.
Shock transformed into anger as Colburn focused on one particular creature. Its blue-tinged green skin left naked but for the loincloth that seemed to be made from some sort of pink hairless skin. Anger turned into barely controlled rage as the thing sunk its inch-long yellow fangs deep into the corpse of a bisected woman. Pulling away a mouth full of flesh, blood dripping freely from its slowly moving mouth. A softly spoken word brought Colburn back to the situation at hand.
‘Suggestions’, Oswald asked, his eyes never leaving the scene of gruesome carnage that started at the base of the hill and ended somewhere beyond the smoke and death.
Colburn pointedly ignored ‘suggestions’ and turned to issue his command directly to the men. At first shocked and sickened, the faces that awaited his voice were filled with vengeance and hungry with the anticipation of bloodletting.
‘Drop packs!’ His voice cut through the air. ‘Fan out! I want a single battle line, three sword lengths between each man.’ The men hurried about their duty as they abandoned their equipment and put the required length between each of them. ‘We charge through the village.’ Colburn continued. ‘And destroy anything not of Man.’ Shields raised, the platoon awaited the ritual words that boiled the blood and inspired feelings of great pride in every kingdom warrior. ‘Draw sword!’ knight-captain Colburn bellowed into the night. And as one, swords were unsheathed. The scrape of steel being pulled from the throat of scabbards caused smiles to spread upon the faces of all the men, all but two. Colburn turned to his obviously frightened superior and snarled through gritted teeth, ‘Lead!’
No bugle or trumpet sounded, for they were the province of training grounds and marshalling yards. Out here only one word was needed, and despite his dishevelled and weakened demeanour, Baron Oswald screamed the word ‘Charge!’ with a confidence he most certainly did not feel. One word. And the accumulated war cry arose like thunder through the dead of night. One word. And a wave of steel, muscle and anger charged down the hill to bring death to all who dared stand in its way.
The Goblins arose from their sordid feasting. Some bolted in the face of the coming onslaught, but more remained. Standing in the centre of the line, and to the baron’s immediate right, Colburn realised he had severally underestimated the enemy’s number, as dozens upon dozens of foul villainous creatures ran to meet the charge. Colburn’s eyes did not leave his first victim’s sight until he was past, leaving nothing but a headless, twitching corpse. His shield arm found his next opponent and sent it reeling twenty feet, a cartwheeling mess of shattered bone and ripped flesh. With almost no momentum lost from dispatching his second foe, he met his third and his fourth. Uninterruptedly removing the head of the creature to his left with an overhand stroke before deftly turning his body with a grace that betrayed his size to deliver a back-handed stroke to his right that cleaved the Goblin from collar bone to groin. He slowed to survey the surrounding scene. Through the smoke he glanced left then right, his experienced eyes showing, without thought, what he needed to know. The initial charge had faltered.
Each man was now engaged with multiple assailants. Eyes forward, he marked two of the evil things bearing down on him, their daggers blackened from dried blood and flame, drool salivating from bared canine teeth. He had mere seconds before they were within reach of his sword and used the time to make a decision. Through the smoke and burning debris, Colburn could just make out the centre of the town: a large open space, just as easy to defend as to launch attacks from. His voice cut high above the noise of battle, like thunder clashing over the fury of a storm’s wind.
‘Platoon will advance in steady order.’ A perfect sword thrust, and the first Goblin helped impale itself upon Colburn’ blade. Its blind desire to reach its destination left its legs still running as the blade’s point exploded out of its skull, its snout protruding from the sword’s hilt. Colburn turned the point of his sword towards the ground, in an effort to dislodge the foul creature, before the second was upon him, but his efforts proved late as the Goblin scampered up his shield and around his back, as a squirrel would climb a tree. Colburn felt the thing’s corrupt flesh assault his nostrils as he abandoned his sword to ground. And using a massive, gauntleted hand, he found the creature’s throat. Crushing the windpipe, he smashed the gasping creature to the ground and destroyed its skull with two quick stamps of his steel-clad plated boot. Quickly retrieving his briefly discarded sword, he strode purposely towards the open ground.
It took the thirteen men at arms, the knight-captain, and the baron, about twenty minutes to kill the remaining hundred or so Goblins. From the initial charge to the time when the last met its end, about two hundred of the villainous creatures had been butchered without the loss of a single man. The entire platoon had reached the town square within sixty seconds of one another. Once they had mustered at the open ground, they secured it, formed a rough square formation and held firm. Held firm whilst dozens upon dozens of vile Goblins flung themselves wantonly upon the men of the kingdom. Apparently free from fear, the Goblins still attacked, even as swords descended upon their brethren.
During a brief lapse of the enemy within Colburn’s sword’s reach, he stole a glance towards Oswald’s position. What he saw sealed his opinion of this, so called, high-born warrior. Oswald had hesitated before the enemy. Only for the slightest of moments before impaling his foe, the captain had held his sword stroke, allowing the creature to close the gap between them. Luckily for Oswald he still had time to dispatch the thing, yet Colburn thought to himself, ‘How many times can a man be lucky before he gets another man killed.’
After someone had removed the last Goblin from this world, the men fanned out into small groups, calling out in the hope of finding a survivor, but each man knew in their hearts they searched in vain. No peasant could hope to defend themselves from such a horde. And so, the men gathered at the far side of the village to escape the direction in which the choking smoke travelled. The knight-captain’s eyes burned, but rather than the smoke, it was rage that caused the burning in the seething warrior’s eyes.
After searching what seemed like the entire village personally and finding nothing living, his gaze was drawn to the fields at the far left of the platoon and his expression changed so much it caught the attention of every man. All eyes turned to witness maybe a dozen forlorn figures slowly walking towards the village, heads bowed. Tears streamed down their soot-covered faces. No man living, not even the most hardened veteran, could not feel pity for these sorrowful survivors. A man of middling years approached them, clothes torn and blackened, but still looking less dishevelled than the rest of his party.
The man straightened his back, approached Oswald and spoke. ‘Bastard things’, he cursed as he spat on a Goblin’s corpse. ‘Came in ‘bout an hour after sunset.’ His tone approaching accusation as he raised his eyes nearly two feet to meet the baron’s eyes. ‘Burning, killing, eating people still breathin’. Bastards!’ He screamed. Using energy that came purely from hatred, he began to kick the closest dead Goblin. ‘Laughing all the time whilst me family and friends screamed.’ He burst into a mournful wail and dropped to his knees before Oswald. The baron obviously uncomfortable and unsure what to do looked around in a panic.
Words failing Oswald, Colburn came to his aid and dropped to a knee whilst seizing the man gently by the shoulders. ‘I cannot bring back your dead friend but speak to me and maybe I can give you your vengeance.’ Colburn’s voice, the softest the men had ever heard, even now held all its authority. Colburn, still gripping the weeping man’s shoulders stood, standing the old man with him and as the poor wretch slowed his crying, he spoke.
‘Didn’t ‘av a chance, ya see sir, those able just ran, but, but, but.’ The old man stuttered as he fought back tears. ‘But the bastard green skins were too fast, see. Caught the most. Those they didn’t kill they beat and dragged off afar.’
Baron Oswald awoke from the shock and spoke, ‘You must consider them dead and mourn for their passing.’ He addressed the group of distraught village folk without pity or patience. He turned towards the platoon and attempted to give an order before Colburn interrupted, his voice returning to his normal gruff tone.
‘Old man, I mourn for your loss. Tell me now and tell me true. A milk maid, Rochelle, what has become of her?’ Oswald looked on with interest, as did every man of the troop, but none gave voice to their interest.
‘She ran with us, Sir.’ The old man said, fearful of the huge warriors’ response to his words. ‘But was holding a child see. They caught her with ease. She attacked ‘em with bare hands, protecting a child that wasn’t even ‘ers, brave little lass. But they tore the kiddie from her grasp and ripped the poor thing to bits.’ His emotions were threatening to overcome him again, but he continued to tell the tale. ‘They beat ‘er down and dragged ‘er back with the others t’ wherever them heathen bastards come from.’
‘How many Orc were amongst their number?’ Colburn asked. The Orc, far more dangerous than its lesser brethren, being larger and much more powerful. The Orc was the master of the Goblin and it surprised him to not find one on the battlefield.
‘They were two, Sir. Both bigger even than ya’ self, Sir’, the villager replied.
Colburn nodded his head once towards the old man and then looked thoughtfully towards the north. After a few seconds of silence, he turned and addressed the men. ‘We must make haste if we are to catch them before they reach the treeline.’ The men did not hesitate and readied themselves for a run ‘at the double’ before Baron Oswald’s voice cut through the air.
‘Hold!’ He bellowed. ‘I have issued no such order, Captain.’ He turned towards the men and said, ‘Stand down.’ He turned back to his second in command and said sternly, ‘they move faster than us and they have a start on us. I shall not go on a fool’s errand like some witless commoner.’
Colburn ignored the captain and turned to face the old man again, who stood nervously in the presence of men who were like demigods to such as himself. ‘The band that took the captives, when did they leave this place?’
The old man thought for a second, then addressed Colburn, ‘Thirty minutes before y’ arrived, as far as I c’ tell. From yonder, through smoke.’
Baron Oswald raised his voice so all could hear as he spoke to the knight-captain. ‘An hour has passed, they are into their fourth mile ahead by now, captain. We shall take the villagers back with our report to Iron Guard as protocol dictates.’
Colburn looked back towards the north, and grim determination gripped his expression as he addressed his commanding officer, ‘Then I shall follow them into the trees and beyond if need be.’
Oswald looked fit to burst but remained silent out of pure shock as Colburn raised his voice to a roar. ‘Warriors of the Brotherhood of Light!’ He drew his sword and pointed it towards the north as he continued. ‘The cause of this destruction’ – he swept his giant sword in an arch that encompassed the destroyed village – ‘has fled to their hiding place.’ He continued, his voice dominating, demanding respect. ‘I intend to pursue this foe! To chase this foe down! Destroy them and free any of our people that still breathe!’ He sheathed his sword and scanned the men before him, making eye contact with some of his oldest comrades. Brothers to a man, he looked upon them seeking support. ‘They have taken our people; people whom we as warriors of the kingdom are honour bound to protect.’ Raising his voice again, he exclaimed, ‘Is there any amongst you who will fight beside me?’
As one, the brothers in arms draw their long swords and began beating them in a rhythmic tattoo against their shields, the noise so loud it brought Baron Oswald out of his shock.
‘This is folly’, the baron began, his voice drowned by the noise of steel on steel as the platoon readied itself for the mission. ‘I command here!’ he screamed. And the noise stopped as the obedience of trained soldiers kicked in. ‘I command here.’ The baron continued in an even and calm authoritative tone. ‘I command here, captain, not you. The tree line is not to be crossed. By our laws it is forbidden. You will stand down and fall in.’
The platoon stayed still, eyes moving between the untested and unknown baron and their proven, anointed and loved knight-captain. Colburn stayed silent as he allowed the baron to continue. ‘Corporal Torben, clap this man in irons.’ Corporal Torben looked towards his brother Taben and between them an unspoken exchange was made, and neither moved.
The baron turned to address the captain, ‘You may consider yourself arrested, Colburn, for incitement to commit mutiny and attempting to bring dishonour upon the warriors of the brotherhood.’ The corporal remained still. ‘Corporal!’ The young baron screamed, his face mere inches from the corporal’s, yet the corporal did not so much as blink an eyelid. The captain turned his anger upon Colburn. ‘You would forsake your honour and that of your men for a milkmaid, a common fucking whore?’
The sound was sickening in the silence that followed, as Colburn’s steel gauntleted fist connected with Oswald’s jaw and the bones in his face yielded to iron and force. No words left the baron’s broken mouth as he fell unconscious to the ground. It was now Colburn’s turn to address the troop.
‘What this pathetic excuse for an officer spoke was truth. I have forsaken the oath of obedience. I have struck my commanding officer, a man of noble birth. But what I do now is for honour and vengeance. I would not go to my forefathers in the next world, without shame, if I were to let the enemy leave without pursuit. Corporals Torben, Taben’, the captain said calmly, ‘You will take the remaining villagers, the men and’, he pointed towards the unmoving Oswald, ‘that slumbering piece of Goblin shit.’
The two brothers exchanged another look, seemingly communicating wordlessly, before Torben, the more outspoken of the twins, asked. ‘Aye, and where will you be going?’
The captain glared through the eyes of his long-term friend, brother of the order and companion of the battlefield. His voice cold as ice and filled with menace, he spoke in a barely controlled tone, ‘I shall go north.’
The two brothers exchanged their silent words before Torben playfully slapped Colburn on the shoulder and said through a beaming smile. ‘Of course you shall, brother. As shall we.’ As he said the latter, he indicated to the entire troop with a wave of his hand and obligingly every man took one step forward.
Colburn smiled slightly at his men’s dedication but shook his head, nevertheless. ‘No brothers. I shall not bring dishonour upon you; I shall go alone and do what I can.’
This time it was Torben who spoke, and he did so sternly, ‘Colburn.’ He stated, putting a harsh emphasis on the fact he did not use his rank. ‘That ‘piece of Goblin shit’, as you called him, outranks you. And that ‘so-called officer’ laying there in the soot and mud ordered Taben and me to arrest you. In short, old friend, you cannot command me. And so, I go north.’
‘Men!’ Torben called. ‘What say you?’
‘AH-UGH!’ The cumulated war cry thundered through the night as to a man they instantly roared their commitment. Both brothers looked upon Colburn, one smiling, the other glaring, as the men behind them shouted their support with a deafening conviction. ‘You see, old friend? You cannot deny these brave warriors the honour of vengeance.’ Torben said, still glaring.
With a hand command, Colburn silenced the shouting and addressed the men. ‘I am proud to call you my brothers, but as honourable a taking we are about to depart on, your names on this world will not be said with respect, if they are even said at all.’
Colburn turned as a young man, slightly better dressed than the rest of the villagers, though no less torn and soot covered, pushed his way through the group of survivors. He had long flowing hair that Colburn thought looked unusually well-kept for a peasant, and a neatly trimmed beard.
As he made his way to speak to the knight-captain, the old man interrupted.
‘Not now, minstrel! We do not want your songs.’ Colburn raised an eyebrow towards the old man, who replied to the unsaid question. ‘He sings, Sir, and only well enough for food or ale, m’ lord’, the old man said with a sideways look of contempt for a man who earned his living in such ways.
Colburn looked as though he had been insulted and said, ‘I am no Lord, old man. Speak minstrel but be quick.’
The singer approached and bowed in a drawn out, exaggerated manner, before saying. ‘My good Knight-captain, forgive me, but I could not help overhearing your predicament.’
Colburn seemed ready to burst. ‘Quicker!’ he shouted.
‘Apologies, you said your men’s names would not be spoken unless under mockery. I would change that through a verse that spoke of the heroic quest you undertake, if you would give me those heroic names.’
Colburn grunted his disapproval and made to turn away before Torben grabbed his wrist and said only loud enough for the two to hear, ‘you must give them this brother’, whilst nodding towards the waiting soldiers. The captain nodded his consent and immediately Taben began the introductions.
‘Well minstrel, you already know of our captain, and this is my blood brother Torben, myself being Taben.’ He then moved towards the elite group of warriors who had formed themselves into a line. ‘This is Einar, meaning “one who fights alone”, our chief scout. His father was Einar, who was also a chief scout, and his father before him and so on until the very birth of our order. The next is Brandt, meaning “sword”, and true to his name he is unbeaten in the duelling ring.’ Torben carried on down the line, resting his hand upon the shoulder of a giant of a man seven feet and ten inches in height and of exceptionally large build, even by the standards of the brotherhood’s men at arms.
‘This brute of a man is Egil, meaning “horror”, and believe me when let loose upon the enemy he is horrific.’ He stopped in front of the next man as the minstrel noted the names with ink upon a scrap of parchment and looked up and into the eyes of the company’s tallest man. Standing above Egil at eight foot and an inch tall, the minstrel visible started as he looked up from his parchment at the lean long figure before him. ‘Hakon, Torben began, “the highest son”.’ He continued, ‘This is Gulbrand, “sword of the divine” the brother who keeps our feet firmly on the path of He who is greatest of them all.’
Just as Torben was about to move to the next man in the line, Colburn’s patience finally gave out and he moved forward. Pushing Torben out of the way, he continued naming his men in a brisk and abrupt manor.
‘Folke, “from the people”. Vali “powerful”. Adelram, “Dark and noble”. Bolivar “Bone breaker”. Macario, “To be blessed” and finally this is Jedrick, he only joined us recently and has yet to earn himself a name with meaning.’ Colburn looked upon the face of the young Jedrick and felt a little shame at the roughness in which he had said the last. ‘Although he proved himself well enough in today’s battle’, he added.
The minstrel smiled as he looked upon the troop and said, ‘And your corporals’ names, what of their meaning?’
Colburn looked back towards the north and spoke quietly, ‘Both mean “bear”.’
The minstrel wrote it down happily, and without looking up said, ‘And your own name’s meaning, Knight-captain?’ But Colburn remained silent. He stole one last look at the slumbering form he had known only shortly and took off at a run towards the north. Towards vengeance, towards certain death, towards the enemies of Man.
One by one the men fell in behind their leader and as Torben readied to bring up the rear he glanced behind at the minstrel and said, ‘The knight-captain is named Colburn, meaning “slow to burn”.’




Chapter Six





Realm of Darkness



The troop halted at the top of a low ridge. After having run for over six miles in full plate armour, with sword and shield, sweat ran freely from the heads of the exhausted men. Gasping for air, thinking his lungs might not be up to the task at hand, Colburn drank deeply from a waterskin. The trail, both captive and captor made, was as clear as sunlight in the midst of a summer’s day. Twice they had glimpsed their quarry in the distance before they were lost again over a rise or hill. Twice hope had glowed back to life in his heart, like an ember stoked into a flickering flame, only to have it dashed as they caught sight of the tree line. The ground between himself and the trees free from friend and foe alike.
Finally catching enough breath to speak, he announced with resolve, ‘I shall not stop here.’
His men looked up towards him from their individual places of recuperation, their faces betraying the exertion the run had took. Their eyes showing fear, an emotion seldom felt. No man had ever ventured into the forbidden jungles of the north and returned to speak of its terrors. Every child in the kingdom knew the tree line was where the kingdom of Man ended, and the Territories of the Orc and Goblin began.
‘Any man who wishes to leave now is free to do so. I shall not think ill of him or dishonour his good name.’ With a very slight smile he added, ‘I shall only think him sober and in possession of his sanity.’
This brought a few snorts and grunts, the closest to amusement these men would express whilst in the field. ‘But those who would stay, I say this. A vow unto death. We track these beasts. We cut a path to where our foe will lay its head and then with, He who is Greatest by our side, and in our hearts, we shall leave them slain or be slain ourselves.’
Without discussion, the men found their feet and drew their swords. With hand on hilt, and the point almost touching the ground, they placed their sword, hand and hilt, across their hearts and cried into the gloom of a storm-clouded day in one voice, ‘To death do we swear!’
With a slight nod of appreciation and respect, Colburn replied. ‘Let us be about our business.’
With the troop falling into single file behind him, Colburn strode purposely towards the place where the tracks met the trees. As they closed on the tree line, the sun broke through the clouds from the south and illuminated the imposing jungle wall. Colburn felt the warming sensation of the sun’s rays upon his neck as he took one last look at the world of light. Taking a deep breath, he said a silent prayer and signalled his men to follow.
Sword swinging, in wide figures of eight, Colburn entered the trail. If the slight depression in-between the dense brush could even be called a trail. He faced a wall of darkness so black its oppressive nature seeped into his very soul, almost to the point of total despair, with his heartbeat thundering through his chest, his throat and his head. He felt his veins and arteries throb as bile rose in his stomach. He fought the urge to turn and bolt. His mind raced with dread and darkness. Every evil thought, every evil sight now presented itself in his mind’s eye. A thousand voices, all screaming, begging for release, for the pain to stop. Suddenly the darkness brightened a little. The oppression that had threatened to overwhelm him seconds before lifted. He looked for the source of the sudden illumination, knowing that none of his men had any remaining torches, and found that the ancient runes decorating the edges of the shield every brother of the order carried, had begun to glow a vivid red. He let out a gasp of surprise. The warriors were told during endless schooling sessions that the patterns were an ancient protection against true darkness. A darkness where only true evil would dwell, yet that truism had been given up as legend, then eventually the legend had turned to myth. Hope warmed his heart. His spirit was resolved. Colburn continued onwards.
The men each experienced the same despairing feeling when they followed their captain into the jungle, and the same wonder at the shield they had carried throughout their entire career. They were warriors all, bound by vow to fight the true enemies of Man and protect the weak, and this was the quest that every true warrior dreamed of. The thoughts of fear and apprehension had now given way to grim determination, an overwhelming desire to prove themselves worthy in the eyes of their forefathers, who they were sure to meet soon enough.
The jungle was thick with bushes and trees, some with razor sharp leaves that blooded unprotected faces as they scanned the path they took. Their only sound came from Colburn, trail blazing, as he broke the trail for the single file of determined men. They had been going for about twenty minutes, and by Colburn’s reckoning had only managed a hundred yards, yet at least they would have a clear path to guide their return. If they were to return. The track opened, allowing the men to move more freely and at a greater speed, as they trudged onwards through the eerie woodland.
Colburn realised his only sound was that made by the men behind him. No birds called out. No insects buzzed. No animals marked their presence. Not even the sound of wind was whistling through the leaves. Bathed in the red glow of the shield runes, the men marched forward into the darkness—into the silence.
An animal sound stopped the men in their tracks. High pitched and wailing, the sound cut through Colburn, sending cold shivers through his entire body even though the heat was stifling. It sounded again only much louder, an unnatural screech, something between anger and pain, blood curdling in its ferocity and urgency. Another cry took up the first in what seemed a response. Quickly followed by a third. Then a fourth. Suddenly the unnatural screeching was all around, making it impossible to judge numbers and distance, unrelenting, bone chilling and everywhere. It was almost as though the trees themselves were screaming at the human intrusion.
Colburn snapped a command, and the men formed two lines back to back, shields locked, swords raised. Eyes searched high and low, scanning the foliage, straining through the darkness, to put a visual aspect on to the unnatural sound.
Colburn issued his next command, ‘Right men. When a beast roars a challenge, you stand your ground, you answer in kind and you roar back.’ Colburn bellowed over the incredible din, ‘Let them hear your war cry.’ An accumulation of pent up anger and frustration was released in a deep and threatening roar. The contrasting sounds of feral screeching and the harsh growl of men competed for dominance in the closeness of the jungle. Each warrior took sport from attempting to outdo his brothers, and each man tried to create the most racket as swords banged on shields and feet stamped upon the ground.
The cacophony of noise from the men slowed, then stopped as the warriors, one by one, realised that the screeching had stopped. Then silence. Eerie. Deadly. Complete. The men tried to wipe sweat from their foreheads but with gauntleted hands they found it but a token gesture. The darkness lessened even further as the runes lining the shields of Man changed from the bright red to a glowing white. The murky darkness became something akin to daylight, only much more contained, limited to the area surrounding the platoon.
As he gazed around in a state of wonder and trepidation Colburn noticed colours in the foliage. Dull at first then slowly becoming as vivid as freshly dyed cloth. Unmoving patches of different colours: blue, red, pink, green, orange, yellow, gold, and silver, all stark against the dark greens of the jungle canopy. Dozens appeared like candles bursting into flame. A dozen colours soon became a dozen shades of a dozen colours. Hundreds became thousands. Then the jungle came alive.
One moment there was silence, stillness. Then a kaleidoscope of colour began bouncing throughout the canopy. So much colour and movement, every man had his head raised trying to follow the movement, preparing to defend themselves, but the movement and colour disorientated the eye and baffled the mind. It was as though the jungle had come to life, angry at the incursion into its domain. The howling resumed as the entire woodland danced in every direction. Then they attacked.
Some sort of small monkey came upon the band of men with a savage intent. They were about the size of a domesticated cat, the type little girls have for pets or farmers keep around to kill vermin. Colburn remembered that the old cook at castle Sprettaman had one, but his had been a dark brown creature, timid and friendly. He remembered feeding it fruit from his hand and laughing as the creature had stroked the palm of his hand as a way of gratitude and accordance. Yet what moved through the leaves sounded ferocious, angry and without fear. They came at first from the sides, jumping through the dense bush on to the locked shields. The brightly coloured things burned their clawed hands and feet as they came into contact with the brilliant white runes, causing them to drop to the ground screeching. But for every one that fell many more came to take their place, clambering up armoured legs, and throwing themselves selflessly at the line of men. The things began biting and tearing at armour plates seeking to expose the flesh below. A few of the brothers brought their swords to bear, skewering and slashing downward to swat the hideous things out of the air and hack them to bits. But it soon became clear to them all that the great-swords were not ideal to the task at hand.
‘Drop swords and draw mace!’ Colburn bellowed over the overwhelming noise of hundreds of screeching critters. Rather than fight in such a confined space with the massive sword strapped to their backs, they dropped them to the ground and drew the short, spiked mace. Then the fight began in earnest.
Even though the creatures were tiny in comparison to the armour-plated warriors, the men were struggling with a constant stream of rabid monkeys. Fangs broke on armour as the things attempted to bite through the plating. Colburn brought his mace up to his chest sharply and squashed a bright blue monkey’s skull against his plated armour, leaving brains to cling to its dented surface. The men were each swatting the things out of the air. The lightweight creatures were breaking on maces, bursting and being crushed under steel-clad boots. Like giant bugs, the creature’s insides burst out in gushes under the weight of steel and man. Hundreds lay mutilated or dead upon the jungle floor, yet still they came with a conviction that bordered on lunacy.
Then they dropped like stones from the high branches above. Landing with extraordinary agility on exposed heads, they tore and bit unprotected faces and necks.
Colburn caught a glimpse through his own personnel struggle at the private next to him. Young Jedrick was swinging his mace blindly but unflinchingly. His face a torn and blooded mess. His nostrils were ripped open and bite marks covered his lips and cheeks. Just as he overcame the foes to his front, a gold coloured howling creature dropped, like molten stone, landing upon Jedrick’s wounded head, biting and clawing at the poor man’s eyes. Jedrick was so distraught at the thing tearing at his face he struck out blindly with his mace, but the creature danced nimbly on to his left shoulder as the mace struck home. The mace connected with force upon his own face, shattering the eye socket to fragments, and causing the eyeball to drop and dangle from its inner workings. The same creature swung around the back of the panic-stricken man and perched itself upon his right shoulder. It snatched the eyeball with lightning speed, as if scared to lose the exotic treat, ripping it from its sinewy rope that it hung from, and the satisfied monkey ran off into the bush to devour its prize, whilst another of its brethren took its place to torment the agonised warrior.
‘Accursed be, you beasts!’ Colburn roared as he crushed another creature. They were losing, he thought, to things they could crush between their hands with ease. An epiphany hit the seasoned soldier like a blacksmith hits iron to remove the imperfections. For the six years he had trained at the academy from the age of ten until sixteen, they had taught him that to be unarmed is to be unmanned. Yet now he saw the simple truth. He threw down his shield, with its runes facing towards the canopy where they burned with a fierce intensity. Then he let his mace fall where he stood and began grabbing the creatures one by one, breaking their spines like kindling, before casting them aside. He turned to the now one-eyed Jedrick who nevertheless fought on with valiant courage and snatched two of the foul things off the man’s back. One in each hand he squeezed until his steel-clad fingers burst through the creature’s torsos in a torrent of blood and pulverised organs. He pulled the things to pieces, filled with hatred for the vile creatures and the terrible injury they had inflicted on his man. He bellowed an order over the primal battle that had erupted on the trail beside him. ‘Drop your shields! Drop your weapons! Fight with your hands!’ For the first time since attaining the rank of knight-captain, his order was ignored. Grabbing the soldiers closest to him, he screamed. ‘These things are best fought with hands!’ To demonstrate he grabbed another and burst its head like a grape being pressed for wine.
Shields fell, along with mace, and then the tide of the battle turned as abruptly as it had begun. All down the line, men were grabbing the creatures and tearing them to bits. The floor became covered with a multi-coloured layer, some feet deep in places, but one colour remained more apparent than any other. Blood, both human and beast, splattered the foliage and ground in vast quantities. Soon enough the call was heard all down the line and a frenzy began. The men were tearing the creatures apart, limb from limb. Necks were wrung so tight that heads became detached from the body as the men reeked their revenge. The contemptible things were grabbed by legs, arms and tails, to be swung with the full might of the sword arm of Man. They collided with trees and the compacted earth of the trail to explode in a shower of blood and bone. The attack which moments before had been a one-sided wave of momentum had completely faltered. No more creatures dropped from the trees. No more launched themselves from out of the darkness, and soon the only sound heard was the sound of bone being snapped, crushed and ground to bits as the men stamped all around them. Dying and wounded monkeys attempted to drag themselves to freedom, but the steel-clad feet were relentless in seeking movement and ending it with anger.
Colburn removed his gauntlets to wipe the blood from his eyes and assess his wounds. Multiple lacerations leaked bright crimson blood across his face and neck, and the top half of his right ear was missing, fang marks a testimony to its fate, but he had fared far better than many of his men. Gulbrand and Adelram had completely lost the use of their eyesight, having had both eyeballs torn and ripped to destruction whilst still in their sockets. Many more eyelids had been torn from blooded faces. Lips, cheeks, noses and ears had been chewed, and large chunks were missing from every face, of every man. No man cried out in pain. Each remained stoic whilst they treated comrades who would, in turn, treat them.
Along with Colburn, the least grievously injured retrieved their weapons and shield and stood guard, as they applied powerful herbs with salves to stop the bleeding and treat infection. The eyes were the fundamental problem, with two men now completely blind and another two left with vision so poor they could barely see a few feet in front of their own faces. Colburn had a quarter of his men disabled within a few minutes of the first engagement of the quest. Four men out of the fourteen who had entered the jungle were now a hindrance to any further fighting, rather than an aid to the mission. Colburn thought over the next move whilst having his own wounds dressed. There was only one thought plausible. The four men would have to follow the trail out and seek medical attention. With the two partially sighted men taking up the front, and the rear, they should be able to follow the trail back out without too much difficulty.
He moved Gulbrand and Adelram to the centre of the line, guiding them and holding them upright as they slipped on the corpses of their enemy. He called over Folke and Jedrick from where they had just finished having covers strapped over their empty eye sockets and began his brief.
‘Folke, you will lead Gulbrand and Adelram out of this forsaken place. Jedrick you will watch their rear.’ Jedrick protested before Colburn cut off the stout young warrior. ‘Jedrick, you fought bravely and have earned your place beside us as a brother.’ Even through the pain and torn lips, Jedrick beamed with pride. ‘You have earned your name of meaning and from this day forth you shall be named Trygve, it means “worth of trust”, and you have truly earned your name, brother.’
Passing to each one of the injured men he offered his thanks and praise, saying such things as, ‘You are heroes to a man’, and, ‘no man has harried the enemy into the dark lands, go take your place in legend’. He said these things with a tone that shone through with admiration but without a trace of sympathy or compassion. To do so would have shown weakness, and the remaining men needed to be sure of their leader’s strength. The men exchanged their farewells and continued the quest.
The trail widened, and the bush thinned out slightly and soon the men could walk comfortably two abreast. Having one flank protected by a sworn brother in arms their confidence grew. Again, the oppressive silence resumed. Apart from the tracks they followed, they neither heard nor caught sight of any foes as they marched wearily onwards. Just as Colburn had begun to give in to hopelessness, he heard a faint but penetrating scream. The men also heard it and all movement stopped as they forced their hearing to focus, on nothing, absolute silence.
Colburn gave the order, and the men advanced, shields raised, and swords drawn, down the trail as quickly as stealth allowed. After two hundred metres, the jungle opened even more.
A single scream of blood curdling pitch sounded through the air. Filled with utter anguish and pain, it ripped through the men, cutting through armour like no weapon could, and delivering dread deep within their hearts. Colburn signalled, and the men fanned out as much as possible and advanced with speed between the tree boles.
A scent in the air caused Colburn to order a stop as he recognised this slight smell in the thick air. The unmistakable tang of blood. The troop rounded a slight bend and were confronted with a sickening sight. A recently pregnant woman lay on her back in a pool of blood and gore, her form twitching as her body began to give way to death. Between her open legs sat a Goblin slowly eating her unborn foetus that it had ripped from her young body. The creature seemed unperturbed by the arrival of heavily armoured men as it devoured the last mouthful of its hideous crime. Slowly it chewed as it eyed the shocked men.
Colburn charged. Shock had given way to rage, and now he cleared the space between himself and the terrible, wretched thing. Colburn’s sword came down as the creature raised its arms to defend itself, but rather than bring the sword down on the Goblin’s head he turned at the last moment and used the point of the great-sword to piece the underarm of the foul beast. Pushing the creature back, he impaled the squealing thing on to a nearby tree. The thing screeched its pain and anger as Colburn raised his heavy shield. Having aligned the reinforced circular disc in the centre of the shield with the villainous creature’s face, the first blow stunned the thing into silence and stillness. The second fragmented the thing’s face like the shell of a hard-boiled egg when stuck with a spoon. The third and fourth completely disintegrated its skull. Brains, bone and flesh fell to the floor as the headless corpse twitched upon Colburn’s blade. He released the blade, and the decapitated Goblin fell into its own gore and blood.
With his troop forming a protective circle around him, he fell to his knees at the side of the barely breathing, yet still suffering woman. He gently placed the blade of his great-sword against her neck and ran a few inches of the razor-sharp steel expertly across her throat, spilling the last of her arterial blood and giving her mercy.
Colburn surveyed the scene below his own actions and footprints, and a picture of what had befallen the poor woman appeared before him. She was the last of the captives and foes to which the men pursued. Dragged along, presumably by the Goblin that Colburn had dispatched, she had miscarried through trauma and shock, and the Goblin, induced by blood lust, had ripped the child from her womb. Its life was ended before it was even due to start. Colburn felt tears form in his eyes. Never had he been so saddened by any of the horrors he had witnessed during his lifetime of combat.
‘It is by far too cruel a world’, he said softly as he fought back the moisture in his eyes. Rising, he noticed that more than one of his battle-hardened warriors were also struggling with emotions that were quite alien to these men of war. ‘This is why we pursue this filth’, Colburn said. ‘To punish these acts of barbarity and bring savour to those held captive, even if that savour is mercy from the edge of our blades.’
Colburn took a piece of cloth that he kept alongside his wet stone, in a pouch upon his waist, and set about cleaning the blood from his blade. As he cleaned the crimson blood and green Goblin filth from his blade, he noticed a few small patches of an orangey brown contaminate lingering upon the blade’s edge. Rust. But how could that be, he always took care to keep his blade honed and razor-sharp, as did all his men.
‘Check your steel for rust.’ He gave the command. Torben and Torben exchanged a brief look as the men began examining their weaponry and armour. Their steel was tainted, blotches of rust had appeared in a fraction of the time it would normally take. Leather straps that held armour plating in place had begun to rot, the humid temperature and the evil that lurked in this forsaken place had seeped into their equipment, just as it had tried to seep into their very souls as they had entered the trail. Colburn seemed deep in thought when the sound of Vali retching into the bush brought him out of his contemplation.
‘Take a few moments and do what you can. Keep your swords sharp, brothers, for they will need to be’, Colburn said to the troop before approaching Vali.
‘Here, take water, Vali’, Colburn said as he offered Vali a water skin. But the only reply Colburn received was more retching. ‘Vali!’ Colburn shouted. Still no reply. Colburn placed his hand firmly upon Vali’s shoulder and attempted to spin him round to face him. Vali did not move. The sound still came from Vali, and only then did Colburn realise that Vali’s hands were around his own throat. The sound was not that of a man voiding his stomach contents at the revulsion he had just witnessed, but rather the sound of a man choking. For the briefest of moments Colburn thought the warrior before him had given in to the despair of the place, that his mind had seen enough of the terrors of the world and he was trying to choke himself to death. Just as his mind moved away from that ridiculous idea, Colburn noticed a thick vine wrapped around the soldier’s neck. He stepped to the side quickly and saw that the vine had come from deep within the trees and wrapped itself around the man’s throat. The vine was strangling him as the rest of the troop watched, thinking that he was as sick as they all felt.
Colburn, sword in hand, made for the vine and sliced through it with ease. Vali ripped the remains from around his windpipe and lay upon the ground, gasping for the air that was seconds before denied him. Colburn peered into the gloom. His eyes searched for any assailants lurking in the darkness. Nothing. Not a sound or any trace of movement. He reached a hand down to Vali and helped him to his feet.
‘Sorry Captain’, Vali said, still shaking from his brush with death. ‘I turned to the trees to release my breakfast, not wanting my brothers to see my weakness. I glanced into the dark and before I could move or call out it had grabbed me. This very plant wants us dead!’ he said despairingly. ‘How do we win when even the environment we fight in seeks to end us?’ Vali looked thoughtfully into Colburn’s eyes and the captain realised that Vali was actually waiting for an answer.
‘You have shown no weakness, brother, only empathy for that poor girl’s pain. Do not surrender so easily to despair, friend. We shall have victory yet, even though it may cost us our lives.’ Vali smiled and nodded his head in agreement. Deep purple bruises were already showing prominently around the warrior’s throat. ‘Now hone your blade, brother’, Colburn said as he returned to doing the same.
Vali drew the great-sword from his back when a sense of movement in the trees caused him to turn sharply. Nothing. He stared into the darkness, seeking, tuning his senses to alert him to anything, a slight movement, the slightest sound. Nothing. He turned his attention to his blade just as they struck.
A half a hundred vines, each the diameter of a man’s finger, shot out of the darkness with an unrelenting speed, and lashed at Vali as a punisher whips a criminal’s back during a flogging. Great gashes appeared on his cheeks as they flayed the flesh to the bone. The vines embedded themselves between his armour plates, winding their way into gaps as they pried the plating apart.
Colburn was moving, roaring his war cry with his brothers only a step behind. They charged with swords held high, but before they could reach Vali a half a thousand vines burst through the branches to their rear, grappling on to their arms, legs, necks and torsos. But rather than pull them back to the tree line, as they were doing with Vali, the vines seemed content to just hold them in place.
Colburn watched with anger as the vines lifted the struggling Vali from off his feet, as more vines shot past the incapacitated warrior to latch themselves from the front to the rest of the troop. Firmly held in place now from front and rear, the men struggled and bellowed their impotent rage. Unable to help their comrade, they watched as Vali was held six feet above the ground. The vines moved to manipulate Vali’s body into a sitting position. With arms stretched out in front and his legs raised open and straight, they began to move him towards a large tree. As his body moved towards the bole of the great tree the vines released his throat and mouth allowing him to voice his protestation, yet he now did so calmly, as if accepting of his fate.
‘I am a warrior of Man, sworn to die for the Brotherhood of Light, the people and the honour of my kin. So, take my body! My honour remains intact!’ The last was shouted, but not with anger or fear, only defiance. The men cheered. Cheered to let him know he did not die alone, that as the vines pulled him into the tree, into fate, that he was celebrated for his courage. Vali’s arms and legs wrapped around the tree’s great trunk as an infant would wrap itself around its mother. Then the pressure increased. His face and torso ground into the wood as his arms and legs dislocated at the joints. A score of vines wrapped tightly around each limb, yet they pulled with an incredulous slowness.
Colburn continued to watch as did every man. They would not turn away. They shouted compliments to his bravery and words of respect regarding his prowess in battle. They asked him to save them a seat in the halls of their forefathers. And apart from the growling and snarling through gritted teeth, Vali remained silent as his face was mangled into the bark, and his body was being pulled apart. His joints dislocated with a surprisingly loud popping sound. The pain too much for even a man such as Vali as a whimpering yelp escaped his lips, partially drowned out by the tree truck now distorting his mouth.
Colburn and the others winced with empathy for their brother’s pain. Their fury came to bear, they kicked out, roaring, cursing, struggling with all their might to come to their friend’s aid. Yet with all their strength and power their efforts were in vain, as the vines made one last surge and pulled Vali to pieces. His arms and legs exploded from his body in a shower of blood. His torso ripped in two from just below the rib cage. The pieces of meat that were moments ago, a brave, honourable protector of Man, now lain strewn across the jungle floor. The lower branches and bushes dripped with blood and flesh as the vines retreated whence they came.
Colburn and the troop were released, the evilness content to let them watch their friend’s agony. Each man knelt where the vines had released them, each taking a moment to say a prayer for their fallen brother. Colburn allowed himself a moment too, before rising to his feet. ‘Lingering here will not do us any good, we must continue.’ Colburn said, his voice heavy with suppressed emotion.
It was Bolivar who spoke. ‘Captain, are we to just leave Vali here like this, to rot or be feasted upon by the filth we track?’
Colburn looked as though he would reprimand the private, yet he just sighed and looked to where the bits that were once Vali lay.
Torben stepped up to Bolivar, his face as grim as ever. ‘You think it makes a difference if we burn his body, brother? That there is merely meat.’ He said, whilst pointing in the general direction of Vali’s remains. ‘What was once Vali has ascended, his spirit and soul are drinking the finest of ales and eating the finest of meats. By his side is He who is greatest of all. All around the tables are his kin, his forefathers and ours, and he looks down, down on us, brothers! He cheers and voices his encouragement. But it is not our longevity he wishes to see, nor is it our victory, no brothers’, he continued, his voice raising as he became more animated, more excited. ‘His only wish is that we conduct ourselves with the utmost honour, that we fight without fear, without hesitation. So, fortify your courage with the knowledge that our brothers wait for us. And we are coming!’ The men all nodded thoughtfully and as they digested what was said, their resolve was reignited.
Brandt walked back towards the treeline to the area where Vali’s blood had soaked the ground.
‘Stay yourself!’ bellowed Colburn in his most commanding tone. But Brandt walked on slowly but purposefully. His sword now sheathed, he approached the upper torso and head of his fallen brother and removed his shield. He lay the shield upon the remains gently, as a mother blankets her infant to ward off the night-time chill. Runes facing upward, they cast a soft white glow into the gloom of the trees.
‘A better memorial? There is none, Brandt, but will your shield arm be naked as we go into battle’, said Torben respectfully.
‘No’, replied Brandt as he bent and retrieved Vali’s sword from the ground. ‘My brother’s sword shall taste blood again this day.’ He drew his own sword with his right hand and as if testing the weight of the two swords in his hands, he awed the men with a brief but dazzling display of his prowess with the blades. Flicking the great blades between each other, the twin blades danced through the air in unison as if they were part of Brandt and not lifeless works of steel.
Through his nose, Colburn took a deep breath of air and said, ‘I smell smoke. We are closing in on our quarry. Let us be about it.’ He strode purposely onwards, the men following closely. Sword and shield were beginning to weigh heavily in their arms. Breath was becoming short and fast in the closeness of the jungle and due to conflict. Flames flickered in the distance, and Colburn ordered the men into stealth. Crouching, the men approached. Using the trees as cover they found themselves at the tree line to a massive clearing in the jungle.
A huge expanse of land, devoid of vegetation, where hundreds of enemies had converged. A great bonfire burned in the centre with strange colours burning brightly in the flames. Blues and greens mixed with reds and yellows, as a plume of black smoke rose to block the moon and stars from the night sky. Orcs, dark-skinned and possessing of bodies so muscular that they appeared obscene, danced wildly around the edge of the flames, howling and chanting.
The creatures were performing some sort of ritual, and Colburn expected a bloody end to the dark performance. He turned his gaze away from the flames, the hideous creatures, and their dark rites, and evaluated the situation before him. The entire area was swarming with Orcs and lesser creatures of evil. All armed and chanting, hundreds of vile beings screaming to the heavens as they brandished their poorly made, but still wicked-looking swords, knives, hatchets and axes. He did not see any bows, but was sure that these beasts, without honour, would surely be wielding the craven weapon.
A scream cut above the din. Unmistakeably human. Unmistakeably female. Colburn sought the source of the sound, but the mass of bodies in the clearing was too great to see where the captives were being held.
Einar understood Colburn’s thoughts and approached him to whisper into his ear. ‘I can climb a tree, Captain, and report back.’ With a curt nod of his head Colburn agreed and soon the sound of an armoured man could be quietly heard clambering through the branches. If it was not for the din of the creatures in the clearing the sound of the clunking of metal plates, and snapping twigs, would have caused concern, but the evilness was loud, and the beasts uncaring nature made the men invisible in the tree line.
Within a few minutes, the scout returned and briefed the knight-captain. ‘Beyond the great fire, there are people in cages.’ Colburn looked out beyond the flames, but the brightness diminished his vision. ‘There is more, Captain’, the scout continued, ‘I could see racks.’ He swallowed down some emotions before continuing, ‘They are being tortured. Greater Orcs are taking knifes to their flesh.’
Colburn dismissed the scout and called his corporals Torben and Torben to formulate a plan. After a few words they decided to keep it simple and fight their way to the captives. Kill any who stand in their way. Give mercy to those unable to survive, then run like hell with the survivors. All the men were briefed, prayers were said, and the men exchanged knowing nods and good wishes. Colburn stood with his men the slightest of seconds behind him. Colburn drew his sword. His men drew their swords. The calm before the storm. Heartbeats were stilled. A final slow and deliberate intake of breath. Then they charged.
The remaining men broke out of the trees like the shifting of a mountain, an avalanche of steel and flesh. The runes upon their shields burst into life as the warriors closed in on the enemy. Roaring their war cry, they delivered violent death to the confused enemy who barely had time to turn and face them before they were mowed down by the wall of armour. Each man knew their goal was not to kill the enemy, but instead to reach the captives. The charge could not falter, and it did not.
Bolivar came before a brutal-looking Orc, its foot-long tusks reflecting blood red in the light of the dancing flames. Bolivar attempted to step round the beast without losing his speed, but the creature opened his arms as if to embrace him and roared its challenge. The beast met the fast-moving man and stood its ground. The two met in a thud as steel plated armour struck against hard Orcish muscle. The man’s motion was halted. The orders were plain, ‘no one is to stop until they reach the captives’. Bolivar was left to fight alone and began to engage his foe with ferocity as his brothers left his side. Their charge continuing as his had stopped.
Strike after strike glanced impotently off the Orc’s oversized battle axe as Bolivar attempted to dispatch his enemy with haste. Changing tactics he smashed into the Orc with his shield and all his strength, but the creature absorbed the strike, laughing defiantly, the Orc grabbed the top of the man’s shield, pulling him so close the Bolivar could smell the rancid flesh on the beast’s foul breath. Bolivar struck with the hilt of his sword, too close to his enemy to use the blade. Once, twice, three times his attacks struck the target, yet the Orc refused to release its grip on the shield. Goblins and lesser Orcs attacked from the rear and to Bolivar’s flanks but were stilled with a guttural threat from the greater Orc. Bolivar turned to skill, seeking to turn his foe and use the point of his sword, but the Orc compensated by mirroring Bolivar’s footwork with surprising agility. The foul beast drew Bolivar closer to it still and gored at his unprotected face. Swinging its head from side to side, the creature’s tusks smashed out teeth and tore open Bolivar’s cheeks, as the man tried, with the last reserves of his failing strength, to break free. The Orc was powerful, and unlike the warriors of Man, a part of the evil that caused the oppressive nature of the jungle. The beast took hold of each of Bolivar’s wrists, applying vast pressure as it pulled them apart. It stretched the arms to the point of dislocating them from each shoulder and stabbed its huge tusks deep into Bolivar’s throat. The wounds were fatal yet brought far from a quick death. The Orc dropped him to the ground, air escaping the tears in his windpipe. Blood gushing from severed arteries. The Goblins and lesser creatures of the Darkness became filled with bloodlust at the sight, and as Bolivar’s breath stilled, the man was swarmed. His armour plates ripped from his body as he succumbed to a sea of green flesh and tainted steel.
Bolivar was the first to go down, in the gap between the treeline and their objective, but not the last. And within a few more strides Hakon was brought to the ground, tackled by a lesser Orc. He hit the ground hard; the air knocked out of his lungs as the tide of evil bore down on him. He had not gained his breath before the wicked knives of the horde descended on his prone body, butchering him as he swung his sword blindly and for the last time. As with all his brothers, Hakon, the highest son, went to the halls of his forefathers fighting to the end.
The lesser creatures were nothing more than wheat before the scythe when faced with charging armoured men. Yet creatures that matched the men in size and aggression had joined the fray, and the men were being forced to engage whilst trying to keep the momentum of the charge.
Colburn reached the captives first. His rage undiminished his skill as he began dispatching the captive’s guards that stood before him. He fought his way through, with his men to his flank and halted. The largest thing that moved, which he had ever seen, was standing not ten feet before him. All Colburn could see before him was a grey, pockmarked creature with its back turned towards him. A back covered with warts as a field is covered with blades of grass. Nine feet tall, with shoulders six feet wide and legs as thick as trees. All around, Colburn could hear his men fighting to defend this area as he stood transfixed upon the monster’s back. He realised that the creature was not concerned with him or his men. It gave the knight-captain a moment to compose his thoughts, and he realised he had read once, long ago, of creatures that were, by description, similar to what stood in his midst. The book described it as a thing of the past, belonging to the ancient world, before the times of the kingdom of Man The thing of nightmares, a tale to scare children in to behaving and working hard. A Stone Ogre. He realised that the things arms were raised before him, as if it busied itself upon an important task, one more important than an attack from man.
A woman’s gargled scream cut through the air, as Colburn called a challenge to the unknown monster. The thing of nightmares turned and showed the captain, a face more akin to a boulder than of anything of flesh. A face that held no features, just two holes where most living things had eyes, and a gaping chasm where you would expect to find a mouth. Its mouth was moving up and down. It was chewing.
The thing acknowledged Colburn’s presence by roaring. Spittle, red and stinking of decay, left its mouth, as fire sprang into life, a deep and foreboding red in the pits that were the thing’s eyes. It abruptly stopped its roar and moved far too quickly for something of its size, but it did not attack Colburn as expected. Instead, the thing stepped to the side and revealed the source of its previous attention.
Naked, spreadeagled and tied vertically to a large cross-shaped structure was a young dying woman. Two bloody and torn holes where her breasts had once been bled freely over her exposed rib cage, as she waited, mumbling an unheard prayer, for the sweet release of death.
The thing reached out with an enormous hand and laid a loose grip on the woman’s head, encompassing the woman’s skull. The Ogre slowly applied pressure. The thing rocked its head back and a sound approaching laughter, but hollow and lacking any warmth, reverberated through the air as it increased the pressure.
Colburn lunged forward and his sword struck the monster’s head redundantly and left no mark. He struck again and again with the only damage done, being that done to his own blade. The thing’s laughing continued as the fire within its eyeless sockets burnt brighter. It increased the pressure in a last surge of power and its fingers bursts though her bone, squashing her skull and brains into a pulp, as it closed its hand into a fist on what had once been her head.
Colburn realised that even with all his training and experience there was no confronting this thing of evil, this Ogre, and taking victory. He looked to his men and saw that whilst he had been witnessing this act of barbarity; they had been carrying out his orders. Egil, Brandt and Einar kept the green-skinned vermin at bay, whilst the twins, Taben, and Torben, freed the still able-bodied prisoners and gave the suffering the mercy of the blade.
‘How many?’ Colburn screamed whilst keeping his sword and his eyes trained upon the thing.
‘Six’, was the reply. ‘Including Rochelle.’
Colburn turned and roared as loud as he could. His voice cutting loud over the sound of battle. ‘Then we run! Do not look back! Do not stop! Just run!’ He turned and ran to Rochelle.
Scooping her up on to his shield arm and giving her as much protection from his shield as he could, he ran. All thoughts of fatigue vanished as he felt his charge move upon his arm. He had taken a few strides towards the men providing the protection, when he heard the stone beast behind him launch its attack. Taking one of the captives, a man of middling years who had found a sword during the rescue and had fought beside the soldiers bravely, albeit with little skill only anger, the huge Ogre held the screaming man, turning him as if inspecting a piece of meat. Then the screaming turned from a sound of fear to one of agonising pain as the thing began pulling its victim apart, limb from limb. The unnatural creature took its time, as if its dissection of the now dead man was an act of education.
Egil, Colburn, Einar, Torben and Taben all carried a survivor upon their shield arm as Brandt charged forward and hacked through the enemy in the clearing. His own and Vali’s swords whirled through the air, leaving nothing but corpses in his wake. Goblin after Goblin fell before his skill as the steel sung in his hands. Colburn could only compare the display of swordsmanship as God-like as every move and stroke melted in to the next, leaving arcs of blood flying through the air as his dance of death decimated the lesser creatures, but the Orcs and larger beasts had withdrawn. And then it became clear why.
Arrows poured into the clearing from the left of the escaping men. The noise of swords destroying Goblin flesh was replaced with the singing of arrows and the pinging sound of the missiles bouncing off armour plating. But for every dozen that harmlessly glanced off steel, one found flesh.
The vastly accelerated rusting of the iron and the continued fighting had loosened their armour plating. Leather straps and metal clasps had broken. The last of Colburn’s men fell around him in a storm of short shafted, cruelly barbed arrows. He raised his shield to protect Rochelle, but he knew she had already been struck at least once. His heart sank at how little noise she made and how little movement he felt from her. A quick glance behind him and he saw that Egil and Einar had been slowed by multiple arrow wounds.
Colburn, Brandt and Torben turned to see Taben engage the stone-like monster. The Ogre slowed by his fascination of its victims now began to seek more prey. Torben watched helplessly as his twin Taben engaged the monster and fell to it within seconds, as his weapon proved to be worthless and his attacks futile. Now it advanced towards Egil and Einar. The two warriors, both struck by many arrows, struggled to stand to meet their deaths, as the captives they were charged to protect lay dead beside their feet. Swords raised, they met the beast with valour, but it tore through their courage, their armour and their flesh with ease. Colburn turned his head back towards the tree line. Ten more strides and they would at least have some cover. Torben was beside Colburn, Brandt beside Torben, and all three knew that they would not reach the trees before the monster would be amongst them.
Brandt screamed with all his heart. ‘For our Brothers!’ and he turned to face the creature from out of the abyss.
Colburn’s eyes followed Brandt’s movement as Torben turned abruptly and whispered to the barely conscious women in his arms.
‘I grant you mercy and beg your forgiveness, my lady.’ And in one fluid movement ran his blade against her throat, whilst gently laying her upon the ground. He ran to Brandt who was already engaging the creature, and shouted over his shoulder, ‘Run’, he screamed as his sword struck the stone-like creature. ‘One must live, or all would have been in vain.’
Colburn did not stop or even hesitate, he ran. Pumping his legs with all his might, he reached the trees. The sound of his trusted and beloved comrade’s blades striking rock echoed behind him as he said a silent prayer of thanks for his brother’s sacrifice. His muscles screamed at him to stop, to give in and sink to his knees. Just as his heart gave in to despair, he felt a warm brush upon his cheek. Brought immediately out of despair he looked downwards and saw the most beautiful sight he had ever seen. The love he felt from those blue eyes staring up at him was almost overwhelming.
‘All will be well, my love, you shall be safe, I promise you, my sweet girl. I promise you.’ He added the last softly, as if he were telling himself. He came upon the place where Vali had fell, the shield’s runes still glowing, the sight warmed his heart with anger and grief, and with renewed vigour he pounded on through the trail.
He was just passing the body of the woman and the despicable Goblin he had dispatched earlier when behind him the sound of pursuit became audible, then became louder as Goblins raced through the trees. Just as he was beginning to believe in the hope that they would evade the evil behind them, and make it back into the realm of light, the realm of the living, the realm of men, Goblins raced through the trees beside them, seeking to intercept and cut off their escape. Colburn lashed out with his sword, but the stroke was more of a token than an effective attack. His weakened body was nearing complete depletion of his energy reserves, and he almost ground to a complete stop as he spotted the body of Trygve, the youngest of the troop to whom Colburn had, only a few hours ago, given his name of worth. He hung naked and upside down from the trunk of a large tree to the side of the trail. Huge, spike-like, nails hammered through his feet and into the wood held him in place, and a single word was carved deep into his torso, YOU.
Movement brought him from his revulsion as a Goblin attempted to snatch Rochelle from his arm. His anger fuelled his spirit as he brought his sword down on the Goblins’ head, ending it swiftly. All around him the jungle had become alive with noise again. The tree branches swayed with the weight and movement of the creatures of Colburn’s torment. He reached within and found hidden strength and continued, breath coming in short, sharp gasps. Another twenty painful strides and he came upon the body of Adelram, his eyeless sockets staring out at Colburn accusingly. Tied to a tree with a vine around his neck, Colburn only slowed long enough to notice both of Adelram’s arms were missing and a single word was carved deep into his naked chest, ARE.
He continued, not allowing himself to dwell on thoughts of his beloved men’s agonising deaths. The enemy were all around, making their presence known by their displays of movement and threatening noise. Colburn did not dare to hope they would not attack, and instead he tightened his grip on his sword’s hilt and shifted the weight of Rochelle and his shield upon his exhausted arm. The runes of the shield were glowing fiercely as they reflected something on the trail before him. He looked about as he slowed his laborious run to a walk and saw his brother Gulbrand propped up against a tree, his immense girth reduced by the removing of his bowls. Colburn’s sight returned to the trail before him and he saw that Gulbrand, ‘sword of the Divine’, the most pious warrior Colburn had ever known, had been butchered to leave another single word. Laid out across the width of the trail, Gulbrand’s, intestines spelt the word FOUND. All the terrible sights and smells of the day could not prepare Colburn for the smell of Gulbrand’s blood and shit, nor for the sight of him, left less worthy than butchered livestock. He turned his head away from Rochelle and vomited before stepping over his brother’s remains, and took one pain-filled step after another, as he started to believe he might save the only girl he had loved from death at the cruel hands of this evil place. Slight shards of light penetrated through the trees and he realised he was within a few feet of leaving this foul place. But his pursuers had no intention of releasing the remaining survivors.
Suspended in the air horizontally and facing towards the trail was the body of the last of Colburn’s men. Blocking the path in which the men had first entered, Folke’s face had been completely removed, his skull cleansed of flesh, leaving it a stark white compared to the rest of Folke’s body. Carved into the entire length of his body was the word WANTING. The W starting the word at Folke’s throat, and the G ending it at the place where his genitals had been violently removed.
The ultimate attack began as Goblins and Orcs burst through trees seeking their prize, spurred on by the Ogre’s presence on the trail. Colburn wasted no time and hacked at his dead brothers’ ankles and wrists, added more mutilation to Folke’s body though releasing him from his state of suspension.
Jumping over Folke’s remains, Colburn burst through the treeline and into broad daylight. The light he had been craving since entering the jungles now blinded him. But onwards he ran. He had made it two dozen strides from the trees, running with his eyes closed, the warmth from the sun upon his face, breathing life into him once more, when he stumbled and fell. His legs were finished. He could not stand. He turned his head towards the jungles and opened his eyes as the Goblins bursts through the dense brush. They came at him fast, knowing that he had finished his fight. He looked at his beloved, knocked unconscious by the fall. Gently, he stroked her hair away from her face and slowly tried to lift his sword. He accepted a painful death, just as his brothers had received, but he would give Rochelle a quick one before the beasts fell upon them with their jagged blades and hungry teeth. He lay the blade upon her throat, her soft skin that only days before he had kissed so tenderly, he now intended to open, and the thought made him weep silently. The creatures were mere seconds away and Colburn could delay no longer. He raised his arm to deliver a quick thrust.
The beasts stopped so abruptly they skidded and fell upon their backs. Colburn looked on with disbelief and stayed his hand, shocked at the creatures’ behaviour. Then his head cleared, and he heard the rumble behind him.
The Goblins were gaining their feet as the first of the horses tore past the ground beside the bewildered knight-captain, their hoofs churning the grass to mud as they stormed past, smashing into the enemy ranks. Colburn realised that the men, who were whooping and cheering as they slashed and hacked the remaining Goblins to pieces, were wearing royal colours. The majority had shields sporting the sigil of the king. The golden circles, broken, then joined to form a horizontal figure of eight, one the symbol of He who was there in the beginning and the one who remains at the end. And the second circle, the crown of kingship. But there were two others familiar to him, the northern star above a naked sword, sigil of the house of Aelinor. And the snarling bear’s head, sigil of the house of Godwin.
Rochelle stirred in his arms, and he turned his attention towards her. ‘Is it over?’ she asked in a hoarse voice. ‘Are we safe?’
He turned and kissed her on the forehead and replied, ‘We are safe, my love. You are safe.’ He collapsed to the ground and held her against him. The closeness and fatigue letting the pair forget their wounds for a moment. Colburn did not realise he had drifted into sleep, but a shout had brought him out of his exhausted state.
‘Colburn!’ The voice called to him, and he heard the accent was one of nobility. ‘Colburn, you will open your eyes when I am addressing you.’ His voice was calm and clear, resounding with the confidence of one expecting to be obeyed. ‘So, you have survived’, he continued. And now Colburn recognised it as Lord Godwin the Younger, first son to the Lord Godwin and heir. ‘I commend you for that Colburn, I really do, but, you see, the king is in residence at my little home, Castle Cadaay, and I believe he said something about you costing him an entire platoon of His men. I think explanations are in order. Yes?’ He looked down at Colburn from his horse and with a curt nod of his head issued a command, ‘Take him into custody’.
Two large men dressed in black approached Colburn. The king’s Enforcers of Law were carrying iron manacles, and each held an iron club. With a grim expression upon their faces, they moved to grab Colburn roughly about the shoulders. Being torn away from his beloved Rochelle, after all he had done to save her, brought him to alertness. He tried to fight, but the men were rested, strong, and even with his own formidable size, the last few hours had left him like a feeble child to them.
As they dragged him towards a prison cage affixed to a wagon he screamed, ‘Please! She needs a doctor, my lord! We have a duty to protect the people. All of them. You and I share that honour, my lord. Please, my Lord Godwin’, Colburn pleaded and begged as he was dragged away.
‘Indeed, we do, Colburn.’ Godwin the Younger called after him. ‘Indeed, we do. I shall take care of her; you have my word.’ He signalled, and a physician ran to aid her.
Feeling a spark of contentment, knowing that she would be treated and looked after, he shouted his thanks to the lord and allowed himself to be bundled into the cage. As the cart began to wind its way towards Castle Cadaay, a single horse passed him. Colburn took no notice as he drifted back into unconsciousness. The rider passed him without making comment or saying a word. The single horse stopped a few strides from where Rochelle lay, the doctor treating her carefully.
‘Stop that’, Lord Goodwin ordered the doctor, but the doctor carried on his assessment of her injuries. ‘I said move away. Now, doctor.’ The lord said more firmly. The doctor looked up and with a sigh he rose from his patient and took two steps backwards as the single rider stepped down from his horse.
Baron Oswald approached the girl, his face disfigured from his running with Colburn. Unable to form words with his broken mouth, he grunted and kicked her to get her eyes upon him. The hatred that burned from his eyes towards her caused fright waking her fully. Here stood a man glowering such anger towards her she could not fathom it. She succumbed to panic as he slowly drew his mace, trying against her pain and injuries to flee from this new threat. His ruined mouth formed the slightest hint of a smile as he raised his mace and brought it down in a powerful stroke.
The mace connected, but not with its intended target as Lord Godwin drew his sword and parried the blow. ‘My God, man! You are a baron! Son of a lord! Have you no honour? No compassion?’ Oswald looked on with frustration and anger, trying to form words to ask for an explanation. ‘She needs to die, Oswald, but what kind of nobleman would use a mace to crush this poor creature’s skull.’ He turned towards the doctor and said, ‘You are the expert, give her mercy.’ The doctor nodded sullenly and bent down towards her. She looked up at him and saw the sorrow in his eyes. She smiled at the man who would kill her, just moments after he was trying to save her, and lay her head back exposing her throat. The doctor carried out his last treatment for his patient. The knife was dealt with a delicate motion and she only felt the slightest tug of pain before she drifted off to a never-ending sleep.
Above them, on the hillside, that Colburn and his men had stood upon only hours before, lay a poet. Witnessing all that had happened below, tears flowed freely from his eyes as he hummed an old song. A slow, soft song, sad and powerful, and as old as the hills themselves. As he hummed that nameless melody, he put his quill to parchment and wrote of thirteen brave men who had died for brotherhood, and one who would, surely soon, die for love.




Chapter Seven





Friends



Jacob smiled as his opponent lost his footing and tumbled to the ground. Since the fight between himself and Gulkin, four weeks ago, he had taken to combat training with added enthusiasm, much to swordmaster Malick’s pleasure, as it was he who took credit with the king for this absolute change in attitude. Jacob allowed his training partner to retake his position and engaged him. Swinging his sword with a newfound conviction, he hit high, then low, with a speed that betrayed his size and strength. Askia, Jacob’s combatant for today’s session, found himself on the floor once more, due to a heavy blow from Jacob’s shield.
‘Aargh!’ Jacob screamed, inventing anger he had not felt truly in four weeks. He was now focused, determined, but he always sought to perform acts of combat without the loss of his temper. He spent hours with Brother Robert most nights, learning how to control his energy forces with exercises and meditation techniques, ensuring he was aware of his emotions, so that even in battle he could feel an inner peace, unlike the bloodlust felt by the soldiers not of the brotherhood, who were trained to release their fury without check. Jacob was being taught how to make conscious decisions and deliver calm, calculated responses. His education with Robert was carried out in secret, without knowledge of any other tutors or even the king.
Jacob stared down at Askia; his sword point was inches away from the panting young warrior. Askia’s deep brown eyes glared back at Jacob. ‘Yield!’ Jacob bellowed, so loudly that silence fell upon the group of young noblemen and brothers of the order alike, who were training alongside their future king. Askia knocked the point of Jacob’s sword from before his face with the hilt of his own great-sword and rolling with the weight of his strike he put a few feet of distance between himself and Jacob before attempting to come to his feet. Jacob followed his opponent and made to deliver a downward blow, but Askia was skilled, and fast, and used his shield to cover his back as he tried to gain his footing. Jacob’s sword rang out upon his foe’s shield, but Askia crouched low, facing away from the attack, and easily absorbed the strike whilst keeping himself balanced. Askia rose from the crouch, turning fast, fluidly bringing his sword and shield into position. The two warriors circled each other, equally matched in speed, although Askia was the much more experienced, having already completed a tour of the borderlands, but Jacob still had the advantage of superior strength.
‘In the name of He who is Great, I shall never yield.’ Askia shouted back, equally as loudly as Jacob’s previous demand. By now everybody in the training hall had stopped to watch. Squire, tutor, brother, and soldier alike, watched excitedly as the contest suddenly erupted into blurs of swinging steel and the clash of sword on shield. Askia advanced, using the point of his sword to push Jacob backwards, and then he broke the simple combinations he was using to perform a difficult but deadly move. He unhooked his shield from his gauntlet with a quick shifting of its weight and pulled back his left arm as if to throw a punch. Jacob sensed what was about to happen but was not quite quick enough to react. Jacob raised his shield to deflect his enemy’s airborne shield from connecting with his face, but Askia had not only expected this reaction, but he had also intended it. As soon as the two shields collided Askia had launched himself into an attack. Unburdened with the weight of his shield. He was now faster on his feet and experience had taught him to press the advantage. Askia bought his sword to bear, swinging in a backstroke, and he spun three hundred and sixty degrees, in a roundhouse motion, throwing the full weight of his body behind his sword. It was an all-or-nothing move. If Askia missed, he would become unbalanced and without a shield; he would be easy prey. Jacob’s shield took most of the impact, but the force of the hurled thick metal shield gave it momentum which only stopped after coming into contact with the front of his helm. He winced with the pain and shock the collision brought. It took a few seconds for him to regain his vision. He took a deep breath and lowered his shield to below his visor. He tried to focus, but his head became swamped in thick fog. He silently wondered why Askia was spinning in a circle, when an excruciating pain erupted at the back of his head. The ringing of Askia’s sword crashing upon the back of his helmet deafened him. He dropped his sword and shield, falling to his knees. He tried to speak but found his mouth would not move. Then he lost consciousness.
Jacob opened his eyes and saw the cheery red face of Red Rob beaming a smile towards him. ‘How long was I out for?’ Jacob asked, feeling the worse for wear. ‘My stomach feels as if I have not eaten in a week.’
Robert looked down at the slowly rising form of his friend and laughed a deep rolling laughter that if coming from anyone else would have sounded a sham. ‘My friend, it is good to see you awake, and even better that you have an appetite. You were unconscious for a day and a half; it is now past midnight on the sixth day. You have a concussion, which is a bruising of the brain for the uneducated.’ As Red Rob talked, he prepared a meal of fresh fruit and poured a large jug of fresh water.
Jacob was now sitting, his head lolled from side to side as if he had spent the night drinking heavily instead of sleeping. Robert became serious as he came to stand before Jacob. ‘Jacob!’ He said sharply. ‘Focus on me, dear boy.’ Jacob raised his eyes but said nothing. He was clearly having trouble remaining awake. ‘Jacob, you must drink this water, do you understand me?’ Robert spoke slowly and deliberately. Jacob smiled as he took the jug with both hands and emptied the contents thirstily. He gave the jug back to the priest, but before Robert could place his grip on the handle, Jacob had already let go, sending it bouncing across the floor. Jacob looked confused, as if he did not understand why the jug had fallen. Then he collapsed again.
Robert, Father of the priesthood, sat in darkness. Before him, Jacob lay still and silent. Nothing moved in the room, no moonlight shone through the small window in Robert’s chamber, no sound echoed from outside the stone walls. Red Rob sat with his eyes closed and his arms stretched out before him, palms facing towards his young friend. The air crackled all around, popping like green leaves on a roaring fire. Although not visible to the naked eye, waves of energy pulsed from Robert’s hands, travelling the short distance between his hands and Jacob, engulfing his damaged skull. Robert’s mind became linked with Jacob’s, something they had tried before during training and meditation. They often attempted what the fathers in the Order of Light called ‘a joining of the minds’. The practice was close to impossible to perform without both participants having extensive training in the priesthood. But Jacob was special. Since birth, the energies he gave off had been sensed by the most powerful priests, and it was a well-kept secret in the priesthood that Jacob had a major role to play in the destiny of Mankind. But this was also true of Robert. In the normal course of things, the priesthood was a calling, and men would come to one of the small temples of the Order of Light, from miles away to be tested, although only a tiny percentage made it through the first stage of tests. Father Robert was, like Jacob, sensed at birth, and then sought out for a life of service, not to men as such, but rather to humanity. Jacob and Robert were both destined for greatness, and so their friendship was helped along by the hierarchy of the priesthood. Their mental interconnection was strong, and now Robert was using his own energy to heal the bruising to Jacob’s brain.
It took three hours before Robert was satisfied that the damage would not become permanent. He lit the room, but instead of the candles he used during Gulkin’s amputation, he used a different blend of minerals to create a subtle, soothing shade of red that seemed to warm as well as illuminate the room.
Jacob stirred on the bed, but still did not awake. Then, without warning, he jumped to his feet and stood as if ready to attack. Wide eyed, he surveyed the room like a trapped animal, looking for any route by which to make its escape.
‘Calm yourself, Jacob’, Robert said soothingly. ‘The primitive side of your brain awoke when I performed the joining of our minds. Sit yourself down and I shall prepare you some food.’ Jacob stood panting, teeth snarling like a beast, arms clenched at his side with such force the tendons in his neck bulged from his skin. His eyes, normally blue and full of compassion and love, now burned like flames in the night, boring into Robert’s very soul. Something caused Jacob to snap his head to the side, as if cocking his head to listen but with a painful, fast, jerking motion. He swung his head back to the right in the same wrenching movement, then back to the left before crouching down to the floor and becoming still.
Robert watched with anticipation. Never had he seen someone become so animalistic, so wild, so feral. Jacob raised his head and returned Red Rob’s giant smile. ‘Welcome back, my friend’, Robert said with a gentle chuckle. ‘You almost had me worried.’
Before the sun had been in the sky for an hour Jacob had already received four visitors. After Jacob had returned to a state of normality, Robert had fed him, and given him a brief description of what had occurred during the night. Jacob tried to describe the way he had felt after waking in his animal form, but even though he seemed fine Robert instructed him that sleep was needed and so frogmarched him though the castle and sent him to bed, like one would a naughty child. But Jacob could not sleep, something had awoken in him during the mental exercise. A power he had never felt before now lurked just below the surface. An undiluted form of rage, as old as the race from which he was descended. He feared it and feared what he was capable of becoming. But strangely, it also excited him. He had felt a connection with life he had never known before, and every sense in his body became heightened. He could taste the staleness in the air that lingered within the castle walls. He could hear the wind blowing through the forests to the south. He could sense the good energy flowing all around himself and the priest, but outside the chambers he could feel the destructive energy, corrupting and contaminating every life-force it could bend to its will. He had felt more alive in those sixty seconds than he had in his entire life, and now that it was over, he missed it. Craved it. Longed for it.
The first well-wisher had appeared as the first rays of sunshine broke over the horizon. Askia awoke Jacob from his reverie with a gentle, somewhat shy knock at his bedroom door.
‘Enter’, Jacob said.
Askia opened the door, and it surprised him to find his friend looking so awake and so restless. Jacob stopped pacing and greeted Askia with a warm smile. ‘Ho, Askia’, Jacob called warmly. ‘Should I be wearing a helmet or even two?’ Jacob said in jest, although Askia looked visibly embarrassed. Jacob saw his friend’s discomfort and placed a reassuring hand upon his shoulder.
‘Do not worry yourself Askia, you fought well and with honour. There is no need for you to reproach yourself. I would feel grateful to have you by my side in battle, brother.’ Jacob spoke with complete sincerity. Askia’s mood brightened considerably.
‘Malick told me I would be lashed by his own hand, in view of the entire castle, if I did not defeat you’, Askia replied. ‘Malick is bitter. His heart only takes pleasure from violence and pain.’
‘They share much in common, the swordmaster and the king’, Jacob said. Askia quickly turned and shut the door to the room, checking outside briefly to see if anybody had heard Jacob’s statement.
‘You talk too boldly, Jacob. Even though you are heir to the throne you can still make enemies’, Askia whispered, startled by the tone in Jacob’s voice.
Jacob turned and smiled at Askia. ‘You worry too much, Askia, the brave warrior, shied by idle talk’, Jacob said with a slightly mocking tone to his voice. Askia’s face turned cloudy with anger.
‘You hold my loyalty more than any other man of rank, as it is with many young men in the brotherhood. But that will not sway my temper if you disrespect me again, my prince.’ Askia added extra enthusiasm to the last two words.
Jacob’s face turned serious and the mocking smile vanished. ‘I am sorry. I meant no disrespect; it has been a very strange night. Stay and break your fast with me.’ Jacob opened the door to call for a servant to bring food, and was surprised to see Gulkin, Robert and Askia’s blood brother Holak, standing in front of the doorway seconds away from knocking. Holak though not identical to his twin shared all his personality traits. Both being formidable warriors, both having extremely strict codes of honour and both were loyal to Jacob, seeing him as the future for the kingdom. Holak and Askia were not too different in appearance. They shared the same dark brown eyes, and the same shade of brown hair, but Holak was taller and more bulky than Askia, and his face was slightly rounder due to his fanatical love of all things edible. Jacob stepped aside and let his guests enter his private chambers. Once they had entered, he called for a servant and instructed the young boy to bring food for himself and his four friends.
‘Sit. Sit, you’re making the place look untidy’, Jacob joked as he invited them to each take a chair at the large table in the far corner of the room, next to a large open window that blew a refreshing breeze though the silk curtains. They all sat around the table looking at Jacob until Jacob finally broke the silence and asked, ‘Okay, what have I done? You’re gazing at me like Red Rob gazes at the stars.’
It was Father Robert who responded. ‘How do you feel? Have you slept since our late-night adventures?’ All eyes turned towards Jacob again, making him feel uncomfortable.
‘No, I have not slept Father, but I feel fine. In fact, I feel better than I have in a long time. I know you like I know myself Robert. I can sense your concern. Would you care to enlighten me?’ The question was left unanswered as the servant’s knock on the door announced breakfast had arrived. Two servants entered on Jacob’s instruction, carrying enormous platters laden with food. The platters were placed in the centre of the circular table, with a smaller plate placed before each of the diners. Whilst the servants poured a mixture of mild wine and fruit juices into small silver cups, the five men filled their plates with a selection of cold cuts of pork, beef and chicken, cheeses, breads and fresh fruits. The servants left, and the men ate, all except Holak, who was still loading food onto his already full plate.
Askia turned to his brother and burst into fits of laughter. ‘Do you think the meat will escape if you do not imprison it on your plate? My brother, it has been caught, killed and cooked; it cannot leave the table.’ The group chuckled at Holak’s embarrassment, then they turned to Robert, all eyes waiting for the answer he failed to give earlier. The heavy-set priest chewed on a slice of beef, swallowed, then washed it down with a large gulp of fruit juice mixed with a light wine. As he swallowed the morning drink commonly known as mallow, Red Rob looked from face to face, taking time to make eye contact with each of the men he was about to address. ‘Gentlemen’, he started, his voice barely above a whisper. ‘We at this table are all friends, we all share the same morals, and above all we shall all support Jacob, without question. Am I right to presume this?’ There was a slight murmur of agreement that ran from person to person, all except Jacob, who sat in silence listening intently upon every word as Brother Robert continued. ‘Last night Jacob became what he despises most in men. He lost every part of his humanity. All his legendary love and compassion vanished without a trace. He became an animal, all instinct and rage, and I am concerned because he enjoyed it.’ Robert said the last sentence with his eyes locked with Jacob’s. Askia, Holak and Gulkin sat dumbstruck, exchanging puzzled expressions.
It was Gulkin who spoke first. ‘Father, you speak in metaphors, we humble brothers do not understand such ways of communicating.’
Robert turned and addressed him. ‘Last night, Jacob awoke. I was pleased at first, but I soon realised that his brain was much more damaged than I suspected. I think it would have healed unaided, in time, but I decided to join our minds. This way I could assess the injury extensively and mend the problem with my own positive energy.’
Robert was interrupted by Gulkin. ‘Father, forgive me, but I thought only priests, through training, could join minds.’
Robert shook his head and replied, ‘No, mine and Jacob’s bond is strong, and we have come close to performing a joining many times. He was unconscious, so the task was fairly straightforward. It took about three hours to complete the healing process, but something else happened without my knowledge. A dormant part of Jacob was stirred, and I felt in him a power I have never sensed before.’ The room was silent. Every set of eyes were firmly set upon Jacob’s gentle face.
Finally, Jacob broke the silence. ‘Will it happen again? I mean, could it happen again?’ Jacob looked excited at the prospect, even keen, but Robert seemed startled. The three warriors sat in silence, only Holak continued eating. All three were having trouble understanding what they were witnessing.
‘Do you wish to become that again, Jacob?’ Robert said, alarmed at the events that were unfolding.
Jacob looked thoughtful for a few seconds. ‘I am unsure. It was...’ Jacob paused, looking for the right word to explain how it felt. ‘Intoxicating’, he continued.
Robert took hold of Jacob’s wrist more firmly than he intended. ‘Do you trust me?’ Robert doubted firmly, but still keeping his voice quiet.
‘I do, Robert. More than any man I have ever known’, Jacob replied, pulling slightly at his restricted arm, but the priest tightened his grip and with surprising strength pulled Jacob closer.
‘You must never talk of this to anyone not even the people who are here now. To even think about the power you felt will only provoke ill tidings. Do you understand me, Jacob? It must be as if you cannot remember. I shall help you block those thoughts during our training sessions. I must seek council with those in my order who are wiser than myself.’
Jacob eyed Father Robert with suspicion, but soon he shook the distrust from his thoughts. ‘Of course, Red Rob, whatever you think will be the best course of action. I bow to your wisdom.’
The mood had become dark in Jacob’s quarters and the group dined in silence until Askia said, ‘If I had known it was going to cause this much trouble, I would have just kicked you in the bollocks’ The room was instantly filled with roaring laughter as Jacob and his four friends fell about themselves in fits, banging the table and slapping each other upon the back. They laughed for a full two minutes before Jacob finally wiped the tears from his eyes and said.
‘Robert, I shall leave myself in your capable hands. In the meantime, I think today should be a cause for celebration.’ He went to the door, opened it and bellowed, ‘Servant, fetch ale.’ With this the three soldiers cheered whilst Red Rob rolled his eyes to the ceiling and slowly shook his head from side to side.
After finishing his breakfast, Robert bade them farewell and left, telling Jacob that he would return the following morning. Jacob, Holak, Askia and Gulkin stayed for three hours feasting and drinking before Jacob decided he wanted to frequent some drinking and gambling establishments in the small towns that surrounded the castle. All four men dressed as all brothers of the order did when not stationed at the northern fortresses. Dark green trousers made of soft wool hung loosely from a leather belt, tucked into brown leather ankle boots. Their tunics were different colours. Jacob’s was a bright blue to match his eyes, Gulkin’s a shade of green just lighter than his trousers, and both Holak and Askia wore a dark red one, but they all were made to the same design, with a tight circle neckline, long loose sleeves that ended in tight cuffs, and large wooden toggles that fastened it tight to the body revealing the warriors’ huge and granite hard, muscles. All the tunics were tucked into the trousers. Hooked upon the belt, the soldiers, when not on duty, were permitted to carry a small wooden club about the size of a man’s forearm. Weapons were not allowed to be carried by townsfolk, peasants or surfs in the king’s castle or the lands that lay in its shadow, but fistfights often broke out in taverns and some of the seedier parts of town. Drunkenness often caused men to fight over gambling debts or women, and concealed weapons were brought to bear. Murders were not common, but soldiers were expected to protect the people, whether they were stationed on the front line or taking a stroll round the town. Jacob’s belt also held the wooden truncheon but being of royal blood he also carried a dirk upon his right hip.
Leaving the castle, the men followed a trail south and after about half a mile they came to the first buildings in a town called ‘Sheridan’. The town was fairly small, housing about one hundred families, most of which had men serving in the great fortress, Sprettaman. The rest of the townsfolk had small businesses or market stalls. There was no land to be tilled nearby, but farmers often brought their grains or livestock to the market situated in the centre of the town. In Sheridan there was no lord, as ownership and tax rights belonging solely to the king, and in the eyes of the king so did any pretty young women who caught his fancy. The group strolled through the over trodden path that consisted mainly of mud, towards the drinking halls that circled the marketplace. They reached the first one and entered in high spirits, playfully attempting to trip each other as they walked.
Jacob was the first though the door and was instantly hit by a wall of repugnant odour, a mixture of ale, sweat and vomit. He peered through the smoky darkness towards the bar and noticed, in the murky light that shone through the open door, a dozen or so bodies scattered throughout the establishment. After a few more moments, the vile smell outweighed his curiosity, and he fell back into the street laughing and gagging for air at the same time.
The group followed him into the street, and Gulkin said, ‘I have smelt Goblins’ breath that did not repulse me as much as that. Let us try the tavern over the way, the one with the sign of the lamb.’
The men set off to where Gulkin had instructed. Whilst they were walking, Askia pulled Jacob to the side and quietly asked him.
‘What of the king or your tutors, will they not wonder about your whereabouts?’
Jacob called back in a voice far too loud for the quiet streets. ‘Today I do not care. Listen to me Askia, I have taken instructions all my life and tried to obey them fully. Today I am to be drunk, stupid and happy. Any objections?’
The two brothers looked at each other, then at Gulkin, and then the three burst into yet another fit of laughter.
‘Come on, you young scallywags. If today is going to cause us trouble for tomorrow then let us make sure it is a day to remember’, Gulkin instructed his three young companions as they made their way to the tavern marked with a painted lamb upon a wooden board.
Jacob was again the first at the door but having learnt from his previous experience he opened the door slowly, taking a small taste of the air before he entered. Instead of the smell of rotten food, stale ale, pipe smoke and human waste, he was greeted with the sweet smell of stewing meats and vegetables. He suddenly found himself stumbling through the doorway thanks to a friendly kick in the rump from Holak.
‘I smell food’, Holak bellowed as he followed Jacob into the common room of the large tavern.
The room was large and well-lit by sunlight that shined through glass windows set into the tiled roof. It had about ten circular tables, each one capable of seating eight people for card games, meals or just drinking. The tavern was empty; it being two hours before the midday meal, so Jacob’s rowdy party found themselves a seat in the corner with a view of the entire room.
Within a minute, a small, excessively overweight man waddled over to the table. The man, apart from his ridiculous stomach, had a huge black moustache with ends that thinned to a point and drooped below his jawline. As well as the facial hair, he had a full head of jet-black curly hair that fell to his shoulders, even though he was, judging from the number of wrinkles on his face, at least fifty years of age. He was without a doubt the funniest-looking man Jacob had ever seen.
‘Ah gentlemen, a day off from the rigours of army life?’ the barkeeper asked in a rich pleasant voice.
The men all nodded, afraid to speak in case the laughter, that was sure to escape, betrayed their amusement at their host’s appearance. ‘But where are my manors? My name is William, and I am the proprietor of this fine establishment’, he announced. ‘And what will it be, fine sirs? We have a fine selection of wines, or if you prefer, I have an ale that reached perfection yesterday, even if I do say so myself.’ Jacob looked up from the table where he had been attempting to stifle his laughter and said, ‘Ale all round please, William.’
Suddenly Holak barked to attention. ‘I smell stewed pork, if I am not mistaken’, licking his lips as he spoke.
‘You have a good nose for food master. Shall I bring each of you a bowl?’ replied William.
Gulkin, Jacob and Askia looked sickened at the thought of more food after their feast of a breakfast. Holak ordered four tankers of ale and one bowl of stew, which William, whilst panting like a dying horse, rolled off to get. ‘How can you eat more Holak? Surely you cannot still be hungry?’ Gulkin asked.
‘Maybe he’s got worms’, piped in Jacob mirthfully.
‘I have not got worms!’ Holak said, feigning injury at the slight. ‘I am just envious of our friend William here, and his voluptuous girth.’
William returned a few minutes later, followed by a young woman who helped to carry the drinks. The woman, who William introduced as his daughter Ellina, was dressed in tight, light blue trousers, which hugged her slender legs and buttocks, drawing the attention of the four gawking men as she swayed her hips towards them. Her facial features were slightly plain, and her hair a dirty tangle of blond locks that fell upon her bare shoulders. Her eyes a mundane shade of brown, which held no glint or promise of excitement. Her lips thin and dry, whilst her skin seemed in need of soap and water. Although her features were plain and her face was already showing signs of premature aging, none of the men would have noticed if she was strikingly beautiful, since as she bent down to place the two large tankards of ale upon the table, her thin white blouse struggling to contain her ample bosom, fell loosely and left nothing to the imagination. The men sat with mouths open and eyes set firmly on the girl’s breasts until she slowly rose, offered Jacob a cheeky wink, and turned on her heels sharply, to walk with an even more pronounced swaying of her shapely hips in the same direction she came from.
Jacob, Askia and Gulkin sat in silence leering at Ellina until she vanished from sight completely, whilst Holak sat eyes down devouring his stew enthusiastically.
‘She seems to have taken a liking to you, master’, William said to Jacob after he had placed an ale pot in front of each of his patrons.
‘I have prior engagements in that respect’, Jacob said with a hint of regret in his voice. William turned and left, saying nothing more and leaving the men to their privacy.
Holak looked up from his meal long enough to say, ‘she may not be the best-looking wench I shall grant you that Jacob, but after a few more of those ales that girl will be ripe for a tumble.’
Jacob looked slightly confused. ‘How can her father let her dress in such a way? Openly flaunting herself. Has he no respect for her?’
Askia took a large gulp of ale and said, ‘He probably earns money from her lying on her back with her legs in the air. Besides, who is she to complain with food in her belly and a roof above her head. There are many who would kill to be in that position.’               Jacob, openly shocked, looked at Gulkin to see if he was being made sport of. ‘It is not uncommon Jacob. As you can see there is not much custom in here today, although the tax collector will want his pound of flesh, regardless. People take any opportunity they can to earn a few coins’, Gulkin said, answering his silent question. ‘Are you interested, Jacob?’ Holak asked after finishing the last mouthful of his stew.
‘Certainly not’, Jacob replied. ‘Forcing a girl against her will or paying for her company does not excite me in the slightest.’
Holak looked a little serious and said, ‘No disrespect Jacob, but it is easy for you to be righteous in that area. When a man is stationed in the borderlands, he knows death can come at any moment, and he will take what pleasure he can, when he can. Whilst there is not many a girl that would not gladly lift her skirt for you, there are many brave men who, said girl, would refuse.’
Jacob drained his ale and slammed the empty flagon upon the table. ‘That is why I shall take the moral high ground, so as to change the kingdom for the better, by my own example.’
Holak nodded his head approvingly at Jacob’s attitude. He turned to Gulkin. ‘And what of you Gulkin, do you think a woman has the right to refuse a man, who may very well die to protect her the following day?’
Gulkin looked thoughtful for a few seconds then said, ‘I am ashamed to say that as a young warrior I ill-treated women on occasion, with false promise and a rough hand. At the time I thought it was my right, but now, I regret it deeply. It is a hard thing to be a warrior and a man of God, and no brother in the order chose this life. We were simply born into the brotherhood.’ He looked down as a sadness passed through him. ‘The truth is men often use battle as an excuse to do things they know in their hearts is wrong.’
Holak slapped Gulkin roughly on the back, causing him to spill some ale. ‘Maybe you have just got soft with old age Gulkin.’ Holak said in jest but was surprised when Gulkin grabbed him and began waving his stub at the young warrior as if it still contained a pointing finger.
‘I may be hindered by age young Holak, but that will not stop me thrashing you to within an inch of your life.’
Holak was taken aback by this sudden outburst of violence from a well-respected veteran when he suddenly erupted into laughter.
‘What in the name of He who is Great, are you laughing at boy?’ Gulkin, said through gritted teeth.
Holak raised his hand in submission. ‘Forgive me master Gulkin, it is just when you said hindered by age and started waving that stump in my face. It amused me. I mean no disrespect.’
All four men stopped and shifted their gaze to the leather strap, covering the still healing stump that was all that remained of his hand, then Jacob, Askia and Holak all looked at Gulkin who had a smile steadily growing upon his face, and at once the group broke out into yet another fit of robust laughter.
Brother Robert had finished his breakfast quickly and left Jacob and the others to their festivities. He returned to his chambers briefly, gathering his cloak, hat and walking staff, and then he left the castle hurriedly, trying not to draw attention to himself. He made his way west down a seldom used trail heading for the temple of his order, moving fast as he planned to walk the ten miles by midday. He passed a few soldiers in the king’s livery on his travels, but they had no need to pay much attention to a priest walking alone upon the road. He passed by the small villages and towns that were littered across the countryside quickly, not wanting relatives of people suffering from illness or poor health to hinder him by begging the priest for help, help he would gladly give if he did not have such pressing obligations to attend to.
The temple was small, not much bigger than the town houses that the country’s traders abided in, with four rooms in all, two upstairs and two downstairs. Each room had two cots inside and a small hearth used for warming the stone room. Although the temple could house eight people comfortably, often there was only the caretaker of the temple residing there with a novice or two to see to his needs. Although referred to as a temple, the inside of the building held nothing remotely spiritual and was more a meeting place than a place of worship. There were no fewer than two dozen such buildings dotted throughout the kingdom, though the majority of the Fathers of the priesthood stayed either with the brothers of the order, in the fortresses of the north, or travelled at whim, giving counsel and aid wherever needed.
At the back of the temple was a large garden, covered from top to bottom in beautiful wildflowers that stayed in bloom the whole year through. A single path led through the garden to an enormous oak tree that dwarfed even the tallest trees of the southern forest. It also refused to shed its greenery through the colder seasons and had been here since the priestly order first came to be over two millennia ago. Although the temple itself had been constructed a few centuries ago to replace the wooden structure that had rotted with age.
The shrunken form of Ederwine, this temple’s caretaker, and also Grandmaster of the order, greeted Robert, as he made his way down the garden path. At one hundred and six years of age, Ederwine was the oldest and considered the wisest amongst the priesthood. His form bent over with age as his spine curved to resemble a question mark. His snow-white hair and beard were left to grow wild and had the consistency of dried straw. The only part of his body that had not succumbed to the rigours of old age were his bright blue eyes that still held the same sharpness as they did when he was but a young brother-warrior.
‘Hello young Robert, I am so very glad that you have come.’ His weak voice cracked as he hobbled down the path, walking with the aid of a short staff. ‘And so very sorry about the reasons that instigated your visit’, Ederwine continued, taking Robert’s arm to steady himself as he led him round the back of the temple towards the tree. At the foot of the tree there was a small bench and a small table laden with a pot of tea and a selection of breads and cheese. Robert helped Ederwine take a seat upon the bench, then poured them both a cup of the herbal tea the old priest drank constantly.
‘How do you fare, Ederwine?’
The older priest dismissed his worry with a slight hand gesture and said, ‘I am well enough, though old age hinders me at every opportunity. I have visitors continuously, villagers bringing food in exchange for advice or blessings. And my fellow priests drop in every so often, when their journeys permit.’ Ederwine took a sip of his tea and added, ‘How does our future leader fare, does our king still beat him unmercifully?’
Robert looked up from the ground and Ederwine could tell instantly that he had ill news. ‘A power has awoken in Jacob; I fear for his sanity. And I fear it was me that woke it from its slumber.’
Robert then told his old friend and tutor the events that had caused him to seek council from the Elders of the priesthood.
‘Do not fret my once time disciple. The power you spoke of has always been in Jacob. His mother was a very special women with many gifts, and his father, although one of the most skilled at the art of killing, had a heart full of warmth, kindness and love. His parents’ coupling was ordained, and Jacob’s birth was destined to bring balance to this evil world in which we live. Yet there are more troubling things which are not yet clear to me. An evil beyond our comprehension grows strong. It abides in the north, out of reach of my sight, but I feel its presence in every form of life.’
Robert starred out at the tree which the order symbolised as an altar before God. The life force of the Earth and God’s blessing had made the tree strong of root, trunk and branch. That is how the Order of Light emulated to be: strong with their Father-priests, brother-warriors and those who they minister to, the people. ‘What must be done to combat this evil?’ Robert asked, scared of what the answer would be.
‘At the moment nothing. You must continue your training of Jacob. You two will depend on each other in the times that will come to pass. I shall call upon the older and more gifted of our order for a Witton. They are spread far and wide but when we are all gathered around the tree, maybe we can spread some light on the darkness that threatens this world.’
‘You have the strongest perception of all of us father, do you really think we face such dark times?’ Robert asked, worry in his tone.
‘I fear we shall face the darkest of times, my young friend, and when I say we I mean all who live on this world. For the darkness I speak of belongs to no race that is natural to this world. It waits in the north growing in power till it becomes ready to take by force that which it considers its own. Everything Robert, it comes to take everything. And before it reveals itself, there will be conflict unmatched since the forming of the kingdom and the separation of the races. The power you felt awakened in Jacob may be the universe’s balance to this darkness. Jacob may be the light that allows us hope of survival, or he may not. Only time will tell, but I know this – and you should heed my words if you are but a half of how wise I believe you to be – Jacob will need to do dark things in the days to come. He will need to kill, and not all those who must die at his hand will deserve their fate, but he will need the command of the lords and their armies. He must hold their loyalty, their respect, but above all things he must hold their fear.’
Red Rob’s smile had completely vanished. As he was seeking more information he asked, ‘I too felt a sense of approaching doom, yet nothing compared to the things in which you speak. I assumed that a powerful Orc chieftain had united the tribes and that we would have a full-scale invasion, as we have had before. I also assumed that Jacob would be the one to lead our armies against such a force.’
‘Well, you assume much and, as with most assumptions you are wrong Robert. This threat, this enemy we shall face in the days ahead, comes not just against Man but against Orc and Goblin, and any other form of life for it seeks complete dominance.’ Ederwine looked thoughtful for a moment before continuing. ‘I have contemplated much since the coming of the red comet and researched much as to what this foretells, and although there is little in any of the texts we have, yet there is one piece of script, barely legible, but it speaks of a creature, ancient when the world was a barren inhospitality place. It tells of the creature’s banishment to a place between worlds but how and by whom is not clear, nevertheless I believe this creature has found release from its banishment.’
Robert looked stricken, pale and weak as he tried to lighten the mood. ‘But this is assumption, is it not master Ederwine?’
Ederwine replied, ‘Not so. I feel this in my very fibre to be true. Tell me, young Robert, when you looked upon the sky on that cold and clear night not four months past, and you saw the glowing red ball of fire streaking through the night, what did you feel, in your deepest sense?’
‘In truth Ederwine, I felt despair, utter despair. If it were not for the concerns I had with Jacob I would have made my way here immediately to seek your council.’
‘Things move at a slow pace, and it may be that we, as an order, have a small or large part to play, yet your part is clear to me, you must stay with your charge. Prepare Jacob, train his mind as the king’s lapdog Malick trains his sword arm. Make strong his resolve, for he will surely need it. I shall take council with the Elders of our brethren and contact you as needed. Now come and sit with an old and lonely man and tell him of castle life.’
Robert and Ederwine sat beside the tree of contemplation and both looked upon the midday sky. The sun seemed to shine a little less today. As Red Rob looked upwards, he saw in his mind’s eye the night sky Ederwine had asked him of, and a red comet with a glowing tail made its way through the universe at speeds unimaginable to those who bore witness. As Robert told of the day-to-day trials of castle life an icy wind blew from the north, soft yet full of menace. Both men felt a sense of dread as they pulled their cloaks about them and mouthed a prayer of protection.




Chapter Eight





Hope



‘Cameos.’ The voice called to him whilst he slept. ‘Cameos, why do you seek to ignore me? Dost thou doubt my word? The word of your creator.’ Cameos looked pained as he stood before a vision of pure beauty, a dominating figure of a woman. Luminescence gave her an aura of pure goodness, yet beneath the striking beauty rested a power as clear as it was unmatched.
‘I am torn between tradition and desire, Goddess’, Cameos replied shamefully. ‘My heart tells me I must be ruthless in controlling the people I lead, that I must show them without question that my word is law, yet is it weakness on my part to rule through power and fear from my kind rather than the love they feel towards me?’
‘You have at your disposal information far beyond that which you possess, yet you fear the Elder and choose not to take that which is my gift to you. Understanding.’
Cameos stood slightly more erect as he asked, ‘What must be done, Mother?’
‘Your race is dying, Cameos’, the Goddess of the Elven people stated. ‘But there is hope yet. There are lands far beyond your borders, lands which you could take for the people who look to you. What say you, chief? Will you fight to keep that which was gifted?’
‘I shall do whatever it takes, how do I proceed? I beg you to tell me plainly. Place my feet upon the path and I shall walk it without complaint.’
The voice of the Goddess came soothingly as she said, ‘You will make a new path, away from the old and into the new. I shall show you the way, but it is you who must lead my people along this path. First you must gain knowledge. The Elder hide from you the truth. Take the truth from them. Destroy any who resist, for they are surely the enemy.’
Cameos awoke with a start. His bedding was wet from sweat and his breath ragged and short as if he had been taking part in laborious activity. Releaka stroked his hair from his face and asked. ‘Are you ready to tell me what plagues your sleep, my love? It pains me deeply to see you suffer and more so that you will not share these troubles with me.’
‘My silence on the matter was not to cause you injury my love. I sought only to keep from you the troubles until a time I had some solution. The Mother comes to me in my sleep, far from dreams, I know as fact it is her true voice that speaks to me. She tells of an approaching doom, one we all sense, but she gives it credence and certainty. She also gives hope that there is a path I can lead our people on that will not only save them from this doom but will also allow us to thrive in a way we have never before. But to do this I must break with tradition; I must destroy those who would oppose me. Some would call me tyrant for the actions I must take but take them I must.’
Releaka sat silent and motionless for a time, and Cameos remained patient whilst she absorbed the disturbing words until she finally said, ‘We have all seen the decline of the pool of life, the dimming of our race. Many fear the future and there is less happiness in the hearts of our people, yet I am not one who fears the future. I am one of the many who have faith, Cameos. Faith in the Mother and the strength of our kind, and above all, faith in my chieftain. I shall stand alongside you no matter the journey you will lead us on, or the price our people have to pay, for does not the Mother tell us in the holy scriptures, ‘pain is the price of growth’. I shall give all to see our child grow in prosperity. What must be done?’
Cameos features took on a determined look as he said, ‘I must take the knowledge the Elders keep. My father once told me that the Elder keep many secrets from all, even the chieftain, yet no more can this be. We must leave this place, our home, our world. Many will object, and the Elder will be the first amongst them, of this I am sure. They will give me access to the texts of our people, or I shall take them by force. Mother told of a land, rich with promise, and I would know all and anything about this place, but the Elder guard their secrets well and there are many skilled warriors who would stand before them, even in opposition to their chieftain. I fear something terrible, something of my own making, I fear civil war.’
Releaka looked aggrieved to hear the words as they came yet knew her mate would not talk of these things if not for the need to do so. ‘There are those of position and influence who would stand with you, my love, even against the Elder. We can all see the change coming to us, my love, and if we are to survive and grow once more it will be through your leadership, of this I am certain. But I counsel restraint. Do not be so eager to bring conflict to bear. Gather your support. If there is to be an exodus, the people need time to come to terms with such a change. Rally your closest allies and show the people your strength, and in turn they will follow your lead, to whichever end.’
‘To whichever end’, Cameos replied softly.




Chapter Nine





King of the Orc



He stared into the fire and saw beyond the flames. He was surrounded by his brethren, yet none bore witness to the visions that danced within the fire. Talek’ken, saw himself in the flames. He saw his seven-foot-tall, muscular body draped in a cloak made from the faces of his slain enemy, Man. He coveted the reflection of himself, for atop his head sat a crown of stunning wealth and power. A crown that united all the tribes of the Orc and the lesser race of the Goblin beneath its wearer. Talek’ken, chieftain of the Long Fang clan, sat in silent wonder as the flames spoke to him. The words rang through the clearing, clear and strong. All but the chief bowed their heads to the ground in supplication, prostrating themselves before the words of their God.
‘I have chosen you Talek’ken, for I have sought out the strongest amongst you to wear the crown of the ancient kings of the Orc. Those glorious warriors who defended the way of the Orc, long before Man pushed you back to these dark and damp lands. Long have I waited for the coming of one to raise the banners of war.’
The chief stood to his full height and swung his foot-long tusks from side to side as he roared his consent. His voice, carried by an unknown power, reached far beyond the borders of the Long Fang clan. For miles upon miles it travelled, through all the lands and territories of the Orc. A summoning. Soon all would come to swear their fealty to the king, the first king in a millennium and crowned for a single purpose: to purge the world of those not of Orc. His flesh, a green so dark it appeared black, now took on a red tinge as newfound powers manifested themselves deep within. From outside the clearing, from deep within the jungles, tiny, almost unperceivable specks of gold appeared. At first, they came in ones and twos but within moments thousands appeared flying at incredible speeds as they raced towards Talek’ken, slowing and resting upon his head as they joined, forming a shadow of a shape. More and more came until the crown, only moments before he had glimpsed in the flames, now sat perfectly around his skull. His height increased until he now stood close to eight feet. His already bulging muscles grew and the flesh beneath the skin moved as if it contained serpents, wriggling, as he took on this metamorphosis.
The manifestation of new power continued throughout the night and into the day, as more of his kin came to witness, as those closest to the call of summoning hearkened to the call. All who saw were instantly turned in to servants. chiefs came and bowed to their new lord and master. At the sight before them all feelings of power and aggrandisement vanished, leaving only a deep sense of obedience. The metamorphosis continued into the following night and Talek’ken remained in a trance-like state throughout.
As more and more clan leaders made the journey to the summoning, the lesser creatures were forced to abandon their vantage point and more than one of the lower echelons of the Orc race were removed with violence. By morning, the clearing was filled with the one hundred and twelve leaders of all the clans of the Orc. Shoulder to shoulder they stood; all disputes ignored but not forgiven. Clans that had warred for all time now allowed their enemy to be in their presence but could not forgive the wrongs done against them.
Talek’ken’s body shuddered as a voice came to him, and him alone. ‘I have given you but a taste of the gifts you will receive but fail in the task I have given you and I shall reward you with pain, shame and dishonour. Tell me now, whom do you serve?’ The newly crowned ruler of the Orc awoke from his trace with a start and roared to the new day’s sun. ‘I serve Vor’rok, Lord of Darkness. And all before me now serve me.’
The chorus went up as the assembled clan leaders roared their assent. Ornamental bones were rattled, weapons were drawn and for the first time since the Orcs were driven from the lush lands to the south, they were united under one leader. Driven from their farms, their society broken and scattered, they were forced to return to their barbarous beginnings. They had once been much like the men they had once lived beside. They had laughed and loved. Fought to protect their own whilst dreaming of a time of peace. They had built and grown. Educated and grown. And then betrayed were the Orc. Forced from the lush lands and driven into the jungles where the darkness had taken them fully and warped them into creatures of violence with a lust for pain, sorrow and death.
Talek’ken drew the sword that hung from a sheath strapped to his back, a monstrous thing, black as the darkest night, curved like a scimitar yet serrated with inch long teeth. As he pointed the blade towards his new vassals, the sword took on a red tinge that matched the now ever-present red hew his flesh had taken on. He addressed them with utmost authority, his voice a growl, calm yet foreboding. ‘We have much work to do, you and I. No more shall we make war upon our own kind, as we fight for scraps left to us by this kingdom of Man. No more shall we fight alone in our clans. We shall take the lands, so long denied us, we shall hold them and expand our domain until all under the sun and stars remain Orc.
‘REMAIN ORC!’ Talek’ken screamed at all those who witnessed the rebirth of their race. ‘REMAIN ORC, REMAIN ORC!’ He chanted as his brethren took up the call, and outwardly the call spread, until the more common Orc outside of the clearing joined the chant, then further out still until all members of the race, many thousands were roaring the words with venomous passion.
Talek’ken, newly crowned King of the Orc, silenced them with a raised hand. ‘We shall see many new passings of the moon till we are ready to take back that which was ours. No longer shall we take the humans to feast upon or torment for sport, but knowledge we’ll take from them. Summon all the creatures of the dark who would serve, train your young, for we shall have open war against the kingdom of Man.’




Chapter Ten





Slave



The king rode with all the pomp and grandeur one would expect of a vain and power-mad ruler of a nation. A team of six jet-black horses strutted with an incredible discipline, with each hoof striking the ground at the exact same moment as they pulled the king’s gold and ivory carriage. Trumpets sounded from the barbican as the king and his personal honour guard came into view of castle Cadaay, home to the house of Godwin. The castle paled in comparison compared with the royal household, yet still stood as one of the grandest in the kingdom. Thirty-metre-high outer walls stood testament to the days where war was often seen, yet now the walls held no engines of war and very few guards, with the frontier of the realm being a hundred miles away.
Each of the fifty soldiers of the king’s guard rode with the same fanatical discipline. Unlike the brotherhood’s men-at-arms these men were not trained for large-scale warfare but as personal bodyguards, enforcers and sometime assassins. To a man they were fanatical about their duty, as were the brotherhood’s men-at-arms, but unlike the brother’s duty to protect the realm of Man, the king’s personal guard had only a sense of duty for the king, regardless of his actions.
In a double column they rode through the castle gates, dipping their twelve-foot-high lances as they passed through the archway, the royal sky-blue flags lifted slightly in the breeze showing the same sigil, the simple, intertwined golden circles, that each of the guard wore upon the same sky-blue tabards.
The guards came to a stop in the courtyard and were met by a surprised and slightly worried-looking man. Lord Godwin bowed, quickly followed by all those within the castle, as the honour guard arrayed themselves before the king’s carriage door, lances brought together to make a corridor for the king to walk through.
The king strode through the guard looking stronger, younger and more regal than Lord Godwin had seen him in twenty years. The king came to stand before the lord who still on his knees took the proffered hand and kissed the sigil ring of the King of Man as he said. ‘My Lord King, honour do you bestow on my humble home.’
The king looked down upon one of his most powerful and gripped him by the shoulder, as he said, ‘Arise. Arise my Lord Godwin. Let me look upon you.’ The king stared thoughtfully into the lord’s eyes, searchingly, as if seeing something beyond. After an awkwardly long moment, the king said enthusiastically, ‘Yes! Yes, my Lord Godwin, you are my faithful servant still. We have work to do, you and I.’
Goodwin bowed his head and stated, ‘Your will, sire.’
The king led him away as servants and groomsmen ran to meet the needs of the king’s retinue. They made their way through the courtyard as the castle’s populace continued showing their absolute submission.
‘Would Your Highness care to take a moment’s rest? We were not expecting this honour, but my quarters are being made ready as we speak.’
The king halted abruptly and looked at the lord as if he had said something incredulous. Eyes narrowed, he regarded the weary man whose life was his to command and stated harshly, ‘You think I am need in rest, Godwin? I am the Lord of Lords’ representative on this world.’ His voice raising with excitement as he gripped Godwin by both shoulders. Smiling emphatically, he announced, ‘He who is Greatest of them all has come to me, has spoken with me, and now he is truly within me. As I speak to you now, know that his words are used through my vessel. Do you see, my lord? Tell me true, under oath, do you see our Lord in me?’
Godwin looked upon his king, a man he had known since childhood, and saw not the time-ravaged man he saw last at the king’s castle the summer before, but instead, a man stronger and more vigorous than he had been in his twenties. He replied as the king had commanded, honestly. ‘I do see, sire, I truly do. I shall follow you through this journey, to whatever end.’
They continued walking at a slow pace; the king leading them inside towards the lord’s council room. The king took his place at the head of a large oak table easily able to sit fifty men, although apart from the king and the lord only Lord Godwin’s son and a young land baron by the name of Oswald were in the council hall. Both men bowed before their king who stated matter-of-factly, ‘You have a man in your custody, a knight-captain of the brotherhood by the name of Colburn. Bring him to me.’ Young Goodwin and Oswald both made to leave upon the king’s instruction when the king’s voice stopped them. ‘Oswald, take yourself to my physician, he will fix that mouth of yours, for I have work for men like you.’
When they were alone, the king nodded his ascent for Godwin to take a seat and outlined the expedition they were about to embark on. ‘Your part in this, my Lord, will be of vital import. You will scourge these lands of all who are able to serve. We shall need carpenters, blacksmiths, sail makers and slaves to row my galleys. A vast fleet we shall build and sail it further than ever before.’
‘My king will lead upon this dangerous quest?’ asked Godwin, with open worry upon his face.
‘No. My place is here. My presence is needed in the kingdom, yet royal blood will lead. My son by adoption and natural nephew Jacob will lead, although I shall be taking measures to ensure that it is my will done, and not that of another.’
Colburn was half carried into the chamber roughly by two men dressed in the black of the king’s law keepers, led by the Godwin the Younger. His wounds, although treated by the physicians, still showed blood through the bandages. He fell to his knees as the ill-tempered guards released their grip on him.
Kane turned on his men of law with furious rage. ‘How dare you!’ He bellowed as he stood, ‘This is an anointed warrior of God, born in the image of He who is Greatest of them all. Protector of the northlands. Help him to the seat at the left of me and bring food and ale.’ The king placed a hand tenderly upon Colburn’s cheek as the guards more gently helped him to his feet. ‘You will tell me all, brave warrior. Do not hold back from me. Do not tell me the slightest untruth. Swear this to me Colburn, on your honour.’
The dishevelled warrior, knight-captain in the Brotherhood of the Order of Light, anointed in the presence of Man and God stated softly and with a dispirit in his voice, ‘I have none, sire, I have failed my brothers.’
From across the room, Godwin the Older said, ‘Do not be insolent Colburn! Your circumstance does not permit you any more disobedience.’ But he was silenced with a black look from the king. After Colburn was seated, he slumped back in the high-backed chair, weakened not just by battle and the events that led him to be here, but weakened to his very core. His spirit sagged as did his body.
The king dismissed the servants immediately after they had brought in the pitchers of ale, serving cups, platters with fresh breads, cheeses and cuts of meat, and instead indicated that Godwin should pour them all cups of the cold frothing ale.
‘Take a drink with me, Colburn.’ The king said in an almost friendly manner, yet Colburn just stared at a point beyond the room in which they sat, lost in his personal suffering. The king’s tone changed abruptly, his manner becoming angry. ‘You would deny your king!’ His voice rose in barely controlled rage. ‘You will drink! And you will tell all! For I am your king, no matter all other things.’
Colburn snapped out of his anguish, with an instinct to obey the man sat before him. ‘Apologies, my king.’ He took a large draft of ale and said, ‘I hereby swear in the name of He who is Greatest that I shall say to you no untruth, nor by conscious thought shall I not tell you all in completeness.’ Colburn told his tale, as he had sworn to tell. The Lord Godwin sat uncomfortably throughout, clearly wanting to remark on several occasions but remained silent, whilst the king looked enthralled by the tale and smiled when Colburn told of his striking Oswald. When all was told in its entirety, the king sat back thoughtfully, whilst Colburn sagged back once more into his chair.
‘Incredible’, the king said, with both excitement and awe written on his face. He turned to Godwin and said, ‘Would you not agree, my lord?’
Godwin replied diplomatically, ‘It is indeed an incredible tale, sire. I cannot judge though whether his survival is good fortune or ill.’
‘It is the will of God, for He who is Greatest has come to me, Colburn, and He has told me with his own voice about Colburn “slow to burn”, for you will be my tool upon a great expedition I am launching, the greatest voyage the race of Man has ever embarked upon.’
Godwin looked stricken as he said, ‘But sire, this man is condemned by law. His action, no matter the circumstance or manner, is high treason.’
King Kane the Cruel turned his full rage upon the lord. ‘My word is law!’ He screamed into the lord’s face, spittle flying from his lips as Godwin retreated from the king’s anger. ‘My word is law!’ He repeated. ‘Dare to question it again and you will see the rope, my Lord Godwin!’
‘Apologies my king, I offer only council.’
The king lost the volume in his voice but not the anger as he said, ‘Do not speak again, Godwin, unless I address you. Colburn, you will be my man from this day forth until death finally takes you. You will live and breathe at my whim. You will kill when and whomsoever I choose. If you fail but once you will feel fury like no other.’
Colburn looked up, into the eyes of the most powerful man in the kingdom and stated quite simply. ‘I have nothing you can take.’
The anger raised again in the king as he turned his venomous rage upon Colburn. ‘You will address me as king, sire or Your Highness. And you are wrong, Colburn, so very wrong. You have all to lose, for at my word I shall condemn all who followed you into that evil place. I would have their names forsaken, their honour removed, their family cast out from the brotherhood, to live as vermin. Do not think, because you lost your love and do not fear the rope, that I do not have power over you? You are mine, Colburn!’
The king cocked his head to the side as if listening to an unknown voice, then smiled his sickly smile. ‘Yes,’ he said softly, as if to himself, then in a loud voice, ‘bring in the poet.’ The minstrel hobbled into the large hall, prodded and goaded by men in the king’s colours. His handsome face had been beaten to a pulp. His well-kept hair matted with blood and filth. He looked to Colburn appealingly but said nothing.
‘The man who would sing of the knight-captain and his band of heroic men-at-arms.’ The king said in a voice like that of a showman revealing a spectacle. ‘And he could still sing that song. And all that heard it would revere those brave warriors’ names.’ The king’s voice then became hard and cold. ‘Or he could die screaming for my entertainment. And your beloved men, who followed you so courageously, I would brand traitor, striped of rank, honour and place within your order. Choose.’
Colburn looked thoughtful as a single tear ran down his cheek. So, he would not die a traitor’s death at the end of a rope but instead a slave, a dog on a leash ready to be released upon his master’s command to do dirty and evil work. Yet he could not abandon his men. Their family and their honour were his to uphold. He would not fail them again.
‘I shall be your lapdog, sire.’
The king smirked, ‘As I knew you would, Colburn, for I was told, as I was told that you would be here.’
The king turned back to Godwin. ‘See that our new wolfhound is bathed and clothed in my colours. He is no longer a man-at-arms in the brotherhood. Have him armed and armoured but before that get him a woman to fuck.’
Colburn looked pained and said, ‘Your Highness is generous, but I have no need of a woman.’
Rage returned as Kane screamed into Colburn’s face. ‘You will obey, dog. If I tell you to kill, you will kill. If I tell you to fuck, you will fuck! If you refuse me once the name of the men who followed you unto death will be forever cursed!’
Kane’s voice lowered, but his features showed the pure contempt he had for Colburn. ‘Know this, dog. I despise you, you betrayed me, your king! I would like nothing more than watch my tortures pull you apart. Believe me, I would enjoy it as I would have enjoyed taking your bitch, had she lived. Yet you have a role to play and I have the leverage to ensure your obedience, do I not?’
Colburn looked like a dog beaten by his cruel master until it finally broke. ‘You do my king, and I shall obey.’
‘Good, now leave me. The Lord Godwin and I have much to plan. You will be taken back to the castle and kept busy until I have need of you.’
Colburn watched the woman rise from the sleeping pallet, and he admired her lithe form. He had taken her hesitatingly at first, overcome with guilt and a feeling of betrayal, yet as anger replaced guilt, he took her roughly, then forcefully. Her throat would bear the marks of his hands for days. He contemplated the turn of his circumstance and what he would now become. He had always been gentle to the women who came to his bed and only taken those who consented willingly. She was just as much a slave as he was now and therefore had not deserved his anger, but she had received it nonetheless and as he lay watching her wince as she dressed, he did not feel the shame he should. He felt nothing. In such a short space of time he was becoming cold. He was forsaken, a Brother of the Men-of-arms no longer, oath-less, Godless. Cold.
The woman had left and moments later he was summoned to the bathhouse where he was striped and scrubbed roughly with coarse soaps and rags. He felt no pain as the rough hands aggravating the freshly stitched wounds. He neither flinched nor moaned as he stood naked and bleeding, with the beginnings of an evil smile the only trace of emotion on his face. He had enemies now, and even a life as a slave to the king brought some small hope of vengeance. He dressed in his new garments, the royal sky-blue of the king’s guard. Knee-high black leather riding boots, black hose, chain mail, coif and suit, and above it all his new identity. He stood in the mirror’s reflection and accepted the harsh truth. He was a new man now; he would follow the king’s orders blindly until the day when the names of his men could not be tarnished. He would revenge himself upon the lords who had taken his beloved Rochelle’s life. Then when the journey was complete, he would return to the clearing in the jungles of the north and share the fate of his former brothers.




Chapter Eleven





Council



Cameos and Thakern walked silently through the desert night under a brightly lit sea of stars. Both dressed in the sand coloured furs of the desert fox and carrying short hunting bows. They were outfitted for a hunt, yet Cameos was neither in the mood to stalk the desert’s nocturnal creatures nor had the focus of mind needed. Instead, his invitation to Thakern was purely to seek a moment alone for guidance and council.
‘The Mother of all comes to me nightly now.’ Cameos began breaking the silence of the last few hours. ‘She speaks to me of our race’s decline, yet offers hope, but my mind is clouded with doubt. She speaks of lands known only to the Elder. Lands where we might live again under the sky as our ancestors once did, where water and food are bountiful. She speaks of a new start for the people, yet to make a new start we must first break with the old, break with tradition.’
Thakern broke his own silence. ‘To walk a new path, we must first leave the old, and you are not the only one to see that our race is failing. It may be many centuries until the end, yet it is surely the path the Elven folk are walking.’
They continued walking in silence as the harsh truth they were discussing deeply saddened both. It was Cameos who broke the silence. ‘Mother tells me the Elder holds knowledge that will not be freely given, knowledge that will be the foundation of the new path for our people, and I mean to take it my old friend. By any means necessary I shall take it. Will you stand beside me?’
Thakern remained silent for the remainder of the night, but Cameos did not press for an answer. It was their race’s way to contemplate, instead of talking without meaning. The sun’s first rays were creeping into being and they were at the same portal to Elven Earth they had used to leave when the sun went down before Thakern spoke. ‘I shall stand by your side until death takes me my chief, as will many. Even if I believed you wrong, I would of course council you if I thought your actions were wrong, but in my heart and mind I know you, I believe your words and the sincerity in which you speak them. I make this oath freely, Cameos, son of Camochee, chieftain of the Elven people.’ Thakern kneeled at Camoes’ feet and raised his hands for Cameos to take in his own and repeated words that would bond the two together closer than a father and son. ‘By your words will my actions be done. By my hand, your enemies will die. By my eternal spirit I shall never abandon you.’
Cameos pulled Thakern to his feet and said, ‘There are many who will oppose us brother, let us find those who will stand behind us.’
They sat in the larger room in Cameos’ chambers, Cameos, Thakern and Releaka. Silently they considered what fate had put before them. Both aware of Cameos’ communication with the Goddess, they understood the enormous pressure it placed upon his shoulders. ‘We must hold a general meeting before the fountain. Every Elf who has seen a hundred years must bear witness to what I have already borne witness to.’
Releaka shook her head almost imperceptibly and replied, ‘It will cause panic.’
‘Yes, and fear’, Cameos stated. ‘I shall tell them the horror of what awaits our race if we do nothing, then I shall give them the same hope the Mother gave me. I shall make the people afraid and desperate and then will be the time to confront the Elder and force them to give us the knowledge we seek.’
It was now Thakern’s turn to speak. ‘Do you really believe the Elder will be unable to listen to reason? They have seen the slow decline of the fountain of life for as long as us three combined.’
‘No’, Cameos replied bluntly. ‘They are too bound to tradition and with the brothers Trake and Trugher, the true power behind the Elder. They would never listen to one as young as me, even with the support of the majority of the populace, they would refuse. And with their refusal and their eloquent words, they would have me called tyrant and overthrown. It is a barely concealed secret that they would abolish the role of chieftain altogether and rule through the Elders’ council.’
The two closest people in Cameos’ entire world looked upon his youthful good looks, now etched with lines of worry about his eyes and mouth. Neither said a word. This unofficial council had ended and now Cameos was explaining his plan, which they both would follow.
‘We shall draw out our most trusted brethren and give them details we have already shared between us. We shall place them around the people. We shall instigate fear with the sharing of the truth, and then when we confront the Elder to release information needed for the survival of the Elven race and when they deny us, we shall at least have enough support from the people to avoid the spilling of too much Elf blood, when we take by force that which they will not give to us peacefully.’
Thakern’s face took on a determined aspect. ‘The brothers, Talako, Tasunka and Tatanka are by far the greatest warriors I have trained of late, and their loyalty to you is fanatical. If it comes to spilling blood, those three will be steadfast to our cause. Bidzil is neither the match for either me or you by half, but his imposing size will be deterrent enough, likewise he has great love for you Cameos. Those four, yourself and I shall be a force few would challenge openly.’
Cameos nodded his approval, silently cursing the need for planning violence upon his own, as Releaka said, ‘Violence against our own kin must be a contingency. To gain the support of the people, who may be swayed between the Elder and the chieftain, we must first gain the support of as many masters as we can. The master forester Cochise has many underlings and commands a great deal of respect. I have heard him say more than once that new life fails to take hold in the forests. The weavers Willaka and her daughter Yaxkin are bonded to me in friendship and have the ear of Many of the females, both young and old.’
Cameos smiled at his mate, for her insightfulness was ever a comfort to him. ‘It is true that many would side with those in the community they report to on a day-to-day basis. Thank you for your council, my love. There is one above all we must have support from, one who has not spoken since the loss of my father, Macik, who was bonded to my father as Thakern is now bonded to me.’
Thakern looked sceptical. ‘If he would speak on your behalf, it would be a sound louder than a hundred voices, but I fear he will not utter a word. A part of him was lost along with Camachoo.’
‘I shall approach him myself. I shall wear the robes of my office and hold the staff of law. I shall remind him, absent of mind or not, he is bonded to the bloodline and service is his duty and his honour.’
‘My love’, Releaka breathed. ‘Do not be so forceful with him for he is a broken soul. Be tender, show him his path to honour and self-respect again. He does not forgive himself for your father’s loss. Show him that with you he will have redemption.’
Thakern smiled with pride. ‘Releaka, you are wise beyond your years and a credit to your lineage. I see now why your father and mother beam with pride at the mention of your name. But there is one name we have not yet spoken of, Amaru, the snake. Ever he is in the wake of the brothers, a sycophant to those who would replace you. He speaks with passion and when he speaks people are enthralled by his words.’
‘I have also considered this, Thakern, my friend. Apart from the Elder themselves, he would be our staunchest opponent.’
Thakern rose with anger seeping out his veins. ‘Then I shall end the snake once and for all.’ His fists clenched, he stood ready to settle account on an Elf he liked little and trusted not at all.
‘No!’ Cameos replied with subjugated tone and authority. ‘He would be expected to speak at a gathering such as this and expected to speak out against me. We must confront his words head on, not with subterfuge or deceit. The people must hear his words and know that they come from the mouths of those who would deny us hope. The gathering will take place as the sky darkens tonight. Gather your supporters and pray to the Mother for swift victory or forgiveness.’
Nearly two thousand male and female Elven folk stood shoulder to shoulder in the great chamber. The gossip and conversation were a dull buzzing sound as the people spoke in hushed tones. The presence of their leader silenced every Elf as Cameos, son of Camochee, entered from the furthest tunnel. Dressed in all his glory, the perfectly preserved head of a sabre-tooth tiger rested upon his head, whilst the creature’s fur coat hung off Cameos’ shoulders, heavy and long. The fur trailed behind him, a symbol of the line of chieftain from which Cameos came. The beast’s foot long teeth framed his face, the forelegs of the gigantic cat enclosed his own arms whilst the creature’s hind legs were similarly worn by the chieftain. Many of the gathered stood in awe as Cameos strode through the crowds. The creature, last of its line, was hunted and killed by the first ever high leader of the Elf, and though seldom, if ever worn, the sabre tooth skins were the ultimate symbol of the omnipotent power of the chief.
Cameos made his way through the crowd and stood upon the edge of the fountain of life.
‘My friends, my kin, my subjects.’ Cameos started slowly. ‘I come to you today with dire news that many amongst you will have already seen yourself. The life of our race is failing. The water from this fountain, the greatest gift from the Mother, diminishes, the lights from the departed slowly dim. Our time under the ground must come to an end. We must find a new home.’ Cameos silently eyed the crowd, allowing his people to absorb the words he spoke. ‘But do not give in to despair my friends, the Mother speaks to me. Every night she comes to me to give me strength that I might lead you away from a slow decline to the end. She tells me we must walk a new path, in new lands, where water flows freely, and the sun is a gift, not a curse. She tells me the Elder brothers Trake and Trugher have knowledge of these lands, knowledge that tells of a place where we were before we were here. She tells me of their treachery in hiding this knowledge from the people. Even through our demise, they would keep it secret from us.’
From the crowd Cochise, master forester, raised his voice above the confused clutter of conversation that had erupted in the great chamber. ‘I hear your words Cameos, my chieftain, and it pains me to acknowledge the truth in them. The saplings in the forest do not take hold as they once did. It would be decades before others see what I see now. Our forests are dying.’
This statement said in a simple manner of stating facts caused fear to grow in the crowd. The tone in the hall changed. Panic took hold.
‘Will you stand with me, brothers and sisters?’ Cameos roared over the cacophony of voices. ‘Will you demand the ancient knowledge be shared? So, we might move from darkness into the light? Will you stand alongside me as I demand what is ours by right.’
The brothers Trake and Trugher stood on a makeshift podium, a table dragged to the edge of the chamber. Trake raised his hands and screamed. ‘Enough! You Cameos, chieftain you may be, but you do not make demands of the Elder.’
Trugher pointed an accusing finger at Cameos and yelled with uncontrolled anger. ‘You! Do not make demands of me!’
Cameos walked slowly towards them, his authority clearing a wake through the crowd as Thakern came to his side, a short pace behind his master. The three brothers Talako, Tasunka and Tatanka stealthy took up position around their chief.
Cameos stopped twenty foot from the Elder brothers, the ground between them cleared of Elves. A silence descended on the hall, a silence more oppressive than the loudest clash of thunder.
Cameos eyed the brothers with naked anger. The silence continued. Fear replaced the anger shown by the old brothers when Amaru forced his way through the crowds. A dozen young warriors at his side. He moved to stand before the Elder and faced the chieftain.
‘So, Cameos, son of Camochee, it seems madness has passed from father to son.’ Amaru raised his voice so all in the hall could clearly hear. Cameos seethed with rage but stayed his hand as he let the snake hiss his objections.
‘The loss of your parents and the manner in which their loss occurred coupled with the pressure of office has contaminated your mind and decayed your senses like rot set in too old fruit. You cause fear and despair amongst those you are sworn to lead. And now dare to make demands of the Elder to break our oldest traditions and laws.’ His voice raised with his own arrogance and self-importance. ‘I deem you traitor, Cameos, son of a sun touched memory.’
Thakern bristled, his body stout. His muscular frame quivered to destroy, yet a simple gesture from Cameos restrained him. Cameos looked past Amaru into the eyes of Trake. ‘Do you refuse to hand over the ancient texts? The writings upon parchment never seen in this place and bound in skins of creatures not seen by the Elf in years beyond counting? Words set down to stay the hand of time, so we here, now, may find the comfort and aid of our ancestors!’
Trake and Trugher exchanged a puzzled look over the detailed description of the most ancient and sacred scriptures they possessed.
It was Trake that answered. ‘Knowledge is for the wise, wisdom is for the old, and you are neither. We shall hold you to account for your rabble rousing and treasons.’ He looked to Amaru and screamed, ‘Seize the treasonous bastard!’
Amaru came forward slowly, a smirk upon his face, warriors at his side. Cameos, Thakern, Talako, Tasunka, and Tatanka made ready for combat, although outnumbered three to one. Each side advanced, both confident, both now eager.
Macik jumped over the back of Cameos to land silently and with the ease of a cat before Amaru. So, surprised to see the hermit who was once known as the greatest warrior standing before them, Amaru, and his war band stopped in their tracks. It was then that Macik attacked. With blinding speed, he delivered a single roundhouse kick to Amaru’s jaw, breaking the lower bone from its hinge. The moment Amaru’s body hit the ground, Macik pulled his foot to the height of his own head and brought it down upon the prostrate Elf’s chest plate. The sound of bones breaking echoed throughout the chamber, to be replaced by gurgling as Amaru attempted to breathe through pieced lungs.
Cameos, Thakern, Talako, Tatanka and Tasunka wasted no time, and quickly battle was joined. There was no contest. For a full minute, screams and death rattles accompanied the sounds of breaking bones and tearing flesh as Amaru’s supporters felt the onslaught of righteousness and were left torn and broken on the ground to share their chosen leader’s fate.
Cameos embraced the man once bonded to his father, then turned towards the brothers, who stood in shock on their makeshift podium.
‘This is madness, madness.’ Trugher stumbled as his brother’s eyes scanned the crowd, looking fervently for support, for a saviour. ‘Madness, madness’, Trugher still muttered.
Cameos approached, violence in his eyes, when an old and withered voice stilled him. Everybody stopped to hear Suleka’s words. ‘Enough. It is enough, I say! There is no more need for violence. Trake, Trugher, it was I who gave the scriptures into your safekeeping and it is I who commands you hand them to Cameos.’
At the arrival of the head of the Elder, Trake regained some composure and said, ‘The knowledge is to be kept but not shared, master. It is written.’
‘It is written’, echoed Trugher.
‘And yet today the scriptures will be given to our chieftain. And new histories will begin.’ Authority still held tone in his ancient voice.
Cameos raged within, forced to take life from his own kind when reason may have prevailed. He looked scornfully at the oldest member of his race and turned his attention back to the brothers, Trake and Trugher.
‘For the crimes of instigating violence against your chieftain and withholding knowledge belonging to the people, I Cameos, son of Camochee, chieftain of all the Elven folk sentence you to be punished by the sun.’
The crowd gasped as one at the sentence. Never had a member of the council of Elder been punished. The brothers paled and shook. Helpless, they looked to each other, then their master, and finally the people they had denied. Pleas for mercy were silent but evident. ‘How long my chief?’ Trake asked humbly.
‘Until your flesh is no more. Until your bones are bleached. Until the ending of the world.’
Once again, a gasp rose from the gathered, whilst Suleka looked to Cameos. ‘Surely my chief, a new path, a new history, would begin better with mercy rather than torture and agonising execution.’
Cameos looked towards Suleka, his face an unreadable mask. ‘It will begin with justice. My word is law. My sentence is passed.’
Suleka wept openly, his ever friendly withered face torn with pain. ‘Then I too shall share this fate, for I am neither blameless in these crimes nor wiling to live in a world without mercy.’
Cameos looked upon Suleka, oldest of their race, a man revered for his wisdom, for his patience and his kindness, and stated without emotion, ‘So be it. You three shall be taken from Elven Earth and walked across the desert until the moon shows midnight. There you will be staked upon the desert sands, where you will remain, always and forever.’




Chapter Twelve





Plans



Wilhelm stirred as his mind slowly drifted back into consciousness. His eyes felt like jagged pebbles in his sockets. His throat burned with unbearable dryness with every shallow breath he struggled to take. Memory evaded him. He felt sleep try to take him again, tugging him back into a place of nothingness. He attempted to open his eyes, but they held shut. He did not even possess the strength to will his eyelids to obey.
A voice sounded, somehow close by but sounding in the distance, incoherent yet soothing, familiar. He felt something cool and wet brush against his dry, broken lips. A wet cloth his mind recognised. He felt drops of cool refreshing water enter his desiccated mouth. Never had he tasted such exquisite relief from thirst as those first drops trickling down the desert canyon that was his throat. He grabbed at the cloth with his teeth and sucked the moisture out as his mind awakened fully. He attempted to open his eyes again and succeeded, but the pain overwhelmed him, and he closed them. He tried desperately to ask for water, but no sound left his mouth. Pain erupted throughout his entire being, and he heard himself make a noise like that of a dying animal. Is this it, he thought, am I in my moment of death?
Just as despair began to course its way through his body like blood being pumped from his heart, the familiar voice sounded again, and a jug was placed to his lips. Cool, lifesaving, water filled his mouth. He coughed as he swallowed but forced the water down his swollen throat. He felt with his mouth blindly for the jug, but it eluded him. He panicked. His entire body ached for liquid. He felt like a plum that had been dried to become a prune, an empty husk. His need gave him strength to open his eyes fully. The mouthful of water had eased his throat enough to croak out a single word.
‘Water’, he pleaded, his voice sounding pathetic. In the blur of light and shapes he saw a man come forward and felt the jug gently press against his lips and heard a soothing voice, but his mind could not establish the words. He drank more slowly with less pain; he did not cough. Then he passed out.
Zachary walked into the hospital ward just as Wilhelm was trying to sit himself up. Eyes fully open. Recognition upon his face. ‘Whoa there’, Zachary called out to him as he rushed to his friend’s bedside and helped into a position somewhere between sitting and lying.
‘How long have I been out?’ Wilhelm asked weakly.
‘A week and a day’, Zachary replied cheerfully. ‘God forgive me Wilhelm, but I doubted you would survive a single night. The blade that got you was poisoned with some Goblin filth, the cowardly bastards. The priests fought back with prayer and potion, and He who is Greatest has brought you back from the very brink of death.’
Wilhelm smiled at his friend’s excited words and jested, ‘The way I feel at the moment, I think I may have been slightly over the brink.’
Zachary’s smile vanished, and instantly Wilhelm knew there was bad news coming. ‘Where is the captain?’ He asked worriedly, for he wondered why Zachary had not sent for him as soon as he saw he had awoken. ‘Zachary, brother in arms.’ He asked more forcefully. ‘Where is Colburn? Where is my uncle?’
Zachary sighed and placed a comforting hand upon Wilhelm’s shoulder. ‘He was sent on patrol with a young lord, Baron Oswald. The town of Bancroft was being sacked, hundreds of Goblins according to the reports.’ Wilhelm remained silent. Fearing the worst his mind recalled childhood images of his father and uncle and the stories they would tell a young boy who was destined to become as they were, great warriors of Man. ‘Our brothers battled through the village and destroyed the Goblin vermin without a single loss, but...’
‘But what?’ Wilhelm asked eagerly.
‘The accounts vary Wilhelm, some villagers survived, but their telling and the official report from the Lord Godwin differ. One thing remains consistent: Colburn struck Baron Oswald, left him unconscious in the village, and pursued the Goblins that had fled with captives, prior to the platoon’s arrival.’
‘You have yet to tell me where my uncle is, Zachary’, Wilhelm said, irritation clear in his voice.
‘They pursued the Goblins into the jungles.’
‘Say again!’ Wilhelm asked, suddenly unsure if he still slept. Maybe Zachary mocks me, he thought to himself. Maybe I did die.
‘They followed their quarry into the very jungles in which the beasts appear from. It is said that only the knight-captain survived, and that he was taken into the king’s custody by Lord Godwin the Younger, to face the king’s justice.’
Wilhelm looked stricken, close to tears, but managing to choke down his emotions, he asked, ‘So, he is to hang like a criminal, without honour, without a sword in his hand or his brothers at his side? There must be something the brotherhood can do; someone must be able to plea with the king. I know my uncle, he would only act against the law if he thought he was bound by duty.’
‘I have pleaded personally with anyone of enough rank who would listen to me, Wilhelm. Colburn saved my life.’ Zachary looked downwards as if ashamed. When he spoke again, there was passion in his voice.
‘It was my greatest honour to serve with him!’ Zachary paused, and swallowing hard he found his resolve. ‘The matter was met with silence and threats. To speak of Colburn is a punishable offence. I am sorry for your loss, my friend, but you are still an anointed warrior of the kingdom of Man. Honour your uncle and father on the battlefield. Since Bancroft five days ago there have been three more raids, much smaller but somehow different from previous Goblin attacks.’
‘Different how?’ Wilhelm began, but stopped suddenly.
Just then a priest walked in the ward with a huge red beard and an even huger smile upon his face. Wilhelm and Zachary ceased their conversation and looked towards him as he said, ‘By all accounts, young brothers, the Goblin filth are acting in an opposite manner to what we have come to expect from the Godless little turds. Instead of killing the men of stature and the strong, and carrying off the weak and helpless, they appear to be taking the strong, the tradesmen and men with some learning, and wantonly killing the helpless. Also, they do not so much sack a town or village, and feast upon the flesh of the slain, as take the captives whilst killing those who would stop them, then leaving with speed.’
‘And who might you be?’ Wilhelm asked impolitely.
Zachary seemed shocked at the way Wilhelm had addressed the priest. ‘Father, forgive my brother; he is recovering from a wound and some dreadful news.’
The priest beamed his immense smile and replied cheerfully, and what forgiveness does he need, this brave warrior? He looks far too weak to be sinning.’ He added the last with a friendly wink. ‘Now who am I, hmm yes, a deep and searching question, but you may call me Robert or Red Rob as many choose to do. And I’m here to take you back to Sprettaman with me.’
‘I don’t understand’, Wilhelm replied. Then a thought accrued to him suddenly. ‘I am to see my uncle?’ he asked hopefully.
‘That is not my reason, no. I have been asked by the prince Jacob himself to recruit for him an honour guard. He has a few good men already, warriors from your fine brotherhood, but in the times to come he will need more than a few good men, and you and young Zachary here have been chosen.’
‘Chosen by whom?’ interrupted Wilhelm.
‘Why, by me, of course. I have a few wagons and am visiting the bastions of the north where my fellow priest will tend the injured and give guidance where needed. And I shall take back with me five men of noble heart, and you will swear allegiance to Jacob. You will protect him, you will serve him, and most important of all, you will teach him.’
Zachary looked caught between surprise and amusement. ‘Begging your pardon, Father, but what can we teach a prince? We are educated in combat only. His Royal Highness will no doubt have had extensive training himself, and as our presence in this hospital ward indicates, neither Wilhelm nor myself are skilled enough to train a prince.’
Wilhelm tensed, taking Zachary’s remarks as a slight to his fighting skill, and asked impatiently, ‘Tell me of my uncle, Father Robert. As his only kin by blood, it is my right to know.’
Robert looked seriously at Wilhelm for a moment, then his smile returned, and he stated the facts he knew. ‘He has forsaken his oath, no matter the honourable reasons that are claimed. He is removed from the brotherhood of men-at-arms. His life is forfeited but not taken, and he resides in the same castle as you will when you are oath-sworn to Jacob. He serves the king and the king only and has renounced all ties of kinship or friendship. Those with loose lips call him the king’s pet. Now there are two of your brothers waiting and after you two are loaded upon my wagons, there is still another, who happens to be waiting at the furthermost eastern fortress, Shield Wall. So please, Wilhelm, stop acting like a fucking child whose mother’s tit has run dry and prepare to serve the kingdom as you are oath-bound to do!’
Jacob fidgeted uncomfortably as he sat in the great council room. Every lord of note had been summoned, from north and south they had come at their king’s behest. A single message had been heard throughout the kingdom that read, ‘My Lord, you are summoned, and shall attend me no later than the next full moon. By order of your king.’
So sat the eight great lords of the land, waiting upon their king’s presence as they sat in silence and trepidation. They dared not ask their fellow lords to provide details of the summoning, lest they be found to be the only one ignorant. So they continued to sit, in silence All retainers, whether kin or closest adviser, had been denied entrance to the great council chamber, so they sat upon the single long bench, arrayed before a raised platform, on which sat a grand throne of white marble, in imitation of the great throne upon the roof of the castle. Only Godwin sat comfortably, having partial knowledge of the king’s grand plans. The other lords awkwardly studied the maps, banners and portraits that covered the bare brick walls.
‘My lords’, the king stated happily, causing all in the room to rise and turn before offering a deep bow and replying in one voice.
‘My king.’
‘I have summoned you all here today, for you will be the foundation upon which the greatest quest in the history of this kingdom is built. You will have no doubt noticed my recovery from a premature ageing and failing health’, Kane said as he made his way before the four great lords of the north and the four great lords of the south. From left to right he in turn greeted each of his sworn vessels before reaching Jacob, placing each of his hands upon Jacob’s bulking shoulders he said, ‘And you, my nephew, my heir, I have granted you the greatest of gifts: the opportunity to prove your worthiness to rule upon my death. Although, He who is Greatest of them all, may yet grant me a son of my own blood.’ He added the last with tones of suspicion, as though he feared to lose his crown even after death had taken him.
He mounted the steps to the platform yet remained standing as he continued to address the group. ‘He who is Greatest of them all has touched me. He has sent forth his strength and chosen me.’ He spoke with excitement and much gesturing. ‘Chosen me to be King of Kings. He speaks to me nightly with his instruction and blessing, and we are to do His bidding. All of you in this room are sworn to me and now the time is near when you shall fulfil those oaths of fealty.’ The king pointed to a large table in the corner of the room and beckoned the lords of the kingdom to follow him.
The table, ten feet to a side and a perfect square, was covered with the most detailed of maps, showing the kingdom both north and south, the jungles to the north of the kingdom and beyond. For the first time, the lords of the kingdom were being shown a world beyond the borders they had known.
The lords stood awed by the intricate map before them. Each of them studied it with amazement. In silence they stood whilst Kane stood as proud as a father would a son at his creation. ‘This shows my own land borders as well as my own maps, it’s incredible. My Lord King, these gaps in the jungles they are clearings? Encampments? Settlements?’
‘They are towns of sorts, as close to towns as the heathen has in any order. Each is in the territory of different clans, who make war upon each other even more than they make upon us.’
Lord Armine, the least powerful of the four great southern lords, foolishly interrupted the king. ‘This place to the north of the jungles, I have heard tales of this desert. There could be no life there. It is endless and so it is named as such.’
The king turned his fury upon the young lord, like a volcano that lay dormant. His rage was unpredictable and always ready to spew fire and brimstone without preamble or pre-warning. ‘Do you doubt my word? You toad of a man! You dare doubt the word of He who is Greatest? You dare doubt the word of his representative upon this world? Guards!’ He screamed the last towards the closed doors and all, but Jacob and Kane, visibly shrank back as Colburn burst through the doors. Sword drawn. Eagerness to slaughter clear upon his face. Eyes lusting for blood, he stood, his body shaking slightly as adrenaline surged through his blood. Two guards stood behind him as Colburn’s, cold eyes searched the room for enemies. King Kane, known throughout the kingdom he ruled as Kane the Cruel, pointed a finger into the face of the terrified Lord Armine and screamed in a high-pitched angry wail, ‘Colburn, you will seize this man and place him in chains to await my pleasure.’
Colburn’s size loomed over the young noble as he took him roughly with one hand at the back of Armine’s neck and dragged him from the room, as the panic-stricken lord alternated between apologising and begging for mercy. The king laughed, a shrill laugh devoid of humour. It spoke volumes to the lords gathered of his insanity, his power and the cost of his displeasure.
‘Do not speak to Colburn of mercy, my lord. And me? Meh, they call me Kane the Cruel, do they not?’ The doors were closed again, and the hall went silent. The lords stared at the floor, heads bowed. Only Jacob stood firm. Kane looked upon the lords and made a decree. ‘If any man, lord or peasant, tradesman or master, solider or slave questions my words, they are both blasphemer and traitor and will be dealt with accordingly. Am I fully understood?’
The assembled lords acknowledged their obedience enthusiastically and Kane’s demeanour turned back to one of reason and control, yet all present knew the truth: their king would destroy them without hesitation at the slightest hint of disobedience or disagreement. Kane turned his attention back to the map as if nothing had occurred and pointed to the area marked in the middle of the Never Ending desert. Grinning broadly, he said, ‘This is the prize of all prizes. It will be hard won but have faith, my loyal friends, it is God-given. We shall gather the largest army, the largest fleet, and go on the longest voyage ever known in the history of Man.’
All remained silent, staring intently at the indicated area, marked roughly the same distance from the northern edge of the jungle, as the castle they stood in was from the southern jungle borders.
‘And the people who live in this prize, my king, what is known of them?’ asked Jacob respectfully.
‘Ah, my nephew, they are a most villainous creature indeed. Driven from the jungles by the Orc and their servants the Goblin. Too despicable even for the filth that plague our lands.’ The king spat with venom. ‘Left to wander and bake to death under God’s merciless sun. But some survived and found a sanctuary in caves under the sands. There they bred and expanded their newfound home. Their evil hearts brew contempt and hatred for the peace of God-loving men. They grow like weeds unchecked in a garden till the day comes when they will spill forth and choke all beauty from our God-given and blessed land. But fear not, for we have been given the honour of smiting these wicked abominations, and as reward we shall take a horde of treasure unlike any other. Gold, piled to the height of the great oaks, jewels the size of a fist.’ The king clenched his right hand into a fist before his face. ‘This fist! The fist we shall bring down upon the heads of these wretched creatures.’ For emphasis, the king slammed his fist down upon the area all the men were staring at in excitement, trepidation, greed and fear.
The king continued. ‘My Lords Beringer and Otelin, you shall return to the south and have your shipwrights draw plans for a new fleet. My Lord Audemar, you shall return to the great southern forests and supply the vast amount of lumber we shall need.’ The king became animated, spittle flew from his mouth as he continued, ‘We must have war ships to carry men to extinguish these vermin, but also cargo ships. They must have holds that can carry great quantities of water, for our men must not weaken. They must retain the strength to carry this great treasure back to me.’ The king slyly smiled and added, ‘Back to us.’
The lords gathered saw the newfound power in their king’s eyes, and the youth and vigour returned to his body. Gone was the sickly man they had known and, in his place, stood a man with an aura of God-given power. They were under the spell of greed, and not one amongst them now doubted their king’s conviction or righteousness.
‘And of myself, my Lord King? And your servant lords from the North, how would you have us serve?’ Godwin asked eagerly.
‘You will purge this kingdom of the sinners and wanton.’ The king’s voice was devoid of compassion. ‘The weak shall be made strong and with that new strength they shall pull the oars under which this noble quest of God shall move.’ The king took Godwin gently by the arm and spoke softly as one might to a child, ‘Do not spare the lash on the sinners of our land. If some must die so the rest become strong and Godly, then so be it.’ He looked to each of the lords, cold fury burning from his eyes whilst he smiled friendlily and said, ‘Be gone. In God’s blessing and my grace go about His work, but know this my lords, and do not for one instance forget, to fail is your death and destruction.’
With that the assembled lords of the kingdom bowed their heads and left in silence, leaving the king alone with Jacob who had stood quietly, with a mask of indifference upon his face. ‘And of me uncle, surely I am not summoned to attend this council to only observe? What would you have of me?’
‘You, blood of my blood, heir to my throne and kingdom, you will lead in my place and in my name.’




Chapter Thirteen





Knowledge



Cameos lay in his bed restlessly. The population was troubled, and the signs were everywhere and deeply disturbing, and yet Cameos thought it only natural and right that good honest elves were troubled by the events of the last few days. Never, to his knowledge, had a member of the Elven council been put to death, let alone three members including the leader. Cameos had not slept for days, and the Mother had not come to him whilst with awakened eyes. The ancient scripts had been retrieved and when in Cameos’ possession, the execution had begun. The procession that he led walked in silence and only formal words had been spoken whilst Cameos himself staked the three condemned to the ground. Suleka went to his bonds in dignified silence whilst Trake, and Trugher, wept openly and begged for mercy. Their cries awoke a feeling of resistance in the Elders’ supporters, but none dared risk laying down next to their former masters, and the warriors standing next to the chieftain were ever watchful. Thakern, eyed all who had not stood beside him and Cameos in the great chamber with open suspicion.
Cameos rolled once more in his bed, adjusting his position to try to get comfortable, yet he could not shift the doubt that was sown into his mind. Was his father looking down on him with disgust, disappointment and regret. More elves that had attended the confrontation between the chieftain and the Elder had remained inside rather than go to witness the sentence being carried out, and what disturbed Cameos, was that Macik was amongst those who did not journey to see justice upon the traitors carried out.
He had the scriptures of his ancestors, and with them hope, but the price had been great. He had never intended for anyone but his enemies, the brothers Trake and Trugher, and their misguided and fanatical followers to get hurt, yet they had lost the eldest of their kind. And with the loss, the people had lost some faith in the event being justice, and some now saw it as Cameos securing power. But he still had the scriptures, and with them hope, he told himself yet again.
He thought back to when he first held them in his hands; he felt power within them, and with them he felt power within himself. The time for doubt was over. He had spent the day and the night mourning the loss of Suleka. Now was the time to study the texts that had cost the Elven folk so much.
He stood quietly, so as not to disturb Releaka, dressed and left his chambers. He walked quickly, excitedly, and also afraid of what he would find. He was excited at finding what had been hidden so long from his people and afraid of why the Elder deemed it necessary to keep it hidden. Yet he knew in his heart that this was the start of the pathway to the longevity of the race of Elves.
Cameos, chief of the elves arrived at the chambers where he dispensed justice, pronounced law and met his race’s day-to-day needs. The two guards he had posted at the chamber’s door were silent, watchful and vigilant. As he approached, they stood aside for their chieftain and offered him slight bows of their heads as signs of respect and courtesy.
Cameos entered the chambers of his office and closed the doors behind him. He went to his great desk and sat down before it upon a large chair padded with cushions and gently stroked the tome before him. Bound in materials he had never seen, he once again felt power, natural and beautiful power, radiating from the book. He opened the book slowly and turned to the first page.
Written on a material not unlike dried skin were three words written in bold, large, blood-red letters. BEFORE. DURING. AFTER. Cameos turned the next page. It read.
This is a history and foretelling of the race of Elves. It is not complete, for I am not all knowing. Yet knowledge has been given to me. Whence it came I do not know. As you read these words know this, I am neither of your time or a time before or after you. I am neither Man, Elf nor Orc, Dwarf, Goblin, Dragon nor Ogre. I am neither beast nor God. I am neither good nor evil. I am both as distant from you as the furthest star and yet as close to you as your shadow.

On your world there was once a peace that existed between the three strongest races. Man, Orc and Elf, lived side by side upon the great plains, and evil was not even seen in nightmares. Yet evil came. It came and was fought by the unity of the races. After evil was banished the great peace failed. Man became greedy and took the lands the free peoples held. The Orc and lesser Orc known as the Goblin were pushed into the great forests where their hearts turned black as soot, and their race declined into corruption. Soon, all the beasts that flew, crawled or ran between the trees, and even the trees themselves, became poisoned by the betrayed Orc. All who lived in those forests became dark and malignant, choosing to become less than they were. Primitive. Foul.

The Elves tried to make peace with Man, but Man refused to hear. Their God had come to them and no more would they live with worshippers of false Gods. They drove the Elf out. Tens of thousands fled the swords of Man into the dark domain of the Orc, yet there they were unwelcome. The Orc would have no more alliance with creatures of light and reason. Once more they fled, always pursued. Many died at the hands of the creatures of the jungle. The Orc would spare neither female nor child, yet the Elves persevered. Onwards to the North they continued until they left the borders of the Orcs’ new homeland.

Into desert and death, they had come. Only a tenth of what they once were, yet still they had faith in the Mother and faith was rewarded. On the march ever northward, following the greatest star in the sky, the Elves finally arrived at a great entrance to an underground sanctuary. The Elven race was home.

Cameos seethed with rage. So, there was once a time before the Elves lived in the ground, only daring to surface at night. And in that time, they had been betrayed, driven from lands where they had once lived. Cameos forced himself to calm. This was not the time for anger. This was the time to learn, anger would come later. He turned the next page and his mind struggled to comprehend what he saw. Under the bold heading, DURING, lay no words for him to read, only bare parchment yellowed with age. He turned again to a page with the heading AFTER and read the writing.
The elves abandoned their newfound home. They returned. And with the knowledge granted them, they brought justice down upon their betrayers. Through great tunnels they burrowed. Many hardships did they face. Yet triumph did the Elven race do. Back to the light. Back into the Mother’s warm embrace.

Cameos sat in silence, thoughtfully meditating upon the words he had read. So, they had been betrayed by others not of their kind, driven from their ancestral land. Yet the Mother had shown them mercy and bestowed upon them a sanctuary. But now was the time for the people to return. He turned the page and saw instructions he did not fully understand. He saw it was for the forging of metals, but unlike anything the elves had to his knowledge ever forged. Again, he turned and more instruction. This page dedicated to building fires hotter than anything needed to cook, fires hot enough to melt strange metals. Again, he turned and saw strange weapons of war, bows that shot arrows as fast as the eye could see, and long swords that shone.
Their kind had tools made from hardened wood, simple iron, and animal bones. And he knew the Orc, and their foul servants, had knives, axes and bows, but they were crude compared to what he saw in the drawings and texts he now studied. Again and again, he turned pages to discover detailed instructions and intricate diagrams of such things his mind could not fathom. Yet he knew one thing, as sure as he heard the Mothers song singing to his spirit, as he held the ancient book and read from the words: these were not new ways for the Elven to learn, but rather they were the ways they had forgotten. And they were the ways that would take them back and punish those who had caused affront to his people.




Chapter Fourteen





Taken



Jacob rode his magnificent stallion with the ease of one riding since early childhood. The horse, Frostbite, was so named for his stunning coat, a white that shone as if dirt or muck could find no grip. When the sun caught the animal at just the right angle, he appeared the slightest shade of blue like ice floating upon a calm, blue lake. The young prince looked every part the heir, regal and strong whilst he calmly surveyed the small town he rode through, blessing its inhabitants with his warm and friendly smile.
Beside him, upon a black stallion draped in a gold trimmed, sky-blue caparison, rode the king, who looked as sinister as a tale to frighten misbehaving children. His long face and narrow eyes sought prey amongst the young women who knelt before the royal procession. Accompanying the king and prince were the ever-present royal guard, evenly spaced, behind and to the fore, and to the flanks of the royal personage. Colburn rode directly behind the king, his new sword, a smaller version of the great-sword he once carried when part of the brotherhood, bounced at his side as he struggled with the newfound need to master the skills of riding.
Lost in thought, Jacob tried to discern the reason behind the king demanding the prince’s presence on this outing. The king often came on these afternoon rides through the outer towns of the king’s personal lands, and it was well known that he often came back with prisoners found guilty of his displeasure and amongst the captives, an unfortunate, unwilling yet pretty girl for him to abuse. Whilst the king often made these tyrannical expeditions, Jacob was gladly left to his own devices. The king’s command that his presence was needed worried Jacob and left him disappointed, as he usually took these times to do things he would only do knowing the king was absent from the castle.
The king raised his hand, and the procession came to a halt as Kane’s eyes fell upon the kneeling form of a pretty girl, barely fourteen but showing the figure her body would soon become.
‘Rise, girl’, the king commanded. The girl rose, clearly frightened, her girlish body trembled in the presence of undoubtedly the most powerful man in the kingdom and rumoured to be the cruellest. ‘Raise your eyes girl, let me look upon that fair face.’ Kane licked his lips causing the girl to cringe as he continued, ‘Yes. Yes, very fair, although that rag that covers you, does you no justice, no justice at all. Corporal, if you would.’
At that quiet command a leering man of middling years approached the girl and took a firm hold of the loose-fitting gown she wore, and in one fluid movement tore the front of it open and ripped it to the ground, revealing her adolescent body. She stood there shivering as she used her arms to try to cover her nakedness.
King Kane, the first of that name, known as King Kane the Cruel, had earned his name. He leaned from his horse and said in a quiet voice filled with evil intent, ‘You will let me look upon your nakedness, girl, or if you prefer, I shall let my men use you for their sport right here.’ He spoke as if it were a reasonable request, then his eyes narrowed as he added, ‘All my men.’
The girl raised her arms. Terror oozed from her every pore like sweat; her entire body shook uncontrollably as she began to weep. Urine dribbled down the inside of her thighs as she lost control of her bladder. All the while the king’s arousal grew.
‘Enough!’ The bellow caused silence from the laughing guardsmen and brought the king out of his sordid arousal to turn and look at the author of the command. Jacob stood firm. He had got down from his horse and now stood tensed, arms at his side. The rage written on his face dared any to challenge him. The guards looked to their king unsure how to proceed, but the king just smiled his evil smile and politely asked, ‘Nephew, care to venture an opinion?’
Jacob moved forward and more than one of the king’s guards instinctively placed a hand upon the hilt of his sword. He took a step forwards and the guards shank silently from his demeanour. Only Colburn looked ready to meet a physical challenge. The once honourable warrior stood silent yet stoic as the prince took the strength from seasoned warriors with silence. Jacob strode with authority towards the corporal who had striped the young girl of her clothes and dignity. The guard looked towards his king as if for protection, but the king only showed amusement at the corporal’s discomfort.
Jacob grabbed the cloak from the corporal’s shoulders and ripped it with such violent force the corporal was dragged off his feet and stumbled to the mud. The prince walked calmly to the girl who was attempting to cover herself with her arms again and was shrinking into herself, attempting to make herself as small as possible. He gently placed the cloak around the girl and brought his eyes to bear upon his uncle. With defiance he said through clenched teeth, ‘She is not for you!’
The king burst into a laughter full of sadistic amusement and after a few seconds so did all the guards, but Colburn forced a laughter until brought to silence by the abruptness of the king’s sudden silence and look towards them of pure venom. ‘Silence!’ the king screeched, causing the young girl to jump, but Jacob just continued to look on with indifference to the king’s authority. The king’s smile returned as he addressed the crowd. ‘It seems my nephew, the prince, has taken this girl for himself. You may take her nephew. Consider her my gift to you.’
Jacob whispered into the girl’s ear, ‘Fear not, you have my protection, I swear it.’ With that Jacob took her gently by the arm and led her to his horse. Mounting the horse, he then leaned down to take the girl in his powerful arms and lift her to sit upon his lap. He wrapped the cloak around her fully as he took the reins, turned his horse and began a slow walk back towards the castle, whilst the king’s eyes followed with naked anger.
Jacob sat at his desk, a large piece of furniture made from mature oak. It was littered with documents, scrolls and books of every imaginable size. He idly fingered through them whilst the young girl dressed in some discarded serving girl’s attire that Jacob’s squire, Jim, had provided. When dressed, the girl sat nervously upon the edge of Jacob’s bed. ‘When can I go home?’ she said in a voice barely above a whisper.
‘I’m afraid that’s not possible…’ The prince blushed slightly. ‘Forgive me, I am yet to learn your name’, he said, clearly embarrassed, and now at a loss for the proper etiquette for this unique situation.
‘My mother named me Elysabeth, though most call me Beth. Please let me go home. Take pity, Your Highness, I beg you.’ Elysabeth spoke through quiet tears, and Jacob had taken pity on her, for her entire life had been stripped away in the same moment her clothes had, in a matter of seconds by a malevolent man with omnipotent power.
‘Elysabeth, I am so sorry for your ill fate, but to leave now or ever would take you from under my protection. The moment you leave the king would send his guard, but you would not be returned to me, you would become the king’s, and he would treat you very cruelly, my dear. I do not tell you this to frighten you. I only speak the truth. You must stay but do not despair. I shall send word to your mother to let her know you are cared for and well. You will be a servant, and report only to me, but for now I think it best you stay here, away from the eyes of those who would have used you for sport. I have many tasks and lessons daily but there is plenty to read and you will have your own room just through there.’ As Jacob pointed towards a closed door on the other side of his living room Beth looked amused then giggled. Remembering whose company she was in, she covered her mouth with her hand and apologised. Looking on with confusion, Jacob replied. ‘There is no need to apologise but, please, tell me what made you laugh?’
‘It’s just, Your Highness, why would I know how to read?’
‘You were never taught letters or numbers?’
‘For what reason? I milk cows and muck out pigs, clean clothes and... well, anything I can do really to earn a penny, short of opening my legs.’
Jacob turned a bright crimson, as if he had sat out in the sun too long. ‘Well, I shall find the time to teach you. In the evenings perhaps. Then you may write to your mother yourself.’ Beth cocked her head slightly to the side and looked at Jacob with feigned amusement. ‘Ah, she also would be in the need of teaching, I imagine.’
‘Yes, Your Highness.’
‘My mother named me Jacob. If you have no objections you may also call me Jacob.’
‘But it’s not proper, is it, Your Highness? To be overly familiar with royalty, I mean.’
‘What is right and proper in the world grows less by the day if today is any account, I’m sure that by using my name rather than my title then the world could yet abide. I have things to attend that cannot be put off, I am afraid, so I must leave you alone. All the guards that walk this castle’s hallways and walls are fanatically loyal to my uncle. It would not be wise to leave these rooms, but you are free to use these rooms as your own. I shall have food and wine sent to you, my dear.’
Jacob moved to the outer doors of his chambers and opened the door. ‘Thank you, Your Highness.’ Beth said as she stood and made a clumsy attempt at a curtsey.
Smiling as he left, he replied, ‘Jacob, please my lady.’




Chapter Fifteen





Change



Talek’ken stood before his newly constructed monstrous tower and beheld his glory. Thousands of Goblins had died in the three short months its construction had taken, yet he felt no pity, for these were Goblins that offered nothing to his war effort – the opposite in fact. He had the remains of the worthless creatures beheaded, their skulls cleansed of flesh, and their eyeless skulls now stared back at him from every inch of his circular bastion. These were those of the Goblin race who could neither fight nor think, and they had been purged. Talek’ken had looked for strength in those lesser orcs, those far weaker and smaller of the race referred to in the derogatory term, Goblin. And he had found treasure within them, for they could think and strategize, rather than only fight in blood lusted rage. They could build rather than just destroy. He had found much use in the lesser race.
He approached the great doorway. Two huge iron-bound oak doors opened as an oversized Orc at either side put their immense weight and strength into the task. Talek’ken gave a low growl as acknowledgement as he walked past them, their heads bowed before the king of All. He ascended the great stairway upward and round he climbed its spiral route till he emerged from its darkness into the blinding light high above the jungle’s canopy. To the north, west and to the east the dark green canopy of his domain stretched out before him until his eyes could see no further, yet toward the South is where his attention was drawn. Now and always, he looked to the south.
A mile or so from his great tower the trees stopped abruptly, and gently sloping hills and meadows filled his vision until he rested his eyes upon the enemy’s stronghold at a place the Men called Iron Guard. He looked upon his adversary’s stone fortress with amusement and contempt. From three miles away, he could still make out the movement of the guards patrolling the fort’s battlements that stood only sixty feet from the ground. He contemplated his cunning as he watched them from a tower that stood almost two hundred feet from the ground, yet they could never see his glowing red form or the crown of fire that forever adored his head, due to the angle of the tree canopy and the sun that rose from the north to set in the south. He stood quietly preparing his battle strategies as below him in the clearing that stretched for over two miles to the north, east and west of his tower, his minions hurried upon various tasks that were turning this clearing with its stronghold into a city.
A city of all the sentient creatures of the jungle. Soon, he thought to himself the city of the Orc will hold tens of thousands of warriors all trained and armed, an army the likes of which Man had never seen, and he would lead that army out of the trees and sweep away the enemy of the Orc like dust upon the wind. That thought gave him such pleasure, more than he had ever known, and he lusted after that day as he would lust after a powerful female when her scent caught his nostrils. And just like mating, the time would come when he could no longer contain his lust and he would take with savage wanting.
Talek’ken regretfully left the tower’s rooftop, and his musings over the complete annihilation of his enemies and descended the stairway to the floor below. Leaving the stairwell, he came to his war room where already seated on multicoloured furs upon the wooden floor, drinking blood beer from large curved horns, were the king’s two strongest chieftains, Dor’rok chief of the Blood Rain clan, and Sol’mok chief of the Bloody Tusk clan.
Both rose as their king entered. With a balled fist they struck their chests above the heart, bowed their heads and growled a low deep sound of their submission. Talek’ken returned their salute and indicated with a sweep of his hand that they should sit. He turned and walked to his throne, a thing of dark power and death magic, it radiated evil and hate. A gift from Dor’rok at his coronation. It was like all gifts he had received, a sign of respect and gratitude, yet he favoured this over all others. Its legs and armrests made from the bleached bones of humans, lashed together with dried and treated human skin, and sealed with the souls of the dead. Its back and seat made from the heads of his enemy, dozens of heads of fallen warriors of Man, with faces still intact and held from decay by some witchcraft. Their wide-eyed look of terror always filled him with such joy as he savoured the feeling of the skulls grinding together, with a squishing noise as it took his weight.
‘I am pleased’, he said in a voice devoid of pleasure. He gestured towards the outside of the fort and continued, ‘This is but the beginning of the time of the Orc. A new dawn arises. We shall build again as once our ancestors did. Here it will begin, with blacksmiths and scholars.’
Dor’rok looked openly confused. ‘Forgive me, my king, I do not know this word “scholar”.’
‘They are creatures of learning, with an intellect that goes beyond the cunning of warriors. They are the race of Goblin who hide when there is fighting to be done’, the king said, his voice calm but dripping with power.
‘Cowards!’ Sol’mok spat. ‘My warriors make such sport of these weaklings.’
‘And the next warrior to do such will be my sport. Fools!’ Talek’ken roared. ‘How do you think I built such a great fort; how do I make such strong steel? The scholars have kept knowledge from a time when we were so much more than what we have become. With their knowledge and the strength of the Orc we shall conquer all the lands under the sky.’ He had risen as he spoke, but now he returned to his throne.
‘You, Sol’mok.’ His voice calm again. ‘Will take a raiding party to the west, and Dor’rok will raid to the east. You will take warriors, only the strongest and fastest. You will bring me those who know things, men who have knowledge.’
Sol’mok grunted his obedience whilst Dor’rok spoke again. ‘What use is all this plotting and scheming? It is not the way of the Orc.’ He shook his head as he spoke, the long tusks and battle scars a testament to his age and prowess. ‘We should swarm out of the jungles and kill all who stand in our way. That is the way of the Orc.’
Talek’ken looked slightly amused for the briefest of seconds before his entire body suddenly burst into blinding light. Both the king of the dark lands’ generals shielded their eyes with their hands as Talek’ken with unnatural speed came to stand before Dor’rok. He took hold of one of Dor’rok’s large tusks and lifted him with ease, so they were eye level. ‘Fool’, he roared into his subordinate’s face. ‘The way of the Orc! I am the way of the Orc! I am power! I am the future, past and present. Forget your place again, Dor’rok, chieftain of the Blood Rain clan, and I shall pull your heart from your body and eat it whilst the life leaves you.’ He dropped the now cowering chief to the floor and returned to his gruesome throne. ‘I shall know all of our enemy and under my heel they shall be crushed root and stem. Now leave.’




Chapter Sixteen





Oath



The clearing was lit only by the faint moon glowing a foreboding red, and the small fire Brother Robert sat beside. Around the clearing stood eight men-at-arms, all dressed for war, all watchful, all suspicious. Wilhelm stood beside Zachary as they looked out through the trees. Silent they stood, eyes accustomed to the darkness and they searched for enemies hidden amongst the dark. Holak, Askia and Gulkin stood together in silence, their eyes ever watchful over the men Robert had collected from the brotherhood. Brondolf left his place at the edge of the clearing where he had been standing alone and brooding and approached Red Rob. The veteran was a grizzled bear of a man in his late forties, with short, cropped hair, a clean shaven yet ofttimes scared face and the nearly black eyes of a bird of prey. He had refused outright when Robert had suggested that he leave to become part of the prince’s personal guard. It was only when Father Robert of the Order of Light reminded him he had no choice did he begrudgingly accept his fate. He was also the only one out of the five who had travelled with the priest, with a name of meaning. Brondolf, meaning “Brother Wolf”, had no wish to leave his wolf pack, famed for their counter ambush techniques. Knight-captain Brondolf and his platoon were hunters of Goblins, taking great pride in cutting off the enemy’s escape and leaving none left alive.
‘Tell me Father, why do we wait here, in the dark, like criminals or assassins? You take me from my duty, from my brothers to serve the prince, yet we are here in shadow. Why do you not take me straight to the prince?’
Red Robert beamed his never-ending smile upon the humourless warrior and stated simply, ‘Because, Knight-captain, your prince commands you attend him here.’ Before Brondolf could retort, a voice, soft yet with authority, came out from the dark and behind it walked a man of impression. Slowly he walked, yet with every step he seemed to radiate a quiet power.
‘Because Brondolf, son of Brondolf, warrior of the Order of Light, I would have you hear things before I take your oath.’ Jacob said warmly, yet with an unyielding authority.
Askia and Holak took up position and walked slightly behind and to either side of the man who had already taken their oath. Hands upon hilts of swords, they eyed the selected brothers keenly.
‘If you are to serve openly and willingly then first, I must give you honesty. If you are not to serve willingly then you cannot serve me at all’, Jacob said. The men now all gathered in front of him awed by his presence. For this was not some spoilt prince whose power came from his title, but a being who emulated power from an inner well. He had their complete attention. ‘The world is changing. The warriors, known as men-at-arms of the Brotherhood of the Order of Light, can no longer protect the people of this kingdom by protecting our northern border. There are many things I cannot explain to you at this time, and others you would have to take on faith alone, but you are all chosen, as I have been, chosen to protect me whilst I look to protect the people as the kings of old once did. There will be war. A war in scale to dwarf all other conflicts. The kingdom as we know it will die, but with its death we shall build a new kingdom, one that protects all.’
Brondolf spoke again, but with much more respect. ‘Your Highness, please forgive me, but I must speak truthfully. I have already given an oath that cannot be broken. It was made in the presence of the grandmaster and therefore God.’
‘There is no need for forgiveness Brondolf. To speak truth is a virtue I wished all men would share.’ Jacob turned his head and called to his friend Gulkin, who appeared out of the darkness with an elderly man leaning heavily upon his arm. ‘Grandmaster.’ Jacob bowed his head slightly as he addressed the elderly man. ‘These are the men I would have with me to guide and defend me upon my journey. Would you release them from their vows in the name of He who is Greatest?’
The hunched old man took a deep breath and stood erect. Strength appeared magically in his being, and his voice was much stronger and more vigorous than any would have suspected at first sight. ‘Your Highness, for the final time I am called Ederwine’, he cheerfully chided Jacob. ‘As for this former vow these men have taken, I do not release them.’ The gathering of men now looked openly confused. ‘I have taken this vow from them personally. They are to protect the people, protect the kingdom and obey their king.’ Ederwine, High Father to all the brothers, oath taker and the bridge between the blessed and their God, took his time as he looked deep into the eyes of all the men Robert had brought before him. ‘I have no need to release you from your vow for I denounce this king known as King Kane the Cruel in the name of He who is Greatest. You will kneel before the true leader of men and swear, upon your honour, that you will protect the people, the kingdom and the man before you, known as Jacob, regardless of his title. This is why He who is Greatest has led you here through me and my brothers.’
All but two of the men drew their swords and placed the point into the ground. As they kneeled, they placed both their hands around the hilt of their sword and bowed their heads awaiting Jacob to come to them and place his hands upon theirs as he took their oath. All but two. Two young men, identical twins with golden hair and blue eyes who now stood with defiance etched onto their handsome faces. ‘We cannot’, Henry and Richard both said, a look of disgust as they spat the words towards the prince.
Askia and Holak moved froward, drawing their swords. ‘You dare to speak without manner or respect towards your prince!’ Askia said, rage threatening to overwhelm him. Jacob raised a hand to stay the two brothers and drew his own blade, the steel scraping out of the scabbard as he pulled it slowly and purposely free. He pointed the blade towards the twins and said, ‘You will not willingly serve? Then I shall allow you to die as warriors. Draw your swords and take a moment to pray.’ Jacob advanced slowly, giving the pair he faced time to draw their own blades and prepare to fight him.
Richard addressed him again, ‘I shall fight you man to man, a fair fight for a fair hearted bookworm.’ He laughed. And his brother attacked. Henry had attempted to use Richard’s distraction to attack him from his unprotected shield arm. A monstrous overarm strike aimed at splitting Jacob’s unprotected head in two. But Jacob had pre-empted the feint and stepped nimbly to his right. Henry had overextended, his body bent in two as his steel struck the ground where Jacob had just been standing. Almost tripping, he had kept his balance but was left unprotected. Jacob with his inhuman strength brought his blade down savagely upon the back of his opponent, smashing into his flesh like ripe fruit it sprayed blood as Jacob’s sword went through rib bones and spinal cord.
Richard came with vengeance in his heart and no thought or skill as he swung his sword again and again at Jacob who casually, almost mockingly, stepped back again and again in slight movements, each strike falling mere inches short. After a dozen slashes with his great-sword, Richard bellowed his frustration, ‘You traitorous bastard. You, Goblin turd. I’ll dance on your grave. I’ll piss on your corpse, I’ll...’ His voluminous curses were cut short as Jacob stepped inside his guard and took the man by his throat, lifting him from the ground as he choked the life from him. Richard dropped his sword, both hands grasping at Jacob’s one giant fist as it closed ever tighter, until with a last effort Jacob crushed Richard’s windpipe and cast him to the ground.
Oaths were taken in the presence of the grandmaster, the prince of the kingdom, and two dead men. Jacob remained stoic throughout, only speaking when a formal response was required, until in the growing grey of the false dawn Jacob took the final oath and said, ‘This man is Gulkin. He will see to your needs and your duties. You are dismissed.’ When he stood alone in the clearing with only Robert and Ederwine, he gestured to the men he had killed and softly said, ‘Was that really needed Robert? I feel sickened by my actions.’
‘It was’, Robert replied. ‘Men will love you, for your very nature makes it so. Yet, for men to follow you without question they must also fear you. Whilst my brothers and I searched for men who were worthy, we came across these two. They aspired to your uncle’s ways in cruelty and abuse. They have raped and killed, and so you gave them the death they deserved, and the men who will be closest to you are now well aware that you can kill.’




Chapter Seventeen





Murder



Cameos surveyed the tunnels with pride, handing a water skin to those that worked upon its creation. He then put a hand to its smooth clay surface. The tunnel had begun shortly after securing the ancient tome and its knowledge, and in the six months, since he himself had put the first pickaxe into the earth, the tunnel had grown to approximately forty miles. Twice the height of a grown Elf and with such a width that twenty of his warriors could march abreast, the tunnel was thought by many to be far too large for its purpose. But Cameos had effectively argued that although the primary purpose of the tunnel was to take the Elven army undetected under the territory of the Orc and into the very centre of the kingdom of Man to claim back the land they had been banished from, by then making the tunnel a permanent structure, able to endure through the centuries, they would always have the sanctuary that the Mother had bestowed upon them. Cameos looked forward to the days when this underground home would be a place for worship, a sacred home to the Mother and her blessings.
Every able-bodied Elf, regardless of age, status or gender, took their turn at working the soft clay and forming this great pathway to freedom. The digging never ceased, which was the source for his feelings of great pride today as he looked at his brethren working away with great effort. Tired, hungry and thirsty yet they laboured with every ounce of strength they possessed to play their part in the great plan.
After laying hands on the tome for the first time, the young chieftain had felt the power contained within. He felt sure they were indeed a gift, and the author was the Goddess herself, Mother to all life. He had read the words and felt Her divine presence alongside him as he read Her instructions. They must leave the sanctuary deep within Her blessed ground and return to their birthright the lands of abundance and beauty. He had often wondered, whilst his son and mate slept, why their kind had lingered, isolated as they stagnated within the ground. But where would they go? He had felt trapped when he gave his race’s future serious consideration, but now the Mother had reached out and given him hope, and a great deal more: she had written instruction for all to see. They would tunnel into the very heart of a vast and plentiful land. Southward they would pass unseen under the land of the Orc, hidden under the earth like they had been for centuries. And they would go back to their ancestral lands dressed how their forebears had dressed for war. For the Mother had given them the means to take by force that which they sought; she had given them steel.
With the commencement of the work Cameos’ doubts had faded and then disappeared and with them the communication with the Mother. He worried not, for surely, he was undertaking her will and did not need her guidance as he acted, yet he missed her blessing. He went to each of the dozen elves that worked this shift and gave them congratulations and praise before starting the long run back through the tunnel towards the other activities he wanted to inspect today.
It took Cameos a little over three hours before he entered through the entrance of the tunnel back into the main chambers. He drank deeply from a large water skin, handed to him by Thakern, who greeted his chieftain with his ever-present smile and much warmth. ‘My chief’, he said bowing his head respectfully. ‘All goes well with the tunnel?’
Cameos returned his smile. ‘Very, we are on target and the walls are strong. It goes well, my friend. You have something to discuss? I must be to the blacksmiths. They are yet to duplicate the tempering of steel as it is written in the tome. Without it we shall be no match for what awaits us on the other side of that tunnel.’
‘I am sorry, my chieftain, but your presence is needed elsewhere. There has been murder.’
Cameos stood in the gymnasium over the body of a young male Elf, his injuries horrific. Great gashes had been opened all over the Elf’s torso, leaving bone and organs exposed and intestines coiled around the floor. Cameos starred silently at the Elf, trying to recall his name, but the injuries to his face were far too severe. Multiple deep slashes to the face had left the flesh hanging off in ragged flaps. From forehead to neck the skull was revealed and all distinguishing features now hung grotesquely in shreds.
Cameos looked up and met Thakern’s gaze, which now held a deep sorrow instead of its normal humour.
‘What happened here Thakern?’ Cameos’ voice was quiet, his spirit visibly sagged at the horror not just the horror of what had happened to the victim but the fact that it must have been his own kind that carried out this savage attack.
‘I do not know’, his bondsman replied softly.
Cameos turned to his friend with anger. ‘You do not know! This hall is your domain is it not, Thakern, master of combat. Explain to me then how an Elf is butchered upon its floor like an animal.’
Thakern remained calm despite the anger in his master’s voice. ‘I have many duties to attend to my chieftain. I was not here when this crime was committed and there are none that have come forth with knowledge of it happening either. I have offered you council many times, my chieftain, over the last months, about the dangers of using these new weapons. The young warriors feel rage and power they are not accustomed to when holding sharpened steel in their hands. There have been many vicious fights whilst learning these new fighting techniques.’
Cameos took a piece of cloth from the corner and placed it over the bloodied and torn body, covering most of the horrific injuries. ‘This Elf was murdered, Thakern, and in your hall. I task you with the responsibility of bringing the criminal to justice. And do not let others see him in this manner, it would bring panic.’
‘I shall do all you ask of me, my chieftain.’ Thakern said with a bow. ‘But you must be prepared, for we are teaching our young to kill in this manner and we may find that some have a taste for it.’




Chapter Eighteen





Revolt



Jacob looked out the window at the slave pens in the distance, his heart heavy with the suffering he could only imagine. It had been three months since the summoning of the great lords to the castle, and less than a month after a vast encampment had been erected a mile to the north of the great keep. Jacob had visited once with his uncle and had felt sick to his core with the hopelessness he witnessed in the poor wretches’ eyes and the glee which he witnessed in his uncle’s. He brooded as he looked out of his window, his mind racing with different thoughts. Could he rescue the hundreds of young men locked in those pens, somehow storm the guards with his handful of trusted men and make good his escape? Would it make any difference? How could he stand by, idly, while he knew the suffering of his fellow man? Yet he knew he must do nothing. He had been told again and again that his duty was to keep himself alive and in a position of trust within the king’s graces, for the time to end the kingdom’s sickness was not due. The time for Jacob to rise to power and bring about the age of equality and justice was not here, and however hard it was for him to watch the suffering continue, he must remain steadfast in his resolve.
Jacob was brought out of his lamenting by the soft touch of Elysabeth, her hands snaking around his waist as she stood on tiptoes to kiss him upon his neck. In the weeks since her coming into Jacob’s care, they had become something Jacob did not fully understand. Their relationship, whilst guarded at the beginning, had developed with great speed into friendship, then desire, and now something more. He loved her deeply, that he knew with great certainty, yet she brought him more than the emotional gift of a lover’s embrace. She balanced him. Jacob now felt within him his animalistic side, all primal fury and strength, but under his command. He thought of it as armour, being able to don it at whim, and he knew it was not the lessons and meditation with Father Robert that allowed this new sense of control but rather the bond he had developed with his soul mate. Since connecting with Elysabeth he could pour the rage from himself like tipping a bucket of water, and just as easily end his fury. He looked down upon her sweet and innocent face, into eyes full of love, and wondered at the twist of fate that could lead to such happy feelings from such a horrible circumstance. For if her uncle had not subjected her to such a dire treatment of humiliation and degradation, if she had not felt those terrible feelings of fear about what awaited her as the king’s captive, then he would not now have her in his life. It was in that moment that Jacob realised the bare truth of it, the kingdom must continue in its suffering until the time for that suffering to end and Jacob must play his role.
A knock at the door broke the moment between the two young lovers. Elysabeth released Jacob from her grasp, as he gave permission for the door to be opened, and Jim came into the room and bowed before his prince. Now personal squire to Jacob, he was as close to the prince as anyone, although Jim’s tasks were to wait on the prince, serve him, clean for him and do a vast amount of mundane chores, he was also an advisor to the prince and Jacob saw him as a friend not a servant. Beth and Jim had also quickly become friends, not having the same barriers of wealth and privilege between them as Jim had with others in the castle.
‘Lord prince, the king summons you to be ready to ride with your staff and retainers.’
Jacob looked out of the window towards the slave pens and said, ‘Where do we ride?’
‘You are to accompany the king, Your Highness, on an exhibition to the south and,’ Jim stopped speaking, unable to find the words looking embarrassed as he continued, ‘the lady Elysabeth is ordered to remain here and continue her lessons.’
Jacob was silent as he studied Beth’s beautiful face, not lessened by the fear she displayed at being left in the castle by herself.
‘So be it’, he said finally. ‘The road will be long and hard.’ He placed a hand gently upon her face as he said, ‘You will be safe here, my love, and I shall return, though it saddens me to be parted from you. Jim, you will remain here as will Askia and Holak.’
‘Begging your forgiveness, Your Highness, but the king pointedly ordered that of your staff only the Lady Elysabeth should remain.’
Jacob interrupted the squire. ‘Yet you serve me, do you not squire?’
Jim nodded and uttered an apology but was again interrupted.
‘You will stay here Jim because I have great trust in you. You will see to the lady’s every need and see that she remains unmolested. Send for Askia and Holak and try to dig Father Robert from under his books and tell him I have need of his skill.’
Askia, Holak, Red Rob and Jim all sat round Jacob’s table whilst Beth served refreshments. Jacob re-entered the room after placing Gulkin and Brondolf to guard the doors and bar anyone from entrance. And after giving Beth a tender kiss upon her forehead and dismissing her to her bedroom, he sat down with his followers at the table.
‘The king has ordered me and my retainers to go with him to the south. He wants to ensure work has commenced on the great fleet and personally deliver those poor wretches to Lord Beringer’s shipwrights.’ He made a gesture with his hand towards the encampment to the north and then continued. ‘He has also ordered that all my staff attend me, and Beth remain at the castle to continue her studies. I fear he means to use my absence to cause her harm.’
Father Robert spoke.
‘It is true the king wishes you to suffer her loss. His twisted mind believes that bitterness and hatred are virtues of kingship, yet I do not think he would simply have her murdered. He needs you to despise her before that, to “re-educate” you as he sees it.’
‘Agreed’, Jacob replied. ‘So, I shall not leave her without protection, but I cannot so openly oppose the king’s whim. Therefore, it seems prudent that a few of my most trusted and most able men, due to no fault of their or mine own, have to remain here.’ Jacob looked to Red Rob with a slight smirk and softly said the words, ‘Wisteria seeds.’
‘Ah’, Father Robert said with a gentle nodding of his head. ‘You three will be in for a most unpleasant night in service to your prince but take comfort in the fact it will only last a short while.’
Jacob placed a hand upon Red Rob’s shoulder and said, ‘Four of you will be in for a most unpleasant night. But take comfort, Father in the fact that you won’t have to ride for weeks on end’, Jacob said in a light-hearted jest remembering when he himself had been accidentally subjected to the Wisteria seeds and their awful yet short-lived stomach aches, vomiting and the flux.
Jim seemed oblivious to any of what was being said and just looked on with anxiety clear upon his features. Holak seemed intent on devouring a large piece of chicken whilst Askia said, ‘Wisteria seeds? I have not heard of, but I can judge from the conversation you wish to make us temporarily ill, so we have reason to stay. Am I correct?’
Holak appeared much more interested now, whilst Jim looked terrified.
‘You are correct Askia’, Jacob replied. ‘For I fear the king will use my absence and the absence of those who are loyal to me to hatch some plot. He will no doubt find a way to discredit her in my eyes and turn her into a creature of lust who betrayed me and died before my return. You four will prevent that from happening and deal with the perpetrators of any action against the Lady Elysabeth.’
Holak spoke for the first time during the meeting, ‘Deal with my prince?’
Jacob stood, his expression stern and regal. ‘Discretion is key. Kill all involved in any such plot against Elysabeth, for she will be your queen when I am your king.’
Holak and Askia entered the mess hall where food, mostly bread and cold cuts of meat and cheese but also an ever-present pot of stew bubbling over the fire, were available during the late hours of the night and early hours of the morning. As expected, at the hours before highest night and breaking of dawn there were only a handful of off-duty guardsmen and servants present.
Askia turned to his brother and said, ‘Take a seat, I’ll fetch us something to drink.’ Askia returned to his brother, who was now sat at an empty table, with a large pitcher of ale and two jugs. Setting down the clay drinking pots, he then filled each with a frothy ale, brewed in the keep and kept cool in the cellars.
Holak raised his pot to his brother and said. ‘Well, brother of mine, here’s to service no matter the cost.’ With a grim smile, he drank deeply and said quietly, ‘I know that stew will make me bad, yet the smell of it still has my mouth gushing water like a river. One more for luck.’ He said whilst pouring himself and Askia both a second ale. After emptying the pot in one again, he belched loudly enough to cause the room to glance his way before they returned to their meals. ‘Well, nothing for it, brother, I’ll get us each a bowl.’ After a few moments, Holak returned to the table with two steaming bowls of beef stew. They sat in silence eating the stew they knew to be poisoned with the Wisteria seeds.
Askia looked around and felt a pang of guilt that people here would also share their suffering, knowing they were giving no warning, and that those here would not know what caused their gastric distress. Both brothers finished at the same time, a first as Holak had normally moved on to his second course before Askia was halfway through his first. Askia offered a slight smile to his brother, and they both stood ready to leave. As they left Father Robert entered with squire Jim. The brothers both offered greetings as they passed with Holak saying, ‘The stew was particularly fine this evening, Father.’
Seventeen people were afflicted by the poisoning and whilst Father Roberts’ plan to poison the stew in the mess hall had seemed a little callous and unnecessary to Jacob, the plan had proved prudent. The king not only seemed unsuspecting of foul play, but he also forbade any who presented symptoms from journeying with him to the south for fear of the unknown illness being a containment.
With his goodbyes said to his beloved and his thanks expressed to Father Robert, Askia, Holak and Jim, Jacob sat astride his beautiful and treasured Frostbite in the early morning sun. His expression grim and determined, he waited patiently whilst the castle staff filled wagons with supplies, and pages and squires busied themselves with all the preparation needed for such a long voyage.
At the sound of his name, Jacob turned his horse and with the slightest of pressure applied with his legs he urged it to a slow walk towards his uncle and the Lord Godwin.
‘My Lord King. Lord Godwin. It seems we shall have a fine start to our journey, but I had thought we were to leave at first light.’ Jacob said, hiding his worry at being delayed and how long the effects of the poisoning would last.
The king looked excited and keen to set off. ‘The slaves are taking longer than thought to load and shackle to their wagons. It seems many have family who are making a fuss over their loved one’s imprisonment. Baron Oswald is dispersing them as we speak’, the king said, an evil smirk growing on his face as screams cut through the morning.
Jacob’s horse became animated as it sensed Jacob tensing.
‘Then I shall assist, and we shall be on our way.’ Without waiting for the king to reply, Jacob spurred Frostbite forward. After just a few moments Jacob came upon the outskirts of the slave pens where a crowd, consisting mainly of women were screaming and running in chaos as the Baron Oswald and a dozen of his men were using the weight of their horses to disperse the crowd.
The slaves beat against their restraints as men in the king’s livery drew swords and began using the points to cruel effect by stabbing lightly into the women’s buttocks and legs with enough force to draw blood, yet not deep enough to cause lethal wounds. The blood and screaming were causing blind panic. The women’s screams were enraging the captive men who struggled to get free and go to the aid of their women. Jacob cantered his horse towards the baron and gripped him tightly upon his shoulder and commanding the horse with his knees he turned the beast sharply away from Oswald, pulling him, with force, from his own horse.
Oswald landed heavily on the ground. All air expelled from his lungs; he lay writhing on the grass.
‘Be still!’ Jacob roared over the noise, as he drew his long sword from its scabbard. Pointing the blade at the nearest of Oswald’s men, his voice bristled with the authority of royal blood.
‘Soldiers of the kingdom.’ His anger and station stilled the men on horseback. ‘You will dismount and kneel before your prince.’ They obeyed without question. A few of the older soldiers took a glance towards their leader but none voiced their objection.
Baron Oswald rose to his feet. Still gasping for breath, he said, ‘My prince, I thank you for your assistance, but I had the matter under control.’
Jacob stalked towards the young minor nobleman, teeth gritted, sword in hand, rage upon his face.
‘I ordered you to kneel. Kneel! Or you will never stand again, Oswald.’ The man fell to his knees and bowed his head. Jacob addressed the crowd of women who had now become calm and silent, though many were cradling wounds and more still were attempting to get past the king’s custodians to speak with their men. ‘There is nothing you can cause here but more pain.’ Jacob said, loud enough for all to hear, yet still with compassion. ‘Return to your homes.’ Jacob sheathed his blade and watched as the women began to break away and return to their villages, although their wailing bore into his heart and he was fighting back tears as he turned to see his uncle and the Lord Godwin approach. Apprehension on Godwin’s face, amusement upon the king’s.
‘Jacob, it seems you have resolved the situation’, the king said with an amused look at the kneeling soldiers. The king’s expression turned angry as he turned to address his custodians. ‘Get that scum loaded and move out with haste lest you find yourselves in their condition.’
‘My king, this fool,’ Jacob said, indicating the kneeling Oswald with a gesture of his head, ‘needs to learn how to show authority without drawing his blade. All he accomplished was panic and our delay. Shall I fetch a lash to encourage his learning of today’s lesson?’ Jacob said with an evil grin, whilst he only wished to give aid to the poor women who had lost so much and then been attacked.
The king laughed, a shrill sound but containing genuine amusement. ‘No, dear nephew, we have been delayed long enough. Oswald you will bring up the rear and do not tally or maybe the prince with have his lash upon your back.’ The king turned to the prince and Lord Godwin and said. ‘It has been many years since I felt the vigour of a galloping beast beneath me. Come, let us ride.’ With that the king dug spurs into his horse’s flanks and galloped towards the east followed by Jacob, Godwin and over two hundred of the king’s royal bodyguard, fully armed and dressed for war.
The column moved slowly, inhibited by the vast amount of baggage the king insisted on taking. Huge pavilions were brought along, dismantled, and stored ready to assemble, timber along with great swaths of canvas folded into wagons drawn by oxen. Great chests filled with jewellery, cook ware, silver platters, pitchers and even artwork occupied the king as he sought to impress with his immense wealth and power. The slave wagons came last. One hundred and sixty-three young, strong men were stripped naked and manacled to the baseboards of open wagons. Men whose crimes ranged from non-existent to petty theft, and none that warranted the fate they now shared.
Oswald rode beside them threateningly, since it was his master who had ordered the new proclamation deeming any and all crime punishable by forced labour. Oswald had taken a delight in ravishing the small towns where petty crime was abundant. The captives were then force marched to the slave pens. Nearly half had died. A small uprising, two men, brothers, had planned and executed a daring escape, and during the diversion a few more had seized upon the opportunity. A small uprising had quickly turned into a massacre. Oswald ran down the two brothers personally, his war horse biting and flailing its hoofs wildly as he had brought his sword down again and again, hacking into the unprotected bodies of the men and leaving them a butchered heap of smashed bone and torn flesh. He had then turned his fury upon the remaining prisoners, smashing his heavy blade into pleading men, grovelling for mercy they only received when his sword arm became too tired to wield the blade that had brought so much unnecessary slaughter. His own men, known for their cruelty throughout the lands of Godwin had stood by. Caught between shock and amusement, they watched as their leader, and inspiration for their cruelty, hacked his way through terrified meat, as his victims squealed like pigs brought to the butcher’s block. The blood and gore had soaked him from head to toe, yet he smiled inanely from his scared mouth when he finally stopped and studied his macabre work with pride.
He curbed his stallion to keep pace with the slow trudging of the wagons and eyed the captives like a wolf stalking lambs. He became excited by their fear as some men openly cried at his bloodlust filled gaze. A shout from the head of the column brought him out of his longing and he spurred his horse onwards, cruelly digging his spurs into the animal’s flanks, causing it to surge forward in a leap. Startling other horses as he sped past, he quickly came to the head of the column and yanked hard upon the reins, causing the beast to rear up as he was brought to a stop.
He bowed low in the saddle as he greeted the king. ‘My king, how may I serve.’ He glanced towards the Lord Godwin and his son, bowing respectfully. ‘My Lords.’ Then towards Jacob he said. ‘My prince.’ Yet the baron did not bow, and it was evident to Jacob that this man offered the greeting out of necessity rather than respect. As Jacob brought his horse forward a pace to reprimand the nobleman, Oswald’s attention was drawn behind Jacob and his face seethed with pure unadulterated hatred. Jacob was momentarily taken aback by the sudden hatred upon Oswald’s face until the king spoke.
‘My good Lord Oswald, you remember Colburn, I am sure.’ He said the last with a grin that stretched from ear to ear. ‘Colburn is now in my direct employ and therefore under my protection. Understood? You will therefore bury any ill feeling towards each other.’ The baron made no reply. He sat in the saddle of his horse, his surprise only matched by the hatred he felt towards Colburn, who showed no reaction, just meeting the baron’s stare with cold emptiness.
The king moved his horse slightly towards Oswald. ‘Unless you would prefer, I let my dog off his leash and have him meet you with sword? A shallow grave dug by slaves at the side of the highway. Would that suit you, Oswald?’
Oswald had the grace to look embarrassed as he bowed his head to the king, but he was saved any further humiliation, as commotion from the rear drew his attention from the king and his companions.
‘My king, it seems I am needed, with your permission?’ Baron Oswald asked with as much grace as he could muster. The king nodded his assent and with a deep bow to the king and then to his Lord Godwin, Oswald yanked violently on his horse’s reins, causing the beast to rear as it twisted.
Oswald galloped. Shock and hatred caused his adrenaline levels to spike as he quickly came upon the cause of the disruption. Two of his men-at-arms were under a swarm of kicks and fists as a dozen slaves set free their pent-up rage at the injustice received. More of his men lay dead upon the ground. Oswald came to a sharp stop and drew his sword. He looked around the scene of chaos and discerned what was happening. His remaining men-at-arms were being held back by a group of powerful slaves now armed with weapons taken from the overthrown guards. Another group was freeing the rest of those in bondage. The group who were beating two of his men to death when Oswald had arrived had finished their grisly work and stripped the corpses of weapons. Those men now armed turned to aid their fellows in fending off the men-at-arms, whilst the group freeing the remaining slaves in the wagons had also finished and were now raiding the wagons. All were arming themselves with the spare weapons in the baggage train. From spears twice the length of a man, to simple meat cleavers ransacked from the kitchen supplies, the men armed themselves and made a rough line crossing the narrow roadway. As the slaves hurried to join their brethren, they quickly overran the few men-at-arms who were left to guard them, hacked to death in a storm of bloody vengeance.
Oswald surveyed the scene with a calm anger as he watched the slaves form up into a rough wall of naked men. Oswald estimated that around a hundred slaves had joined the formation. The front rank was armed with sword and shield whilst the second and third ranks held the long spears that were carried on wagons in the baggage train. He could make out a dozen or so bloody bodies of slaves upon the ground whilst the remaining numbers had taken up positions on the steep banks of the road, amongst the rocks twenty feet above the road. Those men armed themselves with stones ranging from the size of a fist to the size of a man’s head.
All this happened whilst the baron sat on his horse motionless and silently watched. It was not fear that stilled him from action, but rather a curiosity. These slaves, peasants all, barely the same race of being as the likes of Oswald, were standing. Not one of them had seized upon the opportunity to save themselves, but all had accepted the same fate. They would stand against armed and armoured men and all die together.
The king’s guard had turned now. The ransacking of the supplies and the brutal killing of those men under Oswald’s command drew their attention. A captain of the king’s guard moved his mount next to Oswald, who stood a mere twenty feet from the rebel slaves.
‘Problems my lord?’ the captain of the guard said with an amused grin upon his face and a slight nod towards the battle formation.
‘So, it would seem.’ Oswald replied with equal amusement. A few of Oswald’s men had escaped the slaughter and came to stand next to their master and the guard had also formed behind their captain.
‘It seems we shall have some sport after all’, Oswald said as he touched spurs to his horse and leaned back in his saddle showing his horsemanship as the horse raised itself upon its hind legs and flayed its front hoofs towards its enemy, teeth snapping as it awaited the command to charge into battle.
‘Stand down’, the king said as he approached. ‘I would speak to the leader of these dissidents.’ The mounted guardsmen had moved without orders or question as they saw the king and his closest followers making their way towards the confrontation.
A man stepped forward from the battle line. Armed with a sword, he took one step forward of his brethren and dug the sword into the ground as he went on one knee before the king, the prince and Lord Godwin. He had dark hair cut close and, in his nakedness, his muscular body, with enormous arms, barrel chest and broad shoulders, betrayed his years of rigorousness work at his anvil. At thirty years of age he was older than most of the slaves, yet clearly, they had selected him for his great strength rather than youthful vigour. ‘My Lord King, I am honoured to meet you, yet wishful of better circumstance.’
‘Your name?’ The king commanded in an even tone.
‘My name is David, Your Highness’, the slave leader answered respectfully.
‘And why do you lead these prisoners in revolt against me?’ the king asked in the same even tone. ‘You wish these men to die?’
‘They were dead as soon as they were chained to your wagons, Your Highness. But it is not death I wish for these men, and I acknowledge I cannot win them their freedom, so I wish to make an agreement with you, Your Highness.’
‘The hunter does not make agreements with his prey!’ Oswald roared as he brought his horse forward and pointed his sword at the kneeling man, who returned Oswald’s anger with an icy stare.
‘Oswald, you had charge of these men’s captivity, did you not? Then you may wish to remain away from my attention.’ The king said to Oswald, who slunk back behind the king to find himself a pace behind his enemy, Colburn.
‘And you,’ the king said pointing down towards David, anger raising in his voice, ‘you will tell me why I should not just have my dog tear you to bits?’ The king’s eyes never left David as he summoned, ‘Colburn!’
Colburn dismounted and slowly walked towards David with the calm authority of a warrior without peer in the art of killing.
‘My king’, David called out pleadingly as he eyes fell upon the huge and fearsome warrior who stood before him. ‘We have made a pact between us, a pact that is bonded in many cases with blood and friendship.’ His words came in a rush, as if he feared Colburn would strike him dead before he had said his piece. Then, seeing no immediate threat, his words slowed again. ‘We know we cannot leave here and all simply return to our homes. But we also know that to kill us all would be a great hindrance to the plans to which we were destined to labour towards.’
‘You speak well for a blacksmith’, the king interrupted. ‘Offer me terms, but know your life is forfeit, for you have openly challenged the authority of the king. Continue.’
‘There are thirty-six men amongst us who have great responsibility within their villages. They hold knowledge of the land and how its farmed, the livestock and how its bred. Others who are the sole providers for whole families, to this end, we beg of you my king that you release these thirty-six men with full pardons to return to their villages, and in return for your generosity the remaining men will go with you freely and of their own will. They will work without the need of the lash and they will swear to you an oath my king, that they will not attempt to escape their new duties to you, or to whoever holds our bond.’ David looked from the king back to Colburn and added, ‘And I accept my death by whatever means you wish.’
The king sat astride his magnificent horse in silent contemplation, his face contorting between anger and amusement until after long moments he turned to his household steward and said, ‘We shall camp here. See that the pavilion is raised. Captain, see to your sentries. Well, David, it seems we have an accord. Thirty-six men will leave. One will die. The remainder will serve. Stand.’
David stood and signalled at his men to lower their weapons, which they did slowly and with suspicion. David himself let his stolen sword fall to the ground and bowed deeply towards the king.
‘Your Highness is most generous. Might I encroach on your generosity once more and ask to see a priest before my execution, that I may beg forgiveness for the deaths of these men.’ David spoke without fear of death.
‘Come forward’, the king commanded. He offered a hand towards David, who took it. The king grasped his hand with surprising strength, pulling David towards him as he shook. Shouting loudly for all to hear, he said, ‘We have an accord! Thirty-six free men will leave this ravine. One will die. The rest will serve. If any man amongst you does not accept this stand forward now.’ Not a man moved. ‘Then this accord is sealed before He who is Greatest and His king.’ The king lowered his voice and snarled, ‘But you David, leader of revolt, murderer and loathsome creature who would dare to force my hand, shall not be needing a priest, at least not today. You will have many years, if He who is Greatest, desires, for it is not your death I require this day.’
‘Lord Godwin’, the king called. ‘Take these thirty-six men away, have them clothed and send them on their way.’
Godwin bowed in the saddle and bellowed. ‘Thirty-six men shall follow me now!’ He turned his horse as David instructed his followers to abandon their weapons and those whose freedom, he had secured should follow the lord.
‘The rest of you!’ the king bellowed with authority, ‘you will bury the dead’.
The king sat in the newly erected pavilion. In his long-backed throne of a chair he sat and thought to himself, his eyes and mouth making twitching movements as he held council within his own mind, a habit he had developed. Suddenly he sat bolt upright as if struck with a great thought.
‘Colburn!’ He screamed to the pavilion where around fifty men ate and drank, including the prince and the Lord Godwin. The king gave no sign of surprise as Colburn emerged silently from behind the king, where he had been waiting hidden in the shadows.
‘Master?’ Colburn asked with his head bowed.
‘You will go to the slave’s encampment and watch them. Find one amongst their number dear to them. One who is close to their leader.’
‘Master’, Colburn said, then left through a flap in the tent’s side, without the notice of the men present.
‘Hamal!’ The king bellowed into the depths of the hall, and within a few seconds Hamal, captain in the king’s personal guard, knelt before him. ‘How may I serve, my king?’
‘You will separate the thirty-six men; they will not have any communication with the others. Double the guard and have them stand watch with drawn sword.’ He cocked his head to the side as if listening to council and continued, ‘In the dawn’s first light send the thirty-six freed slaves north. I shall continue south, but you will remain, in secret, with twenty men and fast horses. You will wait till the following dawn and track those vermin down. Subdue them with force, but do not damage them too much; they are needed. March them, march them hard, captain. To the great forests in the east. Find whoever has charge of supplying timber to the boatyards in the south and deliver them to their new life.’ The king’s temperament seemed to lighten as he thought of his deception, and the despair of those who thought to bargain with him would feel.
The next dawn found a hive of activity as the camp was dismantled with expert proficiency. The king watched the slaves, who were sitting quietly upon the slave wagons. Their air enraged the king. Their heads held high as if they had won a victory, a victory over their king. He smiled to himself as he thought of their misplaced triumph.
‘Colburn, you found one amongst them who will be missed by all, including their so-called leader.’ Colburn signalled he had completed his task. ‘Then bring him to me.’ Colburn went to the slave wagons and climbed the one where David himself sat and grabbed a young man at the back of his neck. And with his great strength he dragged the man to the side of the wagon, ignoring the pleas from the man’s friends as he dumped the man over the side to land roughly upon the ground. Climbing down from the wagon, he took hold of the man again and dragged the winded man as he begged, discarding him to the ground beneath where the king stood. Jacob stepped forward, followed by his guard. The Lord Godwin had also stopped his overseeing of his men’s tasks to come to where the king stood.
‘Hearken to me!’ the king wailed, causing all to stop their tasks and watch. The slaves all stood upon the wagons, no longer chained to its boards, but those who tried to climb down were brutally struck by mounted guardsmen. Armed with their long spears they used the butts of the retrieved weapons and their anger to subdue them. The king struck the man who grovelled at his feet. Beating him to submissiveness as he cackled his customary laugh. ‘You, David’, the king screeched, his voice high-pitched and filled with rage, ‘will learn today the price of trying to force my hand. This is the death I shall take today. You would have asked a priest for forgiveness for the lives of the men you took? My men!’ The king screamed, spittle flying from his mouth. ‘You would have begged the Lord above for forgiveness for lives you took gladly? No! You may ask the Lord’s forgiveness for this life that you have taken, with your actions.’
The king drew his sword slowly from its jewel encrusted scabbard. The steel scraping from the scabbard’s throat sounded loud in the silence of the new dawn. The king looked upon his sword with love, and his body lusted to see its edge bloodied. Kane the Cruel, first of his name, had undoubtedly earnt the name as he cocked his head to the side as if listening to advice. ‘Yes!’ he screamed suddenly. ‘Jacob, come my nephew. I give to you the honour of imposing the king’s justice today.’ The king smiled his sickly smile and handed the sword hilt first to Jacob.
Jacob closed his eyes momentarily and gathered his composure. A great sickness rose in his stomach as he thought of the man he must put to death. He feared the tears he felt forming in his eyes would betray him to the king. Opening his eyes, he forced a smile as he took the sword. He looked down upon the whimpering man and placed a gentle hand upon the man’s shoulder. He looked towards his king and said, ‘It is an honour to carry out your justice, my liege.’ He took the young man’s chin in his hand and lifted the blood-streaked face. Making eye contact, he said softly, ‘Name yourself.’
The man trembled with fear. He looked to be a year or two older than the man who would take his life. ‘They call me Eddy, my prince.’
‘From where do you hail, Eddy?’ Jacob asked, whilst the king waited.
‘Hillsburg.’ His trembling had turned into uncontrollable shaking. His lips quivered as he tried forming the word please.
Jacob made a mental note of the name and place. He made a silent promise to visit this place, Hillsburg, to speak with Eddy’s kin and to offer compensation. The prince of the kingdom of Man stood up straight and looked down upon the condemned man. In a loud clear voice, he said, ‘Die well, young man.’ The sword stroke fell. Jacob’s great strength was unneeded as the beautifully crafted weapon bit into Eddy’s spine at the nape of the neck. The bone shattered, causing instant death. The hard muscle yielded to the exquisitely crafted blade and in that single stroke every connection from the head to the body had been cleanly severed. Jacob’s face and tunic were splattered with warm bright blood as Eddy’s head seemed to pop from his shoulders, and was sent into the air on a torrent of blood to land with a sickening thud, whilst the man’s body collapsed with a spasm into the dirt.




Chapter Nineteen





Battle



Knight-captain Gymir stood and admired the troops arrayed. Nearly a thousand brothers-at-arms had made it to the rendezvous, and they now stood evenly spaced apart in two lines. In the base of a valley, the first line stretched from the gentle slope to the west all the way to the higher slope to the east. They stood guard upon the flat land and waited. The second line stood equally arrayed only fifty paces behind the first. All the brothers waited for battle, yet for the first time, for most of the men-at-arms, they waited with their backs to the jungle. The base of the valley stretched out before them and it was upon this half-mile-wide, flat piece of land that they waited for the enemy.
Dawn was breaking, the summer sun rising to the north, and Gymir acknowledged that the sun would be a hindrance to the enemy if they joined battle before midday, but after midday it would be the brothers who would have their vision restricted.
Sometime during the depths of the night, the enemy had come in vast numbers. A horde of lesser and greater Orc and boar riders had attacked and overwhelmed the defenders of the garrisons of the fortresses, Goblins’ End and Oak Gate, killing or maiming over a hundred of the garrisons’ guards and pushing their way through to the rich and weak farmlands of the north.
Although reports had made their way to the other garrisons, they were inconsistent, and accounts of the enemy ranged from five to ten thousand. Patrols of brothers-at-arms had confronted the vast horde inflicting death to the attackers but seemingly barely slowing them from their wanton marauding. Reports had come from two of the great lords of the north, Godwin and Lichenton, and a plan had been formulated. The town of Basford had fallen, the people butchered, and the buildings fired. Even from the distance Gymir could see the smoke dirtying the blue of the sky.
Gymir thought little of the lords that ruled over the peasants that worked the ground south of the front-line, but he had to admit the plan was good. The enemy would retreat back to the darkness whence they came. The lords’ household warriors, all mounted on fine stallions, would drive the great horde through the valley. They would harass the flanks, driving the main body onto the valley floor and using the slopes either side of the valley basin to force the enemy onto the flat ground, where the armies of the brotherhood waited. They waited for one purpose, to be the rock upon which the tide of evil would break upon.
The brothers stood in an identical fashion, legs spaced apart, shoulders back, their great shields leaning upon their left legs and their bare heads held high. Silently they stood waiting. Waiting for what would be the greatest battle many of them would see. Gymir also noted with a stab of regret that many of these brave brothers would feast in the halls of their fathers tonight. He looked upon the faces of his brothers, those that would rely on his orders not only for their survival but for their honour.
Thinking about honour made Gymir think about the brothers who would not be fighting by his side, those brave brothers who had defied the ancient laws and their king all for duty and honour. He thought about his blood brother Brandt, the only man capable of beating him with sword. He thought about the style of swordcraft they had developed together as youths and perfected upon the field of battle, the dance of death. He thought about Gulbrand and his endless sermons. And he thought about Colburn, the man who was equal in rank, heart and mettle. When Gymir had first heard of the platoon’s pursuit of the Dark Ones into their domain, his anger was a force he could not control, but after a time he realised it was jealousy that forced his anger, and given time that anger turned to an ache in his heart as he had to learn to live without his blood brother, his friends and Colburn who was as a blood brother to him. Those men would be missed during the hours of battle, none more so than Colburn, who, if he were here, would have the command that now fell to Gymir.
The brothers, to a man, looked catatonic as they starred, eyes front, towards where the enemy would come, seeking the shelter of their dark jungles. Yet the men-at-arms of the Brotherhood of the Order of Light were determined that none should reach the sanctuary of their accursed homeland. All shall die. No matter the cost. And not for the first time since the army had gathered did Gymir say a silent prayer that the cost would not be so high.
Gymir looked towards the jungles. A mile or so beyond the second line of his brothers-at-arms, he could make out the treeline and its shadows that seemed to drain the light from the world. He feared an attack from those foreboding trees but trusted the men of the second rank to defend the rear. He looked as deep within the trees as he could, seeking movement or colour, anything that would betray the presence of a large host waiting within the shadows. Nothing. Not the slightest motion. He felt as though he looked upon a land dead, devoid of life. Then a slight shimmer caught his eye, like the waves of heat escaping through a chimney pot. The movement was brief, but Gymir sensed intelligence behind the shimmer and knew with all dread certainty that a power beyond that of an Orc watched on. And Gymir felt the hate beyond the unseen stare.
‘Scouts returning’, a voice called from the front line and soon the call was taken up a dozen times as a score of scouts returned.
‘Knight-sergeants!’ Gymir bellowed. And thirty-two sergeants left their men in their place in the ranks and came to join Gymir in the centre. It took only a minute before every sergeant and scout had joined Gymir for an impromptu council of war. He picked a scout at random and said briskly, ‘Report.’
‘They have entered the base of the valley. Boar riders lead the horde, followed by hundreds of greater Orc. Behind them, Goblins, too numerous to count. Their first elements will be with us in minutes.’
Gymir nodded his approval at the efficient manner of the brief and said to the assembled group of scouts, ‘If you have anything to add, now is the time, brothers.’
Halcyon stepped forward, the knight-captain’s own scout. ‘I counted thirteen boar riders, the biggest beasts I ever did see. But also hidden from view high upon the west slopes in the brush, I saw our brothers and can only presume they will come to our aid when they see the time is gravest.’
One of the other Knight-sergeants, a brother with grey hair and a surly disposition, barked, ‘It is too far a distance to be sure of what you saw youngster, maybe it was the Orc upon the slopes making ready to assault our flank.’
Gymir growled low and deep. ‘Halcyon has the keenest eyes of any man I have known, which is why I named him hawk. This council is at an end. The time for war is upon us. Go back to your men and prepare to receive boar riders.’ He looked from face to face before saying in a voice filled with pride. ‘It has been the honour of my life to serve this order and the greatest honour to fight with my brothers this day. Let He who is Greatest guide your sword, strengthen your shield and, if it is His will, feast you in His hall tonight.’
The leaders of the army roared their approval at Gymir’s words, then separated to join their own men. Gymir bellowed loud enough for every man amongst them to hear. ‘Prepare to receive boar riders!’ The call was taken up by the other commanders and within seconds there was the sound of men in full plate armour moving into the preassigned position. One man in three took twenty paces forward whilst the other brothers in the first rank shuffled sideways to reduce the gaps. The tactic to engage boar riders seemed simple, to these men whose life was warfare, but only a handful had ever had to put the manoeuvre into practice. The brothers who had advanced would be the target of the boar rider’s first attack. But the brothers would not stand and engage the beasts, they would dance away to their right, shields raised to protect themselves from the beast’s tusks and the rider’s weapons. They would allow the creature to pass and with all the might of the sword arm of Man they would hack into the beast’s rear leg, disabling the beast and bringing it to the ground, where the brothers waiting in the front line would fall upon the injured beast and rider with fury and steel.
The formation was set with Gymir taking his place in the centre. He spied the dust rising as the beasts began their charge towards the brotherhood. He turned to his left and then to his right and said in a soft voice that nevertheless carried, ‘He is with us. We do His work. Stay your fears and be one with Him.’ His voice rose as the colossal beasts came into view. ‘Let us send these creatures of Darkness into the abyss!’
As the creatures became visible, Gymir heard the audible gasps, and understood the fear that would spread like a plague through the hearts of his brothers. Men bred, trained and experienced in facing the horrors of warfare against the Orc they were, but men still the same, and what charged towards them were horrors from nightmare. Each boar had the length and girth of a large horse, only they ran on stunted legs. Their tusks reared from the face of the beasts, much the same as from the face of the greater Orc, only these tusks were disgustingly huge, each the length of a man’s entire arm. Metal spikes were drilled into the tusks along its length whilst the top of the tusk were covered in cruel barbs that, once gripped in flesh, would hold their victim, whilst ripping and sawing, as the creature swung its powerful head from side to side. They would gore and tear the poison-coated metal into flesh, they would trampled with the weight of horse, and whilst the men were trying to keep distance from those evil barbs and bring their swords to bear, the lesser orcs sat upon the beast’s back, upon a throne made from the bones of their victims, and would strike at them with spears. The lesser orcs that rode the boars were much stronger and larger than the lesser Goblin but were still inferior to the greater Orc. Yet these lesser orcs who sat upon the beasts’ backs with ease carried long spears and used them with surprising skill.
Gymir stood calmly as one bore down upon him. Its head flailing from side to side in a sweeping motion, seeking prey. As the rider stood in its saddle, a thing of bright green skulls adorned its shoulders and upper arms as it reared up, spear in its outstretched hand as it roared its challenge. Gymir remained silent and motionless as the thing came within fifty feet. Just when the rider and creature made ready to strike and smash Gymir into death, he danced with unnatural speed and grace to the right and the creature rumbled past. Both rider and beast screamed their frustration at being denied their kill. Even with the speed of Gymir stepping out of the dark creatures’ path, he kept his footing and turned with all his might to bring his great-sword down into the beast’s back left leg. Just above the knee, the sword hit true and bit into the flesh with force enough to break the bone beneath. The jolt of the strike and the motion of the now enraged beast dragged Gymir off his feet. The beast stumbled then fell, its head struck the ground, and it slid along the grass as a dozen brothers leapt into action, hacking down with powerful strokes whilst two men bravely fought the rider who still stood upon the beast’s back, as the wounded creature thrashed its head in anger and desperation as it tried to gore its assailants.
Gymir had recovered and having retrieved his sword and shield, he turned his back upon the first rank and returned to his previous position. The Orc was charging as they sought to find the gaps created by the boar riders. The greater orcs now ran like the winds of hell were behind them. Hundreds were charging. Hundreds of huge dark green skinned orcs. Gymir focused his eyes upon a vile creature. Its dark green skin shone as if covered in an oil. Tusks the size of a handspan reared to the sky as it bellowed its challenge. A thick bladed sword in its right hand looked more like an oversized butcher’s cleaver. As the Orc ran, it occasionally leaned towards the ground and snatched at the turf, launching itself forward.
Gymir stepped to the right of the Orc, raising his shield as he did. He let the monster’s speed break upon the shield’s reinforced steel. As the Orc hit, Gymir used the motion to turn himself so he could strike at the Orc from behind, yet the Orc recovered with speed and met Gymir’s great-sword with its own heavy blade. The sound of the blades striking rang out through the morning. The Orc brought his blade down again. Gymir was content to let the Orc batter his shield as he sought an opening to end the fight with the point of his sword. The Orc continued smashing its monstrously heavy blade down again and again with little skill, just bare rage and a lust for man flesh. Sparks flew into the air as the creature brought its blade down again, bringing Gymir to one knee. Doubt arose in him as the strength of the Orc seemed unbeatable. It brought back the heavy cleaving blade again, but it lodged in a gash it had caused in the shield. The force of trying to free the blade dragged Gymir upright once more, as the Orc stumbled backwards. Gymir followed and brought his four-foot-long, double-edged, tampered steel blade up and held it as one would hold a spear. The Orc had recovered. It turned but its cleaver was held low and as it turned; it saw the point of Gymir’s great-sword enter its windpipe slowly, before Gymir gave a great roar and with all his strength lunged the blade until its point burst through the Orc’s spine at the base of its skull. Gymir pulled the sword back as he ripped it to the right, sending bright green blood gushing into the morning’s light.
Gymir looked around at the carnage that had erupted along the battlefield. The rear rank was in bitter struggles with the boar riders that had brutalised their way through the front rank, leaving mangled piles of flesh and metal in their wake. The remaining front rank were now involved in pitch combat with the greater orcs. Gymir looked back to the south, seeking a foe, but found a sudden bubble of calm. He turned back towards his men and saw Halcyon on the ground, his sword lost, both hands steadying his shield as he tried to hide as much of his body underneath its great size. Two great orcs beat at his shield with massive double-sided axes. They laughed as they heard the young man whimpering under the shield as it took their powerful blows. Gymir walked slowly and deliberately towards the rear of the orcs, naked steel in his hand. So, intent on tormenting their quarrel, neither of the huge, green skinned orcs noticed Gymir approach until his blade took the Orc on his right through the spine. Gymir withdrew his blade and turned it with such speed that the second Orc had only just registered his comrade’s death when Gymir’s blade hissed through the air and sliced through the major artery in the Orc’s throat. Still, the Orc attempted to fight back even as his life blood sprayed upon the field of battle. The Orc took two steps towards Gymir and collapsed in a gurgle and spasm. Halcyon threw the shield off and jumped to his feet. ‘I am sorry, Capitan, they overpowered me.’ Halcyon grabbed Gymir by the arm and pleaded, ‘I am no coward, brother!’
Gymir bent down and retrieved Halcyon’s sword. As he handed it back to him, he said, ‘You are not a coward, brother, but you will find neither survival nor honour hiding beneath your shield. Now, go kill the bastards!’
Gymir turned from the young warrior and looking down the line he saw his brothers locked in combat; he saw others maimed upon the ground, writhing in agony. And he turned his back on them. He had killing to do.
Now came the third stage of the assault, the Goblin horde, far inferior to what had come before but far more in number, now come to finish the assault. Gymir, Death Dancer, was now in his element. The Goblin horde advanced with no order. The bravest came first, screeching their high-pitched war cry. Gymir started bouncing from one foot to the next, testing the weight of his movement. As quick as the eye could see, he bounced to his right and swept his sword from waist height to the first Goblin’s throat, his steel slashing through the windpipe. Gymir kept moving, going low and to his left. His sword fell as he swept passed a screaming Goblin, and the blue tinged green skin opened in the creature’s neck, severing the spine and leaving another corpse in the churned-up mud. He took two steps forward and one to the left, swinging his sword low as he passed a Goblin on its right, his sword taking the creature’s leg above the knee. Gymir spun where he stood and with a backhand stroke another enemy lost its life, its head removed with a contemptible ease.
Gymir was no longer himself. He no longer spoke, he no longer thought about his actions or movements. His blood brother Brandt believed that a true Death Dancer relinquished his body to He who is Greatest, and that his actions were those of God. That was the reason behind their truly amazing ability to kill enemy after enemy. His sword strokes looked nimble, even half-hearted, yet every stroke of his sword left an enemy dead or dying. He glanced to his right and saw a brother on his knees with the shaft of an arrow protruding from his eye socket. Not his concern, he just kept dealing death, moving, killing, moving again. A score of Goblins lay dead at his feet as he danced round them, his sword seeking green flesh and ending it in slight, simple strokes.
The enemy now feared his blade. They funnelled away from him seeking easier prey. Without an enemy, his mind slowly returned. His dance of death was over for the moment, and he took a few moments to survey the battleground. The rear rank was still, in the most part, unengaged, whilst the front rank was getting the upper hand of the greater Orc, although there was a heart wrenching amount of armour-clad forms lying in the mud.
Gymir turned to the south, from where the Goblin horde advanced. He could see panic in their ranks. Brightly coloured banners were raised above horsemen who were charging down the eastern slope. Not the harrying of earlier, but a full charge. Gymir heard their trumpets blearing sharp, angry notes. He looked to the western slope and strained to see from the distance. Sweat blurred his vision. And then he saw the sunlight reflecting from swords, from plate metal, and he knew they were his brothers.
Gymir dispatched two Goblins without breaking stride as he ran towards the very centre of the front line and roared as loud as he could. ‘Front rank, disengage! Front rank, disengage! Second rank advance. Front rank forward. Front rank with me brothers. Charge!’
The orders were heard by many of the sergeants and soon the orders were repeated, until they became a battle cry. The second rank moved forward to engage the enemy in the front rank. The front rank disengaged and followed Gymir as he raised his sword in the air and waved it side to side as if it were a banner. Gymir ploughed into the enemy ranks. All skill absent, he just smashed with his shield and hacked with his great-sword. A hundred brothers were with him and the enemy broke. They turned and ran, ran upon the knives and spears of those behind them, who in turn were trying to flee from the wicked sabres wielded by the horsemen coming from the east and the great-swords wielded by brothers coming from the west. It was an hour of pure butchery. And at the end not a single Goblin lived. More horsemen had come from the south, securing the poor wretches who had survived the village massacres, only to be caged by the monsters to receive a death of torment, a fate from which they were now released. The prisoners were in a state of shock, having witnessed complete families being butchered and even eaten before their very eyes. The cages they were in were opened, yet the prisoners stayed huddled together in the corners of the vast cages that were mounted on crudely made wagons drawn by the powerful Orc.
Gymir returned to the front where the remaining brothers were dispatching the last of the obliterated enemy army. There was a strange quiet in the air now, pierced only by the bone chilling screams of the dying. Tears ran freely down Gymir’s cheeks as he walked past bodies of men whose facial injuries hid from him their name. They had won the battle, but at a cost that would haunt him until his final days.
Gymir made his way through the endless corpses until he reached the centre of the line and called out in a voice hoarse and full of emotion. ‘Sergeants, on me.’ Gymir waited whilst men delegated tasks and moved towards the council area. After five minutes, only eleven of the sergeants had made it to Gymir. ‘This cannot be all who survived. God save us.’ Gymir said, pain clear in his voice.
‘We lead from the front, my old friend.’ Ernoul, a veteran older even than Gymir, with a much-weathered face and grey at the temples of his hair said, ‘I saw Bynard throw himself without thought into the tusks of one of those dreaded beasts, just to save the youngster the beast was bearing down upon. He died bravely, and I am honoured to have witnessed his end.’
Gymir nodded his head and called out again. ‘Corporals, fall in. On me.’ Within a few minutes over a hundred corporals had crowded round their sergeants. ‘The battle is won. Now is the time to save our wounded. The forts Goblins’ End and Oak Gate have been ransacked. We need to take our wounded to the great fort of Iron Guard.’
‘And our dead?’ Ernoul asked softly.
‘Our dead must wait. The living are our priority now’, Gymir said. The weight of the dead resting upon his shoulders, making him visibly sag. A brightly coloured banner, splattered with blood both red and green, caught Gymir’s attention, as horsemen pressed their way through the remaining standing brothers. The lead horseman sat his horse in the proud way only the nobility could.
‘I always forget the protocol, should you kneel before me, Knight-captain?’
‘My Lord of Lichenton, the brotherhood of men-at-Arms, kneel only before He who is Greatest of them all, and the king.’
The Lord Lichenton smiled and said, ‘A poor jest, Captain, I mean no offence. Your men fought beyond the call of duty.’ He raised his voice so the brothers could hear. ‘Brothers of the kingdom! You give bravery, courage and honour new meaning! The poets will sing ballads of your sacrifice in every hall in the kingdom.’
‘With respect, my Lord, we have no need of poets.’ Gymir spoke in an even tone. ‘I have many grievously wounded men. We need field dressings, medicines and herbs, and strong-bodied men to help move them to shelter.’
Lord Lichenton looked around at the death and mutilation that surrounded him and nodded. ‘I understand, I must take my men on patrol to root out any of the evil bastards from hiding, but I shall send my fastest messengers far and wide to seek you aid. In the meantime, you may have use of the squires, pages and my household staff who accompany my baggage. God be with you all.’ With that, he wheeled his horse around with a slight adjustment of his knee and led his men towards the rear.
Gymir returned his attention to the remaining leaders of the decimated army. ‘Return to your platoons and treat the wounded as best you can. Give mercy to those who have untreatable wounds and those who ask. When Lichenton’s, servants arrive we shall begin to move them.’
A young corporal, whose name Gymir could not recall, attempted to speak, though emotion and exhaustion made his voice weak and shaky. ‘I should make you aware, Captain Gymir, Sergeants Ancelot and Gerbaut’s platoons are dead to a man.’
Gymir looked physically sick. ‘To a man, how?’
‘Two of the beasts got in amongst their ranks and circled around their rear whilst the greater orcs attacked. We could not reach them. I am sorry.’
Gymir squeezed the young brother on the shoulder and gently said, ‘There were many we could not reach this bloody day. We shall see them in the halls of our forefathers. Now we must help those that still live.’ The men disbanded and went to their individual commands to organise the chaos of pain and loss.
Gymir looked back to the jungle, to the spot where he had seen the shimmering before the battle. His body went rigid and a great cold blew through his bones even though the weather was warm. He felt the same power looking at him directly, and rage burned through him. Slightly to his left lay the bloodied corpse of the first greater Orc he had killed that day, and without taking his eyes from the spot beyond the treeline he walked towards the oily, blood-soaked body. He drew his sword; the scabbard resisted at first, then it slowly released the gore-caked blade. Many of his brothers turned to watch the strange behaviour, but he took no notice. His eyes fixed upon the power in the darkness. He barely glanced at the Orc’s corpse as he delivered a powerful stroke, filled with rage and vengeance, that severed the dead Orc’s head. Gymir stuck his sword point down into the ground. His eyes sought the power that lurked in the dark trees and once again felt his eyes locked upon that presence. He bent slightly and took the severed head by its braided hair. He stood firm and straight.
‘He, who is Greatest of them all,’ he bellowed into the jungle, ‘fills us with light. We shall chase away the Darkness!’
All the brothers able to now turned towards their commander. Gymir, to show his contempt, took his cock from his breeches and pissed all over the decapitated skull before kicking it high into the air, to land and bounce a hundred feet from where he stood.
‘We are the brotherhood! The warriors of Man! The Darkness will never defeat us!’ The men cheered. Those capable spat towards the jungles or waved their swords high. But it was half-hearted and stopped as quickly as it had started as men sought to save their brothers’ lives.
It took the rest of the day and throughout the night to evacuate the wounded to the shelter of the great fortress of Iron Guard. It warmed Gymir’s heart to see how many villagers came to their aid. In hay wagons, astride donkeys, and on foot they came. People who had endured tragedy came in droves with what little they possessed. They soothed the injured, shared their ale and made poultices, before helping to carry the brothers to Iron Guard where priests took over their care.
From all over the North lands white cloth was sent to the front, and the bodies of the brothers made ready for their funeral. One hundred and twenty-seven brothers had been slain in the great battle. Each had to be stripped of armour and clothing. Each brother had to be cleaned then wrapped in a shroud, with their hands holding their great-sword, even after death. Whilst the living brothers prepared their fallen comrades for the afterlife, priests anointed them with blessings and the local lords had their foresters, peasants and surfs working constantly for two days to provide enough wood for the giant funeral pyre. All the brothers who fell in the battle would go to the feasting halls of the fathers together, just as they had stood and died together.
It was three days since the battle had been fought, and so hard won, and Gymir had not yet rested. He stood in front of the massive structure of kindling wood and the empty bodies of his brothers. He held a torch that burned a bright yellow in the deep of night. A hundred of the men-at-arms of the brotherhood stood before the pyre, all with torches aflame. The valley slopes were covered with men of every status: lords stood with peasants, priests stood with women of ill repute, children stood silently. All had come to pay their respect. They stood with heads bowed, saying prayers to aid the heroic fallen to their afterlife.
‘They lived for duty. They fought with honour. They died with courage. And now we praise them.’ Gymir said in a loud and clear voice that was echoed by his brothers. As one, they moved forward and placed their fiercely burning torches into the base of the kindling. Within moments, the smaller pieces of wood had caught. Within minutes the thicker trunks smoked, then the brightest fire Gymir had ever seen engulfed the entire structure, sending flames and the spirits of the warriors towards the heavens.




Chapter Twenty





Clan



Talek’ken, King of all the Orc, sat upon his throne and gazed happily at the funeral pyre of dead men. General Dor’rok, chieftain of the Blood Rain clan, paced back and forth next to his king.
‘I understand this not Talek’ken, let me lead the full strength of my warriors against the men now! We shall crush them whilst they are weakened by battle and grief.’
‘I have told you before, Dor’rok!’ the king growled. ‘Do not presume to advise me. Do as I order or feel my wrath.’
Dor’rok was too prideful and too stupid to take heed of the warning. ‘Then permit me to know my king, what did we accomplish, apart from the death of a few of the enemies’ warriors? They have more, much more, and now they are strengthening their position.’
‘We have learned many things. How they react to our boar riders charging in formation. How many warriors they can commit to battle in short order. How they stand and fight in the face of fear. Things you cannot comprehend, because you Dor’rok are unable to act above the capabilities of an animal.’
Dor’rok seemed undisturbed by his master’s admonishment and stated, ‘And yet for all my animal ways, I Dor’rok and only Dor’rok and mine own bloodline will the Blood Rain clan follow. And the Blood Rain clan boasts more warriors than all other clans combined.’
‘This is true, Dor’rok, and I am pleased to have you and yours at my side.’ Talek’ken said, suppressing his rage. ‘You have two sons, Dor’rok, tell me of them.’
‘The oldest bears my name and my strength. He is a great warrior, full of orcish rage and bloodlust.’ The Orc chieftain held his head high as he spoke of his first son, then growled and continued to speak, his voice now filled with naked contempt. ‘The second, Mor’rok, he thinks too much. His brother and I beat him to increase his strength, but he seems to relish holding his rage inside. Many nights I have contemplated taking my knife to his weak throat, but he is of my line and in battle he has shown skill, if not the bloodlust of a true Orc.’
A Goblin in flowing black robes announced himself at the edge of the dais on top of the newly constructed tower. Talek’ken growled his admittance to the Goblin scholar who came and knelt before the king.
‘My liege, my master. Honour you do me to allow me in your presence. We have recorded all aspects of the battle as instructed. The envoys have been sent to the darkest parts of your kingdom. The Ogres, the Spider Riders and all clans of Orc and Goblin will all be summoned.’
Dor’rok spat towards the still kneeling Goblin and walked to the edge of the dais to look idly out over the jungles towards the pyre of dead warriors of Man.
Talek’ken placed a giant hand on the Goblin, engulfing it as the creature trembled before his power. ‘You have done well, little one. You and your kind will have reward in this new world that I, through the Dark Lord’s power, breath into life. And the other matter we discussed?’ the king of all the Orc lands and their servants asked with a casual glance at Dor’rok.
‘All is prepared, as you instructed, master.’
‘Then it is time for some change, and some sport’, Talek’ken said, his smile revealing huge canine fangs. ‘Dor’rok, come!’
As Talek’ken led Dor’rok into the open doors of his chamber he walked calmly to his magnificent and macabre throne and sat to enjoy the next few moments. Dor’rok instantly drew his sword as the scene unfolded before his eyes. Green blood splattered the walls and floors. Pieces of Orc flesh lay strewn upon the wooden, blood-soaked floor. Fingers, toes, arms, feet and internal organs. It was as if an Orc had been dismantled in the most violent and bloody manner. Comprehension dawned on Dor’rok as he saw his younger son Mor’rok, gore covered, grinning and holding his elder son’s severed head in his left hand and a large, serrated knife in his right.
‘Father.’ Mor’rok greeted Dor’rok. ‘Is this orcish enough for you, Dor’rok, chieftain of the Blood Rain clan. I ate his liver whilst he still breathed, but his heart is still fresh.’ Mor’rok said cheerfully as he kicked his brother’s heart towards his father.
‘You treacherous bastard!’ Dor’rok screamed as he charged his remaining son. Mor’rok laughed with genuine amusement as he nimbly sidestepped his father and brought the severed head of his brother up, with lighting speed, to strike with a loud crack upon his father’s face, splitting his father’s left tusk from point to root.
‘You think me soft father, weak, like the humans? I am chosen by the king of all, Talek’ken, and by the Dark Lord himself.’
Dor’rok swung his sword wildly, consumed with rage and hatred. His sword found only an empty space as Mor’rok stepped to the side with an ease that spoke volumes of the contempt he held for his father. ‘I shall end your miserable life before I leave this world, I swear it by the name of Vor’rok.’
At mention of the Dark Lord’s name, Talek’ken stood and bellowed, ‘You dare invoke the name of the Darkness’ first? You? You who are not worthy! Enough taunting Mor’rok. End this useless creature.’
‘As you command, master.’ Before Mor’rok had finished the sentence, he had brought his wicked-looking knife in a wide arc to strike into his father’s neck, biting deep into the spine at the base of his head. Dor’rok, chieftain of the Blood Rain clan shook violently but remained standing. His sword clattered to the floor; a look of defiance spoke in his silence.
Mor’rok dropped his brother’s severed head and took a firm grasp of the chieftain’s undamaged tusk. Lifting with prodigious strength he took the full weight of his father’s body and begun to saw the inch-long teeth of his knife through spine, thick Orc muscle and out through the dying Orc’s gullet. The only noise Dor’rok made was a gurgling sound as his last breaths of air escaped through the ragged tears that were once his throat.
Mor’rok dropped his knife once his father’s head had been fully and brutally removed. He retrieved the severed head of his brother and with a bloodied, grotesque Orc head in each hand he went and knelt before his king. ‘Master, for all you have done for me. And all that you have promised our kind, I shall serve you without question, doubt or hesitation, until the moment of my death and beyond.’
‘Rise, Mor’rok. I welcome you to your new position, as general in my army, and adviser at my side.’ Talek’ken beckoned to the Goblin. ‘Come here, little one. Fear not. For too long your kind has been subjected to horrors from the Orc, horrors that we shall now reserve only for Man. Mor’rok, let it be known amongst the clans of the Orc, the Goblin are now under my direct protection, and to kill without reason will be to see my wrath. Go now, Mor’rok, take the heads of your kin to the Blood Rain clan and claim your new position. But remember this, Mor’rok, we are brothers now. Vor’rok, the Dark Lord, has risen. And with him we shall rise together, all the creatures of the Darkness.




Chapter Twenty-one





Search



Cameos paced back and forth in his council chambers, his face contorting between rage and disbelief. ‘Another dead’, he hissed at Thakern. ‘I charged you with finding this murderer and not only have you failed, but you allowed the killer to strike again. And to leave her body like that for all to see. It is not Elven, Thakern.’
Cameos had returned from his shift, digging the great tunnel to find a commotion, a gathering of his brethren inside the grand temple. Heated conversation quickly turned to anger, directed at the chief of Elven Earth.
‘Cameos.’ A burley middle-aged Elf, whom Cameos had recognised as being one of the lumberjacks, called to him in a tone that suggested challenge. ‘Nine hundred and five years I resided here, in peace and relative harmony. Now during your reign, we have begun to leave this place of peace and worship. Worse still, we have Elf murdering Elf.’ He had pointed to the mutilated corpse of a once beautiful she-Elf and screamed. ‘Whoever carried out this evil deed the blame lays at your feet, surely as if you had committed this heinous act by your own hand.’
Cameos had heard the words and his own anger had burned, yet he understood the anger directed towards him and so stayed his fury towards the Elf. He had looked around the temple and found Joleata, the new head of the council of elders. He beckoned her over. ‘Joleata, if you would be so kind, would you have her body wrapped and prepared for her funeral?’
Joleata bowed her head and said, ‘My chieftain.’
The lumberjack still seethed with rage. ‘Her body! Her name is Stephine, she was not yet forty years of age. I drank with her father on her naming day. Her parents are digging your tunnel as we speak, and you just wish to hide her away. I say all should see what our race has become under your leadership!’
‘You would have her mother see her like this? No! You will go and break this tragic news to her parents. Joleata will prepare Stephine for the next step in her journey. The rest of you will return to your tasks or your rest.’ With that he had stormed into his private chambers, closely followed by Thakern.
Cameos slumped down into his chair and wept, whilst Thakern sat upon the edge of the desk and bowed his head. In silence he waited and without judgement, he contemplated the heavy burden that rested upon his chieftain’s heart and mind, and he brooded on his own failings. After thirty minutes, the chief of the elves regained his composure.
‘I do not recall the name of the elf who publicly blamed me, but I acknowledge the truth behind his words. The path I have chosen for the future of our race is changing who we are. I feel dread and despair at what we might become.’ He looked up at Thakern, his eyes red and sunken. ‘Have I brought doom upon the people with my narcissism and ego?’
‘What is done is done, my chief. You did not kill those elves, but the people are angry. Now is the time for logic and reason. Put away your emotion for the moment, and let your mind seek those that wish to undermine you. Then we shall find the villainous fiend who murders in cold blood.’
A knock on the door was answered by Cameos, and Talako, one of Cameos’ most trusted warriors, entered. ‘My chief, I apologise for the interruption, but Elder Joleata waits without.’ Cameos bowed his head slightly. ‘No apologies needed, my trusted friend, and your brothers, they are close by?’
‘Tasunka and Tatanka wait in the shadows. Within either sight or sound of you, my chief, your personal guard are on highest alert.’
‘My thanks, as always. Invite Joleata to join the council.’
Joleata was shown in and Talako closed the door behind her as he continued his guard. ‘My chieftain.’ Joleata said humbly as she bowed low. ‘My acolytes are preparing Stephine for her departure from this land. Her parents’ grief is a terrible thing to witness.’
‘And the crowds? They are dispersed?’
‘They are, but there is a consensus that these murders are signs that the tunnel is a thing of unnatural making. The people believe they are encountering the displeasure of the Mother. In short, Cameos, they refuse to dig.’
Cameos bridled slightly at Joleata addressing him so informally but made no comment on it. ‘The time for seeking this criminal in the shadows and in quiet is over. We shall lift the rock where this serpent lays and remove its venom along with his head.’
Joleata appeared slightly smug, but Cameos dismissed it as her enjoying her newfound power as she said, ‘There is but one of your new steel weapons unaccounted for. Find it and surely we find the snake.’
‘And how would you know of this unaccountable weapon, Joleata, head of the council of Elders?’ Thakern spoke harshly.
‘There is little for the council to do in these beginning days of this new world. And so, I talk with the people, give them comfort where I can. Nothing is hidden as you would believe, not in Elven Earth, Thakern, master of combat.’
Cameos did not have the patience for this bickering, no matter how subtle they were being about it. ‘Enough!’ he bellowed, bringing his fist down upon the table with enough force to cause pain to run through to his shoulder. ‘I shall send for Macik; he has the respect of the people, and his honour is beyond reproach. We need to make a concise plan on how to catch this murderer, and we must stand united, myself the chieftain, Joleata of the Elder, and Macik an Elf of the people.’
‘You may need to drag Macik from out of his chambers.’ Thakern said. ‘He has not been seen out of them since...’ Thakern halted.
‘Since the Elven way was changed with violence’, Joleata continued for him, with suppressed anger lining her words.
Cameos stood. ‘You go too far Joleata!’
Joleata dropped to her knees in obedience. ‘Forgive me, I am distraught from seeing Stephine brutalised. With your leave, I shall summon Macik personally and cool my temper on the way.’
‘It is understandable to feel anger Joleata, but we cannot have discord between the council and the throne. You have my leave to go to Macik. If he is stubborn, you may remind him he is summoned by his lawful chief to serve his people.’
Joleata knocked upon the door for the third time, this time without patience as she slammed her balled fist against the solid wood door, the door itself a novelty in the living quarters of Elven Earth. Some residences had cloth coverings whilst most just had an archway carved into the malleable yet firm clay.
‘Macik’, she shouted. ‘Cameos, your chieftain, summons you. Macik. Open the door. For the Mother’s sake. Elves are starting to stare.’ Joleata heard a latch being raised and the door slowly moved outward, causing Joleata to step back. She put a hand to her mouth and nose as the smell hit her. Ale, sour sickness and psychedelic weed smoke caught her by surprise. She gained her composure and entered the once elite warrior’s living quarters.
Macik sat on the edge of his cot and motioned for Joleata to take the only other seat, a chair in front of a desk and the only furniture in his quarters.
Macik was clearly drunk, and high. His weight had decreased whilst the lines around his eyes had increased. He slurred when he spoke.
‘And what would the great visionary Cameos want with a failed warrior who has forsaken his honour and waits in solitude for his death?’
Joleata tried to make eye contact, but Macik’s head was drooping, his shoulders sagged. ‘Why did you aid Cameos in his rebellion against our traditions if you take no pride in your actions?’
‘Because he is right, Joleata. And I prayed to the Mother, that by fighting by his side I could die with honour.’
‘You know of these murders Macik, the people are being pulled apart, the sense of community is failing. Are you too shut away to know the horrors being visited on our people, by our people? Or do you simply not care, old friend?’
‘Friends?’ Macik said looking up into Joleata’s eyes chuckling. ‘We used to fuck in secret, and fun though it was, you made your decision when you joined the council and decided I had never loved you, or you me.’
She reached out and touched his cheek. ‘You were always special to me, Macik, but I have a duty. And you have a duty now to your chief. Or will you break oath?’
‘I shall come Joleata when I am ready, and not before.’
Joleata stood, and Macik noticed a power within her he did not know she possessed. With complete authority, she stated. ‘Macik, son of Malacil, bondsman to chief Camochee.’ She pointed a finger downward into his upturned face. ‘You have been summoned, and you will raise yourself from this pit and come with me. Now!’
Macik walked meekly aside Joleata as they made their way through the grand temple towards Cameos’ chambers. Elves stopped to stare, but neither took notice of the crowds. As they came to the fountain of life Joleata stopped Macik and forced him to kneel at the water’s edge. ‘Drink deeply and feel your wits restored.’
Macik put his face in the pool and drunk the cool waters when Joleata stood and placed both hands on the back of Macik’s head, forcing his entire head under the life force of the Elven folk. Bubbles escaped his lungs and popped on the surface, but still she held him under. He panicked. Drowned in the pool of life was no way for a warrior to die, yet she had surprising strength. Just as his mind begun to darken and his will break, she released her grip and took a step back. ‘Breath brave warrior. Breath and feel the life of the Mother restore you.’
Macik stood, his arms tensed, hands balled into fists, a pure and undiluted rage written on his face. His mind reeled. The fibre of his being ached for mortal combat. To break this she-Elf who dared to impose her will upon him.
Joleata smiled. ‘Yes, Macik. Rage is a warrior’s friend, and you have been alone far too long. Now there is a council to attend.’
They sat in council for hours. Many petitioners sought Cameos, but Talako had been stoic in his refusal to allow entrance to any, or even to disturb the council with a request for Cameos’ time. It was decided to find the missing blade was to find the murderer. It was also decided the murderer would strike again so it would be on their person or hidden in an area personal to them.
‘So, it is unanimous then? We summon every Elf to the great hall where each will be searched. Whilst this is happening teams already searched will first search the living quarters, then the workspaces’, Cameos said, regret in his voice, but resolved to end this madness.
‘Elven Earth is large; the knife is small’, Thakern added.
‘And yet it seems the most prudent and only course of action’, said Joleata. ‘But although I agree to this plan,’ she continued, ‘it will surely cause anger amongst the populace; I suggest we use most trusted masters of the trades as leaders of the search and let them choose the others. That should quell some discord and the possibility of yet more violence.’
‘Agreed’, Cameos said. ‘And we here shall be first to be searched, and our living quarters and our places of work.’ The chieftain stood. ‘Joleata send forth the word. This will take place immediately. Macik, you have remained silent but for your one word of agreement. Have you any suggestions?’
‘No Cameos, I have not.’
The great temple was packed with all the folk of Elven Earth, and to Cameos’ surprise and gratitude the complaints were few and made with little conviction. Cochise, master forester stepped to the front of the crowded temple. With him Deleif and Akakios, both apprentices to Cochise, and both formidable fighters. Adela, master carpenter, walked slightly behind with one of his apprentices, Elfric. Last of the first group who would search the leaders of the Elven world and the only she-Elf came Yaxkin, master weaver and bondswoman to Releaka. None objected to Yaxkin being amongst the first, on account of her relationship to Releaka, Cameos’ mate. She was far too respected in the populace. Cochise spoke for the group. ‘We would also have Bidzil, amongst the first group, with your leave?’ With a nod from Cameos, Bidzil, warrior of renown and honour guard to the chief joined the group.
Cameos addressed the crowd in a loud, clear voice. ‘Terrible tragedy has befallen our brothers and sisters, mothers and fathers. But today we shall bring to account this criminal. These attacks were made with a weapon of steel. A short sword, thin-bladed and double-edged. We shall search each and every Elf, and each and every living space. Starting with myself as chief, Joleata as council elder, Thakern as master of combat and my bondsman, and Macik as bondsman to my father and the ever stoic warrior at my side. Do any object? For now, is the time for openness.’ None spoke. ‘Then let us begin.’
Cochise, Deleif and Akakios approached Cameos. All three bowed before their chieftain respectfully. ‘My chief, in the highest regard I place you, I offer no suspicion or disrespect’, Cochise said apologetically.
‘I take no offence my friend’, Cameos said as he smiled and raised his hands to allow the elves to search his body. Already Adela, Elfric and Bidzil had made their way to the living quarters of those first to be searched.
Yaxkin searched Joleata whilst Akakios searched Thakern. All took the humiliation with as much pride as they could muster. ‘Cameos is free of weapons.’ Cochise announced quickly, followed by the same announcement from Yaxkin and Akakios. Cochise moved towards Macik. The old warrior growled as he was approached, but a scowl from Cameos silenced him. After a nervous few moments, Cochise announced that Macik was also free of weapons.
All in the grand temple waited. Warriors stood beside their chieftain with tense posture and angry eyes. Those tasked with beginning the great search continued with those warriors bonded with their chieftain, as they waited for the return of those searching the living quarters of Cameos, Thakern, Joleata and Macik. All was going well. No objections were made. No insults were shared. Then Adela, Elfric and Bidzil returned, and the hall erupted in angry conversation and a demand for answers. For high above Adela’s head and held in both hands, was a short double-edged sword.
The three walked slowly towards the group of leaders as the crowd parted to make way. All three hung their heads, then the temple hall became silent as grief swept over the Elven people. Elves from all ages, genders and trades began to weep openly as they realised that the perpetrator of these heinous acts was one who the normal folk revered. Either, their chief, Cameos. Their reverent elder, Joleata. The much respected and loved master of combat, Thakern. Or the most honoured warrior, Macik.
The four looked from one to the others. Surprisingly, none showed fear, only a sense of distrust mixed with angry curiosity. Adela, strong and well-built from centuries of lifting timber and hammering nails, walked now with his head held high and determination glowing from his moist eyes. As he reached the four, he looked once at Cameos then at Joleata, his eyes then rested on Thakern before he threw the blade down, to clatter with deafening noise in the silence at Macik’s feet.
‘Seize him!’ Joleata screeched as she pointed an accusing finger at Macik. ‘He has turned from the Mother to do the work of the Dark One.’
Talako and his brothers Tasunka and Tatanka moved to stand on either side of Macik and to his rear whilst Cameos came to stand before Macik. Macik made no movement. He starred with defiance as Cameos met his eyes.
‘Macik, son of Malacil, bondsman to the great chieftain Camochee, defender of the Elven folk. You are accused of murder. What say you?’ Cameos said formally, then he leaned forward and said in a voice only Macik could hear. ‘Tell me you did not do these things, old friend. I shall believe you.’ Macik only starred back, his face an unreadable mask of stone. ‘What say you?’ Cameos said again, much more aggressively. Still no reply.
‘If you neither admit nor reject perpetrating these crimes, then I evoke the power of the Mother. A trial by combat!’ Joleata roared the last towards the crowd. She was relishing in this experience, Cameos noted. But trial by combat was tradition to determine truth. And it was one that Cameos was unwilling to break, even though he knew he must be the deliverer of truth and justice.
‘Thakern, fetch me a blade’, Cameos said regretfully. Thakern returned from the armoury within minutes. Cameos looked into Macik’s eyes and beyond, trying to read his lifelong companion, but found no emotion, no hate, sorrow, regret, innocence or evil. Cameos took the blade from his bondsman and tested the weight in his hand.
‘Pick up the blade, Macik. We shall fight to the death, with steel like our ancestors before us did.’ The last was shouted to the crowd, some of whom had left, not willing to watch the death of their own kind, even in the form of justice.
‘If you are free of these crimes Macik, then take up your blade and prove it.’ Joleata spoke to Macik, in a voice of temptation. Cameos felt his anger rising with Joleata, and the blade quivered in his grasp.
Yet Macik remained so still he seemed to be in a state of meditation. Then he dropped to his knees and looked up at Cameos and said, barely above a whisper, ‘For the peace of our people, my chieftain, bring that blade down upon my neck.’
Joleata seemed more animated than Cameos had ever seen her, as she screamed. ‘No! It must be a trial by combat, and we shall see who the Mother lives in and whom is possessed by the Dark Lord.’
Cameos raged at Joleata’s impudence and took a step towards her before he felt Macik’s hand upon his leg restraining him. He looked down at Macik, who returned his stare with pleading in his eyes. ‘My death will bring the people peace. They will continue the tunnel. And you will lead them out of this accursed place the Mother has forgotten. Strike!’ Macik roared. And with a twist of his body and one fluent movement, his blade fell and Macik’s head was sliced from his body. Cameos looked down upon his friend’s face and saw only contentment. Then, from the rear of the temple. At the entrance to the great tunnel. The screaming started.




Chapter Twenty-two





Training



Elysabeth concentrated upon the markings Robert had made on the slate stone tablet she held in her hands. The markings made with chalk were numbers and as Elysabeth struggled to discern the equation her pretty face scrunched into lines and her wide eyes narrowed. Brother Robert, known as Red Rob by those he considered friends laughed, without menace or mockery. He simply found Beth’s face amusing when she was wrestling with new learnings.
‘Do not laugh, Brother Robert’, Beth said in mock scolding. ‘You know it draws my concentration; it is by far the most infectious thing known to man.’
‘I am sorry my dear, continue’, Robert said, suppressing his mirth.
‘I still do not understand the need for this skill...’ She searched for the word.
‘Algebra’, Robert supplied for her.
‘Why would I need to know the value of an unknown amount? I mean for heaven’s sake Rob, I can count to ten one thousands, and higher. Surely that would be enough? Can we not learn more about your potions? I do so enjoy that... science.’ Robert smiled, his famous smile full of warmth and kindness.
‘Ah! I have you, my dear!’ Red Rob said with uncontainable happiness. ‘For the science of chemistry, which is my potions you adore, we need more advanced mathematics than counting. And besides, Elysabeth, it exercises your mind, just as Askia here trains his body. And with time and effort your mind will be a weapon, just as is Askia’s sword arm.’
Askia nodded his gratitude at the compliment and continued his guard duty. Whilst Beth rolled her eyes and with a smile upon her pretty face went back to studying the equation.
‘I have it’, she exclaimed, jumping up from her seat with excitement. ‘Five add A equals seven, so A represents two. Twenty and five minus Y equals eighteen, the Y represents seven, so.’ She took a much-needed breath. ‘A, added to Y, is just two and seven making nine.’ She sat down in exaggerated exhaustion.
‘Well done, my dear, well done’, Red Rob said, pleased and excited by her progress. Two quick knocks on the door followed a deeper thud announced Holak at the door. ‘Enter’, said Askia after drawing his mace and taking up a defensive position, hidden in the shadow of the opening door.
Holak entered the room casually, using his teeth to pick the last remnants of flesh from a chicken bone. Elysabeth and Red Rob stopped their conversation, Elysabeth grinned whilst Brother Robert’s eyes narrowed, and his face took on a hard aspect. Askia stepped from behind the open door, closing it quickly as Holak walked through. ‘Ready for anything. That was the last words our Lord and Master spoke to us as he left us responsible for what he holds most dear, brother’, Askia said reprimanding his brother in a quiet but serious tone.
‘I, Holak, am ready to pounce without a moment’s notice or warning, like a sailor walking into a whorehouse.’
Holak had the good sense and grace to blush and bow his head as Beth giggled. ‘My apologies, my lady, I am more accustomed to the company of warriors. I shall be more aware of my manners in the future.’
‘It is quite alright, Holak, I have heard much coarser language whilst tilling the fields with the farmhands. And you would not believe what the women will talk openly about whilst washing clothing’, Elysabeth said warmly.
Brother Robert took a deep breath, as if to calm his temper, then said, ‘Forgive me, Beth, but it is, in fact, not alright. One day, with the help of God, you will wear the crown of this kingdom. You will sit next to the most powerful man alive. And the Lords and Ladies of this land will hate you simply for the fact that you were common born. How will they ever respect you, if your guardsman, hand-picked from the most elite of warriors, known for their discipline as well as their prowess on the battlefield, cannot even hold his tongue whilst in your presence?’
‘You are right, Father. I beg your forgiveness, my lady’, Holak said whilst going to his knees, filled with shame.
‘I shall forgive you and you may rise, yet I believe some sort of penitence may be required.’
Holak rose to his feet and said softly, ‘Whatever my lady wishes it is surely my honour to fulfil.’
‘Then it is settled, you will fast for twenty-four hours. You may have water, and water alone. And if this hardship interferes with your duties, then the next penitence will be a fasting from all food and drink, baring water of course, for forty-eight hours.’ Elysabeth looked to Father Robert and smiled. ‘Maths and punishment, regal enough, Red Rob. Now can we continue with some education in chemistry?’
‘Most regal, my lady’, Robert said, his naturally cheerful demeanour returning. ‘Unfortunately, I have matters elsewhere that demand my attention. But you shall have lessons, my dear, do not worry.’
‘Lessons in what? And who is to be my tutor?’ Elysabeth asked in a slightly suspicious tone.
‘You may, one day, through no fault of your own doing, or that of anybody who has sworn to protect you, find the need to defend your life. I pray that it is never so, but you will be made capable, regardless. I have something for you, my lady.’ With that, Brother Robert retrieved a dagger encased in a scabbard of elk horn. He drew the blade and although it looked well maintained, it was a poor-looking thing compared to those jewel encrusted weapons the nobility wore. Its blade was such a dark grey it was akin to black. The double edges were clearly as sharp as a razor and the eight inches of stout-looking metal ended in a lethal point.
‘Do not be fooled by its modest appearance, my lady, for this is a blade of power. Take it but mind yourself’, Rob said as he handed her the round handle, that appeared made for her as it sat in her grip perfectly. ‘It has been in my order’s keeping for as long as memory. It was given as a gift to one of the first of our order and it is written in texts both old and mostly forgotten that this blade was forged in a time before kings. A great warrior-priest forged it atop the highest mountain and once he had laid down his hammer, he sat beside the anvil upon which the blade rested, and he prayed. He prayed that He who is Greatest should bless the weapon which the warrior intended to gift his betrothed, and his prayers were answered. A lightning bolt rendered the sky as He who is Greatest threw down His strength and commanded all imperfection leave the blade. It will never bend, break, rust, nor grow dull with use. You shall carry it with you always. As for your tutor, my dear, Askia here will instruct you how to use that weapon. Follow his every word, for it’s more a danger to yourself then any foe, at the moment I fear.’ With that Brother Robert made his farewells, asked Elysabeth for permission to dismiss himself, and left. As he passed Holak to exit through the only door, he gently placed a hand upon Holak’s meaty shoulder and said, ‘Do your penance with humility, warrior. And do not worry yourself, we all have lessons to learn.’
‘My lady, if you would please put that knife away, we shall begin’, Askia said as he drew a wooden replica of the knife of power. ‘Till you are proficient in handling something so deadly we shall train with something you cannot hurt yourself, or me, with. Here catch’, he said as he threw her the wooden knife.
Elysabeth had her back to Askia, as she was just finishing putting her new treasure away, as he threw the training weapon. To Askia and Holak’s surprise, she spun gracefully and caught the wooden blade, snatching it out of the air with speed and skill neither brother thought she possessed. The brothers were still thinking of the fourteen-year-old peasant girl as barely more than a child. She smiled as she saw the astonishment on their hardened warrior faces. Then her face turned, her pretty, girlish features taken by a calm authority and an air of seriousness. She began sweeping the fake dagger in wide but precise arcs. Once at throat level, then she gracefully turned her wrist and brought it down in a slashing motion that would have gutted a grown man. Still fluid in her movement, she took a step forward and spun to her left, squatting as she slashed. The blade found only air, but both brothers knew the strike was an imitation of a hamstringing manoeuvre, and theirs jaws dropped.
Elysabeth stopped, smiled, and took a mock bow to her bewildered audience. ‘I was using a hand scythe from the moment I could stand. After hour upon hour, you compete with your fellow workers. It was a game to pass the time. And after the sickness came to our village, some years back, even the girls were needed to help with the livestock slaughter and butchery.’ She eyed the two brothers, both formidable warriors, well proven in battle and unafraid to die. And the hardness in her eyes left their mouths dry and their heads bowed. ‘Do you think me a silly girl? Do you think your king was the first man who tried to rape me? I have worked since I could walk. My father and both my brothers died before I could have memories of them. My mother tried her best, but she abandoned hope a long time ago. And I have been fighting off drunken men trying to fuck me since I got tits, and some before even then. I am no warrior, Askia, and I am happy and grateful for everything you can teach me. But do not mistake me for weak!’




Chapter Twenty-three





South



Three weeks since leaving Castle Sprettaman, the king and his procession were greeted a mile from the port city of Blessesea, by the Lord Beringer and the wealthiest of the city’s elite. Over a hundred men knelt in the dust outside the city’s ancient walls, their brightly coloured, expensive attire forgotten as they showed their obedience before the king of all men.
The king seemed unwearied by the travel and allowed himself the pleasure of watching the wealthy, the rich and the nobility grovel before him. The minutes dragged on until finally the king announced in a loud, clear voice. ‘My Lord Beringer, nobles and men of note, your king is pleased to see how you have prospered. You may rise. Lord Beringer, approach.’
Lord Beringer walked towards the king, straight-backed and head held high. He bowed low before the king and said. ‘My King, an honour it is to see you. How may I serve?’
‘I fear my men are in need of rest, yet I am restless to see the progress you have made towards our noble quest. Have my staff and guard situated. You will take me with haste to the harbour before we lose the light of day.’ He turned in his saddle. ‘Nephew, bring a small guard and accompany me.’
It took less than an hour for King Kane, Jacob, Colburn and Lord Beringer to circumnavigate the city walls and come to the docks. And there lay a scene hectic with activity. Warehouse after warehouse hummed with the coming and going of slaves and their slave-masters. Great trunks of oak were being manhandled by scores of slaves, naked apart from a small cloth to hide their manhood, whilst other groups of slaves carried the cut timbers from sawmills to the tradesmen and workshops. Jacob was both disgusted by the amount of slavery he saw before him and awed by the constructions they laboured towards.
Beringer sat astride his horse and watched the wonder wash over his king in silence.
Finally, the king spoke. ‘You have been busy, my lord, remarkably busy. Explain to me what it is I am seeing.’
‘We have over a thousand slaves working under three hundred and twenty-one of the most skilled tradesmen in the south. In the west of the city, in the bay of Gentle Waters, we have thirty-two completed cargo ships, each as large as the two you see here tied to the pier. Each can carry enough drinking water and food to supply the fifty crewmen and twenty trained warriors required. The crewmen will be made of forty slaves to man the oars and ten professional sailors. We are on target to meet one hundred of these vessels in the next eighteen months.’ Lord Beringer made the statement with pride, but something changed in the tone of his voice as he ended his well-rehearsed speech.
‘You have done well’, the king said in an even tone. ‘So, tell me Beringer, what is it you hesitate to speak of?’
‘The truth is, my king, we are stripping the land of its wealth. We have enslaved many. There is not a prison cell with a healthy man left inside, yet the amount of free men and tradesmen employed have left the coffers of the south empty. We have raised taxes so high that in effect the gold we are paying out we take back, the rest of the pay that the blacksmiths, carpenters, shipbuilders and a dozen other craftsmen are paid, they hoard. In half of one year we have changed the entire dynamics of the economy of the southern lands and it is having dramatic effects.’ The king sat on his horse in silence as he listened to Beringer. He appeared calm and had a calculating aspect to his eyes. Beringer signalled to one of his guards and the guard brought forth a slave.
‘This man bears the mark of a rebel’, Beringer said. He pointed to the brand mark of a blistering and raw R, burned deep within the flesh upon his forehead. ‘There are nearly one hundred who likewise bear this mark. There have also been several small uprisings in protest against the increase in the price of grain, oats and ale.’ He dismissed the guard and slave with a wave of his hand and continued. ‘In normal circumstances I would have hung them from their village squares and cut the guts from them while they danced. They will labour to their deaths instead, for we need every able body. I have increased a network of informants amongst the rabble, and there is talk, my king…’ The great lord of the south paused, then swallowing hard, he continued… ‘of a peasant’s revolt.’ Beringer looked increasingly worried as he informed his king and master the problems he faced, and with reason, for King Kane the Cruel had undoubtedly earned his name and there was no man, woman or child beyond his reach or exempt from his wrath.
Yet King Kane the Cruel remained calm and had a look of contentment as he surveyed the work as the sun was setting. ‘There is ever a price to pay to achieve greatness, Beringer, my friend. I shall send gold to supplement your expenditures, and I shall gather more men from the north to work under your southern lashes.’ Kane’s expression then turned instantly in to one of cold fury as he took Beringer’s eyes into his own, holding the lord with his gaze as if he were locked in chains. ‘But know this, my Lord. If you fail to deliver my ships on time. If you lose control of even the remotest part of my kingdom. If you fail me in the responsibilities, I have bestowed upon you then you will have a long life.’ Beringer looked confused at the threat whilst Kane just smiled at his confusion then added in a cheerful tone. ‘A long life, watching me take apart everyone who you hold dear, piece by bloody piece.’ The evilness seeped from the king’s expression like smoke from a fire, and the horror of the king’s words washed over Beringer with the icy dread of certainty. And then the visage of evil dropped, and the king added in a cheerful tone, ‘Now let us retire to your keep and feast in celebration of our upcoming adventures.’




Chapter Twenty-four





Attack



Elysabeth placed her book down on the reading desk beside the window. Looking out, she sighed and thought of the change her life had taken. She felt guilt as she realised she had thought little of her mother of late but took solace in the fact that Father Robert had reassured her he would visit with news of Elysabeth’s happiness and good fortune. And also, with gifts of coin, and other items that would make her life easier and a little more hopeful. She wondered at the strange Father of the order who she had become so fond of, where he was and when he would return. But her idle time was mostly spent thinking of the prince who had taken her away from the wickedness of his uncle, only to place her in the same man’s home and in constant fear of his cruel desire. Her stomach soured and her mouth became as dry as sun-baked flour. She rose from the desk and walked to the dining table in the adjoining room. There she filled an expensive and rare glass cup with water from a pitcher and drained the contents. It was at the very moment she returned the glass to the table that the attack happened.
Strong arms grabbed her from behind in a bear hug. Holding her arms against her sides, her assailant lifted her with apparent ease from the ground and took her back into the other room, tossing her upon the bed with such force she bounced and struck her shoulder upon the headboard. Before she had time to recover the man was on top of her, pinning her arms to the bed and forcing her legs apart with his own. She wrenched her head to the side and sunk her teeth into his meaty forearm, with the quickness and force of a wolf striking a killing bite into a deer’s throat. She just as quickly released her bite as the man withdrew his arm, releasing his grip on her right hand. With a practised swiftness, she pulled the dagger sheathed upon her right hip. The man had pulled his body upright and pulled his injured arm back, ready to beat her into submission. She twisted to her left, giving her body enough space to draw back her knife, and struck. Her execution was perfect. The blade turned upright and its point striking just below the chest plate with enough force to skewer the heart within.
Askia sat back, taking out the steel plate harnessed to his body as he inspected the mark left by Elysabeth’s blade. ‘Good, my Lady. Better than good. Had I been an actual enemy, I believe I would be dead.’ Elysabeth had returned her blade to its scabbard and now lay back panting for breath.
‘By the Gods, Askia!’ she exclaimed. ‘I only realised it was you after I had stabbed you and you had sat back. You will kill me with shock!’
‘It is the last time I shall test you in this way, my Lady, and I apologise for the roughness of treatment but it must be as close to the real thing as possible for it to prepare you. And although you survived the actual attack, you have still failed. You have windows in both your rooms, but you are aware they have been barred and made impossible to open. You have guards outside your single door, and yet you did not feel the presence of another in a room your mind knew to be empty. If I were an assassin rather than a rapist, you would be dead. If I were not alone, you would be dead. Your blade is gifted with power and your ability with it is also gifted, yet your ability to sense danger is far too muted. These are your next lessons, situation awareness and seeing without looking.’
‘Well, I have learnt a valuable lesson today, Askia. I shall be careful what I wish for’, Elysabeth said, her breathing returning to normal and a smile creeping onto her face.
‘I do not understand my Lady.’
‘I was bored and wishing for some excitement about four seconds before you pounced on me.’
Holak knocked on the door and announced that squire Jim was without seeking an audience with Elysabeth. As he stepped past Holak, he stopped in shock at seeing Askia sitting at the foot of the bed whilst Elysabeth was still lounging at the headboard. Askia jumped to his feet, knowing how the situation could be interpreted, while Elysabeth beamed with joy and likewise jumped off the bed.
‘Jim!’ she yelled in delight. ‘It has been days, where have you been hiding?’
Jim just stood in shocked silence, obviously believing he had just disturbed an intimate moment between the warrior and the lady.
Elysabeth looked back towards the bed and Askia and said, ‘Ah, my lesson for today.’ She pointed towards the steel chest plate that Askia had left discarded on the bed. ‘A lesson in defending myself from a hidden assailant. Askia, the brute lay in wait for me to be at my least prepared, then attacked me from behind. But he has trained me well, and I brought my sister to bear’, she said patting the sheathed blade at her hip.
‘My lady’, Jim said, bowing. ‘I am so dearly sorry for leaving you with only these beasts for company.’ He smiled at Askia friendlily, letting him know his jest was good humoured and offered an exaggerated bow. ‘Unfortunately, with the Prince away I have been given duties from the head squire and with Father Robert also away on some heavenly mission, there is no one with rank to excuse me from his endless tasks. I sneaked away for a few moments to see how you fare and was undoubtedly surprised at your condition.’
‘I thought Jacob let it be known to all the household staff, including the head squire, that when he is away, you are to be squire to me, and me alone’, Elysabeth said with a petulant tone.
‘He did my lady, but the king let it be known that you have no rank. Forgive me for saying my Lady, but outside these rooms you would be treated with less accordance and respect as even the likes of me. The servants charged with seeing to your daily needs hold little or no attention of the head squire, and he would fear Jacob’s wrath should he not at least provide you with food and the means for cleanliness. Yet I am still a squire, and oath-bound, in short, my Lady, I must do as I am bid.’
Elysabeth flushed with anger, as she realised just how much of a prisoner she was. Without Jacob, she was nothing, and it enraged her. She looked to Askia, who looked at her with sympathy, which enraged her more. She briefly thought of leaving, but where would she go. No, she thought, she was trapped. She could no longer distinguish between the lavish rooms and food to a prison cell and gruel. She was trapped, and like an animal trapped, she panicked. Anxiety set her heart pounding, and she began to sweat. Jim’s lips were moving, but she heard no sound. And then it passed.
‘Elysabeth? Are you okay, my Lady?’
‘Yes, I’m quite fine Jim, I just felt a little overcome.’
‘I shall be free after the evening meal; might I join you for a while? I managed to sneak an exceptionally fine bottle of red last night and you look as if you could do with a glass and an ear to bend.’
‘Thank you, Jim, that sounds wonderful. I am feeling a little in need of rest, I shall take to my bed for a nap’, she said, trying her best not to sound as feeble and afraid as she felt. Squire Jim and Askia bowed before her.
‘I shall return later, my Lady.’ Jim said as he left, followed by Askia who said. ‘I shall dismiss Holak and take guard, my lady.’ Before he left, he added. If there is anything you require?’ She merely shook her head.
Elysabeth, formally a peasant girl, presently a prisoner and if she believed the man, she loved a future queen, threw herself onto her bed and sobbed uncontrollably into her duck feathered pillows.
Jim poured the last of the bottle of an exceptionally fine red wine into Elysabeth’s exquisite and rare glass goblet and raised his own glass to make a toast.
‘Maybe I should refrain, Jim. My head is already groggy’, Elysabeth said sleepily.
‘Nonsense my Lady, tonight we shall drink, eat and be merry.’
‘For tomorrow we die?’ Elysabeth said, finishing the warriors’ proverb.
Jim smiled, ‘Everyone dies, that’s why we must seize the moments before that day. If we do not, then we are not worthy of the gift of life in the first place.’
‘That is very thought provoking for you, Jim.’ She looked at him for a long moment in silence. ‘You seem different this evening.’
‘I have had much to ponder of late, my lady.’ Jim raised his glass and with a hand gesture encouraged Elysabeth to do the same. ‘To perceptual servitude in luxurious surroundings.’ They both drank and Jim put a hand to the bottom of Elysabeth’s goblet and lifted, gently forcing her to drain the contents. She giggled as she finished and red wine ran down her chin.
‘Oh, I am feeling light-headed. I have been drinking wine since I remember. I thought I had more... what’s the word?’
‘Tolerance?’ Jim answered. ‘Maybe we should sit on the bed. You would feel more comfortable.’ Jim rose from the table and took Elysabeth gently by the arm. ‘Come on, my Lady.’ They sat on the bed together with their backs against the headboard and their legs outstretched.
‘Do you think Jacob will marry me?’ she asked suddenly, her head wobbled slightly as she spoke.
‘Why would he not my Lady? You are beautiful, intelligent and despite your humble beginnings you carry yourself with noble dignity. He would be a fool not to Beth. The question should be, what do you want? To live in confinement with luxury, or live free and be unsure of your circumstance?’
‘I really haven’t given what I want any thought. I was a peasant girl dreaming of some shining knight coming to rescue me from a life of hardship and poverty. Then he came and now I am here. Nobody ever asked me before, what it is I wanted I mean.’ She looked at Jim and felt emotions growing within her. Her eyes felt heavy. She felt relaxed, content.
‘Well, I shall tell you want I would like more than anything in this world, to make you happy Beth, to love you in the way you deserve. For your very nature instead of only for your beauty. To see your smile every morning as I wake and every night as you close your eyes to sleep.’
Elysabeth looked confused. She was torn between knowing that this situation was entirely wrong, yet also how right she felt and how reasonable Jim’s words sounded to her.
Jim took hold of Elysabeth’s chin and gently turned her towards him. He kissed her, and she did not resist. A bell was ringing alarm deep within her consciousness but was dulled by how relaxed she felt. It sounded distant, yet it called to her. He reached a hand behind her head and pulled her into his kiss, and still she made no effort to resist him or rebuke his outrageous behaviour. But neither did she feel passion or return his lustful desire. She felt powerless, caught between two acts, one of intimacy and one of anger. She knew that she should cry out, push back against Jim who was now lying on top of her. His hands were pulling her pert, soft breasts from her dress as he fondled and roughly caressed her body. She turned her head to the side, refusing his lips and tongue as she sought to disentangle herself from his embrace. She tried to move her arms but failed. They seemed to be devoid of life, as did her legs, yet she felt Jim’s touch as he moved from her breasts and slid his left hand beneath her dress. Pulling her undergarments with force enough to tear them in two, he leaned his mouth close to her ear.
In a whispered voice made ragged by heavy breathing he said, ‘Do not worry Beth, the king consents to our union.’ He pushed two of his fingers inside her and thrust them in and out. Tears flowed down her cheeks, but if he took notice it did not show. After a few moments, he withdrew his fingers and inspected them. ‘Ah, so you are not the virgin the king has been made to believe you are! Good, the king will be pleased, and you will be mine.’ He climbed on top of her and removed her blade from its scabbard on her right thigh. He took it to her dress and cut it away, revealing her complete nakedness. He sat upright and admired her firm, lithe body. ‘You are everything I have dreamed of and more, my love.’ He tossed the blade on the floor next to the bed and unfastened the tying at his trousers, and after pulling them down, he lay back on top of her and edged his manhood towards her.
Askia stood watch outside Elysabeth’s door. His senses were attuned for danger as he scanned the corridor left, then right and back again, when he noticed the form of Father Robert hurrying down the corridor from Askia’s right.
‘Father’, he greeted the panting priest as he reached the door. ‘It is good to see you. Elysabeth has missed you dearly. You appear in some urgency, Father.’
‘That is because I have come here in urgency, Askia. Now open that damned door’, Robert replied between shallow breaths. Askia knocked upon the door and was met with silence, so knocked again much harder.
‘She is with the squire Jim; he has been absent a while and they were catching up over drink.’
Father Robert stood straighter, his breath became still and unforced. ‘Move Askia!’ He pushed Askia with surprising force and put his shoulder on the door, breaking it open with apparently little force. He stormed into the bedchambers of Elysabeth and became instantly enraged.
Jim had been so preoccupied with his actions he seemed not to notice the priest and the warrior’s presence until Rob had seized the back of his neck, and with surprising strength flung him clear across the room to land with a loud thud against the far wall. He barely glanced at the dazed form of Jim, in all his nakedness and fully erect, before he came to stand before Elysabeth. ‘He has drugged her heavily. Had we been but a moment later he would have been about his foul deflowering of the future queen.’ He took hold of her face and turned it this way and that, looking intently beyond her physical features. ‘And the dose was intended to kill.’
Jim sat up slightly and was instantly greeted with Askia’s sword blade at his throat. ‘You are wrong, fat priest’, Jim spat with scorn. ‘It was only to make her more amenable; she deserves to be loved not imprisoned.’
Askia moved his sword’s point until it lay at Jim’s crotch. ‘I shall cut off your cock, before I take your eyes boy, I would hate for you to miss that sight.’
‘Stay your blade Askia, I would have words with him before his end.’ He closed his eyes after laying Elysabeth’s head down softly upon the pillow. He raised his right hand, arm extended, and moved it slowly to sketch in the air a circle as he spoke in a powerful yet quiet voice. ‘In the end there was the beginning and at the beginning the end. And at both, the creator stood alone. He who is Greatest of all. The bringer of light and life. I beseech you, my Lord. The one who stands above all others. Stand with me now and aid your servant. Grant unto me the strength to endure your gifts of power.’
The room slowly dimmed until they stood in complete and utter darkness, a darkness that was to midnight what midnight was to midday. They stood in a void for the briefest of moments, then a brilliant blinding light encompassed the room, emulating from the circle Robert had sketched with his hand.
Robert opened his eyes, and the light in the room faded to normality. He took a deep breath and stroked Elysabeth’s cheek, as a father would his child. Her body twitched and she could feel the paralysing effects of the drugs beginning to wear off. ‘Be still, my dear. All will be well, I promise.’
She offered a slight smile bravely and lay still upon the bed, gathering her composure after her ordeal. Father Robert turned towards Jim, his face a mask of primal power and hatred. He shot his right hand out towards the would-be rapist. His forefinger pointed with menace at the now silent young man. As Robert raised his arm so Jim raised also until he was lifted off the ground by Robert’s will alone. Robert clenched his hand as if it were gripped around the squire’s throat and applied pressure, and although Robert had no physical contact with him, the squire choked. Robert still stood twenty foot away from Jim yet controlled his body by powers neither Jim, Askia nor Elysabeth would have thought possible had they not been witnessing them for themselves. Robert pulled his hand back towards himself and with his movement Jim’s helpless form came as well. Robert then pushed his hand back violently, smashing Jim hard into the wall, causing the plaster to crack and Jim to moan in pain as the air was knocked out of his lungs.
‘Now that you understand the feeling of helplessness and have a small grasp of the powers granted to me, I would know who your masters are, boy!’
‘The king is my master, and he will take your head when he hears of this interference, priest.’ Jim spat the last as if it were a harsh insult.
‘He will hear what I want him to, for the foul and the cruel are both deaf and blind. I lead them easily. Now tell me your accomplices, those who reside in this keep, your orders, and what you were promised. Or if you are brave enough, and do not fear the pains of this world, we can continue this conversation somewhere your screams will not be heard.’
Jim laughed, but it was a sound devoid of humour, an insane cackle that reminded Robert of the boy’s cruel master. ‘My orders were to fuck the bitch; my accomplices are all who live in this keep and as for what I was promised.’ Again, he laughed. ‘She would be mine to use as I see fit, and I would have gold enough to grant her my full attention until the end of my days.’
Elysabeth stood on shaky legs. She was still naked and Askia felt ashamed when he looked upon her body and felt arousal growing. He silenced the animalistic desire he felt and fetched her a robe from the adjoining room. When he returned, he found she was holding her blade in her hand and a look of resolve and determination replaced the fear clouding her features just moments before.
With a wave of his hand Robert sent Jim crashing into the ceiling where he held him momentarily before letting him fall the nine feet back to the floor, where he lay still, groaning in his agony.
Robert turned as he felt Elysabeth behind him. She remained naked despite Askia trying to hand her a robe. She gripped the blade he had given her so tightly her knuckles were white. Her teeth clenched, and her stony gaze rested on the prone form of her friend turned attacker.
‘My thanks, Father, for I fear if you had not arrived when you did, I would now be dishonoured and dead. For that was surely the king’s intention, dishonourer me then kill me. Maybe he hoped the former would turn Jacob’s heart cruel, as Kane’s is, or maybe he just wanted rid of me and my fornication with the squire would overshadow my death.’ She stepped past Robert and moved towards Jim.
‘My lady’. Robert said as he made to interpose himself between Elysabeth and Jim. ‘What are your intentions?’
‘I mean to avenge myself. Father. Would you tell me I am wrong to want vengeance upon the man who would rape me then leave me to die?’
Rob moved his hand and Jim was once again pinned against the wall; the violent action caused Jim to cry out in pain but was quickly replaced by the insane laughter. ‘No, my dear, I would not. For rape is the worst of crimes against a person, and this boy has been seduced by Darkness. But we must keep appearances how we want them to appear, lest we become branded as murderers.’
Robert held Jim pinned, who smiled as he stared at Elysabeth’s nakedness. ‘I almost had you. Ah...’ he said as if he was recollecting fond memories.
Robert raged as he came to stand directly before Jim, blocking Elysabeth’s path to him. Suddenly Robert wrenched his head to the side while his eyes stayed focused on Jim. Jim’s head mirrored Robert’s, but as Robert’s head stopped Jim’s continued, ending with a violent and sickening snap as Jim’s neck was wrung as simply as one would a chicken’s.
Jim fell to the floor, his dead eyes staring vacantly upward as Rob crossed the floor and took the robe from Askia. As he held it open for Elysabeth to clothe herself in, Red Rob told Askia in a harsh tone, ‘Find a quiet stairwell to the cellars and throw that.’ He pointed to Jim’s corpse. ‘Where his injures will have explanation but remain unseen until the dawn. Dress him first and be sure he wreaks of alcohol.’
‘Yes, father.’ Askia said, bowing his head towards Elysabeth he said. ‘I have failed you, my Lady.’ There was genuine sorrow in Askia’s voice. But it was Robert who spoke.
‘Yes, Askia, you failed but you are merely a man and the powers that rally against us are much more than any man. For I know now what I before only suspected. A Dark Lord has risen and is calling forth all who would serve him, with knowledge of whom they serve or without.’ At the last Red Rob, Father of the order, sent his eyes towards Jim’s broken body. ‘And the Dark Lord feeds upon the violent deaths of the mortal races. It sustains and nourishes him as food and drink do a man. And when he has had his fill, he will once more walk this world, and all will die.’




Chapter Twenty-five





Weapons and Armour



The feast was sumptuous beyond comparison. All manner of delicacies adorned two huge tables that lined the side walls of Beringer’s feast hall, one hundred feet long and as wide as a man is tall. The solid oak serving tables were crammed with silver platters each piled high with the best that the land, sea and air provided. Slow roasted pheasant, salted cod with oyster sauce, lamb roasted over a maple wood fire, peacock pie, songbirds drowned in aged brandy then cooked in the finest of red wines, lobsters were served whole infused with garlic butter. There were vegetables of every colour from the golden sweet corns to the bright red carrot and out of season greens, grown to great expense in the special warehouses that captured sunlight with glass and mirror, and were heated with steams, such as broccoli, asparagus and cabbages all cooked in various seasonings, basil, thyme, parsley and sage, and hot chillies brought in from the islands by rich spice merchants.
At the rear of the tables lay the sweeter dishes, crystallised apple segments, plums boiled in sugar, individual portions of cakes of numerous flavours and designs. The Lord Beringer had spared no expense to impress his status and the glorifying of his king and with good reason, for on a raised dais at the furthest wall of the great hall lay the table of providence, and sat upon his own throne, transported by wagon from his own keep, the king.
Beside King Kane, at his right-hand side, and in the position of most honour sat Jacob, whilst to the left of the king in the second highest place of honour sat Beringer. And filling the other places at the table import sat the reason for Beringer’s largesse, the three other great lords of the south, Audemar, Armine and Otelin. Beringer was showing all present that only the king himself outranked him in power or wealth.
The king raised his glass, and the hall became instantly silent. ‘A toast to Lord Beringer, food fit for a king indeed, my Lord. And yet, though the food of the south is most delicious and the wine without peer, it is not that which brings me to the south. Those seated beside my nephew and myself are given privilege in my realm.’ The king drew out each syllable in the words, ‘privilege in my realm’. ‘But with that privilege is a debt! And it is now that this debt is called upon. You,’ Kane the Cruel pointed down upon the upturned faces of the lesser lords, barons, admirals, generals and the lords of commerce whose status was such that they were granted a seat with the nobility, ‘are all in service to me through them, and it is I, your king, who now calls you to your duty. Rumours will have reached you all by now, rumours about the glorious adventure of our time. And I am here to tell you good people now the truth. In seventy-six weeks, a great fleet, the likes of which man has never seen before, will set sail from somewhere in our kingdom. It will take warriors to a land far to the north, a land populated with barbarians. But barbarians with a horde of treasure vast enough to fill the coffers of every man with substance enough to devote themselves and their resources to this God-given gift.’
The king stood, and all immediately stood with him. An aura of power resonated from the king. A glow tinged his skin a golden hue as he pulled his shoulders back and raised his chin. Gone was the image of a man past his prime in years, and in its place, a being of power. The assembled might of the southern lands of his kingdom stood in a state of awe, muted. They, to a man, felt small and insignificant where moments before they felt assured in their power and status. ‘And see now before you the gift bestowed upon your king for, I am touched with the power of He who is Greatest of them all. He who stood alone at the beginning has granted me his strength and his vision, so we might venture forth and bring this world once again to heel in His name.’
The king sat to a tremendous roar of cheering and the deafening noise of boots being stamped upon the flagstones of the hall’s floor. As the king sat back upon his throne, the natural colour returned to his cheeks. But the return of the king’s normal visage did nothing to dull the experience of seeing the power of He who is Greatest come to them in the form of their king. They all dropped to their knees.
The king spoke again, but his concentration seemed to be drawn to something beyond the mortal world. ‘Do you, assembled before me, swear an oath on the pain of death that you will sacrifice all your wealth, your possessions and your very lives to serve He who is Great through me, His most blessed?’
Even the great lords of the south had knelt, Colburn too, only Jacob remained seated at the king’s right-hand side. The king looked at Jacob questioningly, but Jacob replied to the unsaid question with a calm authority. ‘Would you have me kneel with the rabble, my king? You have my oath already through blood and lineage.’ The answer pleased the king, for he tilted his head in acknowledgement and turned his attention towards the oath takers as they said in one strong and clear voice.
‘I do herby swear.’ And thus, it was done. The king had come to the south and brought all of it to servitude with a few words. An icy breeze blew through the keep, brisk and foreboding. And though none spoke of it, they all heard a name upon the air. That name was Vor’rok.
Morning broke over the keep of Lord Beringer with a dazzling newness, and the bright rising sun found the king already awake and dressed and in the large marshalling yard in the centre of the keep’s curtain walls. With him the Lord Audemar, dressed in well-made but simple garments for a great lord, and twenty men dressed in the clothes of the hunters which stalked the great grass plains of Lord Audemar’s lands. Their green tunics tucked into slightly darker green dyed woollen breeches which in turn were tucked into calf high leather boots. Upon the hunters’ hips were large canvas bags containing arrows and, on their backs, rucksacks containing small tools and supplies to keep them sustained whilst they hunted the herds of antelope that wondered the great plains. The Lord Audemar held before him a bow and spoke to the king.
‘As you can see my Lord King, it is half again the size of a normal hunting bow.’ He turned the bow in his hands as he spoke, showing the king the weapon that stood two inches taller than his five foot and ten. ‘It takes immense strength to draw the bowstring, but the power released is incredible.’ The lord took an arrow from one of his men and handed it to the king. ‘It is a little over three feet in length, my king, and tipped with what is called a bodkin arrowhead. The arrow itself is six inches in length, three-sided and needle sharp. The bow can fire that arrow two hundred yards and the arrow is capable of piecing steel plate at that range.’
The king looked enthralled as he twirled the arrow in his hands. ‘And you have my two hundred men?’ the king asked of the Lord Audemar.
‘Of those most skilled with the war bow, I asked men to come forward; five hundred and more requested the honour of serving the king and the glory of doing battle with the Orc. Though individually these men are skilled and brave warriors, they come from many different clans, some of whom are in a state of feud. It is proving difficult to select a large body of men who will fight beside each other, my king.’
The king smiled his frightening smile and returned the arrow to Audemar. ‘I am pleased my Lord Audemar, very pleased, and I have faith in you that these war bowmen will be ready to protect our northern border when the need is greatest.’ The king left unsaid what the punishment for failing would be. Lord Audemar was well aware of the pain and humiliation that awaited himself and his family should he fail in any way.
‘My Lord King, there is talk amongst the men that their leaders have made me aware of’, Lord Audemar said.
‘Talk?’
‘They are fearful of the men-at-arms of the brotherhood. We have little to do with the warriors of renown that protect our kingdom from the evil that lays in the north. In fact, to most not born of rank or nobility they are near legend. But even the lowest of the people know that they fight only with sword and view weapons such as bows to be dishonourable and beneath them. My men fear they will be ill-treated, my king.’
‘You may tell them this, Lord Audemar’, the king replied shortly. ‘They go upon the king’s business and with the king’s orders.’ His voice became more temperate. ‘I tell you this, my lord, the Order of the Brotherhood has stuck to its traditions and rituals for long enough and reform will be called upon. They act without orders and consent which I have abided as they are the wall between the light and dark, but there is a master of both the light and the dark and through me we shall no longer need a wall.’
Jacob strolled across the marshalling yard and came to stand before his king, bowing his head he said, ‘My king, it is a fine morning, is it not?’
‘It is, my boy’, the king said fondly. ‘A God-blessed day of sunshine to carry out His works and speaking of His works my Lord Audemar is about to demonstrate our new weapon in the war against the Orc.’
The lord made a slight hand gesture and his men formed up in a line and notched arrows to bowstrings.
‘Impressive’, Jacob said, noticing the great size of the war bow and its lethal projectile.
‘Take aim’, Lord Audemar called out. And the men as one drew the string to their ears and took aim at the roughly man-shaped straw targets one hundred yards away across the marshalling ground.
‘Loose!’ Audemar ordered, and the arrows whistled in to the air. The snap of the bowstring was replaced by a sound akin to a swarm of angry bees as the arrows seemed to hang in the air as they reached the arc of their trajectory. And then they dropped, and the sight was indeed impressive. Over half of the twenty arrows struck the half dozen targets dead centre, burying themselves up to the goose feathers, a couple even going clear through. The remaining arrows that missed the more compact mark sliced clean through the loose straw and struck the masonry behind with a dreadful force. Sparks flew from the impact and the arrowheads were mangled.
‘Impressive indeed’, Jacob said. Understanding the new weapon’s power. ‘A hundred of these could decimate an enemy charge. May I?’ Jacob directed his question towards his king who granted his permission with a nod of his head. Audemar handed him his own weapon and gave a quick instruction in the weapon’s use.
‘Do not feel disheartened, my prince, if the bowstring cannot be drawn back fully. It is a task that looks far easier than in fact it is.’
Jacob smiled, but unlike his uncle’s smile that promoted fear, Jacob’s came from his good nature and radiated warmth. He drew back the bow with apparent ease and took a moment to focus the target to his eyesight. He pictured where he wanted the arrow to place and released. The arrow flew with enough force to send it three hundred yards rather than the one hundred needed to reach its target. It struck the middle target dead centre, splitting the wooden post the straw was attached to and striking the great stone wall behind with power enough still to chip the ancient stone and strike sparks.
Audemar bowed his head. ‘Amazing my prince, I did not know you were so skilled with a bow.’
‘Neither did I, my lord’, Jacob said in surprise at his own prowess with a weapon he had never used before.
‘The hunters of the great plains have many strange rituals and traditions; they say that the skill of a bow man comes through the Goddess of the hunt, Fillino, she who made the lions to sit beneath her feet. These men here are such hunters.’ He turned towards the assembled bowmen, who were all staring at Jacob in awe. ‘They believe the Goddess must truly bless you, for they have been shooting arrows since they could stand, and you have outdone them all.’
‘I do not know this Goddess of the hunt, so I see no reason she should bless me. I just focused on the place I wanted my arrow to strike and let fly.’ Jacob suddenly became aware of the king’s eyes boring into him and realised he was entering dangerous territory; it was unwise to boast of physical prowess in front of a king who had always been plagued by a weak body. He handed back the bow and said dismissively, ‘At any rate, swordmaster Malick would think this an unfit weapon for a prince, and I bow to his knowledge in martial matters.’
‘But times are changing nephew. Has your Father Robert, the fat priest, not schooled you in evolution?’ The king’s tone dripped with suspicion.
‘Yes, my king. In nature animals will adapt to their environment and go through slight physical change that will give them the edge in the battle for survival.’
‘And do you not see your own battle for survival?’ the king said sharply. ‘When I am gone from this world, you will be named my heir but do not think for a second that the crown will rest upon your head without bloodshed. No, no, no!’ the king said waggling his bony finger at the prince. ‘Any of the great lords has the means and motivation to usurp the throne. I rule with the absolute power of the king through fear. They fear my wrath more than they wish for the crown, yet you, boy, do not have the stomach to do the deeds that make a man feared so much, so that outweighs the greed they have in their heart.’
Jacob looked abashed at the king’s forthright words, whilst Audemar seemed ready to drop to his knees and profess his loyalty.
‘And how will you rule?’ the king continued. ‘Who will fight for you should one or more of the great lords come to take the crown and your head? Maybe it will be these men here.’ The king’s demeanour became harsh, his voice accusing. ‘You do not think I have knowledge of your plans for your reign? How you will make life for the common man? Your sense of justice and morality are a fiction as they have had no test. You dream these dreams because you have never had the mantle to wear, or a decision to make.’ So, take the bow, would be king of the common man but take heed to my words. For every man, whose life you save, another will die. For every family you feed, another will starve. For every time your name is praised with glory and honour there will be someone, somewhere, calling you murderer and tyrant. For that is what it means to be king.’
Jacob bowed his head and said, ‘My king, as always I heed your words, and I hear the wisdom in them. When the time comes for me to wear the crown, I shall make you proud.’
‘Hmm. Very well. Enough Audemar, dismiss these men and continue with the preparations. And have a bow made for the prince.’
Audemar dismissed the gathered bowmen and held his own bow towards the prince. ‘This is the finest quality bow we can make; it would honour me if you accept this as a gift and a token, my prince.’ Lord Audemar placed a balled fist over his breast and said, ‘I, my kin, my line and all my oath-men will always heed the call of the crown.’ He bowed low as Jacob silently took the weapon under the watchful gaze of the king. Audemar bowed once more to the king and left in the direction his men took.
‘So, my nephew, I have given, the majority of the men a day’s reprieve to drink and gamble and whore, as men without your sense of morality are wont to do. I wish the populace of this city to see the soldiers of the north as they see their own. I myself am in need of some sport’, said the king as he leered at a young maid carrying a basket of fruit. ‘You have the day to yourself, as I sense you were about to ask me something towards the same end. Now would be the time to thank me and take your leave’, the king said with impatience as his gaze wondered amongst the young girls seeing to their morning chores.
Jacob hesitated for the briefest of moments as he wondered at the king’s prior knowledge to his request for the day to himself, then quickly thanked the king and left, making his way through to the stables where his men waited with readied horses. Brondolf, Wilhelm and Zachary stood in all their war glory. Their tabards had been cleaned and repaired; their polished armour shone like silver in the first rays of a bright morning sun.
They all bowed from the neck as Jacob stood before them and Brondolf spoke. ‘Your Highness, may I once more suggest that you don your armour. We are but three men and though these lands are kingdom lands, these are troubling times, and the populace may see a young lord and wish for violence.’
Jacob looked down at his royal blue tunic embroidered with the royal crest and his own badge proclaiming his title as prince and heir. His richly made trousers and highly polished riding boots announced to all his wealth and status.
‘These people will one day call me king, if it pleases, He who is Greatest, I shall not fear them or have them presume I fear them, besides,’ he added with a smile, ‘the day promises to be very hot.’ With that the prince of the kingdom jumped nimbly upon his horse, Frostbite, putting heals to flanks. Frostbite reared upon his back legs, relishing the early morning ride, and leapt through the stable gates, leaving Brondolf, Wilhelm and Zachary hurrying to mount their horses in the weight of full plate armour.
The prince and his three oath-men made quick time through the throng of morning activity in the large port city. Brondolf led the way, and his endless shouts of ‘make way’ combined with his daunting presence had people clambering to make a free path. Within an hour of the clattering of iron horseshoes on cobblestone streets, the small group of riders made their way to the east gate of the greatest city of the south.
Brondolf approached the guards stationed on the gate, and Jacob suppressed a chuckle as the guards shrank back from the grisly veteran of the brotherhood. Everything Brondolf did appeared menacing.
Wilhelm noticed Jacobs’ mirth and remarked, ‘He could be sitting on an old man’s rocking chair swathed in blankets and stroking a kitten, and he’d still have me shitting my breeches.’
Within moments the guards had moved away from the gate and saluted very formally and straight-backed as Jacob rode past. Once outside the city walls, the roads, whilst still travelled upon, were not as widely used as those at the north and west gates allowing the group to pick up speed, and after another hour of hard riding Jacob had led the party off the main road where they navigated a series of smaller tracks within sight of the coast. Jacob breathed deeply of the sea air and admired its freshness and pondered how a man could live in contentment at the coast. The game in the nearby trees looked abundant and judging by the amount of fishing vessels offshore, the sea provided as much if not more than the land.
The group moved at a snail’s pace now as the coastal roads gave way to paths barely able to accommodate a single horse. ‘My prince’, Wilhelm shouted from the rear. ‘I understand the need for not disclosing our destination in earshot of the castle and even in the city, but I suspect we need not fear the squirrels or birds.’
‘He means “where are we bound?” Your Highness’, Brondolf said before adding, in a growl, ‘Wilhelm’.
‘Yes’, Wilhelm replied with cheer.
‘Keep your eyes open and your mouth shut!’
Jacob laughed. ‘Not at all, Brondolf, I wish my honour guard to speak freely to me. I wish for advisors as well as guardsmen and not mindless sycophants.’
Wilhelm beamed smugly. ‘Thank you, Your Highness. So, where do we go?’
‘Keep your eyes open and your mouth shut’, Jacob said with mock seriousness, though without offering an answer.
They continued their way as the sun continued to rise in the sky and Jacob was grateful that he had not heeded the advice to wear his armour. The sun in the south was bright and hot during these brief summer months, as it was in the north, but the air was so much drier here and Jacob understood why the south so depended on the north for grain. The land south of the great mountain range saw less rain by half and the ground was more rocky and dusty than the rich, damp, dark soil of the north. So, while there were vast pine forest ranges filled with game, it was to the north where those in the south looked for grain. During the weeks of harvest, the king’s highway flowed like a river as hundreds of wagons brought the grain to fill the southern granaries.
Brondolf rode at the front, before the prince, and caused all to halt suddenly as he reined in his mount without warning.
‘I deduce we have arrived, Your Highness’, Brondolf said over his shoulder.
Jacob nodded and replied, ‘Walk on Brondolf.’ The group walked their tired mounts into a large open area and Jacob was taken back by the sudden beauty before him. A huge glade stretched out before him; a small stream ran from his left to right, gently cascading down numerous waterfalls only a foot in height. Trees were sparsely and sporadically dotted around the glade, leaving the area open and bright yet providing shelter from the glare and heat of the sun. No tree looked the same, but they were all uniquely beautiful and in the prime of their bloom. Blossoms caught the eye wherever Jacob turned his gaze, a riot of colour ranging from reds to blue but consisting of an uncountable number of shades. Wildflowers, caught in the slight breeze, waved their colourful petals as hummingbirds and bees buzzed from plant to plant. Even the normally gruff and stoic Brondolf seemed momentarily caught up in the peace and beauty they had stumbled into. Brondolf gained his poise and his hand went to the hilt of his sword, strapped to his back in the style of the men-at-arms of the brotherhood. Jacob snapped out of his wonderment and sought the reason of Brondolf’s readiness for defence and to his surprise saw an elderly man sat crossed legged in front of a cherry tree, in the centre of the glade, with eyes closed and a look of pure contentment upon his wrinkled features.
‘You are wondering why you did not at first notice my presence, Jacob.’ The man opened his eyes and turned his face towards Jacob, a warm smile greeting the prince. ‘Now you’re wondering how I know your name. Take your hand from the hilt of your sword Brondolf. Where would you imagine lies the danger from an old man in a glade of peacefulness. Please dismount and unsaddle your horses. Let them loose to crop the grass and wander. They will be here when we return.’
Jacob dismounted, followed by his men. ‘I am wondering many things: your name and where we are to go with you, are but two.’
‘I believe you are acquainted with my brother, the Grandmaster Ederwine. I am called Albert and I am here to educate you in a few of the fundamentals of life, your life in fact. Now come where old eyes can see you properly.’
Jacob strolled towards Albert and as he neared, the old man sprang to his feet with surprising quickness. Jacob looked down into the eyes of the man before him and saw strength; more than strength, he saw power. The moments drifted by in silence as both men looked into each other’s eyes, seeking what lay beneath. Finally, Albert smiled and said cheerfully, ‘So, it is true, you are to be the king.’
Jacob returned the smile and retorted with his usual good humour. ‘Well, you need neither wisdom nor foresight to predict that Albert, I am heir after all.’
Albert turned serious. ‘You misunderstand me, boy. You are to be the king. The one who shall lead us from the dark. Now, we have much to do.’ With that Albert strode with swiftness and purpose out of the glade without looking to see if the king, who would lead them from the dark, followed.
Jacob and his guardsmen followed Albert in silence as the elderly man threaded his way through paths under the threat of being overwhelmed by the brush on either side. After about a mile they entered another clearing with equally beautiful plants and trees yet the clearing here was dominated by an ancient building that had the look of once being a fort of some sort. As they came within sight of the old and crumbling stone building Albert finally stopped and addressed the small group as if he were giving a tour. ‘This building was once a watchtower guarding the coast from marauding pirates and the like, but once Lord Beringer’s ancestors had completed their navy the need for a military presence onshore diminished. The order moved in.’ The old man named Albert stopped to think, then suddenly he waved his hand as if dismissing something and added. ‘Around three centuries ago, or thereabouts.’
‘It looks nice’, Jacob said with a grimace as he studied the holes in the roof and the gaps in the masonry.
‘It looks like a derelict building devoid of any comfort, princeling, but looks can be deceiving as the old proverb goes.’ A bell rang clear and loud yet not harsh but rather it was quite melodic. As the single chime ended two young fathers of the order came hurrying from around the back of the building. ‘Ah, my brothers, our guests are on time’, Albert said as he swept his hand before Jacob, Wilhelm, Zachary and Brondolf. ‘Fathers, Michael and Stephen, please take Zachary, Wilhelm and Brondolf.’
Brondolf protested, ‘Father, we cannot leave the prince unprotected at any time and in any company we...’
Albert squared his shoulders back, and a power radiated from his being. The age fell from his face and his muscles seemed to grow, filling his previously loose robes. From seemingly out of nowhere, a staff appeared in Albert’s hand and as he lifted it to the sky thunder peeled through the air, causing all to flinch from the unexpected and deafening sound. Albert spoke, and his voice was a booming roar to equal the thunder. ‘And who could harm him in my presence! Or do you believe he is threatened by mine own hand? Know this Brondolf, son of Brondolf, I could sweep you aside as ash before the wind!’
And with the ending of those words, Albert reverted back to the harmless-looking man they had greeted. His skin became wrinkled and his muscles shrank back beneath his robes. ‘As it happens, we are on the same side, young Brondolf, so we need not worry, had we? Now, please come with me, Jacob, I have much to show you and truly little time.’
As Jacob hesitatingly followed Albert through the open door into the aged building, he was instantaneously assured by the proverb ‘looks can be deceiving’, for he stood in a large open plan room that, though much smaller than the great halls of Fort Sprettaman, equalled them in terms of comfort. The floors were covered in thick woven rugs and animal furs, the walls in finely loomed tapestries depicting the monumental works of the God of all creation, He who is Greatest of them all. Divans and chairs provided comfortable sitting areas to read the many hundreds of books that filled shelves on the furthest wall from the entrance. The room, around one hundred square feet in size, was well lit yet Jacob could find no source for the light, no windows or doors. He looked up and saw that the second story of the building obscured any light from above.
Albert saw Jacob’s bafflement and chuckled. ‘As you can see, Jacob, there are no leaks. A few of us who have devoted our lives in the service of the creator have been given gifts to aid us in our maintaining and encouraging the force of good. The entirety of the inside of this building lingers in a bubble of sorts, a bubble that is lit and heated through will alone. It also never gets damp or dusty. We cannot have an elderly man sitting in the cold and damp, now can we? But we digress. Follow me.’
Albert led Jacob through into a room that appeared to have only one purpose, as it was bare of furnishings and furniture alike. There was no apparent function: nowhere to cook, sleep, or even sit. There was however the most impressive suit of plate armour Jacob had ever seen. Buckled upon a man-shaped figure carved from wood, the plates lacked all the opulence of the suits worn by the great lords and those men of great wealth and means. It lacked the shine of the golden trim and the steel polished to a silver shine, yet in its black, graceless steel there held the barest hint of something that captured the eye as it dazzled.
Albert struck a flint stone upon a torch and brought it close to the armour. ‘When the steel was forged,’ he said, as he waved the flame back and forth, ‘minerals, known only to those of the order, were infused with the iron.’ As the light caught the minerals they sparkled. A beautiful display. The armour looked like the sky on the clearest night, dark yet filled with the brilliant white light of a million stars.
Albert took the plates from the lower leg first. As he fastened them to Jacob’s lower leg he said, ‘The minerals give the steel such strength. It can be hammered thinner. It is lighter and easier to move in than the armour used by those in the brotherhood, yet stronger by far.’ Albert continued to dress the prince for war, and Jacob remained silent throughout until Albert handed him the helm. Jacob turned it this way and that as he inspected its expert craftsmanship. The part that covered the back and top of his skull were more the same as the armour he now donned, but the faceplate took his breath away, for on that piece of steel that could be raised or dropped in a single motion was a man’s face. In fact, it was his face. The contours of his cheeks, the pronouncement of his chin, the holes that allowed him vision, were all perfect representations of his own features.
Albert looked on proudly as he said, ‘That should mark you out from those of the brotherhood and noblemen alike, though for different reasons.’ Without waiting for a response, he doused the flame and exited the room.
Jacob followed Albert up the staircase and onto a landing where three closed doors led in three directions. Albert walked to the middlemost door and opened it, ushering Jacob into a room about a third the size of the one below. The room was empty save for a strange-looking chair that had the appearance of an instrument of torture rather than a piece of furniture used to take comfort. There were no windows, no furs upon the floor, and the walls were covered with an old but smooth plaster, giving the room a quality of emptiness that appeared intentional.
‘Be seated’, Albert said, all trace of humour gone. As Jacob sat Albert closed the door and the room was plunged into darkness. ‘Relax your mind and do not fight me. You will feel a presence much like when you joined minds with Father Robert. I shall merely touch your mind at first. Consider it a gentle knocking at the door of your mental consciousness. Then will yourself to open the gateway and I shall enter, but unlike the joining of minds you experienced with Robert, I shall instead manipulate your senses in order to show you things that words cannot describe or do justice to. It will be unpleasant. More so if you attempt to bar the way. One more thing, Jacob, do not be disturbed by what will come after. It is known to me and has been for such a long time. It is welcome.’
‘I do not understand’, Jacob said, caught between apprehension and confusion.
‘I shall say no more. We begin!’
Jacob felt the human presence of Albert standing behind him. He heard the old man’s gentle breathing and with eyes closed he focused upon it and mirrored his own to match it, in order to relax. Several moments went by in silence and darkness, and Jacob felt sleep tug at his consciousness when he began to feel a pressure in his mind. Like sleep, it gently pressed upon him and he knew it was Albert’s mind reaching out to him, probing a way inside. The pressure increased like a bubble expanding within his mind and he had the thought of someone trying to push in-between his thoughts as a man might push his way into a crowded tavern. He heeded Albert’s words to him and bade welcome to the newcomer, imagining himself bowing extravagantly as he opened a door to a likeness of Albert. It worked. The pressure lessened, and he felt an overwhelming sense of rightness and calm. He felt Albert’s emotions within his own being and almost wept at the supernatural good in this man and his love for all life.
Albert’s voice came to Jacob as if on a warm summer breeze. ‘Your Highness, you are everything Robert and Ederwine promised and more, so much more. I can feel creation itself in the very core of your soul. Truly you are born of Him. Let me show you your birthright.’
Jacob left his body, as his consciousness raised from its confines. Floating and without form he looked down upon his own body.
‘I shall take you where you need to go. Just witness, my king.’
Jacob found he had no voice to raise questions. He was suddenly tugged high into the sky as the glade vanished beneath him. Higher and higher he rose until he could see the great port city of the south and likened it to an anthill, where the inhabitants were scurrying about their daily tasks, oblivious to anything but their tiny nondescript part of the world. Within moments, the port itself was just a smudge of grey in between the sea of blue and the great plains and forests of green. The mountain range he had crossed only days earlier appeared, a scar across the land, a natural barrier between the lands of the northern and southern parts of the kingdom of Man. Still Jacob soared higher and higher. He tried and failed to manoeuvre his formless body and realised he had no control; he was seeing sights with no eyes and it was wonderful.
He sped higher still until the lands of the kingdom gave way to the entire continent he had witnessed upon the maps in his uncle’s war hall, with the jungles of the Orc in a dark foreboding green devoid of the brightness of the trees in the forests of the kingdoms of Man, and the deserts he was destined to travel to on the king’s great quest. As his consciousness continued its upward trajectory, he saw it in all its entirety. The calm coastal seas gave way to great rolling oceans dotted with islands which Jacob had heard a hundred stories about, yet he had read very little about them. The continent he knew to be the world grew smaller and smaller until it was a tiny dot of green in a never-ending field of blue. And then he saw it. Land. As he transcended the heavens and saw the world as a sphere, he saw that across oceans, vast beyond his ability to measure, was a land that could engulf his homeland a hundred times over.
Albert’s voice came to him. ‘Yes, my king. There are many lands in the world, and many creatures who abide in them. Many with intelligence. This world is known, to those who know of such things, as Earth.’ Jacob tried to speak, but no sound issued forth and he realised he was trying to talk with no mouth. Then he comprehended. He imagined himself talking, and the words appeared on the air and were understandable.
‘It’s so vast. How could it be, yet be unknown?’ Jacob said, his voice sounding hollow as if a whisper in the dead of night.
‘The lands you know of as the kingdom are but a drop in the ocean, my king, and the world, but a drop in an ocean, vaster than the depths of imagination. Behold.’ With that Jacob flew upward at an immeasurable speed, yet he felt no discomfort and heard no sound from the wind as he burst forth from the clouds and into the darkness of the above. He saw the world at a distance as it circled the sun and Jacob was bereft of words, onwards he travelled, awed from the sights before him as he saw other worlds resembling the rare and expensive marbles of smoothed dyed stones used for games by the nobility.
‘There are seven planets in orbit around our sun. On the red planet closest to ours is a race of creatures that is both lizard and man. They have cold blood, allowing them to thrive in the sun that would cause men from our world such misery.’ Albert spoke to Jacob in the eerie silence of the majesty of the solar system.
Still Jacob had no words as his small personal world was being ripped asunder, and still he travelled though now he had no definition of up or down and he felt himself being brought outward, to a point of vantage. Out he travelled, past countless suns, all with planets of different colours and size. Giant moons circled some as they in turn circled their suns.
‘Each one of these suns is a star in the night sky on our world. We only see the tiniest portion from our world. But there is more, so much more.’
Within a moment, Jacob was before a sight impossible for a mortal to witness. A vastness of all he had beheld before, a swirling mass of stars and planets, moons and comets, millions upon millions of huge cosmic bodies seen from such a great distance, now looked as if dust in a giant vortex of incomparable size.
‘It is a wonder is it not my king. It is called a galaxy.’ As Albert said this Jacob was moved again outward until the galaxy he had witnessed was but one of many. ‘There are as many galaxies as there are stars in our galaxy, millions. We call the collection of these galaxies the universe. Behold.’
Jacob was again transcended until all around him there was a darkness so penetrating it overwhelmed the senses. He felt it seeping into his being causing panic and despair. Only one thing stood aside from the darkness, a small sphere filled with every colour in the spectrum. ‘This sphere you see before you is the universe, a small dot in the abyss of darkness, and now that you have some frame of reference your lesson begins. But first you must focus only on the universe and the sound of my voice. The darkness is more than the dark of night or the inside of a cave on our world. It is the Darkness of Nothingness, and it seeks to warp you to its will. Do not give it the attention of your consciousness lest you be dragged into the depths of its despair. ‘Before the creation of the universe there was only Darkness. There was not light, nor sound, nor sights, nor life. Not even time existed. And then, from out of nothing, the creator arose from His slumber and was appalled and sickened by the Darkness and so with His might and glory he brought forth His will and caused a release of energies so powerful it created all I have brought you to witness. But the gift of life was only a part of His great works. With it He brought forth time, the very thing that gives all He created a “lifespan”, the stars, the planets, mountains and rivers and everything He gave the spark of life to. He who is Greatest of them all created everything not of the Darkness and all that is good. But His creation disturbed and angered the Darkness, and It is ever bending Its will to consume the light and the good. The Darkness seeks to envelop the creation of the universe and restore the nothingness and It has power to do so if left unopposed.
‘A Dark Lord has risen! For we, on our tiny planet, in a cosmos so huge it confounds the senses, are His most loved and revered children and it is our world which the Darkness has come to destroy, in the first act of this war between the light and the dark, the good and the evil. The Dark Lord I spoke of is first amongst the Darkness’ minions. Its very touch anathema to life. It deceives and corrupts and will turn the world as we know it to the very visage of hell. And when all that refuses Its embrace has been destroyed, the servants of the Dark Lord will consume each other until the world is a dark mass of barren rock incapable of supporting any form of life. If the Darkness wins the battle for our “Earth” there is little hope left for the universe, my king.’
Jacob felt sickened by the enormity of what he was being told. ‘Why has not He who is Greatest of them all stopped the rising of this Dark Lord, or came to smite It with His great power?’
‘He does not have the power to destroy, my king, only to create!’ Albert replied in the tone of someone irritated by a child who had not taken the meaning of a lesson. ‘But yet He fights this war with His creations and through them His actions are carried out.’
‘It is almost unbelievable, yet I believe every word for I know it to be truth. Why do you call me king, Albert?’
‘Because you are His king, you are greatest amongst His creation, given to us in our time of need! You are His general and just as I have been granted the gifts I have in order to show you these things, and there are others who are granted gifts to thwart the Darkness, you are first amongst His warriors but there is more.
‘The Darkness’ will is to destroy and It will warp time itself to help aid Its plans to revert all to the state of nothingness. The creation of time allows for a lifespan and with it all life abides within its grasp. Every violent death distorts the fabric of time and gives power to the Dark Lord, and so It will deceive the weak-willed in order to cause chaos, war and deaths brought forward from their natural place. And the energy of those unnatural deaths will not return to the universe but instead be infused with the Dark Lord’s presence. You must not only fight the creatures who serve It willingly but deny It the deaths of all forms of life that do not. We are but mortal beings, endowed with power but mortal nevertheless, and knowledge of the future is denied to us. The wheels of war are turning and while many will fight against you not all will be the enemy of He who is creation, and you must endeavour to preserve peace.’
‘But Albert, I have taken life, life of the innocent to protect my ascendency to the throne. How can I be His chosen if I can do these evil deeds?’
‘I know your deeds, my king, and your heart, and the guilt and shame you carry. Yet you must endure, as many of us who also do deeds that cause us shame must endure. Likewise, you must lead this voyage to the home of the Elf. For while many will die, without you to quell the bloodletting many more will meet untimely deaths which in turn will only grant It more power. Time grows short my king and I grow weak. I shall only tell you this one last thing. The kingdom is such a small place in this world and if it becomes prudent, you must flee this land and continue to fight even if that results in your abandonment of those whom you love.’
Jacob came back to his body, and his eyes opened. He felt as if his mind had been torn in two as his consciousness returned to his physical being. The ache in his head was blinding, and he groaned in agony as he turned in the chair. Falling to his knees, he vomited violently. He groped around with his eyes closed against the pain, as he groaned Albert’s name. Silence answered him and panic began to rise. He felt around in the darkened room, fearing for his life as he struggled to control the pain. At last he felt Albert and was disturbed to find him on the floor. His concern over him helped him control the pain, and he was once more able to open his eyes. The blurry form before him slowly resolved itself and he could see blood had poured from Alberts nostrils, ears and eyes. He called out emotionally, but as his vision cleared completely, he quickly realised that Albert was dead, and his death had been hard. The flesh around his face was taut and dry, as if the moisture had been drained from his flesh, leaving it like parchment. Blood pooled around his head, having run freely from every orifice in the poor man’s head, as if he had suffered a huge haemorrhage within his skull. Jacob wept, realising that Albert had known, before taking him on the amazing journey, that the mental exertion would cost him his life and he had known this from the moment he spoke to him with the words, ‘One more thing, Jacob. Do not be disturbed by what will come after. It is known to me and has been for such a long time. It is welcome.’
But Jacob could not help but be disturbed. He felt an incredible weight upon his shoulders and at every turn men were dying because of him. He picked up the husk that had once been Albert, a man he had spent only a few hours with, yet with whom he had shared a bond that transcended time and space. Through the universe they had travelled, and Albert had given his life freely to award Jacob with knowledge. His demeanour turned stoic, and the tears were wiped away as he took Albert from the house and walked towards the glade where he had met him such a short while ago. Jacob stopped as he entered the glade and saw the two young fathers of the order weeping beside a freshly dug grave. Wilhelm, Zachary and Brondolf stood with shovels in their hands, now in armour that matched the suit Jacob wore, and it was clear they were waiting for him. Jacob walked beside the grave and gently placed Albert inside. Stepping back, he looked towards the two weeping priests of the order. ‘You know he has gone to his master, free from strife and pain, so why do you weep so?’ Jacob said, with more harshness than he intended.
The young fathers Stephen and Michael looked sheepishly towards the ground, then Michael looked up at Jacob, tears falling freely down his cheeks. ‘We shall miss him, Your Highness.’
Jacob nodded his head in understanding and said, ‘Do you wish to say any words over his body before we cover him?’
Both Michael and Stephen stepped forward and looked down upon the withered corpse of Albert. In one voice they spoke rhythmically.
‘In the beginning there was only He who is Greatest of them all. He awoke and with Him creation rose, and light illuminated our way. Our brother served Him well and for this he shall return to the One who made him. Blessings upon your soul, Albert.’
The two priests knelt to the pile of freshly dug earth and each took a handful, making the sign of the circle they then sprinkled the earth upon Alberts corpse. Jacob nodded to his men, and they filled in the hole while Jacob addressed the two fathers. ‘What will you do now?’
Stephen looked at Michael, confusion on his face. ‘Your Highness we were told to follow you. We have been training since we can remember to serve the one who comes when Albert leaves. You are our master now.’
Wilhelm, Zachary and Brondolf exchanged glances while Jacob just nodded in acceptance. ‘You may not like the journey, but you are welcome nonetheless.’




Chapter Twenty-six





Nightmare



Cameos looked down at the severed head of the elf he had respected more than any other when the sharp penetrating scream shocked him out of his lamenting. At first Cameos thought the scream had come from the shock of Malick’s execution but it was the scream of panic and fear, not of grief. Thakern looked to his chief as another scream cut through the temple, quickly followed by a third and fourth. The people gathered in the crowded temple all looked towards the origin of the disturbance and saw Elven figures running from the mouth of the great tunnel.
‘Thakern!’ Cameos called. ‘Lift me.’ Thakern put his hands together in a cradle and in one quick step Cameos stepped in his hands and as Thakern lifted his arms Cameos stepped nimbly onto the master of combat’s shoulders. Now with a vantage point Cameos could see clearly over the heads of the elves and terror greeted him. Elf and she-Elf alike were in close combat as a storm of creatures flooded out of the tunnel’s mouth. He focused his eyes and prayed to the Mother; a creature of myth had come to disturb their peace. Ratton! Humanoid rat beings from nightmares. Giant rats that were mutated and given intelligence from the Dark Lords, grown to seven feet in height and walking upon their rear legs. They resembled every characteristic of a grey rat but with the shape and form of a fully grown adult Elf.
Cameos gathered his wits and with one born to lead, he took a calming breath and gave his orders. ‘Joleata, lead the young and the old from the temple. Thakern, muster help upon the way and gather the fullness of our armoury. It is time we use our new steel in anger.’
As Joleata and Thakern hurried towards their tasks, Cameos bent and retrieved the dagger he had thrown at Macik’s feet. He threw the dagger at Talako, who snatched its wooden handle with ease. ‘My brothers, follow me’, Cameos said. His bloody sword held high as he ran towards the place of combat.
Cameos ran as fast as the crowds allowed as he frantically sought to aid his people and counter this attack. As he neared the sight of combat, a fresh wave of screams curdled his blood as he saw a group of four Ratton break through the Elven line of defence and fall upon an infant Elf chomping through the Elf’s unprotected flesh with incisors six inches in length. Clawed fingers shredded the Elf in seconds as his kin tried and failed to reach him in time. The anger that was vented on the Ratton was akin to its grievous crime, as those nearest the act turned as the youth had screamed and the Ratton fell under a wave of fists and kicks.
The area around the mouth of the great tunnel was awash with blood and the dead, and Cameos acknowledged with pride that there were few Elves amongst the fallen. More and more Ratton were attempting to breach their way through the few Elves that held them from entering the temple fully, and of the twenty or so Elves stemming the breach he could see none who were not sporting serious wounds. His people were brave. They would fight until death dragged them from this world and still they would be fighting.
Cameos waded into battle with the ferocity of a being possessed. His blade was dancing from side to side as he overtook the Elven line and began his vengeful slaughter. Talako at his side, they worked in perfect unison, halting the storm as they decimated the Ratton who had left the tunnel mouth and continued to push them back until only the dead remained, the Ratton claws proved no match for sharpened steel and Elven speed. An anger Cameos had never felt before gave him an edge he had never known before as he stormed into the gloom of the unlit tunnel. He saw movement ahead of him and acted on impulse, taking a creature in the throat as his hunger for retribution continued unabated.
‘Cameos!’ Thakern called from the mouth of the tunnel. ‘My chieftain!’ he called again, edging into the tunnel with lit touches. Thakern and Talako called out nervously as they edged further into the gloom of the tunnel.
‘You should have stayed by his side’, Thakern reprimanded Talako.
‘We were fighting side by side, then he was gone’, Talako replied.
Cameos came out of the dark and into the torchlight, his face a mask of controlled rage. As he became fully illuminated, those gathered with weapons could see he was drenched in blood and gore. ‘Fear not, Thakern.’ He turned and addressed the fifty or so Elves who now stood in a rough semi-circle at the tunnel’s mouth. ‘We have seen now with our own eyes the forces of evil that stand against us. We thought Ratton merely myth, stories to frighten wayward children, and yet now we know them to be truth. The path we have begun to walk will be fraught with many enemies. This day we shall destroy them! We shall track this foe like the vermin they are and kill them all. With me!’
Without waiting for a response, Cameos turned and strode purposefully down the tunnel, now lit from the half dozen flaming brands carried by fifty of the best warriors of Elven Earth. They followed their chieftain without question or hesitation as they marched the path to war. The bodies of the Ratton Cameos had slain lay about in their death throes. The amount of blood was testament to the lethality of Cameos’ blade.
They walked for two hours at a moderate pace and twice glimpsed movement in the distant murk as their quarry retreated before them. Runners had come from the city asking for orders, and the whole population had been made ready for war. One hundred and fifty Elven warriors now marched behind their leader, and hundreds more stood ready at the mouth of the tunnel. All were armed with the new steel, either sword or long dagger, and many relished the opportunity to use them.
The war band came to the breach in the tunnel wall and Cameos, Thakern and Talako peered into the ragged gap in the clay of the great tunnel wall, ten feet in length. The first thing that struck the Elven warriors was the stench that emulated from the place where their new enemy had come, and more to Cameos’ interest, where their enemy had gone. The smell was enough to make some of the warriors heave; it was the smell of death, rot and decay and to an Elf they dreaded knowing the cause of the stink.
‘We shall walk four abreast. Any Elf who takes a wound is to fall back to the city and send forth a replacement. Do not fight to the death. Every Elven life is sacred, and we shall utilise the gift of healing the Mother has bestowed upon her children.’ They set off at a weary pace, seeking the enemy in the shadows of its own domain. Onwards they walked, with trepidation and rage conflicting. Cameos could sense his brethren behind him and hear their controlled breath. He felt a joy that was madness, a battle joy, and his sword ached for bloody satisfaction in his hand. Already he felt an odd bond with the steel as if it opened up a connection with his ancestors who had carried the same weapons against their enemies millennia ago.
Movement ahead caused the war band to halt for the briefest of moments before Cameos called ‘charge’ and released the full aggression of people. The Ratton bounded on all fours as they ran to meet the Elves in combat. Against the sides of the tunnel they ran, and a few even ran upon its ceiling, a grotesque abomination of gravity. Two dozen Ratton threw themselves upon the Elves, without apparent care for their own lives, as they were met with steel and anger. In less than a minute of furious fighting, the last of Ratton went down in a flurry of sword and rage. Thakern looked around him and surveyed the carnage. Butchery, he thought and was pleased. Not one Elf had taken more than a glancing wound. They had fought as brother and sister, each warrior fighting for their fellows more so than even to defend themselves.
Cameos calmly walked to a grievously injured rat monster and looked down upon its agony. ‘Do you speak, Rat Thing?’ he asked the groaning creature with a voice filled with contempt and hatred. A sound like laughter greeted the chief, a snake-like sibilance as if its tongue struggled to work behind its massive front teeth.
‘Do we speak?’ the creature retorted. Again, the laughter sounded and all the warriors around Cameos turned to look upon the creature that had arisen from their nightmare to disturb their waking peace. ‘You, who are new to the ground where we have allowed you to abide, dare to question the Ratton?’
Cameos brought his sword’s point to the monster’s throat. ‘Why did you attack us? What cause did we give you? Monster!’
The creature looked upon Cameos without a trace of fear. ‘We allow you to live in peace and you seek to expand your territory. Digging your vile tunnel into the ground we have called home for an age before your race came beneath the surface. You filthy Elves!’ The creature known as a Ratton screamed the last in a sound that echoed through the ground.
‘How many are you?’ Cameos asked, his voice now quiet but still filled with menace.
‘My young will gnaw on your bones.’ The wounded Ratton forced its head up swiftly before Cameos had time to react: the creature had impaled its throat upon his blade. As it lay back, blood squirting from a severed artery, it showed the slightest hint of something that suggested a smile.
They marched onwards for another hundred feet and came to an intersection where the pathway opened to a small chamber. Around the chamber they saw odd bones discarded haphazardly and some piles of what looked and smelt like bodily waste. The stench was even stronger in this chamber and wafted in on a slight breeze that came from three tunnels that led forward, right and to the left of the tunnel the Elven war band came from.
Cameos looked from tunnel to tunnel deciding the best course of action and split his band into three groups of fifty, to explore each tunnel whilst he called a group of reserves from the city to hold this chamber should they need to retreat. Then the attack came.
A frenzied attack, as scores of Ratton poured from each tunnel and threw themselves wantonly at the Elves. Cameos barely had time to bring his sword up as the monsters came at him, a blur of claws as they sought to rip the flesh from his body. The howls of pain and outrage that came from his brethren alerted him that his people were taking casualties and he tried to disengage to assess the battle and nearly had his throat ripped out for his effort. It was only Talako and his brothers Tasunka and Tatanka pulling their chieftain back, and forming a shield of their own bodies, that saved him. Cameos looked to his left, as the brothers cut down foe after foe who sought to destroy the leader of the invader’s war band, and saw Thakern on his knees defending himself valiantly but he could see the master of combat flagging, blood poured from lacerations deeply ripped into his face and neck. Cameos rushed to his bondsman and pulled the noble warrior from the front line and back into the tunnel. Turning back towards the battle he bellowed above the sound of meat being cleaved and Ratton and Elven war cries.
‘Pull back into the tunnel! Pull back!’ He grabbed Doista, who was fighting as he moved back towards the sound of Cameos’ voice. ‘Doista, I charge you with a great task.’
Doista bowed his head and said, ‘How may I serve my chief?’
‘Take the wounded and fall back to the city. Return with one hundred of our warriors and have them each carry a lit brand as well as steel. Instruct another hundred to follow you in twenty minutes. We shall hold them here and when you return, we shall destroy this vermin, root and stem. Go now, brother!’
Doista began grabbing wounded Elves and unceremoniously pushing them towards the way they had marched from as Cameos calmly strode to the front of the battle and issued his commands. Within minutes the Elves stood shoulder to shoulder in a semi-circle just inside the chamber and covering the tunnel whilst the wounded retreated. Cameos looked out through a gap in the coming onslaught of Ratton attack and glimpsed Tasunka in his final moment as he went down. Sword raised, he took one last villainous creature in the throat before a particularly huge brute of a monster swiped at his face with claws outstretched. The last thing Cameos saw of his lifelong friend and sworn brother was the creature’s claws ripping Tasunka’s face to pieces. Three ragged lines ripped his cheeks to shreds and left his jawbone naked of flesh as he went to the Mother in abject agony.
‘Hold the line! We do not give one inch!’ Cameos roared as another wave of Ratton screeched their war cry and pounced at the Elven line. Cameos raged. His assault had been repulsed and now they were forced to hold a defensive line against a relentless enemy. He lunged and lunged again. The points of the Elven steel were holding the Ratton at bay; the swords giving the Elven warriors by far the longer reach. Minutes dragged by and the great endurance of the Elf was beginning to diminish but since their retreat and forming the defensive line, their wounds were few and those wounded were quickly moved to the rear while those in the rear replaced them.
Cameos’ arm ached as he lunged with his sword time and time again. His fatigue lessened every time he was rewarded with a gush of blood and the pain filled wails of his enemy.
‘Cameos’, Talako said, needing to raise his voice to be heard even though Cameos was fighting at his side. ‘We cannot hold them forever.’
‘Do not worry, my brothers and sisters’, Cameos said, feigning cheerfulness. ‘The sport is not over yet, though our foe seems to be tiring.’ This brought a few grunts of laughter from the fighting Elves as all could see that the enemy were relentless in their attack, their numbers unknowable due to the cramped conditions of the battleground.
Cameos was struggling to organise his thoughts and fight at the same time, but knew his presence was needed in the front line to secure his people’s respect. One thought kept coming unbidden to his mind, should I order a full retreat? He tried to push the thought away, but his warriors were being forced back. He could hear their cries as the enormous claws of the Ratton found flesh.
And then Cameos heard a different cry, a cry of anger, primal and full of enthusiasm as fresh warriors stormed into the battle, dragging the wounded free to avenge their fallen comrades, armed with flame and steel.
Cameos seized a brand and thrust it into an assailant’s face, causing the creature to erupt into flame, with its oily, coarse hair catching like pitch. It flailed back into its fellows, causing panic amongst the Ratton. The battle became a slaughter as the fresh Elven warriors followed their chieftain’s example and began burning the creatures before ending their existence with blade and fury. The air became acrid as black smoke hung in the tunnels with almost no air movement to ventilate. But the enemy here were defeated and Cameos pressed forward into the chamber and within moments only the dead and Cameos’ war band occupied it.
The chief wasted no time as he made a rough count of his remaining warriors, who bore no injury. Splitting them into three groups of around sixty per group, he ordered one group to enter the tunnel to the left and another to the right. His orders were simple: find them and kill them, every last one. Wiping the Ratton blood from his face, he led his sixty Elves into the central tunnel and said a silent prayer to the Mother that his people would have complete victory over these monsters from nightmares.
After marching for five hundred metres Cameos ordered a halt. His senses felt a change in the air. The stink of decay and death was stronger here but also he felt the air that carried the stench and knew there was another chamber up ahead. He crept forward sword and fire at the ready. Reaching the entrance to the chamber, Cameos stopped just short of leaving the tunnel and before him stretched a chamber equal in size to the great temple hall in his own city.
In the centre of the chamber that spanned at least a quarter mile sat a giant stone slab, two hundred feet in diameter, that gave off a very slight green glow. Cameos felt physically sick, for on top of this great glowing slab of smooth rock sat the most hideous thing he had ever seen, or even heard of. A grotesque rat queen lay on the rock. Its rolls and layers of fat were obscene in contrast to those of the Ratton warriors he had faced. The creature took up most of the stone slab it lay upon, being at least fifty feet in length, and as it was lying on its side Cameos could see its width was the size of a fully grown Elf’s length. A dozen or more Ratton young suckled on its teats and took no notice as the enormous monstrosity struggled to lift its head towards the Elven warriors. It sniffed at the air and howled a high pitch wail that set Cameos’ teeth on edge.
‘Let us end this sick parody of life!’ Cameos roared and threw his brand as far as he could, to land just short of the rock but as it arched through the air, he saw much more of the cavern and was gripped by revulsion as he saw the filth in which these vermin lived. Rotten flesh and excrement littered the floor where their young crawled. The smell was like a physical strike. ‘The Mother has brought us to this place to do her bidding. Throw your brands. Let us bring light into this place of darkness and disgust.’
The Elves threw their brands. As the first wave of ten reached the pinnacle of their arc the next line of Elves threw theirs and it was as if daylight had descended as, from tunnels from the left and to the right of the rock upon which the Ratton queen squirmed, the two other groups of Elves also threw their flaming brands. After they had thrown around a hundred torches to burn where they landed, Cameos could see clearly and found that there was pitiful few Ratton warriors left in this great chamber and he began his cleansing of this vermin from the earth.
‘Kill them all!’ he screamed as he charged forward, his blade’s silver steel stained black with the dried blood of his foe. ‘Kill them all!’ he bellowed again. Soon the cry was taken up by all as they charged into the chamber without mercy or regard, hacking in to all that was not Elven, regardless of age or its ability to defend itself.
Before long Cameos had cut a path through to the great rock and with ease he jumped the four foot to land upon its smooth surface. He looked upon the Ratton queen with abject disgust. As he walked towards the thing’s head it looked back towards him in the same fashion. As he neared it Doista, Talako, Tatanka, Adela and Deleif came to stand beside him.
It spoke in a deep growling voice. ‘You, Cameos of the Elven folk’, it said accusingly. ‘You are filled with the Darkness! I see it within you as clearly as I see my butchered kin. You are but a puppet for the Dark Lord’s whim. End it and be about your dark destiny but know you all who follow, destruction awaits at the journey’s end!’
Cameos pulled back his arm and thrust deep and true, sending his sword’s point through the Ratton queen’s eyeball and into its brain. Such was the force of the thrust, the hilt of the sword struck the creature’s face and as it dropped its head away, the blade fell from Cameos’ grip. As the creature was struck, a horrible wail came from a hundred tiny voices and Cameos noticed that along with the dozen newborn Ratton suckling at the queen’s teats dozens more lay sleeping in the folds of her fat.
‘What of the babes, my chieftain?’ Talako asked in a weary voice full of grief for the loss of his blood brother, Tasunka.
‘Kill them all. Not one of these things shall drew breath after this day’, Cameos stated without emotion.
‘It does not seem right’, Talako replied.
Cameos rallied on him. ‘They are enemies!’ he shouted.
Talako looked from his chieftain to the infant beings. ‘And yet they are also intelligent creatures not long born into this world. Do these harmless-looking things share the guilt of their forebears?’
Cameos became enraged. He reached round to the creature’s side and grabbed hold of the first youngling he found by one of its rear legs, and with loathing he smashed the helpless mewing creature down upon the rock, dashing its brains out and discarding it with disgust. Laughing, he skewered another on a dagger he pulled from his belt, relishing the creature’s death. He picked up another by its face and looked at the creature who was still blinded by unopened eyes it was so new to the world and he closed his hand around the baby Ratton’s skull, crushing it slowly. As he cast the thing’s corpse to the ground, he sought another and ended its short life by grinding his heel upon the thing’s skull and all the while he laughed as if it were the greatest of sport. Talako looked from Cameos’ display of pure hatred to his comrades, who looked on with the same distaste as Talako. The chieftain’s staunchest supporters and closest companions looked to one another and each one knew the other’s thoughts, Madness.




Chapter Twenty-seven





Northward



The king’s rage was felt throughout the entire castle. The general tone of the people within was unnaturally quiet and guarded as they sought to keep themselves hidden from his sight and wrath.
‘You will wed whom I tell you to! Do you dare to think you are my equal? You are neither king nor great lord. By my charitable adoption and the blood in your veins you are heir, but it is by my generosity you have a position at all!’ The king screamed into Jacob’s face. They stood alone in the king’s war room. Moments after arriving back at the keep the king had been informed of Elysabeth’s health and the demise of his pawn Jim. Jacob stood firm. He neither had knowledge of the king’s plan nor the manner of Jim’s death and the subsequent failure of the plan, yet he had known of the dangers when he had left. Since his return from Albert and becoming aware of the enormity of the universe, and his own part to be played in this grand game of creatures, and the forces that move them, he had become distant, and colder. He thought about his future bride in a new light, and often he was contemplating the significance of any romantic bonding.
Jacob felt his rage rising. He sensed only an enemy in his uncle now, a reek of corruption, and he fought the temptation to draw his blade and take his uncle’s head.
‘Regardless.’ Jacob began speaking to his uncle as an equal. ‘I shall not marry a daughter of one the great lords, or in fact any women I do not love. I have chosen my bride and be damned any who try to contest me in this matter. Or would you have the crown and its power handed to another family? Would you hand the lead of the grand quest to another and with it the great treasures that are your due?’ Jacob bowed his head respectfully towards his uncle and took note of the silence his words had gained him. ‘I shall do all you have bid me do but this one thing, I shall marry Elysabeth and in return I shall bring you wealth but Elysabeth will be my wife and stand beside me when I eventually take the crown.’
‘If you take the crown’, the king mumbled before turning and leaving Jacob frustrated and angry. The Lord Godwin walked into the chamber after the king had left and came to stand before Jacob.
‘My prince, I could not help but overhear your conversation with the king.’
‘You were stood in quite the position to overhear, my lord’, Jacob snarled. ‘Say what you will.’
‘My daughter will bring you many sons, Your Highness. She is of the purest line apart from your own. She knows a woman’s place and will gladly and quietly do her duty to her husband. I see no reason you cannot keep your peasant girl as concubine and do your duty by uniting the strongest houses of the kingdom.’ Godwin spoke as one might speak to a child who was being reminded of the fundamentals of a lesson he had been taught repeatedly.
‘You think I would dishonour Elysabeth by reducing her to a slave to warm my bed? No, I would not! And she would never accept it if I did. That is why she has my heart because she is strong, intelligent, and kind, and not some dowdy slave who does not even see the chains around her feet.’ Jacob turned to leave, then sharply turned upon Godwin, fury clear upon his face. ‘You talk to me about duty and a united kingdom, yet lust only for power for yourself. You will remember your place, old man!’
It had been some days since returning from the south and Jacob had kept himself distant from the king, and from Elysabeth as well. He had an unmoving sense of both how insignificant he was in the universe and yet how important his actions were and the repercussions they could have. He refused to put aside Elysabeth but was doubting his reasons. Was it purely out of a refusal to give over more of his life to the control of others or was it he simply could not live without her? His mind was awash with thought after thought so he spent hour upon hour training with his bodyguard, reducing their shields to mangled scraps of metal with his punishing blows and twice reducing his friends to unconsciousness with his half-swung blows. Eventually he would become too infuriated to continue to pull back his strength and would remove himself to the forests alone with a great axe for felling great oaks with his prodigious strength and ceaseless energy. When he returned to his chambers with bleeding blisters on his hands and drenched in sweat Elysabeth would gently question him. His response was curt, yet quiet, and after a few attempts she settled for simply being with him.
It was two weeks since he had returned when he was summoned to the king. And with the help of Elysabeth and several grooms Jacob, Askia, Brondolf and Zachary dressed for war.
Full suits of plate armour had been made for each of the warriors of Jacob’s guard. Made with a technology known only to whomever the order had commissioned to make the armour who infused minerals into the steel while it was heated, allowing it to be hammered much thinner yet retaining more strength than those twice as thick, leaving the plates much lighter and easier to move in. The minerals also contained colour pigments that turned the steel a glossy black yet when the sun caught the suit at certain angles the suit would twinkle with silver spots like pin pricks, giving the impression that the brightest of lights shone from within the suit itself, but in the shade or indoors as they were now they were simply as black as a shadow in a moonless sky. Hinges made of multiple overlapping pieces at the elbow and knee joints allowed for much more movement than the traditional plate armour suit and Askia joked that he could dance a nimble jig upon the bodies of his enemies, although Jacob felt no humour as the last of the buckles was tightened and Elysabeth handed him his helmet. ‘You look incredible, my prince, like He who is Greatest of them all come to life. But do you think it wise to provoke the king and his lords by arriving at council in your war glory?’
Jacob brindled at the resemblance to the great God but made no comment on it stating simply, ‘It is a council for war.’ He took the helmet in his hands and marvelled at the detail; each face plate showed a mirror image of the man within in perfect detail. Once the face plate was brought down the exact features of the face beneath were shown in expressionless, cold steel. Jacob looked upon the single most noticeable feature of his own armour the single band of pure gold about the helmets crown, polished to a brilliant shine he looked into the reflection of his own face in its surface and thought with worry that his own face was becoming as hard and cold as the image upon the face plate of his helm.
The four men stalked through the hallways like warriors through a conquered land. Even though their face plates were raised they nevertheless wore faces masked in cold determination. Servants and guardsmen alike dropped to a knee and bowed in supplication as their prince walked by, Brondolf at his side and Askia and Zachary a step behind. They all wore the great broadsword, worn by the men-at-arms of the brotherhood, the giant two-handed hilt raised high above the helm. After walking the length of the keep in silence they came to the closed doors of the keep’s war room, guarded by two guards dressed in the blue of the king’s livery who came to an anxious on guard position as the four men came in to view. Open shock and confusion almost caused Jacob to smile as he stopped before the lowered spears of the guards.
‘Who dares bear his weapon before the prince?’ Brondolf growled as he took hold of one spear at the shaft just below the blade. He gave a short sharp tug, and the guard was pulled forward off balance, but rather than continue pulling Brondolf pushed back on the spear and using the guards own momentum, as he sought to right himself, Brondolf pushed the guard with enough force that he crashed into the doors with a loud thud as his unprotected head smashed into the hardened, mature oak. With one guard now dazed and in a heap on the floor, Brondolf turned his quiet rage upon the second. ‘You!’ he pointed at the guard who had raised the spear either to show he offered no threat or disrespect or to keep the shaft away from Brondolf’s grip, ‘will open the door and announce that the prince and heir to the kingdom of men has come as summoned by his uncle, the king. Then you will take that useless turd of a guardsman over there’. He pointed to a far corner thirty yards from the door, but in clear view. ‘And there you will wait in that corner until I have commanded otherwise.’
The guard quickly obeyed in the face of such authoritative action, even though the king’s guard took orders only from the king. Jacob nodded once and Askia and Zachary dropped their face plates and took a place at guard either side of the great doors. Brondolf placed a huge, gauntleted hand on each of the doors and pushed with his formidable strength, opening the doors and silencing those within.
The king smiled when he saw Jacob is his war glory, but that brief moment of pride was short-lived as he realised the strength his nephew now possessed and the threat that brought to the king. Lords Godwin the Elder and Younger both looked in muted awe and surprise as did Lord Rowland, Lord Lichenton and Lord Aelinor. Each of the great lords of the north stood in council with their king. Each lord had his closest advisors with him and every one of the thirty or so gathered men now stood with slack jawed expressions as the prince of the realm strode into the council room and glanced around like a wolf in amongst the sheep. Only Colburn met the prince’s gaze with anything akin to defiance, as his hand came to rest upon his sword’s hilt, and Jacob noted that of the thirty men in this room only Colburn could stand for more than mere seconds if Jacob drew his blade and truly released his power.
Jacob allowed the silence to linger, utilising the impression his God-given power held over these men who presumed to have power through their status as lords and retainers of the lords. Jacob broke the hold, beaming an enormous smile. As he brought his gaze upon his uncle and as if only just noticing the king’s presence he called out in a clear and strong voice, ‘My king! I am here at your command and ready to lead men to the glories of war in your name!’ Jacob walked to stand before the king, every pace exuding power. He dropped to both knees and took the king’s hand in his own kissing the signet ring then bowing his head.
The king was silenced before he could reprove Jacob for his hostile display and stated. ‘My nephew, it is good to see you so well and ready to do your duty. Rise.’
Jacob rose, and without the king’s leave to speak, he pointed at Brondolf. ‘My king and great lords of the north, allow me to present my chief of staff Brondolf. He is a veteran of many battles and a more honourable warrior you will not find.’ Colburn’s gaze moved from Brondolf to Jacob and his eyes betrayed a slight at the remark of ‘honourable warrior’. ‘He is captain of my guard and my military advisor and accountable to me and me alone.’
‘Very well’, the king said dismissively. ‘We have duties for you nephew and how fitting you have dressed appropriately, for you will leave shortly to do your king’s will.’
Jacob bowed his head slightly and said, ‘And where does my king wish me to go?’
‘You will go to Iron Guard, the greatest of the border forts.’ The king allowed the statement to linger in the air, and Jacob noticed that a few of the lords and their advisors were taking pleasure from the discomfort they thought the order would give the young prince. ‘And there you will inform the knight-captain that a third of all the men-at-arms will be removed from the borderlands and journey south, where they will make ready to depart on a grand quest in the name of their king. You will also inform them that the Lord Audemar will supply two hundred warriors armed with the war bow and they are to be given respect.’
‘Your will, my king. I expect the warriors of the brotherhood will be reluctant to change their traditions. They are men with the strictest of codes.’ Jacob noticed the hardening of Colburn’s eyes and judged correctly that the man who was said to have forfeited all honour and pride was merely playing a part that he was forced to play.
‘I do not doubt it, nephew, which is why I am sending my heir.’ The king became enraged instantly, his arms flailing and his voice becoming a high-pitched wail. ‘They are sworn to obey the king and they will do as I command, or I shall travel to the north myself and hang them for treason!’ The king became calm as quickly as he had become enraged. ‘You will use diplomacy. You give them their orders and stay at the front, tour the fortresses, speak to the men and fight alongside them if the opportunity arises.’
‘It will be an honour to share some time with the brotherhood. My own honour guard are hand-picked from their ranks and they are the finest company.’ Jacob tried to look pleased at the prospect of travelling to the borders and in many ways he relished journeying through the kingdom and meeting men of such renown, yet he had a growing feeling of being in perpetual bondage, ordered about at the whim of a deranged king.
‘Your whore will stay’, the king said in a tone that suggested this was of no importance.
‘Elysabeth will be by my side. She is my woman, and I would have her close by’, Jacob said in the same casual tone.
Lord Rowland cleared his throat, and Jacob and the king both turned to look at him. ‘My prince, I fear it would send the wrong message if a lowborn whore accompanied the Royal Highness…’ Jacob’s blade hissed out of its scabbard with supernatural speed and the point came to rest an inch from the startled lord’s throat.
‘The king may say whatever he wishes. He is the king, anointed in the sight of God and man. But you, Lord of fucking Rowland, are but a man! A weak little man whom I could split like rotten fruit. If my king would but give me leave?’ Jacob spat with venom but directed the last at the king and spoke with courtesy, as if he were asking the king’s leave to be about some simple errand rather than brutally hack one of his great lords to pieces.
Jacob saw the lust for blood in his uncle’s eyes and the satisfaction at the terror of another. But the king’s need for suffering passed, and he pacified Jacob. ‘Stay your temper nephew, I have need of Lord Rowland unsplit.’ The king’s smile towards the terrified lord was almost as frightening as Jacobs rage. ‘You will go to brave men who protect our lands to the north and inform them of their king’s wishes.’ The king stared long and hard at Brondolf, who begrudgingly bowed his head. ‘I hear the Brotherhood of the Order of Light has a keen love for you. You may take whomever you wish from your odd little collection of misfits, be they fat priests, peasant girls or warriors. But prince, know this, you will ride under my banner and with my seal to speak with my voice. You will take no negotiation! No terms! And no disobedience!’
Jacob bowed low to his king, his sword now sheathed. He turned without a word and strolled through the door, with his men moving in step behind him.
The king turned to Colburn whose face held as little emotion as carved stone whilst his eyes stared longingly at the backs of the departing men, going about their orders dressed in their war glory. ‘You yearn to be with them, Colburn? To carry your blade against the enemy of Man with your fellows?’
‘I yearn for nothing, master.’
‘Indeed’, the king said with his cruel smile.
The summer was turning to autumn and a weak and feeble sun attempted to burn the mist from the early morning. Jacob sat astride Frostbite and relished the chance to be away from Sprettaman, and the proximity of the king. Next to him, Elysabeth sat upon a white mare that seemed dwarfed by the great warhorse as Jacob dwarfed Elysabeth. He looked down upon his love and smiled with genuine amusement at the young woman who was so swathed in cloaks and blankets that only her eyes shone through the gap in the mass of fabric.
‘That is the first smile I have seen since your return, my love’, she said to him happily, her voice muffled by the cloth.
‘Ah, well, we have a great journey ahead of us, my sweet Beth. We shall ride through the land and speak with the people who live within. They will see their future rulers and in turn we shall see the wrongs we must right when it is we who rule over them. But greatest of all, we shall be amongst men of honour and away from the decadent foulness that lingers within that monstrosity.’ He signalled the great keep outside, where they now gathered. All of Jacob’s personal guard were present, mounted and armoured, and the first morning’s rays of sunlight were giving birth to the colour in their resplendent armour.
It would be a small group that journeyed north compared to the king’s procession that had recently returned from the south, but it was composed of every person Jacob cared about and considered a friend. Red Rob was sitting at the reins of a great wagon whilst grooms made last-minute adjustments to the harnesses of the team of six horses and the cargo the wagon held. A dozen servants accompanied the six warriors of Jacob’s guard, Elysabeth, the prince, Red Rob and the two priest’s Stephen and Michael, who had followed Jacob back from the south.
The wagon was laden with ale, food and silver and there were two more wagons carrying the same as Jacob planned on speaking to as many people as he could on the journey to the borders of the forbidden forest, and at the frontier itself. And he would do so over the food and ale he would give and he would be generous with silver to let his largess and charity be known over the lands.
Askia approached on foot and bowed before the prince and Elysabeth. ‘We have too few guards for this amount of silver and such a far journey.’ Askia leaned forward as if to prevent his next words being overheard. ‘I hear tales of a countryside filled with fear and suspicion and the ravages of the slavers.’ Askia spat the word slavers with a venom that took Jacob by surprise. ‘There is anger towards those who ride under banners, and outlaws hide in the shadows.’
‘I understand your trepidation Askia, but what are the other options. Are there more men you know of who we can trust?’
‘As I trust those here? No, my lord.’
‘So, we must ride as we are or take with us men loyal to the king. No, we shall go in the company of those we trust and be safer for it.’ Jacob looked towards the north and became quiet and thoughtful for a moment. He pointed towards a smear, a barely visible grey smudge rising far in the distance. ‘But we shall remain vigilant at all times. This is not enemy country that we ride through, but that does not mean we shall not be seen as the enemy.’
‘Why would they run and hide from us, Rob? Have we offered any threat?’ Jacob said after entering the third abandoned township in as many days. ‘Hello!’ he bellowed with his hands cupped to his mouth. Nothing. Not a living soul in a town where a thousand people might live and work. Jacob was frustrated to the point of despair. In the last town they had come too, Jacob had stood in the square and threw silver in the air declaring it a gift to his people, and yet not a single man, woman or child had come forth to take what was freely given.
‘These are wilder lands, Jacob, on the edges of ownership and with many deep woods. The law is scantly seen here and when it is, I suspect it is no friend to the lowborn. More so in recent times I fear’, Red Rob said softly, trying his best to ease the prince’s discomfort.
‘Yet we have taken nothing from their towns. We do not plunder, threat or hunt them. So, what cause do we give them to fear us?’
Robert was about to answer that the people in these parts of the kingdom have cause to fear any mounted, armoured men as they would surely not be one of them when Gulkin stormed up to Jacob and stated loudly, ‘It’s because of that symbol of oppression, slavery and cruelty.’ Gulkin shouted as he pointed to the banner of the king that flew high above the wagons. As an afterthought, he remembered who he was addressing and added, ‘My prince.’
Brondolf glared at Gulkin as though he would tear him limb from limb by thought alone but instead said, ‘He is right, my prince, although who asked him his opinion I did not hear.’ His eyes still glared at Gulkin and Gulkin shied away from them, imagining the punishment Brondolf would have for his too bold and too forthright addressing of the prince.
‘Then what would you have me do? Tear down the sigil of the crown of the kingdom? I cannot. It was the sigil of my father and his fathers before him. That it is now a symbol of oppression is not of my doing, but my responsibility to undo.’ Jacob said proudly.
‘I would not have us do anything, my prince’, Brondolf replied. ‘If we had ridden through land closer to the great holdings of the nobility, then we would have seen many folk and we would have found daggers between our luxurious sheeted beds. So, we rode through the lands further from the reach of your noble enemies and the folk here run from us. It is what I suspected. I would have us continue as planned, and if I may be so bold, my prince?’ Brondolf shot a look towards Gulkin as he demonstrated the proper way to address the prince freely.
‘Speak freely Brondolf, I did not give you position to have you let me walk blindly’, Jacob said impatiently.
‘We are about important business, and while my prince would have enjoyed the chance to show his people that there will be brighter days ahead, it is of little import what we do today if what we do today has no bearing upon the morrow.’
The prince looked thoughtful for a moment, then conceded the truth with a slight nod of his head.
‘Ah’, bellowed Red Rob loudly and sharply as he slapped a hand upon his ample girth. ‘Then let us retire to the hilltop and eat and drink.’ He gave Elysabeth a wink and added, ‘I am wasting away, my dear.’
It was a cold and wet night spent in an open area at the top of a small hill. The view was unobstructed, for the trees on the hill had long since been felled. With the abandoned town on the west, and forest half a mile to the east of the group, Brondolf felt safe that attack would be seen with ample warning to wake those not on sentry duty. Sleeping under the wagons would prove to be uncomfortable, yet they feared becoming easily trapped if they sought refuge within the town itself, and clearly this was not a welcoming area.
They lit fires from wood stored under the canvas of the wagon and warmed salted pork over the flames. The warm food, arduous travel and free flowing ale allowed some respite, though it was a guarded rest.
Dawn broke, revealing a miserable day. The fields had become sodden with mud and the travellers seemed forever wet and cold as they slogged onwards to the north. Jacob brooded silently as Frostbite walked at the head of the group. He had visions of crowds greeting him in the streets and breaking bread with village elders. Hearing stories of old as ale flowed, and how Jacob would make right the wrongs of Kane the Cruel, first of his name, but now he felt out of place in this cold and wet land, where people ran from his standard and feared him, in place of the great love he had hoped for. He spotted smoke on the horizon and his heart warmed at the thought of greeting his people only to arrive at the village to find it empty, cooking fires still smouldering.
As Jacob entered another seemingly empty village, he came across a middle-aged man who sat cross-legged in the street and just stared vacantly up at Jacob as he reined Frostbite in. The man was caked in mud, motionless, and Jacob had failed to see the man until he was almost on top of him.
Jacob jumped down and smiled warmly at the old man. ‘Greetings, friend.’
The man looked at Jacob with coldness but stayed cross-legged in the mud, his dirty hair plastered to his face and his lice-ridden clothes covered in mud. He looked like he might have been there for days.
‘You look in need of some food and warmth. Please, eat with me.’ Silence greeted the prince, who looked at Brondolf, who shrugged to say that it was not in his field of expertise. Jacob then called over Red Rob, who squatted down in the mud to be at eye level with the troubled man.
‘My name is Robert. I am a father of the Order of Light, and this here is my friend, Jacob, the prince of this kingdom. Are you unwell, my friend?’
The old man took his stare from Jacob and glanced at Robert with scorn before looking back at Jacob. ‘So, you be the new king then, is it?’ The old man spoke in a knowing fashion, as if he had seen too much of life and could be impressed by nothing.
‘I am not the king, but I am the heir. My name is Jacob. What is yours?’ Jacob spoke as one would to a sick child, gently and soothingly, as clearly this man had some reason to be all alone sitting in the mud.
‘Folk call me Digger on account I digs the holes, Lord.’
‘Well, Digger, what in the name of He who is Greatest of them all, are you doing sitting here in the mud?’ Jacob said cheerfully, feeling he was making headway with the man.
‘Me, Lord? Well, I be the bait.’
Jacob looked to Rob, who looked equally puzzled. And then the arrows fell.
Short arrows scarcely longer than half the length of the ones Jacob had fired from Audemar’s great war bow, and unlike those lethal, armour-piercing, bodkin-tipped arrows, these were barbed and suited for hunting rather than killing warriors. All this Jacob saw in the first few seconds of the ambush as he looked at the arrows peppering the ground around him. Robert stood as Jacob did, in a state of complete surprise and shock when Brondolf unceremoniously pushed the large priest to the ground and brought his sword to bear. With the speed and accuracy of a striking snake he lunged his sword through Digger’s throat. The razor sharp steel and the strength of a warrior’s arm sliced through the windpipe, neck muscle and smashed the spine as it exploded out the back of Digger’s neck in a spray of bright red blood.
‘Under the wagon!’ Brondolf roared at Rob who squirmed his way under the protective boards of the wagon. Like a worm he wriggled and Jacob noticed that Askia was dragging the priests Michael and Stephen off the exposed seat area at the front of one wagon as Gulkin used his size to cover Elysabeth as he ushered her to a place of safety. Two servants already struck by many arrows lay motionless on the ground, bloody and in twisted forms.
‘Jacob!’ Brondolf bellowed, causing him to wake from the nightmare he was witnessing. ‘Drop your face plate and draw your sword!’
Jacob did both and felt the actions transform him. Anger raised as the young father of the order Michael was struck by an arrow, his face contorting in pain as the flesh headed arrow ripped into his abdomen. Michael looked straight into Jacob’s eyes as he spat up blood. Jacob saw the blood was dark and knew the poor man’s liver had been torn. He was dead already, and the only question left to the agony-stricken man was how long his suffering would be. Jacob ran to him and took his face in his gauntleted hand, Michael could see the compassion in his prince’s eyes, the only part of the prince’s face visible. ‘I offer you mercy, brother.’ Jacob whispered into Michael’s ear before Jacob ran the edge of his sword along his throat, opening the artery and causing blood to spurt in powerful gushes as the man’s suffering was brought to an end whilst in the compassionate hold of his sworn lord.
Anger had now turned to furious rage as Jacob laid down the body of a man who had died a terrible death, having given no harm to any man. He strode out into the open area of the square and faced the buildings and alleyways where the arrows were still sporadically coming from. Brondolf, Wilhelm and Zachary joined him as he raised both arms in the air. Michael’s blood trickling down the blade and congealed on the hilt.
‘We show no threat! Cause no harm! And you seek to murder us! Lay down your arms and we shall talk.’ Jacob roared and was answered by an arrow striking his mail plate at the chest, pinging off harmlessly. ‘Suggestions?’ Jacob said over his shoulder at his men.
‘Wait. They will soon see their arrows cannot pierce our armour’, Brondolf said calmly. ‘They will either run and hide, or charge. I would wager they will charge, around thirty judging by the number of bows firing. They will charge and we shall slaughter them. Make room!’ Brondolf shouted the last as an order for battle, and the warriors obeyed without thought. The four of them spread out, a half dozen paces between each man as they waited to return the aggression they had received.
And then the bow fire stopped, and a screeching rent the silence that followed the sound of arrowheads striking wood, stone and steel. An unearthly sound, savage and filled with bloodlust.
‘Come and meet your death!’ Wilhelm shouted back defiantly.
And they came. Wild-looking men clothed in rags streamed from the alleyways, windows and doors, bearded and with long matted hair. They came seemingly without fear. Without a shred of discipline, a piece of armour or a warrior’s weapon they came, with a fury akin to madness, armed with wood axes, hand scythes and pitchforks. Brondolf had underestimated. Around fifty enemies ran at a sprint, screaming their battle charge. Brondolf, Wilhelm and Zachary smiled beneath their armoured face plates as they each shared the same thought. It is like slaughtering Goblins. They stood ready for the bloody work to begin.
Jacob neither smiled nor waited to receive the charge. Instead, he strode towards the charging rabble and began his dance of death. He swatted aside the first man who came within his reach. His backhand slice was delivered with only a hint of his strength, and it still gauged a chasm in his foe’s skull as he brushed him aside. With his next stride, he grabbed a man’s throat while the man attempted to use a simple farming tool against a wall of hardened steel. The man’s feeble weapon crumpled like parchment as Jacob’s steel fist tightened on the man’s throat. Jacob lifted the man as if he was a mewling kitten. Effortlessly Jacob raised the man high in the air to the extent of his arm’s length then slammed the helpless man to the ground, his head exploding in a shower of bone, blood and brains as his skull struck rock. Jacob’s focus on reality was now gone. He was a feral creature with the undiluted power of a raging storm and as unyielding as a mountain. He stepped from side to side, with each step accompanied by a downward hack of his great-sword, bringing death without mercy as his blade tore through the flesh of Man. He neither smiled nor scowled, felt neither the pity nor the joy of battle. He just moved and in his wake lay the butchered bodies of his enemies. He carved a path clean through the charge of the outlaws and turned, seeking to find more life to end, but instead he saw the remaining foemen being subdued as Brondolf bellowed that he wanted prisoners. Jacob strode towards the disarmed men who kneeled stunned and dazed in the mud and brought his sword arm up, ready to behead a man that looked up at him from his knees, head wobbling and blood gushing from a large cut upon his forehead. As Jacob made to deliver the killing blow Brondolf stepped between Jacob and the prisoner and took hold of Jacob’s sword arm at the wrist.
‘It is over, my prince’, Brondolf hissed. ‘Put up your blade.’
Jacob nodded once and exhaled a long breath as if he had been holding it in for a long time. He wiped his bloody blade upon the kneeling man’s rags and slid it back into its scabbard, then lifted the visor on his helmet. He looked thoughtfully at Brondolf, who was staring at his prince with awe in his seasoned eyes.
‘Thank you, Brondolf. I shall question this man before I deliver the sentence.’ Jacob looked towards the wagons and was pleased as he saw Elysabeth and Robert appear from underneath the middle wagon and saddened when he saw Stephen cradling the body of his friend as he wept openly.
‘Who leads you?’ Jacob asked sternly. The man just looked up defiantly and remained silent.
‘You forfeited the right for silence when you attacked and killed without warning or cause’, Jacob said, anger threatening to rise again.
‘Without cause, is it?’ the man said. Resigned to his death, he chose to be defiant.
‘This man was a priest, a healer of the sick and champion of the infirm’, Jacob shouted as he pointed towards the corpse of brother Michael.
The man shrugged as if one death was of little importance and said, ‘I lead. So, take your tarnished blade and take m’ head.’ He spat at Jacob’s feet and lifted his head to the sky.
‘You are an outlaw and therefore you shall hang.’
‘Outlaw, is it? Well, yes, we live without protection of the laws of a corrupt monarch. Hang me if that is your wish. It matters not the method of my death, only that I died fighting the oppressors and murderers of my people.’
‘I am not the king! I am not your people’s oppressor!’ Jacob replied, though the anger was fading as he faced the plight of the common folk of this land.
‘Ah, I see now, you think you are better than Kane the Cruel, and your young lady and your priestly friends believe that too, I think. But do they know of the young man who was taken into slavery at the order of the king and then executed by your own hand on the march south to bondage.’
An image can to Jacob’s mind unbidden, of a man shaking in fear as he died unjustly at Jacob’s hand. He looked down upon the man, guilt and shame threatening to overwhelm him.
‘His name was Eddy’, the man said. The pain of grief marked his voice. ‘He was my son.’
Jacob kept his thoughts to himself as they neared the end of their journey. A harsh silence had fallen on the band since the ambush four days earlier. Stephen wept sporadically and was comforted by Red Rob, who had neither left the young priest’s side nor spoken to Jacob with words of any substance since the attack. Even Elysabeth gave Jacob time to be alone with his thoughts, riding beside him in silence as he wrestled with thoughts beyond his young mind’s ability to organise.
His mind kept returning to the look of the young man whose head he had taken in the valley pass and the look of the man’s father as he looked upon the eyes of his son’s killer. It was not hate or anger in the man’s eyes but pity, and it tormented Jacob; he was seeing the man others saw in him rather than the man he thought himself to be, and that man sickened him.
‘May I offer advice, my prince?’ Jacob turned in the saddle to see that Brondolf had appeared at his left.
‘It is your duty to advise.’ Jacob looked upon Brondolf with a stern expression. ‘But it is mine to choose whether or not to heed said advice, so I shall hear no more about how I should have hanged those men.’ Jacob had released those few men taken prisoner, much to the dismay of his warriors who believed they should have dangled from gallows in the town square. Even Stephen had argued for their death until Robert had taken him aside and spoken with him in private.
‘And yours is a duty I do not envy, my prince. What is done is past. I advise only about the future’, Jacob’s adviser said in a diplomatic tone of voice he had developed since coming to his new office.
‘Then speak freely, Brondolf.’
‘We shall arrive shortly at Iron Guard. My advice, my prince, is you leave unspoken about, if possible, the release of the men who freely attacked you. The brothers of the Order of Light are men unflinching in dealing death to those whom they believe deserve it. For the purpose of your visit, I believe it would do you harm.’
‘To show mercy?’
‘Yes, my prince.’
‘Are the brotherhood not defenders of the people?’ Jacob asked, becoming irritated.
‘They are’, Brondolf conceded. ‘Yet if they were attacked by the people, to whom their lives are often sacrificed in defending, they would kill them to a man without hesitation.’
‘I hear your advice’, Jacob said then checked his horse as he cleared a small rise and came within sight of Iron Guard for the first time.
Iron Guard. The most imposing of all the forts on the front line of the borderlands of Man sat in the gentle, rolling slopes of lush countryside. Fifty paces to a wall and forty feet high, its enormous stone blocks looked like they would stand throughout time itself. A large black rectangular piece of cloth waved in the gentle breeze. Its gold circle sigil showed friend and foe alike that the Brotherhood of Light garrisoned this most formidable of strongholds.
Jacob was still motionless as he observed the view before him. The squat grey and foreboding structure was nothing compared to the wall of lightless green that stretched from horizon to horizon.
‘It is daunting, is it not?’ Robert said softly, breaking the silence. He pointed at the dozen men-at-arms who ran at a steady pace and in formation two across and six deep. ‘These brave warriors are the soldiers of the light and here along this great stretch of the kingdom they alone hold back the tide of Darkness, yet the Darkness knows no boundaries be them boundary of Man or nature. It invades unseen and must be challenged and opposed by folk, common and noble, farmer and warrior. All must resist.’
Jacob met Robert’s gaze and for the first time since the birth of their bond Red Rob’s smile did not give him comfort. ‘And yet your guidance has led me to kill’, Jacob snarled angrily.
‘It has.’ Robert agreed in a matter-of-fact tone. ‘And for my actions I shall carry great shame and guilt until my day’s end. And at the end I shall embrace the judgement I receive.’ Robert looked to the heavens with closed eyes for a moment then brushed aside his thoughts and said cheerfully, ‘Now, my dear prince, it is time for you to cease dwelling on matters already decided and deeds done. Straighten your back and present yourself.’
‘We shall talk no more of this, Father Robert, but I am finding myself resenting you for the choices you have led me to.’
Red Rob nodded his head in understanding yet remained silent as the warriors approached. Jacob held his head high and his chest out as the twelve men-at-arms went to one knee in front of his horse.
‘Prince Jacob. Honoured am I to kneel before you. My name is Gymir, I have command at Iron Guard.’
‘Rise’, Jacob said in a formal tone. ‘Gymir, the Death Dancer. I have heard your name and with it high praise.’ And that was the truth, for Gymir’s name had become synonymous with the deeds of the battle of the valley. ‘It is said, Knight-captain, that during the battle you decapitated a monster greater Orc and took the time to piss on its severed head before decimating their ranks with your sword skill.’
‘I was one of Many who fought the horde that day, my prince, and I am proud to have fought alongside such brave warriors’, Gymir said now standing before Jacob, his face a scarred and battle-hardened mask of coolness.
‘And the pissing on your enemy’s severed head?’ Jacob replied with a smile.
‘It was after the battle, my lord prince. I was merely showing contempt at the filth that plagues the land’, Gymir said, not returning the prince’s smile.
‘Well, I wholeheartedly endorse the telling of the story of Gymir, Death Dancer, and the washing of his enemy’s severed head. It lessens the fear of the beasts.’
‘It is a fear well deserved and not known well enough, for the Orc lays safe in its own domain whilst our people live in constant threat of their wanton cruelty.’ Jacob felt the animosity and looked slightly embarrassed.
‘Well, Knight-captain, we have matters of import to discuss. Lead the way.’
Knight-captain Gymir neither asked Jacob the nature of his visit to Iron Guard or the matters of import and who they were to be discussed with, he just nodded once at the order, signalled his men into formation and led them to the great northern fortress, Iron Guard.
Grooms came and took the horses as Jacob and his followers dismounted and with no pomp or reception Gymir led Jacob, Elysabeth, Brondolf, Robert, Stephen, Askia, Zachary, Gulkin, Holak and Wilhelm through a small oak door in the fortress’s rear while Jacob’s entourage saw to the wagons. Gymir said nothing as he led them through a dimly lit corridor, up four flights of stairs and on to the landing of the top floor of the keep. The room they entered was equivalent in size to that of the keep itself. Its ceiling, and the floor of the battlements, were held up by square pillars plain in design yet strong. The entire room was lit by large windows, the shutters thrown open to reveal vast views of the countryside to the south, east and west, whilst the view to the north was dominated by the never-ending expanse of jungle. Benches with tables enough for a hundred men to sit took the southern half of the large room whilst the front was left open, where large boards rested vertically. Pinned to each board were maps and countless scraps of parchment with numbers and writing amassed upon them.
‘My prince, if you and your lady would mind waiting in here whilst we have a room readied for you. I’m afraid the rest will have to sleep in the barracks’, Gymir said while motioning towards the seating area.
‘We need no luxury, Captain, though a room with some privacy for the lady would be welcome. My men will bring ale and food from our wagons. I have need to speak to the leaders of the brotherhood and those nobles who are stationed here. Messages should be sent with haste to those of command or position at the highest levels to bring them here for council.’
Brondolf took Wilhelm and Zachary to retrieve food and ale from the wagons whilst Jacob instructed the rest to be seated while he stood with Gymir.
‘I am sorry, my prince, but I fear you are ill-informed of how things stand in the borderlands of late. While the nobility still holds command positions within the order none abide within the garrisons and few rarely visit. We govern ourselves as we have always done in battle. The knight-captain with renown and experience has command. With Colburn and Brondolf now in service to the crown, I alone command Iron Guard and my words have strength throughout the brotherhood.’
If Jacob was surprised by Gymir’s statement, he revealed nothing saying, ‘Then sit with me Gymir, for I have news that will not be welcomed.’
Gymir sat across the bench from Jacob while Brondolf poured ale into expensive silver goblets brought with them for precisely this meeting. Gymir eyed Brondolf thoughtfully, then with a smile he said, ‘Royal cup-bearer, are we now Brondolf the Wolf?’
Jacob tensed slightly, expecting Brondolf to react to the insult, but Brondolf merely returned the smile.
‘We all must do our duty as its placed before us, brother’, Brondolf said with an ease Jacob had not seen before.
‘There is truth in that, brother’, Gymir replied.
‘And in truth, Gymir, I feel a great sense of pride to serve the prince.’ Brondolf then turned and sat at Jacob’s right-hand side, a place of honour that Gymir noted, and thought better of the prince for his choice of whom sat at his side.
‘I shall state simply what the king has ordered. We can discuss at length later the finer points of the matter, but the command is this. Three in every ten men-at-arms will travel to the southern coast of the kingdom. There they will board ships to mount an expedition to an unknown land where great treasure is believed to be held. I shall lead this expedition. To replace the guardians of the northern border, an army of bowmen from the lands of Lord Audemar will journey north and garrison where the brotherhoods commanders see fit.’
‘What can you tell me of these bowmen, my prince?’ Gymir asked calmly.
‘You seem neither distressed nor surprised at the orders I so dreaded to give you, Captain’, Jacob said, with surprise and a slight suspicion clear in his voice.
‘I am not surprised my prince; we have known of the expedition for quite some time, and it was no great leap to presume the warriors of this land would play a part. Likewise, it was also deduced that the king would be unwilling to leave the north of the kingdom even more under-manned than it already is. We are not such a closed community as many believe. We deal with traders. Our young men are trained at the academy and our women speak freely with the common folk of these lands.’
‘I had thought you would be enraged at the encroachment of your traditions, yet you seem at ease. I must say Knight-captain, I am quite taken by surprise’, Jacob said after looking to Brondolf, who gave a slight shrug but said nothing.
‘The truth is, our traditions bind us and leave us unable to adapt to our enemy. Even the greatest of warriors cannot fight with hands tied in bondage. The Orc and their evil allies have changed the manner in which they raid and have increased greatly their attacks. We have battlements with a clear line of sight, perfect for bowmen, yet we have none and our honour-bound traditions forbid the brotherhood to use such weapons.’ Gymir smiled at Jacob and took a long gulp of ale. ‘In short, my prince, the king’s orders have served the brotherhood well enough, though the price is high.’
‘You seem well informed’, Jacob said whilst looking pointedly at Father Robert, who he knew had recently journeyed here whilst Jacob himself was journeying to the south. And it was not lost on the young prince that Robert had countermanded Jacob’s orders for him to remain at Castle Sprettaman.
‘And yet my prince, I know little of these bowmen from the Lord Audemar’s lands. I have heard tales in the past of great war bows is there any truth to these tales?’
‘I have used one myself and have indeed been given one as a gift from Lord Audemar. They are fearsome. The bow stands at the height of a warrior and takes great strength to pull the bowstring back fully, but the power released is incredible. Audemar’s bowmen can send an arrow with precision through armour at two hundred and fifty paces from the target. And the arrow itself is a thing of terrifying beauty. The bodkin arrowhead is the size of your middle finger and its base is the width of the same finger, but rather than being flat it has three sides that go to a point as sharp as a needle. The men who will come north are experts and have been using great bows for their entire lives’, Jacob said with enthusiasm. He had been awed by the power in the cord of the war bow and been much impressed with the skill in which the Lord Audemar’s men used the weapon.
Gymir leaned forward, enthralled at Jacob’s description of the weapon. ‘And what of their rate of fire, my prince?’
‘As the first arrow hits its target the second has left the bowstring. They can draw, aim and loose around twenty shafts in a minute, but to do so would sap the man’s strength. Also, arrowheads and the shafts take time to make so an experienced, “archer”, as they name themselves, will only loose between four and six a minute to reserve their strength and their arrows.’
Gymir looked cheerful as he heard of the devastating power of the war bow and beamed a rare smile. ‘We shall rain death upon the beasts.’
A young man-at-arms walked purposefully into the room and dropped to his knee before the prince. ‘My prince, apologies for the interruption. With your leave I must speak with the knight- captain.’ The young man’s words were rushed, as if the need to show respect to the prince was a hindrance.
‘Speak’, Jacob said dismissively.
‘Orc’s Bane and Death’s Grip both burn silver smoke’, the brother said as he stood and faced Gymir.
Gymir stood, and his face took on grim determination. ‘Rouse the garrison.’ He turned towards the prince and bowed slightly. ‘I must be about my duty’, he said. Then he left without waiting for a reply.
Jacob turned to Brondolf and said, ‘Silver smoke at two forts to the east. A breach through the fortress line?’
‘Yes, my prince. Orc rampage through the line and the men stationed upon the parapet burn minerals, which give off a thick black smoke with silver streaks. All patrols will descend upon the area and track the Orc and give battle whilst other garrisons, that can see no enemy, will burn blue smoke. Every warrior will be made ready.’
‘An elegant way to transfer information.’ He bent to kiss Elysabeth, then stood, his face transformed, emitting authority. ‘Gulkin, you will stay by the lady Elysabeth’s side.’ All his men had stood with him. Their warrior’s instinct told them he was going to war, and he gripped Gulkin by his shoulder and looked into his eyes. ‘By your life you will protect her my friend.’
‘I shall, my prince.’ Gulkin drew his sword as he kicked a bench out of his way and stood as fierce and loyal as a wolfhound next to Elysabeth.
Jacob slammed down his armoured face plate and roared, ‘With me!’ as he turned and marched out of the keep. The horses were still saddled and were being walked to cool them down when Jacob and his guard stormed through the rear doors of the keep.
‘Bring me Frostbite!’ Jacob bellowed, startling his own servants and those of Iron Guard alike, but within a few seconds his horse was brought to him saddled and ready to ride.
He stroked the animal gently on its neck and whispered into its ear, ‘Today we both shall face the green-skinned enemy for the first time, my friend. And together we shall prevail.’ He mounted Frostbite as nimbly as if he wore no armour and turned in the saddle to see his warriors, his oath guard, those men whom he trusted with his life, and he felt elation as he tilted his head to the sky and roared, ‘To battle my friends!’
They cantered their tired horses in a south-westerly direction and after a mile Jacob brought his right balled fist up and the band came to a halt. Jacob called for silence and each man listened for the sound of battle, but no sound carried on the slight breeze until Jacob’s ears picked up a single sound in the quietness. No other man heard the noise, yet Jacob gave a brief smile as he heard the unmistakable sound of steel on steel. With another hand signal he gave his command and put heels to the flanks of Frostbite and took off to the south, and to battle.
Within a few minutes of riding, the small war band crested a rise and before them lay carnage. A large farmstead had become a battlefield. The farmhands and cattle butchered as scores of Goblins feasted upon the corpses of humans and cattle alike. To the south of the buildings, a patrol of men-at-arms fought another hundred of the green-skinned foe. Fully armoured and with their giant swords bringing death swiftly, the men-at-arms were making quick work of the enemy. Jacob surveyed the field and ordered his troops to ride through the farmstead from the north.
The horsemen wheeled round as Brondolf called to Jacob. ‘My prince, as I have said before, horse panic in the face of Goblin foes.’
Jacob chuckled at Brondolf sensing it was his own trepidation at having to fight from horseback as much as the horses’ well-known reluctance to stand in the face of the dark creatures.
‘They are not some lowborn mounts, Brondolf. They will stand and fight as the lords of horses they are. Will you be outdone by the horsemen of Lord Godwin’s household?’
‘No, my prince!’ Brondolf called after Jacob as he put his heels to the beast’s flanks and galloped after him. They rode hard, back in the direction of the north and wheeled around again once they were fully clear of the farmstead, and with the farmstead and its bloody field before them Jacob roared, ‘Draw swords!’ The face plates of their helms were dropped into position and sword blades were drawn from the throats of their scabbards.
‘Charge!’ Jacob shouted the order with glee for now before him stood an enemy to whom he felt no compassion. These were not men who deserved to die for the crimes they had committed, nor an order to carry out a sentence he could not avoid. For once he had a true foe before him, a servant of Darkness and his moral compass did not waver, nor his heart feel a twinge of doubt. Frostbite’s hoofs pounded the earth; great clods of mud were thrown into the air as the great warhorse dug its hoofs deep and sprang with all the mighty muscle in its trained legs. The horse’s head moved with the motion of its body as it sought to pull itself ever faster, giving all, as its master had commanded. Frostbite was the first to kill that day as it ran down the first foe to rise from its feasting, Frostbite’s body smashed the creature to the ground with a force that left it a broken mangle of green flesh and fractured bone. Then Jacob’s sword was dealing death to any who came within reach. The Goblins who had remained in the farmstead’s north numbered around fifty and they now all attacked in the frenzy native to their race. They jumped with cat-like speed and height in an attempt to knock the horsemen from their mounts but none succeeded. Their weight was inefficient to move the immense men from their oversized war mounts, and the Goblins’ weak steel broke upon their expensive armour.
Within minutes it was over, and Jacob walked his horse towards the patrol of men-at-arms that had equally destroyed their foe. Jacob lifted his face plate from his helm and raised his sword in salute.
The sergeant went to a knee before the prince before Jacob bade him to rise. ‘My prince, it is an honour to fight alongside you’, the sergeant said dutifully.
‘The honour is mine. To see the men-at-arms of the Brotherhood of Light vanquishing the servants of Darkness is truly a wondrous sight.’ Jacob lowered his voice. ‘Besides, Sergeant, that was the most fun I have had in a long time.’
The sergeant eyed Jacob for a moment and said, ‘Aye, my prince. For men of great size with great armour and great-swords a few hundred lesser Orc can be sport, yet…’ The sergeant paused and gestured with his hand towards the massacred farmers and serfs that worked the land before continuing. ‘Not to these poor wretches, I’m thinking.’
Jacob looked embarrassed, then ashamed as he took in the carnage about the farmstead. He began to stammer a reply when Brondolf pushed his horse to stand before the sergeant.
‘You!’ Brondolf said harshly as he pointed a gauntleted hand at the young sergeant. ‘What is your name?’
‘I am called Arnsten. It means “Eagle lord”, for I have the eyes of such creatures’, the sergeant who named himself Arnsten replied proudly.
‘The meaning of Arnsten is “Eagle and stone”, sergeant.’ Brondolf looked down at the young man, both from his horse and his authority, and let his eyes rest upon the man’s voluminous stomach.
Arnsten shrugged as if it were of no importance, yet Jacob noticed the hardening of the sergeant’s eyes. ‘It is true I do not move as well as my brothers when it comes to the march but unmoving I am in battle as well.’
‘You patrol from the fortress, Death’s Grip, Arnsten?’ Brondolf said, his voice still harsh, whilst Jacob sat upon Frostbite, silently. The rest of the brotherhood’s men-at-arms were walking amongst the dead and searching for survivors.
Arnsten looked upon Brondolf with suspicion. ‘We have the honour of calling Death’s Grip our home, yes.’ Dawning recognition registered upon Arnsten’s face. ‘You are Brondolf.’
‘I am’, Brondolf said. The harshness in his voice was fast becoming naked anger. He got off his horse somewhat ungracefully and came to stand before Arnsten. ‘You patrol from Death’s Grip, yet you came to this farmstead from the low ground to the south. Why did you not stay upon the high ground to the east?’
Arnsten looked from Brondolf to the prince, then back towards his own men who were now coming to investigate the scene Brondolf was creating. He said nothing. Brondolf pulled his sword and bellowed at Arnsten. ‘Why do you come from the south rather than the east?’
Arnsten feigned hurt at any accusation Brondolf was making and stammered out, ‘We were merely visiting the townsfolk in the vicinity of our patrol, enquiring as to their safety.’
‘Lies!’ Brondolf roared. ‘Your orders are to stay upon the high ground. I know this, for I once patrolled these very lands. The patrols from Death’s Grip range through the heights of those hills there.’ He used his sword’s point to mark the hills in the east. ‘From those hill tops there is clear vantage in sight and position. You should have fallen upon the enemy from its flank as soon as they entered this farmstead, and yet you came from the south and came late.’
Jacob looked on Arnsten with fury building upon his features. ‘You were not where you should have been, Sergeant. Explain your whereabouts and speak clear and true’, Jacob said, his tone of voice threatening.
Arnsten looked up at the prince pleadingly. ‘We patrol for days on end, my prince, with little rest between. We merely took a detour to the local town for refreshment. As soon as we saw silver smoke burning, we came with all haste.’
Jacob’s looked down upon Arnsten with pure loathing. ‘There is no “we”, Sergeant, for you and you alone command this troop. You have failed your brothers, the people that lie fallen around us, and you have failed in your duty. You will hang!’
Arnsten drew his sword from its scabbard upon his back and hefted his shield upon his arm. ‘My duty!’ he spat. ‘Oh, we are brothers, my prince, brothers born into bondage. Our wives are not whom we choose. Our children not ours to give choice to. Slaves we are and nothing more. But you will find this slave hard to kill, princeling of shiny things and wealth.’
Brondolf closed upon Arnsten. Measuring his foe, he took a guarded step forward but Arnsten resisted the bait and kept his shield high whilst taking a step backwards. Jacob halted Brondolf with a sharp command and addressed Arnsten. ‘You wish to die by the sword? You deserve it not Arnsten.’ With that, Jacob raised his voice and called out to the men in Arnsten’s command. ‘This man has failed you. His duty is to lead you by his own example, but he chose to lead you from service to the light and by doing so the darkness has found victory in the deaths of those who abided here.’ He stood in his stirrups. ‘Abided here! Under your protection! And for that grievous crime he shall hang like the criminal he is.’
As Jacob spoke a man of advancing years walked calmly behind Arnsten who stood facing Jacob and Brondolf, sword and shield ready, and tapped the sergeant once on his shoulder. The sergeant kept his eyes upon Brondolf as he turned his head slightly and the man stuck him with his own sword’s hilt with force enough to splinter bone and cut the flesh. Arnsten staggered to his left. The shield hung from his arm loosely by its straps, and blood began to pour from the wound to his cheek and his jaw hung at an oddly comical angle. His sword fell to the ground, and he quickly followed.
Brondolf looked to the man with something approaching fondness and said in mock surprise, ‘Hund, you still live?’
‘Aye, Brondolf. There is still life in the old dog yet’, the man named Hund replied with a wry grin.




Chapter Twenty-eight





Victory



Jacob sat in the large council room in the fortress of Iron Guard along with all his followers, Gymir, and the man-at-arms Hund. The man named Arnsten sat in the centre of the room. Iron manacles gripped his wrists and ankles, yet he held his head high in defiance as Gymir lay charges upon him.
‘Arnsten, you are changed with dereliction of duty. It is said that you abandoned your ordained route of patrol, taking your patrol south to the comforts of the inn at the town of Ravenscroft and during your absence the farmstead north of the town was attacked, and without protection there the Goblin foe did wantonly destroy the folk within.’ Gymir stood from his stool and came to stand before the manacled man. ‘Damn you, Arnsten! Have you any words to defend these charges?’
Arnsten looked upon Gymir with an expression of innocence. ‘Am I a slave to be denied the comforts we keep safe for all free men?’ Arnsten said, as if his actions were of the soundest reason and logic.
Gymir turned to Hund. ‘And you followed this order, Hund?’ Gymir said softly, yet with accusation open in his tone.
‘Aye’, Hund replied calmly. ‘I took the sergeant to one side and voiced my opinion, as did the other two corporals, but he chose not to heed our advice. He had command and thus his word is law in the field, is it not the way of things Knight-captain Gymir?’
Gymir nodded his head reluctantly. ‘It is the way of things Hund, and the responsibility is Arnsten’s. But the shame will be shared by all.’ Gymir said the last with disgust. ‘Hund, you may return to Death’s Grip, but no longer as a corporal. You are sergeant now...’ Hund began to interrupt with an objection but was immediately spoken over by an infuriated Gymir. ‘You have refused promotion before Hund, claiming you have no head for such responsibilities, but not now! Know this sergeant’, Gymir spat the word sergeant. ‘This is a punishment. And with this rank you will not have the honour of knighthood, for you have allowed this to happen through your own indifference to the outcome. Too often of late has there been a lack of strength in honour amongst the brotherhood. Your first duty will be to hang your predecessor. You are dismissed, brother. And take the dead man with you.’
Hund took hold of Arnsten’s chains and led him from the room. Neither man spoke nor showed any emotion. When they had left Gymir said in explanation to his mood. ‘We lose men to the Orc and their foul brethren. Our brothers see their friends killed, they see that our ways are failing, and they have begun to lose their sense of honour in service. We now lose a fine warrior because he lost his hope that we can defeat the dark servants.’
Jacob spoke as a student would speak with a tutor, seeking information with the knowledge that he is before a peer. ‘You say they lose hope, so I presume this is a recent occurrence. What causes men that have such strength on the battlefield to lose hope? Are the attacks becoming so frequent, or is it something else that saps at their morale so?’
Gymir raised an eyebrow slightly as he looked upon Robert who was smiling proudly. ‘I see you have taken well to your education, my prince.’ He came to stand before Jacob and gestured permission to sit beside the prince who in turn waved him to the seat. ‘I shall speak frankly with you, my prince. Arnsten has been unhappy in his service for a while. His wife was taken through sickness and his two children with her. His uncle and father both died under Colburn’s command, and he has ever mourned them deeply. He has been unlucky, and it has pulled him away from He who is Greatest of them all. He would have left the brotherhood, in truth, if such a thing were permitted. And now he will die without honour, as would a criminal, and it pains me.’
Gymir looked thoughtful for a moment, then continued. ‘But he is not isolated in his growing despair, for we all feel it. There is a Darkness greater than Orc or Goblin dwelling just without our sight in those dark trees.’ He eyed Jacob thoughtfully. ‘I see you already know of what I speak. The Dark One has risen!’
Father Robert and Jacob looked to one another whilst the others looked about confused at the mention of things from lore and legend. Father Robert broke the silence. ‘It is true we fear the return of a Lord of the Darkness, or one who has been given dark power. Jacob knows more of these things than most priests, but I wonder how a knight-captain in the brotherhood comes to know of these things.’
Gymir laughed, a sound devoid of humour. ‘I know because I have stood before It, on a battlefield littered with Its slain minions, and I have felt Its sight upon me, as have my brothers. There is coming a time when the brotherhood will stand before a wave of Darkness, and many sense that it will be the end of our order.’ All eyes were upon Gymir now as he continued. ‘Some, like Hund, carry it lightly and will accept fate as it is, dealing with things as they come to pass without giving in to worry or despair; whilst men like Arnsten feel it is just another injustice in a long line of injustices.’ He shrugged slightly. ‘Some feel, much as I do, that our duty is to stem the Darkness and Its servants, not vanquish It completely, and we shall fight as we always have and die as we were born to do, yet those who feel this do not despair for we shall die well as warriors of the light and in death we shall see reward.’ His face took on a serious expression. ‘But then there are those who have given in to despair and despair, my young prince, is akin to infection that spreads like plague and once infected fear takes hold. Despair and fear are weapons of the Darkness.’
Jacob looked surprisingly cheerful and his expression seemed to anger Gymir. Jacob caught hold of Gymir’s clouding features and sought to pacify him. ‘I understand the severity of the situation, Gymir. I just have a thought on how to boast morale.’
Gymir looked unconvinced. ‘With all respect, my prince, although it is an honour to have you here, and I am sure men will take heart to see you, you do not know the minds of the men who serve as men-at-arms of the order nor the enemy we face.’
‘With all respect Knight-captain, you know nothing of me or my role in this world. I shall give your men a victory.’ As he spoke, Jacob had drawn power from within and he radiated authority that went far beyond his royal status.
‘Apologies my prince, you are correct. I assume too much’, Gymir replied. ‘I merely meant we gain victory in battle, though at times the cost is very high.’
Jacob remained cheerful. ‘But I shall give your men a victory they have not seen before.’ Jacob stood, and all stood with him. ‘For I mean to set a trap and capture a greater Orc and I shall break the creature’s spirit, mind and will, and then all men will see the enemy not as a savage, snarling, servant of Darkness but as a thing broken by the power of the Lord of Light.
Jacob stood in the open ground between Iron Guard and the border of the forbidden jungle. Beside him stood his oath-men Brondolf, Askia, Holak, Gulkin, Zachary and Wilhelm. And with them a troop of thirty men-at-arms of the brotherhood under the leadership of Gymir. In the fortress of Iron Guard, a full hundred men stood waiting. In full armour they waited for the sound of Gymir’s horn that would call them to battle. Another two hundred men-at-arms waited, hidden half a mile behind the great frontier fortress, waiting for the orders that would bring them to the front.
Gymir turned to Jacob and said, ‘It is a fine notion my prince, but we have failed before in luring the Orc to battle, although we have not been so eager of late to draw them to battle as we have in days gone by.’ Gymir spoke lightly yet Jacob sensed his worry and knew that the captain did not worry for himself but rather his men. Luring the Orc to battle was risky, as they could not contain the numbers that came but only dictate the battleground.
Brondolf aired his opinion. ‘And if they do not come to give battle my prince, or worse still, if they come in a great horde?’
Jacob was looking thoughtfully into the dark trees, his face set in silent concentration. He neither spoke nor acknowledged Brondolf’s questions and Brondolf was about to ask again, thinking the prince had not heard, when Jacob suddenly spoke with a great surety in his voice. ‘They are already here, Brondolf. Hundreds wait beyond your mortal sight.’ Gymir and Brondolf exchanged a look and Gymir raised an eyebrow at the mention of ‘mortal sight’ but they remained silent as Jacob continued. ‘They will come in numbers, but those It sends have little power. There is one there who radiates power, granted by the Dark Lord, but that one waits upon his throne. He wishes to test me but dares not to face me.’
Gymir looked upon Jacob in a new light as he saw beyond the powerful man and beneath, to the well of power within. ‘My prince’, he said in hushed tones. ‘Orcs do not see risk. They thrive for combat and one powerful enough to lead them. Well, I would doubt he knows fear.’
‘And yet the king of the Orc, as he is known, fears me.’ Jacob looked up to the sky and bellowed a series of ancient words, their meaning known only to Robert, yet every man there sensed the power. He drew his sword and pointed it to the trees and roared, ‘I see you, craven creature! Slave! Weakling! Come and meet your end!’ Jacob turned to Gymir. ‘Call up all men now.’
‘My prince, the plan was to lure them with a small force and call up the men once we weighed the enemy’s strength. It is a good plan, my prince. We shall bolster our small force with those in the fortress whilst those hidden storm their flanks.’
Jacob turned upon Gymir and gone was the young prince of logical plans and reasonable questions. In his place stood a being of power. Jacob dropped the faceplate of his helm and his eyes dazzled through the eyeholes as bright as stars in a winter’s night. Power irradiated from Jacob like waves of heat from a furnace and Gymir now saw that Jacob commanded here, not from his title or rank but from power and as a champion of the one who granted Jacob that power.
Gymir gave the command and within minutes three hundred warriors stood at Jacob’s back whilst to his sides stood Gymir, Brondolf and Jacob’s oath-men. Jacob turned his back upon the treeline and addressed the grim-looking warriors.
‘Long have you, brave warriors, stemmed the tide of Darkness that attacks from out of its dank lair. Long have you paid with blood to protect those preyed upon by evil. Too long have you fought without hope for end or lasting victory. And now you all see, as I see, that the power behind the Orc and Goblin and the creatures who serve the Darkness willingly grows in its strength.’ Jacob paused, looking from man to man. ‘But I say let them come! Let the masters come with their pets.’ Jacob turned to face the jungle and began chanting words unrecognisable to his comrades, long ago forgotten words. With his sword raised to the sky, he roared, ‘I am a Lord of Light! My master is without peer and I shall shine his radiance to the darkest shadows!’
As Jacob roared his proclamation to the heavens, all men behind him dropped to their knees, awed by the presence of the power He who is Greatest of them all had granted this young man. A Lord of Light led them, and a new resolve surged through the warriors like the warmth of a roaring fire soaking into frozen bones, revitalising hope and crushing despair.
‘Rise, my brothers, rise’, Jacob said, his armour glowing, his strength God-given. He turned to Gymir and whispered, ‘It cannot let this challenge stand. Its nature will not let it go unanswered. But It is ill-prepared, and we shall have a victory today.’ He turned back towards the warriors and shouted, ‘Fight with me, brothers! Fight! For He has called you.’
As one, every warrior raised their shield with their left arm and in the same fluid motion drew their great-sword from over their shoulder with their right. And out of the jungle a scream penetrated the ranks of warriors, a scream terrible and filled with dread and anger. A wind blew upon the scream, and with it the stench of death and decay. And then the architect of that foul noise sent forth his minions.
They came in a horde of hundreds. With no discipline, and no fear, they ran as if they flew on the wind of death. Brandishing their crudely made, wicked knives, an uncountable wave of Goblin and lesser Orc came with all haste. All at one point they rushed, all coming to kill Jacob in an overwhelming flurry of black steel.
Jacob saw their goal, saw how their forces were so consolidated in such a tightly packed group, and roared his order, ‘Shield fort!’ And with the discipline of men who had only known warfare, a hundred warriors came to stand in line. With Jacob and his oath-men and Gymir at its centre, the men raised their shields. The shields became a wall, three feet in height, with swords levelled along the top and double-edged, steel spikes facing towards the enemy. As the front rank formed the men behind the shields braced their immense strength behind the wall of steel, as the second rank formed behind them and lifted their shields above their heads. Placing their shields at an angle of forty-five degrees to the shields in the front rank, they made a sloping roof of steel and braced for the impact of the charge. The remaining hundred men-at-arms took ten paces back from the wall of shields and made ready to slaughter those who broke over the wall, or those who were thrown behind it.
They braced and smiled. Gone was despair. Fear, but a memory. To a man they knew that this was a battle not dictated by the enemy. It was not a rush to save peaceful folk from a gruesome death, but a mad answer to a challenge the enemy could not comprehend or overcome.
The first hit the wall. Many just threw their bodies upon it without apparent concern for their lives. Others were impaled upon the swords that were thrust between the shields. Back and forth those swords came. The weight balanced on the top edge of the braced shields as the sword arm of Man thrust and retrieved, thrust and retrieved, relentlessly.
More of the evil foe attempted to jump the wall completely but were met with the shields of the second rank who lifted their shields with their great strength and sent their enemy to the ground before the third rank, who despatched them to hell with savage butchery.
The shield fort held. Hundreds of lesser Orcs and Goblins lay hacked and torn before it and still they came, though Jacob could feel their numbers slackening. He looked out from the gap between the shields and laughed a sound of joy as he sighted his goal. A greater Orc, monstrous in stature, strode confidently towards the wall. It bellowed at its lesser brethren, and Jacob felt the fear his enemy had of its own commander. And it was a terrifying creature. Eight foot in height, it towered over its subordinates, with arms that bulged with muscle as thick as that on Jacob’s own huge thighs. Bone white tusks flanked a mouth agape with anger and jagged fangs. It roared its challenge and the lesser Orc and Goblin fled from it. It strode on purposefully, as if the wall of Man and steel would wither before his presence, and Jacob studied it with calm. Its flesh, a surprisingly bright green like moss growing on a winter bare tree, was criss-crossed with an uncountable number of scars. In its hands was the largest two-handed battle axe Jacob had ever seen. Its double blade a circular disc two feet across, broken in the middle by the weapon’s shaft. Yet it was not the weapon the greater Orc carried that wrought the most terror, but rather the cloak it wore. A gargantuan patchwork of human scalps lay draped over the thing of nightmares and trailed behind it as it marched.
‘Open!’ Jacob yelled, and as one the wall dissolved into another formation, every man in the second rank took two steps back, leaving before them a river of dismembered Goblin and the ground slick with thick green blood. Then every other man in the first took another two steps back, while the second rank took six paces back and from the centre moved out in a wave that left a sword’s length between each man, leaving a staggered wall that still stood a formidable defence but left room for movement. The attack had faltered, and all but halted, in most parts, as both sides awaited the combat of their champions.
Jacob pointed his sword at the colossal Orc and dropped his borrowed shield. ‘I choose you’, he growled and stepped forward. ‘I shall break you, fiend! Come and witness the power of the light.’
With that, the Orc came. It was still ten paces from Jacob when it swung its enormous axe, as if testing the weight and stretching its hideous muscles. An unfortunate Goblin wandered within its path and the greater Orc brought back his axe one-handed and with contempt for its lesser brethren’s life it brought its axe in an upward sweep and the blade bifurcated the Goblin, sending entrails, blood and organs in a shower of green.
Then the Orc was upon Jacob, swinging the axe with two hands at the base of the weapon’s shaft, bringing all the power to its swing in an attempt to destroy Jacob’s armour through brute force. Jacob stepped mockingly aside and flicked the tip of his sword to cut the beast’s hand as he moved to the right. The creature was all rage and brute strength, but he recovered quickly and used the long-hefted axe to keep Jacob at a distance, thrusting the weapon’s head at Jacob’s helm. But Jacob had speed unmatched by any mortal and he moved his head each time the Orc thrust, and the axe head went impotently by.
The Orc threw back its head and roared its displeasure. It brought the axe back and swung it round its head in a large circular arch before bringing it down to crush Jacob’s helm and skull. Yet Jacob effortlessly raised his left hand and gripped the shaft of the weapon and stepping forward, and to his right, he brought his sword down on to the shaft, shattering the thick wood only inches away from the Orc’s grasping fingers. The Orc lost control of whatever combat patience it possessed and with it its skill. It put its head down and charged, throwing itself upon the prince with the force of a felled oak tree. But any force the Orc held could not move the warrior of light and he simply bent low at the knees and as he rose delivered a stunning left hook to the side of the charging monstrosity’s head, sending it reeling to the ground.
The men-at-arms of the Brotherhood of Light cheered for their prince. Cheered at the contempt with which he held the enemy. Cheered at the ease with which Jacob dealt with such a fearsome adversary. And Jacob encouraged their exuberance, knowing that these men needed to see their enemy humiliated. He allowed the creature to rise and as the greater Orc shook its head clear, the whooping and cheering stopped.
A lesser ran to the aid of his master and presented him with a large, curved sword which looked like a mere dagger in the oversized monster’s giant fist. In return for the sword, the greater Orc tested its blade by stabbing it deep into the throat of the lesser Orc. Jacob watched on in mute interest as the greater Orc grabbed the dying Goblin by the back of its head before it could fall and plunged its own mouth into the dying creature’s bloody wound. The greater Orc ripped with its fangs as it drank deep of its fellow’s blood. After a few sickening moments, the Orc let go of the weaker Orc and it dropped dead to the ground.
The greater Orc seemed to be invigorated by the quelling of its blood thirst. It came at Jacob more controlled, feinting with a thrust at Jacob’s stomach before stepping forward and trying to grab Jacob in some sort of wrestling manoeuvre. Jacob unleashed his might; he sliced his own blade across his body, knocking the Orc’s sword away from his stomach and shattering the poorly made steel in a clang that rang out through the battlefield like a cracked bell. The prince of Man, Lord of Light, took a firm grasp of the creature’s tusk with his left hand and lifted with inhuman strength. The Orc clawed at Jacob’s hand, but its enormous claws slid ineffectively against the dazzling armour. Slowly the Orc was lifted from the ground, then with a huge roar and a great surge of power Jacob lifted the monster above his head and slammed the creature down with such phenomenal force that all around heard bones exploding out of the now paralysed Orc’s joint sockets.
Jacob stood over his beaten foe and looked down upon him with naked hate in his eyes. He turned to address the warriors of Man. ‘I read once’, he began, his voice calm, his breath steady and even not showing any signs of exertion, ‘that animals that grow tusks show their dominance by the tusk’s size’. With that Jacob seized one of the broken Orc’s tusks and with contemptuous ease he snapped one, then the other. Throwing them to Brondolf, he said in a loud clear voice, ‘They will make a nice wedding gift for my future bride.’ He laughed a mocking sound and pointed towards the Orc. ‘This is the enemy without fear?’ The Goblins in the horde still able to move backed away, cowering before a power they could neither fight nor comprehend.
‘I brought you to this place to see the enemy for what they are. Weak! Without cause! The servants of Darkness will fall before the light!’ As Jacob spoke the sky crackled with sheets of lightening, streaks of luminosity dazzling to behold even in the throes of daylight.
The Orc looked up at Jacob, terror clear in its eyes, with its mouth in a grimace as its head shook in its fear. Men of the brotherhood crowded round to look upon a sight they had never heard of before, let alone seen with their own eyes. A greater Orc afraid.
‘Whom do you serve?’ Jacob said in a voice calm and quiet yet filled with power and authority.
‘Talek’ken, king of all Orc and those who serve’, the Orc stuttered.
Jacob turned his blade upon the fallen beast. ‘Whom do you serve?’ the prince roared in a voice that startled the once fearsome Orc.
‘Vor’rok, Lord of the Dark One’, the Orc said, defeat in its voice.
Jacob turned and directed his words at the warriors of Man. ‘It serves the Dark Lord, yet it fears me.’ He brought his sword to bear and lifting its bloodied point to the heavens he let out a roar of primal power, a power to dwarf the oceans and humble the mountains. Lightening flew from his sword’s point. At the same instant, a bolt overhead struck, and the two bolts of raw energy met a mile above the battlefield in a thunderous explosion that shook the foundations of the earth.
Jacob brought his sword down, leaving a shimmer of heat in the blade’s wake. It struck the Orc and passed through the cowed creature’s neck as if it were water. Jacob turned the blade and slid it into its scabbard and turned to Askia.
‘My standard, brother’, he commanded. Jacob took the standard from Askia and ripped from it the sigil, the badge of the kingdom of men, to the gasps of all warriors in sight. He grasped the nine-foot shaft of polished oak in his right hand and retrieved the dead Orc’s head with his left. He held the severed head up for all to see. ‘Behold, the broken Orc!’ He took the severed head and rammed it upon the point above the ragged remains of the flag and thrust the butt end into the ground.
‘Behold my war banner! The broken Orc!’
Gymir looked upon his prince and lord and with awe, excitement and hope in his voice he raised his sword to the sky and roared, ‘The broken Orc! The broken Orc! The broken Orc!’ The chant was taken up by all as Jacob turned towards the jungle. He knew the war cry carried deep within the enemy’s domain.




Chapter Twenty-nine





Unwilling Servant



Cameos sat at his desk, alone and silent in the chambers of the chieftain. Before him lay the open tome, the scriptures containing the true histories of his people. His fingers traced the lines of text, the words that had begun the transformation of the Elven race.
The foresters now made charcoal that burned far hotter and longer than the firewood they had previously harvested from the great subterranean forest. The blacksmith who, for his entire span of eight hundred and twenty-two years in the forge, had only made the same small collection of saw blades, tree felling axes and animal slaughtering and butchering tools, now made fine steel. And with the help of apprentices they stocked the newly built armoury with rack upon rack of short swords, daggers, dirks and throwing javelins.
Cameos meditated upon the evolution of his people since the messages he had received from the Mother and knew now was the time to record those changes in the tome. He took out a small clay dish and lay it beside the tome. Drawing a dagger from his belt, he opened a vein upon his wrist and filled the dish with warm pulsing lifeblood. When the dish contained sufficient blood for his needs, he took a rag and quickly bound the minor wound, knowing the laceration would cease bleeding in seconds and be completely healed within the hour.
He took a writing quill from the desk and sharpened the tip with his dagger. He placed his dagger on the desk, turned to a blank page, dipped the quill in the fresh blood and began.
I, Cameos, son of Camochee, chieftain of the Elven people, put our endeavours to parchment.

I write in mine own blood, as it is with the blood of our people that the cost of our survival will be paid.

The price is high. Mother asks for great sacrifice, and I weep for the grief we endure.

There is discord amongst kin. Despair looms above the people, dimming the lights of our eternal ancestors.

There has been murder. Foul. Made in secret and shadow. Macik son of Malacil has paid for these crimes, though with a heavy heart I took his head.

We came across a feared enemy from myth and nightmare. The Ratton.

Many nests of the abhorrent creatures have we found. Without mercy our slaughter reigned.

Seven and twenty of our brethren fell. Their flesh torn beyond the Mother’s healing.

Our tunnel’s growth is great. Our people industrious. Like ants, they work as one.

I feel the return of the greatness we once were. Our plans are within our sight.

We shall take the home of Man; the heart of their kingdom shall be ours.

And from that heart we shall pour like blood, until every inch of land is Elven.

 
A knock on the door and a call from without caused Cameos to lay down his quill. ‘Come’, he said in a voice filled with irritation.
Thakern entered and stood just inside the chamber as Talako closed the door and resumed his duty as keeper of the door. Cameos looked upon his most trusted bondsman and friend. ‘Will you really wait for permission to sit? By the Mother, Thakern, sit down’, he said, feigning exasperation.
Thakern smiled as he glimpsed the gentler side of his chieftain and remembered the youth he had been only years before. ‘I bring word from the tunnel encampment. We have obliterated the seventh Ratton nest. We have listening posts stationed throughout. They hear no noise of the creatures. It is believed we have cleansed the earth of the abomination.’
Cameos looked thoughtful for a moment then said, ‘Then it is glad tidings you bring. There is still a long way to dig before we reach the heart of the lands of the treacherous.’
‘There is more my chieftain, as you instructed. We have buried the filth of the Ratton and covered their decay with good soil of Mother earth. The chambers will make fine encampments and the people work with vigour, but it has been many days since they have seen their chieftain. Too many days you are alone in this room, pouring over texts and drawing your plans.’
Cameos became animated, but rather the anger that Thakern expected, Cameos was filled with excitement and joy. He jumped from his desk and retrieved a large, rolled parchment and unravelled it upon the desk. He used his dagger and the small clay bowl that held now congealing blood, to weigh the curled edges down. He playfully slapped Thakern on the shoulder and pointed to the centre of what Thakern could now see was a map.
‘Here,’ Cameos exclaimed, ‘is the true strength of their kingdom, it is their seat of power. They call this great fortress Sprettaman, the “Spark of Man”.’ Cameos said these words with a snort of derision. ‘They speak untruths even in the names of their buildings.’
Cameos noted Thakern’s eyes upon the dish of blood and became aggravated at Thakern’s lack of attention. ‘It is only blood, my friend. I am writing our journey upon the scriptures of our people. It is a time of great pain and testing. I thought mere ink ill-suited to the task.’ He stabbed his forefinger down and used it to trace the path of a circle he had drawn encompassing the sketch of Sprettaman and its enjoining town and farms.
‘This line runs a path of seven miles.’ Cameos looked hard into Thakern’s eyes and seeing he now had his full attention, smiled and continued. ‘This line.’ He stabbed again at the map as he spoke. ‘This will be our new realm. We can create a tunnel, following the path of this line. We shall dig the tunnel wide and deep, to the very foundations of the Mother if we must. But, my friend, we shall leave the ground above intact, with supports to hold the roof of the tunnel until we attack. Then, when we are ready, down it falls!’ Cameos smashed the heavy table with a balled hand with enough force that Talako enquired from his guard position if all is well? Cameos smiled; his face was full of excitement as he envisioned his plan coming to fruition.
‘You see, my friend’, Cameos said, as he rolled up the parchment. ‘We shall create an impenetrable border. And inside this border there is fresh food, livestock, and crops. We shall grow in strength. In sunlight we shall grow.’
‘It is a fine plan, my chieftain. Bold and cunning. Your father looks upon you with pride, I am sure’, Thakern said in a soft voice. ‘But your people need to see your face, to see the pride you have in their labour. And your mate and son see you less and less, I fear.’
‘I hear you Thakern, I do, but it is not your place to tell me how my time is best served. It is your place to build our army. I shall make plans for its deployment.’ He took on a lighter tone. ‘Come brother, we can eat with my Releaka and Caleak. She will be pleased to see us both, though my son has become a mystery to me.’
‘A mystery?’ Thakern asked, concerned.
‘Maybe it is my absence of late, but I see him watching me, careful of my presence as if I am to be feared.’ He made a dismissing motion and said, ‘Ah, maybe I was the same with my father, though I remember it not. He keeps a weary distance.’
Thakern looked thoughtful for a moment then said, ‘Maybe it is time to introduce him to the martial arts. You are a warrior, and he has little understanding of warrior ways. He is young, not yet ten years, but he is first son to the chieftain.’
Releaka came to her mate’s arms with unhidden joy. ‘My love, so glad I am to see you.’ She kissed him and drew him deep towards her. ‘And to see you smile is twice the blessing.’ Cameos untangled himself from her and she greeted Thakern warmly, saying. ‘And it has been far too long since the three of us shared food and conversation.’
Cameos called to his son who was sitting at a small table in the corner using fine brushes made from animal hairs to paint brightly coloured inks on to an old parchment. The boy looked up from his art as if unaware of his father’s entrance until he had his name being called.
‘Father’, Caleak said in surprise, then stood and crossed the small space and took his father’s hand and gripped it in the way of a warrior.
Cameos looked upon his son proudly and said to Thakern. ‘He has the grip of a carpenter’s wood vice.’ Caleak smiled, taking his father’s praise highly and turned to great Thakern in the same way. As the ten-year-old boy gripped the master of combat’s hand Thakern pretended injury as he exaggerated the boy’s strength.
‘Ow! He has the strength of ten! My hand is ruined. Bless the Mother for she made me a spare.’ All four laughed, and soon the talk passed to things of a mundane nature. They ate and drank and talked and laughed. Thakern proposed introducing Caleak to the ways of the fist and foot, and although Releaka voiced her opinion of the boy being too young Thakern’s assurances pacified her.
The evening wore on and the group took great comfort in their bond, and as Thakern was getting ready to make his farewells, he remembered Caleak making art as they entered. ‘I saw that you are becoming an artisan of pictures, my young friend’, he said to the boy. ‘May I see?’
‘Of course, Master Thakern. I shall fetch it.’ Caleak went to collect his artwork with the slight smugness of a child who is about to impress with their work.
Releaka said in a low voice, ‘He has been working on it for days. I saw it yesterday full of bright colour and beauty. He went to the charcoal burners this morning, and he has been working on it for the day’s length since. He has not let me see it all day, telling me he had made it for his father.’
Caleak returned and held the painting up for all to see. It was indeed a thing of beauty and great skill for one so young. Cameos stood in all his glory, the crowning Sabretooth tiger headdress looking radiant against the paleness of Cameos’ skin.
They all looked on in silence, though not at the powerful contrasts of colour, nor the elaborate detail the youth had managed to capture. They looked on in stunned confusion. And fear.
In the painting, Cameos’ form and features were portrayed perfectly. The level of detail would have been astonishing had it been made by an artist of Elder age; from a youth it was almost supernatural. Covered in the skins of the ancient Sabretooth, the undeniable symbol of the chieftain of the Elven people, Cameos stood erect and powerful. And from his mouth poured a black smoke. Drawn onto the portrait with charcoal, the whirling shadow flowed from his open lips, spilling onto the ground, only to rise and encompass Cameos. Such was the skill of the drawing that the smoke seemed to move, flowing, turning, pulsing out of Cameos and shadowing him in darkness.
‘What is this?’ Cameos said softly. Fear rose with him, gnawing at his strength.
Caleak pulled the picture back so he could look upon it whilst still facing his mother, father and Thakern. ‘It is you, father’, he said confused, as though he thought it quite apparent.
Cameos stood, his arms hanging at his sides, hands clenching into fists as he spoke. ‘Who told you to draw this? Name them boy!’ Cameos’ anger was threatening to overwhelm him and he was struggling to remain calm. ‘Who drew this picture Caleak? Tell me truthfully and I shall forgive your deception.’
Caleak looked evermore confused. ‘I made it myself, father, as a gift for you.’
Cameos took a deep breath and said, ‘A gift? Your mother said you had worked on it for days, and it was bright and beautiful. She told me you went to the charcoal burners this morning. Who told you to draw in this darkness?’
‘I spoke to no one father; I just took some scraps that litter the floor around the charcoal piles.’ He looked from his father to his mother, tears beginning to form in his eyes. He looked back to his father, hurt beginning to overpower the confusion. ‘I just put on the parchment what I saw, father. I am sorry I have angered you.’
Cameos softened a little at the distress of his much-loved son. ‘But this imagery of Darkness, my boy, its disturbing. An evil thing.’ His anger rose again as he studied the picture. ‘It is a thing of death and decay. It is the Darkness!’
Caleak turned to his mother, head tilted. He looked about to see if he was being made sport of. But no one laughed. There was no great joke upon the young boy. ‘But father… you are the Darkness.’
Cameos struck the boy hard with a closed fist. The boy cartwheeled into the smooth clay walls of his home, falling to the floor. He neither moved nor made a sound.
Releaka pounced with the speed of a desert cat upon prey. She stood before Cameos in barely held fury, flexing her clawed fingers. She bared her teeth and took on the stance of a warrior. Hissing through her rage, she said, ‘Move towards my young and you will fight me, Cameos. By the Mother, I shall take your life!’
Cameos took a step back. ‘It was not my intent to strike him so.’ He seemed shocked by his own actions.
The boy stirred, the movement calming his mother who stepped backwards towards him, though her eyes remained on Cameos, cold and calculating.
Thakern spoke in a quiet voice. ‘Now is the time for calm.’ Though his voice was soothing, his manner was tense. ‘Maybe we should take a walk, old friend, to take the coolness of the night air and the peace of the stars.’
Cameos turned on his friend. ‘How many times in one day must you be reminded of your place, Thakern? It is not here. I shall seek you later to talk of matters that concern the Master of Combat. This is a matter of family.’
Thakern looked at Releaka, who had recovered the boy and was holding him tight. She gave an almost imperceptible nod of her head, and Thakern turned and left.
Cameos walked slowly over to the mother and child, his hands open in a gesture of peace. ‘Caleak, I am sorry to have stuck you in such a way.’ He dropped to his knees, tears forming in his eyes. ‘Please forgive, my son.’
Caleak pulled himself away from his mother’s embrace, now fully recovered and astonishingly joyful. ‘Father, it is not your fault.’ The young boy turned to his mother as if nothing had happened and said, ‘May I have some sweet fruits now, mother?’
Releaka looked at her child then kissed him lightly on the forehead. Feigning a smile she replied, ‘Of course you may, Caleak. Run along and save some for me.’
The boy ran to the adjoining room, where food was prepared and stored. Releaka looked long and hard at Cameos, who had stood. ‘What was that, Cameos?’
‘I do not know, my love. I am burdened with much and my temper is short but…’ He stopped unable to finish the sentence.
‘But what?’ Releaka asked more forceable.
‘But those actions did not feel my own.’ He shook his head and looked towards the room his son had run to and said, ‘I need to speak with Mother.’ With that, Cameos turned and left.
Thakern left the living chambers of Cameos, Releaka and Caleak, gravely concerned. It was clear that Cameos had been struggling within himself, for his personality was open to sudden changes. His rage was ready to erupt with no warning. But this was different. He had struck his son whom he adored, and more he had struck him with far more force than a father should ever hit his child. They were a hard people, the Elven folk, aggressive and primal, as were all the Mother’s strongest creations. Yet even they had limits, and Cameos was stepping far beyond those, and seemingly without control.
What troubled Thakern more than the violence Cameos had shown his own offspring though was the cause of it. The painting. The way the smoke, drawn on to the portrait, had seemed to move, as if it were somehow aware and knowing. It unsettled Thakern, disturbed him deeply, and as he walked the quiet halls en route to the gymnasium, he failed to notice the eyes watching him from the dark.
Thakern entered the gymnasium and was surprised to see four male Elves boisterously showing their skills to a seemingly unimpressed she-Elf. ‘Begone!’ Thakern bellowed, causing the group to jump, startled. ‘Take your fawning somewhere other than my hall.’ The group abandoned their training and left quickly, all sensing the Master of Combat’s mood.
He paced as his mind raced with the worries of the evening until he stopped at the racks of practice swords. Hard resin treated replicas of the new steel weapons. He picked one from the rack and wondered again at the drastic changes to the art of combat. His art. His mastery.
The sound of someone clearing their throat came from the shadows, and Thakern turned to see Joleata. So surprised was he to see her that he did not question how she had come upon him without notice, or why she would remain hidden. ‘Joleata? What brings a master of the mind to where we take master of the body?’
Joleata smiled and replied, ‘Dear Thakern, you are at times such a brute. I forget your way with words. I am here out of concern.’
‘Concern for what?’ Thakern said impatiently.
‘Concern for Cameos, concern for you, and concern for us all.’ She stalked towards him almost seductively and Thakern noticed once again that despite her age she had a lithe and agile physique. Thakern began to reply, but she stopped him. ‘No Thakern. Please, just listen. You are closer to him than any other, barring Releaka, and through all your faults you are still a wise Elf. He is not the boy you once knew, or the chieftain you believed he would become. He is consumed and counts no one trustworthy. Even you and all you have done for him.’
Thakern looked at her in silence. He knew the words she spoke had truth, yet he also knew and loved his chieftain deeply. They were bonded, and only death could break that bond. He spoke in an even tone. ‘He is my chieftain and bondsman. I shall follow him freely and guide him as I can.’
‘He is a danger to us all!’ Joleata spat with anger. ‘If he were but any other you would see the danger first and most, Thakern, Master of Combat!’ She spat his title as if it were an insult.
‘I know what you would have of me, Joleata’, Thakern replied without a trace of emotion in his voice. Even in the face of her anger, he remained nonchalant. ‘You would have me support you in removing the office of chieftain. You would have me support the council’s bid to rule, and even if I found logic and reason with that, I would not. I am bonded to Cameos; I cannot be clearer.’
‘You have me wrong, Thakern. I would have you rule beside me. Together we can bring an end to the madness Elven Earth has become.’ She spoke sweetly, her words oozing with righteousness.
‘You speak treason, Joleata! And not for the first time!’
She became angry. Walking past him, her words came from behind him, but he let her talk to his back. ‘You still defend him, and how he treats you so…so…poorly! You are like a beaten pet, still begging for attention. The people hear his words towards you, and they like it not my friend. Join me and be the ruler he should be.’
‘For the good of our people Joleata, head of the council of Elders, I shall stay silent of this matter. But one more word and it is your life.’ He stood still, facing away from her. He crossed his arms. His stance strong. Unmoveable. And she stabbed him.
She neither touched him nor made a sound. She focused upon her target. Clutched the hilt of her dagger. Pulled back her arm. And drove all six inches of steel into Thakern’s muscular neck. But she missed her target, and instead of severing the spinal cord, she thrust the dagger into the thick muscle; the tip bursting through the Master of Combat’s throat.
Thakern staggered forward but did not fall. He tried to reach the hilt of the weapon, but it was beyond his grasp. He turned and faced his attacker. She stood calm but defiant, not a drop of blood soiled her, and she held the expression of one who was falsely accused.
Thakern took a step towards her, his body requiring extreme instruction to make the small movement. He felt his body failing and feared he would be paralysed before he could retaliate. ‘You craven bitch!’ he growled. The left side of his face was dropping, his nervous system failing. ‘You Goblin…’ His words stopped as he groped pathetically for her.
‘I offered you a place of rule, but you chose death. I had hoped it would be quicker, for you deserve no pain for your stupidity.’ She looked at him appealingly. ‘It is time to die master Thakern, but in death you will serve your people one last time.’
He fell. And in the same instance Joleata sensed movement just beyond the entrance to the gymnasium, her senses and instinct made more acute from the conflict and adrenaline. She took a glance at Thakern, but could not see if he still drew breath, then fled out of a side entrance.
Cameos left his living chambers, his heart full of regret. He had never been one so quick to anger yet knew it had overwhelmed him. Once more he feared for his sanity. He was estranged from his loved ones, consumed by his plans for war. A voice sounded within his mind. ‘Fear not Cameos.’ The voice said, clear and sweet. The voice had caused him to stop, and he now closed his eyes and focused his thoughts upon the voice. ‘I told you the path to walk was fraught with danger and hardship. Did you think me false, Cameos?’
Cameos whispered, ‘But what am I changing into Mother?’ now sure his guide had come to him in his hour of need.
‘You are becoming what is needed, my child. Do not falter, for now is not the time for doubt.’ The voice of the Mother Goddess to the Elven folk spoke to the chieftain of her chosen people with love and compassion. ‘Do what you feel to be right and you will be walking the path I have laid for you, Cameos, my chosen one, my first amongst my children.’
Cameos bowed his head and said in a quiet voice filled with shame, ‘I am sorry for my doubts, Mother.’ He received no reply, but nor did he expect one. The Mother had reprimanded Cameos for his doubts, and though the reprimand was gentle, he understood. He would follow his instinct, granted by their creator, and though his kin and subjects could not understand, they would follow.
He was brought out of his reflection by the sound of Thakern growling angrily up ahead from the gymnasium. He saw a group of young Elves leave the gymnasium and knew his old companion had cleared the large training area and decided he would take council with him.
As he neared the large opening into the gymnasium, he felt the sensation of violence, brief; it filtered on the slight movement of air yet triggered a heightened state of alert in the young chief.
He entered the large martial chambers ready for combat, muscles flexed, tendons taught. He sensed movement to the rear and side of the vast chamber and briefly caught sight of a figure vanishing through the portal and away from the gymnasium. He took a step forward, ready to chase down the transgressor of this strange occurrence, when a slight groan brought his attention to the centre of the room.
His heart sank. Bile rose in his throat, and he took an involuntary step backwards. Gaining his composure, he rushed to the side of his fallen friend. Fighting back sobs, he griped his friend’s hand. ‘Thakern, who did this?’ He took hold of the knife protruding from his back, but as he was about to remove the weapon, the alarm was raised.
Cameos looked up from his friend as the calls of ‘murder’ were raised and guards ran into the gymnasium, followed by Joleata and a few other Elves who had been in hearing distance of the alarm. Doista and Bidzil were the first to enter, both fierce warriors, and both in Cameos’ personnel guard.
Cameos rose and called out, ‘Thakern is grievously hurt, but he yet lives. Joleata there is need of your skills. Doista, Bidzil, call out the guard and search the area. The perpetrator fled through there as I entered.’ He pointed to the side exit and yelled to Joleata, ‘Why do you wait? Thakern lives! Aid him!’
She had waited while more folk answered the call and now as twenty or more ordinary folk stood inside the training area, she approached.
Kneeling to the fallen Elf, she assessed his injury as Doista and Bidzil left through the main entrance to carry out Cameos’ orders. She looked upon the disappearing backs of Cameos’ loyal warriors and turned towards the gathering crowd.
‘This is the work of Cameos!’ the she-Elf said in a slow but authoritative manner.
Cameos stood speechless as the Elven folk looked upon him with suspicion. ‘You dare…’ he began but found he did not have the words. He looked back to his friend and screamed at Joleata. ‘Help him! Remove that blade and help him, Joleata, for the love of the Mother.’
Two of Joleata’s acolytes had now joined her, and the head of the Elder grasped the hilt of the small dagger. She took a firm hold, indicated what she demanded of her subordinates, and pulled the dagger free. Blood gushed out, splattering Joleata and those nearby before the acolytes applied pressure to the wound.
Joleata held the dagger high for all to see. ‘This blade, Cameos?’ she said with venom. ‘This is your blade! You!’ She spat whilst rising to her feet. She pointed the dagger at Cameos. ‘Do you deny ownership of this weapon, Cameos, servant of the Darkness?’
Cameos stared back at her defiantly and replied in a calm, even voice. ‘It is my dagger, Joleata. I saw it last in the chambers of my office.’
She turned to address the small crowd. ‘And how we have all seen the tension between Cameos and Thakern. Thakern was strong enough to question Cameos and now he has paid the dearest of prices.’ She pointed the blade at Cameos and screamed, ‘Murderer! Servant of the Dark One! Betrayer of your people and of the Mother!’ She turned to the crowd. ‘Seize him!’
Most of the crowd remained still, caught between the Elder and the chief, Joleata and Cameos, but three mature Elves stepped forward. Cameos noted they were those that were first to arrive and staunch allies of Joleata. He wondered if one of those Elves were the one to attack his bondsman, and the thought brought rage to dull his confusion. He shifted his position. Balancing the weight of his body on the ball of his feet. Ready to spring forward. Arms flexed, and he felt the strength in those muscles. He felt powerful and vengeful. And the three came to place hands upon him.
Cameos turned his body sharply, knocking the first Elf’s hands away from him with the palms of his own hands. He shifted his weight on to his left leg, dipped his left shoulder, and brought his right foot off the ground as he turned again, ready to sweep the second Elf’s legs from under him. Then his world turned dark.
He struggled to focus; blinding pain exploded in the back of his head. He turned, seeking his enemy, but staggered and fell. From the ground a figure stood over him holding a heavy, wooden stave. His eyes would not focus enough to recognise the face, but he knew the voice at once as Joleata threw the stave to the ground and commanded, ‘Drag him outside. All will see the murderer brought to justice. All will witness the fall of Cameos.’
Cameos was dragged roughly to his feet and held in a firm grasp by two of the three Elves, whilst the third stood behind him. Joleata stood in front of the crowd that had gathered in numbers, now over one hundred strong. She paced before the crowd, laying her facts before them, but Cameos could not hear the words. With the dagger raised high in the air, she delivered her judgement before rounding on Cameos.
‘You, Cameos, will speak true. That you have made a pact with Darkness, forsaking the Mother. You have murdered in coldness and without remorse those that would speak out against your wicked ways!’ She turned back to the crowd who were now all beginning to accept her accusations. ‘How many of our kin have died at our chieftain’s blood-soaked hands? Suleka, wise and peaceful. Trake and Trugher, who stood for tradition and died to keep our sacred ways. Stephine, so young and with so many days before her, torn to death like prey. Macik, brave and loyal. And now Thakern.’ Her voice was raised but she spoke with calm authority. ‘Well, no more! You will die now. By mine own hand, with those here present as witness to your crime, your trial and your execution.’
She was met with silence when she had expected cheering and mob bloodlust. The Elves present wanted nothing to do with this and some backed away, while others muttered protests to each other quietly. ‘She has no authority’, ‘It is not right’, and ‘what trial?’ were some of the comments Joleata pretended not to hear.
Joleata, head of the council nodded, and the Elf behind Cameos took a firm hold of Cameos’ bloody hair and pulled down sharply, exposing the chieftain’s throat. She walked towards him; bloody dagger held high as she savoured her victory.
She stopped before the prone leader of the Elven folk and said, ‘Your death will be unjustly swift, Cameos, son of Camochee, last of the chieftains of the Elven folk.’ Her arm pulled back, ready to deliver the cut that would end his short life.
The dagger fell from her grasp to clatter upon the ground. She gasped for breath and reached for the hand that had come from behind to seize her throat. Inch long claws sunk into her soft flesh at her throat but had stopped when they met the resistance of the harder cartilage of her windpipe.
Thakern’s voice, raspy and hard, spoke loud in the silence. ‘This is my attacker. She sought my aid to overthrow our Goddess-given chieftain. She is the voice behind all the discord. Her hands soiled with the blood of the innocent.’ With that he applied pressure and his claws sunk deep into Joleata’s windpipe. Bursting through the pipe’s centre he closed his hand into a fist and with a great last effort of his remaining strength, he ripped the windpipe out of the ragged wound he had made in the dying she-Elf’s throat. She sank to her knees, then fell forward, her body twitching as she lay in a pool of her own lifeblood.
Thakern fell beside her, and Cameos rushed to his friend’s side. ‘My friend, I am sorry for my harsh words. Your loyalty is the greatest of gifts.’
Thakern’s eyes were becoming cloudy, but his voice remained strong. He spoke in a loud voice for the benefit of the crowd more than for Cameos. ‘Your leadership is a gift, my chieftain. Only you have been blessed with the foresight and strength needed to save our people.’ Thakern coughed and droplets of blood sprayed from his mouth. He looked deep into the tear-filled eyes of his chief and bondsman. He whispered, ‘I go now to your father, Cameos, and I shall tell him with pride of your strength.’
Thakern, son of Thoken, closed his eyes and breathed his last in the arms of Cameos, who wept openly.




Chapter Thirty





Executioner



Jacob rode Frostbite at the head of two hundred men-at-arms of the Brotherhood of the Order of Light. He dismounted and took the standard of the broken Orc from brother Stephen. Holding it high above his head, he said in a loud clear voice, ‘Gymir, most honoured brother, I give unto your care my standard. May it be a beacon of the strength of men.’
Gymir took the standard from his prince and thrust it high into the air. ‘Many Orcs will look upon this banner and know they are without hope. High shall it fly over the keep of Iron Guard until your return.’
Gymir handed the standard to one of his brothers, who took the long pole with its severed Orc’s head upon it and raised it from the keep’s battlements, whilst Gymir gave instructions to where the two hundred men were to raise their camp. They had recruited ten brothers from each of the garrisons of the north, hand-picked by Jacob and Gymir. The recruits chosen for their youth all bore excitement at the upcoming expedition, rather than the resentfulness that could be expected from more experienced warriors.
And there was great excitement. Word had travelled of the glorious victory, and the rise of a champion, and when Jacob had ridden into each fortress holding his new banner high, they had greeted him with cheers.
A month had passed since the battle of the broken Orc and now the banner was returned to the greatest of the fortresses, where it would remain until the prince returned to wage a last war upon the creatures of the forbidden jungles.
Brondolf called Jacob to gain his attention and pointed towards the south, where Jacob could see a group of horsemen approaching. Four men riding small ponies cantered at a sedate pace towards the prince, stopping just short of the crowd of warriors who were dispersing to raise their temporary camp.
The leader of the four strolled towards Jacob and stopped just short. He dropped to one knee and called out in a strong, clear voice. ‘My prince’, the Lord Audemar began. ‘I have brought three hundred bowmen, fifty squires, two arrowsmiths, six fletchers and myself many miles. We are ready to kill some Orc!’
Jacob laughed aloud and grasped the lord from the south by the shoulders and raised him up. ‘My Lord Audemar, how welcome you are. This is Knight-captain Gymir of the Brotherhood of Light. He has command of the men-at-arms in the north. Gymir and I have discussed at length, with many others, how we shall meet the new threat from the Darkness. Your knowledge will be of great value.’
‘And you shall have it, my prince, Knight-captain’, Audemar said and bowed towards the two.
Gymir laughed and said, ‘We tend to the less formal here, my lord, and we knight-captains are neither noble nor of great rank. I am merely called captain by my brothers and Gymir by those who are not. Besides, you have rank here I am sure, though I would not expect the deference your rank normally provokes. The brothers here will obey you but will speak their minds as well.’
Audemar smiled. ‘I shall defer to your command freely, Gymir, as will my men. We are experts at hunting mountain trolls, ambushing pirate raiders and we have constant warfare with the wild-men of the deep wood yet, for all our skill we have little knowledge of the Orc menace or of combat with more than a hundred foemen.’
Jacob looked in the distance toward the jungles and spoke in a grave tone. ‘We have brought a little time, but the enemy will come and come in force. We shall use that time wisely, we shall build defensive trenches between the forts, train those villagers strong enough to bear arms and above all maintain vigilance.’ He turned to look at the two hundred men who would accompany him on the great expedition and continued, ‘I go now to the south and beyond, on this grand quest, but I shall return and with me I shall bring the fall might of the race of Man.’
King Kane the Cruel, first of his name, sat upon his great throne in the largest of his many halls and revelled in the suffering of his subjects as he watched them beg for mercy, knowing they would receive none. Six men had been found disturbing the king’s peace, speaking out against the crown and its tyrannical laws. Manacled to each other and to the ground before the king, they made mewing sounds and pleas of help through terrified sobs as they watched the executor prowl into the vast hall. A great forest bear, brought across the small sea from the island known as the Third Sister at great expense, walked into the hall sniffing the air as it swung its colossal head from side to side. Even now when the beast seemed calm, it was a thing from nightmares. Twelve feet in height as it stood on its rear legs, its snouted mouth agape with teeth strong enough to crunch through bone as easily as a man might bite through an apple. Thick black fur covered its heavily muscled body but did nothing to hide the strength it wielded. Clawed paws, able to wipe a man’s face from his skull with one casual swipe, tapped eerily as it stalked into the filled hall. A great harness criss-crossed the creature’s torso, a parody of those used to harness oxen, and a great chain of iron links circled the beast’s neck.
The creature could barely fit through the great double doors to the castle’s great hall, its width equal to that of two large war horse. It took a dozen men pulling on the great chain about its neck to encourage the beast in, whilst more prodded the creature from behind.
Finally, the great forest bear was within the hall, surrounded by the two dozen men who sought to control the beast and force it to do their master’s bidding. A full fifty of the king’s guard stood before the king, with nine-foot-long spears held low as they stood before the high dais, ready to protect the king at any cost.
The king spoke from his throne in a voice made high with excitement from those awaiting bloodlust and gruesome death. ‘You six men.’ He spat the word ‘men’ with contempt. ‘Are guilty of attempting to spread dissent amongst my most beloved citizens. A charge worthy of the hangman’s noose. But you, six.’ The king rose and with him rose the lords and their advisors who had been summoned for a great council of war. Over a hundred men rose from their seats that lay arrayed around the edges of the hall. The king pointed a finger at the condemned. ‘You six sought to take up arms against me.’ His voice rose in anger. ‘Sought to do harm to your rightful king! Planned and plotted to place yourselves within my walls and do bloody murder against me!’ Spittle sprayed from his mouth as he shouted. Then, as quickly as his rage had emerged, it vanished. He sat back upon his throne, calm and contentment evident on his face.
He motioned for the head beastmaster to approach, and the man, a tall, lean fellow with a potbelly and moustaches that were waxed and hung to chest, came and kneeled before the king’s throne. The king spoke to the man who remained on his knees. ‘An incredible beast. You can control such a creature?’
The man nodded energetically. ‘My king, the beast has intelligence, and we have trained it with splendid success through punishment and reward. With your leave, my king?’ The beastmaster asked of the king, who replied joyfully.
The beastmaster rose and came before the prisoners, who wept with terror. He took a white powder from a pouch on his belt and dubbed a white cross upon each of the condemned men’s heads. ‘My king’, the man called out in a loud voice whilst offering the king an exaggerated bow. ‘My lords.’ He bowed again. ‘And distinguished men of note.’ The man inclined his head at the last. ‘Behold, the mightiest of all animals. The ferocious and untameable, great black forest bear!’ He stood quietly expecting applause, but none came until the king clapped his hands once and a great cacophony of applause filled the great hall.
‘And yet’, the beastmaster continued once the applause had died down. ‘Bent it to my will, I have. And now it serves King Kane, the first ruler of men. Marked are these men, known to the monstrous beast they now are. Upon our great king’s command, the executioner waits.’
The king pointed to the man closest to the great bear and screeched. ‘Tear him to bloody ruin!’ The beastmaster made a few slight gestures with his hands and arms, and the beast advanced upon the man slowly.
The bear pawed the ground and sniffed the air as the handlers who held the chains and harnesses backed away and gave the bear room to move. It came slowly, swinging its low hanging head from side to side. A huge scar ran across the beast’s face from its forehead, down between its eyes and across the side of its snout. It came upon the first man, in a room of hushed silence. The pitiful crying of the man was so very loud. Slowly it moved, without a hint of aggression. It sniffed at the man, who stood shaking in a puddle of his own urine, with the rags he wore soiled by his own waste. A huge lolling tongue came slowly from between the beast’s open jaws. It licked the man’s face, seemingly relishing the taste of fear. Then slowly it moved its open jaws forward and engulfed the man’s face. Closing its jaws, the beast’s teeth sunk deep into the flesh of the prisoner’s face. Twenty long teeth punctured the flesh on both sides of the squealing man’s skull, as blood gushed out to darken the puddle on the hall’s floor.
Slowly the bear pulled its head back, and with no visible effort from the beast, the man’s face came with it. The man’s shredded face was pulled from his skull, sickeningly slowly, until the weight of the man’s body and the manacles that held him to the ground sprung him backwards. Lips, nose, cheeks, forehead and ears all missing as the bear retreated a step leaving a faceless skull gurgling and screaming noises as his fleshless jaw bones moved up and down. Small strips of skin, flesh and fat were all that remained upon the prisoner’s blood glistering skull.
The king screeched with delight whilst retching noises could be heard from the horrified lords and advisors. Some tried to make to leave unnoticed, but the king’s household guards barred the way.
The king stood suddenly, and all stood but a heartbeat later. ‘Behold the fate of those who would dare dream of harming their king.’ He turned to the beast with outstretched hands and gestured whilst talking to the beast as if it were just another of his loyal guardsmen. ‘Kill them all!’ The king screamed. ‘Kill them all.’
Again, the beastmaster made some commands, and the beast turned back towards his prey. It reared up on its hind legs and let loose his challenge with a roar so deep it filled the hall and reverberated within the chests of those that watched on in fear, revulsion and awe. Its gaping maw revealed teeth and tongue dripping with bloody drool. And then it came.
With speed one would think impossible due to its size, it leapt upon the remaining prisoners. Its claws shredded flesh as huge paws shattered bone with the undiluted raw power of this gargantuan creature. It took one man’s torso in its enormous jaws, crushing his ribcage. It pulled with such force that the poor man’s manacled hands were dislocated from his wrists with a sickening crunch of bone. Within a minute it was over. Limbs lay torn from their bodies. Dismembered legs were still manacled to the ground. Bodies lay twitching whilst all around intestines and organs littered the hall floor like some storm ravaged abattoir.
The beastmaster made some quick movements of his hands, accompanied by a high-pitched whistle, and the creature lay down, a picture of calm, as it licked the blood and gore from its paws.
The king became increasingly animated as he paced the raised dais. ‘Behold!’ he called out. ‘The fate of mine enemies. I do not doubt there are those amongst you here that would relish in my downfall. Some may even wish it fervently and with open heart yet, I say to those with wickedness in their heart and foul deeds in their mind, behold, the fate of mine enemies.’
King Kane the first, known throughout the kingdom he ruled as Kane the Cruel, had undoubtedly earned his name. He took one last look at the carnage around his hall and with a look of pure exaltation upon his face he turned and left the hall through a door at the rear of the dais, leading to his war council.
The king now sat on another throne, this one facing rows of benches able to seat fifty men, flanked by Hamal, knight-captain of his household guard on his left and Colburn on his right. He sat impatiently waiting for his war council to assemble.
First came the great lords of the north and south. Lord Godwin entered, flanked by his son and a large, bellied man, the lord’s first advisor whom the king knew was called Tristan. Lord Beringer followed by his firstborn, Beringer, and his second born Berison. After the greatest lords of the north and south had entered, Lord Rowland, Lord Lichenton and Lord Aelinor came. Each of the great lords of the north were accompanied by two or three men of note, whose names the king did not know nor cared to learn.
Lord Armine and Lord Otelin of the south came after, each with sons or advisors unknown to the king. Of all the great lords, north and south, only Audemar was not in attendance. After the great lords came two dozen or so of the more worthy barons, who held land but still held service and oath to one of the great lords. Oswald was amongst these barons, though he was perhaps the lowest in political position in court. He gave fawning greetings to Lord Godwin, Lord Beringer, and the king, before noting Colburn and shrinking back to the rear of the room, and with eyes filled with hate he looked on at the former knight-captain.
‘My lords’, the king began, as he noted with humour that many of the lords had finery splattered with blood. ‘You are summoned, for the time of our great expedition is near. And now is the time for our last council. My nephew, the prince, will return from our northern borders within days. At his back he has two hundred men-at-arms of the brotherhood. The lords of the north will join their men to his and journey to the south where they will rendezvous with the armies of Lord Otelin, Lord Armine and of Lord Audemar.’
‘And where is Audemar?’ one baron of the north interrupted.
A huge brute of a man stood at the question. He was taller than all in the room apart from Colburn, with a shaved head, scarred face and cold stony eyes.
‘My Lord Audemar’, the man growled. ‘Has marched in strength to support the northern border.’ He looked upon the overweight baron in his finery with unhidden contempt. ‘He defends your lands whilst you seek glory and wealth.’
‘Enough!’ bellowed the king, slamming his hands down upon the armrests of his throne. He turned to look at Lord Audemar’s man, who in face of the king, bowed slightly and took his seat. ‘Captain Morris’, the king said by way of an introduction, ‘will command the Lord Audemar’s men. He speaks with the lord’s voice, so you, baron,’ the king pointed at the baron, ‘will afford him the same respect as you would the lord himself’.
The king became calm again. ‘You have discussed, argued, bickered like village whores and tried your damnedest to install yourself into my grace. Now the time for competing for prestige is over. Unity from here on out, or if you prefer, I am sure my newest servant would be ready to make your acquaintance.’ The king paused and looked from face to face before continuing. ‘No? Good. Now, that is clear. My nephew will lead the expedition. The Lord Godwin will be his first. The Lord Beringer will be second. You all have detailed outlines, but Lord Godwin will outline the mission.’
The Lord Godwin stood and bowed before the king. ‘My king, a great honour it is you do me.’ He took a deep breath and began. ‘Our fighting men will converge upon the harbour city, and together we shall be around one thousand and six hundreds, including two hundred brothers of the order. The warriors will, of course, fall under direct command of their lords or lord’s representative.’ He glanced slightly towards the king before saying, ‘I am informed that the prince himself commands those warriors of the order, yet all will follow the king’s chain of command or be subject to consequences.’ After today’s display, none of the assembled men needed reminding how grave consequences would be.
‘When the armies are brought together, they will board forty-two troopships, and together with twice that number of supply ships we shall set oars and sails to sea.’ Lord Godwin then gestured towards the Lord Beringer and said, ‘My Lord Beringer is by far the most experienced seaman and will take command of the fleet, my lord.’
Lord Beringer stood. ‘Thank you, Lord Godwin. This time of year, the winds blow a southerly course. We shall set sail and let the winds take us wide round the islands known as the Three Sisters. Rocks and currents become treacherous round the isles, so we shall sail for three days by a south-west course before swinging round to a due west course. Once we are in the deep oceans of the east, we can furl sails and put the slaves to oars. It will be a six-week journey, with resupply from the provision ships at sea. It will have dangers but with prayer and perseverance we shall prevail.’ The Lord Beringer took his seat again and the Lord Godwin continued the briefing.
‘We shall land at a suitable bay or cove and build a harbour with the provision ships. They have been built for such a purpose and with some work they will become a stable harbour. Supplies will be winched ashore, whilst the troop ships remain anchored at sea. It is a full two-week march through the blistering heat of the desert. We shall raise tents during the heat of the day and take rest, whilst we march during the cool of the night. The slaves that man the oars will carry provision, and upon the return journey, the treasure.’ Godwin paused and looked hard into the eyes of his fellow great lords. ‘The slaves must not be so ill-treated that they will weaken before the journey’s end. Any disobedience will be dealt with publicly and with great cruelty.’
The king smiled his sickly smile at the word cruelty, and Godwin paused to let the assembled nobles dwell upon the word before continuing. ‘These creatures we shall face dwell deep within the earth and do not venture from their nest whilst the sun lights the sky, so that is when we shall make our attack. From all sides we shall swarm into their subterranean city and put all who abide there to the sword. None are to be left alive. To the child in the womb we are to distinguish this abomination of life, this insult to our great creator. Once all have fallen to our blades, the great treasure will be ours for the taking.’
The assembled lords and men of power stamped their feet and banged their hands upon the benches. The king allowed it for a full minute before commanding silence by standing. All stood with him as he called out in a voice devoid of its usual high pitch, ‘To war!’
The king allowed his men to revel in the excitement of adventure, glory and wealth before dismissing them. He summoned Colburn to his side and dismissed Hamal.
‘I have a task for you, dog’, the king said, his voice filled with menace.
‘I live to serve’, replied Colburn in a tone that suggested he took no pleasure in his service.
‘You are to take ship on this great expedition. And in darkness and silence you will murder my nephew.’
Colburn betrayed no hint of emotion. ‘Why wait, master? The lords would care not if the prince found a knife in his ribs. They would fight for the privilege of orchestrating such a deed.’
King Kane looked upon Colburn impatiently and snarled, ‘The lords? Of course they would, but the common solider? No. It would sour the mission before it began. You will wait, and when all is done and triumph is ablaze throughout, you will end his life.’
Colburn was silent for but a moment, yet it was enough that the king could see he was thinking. He saw the king’s intense gaze and quickly said, ‘Of course, master, do you have a preference for the method?’
‘Poison.’ The king pulled a small vial from inside his tunic. Dark, smoky liquid lurked within. ‘In ale the colour is unnoticed and tasteless. It will bring on stomach flux and fever. Within a night, death. If the poison fails, use whichever method you deem fit.’ The king took Colburn’s arm and pulled the one-time warrior of honour down to his eye level. ‘If you succeed in this task I have laid before you, then I shall permit you to return to your brotherhood.’ Colburn’s eyes lit at the statement. ‘You may leave my service and die in whichever manner you wish. But if you fail me, Colburn, I shall kill all who fell under my protection on the day you came to my service.’
Colburn thought back to his brothers, those who had gone to fight beside him in a place of pure darkness and evil and gone had to their deaths with honour. He thought of their families who lived in community and safety with those of the order.
‘I shall succeed master, I swear it’, Colburn said, and God forgive him, but he meant it.




Chapter Thirty-one





Voyage



Jacob stood upon the foredeck of the troopship. He looked once more to the city that slowly retreated. The calls of the royal trumpets were fading in the distance, and his mind turned back towards his beloved. It had been almost impossible to leave her behind, and though the dangers of Castle Sprettaman were grave, it had been necessary. He had spent a night of joy and passion in her embrace, revelling in the warmth of her body, the scent of her hair, and the softness of her skin.
And then the night had turned to day and without argument or emotion she had kissed him goodbye and watched him ride away, not knowing when she would see him again or if ever.
Jacob and Elysabeth both understood she was a hostage as much as a resident in the king’s household, but neither allowed themselves to dwell upon it, nor discussed it with each other. They merely took pleasure in the time they had and took fortitude in the other’s strength.
But nor was Jacob a fool, and before he had secluded himself away with his love, he had sought an audience with the king and brought with him Father Robert.
Jacob recalled the words with relish of his wicked uncle’s discomfort. ‘I am about to embark on this most royal and virtuous of quests dear uncle. And I leave to your care that which is most precious to me, my dearest Elysabeth.’ A shiver crept down Jacob’s spine as he recalled the perverse smile that had crept into existence on his uncle’s face at the mention of Elysabeth’s name. ‘And yet I fear it is you who she will need protection from most dear uncle, for I have not forgotten your lust for that which is mine, and so I am here to educate you.’ The king had visibly stiffened but remained silent. ‘Father Robert and I have developed a bond, a connection of our minds that transcends distance. It is a thing both hard and time-consuming to fashion, but one that we have developed over years to great effect. If a hair upon my Elysabeth’s head is touched, my dear uncle, then I shall know, and by He who is Greatest of them all, all your plans and schemes will come to nought.’
Jacob smiled to himself upon the ship’s deck as he remembered his uncle’s impotent outrage. ‘You dare threaten your king!’ he had spat.
‘I simply inform you of the truth, my king. I shall do all you ask, and you shall receive all treasure and glory, but, if by the power of Father Robert and my own mind bond, I am made aware of action taken against me or my woman, or if that bond is severed, I shall ensure your lords are no more and your treasure sunk to the deep.’
Jacob’s smile had been smug and satisfying as he had ended with, ‘It is how they say, “cards on the table”. Are we in agreement?’
His uncle, the king, had no choice but to agree, and Jacob sensed his word would be kept, yet there was something else underlying, a hidden deception, and Jacob would not rest easily until he was once more back in his love’s warm embrace.
Brondolf called the prince out of his recollecting, and he felt the cool spray of the sea upon his face as he turned into the wind. He stood an awe-inspiring parallel of the statue of He who is Greatest of them all. Without taking hold of anything for balance he stood upon the deck firm, immune to the rolling sea, his armour reflecting the sun’s weak rays with a passion.
‘My prince?’ Brondolf said quietly, though they were alone on the foredeck. ‘It is the time for hard truths, and I would be remiss in my duty and unworthy of the high position you have placed me if I did not speak plainly with you now.’
‘I have always encouraged you to speak your mind, Brondolf, so speak it’, Jacob replied with a slight tone of irritation.
‘You must put Elysabeth far from your mind. Regardless of your threats to the king, we both know of the danger she faces, and you dwell upon it, I see it Jacob. Her safety is beyond your ability to control, and we are but wheels set in motion. We must see this expedition to its end.’ Brondolf stopped and placed a hand upon the prince’s shoulder. ‘That was your decree.’
The prince nodded agreement and said, ‘It was, but it is also normal to worry for those we love, is it not, Brondolf? I see no harm in it, it changes nothing’.
‘There is harm in it, my prince. For all your strength and knowledge, you are still young in the ways of war. Having your mind elsewhere means it is not focused entirely upon your task. That will get you killed, and the men whose lives you now command. We are to war, my prince, and there are many who sail with us who are your enemy. Do not let your guard down for an instant. Trust no one. And do not let your mind be consumed by thoughts of love.’
‘You paint a bleak picture, my friend’, Jacob said to Brondolf before turning back to the sea. ‘But I hear you, brother.’
The fleet rounded the islands known as the Three Sisters without event. Jacob merely watched the peaks of the largest mountainous isle grow larger on his left as he stood at the bow. The captain of his vessel knew his business and the prince’s flagship, the Storm Breaker, reared to the waves and the peaks grew smaller in the distance.
It took three full days and a night sailing south before Lord Beringer rose signal flags upon his lead ship and the entire fleet tacked a northerly course to bring them back in sight of land. It was good land here, and once again Jacob marvelled at the sense of freedom the sea could bring. A man could live here, on these windswept coasts, and men did, grim-looking men clothed in sealskins, and though Jacob had no delusions about the harshness of such a life, he yearned for the freedom it gave.
They sailed on without events for three more days, always within sight of the coast and anchoring in shallows from dusk until dawn. The sound of singing echoed across the waves, made by the Housecarls, those warriors of the lords of the kingdom, bound for riches and glory. Jacob’s boat held brothers of the Order of Light as did six others who remained always within hailing distance from the Storm Breaker. They neither sang nor drank excessively, they honed their weapons, drilled as best they could whilst on the ship, and prayed. And they did not always pray alone or amongst themselves, but also, they prayed beneath the main deck where the slaves sat on their benches and awaited the order to set oars and row.
They treated the slaves as equals, and on the second night anchored at sea Jacob called to Brondolf as he saw him leave the below-deck.
‘Brondolf’, he called.
‘My prince’, Brondolf replied as he came to stand before Jacob who, as was becoming his habit, stood alone on the bow.
‘You have spent time with the slaves?’
‘I have, my prince.’
‘And what is it they say? Do you fear mutiny?’
Brondolf smiled, but it had no warmth in it. ‘They are broken men, my prince. Taken far from home and loved ones. Denied food and water, beaten and abused. No, my prince, I do not fear mutiny. I speak with them as men, and I pray with them as a brother and remind them of a loving God and a prince who walks beside that God.’ Brondolf looked at Jacob thoughtfully for a long moment then broke the silence. ‘Most people see the men-at-arms of the Brotherhood of Light as only warriors, but we are priests as much as warriors, my prince. It is as much our duty to spread the light as it is to stave off the Darkness.’ Brondolf clapped Jacob on the shoulder and added, ‘You should join us in prayer, if you wish my prince.’
‘Thank you Brondolf, but I keep council with God alone.’ With that, the prince of men turned back towards the sea and stared into the starlit darkness. Brondolf let his gaze wander to where his prince’s lay and wondered to himself what it was the prince could see in the blackness of the night.
Jacob’s eyes were open but unfocused. Images floated before him but he knew they were neither there nor in fact images, but rather they were memories. In fact, they were memories of memories as his mind wandered back to the high priest Albert and the knowledge he had gained at that little clearing beside the sea.
Jacob floated above a world of blues and greens. He felt he could reach out and engulf the entire planet but at the same time he understood perception was false here, in this place, and the world he looked at was huge, beyond his people’s understanding.
He let his mind’s eye drift, and it recalled the vastness of the universe. And again, as he had with the father Albert, he felt so small and insignificant. A growing sense of despair rose within him as he saw the image of a planet, far beyond comprehension in both distance and time. A planet of dark cloud, devoid of life, of water and of anything green or living. He watched it as it floated aimlessly throughout the immensity of the universe and knew the same fate awaited the green and blue planet he called home—a fate he wished to thwart. A task fallen to him, Lord of Light, first amongst His warriors. And he felt the tug of hopelessness.
And then a familiar presence reached out to him across the void of his subconscious meditation. Red Rob, his teacher and guide, the man who had brought the young prince into the service of He who is Greatest of them all, and his friend since memory began.
Red Rob’s voice sounded as clear as if he were standing next to him on the bows of the ship and he sounded so loud it caused Jacob to jump with a start. ‘Do not waste your efforts on the war that transcends time and space. It is good against evil. We mere mortals will neither see its end nor but a speck of its destruction. Fight the battle He has placed before you, for that is a victory within your grasp.’
Jacob came to. The wind blew cold on his face, filled with the salt of the sea and the spray of the waves. Daylight had broken brightly over the horizon and Jacob now saw Beringer’s ship setting oars in and all other ships in the fleet following suit. He heard the single strike of a large drum, deep and loud, from within the ship’s hold and as the sound faded the oars bit into the water, dragging the ship forward. The drum sounded again, and the ship gained some motion. A third time the drum sounded, its booming sound ominous in its depth, and this time the ship leapt forward, rearing high upon the waves.
Jacob looked down into the bilge of the troopship. Forty brothers stood upon the open deck, stoic in their stance as they looked out towards an endless ocean, all signs of discomfort hidden. And Jacob took great pride that these worthy, Godly men counted him worthy of leadership. He looked up at the clear blue sky as he raced beneath it and felt joy.




Chapter Thirty-two





The Summoning



Talek’ken, King of the Orc, first amongst the Dark Lord’s servants and commander of the Dark Lord’s armies, stood upon his tower in a cold silent rage. He sent his sight forth, with powers unnatural to those of his kind, and his sight rested upon the fortress his enemy called Iron Guard. Atop the tower, on a pole the height of a man and then again by half, rested the head of the greater Orc, Darel’ek.
‘Fool!’ Talek’ken cursed the Orc loudly atop his tower and his Goblin servants cowered at the anger in his voice.
Only one Goblin had the courage to speak. Hathios, first amongst the Goblin race and advisor to the king himself came forward. ‘Master?’
‘Darel’ek, chief of the Bloody Axe clan, thought to take a victory for his own glory and led his force into slaughter.’ Talek’ken said in quiet anger.
‘It is to be expected, is it not, master?’ replied Hathios diplomatically.
‘A field of butchered Goblins, a score of lesser Orcs and one foolish greater Orc, means little. But I curse that Orc for a fool! May Vor’rok’, the king said, invoking the Dark Lord’s name, ‘play games of torment with his spirit. He allowed himself to be humiliated and worse, he has shown fear before our enemies. They wave his severed head and chant the words “Broken Orc”. It is a disgrace to all his clan.’
‘Master, may I offer you my thoughts? Worthless though they are’, Hathios asked whilst bowing his head as low as possible and averting his gaze.
‘Speak!’ Talek’ken growled.
‘Why not let the enemy revel in their insignificant victory, their defeat will be that much greater. They think they have overcome the fear of our kind, but they know only of the strength of an Orc of lesser substance than many of his brethren. And they know nothing of fear till they meet the creatures of the darkest parts of the jungles, those who even the Orc cross paths with at their own peril’, Hathios said, his head held low, his voice holding the same sibilant sound shared by his kind and the talking pythons of the great swamps.
Talek’ken, king of all the Orc, looked down upon his Goblin servant and advisor, who barely came to the huge Orc’s waist. ‘You have wisdom, little one. Wisdom to redeem your lack of strength. Hold all counter attacks upon the human fortresses.’
The king of the Orc raised his head to the sky and bellowed, ‘Sol’mok!’ The king stood a figure of dominant power, his red tinged dark green body glowed, as if drawing power from some invisible force. The crown that lay floating a finger’s breadth from his head took on a brighter shine. He sniffed the air and reached out his senses. ‘Ah, there you are.’ The Dark Lord’s warrior called out to jungle. ‘Sol’mok, you will summon forth all who serve the Dark Lord and gather them here in this place.’ He drew his sight upon the chief of the Bloody Tusk clan, who lay a mile to the north, preparing to lead an attack on the celebrating humans.
‘Call every Orc’, Talek’ken ordered his general. ‘Every Goblin. Every Ogre. Every beast with fangs, claws, and Darkness.’ The king of all the Orc, ruler of the jungles and first servant to the Dark Lord, Vor’rok, growled a sound that resembled laughter and added, ‘Sol’mok, you are to go where none dare to go. You are to summon the great Arachnoid riders.’
Hathios shrank within himself at the words, as fear gripped his soul like the grip of an Ogre’s stone fist, and his fear was well deserved, for the king spoke of the giant spiders who fed upon Hathios’ kind. Giant creatures, devoid of fear or mercy. Running down their Goblin prey with ease, upon their eight hideous limbs. Their numerous eyes caught any slight movement. Their fangs and mandibles devouring anything within sight. All who knew of the giant spiders feared them, for all were considered prey by the evillest of creatures, all except for their riders.
Legends spoke from Goblin to Goblin, from generation to generation, told of the Arachnoid riders. Though what was fact and what was merely an embellishment of a terrifying story Hathios did not know. It was said that the riders were Goblins themselves once, held captive in web prisons, in a time when the spiders were wild and riderless. But one Goblin shaman, unaffected by the spider’s venom, retained his control over his body and mind. Freeing himself from the web constraints, he battled with the queen of the Arachnoids in a display of ancient magics. Finally, he bested the queen, but sparing her life he mounted the great spider and ranged far and wide, gathering Goblin shamans with the ability to hold power over the creatures. And thus, this was how the Arachnoid riders had come into being, but it was said that in the centuries that followed the Arachnoid riders had developed into so much more than beast and rider. It was said they had evolved a symbiotic relationship and communicated without speech; it was even spoken, though quietly and in fear, that the Goblin riders had taken physical features from the giant spiders, and that they too now fed upon the flesh of their own kind.
It took many weeks for the leaders of all the clans of Orc and Goblin to assemble, and more still for the few Ogres and Arachnoid riders, that had answered the call for battle.
A large circle in the jungle, less than half a mile from Talek’ken’s tower, slowly filled with warriors of the Darkness. The circle, long cleared of any trees or brush, was a vast one hundred metres in each direction from the circle’s centre, where a large greater Orc now stood beating upon a huge drum, calling the council to attend.
Goblin tribe chieftains stood beside greater Orcs for the first time in council, and without fear for Talek’ken’s decree had stood and the Goblin was no longer in constant threat from their much stronger allies.
The pounding of the drum continued. A slow, steady, single strike upon the huge skin, as the clearing filled. The Orc clans, that in years past had been at war with each other, now stood side by side with ease, following the great swearing of allegiance to the king, and all the preparations since.
There was a sense of celebration as the great Orcs drank fermented blood mixed with the venom of various snakes, scorpions and spiders, and boasted of their clan’s prowess in battle and the glories they would gain in the great invasion. Then the drumbeat stopped. And all became still and silent. Hands went to the hilts of weapons and the Orc chieftains and their greatest warriors growled their displeasure. For into the clearing stalked a beast none counted friend and even the strongest Orc felt fear from the creature’s presence. The giant spider crept over the felled trees that lined the clearing’s edges, its legs moving slowly and eerily as it mounted the great bole of a felled tree, its multitude of eyes seeing all as the gathered Orcs and Goblins shrank back before it.
The creature, a deep black, stood at the height of a smaller Orc and had the length twice the height of a greater Orc, though its true size was hard to determine due to its lowered body and risen legs. Upon the horrible creature’s back sat a thing akin to a Goblin, though its body was thinly covered with the same coarse hairs as its mount, and its mouth was a thing of grotesque mandibles and venom dripping fangs.
The rider spoke in a voice that echoed throughout the clearing, high pitched and full of contempt. ‘I am Arachnithion, high shaman of the Arachnoid masters. And it is right that you fear me!’
With that the giant spider reared up and pounced forward with incredible speed, snatching a Goblin who stood trembling, who was taken without a chance to draw his weapon or retreat. The giant spider shrank back to the outside of the clearing, back the way it came, its front still facing the prostrate council, its rear legs moving with an unnatural independence.
It lowered the Goblin to its open maw, mandibles snapping as it brought its prey towards its mouth.
‘Hold!’ A voice filled with authority bellowed as Talek’ken stepped into the clearing’s centre. The creature paid no heed, nor did its master upon its back. Talek’ken stepped forward, towering over all others, his body pulsing with bright red veins, the ever-present crown of gold dazzlingly bright.
‘I say hold!’ Talek’ken spoke again, his eyes fixed firmly upon Arachnithion as he spoke. His sword hilt glowed above his right shoulder, as if hungry for bloodletting.
‘You will release the Goblin.’ It was not a request.
The spider made no movement, either to devour the Goblin or to release him from its grip. The master of the creature spoke. Its belief in its own superiority was clear in its tone. ‘You do not command me, Talek’ken, King of the Orc.’
‘Then you are mistaken’, Talek’ken said in a voice calm with authority, as he strode towards beast and master. ‘I rule all who dwell within the jungles. It is my charge, granted by the Lord of Darkness, Vor’rok.’
At the sounding of the Dark Lord’s name, an icy wind blew through the clearing, the smell of decay rank upon the wind. Talek’ken inhaled deeply of the breeze, whilst all others, including the giant spider and Arachnithion, shrank from the wind that tasted of death. ‘My master calls to me!’ Talek’ken’s form took on a higher level of power, the wind filling him with unseen energy as he strode towards Arachnithion. Drawing his sword, he stopped before the giant spider. He reached out his left hand and stroked the creature with an unexpected tenderness.
‘You are magnificent’, Talek’ken said as he stroked the creature. He looked up at the spider’s rider and master. ‘Do you offer me your service or your life, Arachnoid rider?’ All the gentleness he had offered the spider vanished as he spoke to the spider’s master.
‘I came for the taste of Man flesh, and to do the Dark Lord’s will’, Arachnithion said sourly as he looked down.
‘Then you will swear allegiance to me and take my command!’ Talek’ken spoke with rising rage. ‘I am Talek’ken. Cloaked in the power of the Darkness. And crowned with the mantle of Vor’rok. You will serve me or die. Choose!’
‘You make many threats, but they worry me not, Orc.’ Arachnithion laughed, the sound like the howl of a monkey. Talek’ken’s gaze was drawn to the outskirts of the clearing. Shadows moved in the blackness. He followed Arachnithion’s gaze and saw lights in the shadows of the jungle canopy. Groups of lights, all looking down at Talek’ken. And Talek’ken realised he was surrounded. His eyes sought to separate shadow from the blackness of night under the roof of the trees, and forms took shape. Arachnoid riders. At least a dozen. Their mere presence and their position startled the gathered warriors who drew weapons whilst their eyes sought a place to escape.
Talek’ken had stepped back as he calmly appraised the situation, but now Arachnithion followed. upon his terrifying creature. ‘I know what it is you plan. Talek’ken’, The leader of the Arachnoid riders said, his mandibles clacking together as he advanced. ‘And it is the time to bring the humans to destruction. But it cannot be that a mere Orc reigns high.’ He spat the word Orc with obvious hatred, and his mandibles snapped closed once more. ‘It should be I, the one who took the name Arachnithion when I bent these creatures to my will. I, who am the dread of your kind.’
Arachnithion drew a weapon from a sling across his back, something akin to an axe, only instead of an axe head the weapon held a large, blue, glowing stone, about the size of Talek’ken’s fist. The strange stone crackled and popped, as if it contained lightning, as Arachnithion levelled the weapon at the King of the Orcs.
‘I, grand shaman, ancient as the ground upon your feet, will lead this invasion. Do you deny me, Orc?’
Talek’ken laughed, a sound that boomed round the clearing, and added confusion to the already on edge warriors.
‘You dare challenge my God-given power? Fool!’ Talek’ken roared before striking the spider with his sword hilt, with strength enough to split rock or fell a tree. The creature slumped into unconsciousness, its eight legs folding in on itself, as it curled itself into a protective ball. The creature’s fellows stopped their advance, shocked into stillness by the greatest of their kind being bested so easily.
Arachnithion stepped nimbly from off his mount’s back and stood before Talek’ken. Only half the physical form of the King of the Orc, he nonetheless stood with a stance of power and authority.
‘So, you have strength of arm, Orc. Well, that is to be expected, but do you have true power?’ Arachnithion spoke quietly at first, as if he pondered such things, then at the words ‘true power’ he brought his staff to bear, blue lightening exploding from the stone, jagged and blindingly bright it ran forth, crackling with the heat of a thousand furnaces.
Talek’ken stood calmly and raised his sword as if to parry the strike of energy. The lightning struck. It hit the centre of Talek’ken’s sword in a deafening cascade of noise and sparks. It should have vaporised the king, leaving nothing but smoking ruin upon the ground he stood, yet when the smoke cleared Talek’ken stood unharmed.
‘To contest me is to challenge the power of God!’ Talek’ken said, though his mouth did not move, the sound of his voice coming from all around the jungle. Both Arachnoid rider and Orc alike had retreated to the shadows, dwarfed by the powers that unfolded in the clearing.
Arachnithion seemed unafraid but puzzled. He tilted his head to the side as if weighing a problem in his mind. ‘Hmm.’ He mumbled in the silence that followed the mammoth boom of the lightening being halted by Talek’ken’s power.
Arachnithion ran forward and leapt into the air in front of Talek’ken, weapon raised high above his head. He brought it down as he too descended from his gargantuan jump.
Talek’ken stood firm and raised his sword to meet the blow. The stone struck the blade and unleashed a storm of blue and purple sparks. Arachnithion wheeled round, swinging his magical weapon with great speed. He was once again blocked by an impassive Talek’ken.
Talek’ken met every attack with contemptuous ease. Again and again, the blue stone struck the Orc’s blade to no effect other than a glorious display of colour. Then Talek’ken became impatient. He reached forth his left hand and unhurriedly seized his opponent, his huge hand gripping both throat and shoulder. He knocked the staff from Arachnithion’s hand, with the blade of his sword, with the ease one might take something from a youngling.
Talek’ken brought the squirming shaman to his eye level, Arachnithion gasped for breath as he dangled a full two feet from the ground. ‘Do you not yet see the power I hold? I shall break you, body and spirit. See not what you face?’
Talek’ken bore his gaze into the shaman’s eyes and revealed his true nature to the helpless creature.
Arachnithion squirmed to avert the king’s eyes but was found to be helpless in the face of Talek’ken’s genuine power. Their eyes locked and the Arachnoid rider shuddered once before being dropped to the clearing floor.
Arachnithion looked up from the ground as he struggled to control his breathing. ‘You are truly my master!’ he exclaimed. The powerful, age-old master of a feared race prostrated himself before Talek’ken and said in a loud clear voice, ‘You have full domain over me and all my kind, master. You, who wear the mantle of Darkness, command and I shall obey, even unto death.’
‘Then rise, Arachnithion, and be welcomed by your brethren’, Talek’ken said. He then turned towards his servant Hathios and commanded, ‘Bring forth the prisoners.’
Within seconds, a score of human prisoners were dragged wailing into the centre of the clearing. ‘Come, Arachnoid riders, and feast upon our enemy’s flesh, blood and marrow.’
The wailing turned to screams of pure terror, a sound horrific to a human’s ears but which only caused laughter from the gathered Orcs and Goblins. The giant spiders descended from the tree tops. The mood in the clearing became festive as an audience of Orcs watched them slowly devour their prey.




Chapter Thirty-three





From the Deep



Jacob stood at his now customary place on the foredeck, hands casually at his sides as he shifted his weight with the roll of the ship, as if he had been sailing since birth.
‘My prince’, the burley captain said, interrupting Jacob’s thoughts. ‘I’ve yet to see you sleep sire, even with this fair wind driving us forth. We shall be many days with nothing but the deep sea to clap your eyes on. We should all take what rest we can, sire.’
Jacob stared out to sea, the sun high in the sky turning his skin a deeper brown in the six days they had been at sea. His shoulder length hair, bleached blonder by the sun, blew around his face. He turned briefly towards the captain before turning back towards the never-ending expanse of rolling waves. He was enthralled with the ocean, and the way the ship dared to meet the ocean’s raw power, rearing her prow to rise above the waves as the boat magically danced upon the water’s surface.
The prince finally broke the silence. ‘I rarely feel the need to sleep’, he said wistfully. ‘For I feel invigorated.’ He closed his eyes as the wind blew his hair about his head and the boat once more reared her head high. ‘There is something you wish to ask me, captain, so ask’, the prince said, his tone revealing his desire to be left in solitude.
‘Assurance’, the captain said, causing Jacob to open his eyes and turn and face the fat merchant ship’s master.
‘You would ask your prince for assurance?’ the prince said harshly.
‘Yes’, replied the captain in an authoritative voice. He squared his shoulders and puffed out his barrel chest before continuing. ‘There are eleven sailors on this boat, including me. Eleven. And nigh on sixty slaves below.’
‘I am aware’, Jacob snapped, losing his temper along with the sense of peace he had found watching the sea roll by.
The captain continued, ignoring the prince’s impatience, ‘The slaves watch my men, their eyes always upon us, as we do the king’s bidding.’ The captain put emphasis on the word king. ‘We thought ourselves to be safe, what with so many renowned warriors onboard, but your men seem more inclined towards the slaves than us honest men, if you catch my meaning, prince.’
‘You fear the slaves will rise up and you fear the warriors of the Brotherhood of Light will aid them, or at the least not put down the rebellion.’ It was not a question; Jacob stated the facts.
‘Yes’, the captain replied. Jacob looked at the captain long and hard and the captain did not see the young boy Jacob still thought himself to be, but rather a warrior, huge in stature and able to command with ease men who were twice his years.
‘The men-at-arms of the Brotherhood of Light will not allow the slaves to rebel, for I would not allow them to. But neither will they allow the slaves to suffer unnecessarily, any more than they already have. They are condemned men, to be sure, but that does not mean they are wicked men or even guilty men. I would wager you have men amongst your own number who are both wicked and guilty.’
Jacob became quiet, and the captain broke the silence. ‘I just wanted to air my concerns, is all, my prince.’ The captain turned and walked away.
‘Hold!’ Jacob bellowed, causing every man on deck to turn and look. ‘I did not give you leave. And I do not give it now!’
The captain turned a bright red and looked around at the faces of his sailors, who looked at him expectantly. ‘Begging your pardon, my prince’, the captain said in a loud and clear voice. ‘There is but one master aboard a ship and that would be the captain.’
Jacob interrupted him by stepping down from the raised deck at the front of the vessel and coming to stand directly in front of the captain. ‘I care not for your rank or your traditions, captain.’ The prince looked past the silent captain, seeing something beyond, something other than the endless waves of a deep sea.
‘I command all men’, Jacob said quietly, though still audible in the silence the confrontation had brought. ‘I command all men’, he said again. Though he spoke only to the empty waves. He turned, gave the captain a look that dared him to challenge him again, then the prince of the kingdom of Man went back to his solitary vigil.
The sun had left the sky and a bright full moon had risen, and again been replaced by the ever hotter sun, and Jacob had neither moved from his position at the front of the ship nor eaten.
The great fleet had pulled closer during the night, as was the practice, using bells and lateen to keep a safe distance yet remain close enough that stragglers were not lost to the wastes of the great ocean. And now, with the precision of master seamen, the troop vessels were joining with the large provision ships. At first Jacob had been awed at the way these huge-bellied ships had slid effortlessly alongside their allotted troop ships. Gliding to a point where oars were shipped or sails reefed. The two ships were coming together, being tied, becoming as one, and the troop vessels could be restocked of the vitals, ale, fresh water and food. Now Jacob took little notice. He took little notice of anything. His mind seemed to be on a different level, as he looked out towards the nothingness of empty ocean.
Something caught Jacob’s eye. Movement to the right. He sought the movement, but all he saw were waves. He began to think his eyes were playing tricks, too much sun, too little food or water. Then he saw it again. A fin broke the water, followed by another and then another. Then without warning creatures began diving out of the water, arching into the air as they came down to sink back beneath the waves. He saw a dozen, then twenty. Then he looked to the left and to the right, to the front and to the rear, and there were hundreds of the creatures swimming alongside the prince’s ship.
The ships had space now in the great fleet, each vessel sailing beneath a strong northern wind, each with a hundred or more yards of ocean between them and the next ship, giving something the captain had called ‘sea room’. Jacob’s ship raced at the head of the great fleet. The Lord Beringer’s flagship sailed at the prince’s right, at a distance of around three hundred yards.
‘Captain?’ Jacob called. He made his way from his usual place towards the steering platform at the very rear of the ship. As he reached the captain who stood with a hand on the steering oar, he boomed cheerfully. ‘What do you call those things? They are unlike any fish I have ever seen, and there must be hundreds of them.’
‘They are dolphins, my prince, they are not really a true fish though I cannot tell you why. More learned men will know the answer for that.’ The captain looked around at the display of hundreds of dolphins breaching the water’s surface only to dive back again. ‘It is by far the largest shoal of them I’ve ever seen. They are normally curious creatures, swimming close to the ships, but these fellows seem in an awful hurry.’
The captain stopped speaking and stared out towards a particular spot of sea. Learned out, one hand on the tiller. ‘By He who is Greatest of them all, and all His sons and daughters.’ The captain sketched the circle of God in the air as he spoke.
‘What do your eyes see, captain?’ Jacob asked, intrigued.
The captain did not need to answer as it suddenly became apparent. A substantial form loomed in the water, just below the surface and around twenty yards from the right-hand side of the ship. A huge triangular fin broke the surface, and all could see the monster below it. Light grey in colour and almost the length of the ship. Men stared in amazement at the sea monster that kept speed with them, using only slight sweeps of its powerful tail to propel itself forward.
Jacob stood on the raised platform of the steering deck and looked out over the captain. With a loud whistle of appreciation, he said, ‘And what would you call that beast, captain?’
‘Tis a Great White by the colour and shape, though it’s twice the size of any I’ve seen, my prince.’
‘White?’ Jacob asked. All tension between the two men vanished as they both looked upon the impossible monster.
‘Aye, if we were about the normal business, and it were of a normal size, we’d spear the beast and take her onboard. We have fished a few of the greater beasts of the sea, when given the rare chance, my prince. Folk pay a fair amount of silver for teeth and what not. If you’d site the belly of that beast, you’d find it a stark white in colour, hence the name.’
‘It’s incredible’, Jacob announced before stopping suddenly and becoming very still. ‘Brondolf!’ Jacob called out to his first warrior, who came from his position midship. ‘Something is very wrong’, Jacob said. Worry lined his face.
Brondolf looked around and saw the men-at-arms making a defensive perimeter around the ship. He snapped his head round at the sound of laughter and saw the captain pointing at the warriors and laughing a hearty chuckle.
‘I mean no offence, sirs’, the captain blurted out when he saw the look upon Brondolf’s face. ‘It’s just, well, there are no Orcs or Goblins out on these waters, I’m sure.’
The wind suddenly sagged from the sail and it made a loud cracking sound as the strong northern wind died without warning. Grey clouds darkened the blue sky, and a wind blew from the north. A vile wind. And with it came a smell of decay, rancid even to sailors used to the smell of rotten fish. Doom and despair linger on the air as the captain ordered the sails furled.
‘Oars!’ the captain bellowed. ‘Set the bloody oars!’
Sailors ran about their duties as the brothers scanned the waters. The creatures of the deep sea swam by in their thousands. The sky became a thing of grey anger as the wind roared mightily, threatening to blow them to the south. Sailors furled the sails and the oars bit into the now raging waters.
‘Captain!’ Jacob called over the wind and whip of the sea. ‘Get a man aloft, signal flag.’
‘Which signal?’ The captain called back, he now had both arms on the steering tiller and was aided by another.
Jacob thrust a flag into the hands of the sailor waiting to climb the mast, to communicate to the fleet. Then Jacob went to the steering platform and stood with the captain.
‘What signal flag did you use?’ The captain screamed.
‘The only signal worth making.’ Jacob replied.
The captain shook his head in confusion. Looking up, he saw the flag waving proudly in the unnatural wind. A black flag, three times the size of the signal flags used to communicate between ships. And on that huge black piece of cloth was a golden circle. The flag of the Brotherhood of Light.
They rowed on beneath a lightening filled, dark grey sky. No one knew if night had fallen. Despair was heavy on the electrically charged air. Mammoth sea creatures raced past the ships, occasionally ramming the vessels or smashing into the banks of oars. Jacob anguished at the loss of life below deck as a shark or whale of some kind careered into the right-hand oar bank, the screams of pain drowned by the raging storm around them.
Then as suddenly as the storm had started it vanished. The sky cleared, and they could see it was still day. The slaves stopped rowing out of surprise; the air became still and silent, apart from the moans of the injured.
The captain stood by Jacob, panting for breath and exhausted from his efforts to control the ship. ‘Near forty years I’ve been a sailor, never …’ He stopped to catch his breath. ‘Never, have I seen a storm come and go in such a fashion …’ Again, he stopped, his breath ragged. ‘It ain’t natural’, he proclaimed.
Jacob said nothing. He looked out to the sea but took no notice of the scraps of wood that had once been solidly built ships, nor did he see the bodies that floated in the now calm sea. He saw beyond a mortal’s perception. And what he saw brought fear rising like bile in the pit of his stomach.
Brondolf’s voice cut through the silence. ‘Get men below. See to the wounded.’
Four brothers let go of the safety lines that crossed the ship and moved to the stairwell that led to the depths of the ship.
‘Belay that order!’ Jacob roared, causing the four brothers to halt. Jacob looked to Brondolf and said in a voice full of surety. ‘It is not yet done.’
Brondolf came and stood next to Jacob and spoke quietly. ‘You know what we face.’ It was not a question. ‘The storm will return?’ he asked, but Jacob remained silent, as if he chased the answer to a question in his mind. ‘But why would creatures who dwell beneath the waves flee from a storm? Speak to me, Jacob!’ Brondolf spoke the last with frustration clear in his voice.
‘They do not flee the storm. They flee from what the storm has called.’ Jacob spoke through a voice hoarse with emotion.
The ships of the great fleet had come together, bunching ever tighter as ship’s captains called to one another and gave accounts of their experiences. Beringer’s flagship drifted alongside the prince’s, now a mere fifty yards away, as Beringer called out in a loud voice, ‘It is good to see you well, my prince, are you in need of aid?’
Jacob ignored the lord. He seemed transfixed by the water, but his face had the expression of one listening, not looking.
Suddenly Jacob jumped backwards and drew his sword from his shoulder scabbard, though the water remained calm. Jacob grabbed Brondolf by the shoulder roughly. ‘It is here!’ Jacob said, terror open in his voice and in his eyes. ‘Death is here.’
Brondolf saw the pained expression in his prince’s eyes and drew his own sword, followed immediately by every other brother.
Jacob waved to Beringer and shouted, ‘Arm yourselves!’ Even from the distance of one hundred feet, Jacob heard the sniggers and comments. ‘Arm yourselves against a storm’, he heard Beringer say to his solders. They had no brothers aboard, only Beringer’s Housecarls and his men of note. Jacob looked about the other ships in proximity. Only one had raised the banner of the brotherhood. He hoped that banner was being raised on ships out of his view. He prayed his men were readying for battle. On Jacob’s ship the brothers were ready, sword in hand, shield set upon forearm, armour clad, warriors. On Beringer’s ship the soldiers were drinking ale, eating and celebrating their survival.
Their celebration was premature. A single tentacle, the width of a man’s lower leg and covered with small, circular suckers, crept slowly and unseen up the side of Beringer’s ship. A group of house guards lay about the deck, drinking, eating or sleeping. They rested, the woes of the horrific storm and the constant threat of danger behind them. Many closed their eyes and let the sun’s warmth revive their bodies and warm their spirit.
Then it struck. The tentacle silently wrapped itself round the throat of a barely conscious man and with no apparent effort, it yanked its victim to the deep, a splash in the water the only evidence of the attack. The men who were closest to him rose at the noise and called his name. Four men peered over the edge and investigated the innocent-looking water.
Brondolf caught Jacob’s attention and nodded in the direction of the ship and the strange behaviour of the men onboard and was taken aback by Jacob’s reply. ‘They are already dead’, Jacob said without a hint of emotion. Then chaos erupted.
A hundred tentacles, like the first, snaked from out of the water that had suddenly become a bubbling fury of activity. The four men who were looking over the edge of Beringer’s ship were taken with barely enough time to make a sound. Dragged to the deep, never to be seen again, and quickly followed by their fellows on deck.
Jacob and his companions had only seconds to witness the terrible fate of those onboard the Lord Beringer’s prized ship when they too were attacked. Tentacles reached out from the blackness of the deep ocean where they were met by the discipline of warriors dedicated to service with steel.
The air stank, death, decay and rotten fish assaulted Jacob’s senses as he lashed out with his sword. Tentacles slapped down on to shields and were severed with swords before they had time to drag any of the heavy bodied men.
Jacob found the captain standing on the steering platform with a large fishing spear in his hand and screamed at him. ‘What, in all that’s good in the world, do you call these things?’ But the captain’s jaw dropped open, and he stared in disbelief at something behind him.
Jacob turned and looked behind. The water had turned a sleek black, its surface covered in a film of oil and blood. And there, in the space between the two largest ships in the fleet, rising from the oily water, was a creature that defied the beauty Jacob found in creation.
A pair of gargantuan, bulbous eyes rose from the water, like a demon from the underworld, followed by the rest of its head which resembled a huge half-filled water skin, with all the liquid contained in a pulsating sack at the rear of the creature’s head. The creature continued rising as the few men onboard Beringer’s ship screamed in abject terror.
Jacob looked back towards the captain who gathered his wits and screamed a single word, ‘Kraken!’
Tentacles still attacked the men-at-arms, as if they were independent from the giant sea monster, though fewer and more sporadically. As the colossal head moved towards Beringer’s ship Jacob caught sight of Beringer himself upon the deck. The lord stood bravery and defiant in the face of such a horrendous enemy.
Beringer stood upon the deck. Blood ran freely from numerous cuts upon his face, neck and scalp, yet he stood firm. He saw the monster venture towards his vessel, and he moved to a position that brought him directly in its path. He bellowed at his few remaining men; the words carried across the debris strewn ocean. ‘Come and die beside me, lads! And die well, for your prince is watching!’
Jacob caught the words and felt a twinge of pride followed by grief. He saw the small group of men stood around their lord, midship, and felt the grief wash through him, then turn to anger. He raised his sword in a salute and as he lowered it he glimpsed a spear floating amidst the wreckage that covered the water.
‘Brondolf with me’, Jacob called to his comrade. Brondolf appeared at the prince’s side before Jacob ended the sentence and followed him to the side of the ship. Before Brondolf could protest, Jacob took hold of his most trusted companion’s hand and leapt over the side. Brondolf pulled with his great strength, as Jacob knew he would, and the motion caused Jacob to swing back where he firmly placed his feet upon the hull. He reached out, grabbed the spear and was pulled back in the ship before the captain had even noticed that the second most powerful man in the kingdom had been ‘overboard’ on his vessel.
Jacob stood upon the deck. ‘When my spear strikes that evil creature of doom, you are to call out, strike your shield with your blades, and make enough noise to wake the dead!’
The Kraken had stopped ten metres short of Beringer’s ship and now tilted its head back. The large sack became submerged beneath the water and Beringer and his last standing men all screamed. It was a scream of pure terror. Two of the nine men Jacob could see fell to their knees. Another vomited. The men stood frozen to the spot in the face of something their minds could not fathom.
Jacob threw the spear. It flew straight and true, with all of Jacob’s unmatched power. It covered the distance with such speed its flight betrayed the eye and buried the long, thick blade fully in the monster’s head.
The vile thing that had risen from the pit beneath the deepest of oceans turned. Its head still reared back, a screech of pain, and anger came forth from the monster and stilled the painful moans of injured men. Then Jacob and the men who stood beside him were confronted with the sight that had brought Beringer and his brave companions to the brink of terror. Beneath the creature’s great bulbous eyes lay open a mouth that caused fear that would break all but the strongest of constitutions.
A huge beak. Open and emitting the stench of a thousand rotten corpses. Long and dagger-like with serrated edges, like the blades of the great tree felling saws. A beak that looked capable of crushing the mast of a ship without effort. Opened to a chasm of a mouth fully eight feet wide and more still in length.
The creature moved towards them, slowly but inexorably. The brothers beside Jacob began to incant a prayer.
‘Though I stand before the beast that heeds the Dark Lord’s call
I shall give into fear not, even if it means I fall.
For you are with me,
My breath, my blood, my arm that wields your sword.
My life is yours to do your will, to fight the holy war.
For you are the light that shines, until the Darkness is no more.’
The spawn of Darkness moved directly towards the prince, and Jacob saw what lay beneath the monster’s unnatural beak. Its mouth and gullet comprised circle upon circle of gore infested, triangular teeth. Then the creature swallowed and the muscles beneath the teeth contracted. The teeth squeezed tighter together, and at the apex of the monster’s swallow, the entire array of teeth moved down into the monster’s throat.
Jacob cringed as he imagined the fate of being consumed by the Kraken. The hundred upon hundred points of those teeth slicing into his flesh, gripping and pulling him down into the beast’s stomach. Then his imaginings became real. A score of tentacles lashed out from the water, taking hold of Lord Beringer and holding his screaming form twenty metres above the pit of death that was the Kraken’s maw.
Beringer’s men wailed pitifully at the horror that awaited their oath-lord. The tentacles’ suckers latched onto Beringer’s armour and clothing and ripped the items free, so he dangled naked, pleading redundantly to a creature who knew nothing of the concept of mercy.
The creature held Beringer by a single tentacle now, wrapped around the helpless man’s arm. His feet dangled between the opened beak, just one metre from the first rows of teeth. The creature seemed to take added delight in the prolonging of the experience. Jacob looked about the ship franticly for a spear, or anything else he could use, but to no avail. Beringer’s feet entered the gaping hole of oblivion. A slurping noise sounded, similar to the plunger of a butter churner being raised, only louder and grotesque in fashion. The strange noise was, a mere heartbeat later, drowned by the pain filled screams of Beringer as his feet were ground to bits by the monster’s teeth and his legs began being dragged further and further towards the belly of the beast.
Jacob held his sword in two hands and arched it back far beyond his head, but as he readied to throw the weapon, a blur of movement halted him. A mace had been thrown with lethal accuracy, to smash with bone shattering force into Beringer’s skull, ending the lord’s suffering along with his life. Jacob turned and saw Brondolf recovering from the throw, and both shared a look that explained the mercy.
The Kraken swallowed the lifeless form of Lord Beringer and screeched its rage at the interference. A tentacle raised to the surface, much larger than any other unleashed so far, its girth the width of a large man’s waist. It moved slowly behind the creature. The Kraken struck its horrid gaze firmly upon Brondolf as the gargantuan tentacle began snaking its way up the side of Beringer’s ship’s hull. The men onboard, grief-stricken and terrified, bravely attacked the gargantuan tentacle, but the smaller ones returned and swept them aside, whipping the already beaten soldiers to new levels of submission.
The larger tentacle crossed the full width of the ship and disappeared beneath the water. It applied pressure. The wooden beams of the ship groaned as they were stretched to their point of breaking and then the ship was crushed like kindlin., Smashed in two the ship sank in moments, taking the poor wretches below down to their watery grave.
‘Brothers, go below decks and release the slaves from their manacles’, Jacob commanded. The ship’s captain protested but was silenced with a short but powerful backhanded slap that left him on his knees and rebuked.
Edging forward, out of the wreckage and carnage, two ships came crawling into view. Tentacles grasped the oars, whilst the brothers aboard fought a ceaseless battle to keep the oars from their sucker held restraints. Both ships flew the flag of the Brotherhood of Light, and Jacob was momentarily revived that help had arrived. Until he saw the much larger tentacles appear, two appeared on each of the newcomer’s ships and one snaked out, raised in the air, seeking Brondolf as if the Kraken now felt a personal vengeance towards him.
Jacob saw the brothers onboard the two ships fall on the tentacles in a blur of steel, hacking like deranged farmers whose crops were infested with ivy vines. But still those tentacles moved, unrelentingly, towards the inevitable destruction of all who opposed the Kraken.
Jacob turned back to the fate of his own vessel and saw the tip of the vast tentacle reaching closer towards Brondolf. His friend and closest advisor pushed his brothers back and took a stance of defiance, his sword held high, ready to chop as soon as the arm of evil came within his great blade’s reach.
He was thrown to the ground, charged by Jacob, who had bawled into him with all his weight. Jacob stamped a foot down onto Brondolf’s chest, pinning him to the deck. ‘You will all stand clear!’ Jacob commanded. He reached down and took the shield from the protesting Brondolf and turned to face the sea monster.
The man proclaimed as the Lord of Light stood with arms outstretched, shield in his left hand, sword in his right. ‘Come and take me, beast! Or do you fear the power of the Light?’
The tentacle snaked around Jacob’s waist and lifted him effortlessly into the air. Jacob made no protest. Showed no fear. A dozen more of the smaller tentacles lashed towards him to disarm and remove his armour, but his sword danced about his form. The air became thick with the splattering of oily blood, and lengths of tentacle rained upon the creature’s head. The Kraken opened its beak, and a scream heralded its rage. A stench, like a physical blow, assaulted the prince.
Jacob looked into the maw of the beast and saw ground-up remains clogging the tiny gaps between the field of teeth. He was being lowered into the mouth. Twenty feet. Then ten. Jacob smiled, grinning inanely as if he welcomed the grisly fate Beringer had received. Five feet and Jacob moved, his action fluid as if rehearsed like a stage performance. He removed his shield and dropped it below his feet, swung his great-sword in the widest arch his restriction allowed, and fell.
The great tentacle that held him was severed. As he fell, the shield he dropped became a platform for his feet. He crouched upon the hardened steel surface as he guided it to fall between the opened beak. As the shield came to land, Jacob pushed down with all the might of his legs, forcing the shield further into the beak’s grasp. With the motion he was standing, protected from the teeth. The monster tried to crush the shield with its powerful beak, yet the shield held, and more, the runes of the shield’s edges lit up, burning with a fierceness that went far beyond fire.
‘Hear me, Dark Lord!’ Jacob roared. His blade held in two hands. The tip of the blade facing the monster as he stood poised to deliver the downwards stab. ‘I shall destroy all your minions, all you send, until the day when your form is beneath my blade.’
Jacob stabbed. Again and again, he plunged the steel deep into the creature’s head. Oily blood sprayed out in great sticky lines. He burst one eye, then the other. And still he stabbed his blade into the creature that had come from out of the abyss. Air bubbles popped upon the surface and the monster began to drop. Still Jacob stabbed down, consumed by a furious rage and the need to avenge the lives the monster had claimed.
The prince of the kingdom, Lord of Light and unsaid general of the brotherhood, only stopped stabbing his great-sword down when the monster’s head had become completely submerged and he sank like the armour-plated rock he was. Coils of rope lay about him and he grasped the closest one, holding tight, he was dragged beneath the water, until the strength of the twenty men pulling the rope dragged him bodily onboard.
A dazzling brightness filled the sky. The Kraken was defeated, but the cost of victory was not yet tallied. ‘You’. Jacob said tiredly, pointing a finger at the captain. ‘How far to the closest harbour?’
‘It’ll be a day’s hard rowing to reach land, though how safe any harbour we find...’ The captain’s voice trailed off. Now the Kraken had been destroyed the true extent of the ruination it had wrought was revealed. Limbs floated entangled with the debris of obliterated ships: smashed lengths of hull planks, oars, sheets of sails, hempen rope and vast amounts of supplies converged into small hillocks of refuse. Pleas for help punctuated the calm air as the survivors made known their presence now that the monster was beaten. Pain filled sobs echoed, their whereabouts unknown.
Jacob struggled to see past the hulks and sails of the ships closest to his own vessel and climbed the mast for a less obstructed view. He climbed slowly, using the small pegs designed for use by men of a much slighter stature. His limbs ached, his lungs burned, the taste of death lay rancid in his mouth. The ship swayed dramatically as he neared the top of the mast, and as he looked southward towards the entirety of the great fleet, he staggered under the blow of defeat.
The destruction looked complete. Great piles of wood floated where entire ships had been crushed, as if some giant hand had squashed them. Human wreckage had attracted back the sharks they had seen fleeing before the Kraken. Other ships listed to one side, with huge gaping holes ripped through their hulls, and everywhere the cries of pain.
Jacob climbed wearily back down the mast, the deck filled with men-at-arms, sailors and slaves alike. All turned towards him, a vast circle of expectant faces. All had kin, comrades and friends upon the other vessels.
‘The Kraken...’ He paused. ‘The Kraken ripped through the fleet before we even caught sight of it. The losses will be great.’ The prince did not know what else to say, there was little comfort he could offer men. Men whose fear had been let loose in the nightmare that had attacked them, men whose grief would have no comfort, all bore witness to the abject horror of a death given by the foulest of beasts.
‘Then there is but one thing for it’. the captain said, standing with his arms resting upon his sailor’s shoulders. ‘We limp home.’
Jacob looked at the captain in silence, no emotion upon his face. But one of the young sailors, who the captain had an arm around, shrugged free of his comforting arm, and said in a voice filled with anguish. ‘And what of those, eh?’ The boy who could not be more than fourteen, said whilst pointing towards Beringer’s annihilated flagship.
‘We have a full complement onboard as it is. No sense us sinking, waiting about for it to return’, the captain said.
‘You’, Jacob answered the captain, ‘are a pig’s turd. A fat, useless, pig’s turd. With all the balls God grants a newborn baby girl. How you have the rank of captain is beyond my reasoning but let us now have clarity: you have no authority! You will be about my commands, as I give them, and you will not make suggestions to me or any other aboard this vessel. Clear, captain?’
The captain nodded vigorously as a reply but then gave a resounding ‘yes’ when it was clear the nodding was not a sufficient enough reply.
‘Right!’ Jacob bellowed in a voice loud enough to be heard on other vessels. ‘We shall make a fortress here. We shall lash our ships together. We shall search the waters for our fallen brothers. We shall treat our wounded. Take account of our supplies and reform our strength. As we would upon a field of battle, so shall we do here. And then, when our strength is recovered and our spirit renewed, we shall continue forth in our expedition.’
It took two hours to get the first five ships lashed together in a row. It was a crude structure, but it moved as if it were one rather than five. The prince was ensured that the currents would drive them north, but nevertheless he and everybody else on the floating fortress thought of little else other than being driven onto rocks. Little else except the moans of the wounded being treated, the screams of Mangled limbs being amputated, the sobs of grief as slaves or sailors pulled the dead from the waters and discovered a relation.
Jacob was left with a hard decision about what to do with those numerous floating dead. There was not the room onboard and no time or energy to spend giving burials at sea, as was the sailor’s custom. So, it was decided that a circle, the symbol of He who is Greatest of them all, be carved in their flesh, shoulder and chest, and then the corpses be given back to the sea. Jacob and the men of the brotherhood told the grieving sailors and slaves alike that the symbol would offer the dead protection from evil and the embrace of God, yet it was only so they knew not to bother dragging the same dead back onboard.
More ships joined the floating fortress, lines were rigged, and the vessels were gently gliding into place. The aft section of the newly added ships fitting into the bow section of two of the already secured vessels.
Night fell, but with a full moon and a clear sky, visibility was good and by the morning the floating fortress consisted of twenty ships. The wounded were receiving the best possible care, the supplies were secured, and the remaining forty-two ships drifted within sight of the large construct.
Over half the souls who sailed from the kingdom port were lost, most unaccounted for. Slaves, still chained to the rower’s benches, below deck, had gone to the bottom of the deep, food for whatever evil creatures abide in such places. Whilst the deck of those vessels had been striped clean of life, food for the beast or just pulled to pieces in the Kraken’s rampage of wanton destruction.
Eighty men-at-arms of the Brotherhood of Light were gone, dragged to the depths of the ocean by the armour they, to a man, refused to abandon even for the length of the sea voyage. When asked by sailors, who were barefoot and often naked except for a pair of short, light trousers, why they wore steel knowing they had no chance of staying above water in the heavy armour, they all replied the same. ‘The strength of armour is not in its protection but in the ability to move as if we do not wear it.’
And eighty of the brothers had sunk with the weight of that armour. They were mourned in silence. The men-at-arms of the brotherhood carried their grief as the armour they still refused to shed. They wore it about them, like a dark cloak on a frosty night, as they tended the wounded and consoled the mortally injured or grief-stricken sailors, soldiers, or slaves alike.
Jacob cleared room onboard his own vessel and called a council of war. Twenty men sat against the hull or stood, and Jacob struggled to recognise a third of them. The great Lords Godwin and Beringer had been taken by the beast, both had gone to death with honour, with drawn sword and hidden fear. Miraculously, Beringer the Younger, had survived and been amongst the first rescued. The great southern Lords Otelin and Armine were amongst the unaccounted for. No one had come forth with witness to the fate of the vessels they sailed upon. The Lords Lichenton and Aelinor sailed upon vessels that had been destroyed by the beast. The lords themselves missing and presumed to be dead. Of the great lords of the kingdom only Audemar and Rowland had survived, their decision to remain and defend the north now seemed prophetic.
‘We shall take all but two of the seaworthy ships and continue north. Our strength is reduced but our resolve is not.’ Jacob spoke in a voice calm and lacking warmth.
The new Lord of Beringer, the oldest son of the now deceased Lord Beringer, spoke with the voice of the assembled noblemen. ‘Why reduce our strength further?’ He spoke coldly, his tone speaking volumes of his regard for the men not equal to his rank. ‘Kill all the wounded slaves, give mercy to the soldiers and sailors who cannot perform their duty, and press forward. It is not difficult.’ He spoke dismissively.
A few men muttered agreement, though most remained silent. Jacob noted that all the enthusiasm of this voyage was now absent, dragged to the bottom of the ocean with their fellows.
‘The two ships will remain with all the wounded. Ten men from the brotherhood will remain to oversee their treatment. We shall come back via the same route and retrieve all who have been injured in service to their king.’
‘Folly!’ Beringer the Younger spoke with contempt naked in his voice.
Jacob rounded on the young lord. ‘You impudent wretch!’ He screamed into the young lord’s face. ‘You have not yet had the rank of your father bestowed upon you and you dare question a crowned prince!’
Beringer the Younger paled, then withered before the sudden fury of the prince. ‘I beg your forgiveness, my prince, I am only concerned for our future success.’
Jacob calmed his voice, though his eyes still shone with anger. ‘I shall forgive your transgression, once, for you grieve for your father, as do we all. But dare to insult me again at your own peril.’




Chapter Thirty-four





War Fire



Lord Audemar and Knight-captain Gymir stood atop the flat roof of the great fortress of Iron Guard. Both looked upon the jungle in silence, their thoughts lingering upon the horrors that awaited them. The trees looked still and silent, yet they felt the presence of the enemy. They sensed, as prey does, the eyes of the predators within the shadow of the trees.
Gymir continued to stare out towards the unseen enemy as he broke the silence. ‘I do not know if it will be enough’, he began quietly. ‘But without your aid, the order would surely not survive this coming invasion.’ He turned to Audemar and held out a hand and said, ‘My thanks, brother.’
Lord Audemar took the hand and grasped it firmly. ‘This war will come to us all in the end, I fear. I shall play my part, and do my duty, with those men brave enough to meet the enemy at the first. Let no man say that those in the south dare not fight in the front rank.’ Then Audemar laughed, a good-humoured chuckle that surprised Gymir and caused him to look at the lord with slight confusion.
‘I do not see the humour in this, my lord’, Gymir said, slight irritation in his voice.
‘I laugh at the exploits of fate, my dear friend’, Audemar replied with a gesture to dismiss Gymir’s irritation. ‘For years I petitioned the king to grant me permission to lead men of the south to confront the Orc menace, as my father had petitioned before me, and always I was mocked. ‘Leave the north-lands to those sworn to protect the north’ our king’s advisors would say, and now look, here I am finally ordered to come, my wish granted.’ He shrugged. ‘Just in time for the greatest battle the north has ever known. It is merely fate, brother.’
‘It is said in many ancient tomes, written by the wisest of men, that only in the darkest hour and when the need is most high will He who is Greatest move his hand. You are here, when you are needed most, because that is as it should be, my friend’, said Gymir.
‘And the prince?’ Audemar asked, his tone now serious, his laughter gone. ‘I have heard of his prowess on the battlefield, and I would not believe the half of it, had the accounting of those tales not come from so many worthy men, including yourself. Is he here, upon this fortress, where he is needed most? No Knight-captain, he is not, and it troubles me deeply why he went at all upon this grand quest, when he above all men claim knowledge of the doom we face.’
Gymir looked hard into Audemar’s eyes, his expression stern. ‘It is not my place to question the prince, and even less my place to question the one who grants him authority. He will be where he is needed most, of that I am sure, as we are where we are needed most.’ Gymir turned towards the still trees once more. ‘We are here, brother, to meet the enemy with sword and with bow and with fire.’
The Lord Audemar, one of the great lords of the southern kingdom, bowed theatrically. ‘And what fire I shall bring, Grand Knight-captain of the Brotherhood. Such fire to melt the bones of our enemies.’ Lord Audemar looked towards the south, towards the civilisation that lived behind the fortresses, where people came and went upon their daily tasks. ‘Come, my brother, that’s my man I see, and he looks to be ready for the demonstration.’
Audemar and Gymir left the roof of the fortress and made their way down the spiralling stairway and into an evening cool and fresh but without need for warm clothes or furs. Walking towards an open meadow, a few hundred yards to the south of the fortress, they were joined by many warriors, both brothers of the Order of Light and Audemar’s bowmen. They came upon an area made clear of bracken, crops or trees, where a shallow hole had been dug, and men stood around awaiting their leaders.
The hole was only a foot deep but had the width and length of ten feet, and into the hole a thick black substance had been poured. Men jostled with each other to see the demonstration, and skins of wine were being passed around.
‘Enough!’ bellowed Gymir. ‘Do you think you are at a carnival? Have you paid coin to witness a spectacle?’
The gathered men shrank back from Gymir’s rebuke, but though they edged back, they still stood close enough to see.
‘Favian?’ The Lord Audemar called over his man, a short man with a bald head, a large bulbous nose and a girth that gave him an overall round physique.
‘My lord’, the man named Favian said as he bowed low to Audemar. Gymir looked the man over and turned to the lord with eyebrows raised in question to the man’s ability.
Audemar smiled at Gymir. ‘Despite this man’s appearance, he has worth tenfold to any of the skilled warriors of the order’, Audemar said, smiling. Gymir looked back at the man and his face took on a grave expression, but before he could voice his outrage at the insult, Audemar spoke again.
‘He is an Alchemist’, the Lord Audemar said, whilst the grubby, short and hideously fat man bobbed his head up and down in agreement. ‘And he has found a way to mix a small amount of pitch, from charcoal burners, with rendered fat from animals and the same minerals that you yourself use for those colourful warning fires, to create a substance that can be poured into a hole in the ground, where it can remain for months unaffected by the weather.’
Audemar touched Favian gently on the shoulder and said, ‘If you are ready, my friend?’ The man waddled off and began shooing the gathered warriors back, away from the hole and the substance within. The warriors laughed as the short, round man attempted to push them further still until Gymir’s voice cut through the air.
‘Do as the man named Favian bids. Or do you wish to volunteer for additional latrine duties?’ Gymir said with gleeful relish. To a man they fell back and in silence looked on. Favian took a brand and walked some fifty paces to a small brazier and lit the brand. He walked to the hole and stood some ten paces away. ‘My lord.’ He called out in a loud, clear and theatrical voice. ‘Behold! War fire!’ With those words, he threw the flaming brand into the hole and the effect was instantaneous.
A great fire ball burned with a white-hot intensity, flaring outward and upwards. It knocked Favian to the ground. Those brothers closest to the hole, but still twenty paces away, covered their faces and withdrew from the savage heat.
Favian rolled on the ground, his eyebrows and clothing singed but he was laughing manically. Gymir and Audemar shielded their eyes from the sudden white flash that came with the fire and from the heat, but within a few seconds the white became a bright blue that in turn faded into an orange. The fire still blazed fiercely, but without the sudden heat that would warp even the strongest steel and melt flesh in an instant. At ten feet high the flames licked the air, and the entire area of the hole became a sudden and continuous pit of fire.
Audemar turned to Gymir, smiling, ‘We have enough of this foul substance to fill a hundred small holes, each only a tenth of this’, he said, pointing to the still blazing fire. ‘A hundred for each of the fortresses. We have already dug them, scattered sporadically to within a bowshot of the fortress’s battlements. My men will station the battlements day and night, with braziers and fire arrows ready. You and the other commanders of the brotherhood still believe the enemy will attack the forts in strength, as they begin their invasion?’
Gymir nodded. ‘In times past they have come without method or logic. Raiding, killing and capturing the weak. But now they are with leadership and their attacks more organised. It is mere speculation, but speculation grounded in learned observation. Yes, I believe they will not leave the fortresses of the north at their back. They will storm upon our walls, and we must break them here or the kingdom shall be broken.’
‘Then break them we shall! They will throw Goblin and Orc upon the fortresses, seeking to wear us to dust by their vast numbers, but their ranks will be packed tight and my bowmen will bring fire and death.’ Audemar stopped speaking and turned to the right side of the battlements. ‘They will be forced wide of the forts and funnelled into the open space between the fires and arrows. They will be forced forward, and you and your brothers’ swords will greet them with yet more death.’
Gymir looked at the Lord Audemar with admiration. ‘It is a fine plan, brother.’ He said no more. He looked up at the banner of the broken Orc, its flesh preserved by magic means. Then he looked towards his sentries, standing ever watchful, and the ten bowmen leaning against the battlements. He lamented at the great sacrifice these brave men would make and silently prayed the invasion would not come.
Then from out of the trees, with a single motion, an unbroken line of enemies stepped into view. One moment there was only the foreboding shadow of jungle, the next a line of huge baulking Orcs appeared. In silence the enemy appeared and in silence they now stood, motionless, like statues, hideous in their stillness.
Bells rang out, from left and right and from behind. A multitude of ringing broke the silence. From left to right columns of coloured smoke rose in the evening sky as the sun began its descent. Voices bellowed orders from various points and distances. From a silent still evening chaos had fallen, and now men hurried to their place of duty to await the battle that would be the death of so many. The battle that had been foreseen. The battle that had been generations in coming and yet had still surprised.
Gymir ran through the fortress and ascended the stairway. He bowled over a brother as he ran through the doorway and onto the roof. As he leaned upon the battlement calculating the enemies’ number, drumbeats sounded beneath the jungle canopy, each a single strike, deep and foreboding. The line of Orc took a single step forward and their Goblin brethren came behind them. Hundreds of greater Orcs stood at the front of the army that had come to obliterate the race of men. Gymir felt despair like he had never felt before. He more than most had faced the strength of the greater Orc and he had prevailed in single combat against such beasts, but now before him stood an army of such creatures.
Gymir and his fellows had conferred with the High Fathers of the order, those with power beyond that of body, those endowed with power of mind and of foreknowledge. And those great and wise men had spoken in trembling voices of armies in the tens of thousands, even ten, ten thousand. Armies without concepts such as peace, negotiation or mercy.
‘There will be only cruelty and death.’ Gymir spoke softly. Then he grasped the Lord Audemar roughly by his shoulders and in a loud voice said, ‘There will be only cruelty and death for all! Every man, woman and child, in all the lands at our backs! That is what we fight for!’
‘We shall break them! For our people! For He who is Greatest of them all! And for our brothers!’ Audemar roared to the cheers of warriors. Men struck shields with swords, a thunder of defiance.
Gymir leaned close into Audemar and whispered in his ear, ‘If the fortresses fall, then so will the north. Take who you can and flee to the south. Hold the mountain pass and the race of Man may endure.’
Gymir gave no chance for Audemar to respond. He left the battlements and descended the spiral stairway. Joined by his fellow brothers, he left the fortress he had known as home for his many years and ran to join the line.
Audemar watched him leave, then turned to the army of Darkness that stood before him. ‘So, the time of peace is over.’ He spoke quietly and to himself. ‘And now begins the time of war.’




Chapter Thirty-five





From Beneath



Cameos stood on a raised dais before the assembled might of the Elven race. Nearly two thousand warriors stood, naked steel in their hands, and determination etched into every aspect of their features. In the great cavern they waited, beneath the very heart of the kingdom of men. The contraptions that would release the soil from above were ready and once the devices were sprung the platforms would collapse bringing thousands of tons of soil and rock down and creating the vast defensive trench that would mark the boundary of Elven land.
He looked up to the ceiling and marvelled at the good fortune or fate. The great cavern had been a lake once, deep within the earth, and trickles of water still ran in tiny streams that were once tiny subterranean rivers. Tiny shafts of light could be seen in the cavern roof, vertical tunnels that had once drawn water through wells from the lake.
The scaffold the Elves had built for the purpose of extracting the earth and building the platform that held the roof from collapsing prematurely, had been removed and converted into ladders they would use to ascend the great trench and come out of the ground to slay their enemies like the dead risen to turn sweet dreams and comfort into nightmares and slaughter.
Cameos turned to the warrior host who stood ready before him. He studied them for a long whilst, his mind turning back to a time that seemed ages past but was in fact not quite two years. A time when smiles and merry eyes adorned his subject’s faces. Now scars and anger made those same people seem almost alien.
Fathers stood with sons and daughters, children, not yet thirty years in age, children armed and ready to march to war. Likewise, mothers stood with their own parents. Entire family groups were ready to take back their heritage. Here was the full strength of his people. Less than one hundred of the Elven race would stay behind to await the news of victory.
It would be this day, Cameos thought, that would be the last for many. He tried to push those thoughts from his mind and finally he spoke.
‘This day …’ he faltered; his mind raced back to the day when he had first heard the Mother call to him in his sleepless dreams. He found resolve in the warmth of the memory of her voice calling his name. ‘… Is the day we march to take back what is ours!’ His voice was loud now and full of passion. ‘We have lost brothers and sisters in the dark days of late, but not without purpose shall their deaths be! Our children’s children shall have the home and the gifts the Mother intended for her chosen people!’
The gathered warriors had nothing but hatred burning within them. They shook their weapons and roared their battle cry. Since the murder of Thakern, and the realisation that Joleata had been the perpetrator of that murder and the slaughter of the unarmed and defenceless Stephine, the Elves hearts had turned to one purpose, to leave this accursed place and by steel and fury they would take back their rightful home.
Cameos let the clamour continue and his gaze fell upon Releaka. She stood in a far corner; her face expressionless, her eyes fixed upon Cameos with a burning intensity. Her words from the previous night came to him, and he suppressed a tremor at the memory of her cold and calculated words. ‘If you slaughter the women and children you will pay dearly, Cameos, my son’s father’, she had said to him in the quiet of their chambers.
He had dismissed her at first, not understanding her words or her tone. ‘Be damned with mercy, I shall destroy all in my path and pay nothing, only reap the lands they have stolen’, he had said, his words as sharp as the steel he wore at his belt.
‘You know nothing of the cost’, she had replied. A look of determination had set her face in a harsh look. ‘For I shall not live in a land drenched in the blood of those who committed no crime nor wielded weapons against our kind.’ He had looked at her then, hearing her demand, and his tone grew soft.
‘We must be ruthless, my love, for they are many and we are not’, he had said, reaching out a hand and gently brushing the hair from her face.
‘I wish to hear of your victory. I wish to hear our people’s young go to their new home. I long deeply to leave this place that has become a grave. But if I hear of slaughter of young or the killing of those without need, I shall take a dagger to my heart and stay beneath the ground evermore.’
Cameos, chieftain of the Elven race, snapped out of his troubling memories. ‘But we shall not start our new life on bloodletting alone.’ The noise had died down to nothing now. Weapons were held low once more. ‘Those of the race of Man who do not raise their weapons in anger against us will not die beneath our blades.’ A look of confusion passed amongst the crowd; these words were contrary to those Cameos had preached with passion previously.
‘There will be punishment for those who kill the young or the defenceless. I, Cameos, chieftain, decree this to be law.’ Releaka nodded once, almost imperceptibly, from the shadows. The army before Cameos murmured their shock at the bold decree.
‘How do we take back the land if we allow those who have it to live?’ an unknown voice called out from the crowd.
‘We are warriors!’ Cameos called back, in a voice loud and authoritative, silencing the voices once more. ‘We are warriors,’ he said once more with less anger, ‘warriors of honour. I shall not let the memory of those great and honourable warriors, such as Malik and Thakern, who schooled you all in the ways of the warrior, be spoilt by the tainting of our skills. Let only those worthy of our might be slaughtered by our blades, the rest shall be cast from our land as we once were, to find whatever home they can.’
Cameos left the dais, the crowd parting before him, Talako to his right, Tatanka to his left. He made his way through the assembled warriors of the Elven race. They raised their weapons and chanted his name. He stopped before the great rope, the bloodlust of his brethren raised beyond measure. He drew his sword from over his shoulder and silence descended; the steel scraped from the dried animal hide of its scabbard loud in the silence as the warriors awaited. Sword held high, he roared, ‘To war!’ and he severed the great rope with one slice of his sword.
The reaction was slow at first. The rope sprang into the air as the giant boulder it held plummeted to the ground. Then another fell, and another, until the distant crashes of boulders falling to the ground could be heard steadily, like the sound of a drum as tremendous weights fell throughout the entire eight-mile stretch of trench.
The anticipation was heavy in the air and time seemed suspended; planks of timber flew from their position. Other timbers split and snapped under the enormous weight as the trench’s support structure disintegrated.
Then the ground shook. The earth quaked. All were thrown to the ground. A storm of soil exploded outward as the roof of the trench came tumbling down. A wave of moist soil washed over the Elves, and they covered themselves and prayed to the Mother for protection.
Then it was quiet. And the Elves sprang from the soil like blades of grass. Cameos raised his head and saw the night sky above them. ‘Ladders!’ he called out. And immediately Elven warriors ran forth in groups, carrying the ladders. Each group was eight strong, carrying the fifty paces long ladders that three Elves could climb abreast. They footed four ladders on the mounds of fresh earth. The ladder tops braced against the gaping chasm that turned the very centre of the kingdom of Man into an island, an island that was about to be invaded.
Cameos mounted the ladder first, flanked by Talako and Tatanka. He turned to look at the host that waited eagerly behind him, their flesh covered in the soil from out of which they would burst, their swords dazzlingly bright in the dullness of the soil.
‘For our children’s children!’ he bellowed and scampered up the ladder to bring death to the betrayers above.




Chapter Thirty-six





Dark Wont



The king sat upon his throne, his mind attuned to dark thoughts, his cruel desire demanding satisfaction. ‘I shall have her.’ He mumbled to himself, unaware. ‘I shall strip her and take her, yes! And why not? Am I not her king? Her body is mine to do with as I please, and what wonderful things I shall do.’
The shadows lay heavy on the king as he muttered his dark thoughts. Candles flickered as the shadows danced to the soundless tune of the darkness.
There were prisoners in the castle dungeons. There was always a surplus of the doomed in the place where no sunshine ever cast its light. And maybe he would sate his thirst upon the screams of the manacled, but they were becoming a bore. He wanted her. The bright flower of a girl that had haunted his thoughts since that far off day. Oh, how I want to spoil that flower, he thought to himself, with an evil leer ever-present on his grey fleshed face.
Why wait! he thought suddenly and sat bolt upright with the thought. He was planning to dispose of the treacherous nephew as soon as he had word of the decimation of the vermin who named themselves Elven. So, why not take the girl now? She would certainly amuse him whilst he waited for the promised treasure to be delivered.
‘The fat priest!’ He called out to the empty throne room; his hands clenched tight upon the armrests of his throne.
A servant ran and bowed before him, fearing he had been summoned. The king snapped out of his dark brooding, a plot formulating in his cantankerous mind.
‘My king’, the servant stammered; it was not wise to be near the king when his dark moods took him.
The king looked down upon his servant. ‘Summon the swordmaster to attend me at once, boy. And have Baron Oswald join me once Malick departs.’ The servant bowed his head and ran, feeling grateful to be leaving.
A few minutes later, Swordmaster Malick entered the throne room and bowed low before his king. ‘My king. What service can I offer this day?’
The king said nothing for a whilst, his eyes darted here and there, his mouth twitched, suddenly he looked up and noticed Malick waiting patiently.
‘Ah, there you are, Swordmaster.’ He looked long and hard at Malick without speaking, then suddenly stood up and beckoned the swordmaster to stoop, bringing his eyes level with the king’s own eyes. He stared into the warrior’s eyes, as if searching for something deep within his soul.
‘I have a task for you.’ The king said finally. ‘A dark and wonderful task. Are you willing?’
Malick’s face turned to a tortured smile, a parody of humour. ‘It is my pleasure to serve my king.’ Malick’s’ face had no humour in it, yet he smiled wide and menacingly.
Holak stood outside Elysabeth’s door. His great size had been diminished since his rebuking and his punishment of fasting. He had taken to heart his queen’s words and put himself through a rigorous dieting. He had lost his huge, rounded stomach and gone was the layer of fat, but he had kept all his muscle and now looked a force to be reckoned with.
He had kept this watch now for nearly ten hours whilst Askia stood watch just the other side of the door. Wilhelm and Zachary were at rest and Elysabeth herself sat within the rooms taking lessons with Father Robert.
Holak turned his head to the left as movement caught his attention. Baron Oswald walked towards him, followed by a ragged-looking boy and two of the king’s own guard.
‘Greetings, Holak’, Oswald called.
‘Baron’, Holak replied in an even tone. ‘What business do you have at the Lady Elysabeth’s door?’
‘What business!’ the baron roared, unable to contain his fury at being addressed so. ‘Since when does a nobleman answer such a question to the likes of you?’
‘I meant no offence, Lord.’ Holak bowed his head by way of trying to placate the man who outranked him.
Oswald snorted his derision at Holak and calmed his manner. He then placed a hand at the back of the boy, of only twelve summers, and shoved him forward. ‘This boy has a message for Father Robert.’
‘And he is in need of such a fine escort, in the king’s castle?’ Holak said, one eyebrow raised questioningly.
‘It is no secret the king receives all messengers that come to his gates. I was with the king at the time and was ordered to guide the boy.’ He waved his hand dismissively. ‘The king clearly thought the message was of importance and sent me to hasten the boy and use my rank to bring a short end to any situation like this.’
Holak looked the guardsmen up and down appraisingly, and his look of contempt was enough to show his disdain at the men before him. He banged loudly on the door and shouted, ‘Messenger for Red Rob.’
The door swung open and the figure of Father Robert stood within. ‘Speak your message and be quick about it, boy.’ Robert spoke harshly.
The messenger stuttered and was rewarded with a cuff round the head from Oswald, who appeared to look bored and eager to be about his business.
‘The Grandmaster, Father Ederwine, has been injured and they require your skills.’ The boy stammered out.
‘And who is, “they”?’ Robert asked sharply.
‘Some villagers, Father, they wait outside the keep.’ The boy shrugged as if such knowledge was beyond him.
Robert said nothing. He turned and promptly the door was firmly shut.
‘Your message is delivered’, Holak said gruffly to the boy before bowing stiffly to Oswald. ‘My Lord.’
Oswald looked angered at being dismissed by someone of Holak’s station, but his message was delivered and so he left.
Robert went and stood looking out the window of Elysabeth’s room, which faced in the direction of the temple, where Ederwine apparently lay stricken. Both Elysabeth and Askia had heard the message but left Robert to his thoughts for the moment.
He turned abruptly and looked at Elysabeth. ‘I have a dilemma, my dear, between my duty to you and that of my friend Ederwine.’
‘You must go to him’, Elysabeth said, her voice filled with compassion. ‘If it is in your power to aid him you must, that is your first duty.’
‘I fear a trap, my dear. The king’s guard have little love for the men who once served the order but now serve the prince.’ He nodded to Askia. ‘But whilst they have no care for your bodyguard, they would not dare attack a father of the order. They fear the king but not so much as they fear He who is Greatest.’
‘And yet it is your duty to go, if the king wishes to attack me in full and in the open then he shall do so regardless of whoever stands beside me I fear.’ Elysabeth spoke with authority, but Red Rob merely waved her words away and returned to staring out of the window.
Elysabeth turned to Askia. ‘I remember you and your brother speaking to Jacob. Words were spoken along the lines of, “there are a few men in the castle who would stand beside us if we called”. Or am I in error?’
‘No, my lady, those words were spoken, and there are a few men within the castle that serve the order over the king. I shall ask to see them and ask for their allegiance if swords are drawn. By your leave, my lady?’
‘My leave is given. And summon Wilhelm and Zachary.’
Askia left promptly and disappeared down the left-hand corridor, whilst Elysabeth came and stood by Father Robert. She placed a hand upon the silent priest’s shoulder and neither one spoke as the minutes passed.
‘I sense that something has indeed struck poor Ederwine, but to abandon you now would be folly, my dear’, Robert said in a sombre tone.
‘And I sense that the time for my confrontation with the king is long overdue.’ She gently pushed back on his shoulder and he faced her with tears upon his cheek, but her eyes were like steel.
‘You have little power against men with swords, which is why I have need of a guard. You will be about your priestly business and my guard will be about theirs’, Elysabeth said firmly. ‘And you shall return to me in quick order, Father.’ Her tone was formal, and the priest of the Order of Light recognised the strength in it, and the strength in her.
Red Rob, priest of power, servant of He who is Greatest, turned from his lady and friend. ‘It is as you say, my lady. I shall return with haste.’ He opened the door and as he walked through, he said to Holak in a low and menacing voice. ‘I leave the lady in your charge. Kill any who seek her harm.’
Askia returned shortly, bringing with him Wilhelm and Zachary. Zachary relieved Holak from his post at the door and joined Askia and Zachary inside. All four were fully armoured and tensed for battle.
‘My lady’, Askia began. ‘I have spoken with a friend within the keep. He is young and not yet a brother of the order, but I served with his father and his mother’s father. He will gather those who would support our cause, but myself and Holak will need to meet with them to persuade them of our righteousness.’
‘You and Holak both must go?’ Elysabeth replied.
‘We must.’ Holak answered for Askia. ‘For we both have reputation, and they will need to hear that respected brothers are ready to stand against the king’s men.’
‘When?’ Elysabeth asked.
‘At sundown’, Askia replied. ‘We shall meet upon the battlements; it is not unusual for warriors to take the cool night air. I would be plain and clear with you, my lady?’ Askia asked.
‘Speak freely Askia, you have more than earned the right.’
‘If the king’s men seek to take you, we shall fight. We shall slay many, but we shall need to flee. We can go north to our brothers and they will join our cause, but it would mean civil war.’ Askia spoke gravely.
‘The future is not ours to know, my faithful friend. But we could not make the north, even if that were our intended path. It is not. If the need arises, we shall make for the western coast, to the monastery upon the sea.’
They spent the hours till sundown in comfortable silence, each to their own thoughts and mental anguish. The warriors honed their already razor-sharp blades. Elysabeth contemplated the need for men to fight and die for her, and the thought made her feel sick. The moments dragged by until the sun fell beneath the horizon and Askia stood. ‘It is time.’
No more was said. It was not needed. Askia and Holak sheathed their swords and bowed towards their lady. They left the chambers and closed the doors. Wilhelm stood to the left of the portal; Zachary stood to the right.
‘You know your duty’, Holak said. It was not a question. Wilhelm and Zachary both slammed shut the face plate of their armour and drew their swords. They stood like statues, steel sentinels with steel naked in their hands and an eagerness to make their swords sing.
Askia and Holak marched down empty corridors. Their face plates were raised but their faces were set in a grim determination that mirrored the cold impassiveness of the steel armour.
They mounted steps and ascended the stairway to the battlements. Guardsmen stood peering out to the night, watching for enemies in the one place in the kingdom that had seen none for an age.
The two warriors of the prince’s guard walked towards a small group of four men clothed in the armour of the Brotherhood of the Order of Light.
‘Well met Askia, Holak’, said a young man in the prime of one about to become an anointed brother, yet without the coldness in his eyes of one who had seen battle.
‘Only four?’ Holak said after appraising the gathered soldiers and turning to Askia.
‘There are more’ the same young man answered curtly, ‘who will follow our lead. Speak in full, for your message was cryptic.’
Holak bristled at the tone and manner of this young and untested man, but Askia placed a hand on his shoulder. ‘We are tasked with protecting the prince and in that duty also the prince’s lady, Elysabeth. Those in the order deem this to be a matter of high import. We fear an attack on the lady’s person and we seek men who would stand with us.’ Askia spoke matter-of-factly, with no hint of panic or emotion.
‘Stand with you against whom? She is under the king’s protection and in his castle, is she not?’ said the young man. His companions remained silent, grim looks upon their faces.
‘We are servants of He who is Greatest of them all and of the Order of Light.’ Holak spoke angrily. ‘The king is not, and it is against the king we shall need to defend our charge.’
‘You fear she is in danger from the king?’ the young man asked, surprise charging his words.
‘We do’, Askia said simply.
The young man looked towards his companions, then turned back towards Holak and Askia. ‘I fear you are right’, he said gravely. ‘In fact, I hear he means to fuck her then feed her to his hounds.’
Holak and Askia reached for the hilts of their swords before the man finished his sentence. The long blades had nearly cleared the scabbards when heavy blows from behind knocked them both to their knees. The king’s guard were upon them, six men armed with long-shafted war hammers. Blows rained down upon the two stricken warriors, their force smashing the bones beneath their armour plating.
The young man came to stand over Askia and looked down upon him. ‘You and your kind have forced your slavery on us for far too long. The times of the order are over. We shall get paid for our service. Paid from the king.’
Askia and Holak tried to move, their broken bodies not submitting to their commands. The two brave warriors shuddered, with countless shattered bones beneath mangled steel. ‘I curse you!’ Holak managed to say through blood that sprayed from a mouth twisted in agony. Askia twisted round and grasped his brother’s hand. Their eyes locked, and each took comfort from the other’s gaze.
‘He who was there at the beginning shall be there at the end’, Askia said to his dying brother.
‘Touching, very touching’, the young man said in mock compassion. ‘But you will not die as warriors.’ He signalled to the king’s guard and men tied ropes around the crippled brothers. The opposite ends of the ropes were tied to the battlements. The young man’s companions looked in disgust and made to turn away and leave before the man spoke again.
‘If you leave, the king will hear of it’, the man snarled. And so they turned, to watch as Askia and Holak, veterans of the north, brothers in blood and steel were lifted bodily and thrown from the rooftop, with thick rope wrapped around their necks, where the weight of their bodies and the armour they wore served to sever their heads from their bodies.
Wilhelm and Zachary turned towards the king’s guard, who came in force down either side of the corridor. They stood immovable, steel-clad warriors, back to back, swords raised, daring men to come and be killed.
‘Who dares stand dressed for war in the presence of the king’s guard?’ A middle-aged man with short cropped grey hair and a clean-shaven face, evidently the man with rank, spoke as if he were dealing with poorly armed criminals.
‘I stand before the king’s guard dressed for war!’ Wilhelm barked. The man stood five paces away and Wilhelm had marked him as being the first to die.
‘You will stand down and sheath your swords. We are here to escort the girl named Elysabeth for an audience with the king’, the commander of the king’s guard said. He was tall and broad-shouldered and spoke with the tone of one who was seldom challenged.
‘So many armed men for one small girl’, Zachary said over his shoulder. A dozen men or more faced each of them. ‘Do the men of the king’s guard quake at scratches from a pretty girl’s nails?’ Zachary spoke with a mocking tone, seeking to enrage the guardsmen into an undisciplined attack.
‘I asked you to name yourselves and you reply with mockery. It is no wonder you no longer stand in the brotherhood’, the commander replied calmy.
Elysabeth stood facing the door. The dagger of power was held in her trembling hands. She heard the voices from the corridor and knew men had come for her. She had wanted to be brave; she had wanted to show defiance, yet now the moment had come she was still the same girl she had been two years before when the king’s men had stripped her naked and when fear had frozen her heart and loosened her bladder.
She took a deep breath to calm herself. She heard the defiance in Wilhelm’s voice and tried to find the courage to open the door, to fight beside the men who would die for her. Her hands became still and steady, her teeth clenched, she found her resolve. Then the glass panes of the windows and the masonry of the walls exploded inward.
‘I say name yourself!’ The commander roared, his hand upon the hilt of his sword.
Neither Wilhelm nor Zachary spoke. They were consigned now to fight, but they were loath to shed blood first. The commander backed away. The king’s guard drew swords. Wilhelm and Zachary braced themselves for the charge.
Thunder sounded from within Elysabeth’s chambers, a noise like rocks falling in avalanche, accompanied by the sounds of breaking glass. Both warriors instinctively turned towards the door, alarmed at the sudden noise and the calamity it heralded.
Elysabeth instinctively threw herself to the floor and covered her face and head with her arms. The dagger fell beside her. She uncovered her face and looked around the room. Men were climbing through the shattered remains of the windows. Holes were being smashed through the wall, and grim faces of men were visible through the ragged holes in the wall, as men wielded monstrous hammers, destroying the wall with powerful proficiency. She grasped for the dagger and fumbled it back into its scabbard, high upon her thigh. She rose to her feet and stumbled for the door handle when rough hands grasped her shoulders, pulled her backwards and slammed her to the floor.
‘Inside!’ Wilhelm called to Zachary. ‘I shall hold them until our brothers’ return.’
Zachary placed a hand upon the door handle but was knocked backwards, a crossbow bolt striking his faceplate and snatching his head back. His head swam. The force of the bolt had fractured his left cheekbone, and the swelling half blinded him. ‘Cowards!’ He bellowed in outrage.
More crossbow bolts flew, the distance short, the power incredible. Wilhelm felt his ribs break as two of the darts hit his armour plating, scarring the hardened steel and transferring the bolt’s furious energy into damage to his body beneath.
Neither man had recovered before the enemy charged. Zachary swung his sword at the blurred images that came screaming towards him. His blade bit into flesh and he was rewarded with the screams of his enemy before he was struck a blow to his head. He was on the ground now, his sight gone, the noise of men’s anger and steel upon steel a dull sound that seemed far from his person. He grasped with his hand blindly until he caught what he sought. He grasped Wilhelm’s hand. It brought him a wave of comfort and he croaked one last word, ‘Brother.’
Elysabeth lay on a bed in the king’s chambers, her dress torn, her stomach twisted into knots as she saw the king leering at her exposed breasts. Zachary and Wilhelm were both shackled to the wall. Wilhelm was motionless, head slumped on his chest, but Zachary strained against his restraints, and tried to speak his fury through a broken jaw and mangled face. The two warriors were bound and naked, and for the first time Elysabeth saw them as human and vulnerable. Their armour plating and clothes were piled before them, a reminder of their exposed frailty.
‘Jacob will kill you’, Elysabeth said softly. And again. ‘Jacob will kill you. Jacob will kill you. Jacob will kill you.’ Over and over she repeated the phrase, chanting the words as a prayer.
‘Maybe.’ The king raised his hand dismissively. ‘But I think not. In fact, I am quite sure he is himself killed, but it matters not.’
Elysabeth was unbound but found it difficult to move. She felt feeble, as if her body were detached from her will to control it, though her mind felt sharp and focused.
‘Ah’, the king said as he watched her struggle to move. ‘You are finding it hard to move, yes?’ The king chuckled to himself as he spoke. Elysabeth saw there were no guards in the room. ‘It is a powerful herb that causes the muscles to lose their strength yet does nothing to dull pain.’ He drew a small knife. Elysabeth recognised it as one of the thin-bladed knives men sometimes used to shave their face. ‘Your pain will be a splendid gift to me, a pleasure far beyond that which mortals deserve.’ He tossed the knife to the ground and climbed upon her. He ran his hands over her prostrate form and roughly squeezed her breasts. ‘But the physical pain will come later.’ He spoke excitedly, then lowered his head to sniff her neck in an exaggerated fashion. ‘I smell your fear’, he sneered ‘and it is a delight’.
Wilhelm woke with a start and immediately raged against his shackles. ‘You fiend!’ he called. His sudden anger and force startled the king, and guards came through the closed doors, weapons naked in their hands.
Wilhelm stopped struggling and barred his teeth at the king. ‘Your death will be celebrated for a thousand years! I curse you, in the name of He who is Greatest of them all!’
‘Jacob will kill you. Jacob will kill you. Jacob will kill you.’ Elysabeth chanted from the bed.
The king looked from Wilhelm to Elysabeth like a wolf trapped between hunters. Then he threw back his head and laughed, a sound so devoid of humour Elysabeth shuddered at its menace.
King Kane, the Cruel, first of his name, turned to his guards with sudden anger. ‘Leave’, he bellowed then turned back towards Elysabeth and stared intently at her form as his mind wrestled with which horrendous acts he should let free upon her first.
Wilhelm turned to his right, and Zachary turned back, despair in his eyes. Suddenly Zachary turned his head sharply and smashed his chin hard upon his own shoulder. There was a sickening snap as his jawbone was smashed back into its sliding joint socket.
Zachary moved his mouth. It moved freely but with incredible pain. He closed his eyes and used his training to calm his body. He acknowledged the pain, recognised it and embraced it. He let the pain wash over his body and then forced his will to rise above it. In his mind’s eye he envisioned himself standing above the sea of pain, yet he floated above it and then, with the strength of will only true servants of the Order of Light possessed, he pushed the pain from his thoughts.
‘We can endure’, he said simply to Wilhelm. ‘We must keep him from the lady until we are aided.’
‘Then let us begin’, Wilhelm said quietly. Then in a loud voice he called, ‘Kane! You impotent fool!’
The king turned away from Elysabeth and came to stand before the two manacled warriors. His face showed confusion.
Zachary turned to Wilhelm and spoke in a secretive tone, though his voice was loud. ‘I hear he is cursed, and his testicles are like shrivelled grapes.’
‘Must be why he has no seed’, Wilhelm said, laughing.
The king’s face became a mask of anger as he stalked towards a closed closet. He opened the door and surveyed the objects within with great interest. After a few moments of decision, he took hold of a crossbow and stood once more before the two warriors. The king rested the end of the weapon upon the ground, placed his foot upon the curved wood of the bow and took hold of the cocking lever. The king pulled, but the weapon took great strength to cock and the king struggled.
Zachary and Wilhelm burst into fits of exaggerated laughter. ‘He has the strength of a child’, Wilhelm exclaimed.
‘It must be why he has no seed’, Zachary replied through his forced laughter.
The king ignored the mockery and continued to heave on the crossbows lever, making progress, though it took great effort.
Elysabeth watched. She knew her beloved and loyal warriors were distracting the king from her own mistreatment. She also knew they would pay in pain and death for the few moments it delayed her own suffering. She felt something beneath her buttock, something solid and hard. Her dagger, she thought with a glimmer of hope that fled as quickly as it came. But maybe there was hope. Not of escape, but retribution. She could end the king, here and now. And then the thought struck her with the force of a physical blow. Maybe it was her fate, all that had happened in the last two years driving her to this point, where her life could be of the most value.
‘I hear even his manhood lacks strength.’ All eyes turned to Elysabeth. Her voice was now strong and filled with contempt as she mocked her captor. ‘It is why he has no children; he is not capable of the required deed.’
The king lowered the now cocked crossbow and turned towards her, infuriated. Wilhelm caught Elysabeth’s gaze and shook his head. She returned his gesture with a nod of her own.
The king saw the silent communication. ‘Ah, it is touching how you desire to protect each other even now, when all hope has failed you.’ He turned again and raised the crossbow and placed a bolt in the weapon’s groove. He levelled it at Wilhelm’s face and was rewarded with a vast smile of defiance when a thought struck him. ‘No’, the king said aloud but to himself. ‘I can kill the traitors at any time, but not before I hear their anguish as I punish the bitch.’ He placed the crossbow on a small table before the footboard of the bed and looked from Elysabeth to the two restrained brothers of the order. He licked his lips and giggled with delight. ‘Yes, they will suffer as she suffers. I shall show you, bitch, the strength in my manhood.’ He cocked his head to the side as if listening. ‘Yes, we shall’, he added.
As he said the last, he prowled towards Elysabeth, removing his clothes and he crept on to the bed like a cat stalking a mouse. And then she struck.
She rolled meekly to her left and gave a weak moan as if in terror. Her right hand slid underneath her buttock and grasped the handle of the dagger. The king was on all fours now, a hand either side of his victim, his head coming towards her breasts. She aimed for his throat and her aim was true, but her strength was lacking. His left hand shot forth expectantly and grasped her wrist.
The king laughed, ‘Yes! Fight me, bitch. But know I have you at my whim.’ He sat back and took the dagger from her and tossed it to the floor. He forced her hands down by her head and bit her upon her breast, drawing blood and causing her to scream in panic and pain. She had failed in her one attempt and the despair lashed at her spirit like a cat-o’-nine-tails whip.
The king now was fully aroused and groped at her manically, slapping her face hard every time she tried feebly to push him away. The king laughed. Wilhelm and Zachary tried desperately to rip the shackles from the wall. Elysabeth screamed and struggled. The king laughed.
Then the very foundations of the castle shook with earthquake force. Cracks split the masonry of the great fortress of Man. Furniture bounced around the room. The closet shook open and a horrific array of torture tools fell around the floor. And the king fell sideways from the bed and hit his head, stunning him and leaving him dazed.
Elysabeth seized her opportunity and flung herself towards the place on the floor where she had seen her dagger falling. The quaking stopped. Wilhelm’s manacles had been shaken loose from the wall, and he now stood. Wrapping the chains that held Zachary around his forearm, he pulled with all his might and with a final snap as the stone released the iron his brother was also freed. They stood on shaky legs and made their way towards their lady.
Elysabeth found the dagger and held the blade down, her left hand wrapped around her right, her right hand tight around the hilt as she kneeled over the king.
The king shook his head clear as Elysabeth loomed over him, dagger in her hands. A look of pure hatred marked her beauty and made her look feral. He was struggling to untangle himself from her, squirming and pushing himself backwards. He felt icy fear.
Her hands gripped the dagger. As she squeezed, she felt warmth flow through her body and her strength return. She felt the power, ages old, infused in the weapon, and now she felt that same energy revitalise her.
Elysabeth brought the dagger down as the king pushed himself backwards, the fear in his eyes brought an unsettling feeling deep within, power. She had been stripped of her dignity, violated. Her power, her freedom, taken by this monster and now she had him! The dagger came down, but he pushed himself backwards. The tip of the sharp, double-edged weapon of power sliced into the flesh above the king’s navel. As the steel sliced effortlessly into the soft skin, the king moved and the motion caused the knife to drag through until it hit his pelvis, leaving his bowels open to the air.
Terror gripped the king as he saw his intestines push themselves through the slash in his abdomen. He screamed and Elysabeth laughed. She stabbed down again, this time into his groin. Again, and again she stabbed down into the genitals he would have used to defile her. The blood spurted out with every stroke of the dagger; her nakedness painted with thick crimson mess.
Wilhelm and Zachary took Elysabeth gently by the shoulders. She still attempted to deliver the weapon to her tormentor, but the blows were slow now and the strength had left her. She sobbed, tears falling from her face as she dropped the dagger and flung her arms around her friends. ‘My brothers’, she said through choked sobs.
The king made pathetic mewing noises. His abdomen, groin, genitals and thighs were nothing but a butchered heap of meat, but he still breathed.
Zachary had recovered their swords, and they now stood armed yet naked as they tried to focus their thoughts and make a plan. They took turns to guard the door as the other donned their armour. Elysabeth helped buckle the armour. She was now clothed in one of the king’s robes. Within short order they stood once more in their armour. Even though the plates were far looser than desirable they would serve.
Elysabeth stood above the king who lay motionless and silent, yet the slight raising of his chest confirmed he still yet lived. ‘I should finish what I began.’
‘My lady’, Wilhelm said in protest as he came to stand between Elysabeth and the barely living king. ‘I shall end the reign of this tyrant, with your leave.’ He began to raise his sword when the door to the chambers was thrown open.
Father Robert strode into the room like a warrior. In his hand was a large axe with an aged and bloody head. He looked to Wilhelm and Zachary, whose swords were raised for battle, and bid them lower their weapons with a slight wave of his free hand.
‘My lady’, Red Rob said, his voice full of sorrow. ‘Please forgive my absence and late return.’
‘There is nothing to forgive my friend, it appears you have arrived at the moment of need’, Elysabeth said kindly.
‘We must flee. The kingdom is under attack’, Robert said.
‘Orcs are this far south?’ Zachary asked.
‘No. Though the wrath of those attacking may be equal to those who serve the Darkness willingly. They are of the Elven race, though they have fallen from the fairness that race once was.’ Robert spoke sadly and he stared absently, as if recalling memories. His smile returned. ‘But there is hope of escape yet, though the way is perilous. Come, the longer we tarry, the greater the danger.’ He looked at Wilhelm and Zachary. Both warriors showed injuries that would incapacitate lesser men. ‘From this point forth, all who are not your brothers are your enemies.’
Father Robert handed his axe to Elysabeth and stood before the warriors. He placed a hand upon the forehead of each man and softly chanted.
‘In your name do we rise against the Darkness. Great horrors we do face. Steadfast, we stem the tide of shadow. My life freely is it given. For when I was asked, who would fight, I came to do your bidding. My heart is strong, yet flesh is weak in measure. Restore me once more, my lord. For this is my darkest hour.’
All three men had their bows. A sense of calm dropped like a veil upon the blood-soaked room. Elysabeth waited in silence. Energy filled the room like the remnants of a thunderstorm. Elysabeth could taste it in the air, feel it upon her skin.
The three servants of the Order of Light lifted their heads, and Elysabeth’s spirits lifted. Gone were the swellings that disfigured the warriors’ faces. Deep black bruises now appeared faint and aged. Both warriors flexed and made taut their muscles, and their armour tightened upon their frames. They looked renewed and eager.
Robert signalled and stepped through the door’s portal and over the lifeless bodies of two guardsmen. Both had deep and heavy axe wounds, skulls smashed, and brains exposed. Elysabeth saw the dreadful mess of the destroyed skulls, yet she was not repulsed or offended by the sight.
Robert led the group down the corridor and to a large spiralling stairway. The sound of battle echoed through the stone walls but was muffled and none could judge the distance of the fighting.
‘Quickly, downwards we go’, Robert said.
‘We are a level below the ground already, Father. Surely, that way would have us trapped’, Zachary said.
‘Nonsense boy’, Red Rob replied, speaking as one would to an infant. ‘There are ways unknown to any but the very old or the very wise.’ He smiled at Zachary and said, ‘You are neither, but I wish to reach the first being great of the latter.’ Red Rob hefted his axe and charged down the stairs and into a dimly lit corridor. Elysabeth walked calmly between her guardians. It stank of rot and damp and shit and blood, yet she paid no heed. She had heard of the lower dungeons and had dreaded becoming more acquainted with them, but she followed and even dared to glance into the cells they passed, though she gasped still at the husks that had once been human but were now bones with skin stretched upon them.
‘Is there nothing to be done with these poor wretches?’ Elysabeth said as she pulled on Robert’s cloak, attempting to slow his march.
‘Nothing, I am afraid, my dear. These poor souls are beyond our aid. They would need months of care and we have not the time’, Robert said, compassion in his voice mixed with determination. ‘Come now, my dear’, he said, gently pushing her forwards, towards an ancient and opened door.
‘This, Zachary of the young and unwise, is how I happened to be at the appointed place in the nick of time.’ Red Rob said smiling.
‘It is a sally port?’ Zachary said, not returning the smile.
‘It is. And beyond its gate is conflict, do not engage if it can be helped, we must move’, Robert answered.
‘But where do we move to, Father?’ Wilhelm asked, eager to be away from this foul castle and its air of doom.
‘It would be quicker if you just did as I bid when I bid it brother Wilhelm!’ Robert snapped.
The two warriors dropped their face plates down and with steel in their hands they followed Robert out into the chaos of a castle under attack.




Chapter Thirty-seven





Invasion



Cameos cleared the lip of the trench, Talako and Tatanka flanking him, sword in his hand and vengeance in his heart. Men stood twenty paces from the trench, curiosity and fear etched into their expression. The men backed away as more Elven warriors poured from the trench; they were unarmed and turned in terror, fleeing before the host.
Cameos surveyed the scene. Buildings small and made from wattle and wood lay crippled, the quaking of the earth shaking their supporting structures apart and reducing them to piles of debris. Cameos looked upon the destruction and with a moment of fear remembered Releaka’s threat. There would be dead amongst the rubble.
He turned his mind towards the present. They were finally here, in the lush land of Man. A cold fury gripped his heart, choking the compassion from within. He looked past the immediate area and saw the outline of the castle that dominated the landscape not two miles away. His eyes focused on the commanding structure, the glow from dozens of touches upon its battlements.
‘There,’ Cameos said as he pointed to the distant castle, ‘lays our enemy’s head.’
Alarm sounded through the night. The harsh sound of iron being rhythmically struck against iron, the call taken up further and further away and in different directions, until the sound became oppressive. The Elves looked this way and that, expecting enemies to come from all sides at once. Yet none came. The noise continued, the noise of people calling to one another. Dogs wailed, and no one silenced them.
‘All the land within the circle of the trench will be ours before the sun rises’, Cameos said, then ran towards Sprettaman, greatest castle of Man and home to the king. His Elven host ran with him as peasants screamed at the sight of the aliens, so armed and vicious-looking, their teeth bared, their expressions grim.
They ran with no interruption for almost a mile, nearly halfway to their goal, when the king’s guard made their line and made ready to give battle. Cameos raised his hand and the host of Elves stopped, spreading into a line two hundred wide and five deep.
A hundred men barred the way, a wall of muscle and chain mail, swords at their waists and long spears and shields in their hands. The men were outnumbered by ten to one, yet they showed no fear in the face of their enemy, only defiance and arrogance.
‘Who dares come upon the land of Sprettaman armed for war?’ the captain of the guardsmen called, his voice strong and deep, sombre and self-assured.
Cameos raised his arms and took a step forward. ‘Who dares bar my way?’
The captain stepped closer, alone, and Cameos marked his bravery. ‘It is a night for foul and dark things’, the captain said wistfully before drawing himself up. He added in a tone full of menace, ‘If you wish to parley, you should use clear words, creature, or are you eager to turn to the sword?’
Cameos looked back at the army he had birthed into being. They were fearsome, agile and eager to kill. He gave a curt nod of his head and his warriors lurched forward. Cameos turned and pounced. He cleared the distance between himself and the captain before the captain could draw his sword fully. Cameos’ sword ripped the man’s throat apart like a hungry wolf. Blood gleamed in the moonlight, spraying into the chieftain’s face. Cameos flicked his tongue over his blood covered lips and savoured the taste of his revenge.
The warriors of Elven Earth fell upon the outnumbered men like carrion birds on a corpse. A dozen of the elves were impaled upon the nine-foot-long, leaf blade tipped spears, as they leapt upon the mailed men with a fury born of a deep-seated hatred.
The men in the rearmost ranks dropped their cumbersome spears and drew their swords. They were being slaughtered, yet none turned to flee and even so outnumbered they made the Elves pay dearly for the victory. The men used their shields well, deflecting much of the Elven fury. The men were surprised but recovered well and over thirty of the Elven warriors lay dead. The broadsword of Man breaking through their leather armour with contemptuous ease and butchering the vital organs beneath.
The Elves took no prisoners and left none breathing. Some took ears or fingers for trophies. Others daubed their foreheads with the blood of the slain until Cameos restored them to order. They marched on now towards Sprettaman, bloodied, tested and invigorated with the taste of victory.
Jacob crouched at the cave-like entrance, Brondolf with him. They peered into the darkness, ears searching for sound.
‘It is like the king said’, Brondolf whispered. ‘I must confess I did not fully believe we would find anything out in this bleak desert.’
‘I knew we would find something, yet what that is still remains to be seen’, Jacob replied, also whispering, though there was no sign of life, nor sound other than the breathing of the men behind them and the occasional sound of metal on metal as men moved restlessly in the last remnants of coolness in the predawn air.
‘Do we find the other entrances?’ Brondolf asked the prince.
‘It is by chance we found this one.’ He crawled back from the hole and from the distance of three paces the gaping hole merged once more with the surrounding desert, a camouflage too fine to be natural.
Jacob ordered sentries to be posted throughout the area and had men covering the suspected entrance to the underground city they had come to sack, then ordered a council of war. A tent had been erected, food and ale to break their fast had come from the meagre supplies remaining. A dozen men sat in the shade of the canvas, awaiting their commander impatiently.
They rose when Jacob entered, and he bid them be seated with a wave of his hand. ‘So, we are here’, the prince stated simply. ‘The entrance is one of the four the king spoke of.’
‘So, we find the other three, and attack from all angles’, Lord Beringer said through a mouthful of bacon.
‘It will not be easy to find one more, let alone three’, Jacob replied. He was tired, weary of death and wanted nothing more than to be lying in a cool meadow with the smell of spring in his nostrils, Elysabeth in his arms. He had a sense of despair growing in the last days. He felt distant from all that was good in the world.
‘So, let us be about this business’, A baron named Carson said bitterly. ‘My men are near exhaustion. So many slaves have been claimed by this accursed country, I may have to row myself back south.’
It was Beringer who replied, ‘If we attack from only one of four entrances, we leave routes for escape. Our orders were explicit on the matter. Every one of these foul creatures dies! This is the king’s decree, given to him by He who is Greatest. I mean to do my king’s bidding and that of my God!’ Beringer the Younger had stood whilst talking and now looked from face to face, daring a challenge to his words.
Jacob stood to meet that challenge. ‘The king is over three hundred leagues away! He has no knowledge of the loses we have suffered, the ruin of the Kraken, or the desolation of this desert. We scarce have water enough for the return journey.’ Jacob indicated the Lord Beringer take his seat. ‘We leave men under the shelter of canvas and go down in force within the hour.’ He looked about the gathered men of rank. ‘You will obey my command; you will engage on my orders only.’ He looked pointedly at the Lord Beringer. ‘Muster your men and remember it is you who will suffer the consequence of your men’s action.’
Lord Audemar watched patiently as the sun began its final decent. ‘Why do they wait?’ one of his younger bowmen asked.
‘They are creatures of shadows, Oleif’, Audemar said calmly. ‘They wait for the day’s sun to die. They live in darkness, they serve the Lord of Darkness, they prefer to fight in darkness. But it makes no difference, young Oleif.’ Audemar added the last when he saw the despair upon the young archer’s face. ‘They shall die, and we shall bask in the morrow’s warm sun.’
‘Do you truly believe we shall prevail, my Lord?’ Oleif asked earnestly. He was a fair young man, blue eyes bright with youth, golden hair hung to his shoulders and his boyish face free of scars.
‘I did not march my finest men across the kingdom for certain death, youngster. But neither will I mask the truth; it will be a hard fight and a harder war.’ Audemar sighed and looked thoughtfully towards the south, where his wife and children awaited his return. He turned back to Oleif; a hardness came into his eyes. ‘Would we wait behind the mountains whilst brave men fight an evil that threatens us all?’ He raised his voice. ‘Or would we march to where the enemy dares rear its filthy head? To fight alongside the brave brothers who have kept our home safe for a time immemorial!’
Lord Audemar pointed to the vast heap of supplies in the centre of the battlements. Two thousand arrows, food to feed the twenty bowmen and the twenty men-at-arms for a week or more. And a score of skins filled with strong ale.
‘Pass the ale round, boys, but just enough to wet the throat and settle the stomach, for the time is nigh and your aim has need of truth’, Audemar said boisterously.
Gymir stood between the defences and the brothers who would fight beside him at his self-appointed place of battle. To the west of him, a half mile in distance stood Iron Guard. The sight of that great and proud fortress gave him pride, as did the men before him.
‘I am filled with pride!’ Gymir began, his voice loud and controlled. ‘For it is not fear I see in your eyes! No, not fear. For fear is the tool of the Darkness and it is overcome by light. Pushed aside, acknowledged and then belittled.’ The knight-captain, commander of the army of the Order of Light, and warrior of renown turned back towards the line of Orc that stood at the jungle’s edge. ‘The servants of Darkness do not face men cowed by fear, but by men filled with the power of light!’
The roar that followed was thunder beneath a cloudless sky, a show of force. And as the roar continued, the sun sank beneath the horizon. And then the enemy roared its own war cry and charged.
They came in a tremendous wave of Orcish rage and savagery. Tusked greater Orcs barged their lesser comrades to the ground as they tore across the land between the jungle and the barricades of Man. Fangs, yellowed and hungry, were bared as the Orc and Goblin screamed, roared and howled their cries of hatred. Ill-made but fearsome-looking weapons held aloft as they closed on the targets of their evil born bloodlust. Hundreds ran towards Gymir, many more ran to assault the fortress of Iron Guard.
They came with speed and intensity, as if they thought to run through the great stone fortress and onwards to the lush lands beyond.
‘Bring down the big bastards’, Audemar said quietly and calmly, as he placed a bodkin arrow on his bow’s string. Without aiming or thinking, he let loose his arrow and had another on the string before the bodkin arrow ripped through the windpipe of a great beast of an Orc, felling the brute to gasp his last breaths in a fountain of arterial blood. He loosed again, picked another target, released death to another of the Orc chieftains and scanned the field of battle. Scores of the monstrous beasts had fallen to his twenty bowmen within the first minutes of the battle. The accuracy and lethality of the bodkin arrow released with the power of the great war bow had slowed the charge, put fear to the lesser creatures, but the growls of their leaders forced the foe ever forward.
Orc and Goblin had reached the base of the fortress and began to beat impotently upon the great oak doors. Audemar looked to the east and to the west. The enemies’ leaders were herding the mass of lesser Orcs and Goblins towards Iron Guard, and it was time to push them towards the men-at-arms.
‘Time to burn the bastards’, Lord Audemar said. His quiet voice was filled with more menace than the war cries of the hundreds of enemies baying for man blood.
The twenty archers let loose the bodkin arrow from their strings and without question or hesitation they drew arrows wrapped in pitch-soaked cloth from barrels placed at the corners of the battlements. They placed the tips of the fire arrows in the smouldering braziers and the cloth burst into bright red flame.
‘Smooth is fast, boys.’ Audemar reminded his men without need. His men were skilled and calm in battle and his heart beamed with pride, yet it was good for them to hear his voice.
‘Do not draw the string back fully, boys, or you’ll cook your fingers and your strings.’ Audemar and his men, flaming arrows on their bows, took a rough aim and loosed. The arrows flew unsteadily, the weight of the pitch-soaked cloth made the arrowhead heavy, the feather fletching struggled against the wind, taking the power from the arrows’ flight. The arrows did not need power, they embedded into the ground where the bowmen had meant to send them, and the reaction was instantaneous.
Orcs and Goblins alike were scattered and thrown into the air like rag dolls. Those closest to points of explosion were clothed in flame as the alchemist’s liquid was splashed upon the flesh, where it stuck and burned with a fierce intensity.
Limbs were ripped from howling creatures, the green flesh scorched black as chaos and frustration descended upon the Orcs and Goblins as a type of warfare unknown to them rained flame and force amongst the horde of Darkness. The survivors backed away from the pits of fire. Some turned back towards the safety of the jungle but were cut down by the second wave of green skins who were coming from the shadow of the trees. They came slower now and with a weariness of the fortress raining death and flame.
Gymir raised his shield and took the force of a greater Orcs axe before lunging with his sword and taking the creature through the throat. The beast looked oddly comical as it stared at the steel as Gymir pulled it out. Blood gushed in spurts. The dark green Orc sought to vent his anger by swinging weakly at the knight-captain who knocked the head of the monstrous axe aside and shield rammed the creature back into the barricade, impaling the beast upon one of the sharpened logs.
The hideous green fiends had swarmed over the barricade, though in numbers that two hundred men-at-arms would not struggle to despatch in short time, and the knight-captain had been content to let them climb the obstacles to die upon the brothers’ anger and steel.
The air reverberated and Gymir tasted toxins and heat upon the air he breathed. Bright flashes from the left of his field of vision told him war fire had been brought to bear. He smiled as his enemy turned in fear and panic. The green skins, both Goblin and Orc alike, seemed to lose their passion for combat.
‘Kill them all!’ The commander of the army of Man roared, though without need. His men were taking full advantage of the enemy’s sudden alarm as they turned to see fire leaping towards the sky, and their fellows engulfed in writhes of war fire.
Greater Orcs were seizing lesser Orcs and Goblins as they turned to flee, propelling them back towards the fort or towards the swords of Man. Some they hacked down gleefully, whether to maintain discipline and some order of battle or for the sport of it Gymir neither knew nor cared.
He walked calmly towards the barrier, dispatching two shrieking Goblins as he went. His sword’s blade was thick with the green gloop of Goblin blood, the hilt strung with shreds of gore.
He came before the chest high array of sharpened logs, thorn bushes and furniture and turned back towards his men, who were finishing the last of the enemy allowed to cross unhindered.
‘To me!’ he roared. ‘To the barricade. We shall build it to the heavens with the bodies of the enemy dead!’
Gymir placed his sword’s blade through a gap in the tangle of wood and debris, waited for a heartbeat, then thrust his sword, impaling a creature as it made to leap the defences. He looked left to right, at the line of unyielding faithful brothers, and his heart dared to fill with hope.




Chapter Thirty-eight





Escape



Father Robert, known to his friends as Red Rob, opened the trapdoor and climbed into the gloom of an empty cellar. A mile or more they had walked through the damp of the unused tunnel, and now they climbed through the subterranean doorway and into the abandoned guard post, a small building used for the housing of around a dozen guardsmen who collected the tolls and patrolled the king’s highway.
‘In days long gone there were many more of these outlining guard posts, though even this one was abandoned before I arrived’, Robert said quietly. The sounds of battle came, muffled by distance, but still unsettlingly near. ‘Gather what food and drink you can find and be quick about it.’
Within a few moments they had gathered a sack with hard bread, cheese and skins of ale and Father Robert led them back into the night. The large father of the order moved clumsily through the brush, though without the slightest doubt at the direction. The other three followed in silence, Wilhelm and Zachary scanning the surroundings constantly, ever watchful for enemies in the dark.
The sound of movement brought them to a sudden halt, something large was crashing through the undergrowth to their right. Wilhelm and Zachary slid their swords from their scabbards, pushing Elysabeth and Red Rob behind them as they stood ready to meet any challenge, eager for some retribution.
Six guardsmen crashed into view, swords naked in their hands, fear obvious on their faces. They staggered to a halt at the sight of Wilhelm and Zachary before them but relaxed slightly as they saw fully who they were, or rather what they were.
Wilhelm and Zachary neither moved nor relaxed, they just stood, swords held high, armour covered, warriors.
A slight noise from behind the men caused all six to jump. They began moving again, towards the fugitives, yet at an angle that brought them past the group who looked on confusedly.
As they staggered past, a man in the uniform of a captain looked at Father Robert incredulously. ‘Flee father!’ he said, his voice scarce above a whisper. ‘They are the devils; from the ground they came! Flee I say!’
His companions pulled him, and with a last look behind them they continued running towards Sprettaman.
‘Should we not flee?’ Elysabeth asked. Fear rose from her gut, and her bowls felt loose. She turned her head this way and that like a rabbit trapped in a snare.
‘Our path lays just beyond those trees, my dear. We cannot flee’, Robert replied.
‘Then let us be about it, Father’, Zachary said gruffly. ‘That which causes fear in six guardsmen need not worry two warriors of the light.’
‘Hold, my brave Zachary’, Red Rob said fondly. ‘Let us try stealth before strength.’
Wilhelm and Zachary looked at each other, appraising how stealthy the other could move through the small wooded copse at night in plate armour.
Wilhelm shrugged. ‘Let us try stealth then.’
The group crept forward and into the trees. They were birch and ash, slender and still in their youth, providing inadequate cover. They moved forward, every step of their booted feet crunching loudly in the undergrowth. They came to the other end of the wood in short order and peered into the gloom of night.
Wilhelm and Zachary both stood up straight in alarm and surprise. A vast chasm split the land like He who is Greatest Himself had reached from the heavens and slashed the land with His giant sword.
Voices caused Red Rob to reach up and try to force the warriors to take cover, but both men-at-arms were attuned now for battle. For they saw the path Father Robert intended. A huge oak tree had been felled by whatever had caused the earth to open like the maw of a gargantuan beast. The tree’s trunk, over twenty paces in length, had fallen across the chasm, becoming a bridge over the uncrossable trench.
Soldiers in the garb of the king’s guard lay dead in the open space between the small wood and the chasm, horrific wounds a testimony to their end. Six figures, tall and lithe, with plain rustic clothes and crude leather armour stood in quiet conversation.
‘What are they?’ Wilhelm asked Robert in a whisper.
‘That they are here killing men should be sufficient enough to tell you what they are, Wilhelm. They are enemies and they bar our path’, Red Rob replied, his voice low yet sharp.
One figure turned his head towards the fugitives, merely a brief glance, yet enough for the two warriors to see its cat-like eyes glowing a very feline yellow.
‘I have not seen their like’, Zachary stated.
The six figures took position on the root end of the great trunk. Bending to the task they attempted to move it and destroy its use as a bridge.
‘Kill them!’ Robert said forcefully.
Without a word, the brothers stepped from the wood. They walked quietly but quickly, legs bent, their bodies crouched. It was thirty strides. The figures were so engrossed in the effort to remove the bridge, they did not notice the towering forms of the warriors tasked with their destruction.
With only five strides between themselves and the tree, Wilhelm and Zachary announced their presence loudly. Both warriors bellowed incoherently and charged. Their foe looked up from their task in surprise that quickly turned to instant death for two as the great-swords came down with skull crushing force.
The creatures moved with unnatural speed, but two more died as they found their feet, drew weapons and made ready to attack. The remaining two attacked with a ferocity and speed that spoke more of animalistic savagery than of weapon skill.
Wilhelm took a pace backwards as the creature before him jumped into the air, impossibly fast, stabbing with two long daggers as it did so. Wilhelm dogged his head back, tried to bring his sword to parry, but the sword’s long length hindered him. The foe stabbed again, Wilhelm turned his head, and the dagger slid against the armoured face plate, and only warrior born instinct saving his eye from the dagger’s point. He punched the creature with his heavy gauntleted fist, staggering the creature off balance, then ended his enemy with a lunge, his blade slicing through the creature’s leather armour with ease and straight through the muscle and flesh. His sword went through the creature with such force the hilt touched its ripped flesh. With a grunt of effort, Wilhelm ripped the steel upwards and out. Its cat-like eyes turned white as they rolled back in its head, entrails and organs spilled from the creature. Intestines coiled around its feet for a moment before it fell in the heap of its own bloody insides.
Wilhelm turned to see that Zachary had finished the last enemy. The body laying at his feet still twitched with the spasms of death, though its head lay some distance away.
Father Robert came from the wood with Elysabeth. Both looked around furtively, seeking enemies in the murk.
‘Who are they, Robert?’ Elysabeth asked in a voice made weak with fatigue and emotion.
‘They appear to be of the Elven line, though I thought those beings belonged now to legend.’ He bent and quickly inspected one of the fallen. ‘By every account I have read, they are indeed Elves, though they appear more savage by far than the beings of grace in the books.’ He looked behind him, then to the far side of the chasm. ‘We must not tarry. Over the bridge and be quick about it. Lest their companions seek them’, Father Robert said, pointing to the lifeless forms of the creatures he called Elves. He climbed onto the tree with surprising agility for one with such weight and walked calmly to the other side.
After they were across the makeshift bridge and had put a few miles distance from the sound of battle and the great trench Wilhelm ordered a halt.
‘I think it best to avoid the closest farmsteads and halls. We can skirt round them and walk the remainder of the night. Then take horses when the sun rises and ride hard for the safety of the brotherhood’, Wilhelm said, mustering some authority.
‘No, I think not Wilhelm’, Father Robert said softly. ‘Sprettaman has fallen. That great chasm did not appear by some accident or natural occurrence. The enemy in the north has moved...’
Wilhelm interrupted, questioning the movement of the enemy of the north, but was cut off sharply by Robert.
‘I know these for fact and do not question my knowledge again! The enemy strikes hard at the northern fortresses, whilst another springs from the ground and cuts Sprettaman away from the kingdom. We go west until there is no west to go.’
‘To the temple by the sea?’ Elysabeth asked gently.
‘Indeed, my dear’, Robert replied.
‘No. I shall not abandon Jacob like we have abandoned Askia and Holak’, Elysabeth said. Her voice breaking as tears formed in her eyes.
‘Askia and Holak died as honoured servants of He who is Greatest of them all, my dear. As for Jacob, well, he shall be where he needs to be’, Robert replied, adding a silent prayer that he spoke truth.
Ederwine, Grandmaster of the Order of Light, wise and ancient, sat upon his treasured bench and looked upon the beauty of the night sky. So much vast expanse of darkness, yet broken by tiny specks of beautiful, pristine white light.
His head was a mess of bruise and laceration, his lips split and his eyes barely open from the swelling. He would die soon, very soon. He knew he could use the remainder of his power to stop the pain and let death take him peacefully. But he needed the last drops of energy and besides, he would not simply will away his pain when so many had died to protect him. It just did not feel right, as if it would be a cheat somehow.
He looked down at Malick’s lifeless corpse. His head split apart and the brains inside dashed around the courtyard. He had come with two men, both garbed in the colours of the king’s guard, whilst Malick wore the garb of the men-at-arms of the brotherhood. They had at once been violent and destructive, smashing articles old beyond recollecting. ‘Use your powers to call Robert to your aid’, Malick had screamed at him. He had refused.
Old and frail as Ederwine was, he was neither weak nor confused with age. Darkness had come with the king’s swordmaster and darkness must be refused at all costs. So, they had begun killing. They had brought with them thirteen villagers they had met upon the way, claiming the caretaker had need of their aid, and they had come willingly, unarmed and with good intentions in their hearts they had come to aid and instead had been slaughtered.
Still, Ederwine had refused. And so, they had whipped him. Laughing as his screams shattered the stillness of the setting sun. He still refused. ‘It does not matter; we have your pain now. It will bring him here like a signal fire.’
And they were right. If Robert reached out now, he would feel the pain and distress and it would indeed bring him to this evil infested sanctuary of peace. He needed to clear his head, send forth his thoughts and warn Robert to stay away.
He had focused when Malick had struck. The two guardsmen feared to strike a father of the order, or even be in the presence of such an act.
Malick had no such fears. He had bent his will to the Darkness long ago. He struck the old man, then looked down on him. Ederwine again tried to focus his thoughts but was staggered again by the sadistic swordmaster. Every time the caretaker focused his thoughts and will, Malick struck.
But Ederwine did not give in. The Darkness cannot be submitted to. And then the strangest thing had happened. Ederwine looked into the gleeful eyes of the dark servant who had once been counted brave and honourable. He had looked into those eyes and said, ‘You will have an accounting for this day’s dark deeds.’ And then the swordmaster’s head had exploded, a torrent of blood and brain showering Ederwine.
Malick fell to the ground. Robert was standing over his twitching body and shattered skull holding an old but formidable-looking axe. Robert and the axe were splattered with blood.
And so now he sat upon his bench in his garden, surrounded by the dead, and summoned his last reserves of energy to contact a prince hundreds of miles away in a land at war, his remaining life to be measured now in hours.
Jacob led the remnants of the army down the spiralling ramp and into the underground land they had been sent to conquer. Not for the first time, he again questioned the Order of Light’s wish for him to come on this mission of conquest. Every fibre of his being screamed the wrongness of it all. He felt like he was about the Dark Lord’s business, yet his mission had been endorsed by those in high regard and service within the Order of Light.
A voice called to him, in his mind, and through his heart it sounded. Weak and feeble, as if from a great distance and under great duress. Forever west it repeated. It had come an hour earlier, and persisted, growing weaker and hollower as the time wore on. He feared it was Father Robert when he had first heard its call but dismissed the notion. It lacked the familiar sense that came when Red Rob had come into his mind. He had feared for Elysabeth, yet for some unknown reason that fear had vanished, to be replaced with an odd sense of warmth and comfort at the thought of her.
No. He thought to himself. This was something different. He felt a part of himself being tugged westwards, as if being led gently by a friend. He stood still, took a deep and calming breath, and pushed all feelings aside. He would need focus and calm authority in the hours to come.
He led the men downwards. Flame flickered from the dozens of torches, casting a dark and foreboding aspect to the steel naked in his companion’s hands. Shadows loomed and danced as the men wound their way down. Jacob quietly called for a halt. The ramp had flattened, they no longer moved deeper beneath the earth. He signalled the men to stay in the shelter of the hallway they had come to and stepped out on his own into the only exit from the spiral rampway.
He stepped through and awe stopped him mid step. He had come to a massive cavern, larger than any hall or castle save maybe for Sprettaman itself. Lights glowed from the ceiling, fruits and plants grew from the very walls. Though underground, the cavern had a warm and dry feel, as if fashioned for comfort and not made by the forming of the earth.
He took two steps more and moved out of the shadow of the archway. It was bright enough to see without the need for burning brands, so he cast his to the ground and stamped the fire out. Without the hindrance of the flickering fire so close to him, he found he could see more clearly. The wall, ceiling and floor were all the same clay colour, and a glow seemed to illuminate all. He cast no shadow.
His gaze was drawn to the centre of the great hall, for that was clearly what this place was, not some damp cave or desert cavern. A great fountain lay in the very centre where a glorious glow came from the water laying still in the pool. He felt the presence of a great power here. As if He who is Greatest of them all somehow lived within, bending His will to allow life to flourish in the most improbable of places.
Figures moved around the vast pool. Jacob approached slowly, sliding his sword back in its scabbard as he went. It was a hundred paces to the pool, and he took each step in a slow and controlled manner, hands held open and apart in a gesture he intended to mean peace.
As he closed the distance, he noticed details of the figures. There were around a hundred, or slightly less. Some were very old, others very young. They were not warriors; they had no weapons, yet they all held the air of defiance. Eyes glimmered in the glow of the waters, irises like cats, vertical pupils wide in surprise. Ropy, yet thin muscles contracted, flexing hands that held feline-like claws.
Jacob stopped some ten paces away from the group. He felt men behind him and turned his head to see the entire host of men stalking out of the archway.
‘I said halt.’ He snarled, attempting to show his displeasure without alarming the creatures by the pool.
Lord Beringer the Younger marched arrogantly in front of his men. All now who were not brothers of the order followed the young lord’s lead. He came to stand beside the prince. He cast his own torch before the Elves, causing them to hiss and snarl aggressively.
The young lord looked upon them with obvious distaste, then swore loudly. ‘I see not one speck of gold upon these heathen beasts.’
With a gesture of his hand, the soldiers of the kingdom broke into two groups. One circled the Elves who stood restlessly around the pool, speaking in hushed tones. The second group broke into smaller groups and dispersed to search for the promised gold.
‘You presume to give commands without my leave.’ Jacob hissed, his voice full of controlled anger.
‘I have made no attack, as ordered, my prince. But the men are eager to be about our mission and return home’, Lord Beringer replied dismissively.
Jacob ignored the young lord and took a few steps closer to the Elves.
‘My name is Jacob.’ He spoke to the group, his voice soft as if he were talking to a distraught animal. The Lord Godwin sniggered but remained further back, speaking quietly with the men of rank. The brothers of the Order of Light stood around the chamber awaiting orders from the prince.
A female Elf stepped forward from the group, a young boy beside her, his hand in hers. Neither showed fear.
‘I am called Releaka, life mate to Cameos, chieftain of the Elven people.’ Her head was held high with pride. ‘And this is our son, Caleak.’ The boy smiled warmly.
‘Where are the rest of your people? I see no young men and very few young women’, Jacob asked.
‘They have gone’, Releaka replied.
‘Where?’ Suspicion crept into Jacob like a fox stealing into a henhouse. He looked around for signs of ambush, but his men covered all the entrances to the chamber.
Releaka laughed, it was a strange sound, neither mirthful nor menacing. ‘You have no need to fear.’ She turned her hand in a gesture that pointed to those behind her. ‘Unless you fear the old and the very young.’
‘Where are your people?’ Jacob asked once more.
‘They have gone to your lands, much as you have come to ours. Armed and dressed for war’, Releaka said simply. The boy beside her showed discomfort at her words. Jacob looked stunned as he tried to process what she spoke of.
Before Jacob could reply she spoke again, her tone now cold, ‘But why have you come here?’
Lord Beringer arrived at Jacob’s side. ‘Your treasure horde, where have you hidden it?’ He snarled through anger.
‘Treasure? All around you lays our treasure, unnamed man. Do you not see the fruits upon the plants?’ She turned and retrieved a clay cup with simple patterns glazed upon its surface. She bent down into the fountain’s pool and filled the cup. Calmly she walked to Lord Beringer. Her hips swayed as she walked, her lips pursed. In a human woman she would have been called provocative, seductive in her form and demeanour, even tempting, but it was just her Elvish way.
‘Here is our treasure.’ She handed the cup to Beringer and bowed.
The young lord sniffed the cup. ‘I do not travel to the ends of the earth. Watch my own father taken by the monster of the deep, for fucking water!’ He screamed the last as he threw the cup to the ground and pulled his sword.
‘Where is the gold, bitch?’ He snarled, taking a step forward.
‘Put up your sword, Beringer’, Jacob ordered, his voice menacing as he interposed himself between the she-Elf and the lord.
‘Why do you protect her? You know our orders’, Beringer said loudly, calling the attention of all in the cavern. Those men not of the order stood behind their master.
‘Your orders are what I say they are! Do you forget I am the crowned prince? Or maybe you seek station higher than that of your father’, Jacob retorted.
The men-at-arms of the Order of Light moved to stand behind Jacob, Brondolf was already a pace behind Jacob, his great-sword held loose in his hand, the tip resting upon the ground. He hefted his shield and flexed the muscles of his sword arm as he judged the distance needed to end the young lord’s brief reign.
As the cavern split into two groups of armed men, readying for bloodletting, those men tasked with searching returned.
‘We found nothing, my lord’, one man called.
‘No metal at all, my lord. No silver nor gold’, another called.
Soon other men took up the same calls. The tension in the room turned to fury, and the men looked to their lord for an answer.
Beringer stepped to the side of Jacob; his confidence came from the six hundred men at his back. He saw the one hundred and twenty men who would stand beside the prince and knew he could overwhelm them.
‘She-Elf!’ The lord shouted over the din of angry voices. Releaka turned back to face him. She seemed unafraid.
‘If you show me where you have hidden the gold, I shall spare your boy’s life.’ He spoke reasonably, as if offering a fair deal for goods at the market.
‘His life is not yours to spare.’ She too spoke reasonably, but her eyes burned with the fire of fury. She took a dagger from her belt. Her son pulled her arm, and she crouched down as he spoke into her ear.
‘Enough with these niceties’, Beringer snapped.
Jacob drew his sword, and before his own blade had cleared its scabbard, the sound of over a hundred great-swords scraping through their own scabbards filled the air.
‘They have no gold’, Jacob said. ‘It was a fool’s errand, my Lord. Surely you can see that.’
‘They have hidden it princeling, do you not see? They are making you the fool.’ Beringer appealed to Jacob.
‘I do not know what gold is.’ Releaka blurted, in what appeared an attempt to prevent bloodshed.
‘Liar!’ Beringer screamed. He took a coin from out his tunic and threw it to Releaka, who caught it in mid-air. She took the coin and looked at it intently. Then she sniffed it, tasted it, and gently applied pressure to its surface with her wicked-looking canines.
‘You come here to wage war for this?’ Releaka asked incredulously. A much older Elf came and studied the coin for a moment and spoke quietly with Releaka. She tossed the coin back to Beringer.
‘Why make war for this, man? It has no value. It is neither food nor drink. It is a thing devoid of life. It is pretty, for a trinket, but it has no true worth.’
‘It is gold’, he replied, surprise etching his expression.
‘We have none nevertheless’, Releaka said casually.
‘We shall see. Seize them all’, Beringer said commandingly. His men made to move towards the group of Elves.
Jacob came to stand before the Elves, steel in his hand, the men-at-arms of the brotherhood at his side.
‘They have no gold!’ Jacob said in an imploring tone. ‘No gold and no need for bloodletting.’
‘I do not believe her! She lies to protect her horde.’ Beringer turned his full attention upon Jacob. ‘Do you forget the king’s own order? ‘Retrieve the gold and kill all who abide there.’ Those are the words of the king.’
With that, Colburn moved. It was the time he had waited for. His instructions clear.
‘I countermand those orders’, Jacob said. The tension in the room was palpable, slaughter only seconds away.
Colburn had moved unnoticed. The king’s voice sounded clearly in his mind. ‘The prince will betray me. And you will kill him.’ He was now only two paces away from the prince.
Jacob stood before Lord Beringer but spoke to the men who took his lead. ‘There need be no fighting here. Our kingdom is in peril. She needs her trusted warriors.’
Jacob looked amongst the men who stood with Beringer, greed and violence dominated their appearance. ‘Put up your swords, by order of the crowned prince.’ Jacob roared with all the authority he could muster. His words failed. The men under Beringer’s command moved forward.
Colburn was within reach, his sword held low. He saw Jacob try in vain to forestall the oncoming violence. Saw the soldiers of the kingdom. The various colours of the different nobility, including the blue upon which rested the sigil of the royal household, the two joined rings of gold. Jacob opened his mouth to speak. Colburn struck.
His blade held low had whirled upwards in a flash of steel and then blood had sprayed, bright and plentiful. A torrent of arterial blood gushing forth. And Beringer fell to the floor, writhing in his death throes as the last of his lifeblood had spurted upwards. Until the squirting had lessened, and the body grew still.
The brothers of the Order of Light charged forward, throwing their shields before Jacob, who stood in surprise with Colburn at his side. The huge shields smashed together in a thunder of noise as the brothers made a shield wall just as the soldier’s charge crashed home.
Jacob felt a tugging of his arm and brought his sword to bear swiftly, pulling up the blade. In horror as he saw the young boy looking up at him, smiling.
‘It is time for us to leave.’ The boy named Caleak spoke as if he were playing with children, and it was time to go home for supper. Yet Jacob felt a strange comfort from the boy, a willingness to accept whatever the boy said as truth.
‘Where shall we go?’ Jacob asked over the din of battle.
The boy still smiling pointed to the other side of the cavern where the mouth of a vast tunnel could be seen.
The soldiers fought now under the command of several of the lesser lords and their own commanders. They had little coherency and so struggled to put their overwhelming numbers to use. The superior skill and strength of the men-at-arms of the brotherhood were proving to be a match for the unequal numbers. Both sides were taking casualties, but neither took much advantage.
Jacob saw that the she-Elf, named Releaka, was already leading the Elves away from the chaos and towards the tunnel mouth, but the boy waited for Jacob. The prince passed word to Brondolf, and the brothers pulled back. Colburn ended the life of anyone who sought to attack the prince, with unsurpassed skill and contemptuous ease.
It took twenty minutes before Jacob led the last of the brothers through the tunnel mouth and into the gloom beyond.
‘We lost sixteen men in the fighting, these twenty will stay and cover our retreat’, Brondolf said indicating twenty men who now stood in two ranks blocking the tunnel mouth. ‘They can hold that gap until exhaustion takes them.’
‘It is a death sentence’, Jacob said mournfully.
‘There are much worse ways for a brother to die’, Colburn said, though with admiration and sympathy in his tone.
Jacob looked around the tunnel. Of the Elven kind he could only see Releaka and the boy Caleak who stood by Jacob’s side.
‘Where are your people?’ Jacob asked of Releaka, afraid that in their haste they had left the Elven people on the wrong side of the shield wall.
It was the boy who answered, ‘We have a contraption, sort of like horseless wagons.’ He spoke excitedly. ‘The people have taken them. It travels much faster than we can run. They cannot move well, so they will meet us there.’
‘Where is there?’ Jacob asked.
‘A day’s march.’ The boy shrugged his shoulders. ‘We have a long journey, and it is but the start.’
‘I shall lead, do not tarry’, Releaka said. Then, she was running through the tunnel. Caleak pulled Jacob and soon the remaining brothers followed, their hearts heavy as the sound of battle grew faint.




Chapter Thirty-nine





Archer



Audemar loosed again, dipped his hand into the arrow bag at his waist and found it was empty. His mind had begun to fog, for four hours now he had loosed arrow after arrow into the flame lit Orc upon the battlefield. And yet still they came. The immeasurable horde of Darkness. His body ached, his heart faltered, despair gripped him in the deep hours of the night.
He looked to his left as a Goblin scaled the battlements and lashed out with a wicked-looking serrated short sword. The blade whistled through the air, where Oleif, only a second before, had been standing. The man-at-arms who dragged Oleif roughly from the assault quickly dispatched the Goblin with an expert thrust of his great-sword.
‘Bowmen! Pull back!’ One brother roared over the clamour of the battlefield, as more and more Goblins climbed the stones of the keep in defiance of gravity. Audemar looked over the edge of the parapet at the rear of the battlements and saw to his dismay a hundred or more Orcs waiting at the keep’s barred doors. The enemy tried to force the great oak doors, but they had been barricaded too well. And now the Orc seemed content to wait for the more agile Goblin to breach the fort through the roof and remove the door barricade from within.
‘To me!’ Audemar shouted, and without hesitation his bowmen joined him at the rear of the battlements. He jumped onto the battlement and leaning over the edge loosed a bodkin arrow into the mass of Orcs below. Growls of anger followed as his arrow struck home. The Orcs below roared and reared their tusks, brandishing gruesome-looking weapons and bellowing at the cowards to come and be killed. Audemar looked behind him and saw the men-at-arms of the Brotherhood of Light hacking the Goblins with chopping motions of their great-swords as soon as they reached the summit of their climb. The air was filled with the sounds of butchery, screeches of the enemy and the thud of lifeless bodies hitting the ground.
More of Audemar’s bowmen joined him on the wall of the battlements, firing down into the enemy. The area around the door of Iron Guard was now thick with enemy dead, yet they seemed reluctant to move, even in the face of death.
A scream filled with agony and terrible to hear pierced Audemar’s ears. He turned, as did all upon the battlement, and the sight that confronted them was of the darkest nightmare. Arachnithion had climbed the battlement and was perched upon it. The great spider he rode was ripping through the flesh of a screaming brother. Great fangs dug deep into the torso of the doomed man, the dark creature’s mandibles shovelling the man’s innards into the creature’s maw. The men-at-arms broke combat with the Goblins and leapt bravely at the creature, swords whirling in the flickers of flame.
Arachnithion sat astride his beast, with satisfaction upon his face as he watched his creature devour the screaming man, and his giant spider pinning the man to the stone roof with its foremost legs. As the men-at-arms of the brotherhood leapt forward Arachnithion laughed, the sound soaking up any remnants of hope like a sponge.
Arachnithion drew forth his weapon and raised the staff in the air. The blue stone crackled into life with a sound like wet logs on a fire, hissing and spluttering as it drew energy. The deep blue of the stone became fierce in its intensity, radiating a malevolent light.
‘I am your doom!’ Arachnithion said in a maniacal voice as he pointed his arcane and magical weapon at the brothers upon the battlements. His spider had devoured the insides of the man in its grasp, the fangs draining the man of blood whilst the mandibles devoured the organs. Audemar gasped aloud in horror as he saw the husk of bone and skin being tossed over the battlements’ edge.
A flash of blue light shot forth from the staff’s stone. It hit a man-at-arms in the chest and the smell of burning flesh filled Audemar’s nostrils. The man’s hair vanished from his head in the fierce blast of energy that engulfed the man in a searing heat. In the blink of an eye, the man’s flesh sank as the fat rendered and muscle melted off his bones. Audemar turned away as the man’s scream died, his facial features disfigured as the intense and sudden heat loosened the flesh from his skull. Oleif vomited. Audemar nearly joined him but felt vengeance settle his stomach. It was the most horrible death he had ever seen, and he felt a deep-seated need to make atonement. He notched an arrow and inhaled deeply, steadying his trembling body. He released the arrow and watched its short flight and then sighed in dismay as the arrow hissed passed the Arachnoid rider. His aim had been true, but Arachnithion’s speed was born of magic and of service to dark powers, and the chieftain of the Arachnoid riders had swerved his body from harm’s way.
The brothers of the Order of Light were using all their sword skill and strength, yet the spider’s legs parried the swords. The exoskeleton of the giant spider was stronger than steel plate armour. Its forelegs flicked out with unnatural speed, knocking the swords away with the dull thud of a blacksmith hammering iron.
A man-at-arms was swept off the battlements by one of the spider’s legs. Another was knocked to the stone floor. The huge spider reared up on its back legs. It screeched its rage then brought its forelegs back down on the fallen man, crushing his skull and dashing brains upon the stone.
‘Bowmen!’ Audemar shouted above the sounds of battle and the screams of pain. ‘Take down the rider.’ He commanded his men as he notched another arrow to his bowstring.
Not all the bowmen were able to shoot, but at least a dozen arrows sped towards Arachnithion. He had his staff raised. The stoned pulsated as it gathered energy. Arachnithion slashed the staff downwards, as if it were a sword, and the arrows withered in flight as a wave of heat turned the arrow shafts to ash in an instant.
The wave of energy that destroyed the arrows knocked the men-at-arms to the ground, and the spider took advantage of being momentarily free of combat. It reared once more and let fly the hair that covered its body. The needle-like hair flew in all directions, like thin darts they flew seeking soft flesh. Audemar threw himself to the ground and managed to escape the spray, but many others were not so lucky. Everywhere Audemar looked he saw men lurching about as if deeply intoxicated, big pus-filled blisters upon their faces and necks, as they tried to pull the multitude of toxic hairs from exposed flesh.
A thought struck Audemar, and he leapt back to his feet, dodging the men who were staggering around and the ones still seeking the spider’s death. He reached the barrel where the fire arrows were kept and took the single remaining arrow. The arrow’s shaft was cracked and the fletching loose. It mattered not, Audemar thought. The flight would be short. He ran to the brazier; coals were nearly all but ash, but it still held heat. He placed the arrowhead, bound in cloth and soaked in pitch, into the centre of the brazier. Nothing. He waited for the flame to catch. Goblins had again re-joined the fight, scaling the battlements. The men-at-arms were being overwhelmed, yet they fought on with bravery. Several of the bowmen were down, some were still fighting, picking Goblins off with calm skill.
The flame caught. Audemar took the arrow and nocked it to his bowstring. He waited, for he had only one fire arrow left. The fire was blazing brightly, the substantial heat was burning his hand. Yet he waited.
The spider reared backwards, not fully but enough to expose its underside. The moment had come. He released the arrow and watched with bated breath as it cut a flaming path towards its target. It flew straight, the distance too close for any arch. Audemar laughed aloud as he watched the arrow strike home. It glanced off one of the spider’s mandibles and scorched a flaming line across the thing’s lower abdomen. The hair on the spider’s body caught like dry thatch, and within seconds the thing became demented with panic as it reared its body this way and that. Arachnithion jumped nimbly off the thing’s back. He waved his staff impotently as it sought a way to aid the giant Arachnoid. But the spider was doomed. Thick, pale goo bubbled up through cracks in the spider’s exoskeleton as its insides were being boiled like a crab in a pot.
Arachnithion was on his knees weeping, and Audemar felt no mercy for him. He unstrung his bow and hooked it back on to his back. He drew his long and curved hunting knife and calmly walked towards the grief-stricken chieftain of the Arachnoid riders. He was only five paces away from Arachnithion. He remembered the death he had given the man-at-arms with his accursed and evil magic. The time for vengeance was nigh.
Audemar had his focus so solely on the kneeling and weeping Arachnithion that he had failed to see that the giant spider had regained some of its senses. It was fully engulfed in the flame but had lost its panic. It halted in its mad dashes back and forth and focused upon Audemar. It ran towards him, its legs faltering as it ran. It stumbled and hit the stone floor hard, sending sparks and embers to fly on the night wind. Audemar finally noticed the spider as it got back up. He took a step back, and another. Arrows whistled past him, and though they penetrated the weakened exoskeleton, they did not halt the spider.
Audemar wished to call for help as the giant flaming spider moved slowly yet seemingly inexorably towards him. The men-at-arms were rushing away from the spider, towards the northern battlements. Audemar thought for a moment to call them cowards, that they flee from the beast when he saw them. Two more of the giant spiders crept tentatively over the battlements and the despair washed over the fortress like a rainstorm, soaking everyone in misery and hopelessness. As the spiders cleared the battlements, they were met with a flurry of sword blows, yet none seemed to hold any effect. A man-at-arms grabbed hold of one brazier and threw the contents into a spider’s maw. Only ash came from the brazier and he had come within the creature’s grasp. The spider picked him up with its forelegs and dashed him back down with bone shattering force.
‘Bowmen!’ A warrior from the brotherhood called. ‘Flee! There can be no victory here. Flee!’
Audemar saw his few remaining bowmen grab the ends of rope, already tied to anchors in the stone floor. They would repel to the ground, but it was a last and desperate chance. Then all that stood before him, his entire world, was flame and smoke. The giant spider, now a boiling pus-covered mess, made one last finally lurch and took Audemar with it as it dived over the battlements and into death’s hard embrace.
Gymir stole a glance towards Iron Guard and the small hope for victory vanished like the flickering of a candle confronted by a gale. He saw the giant spider upon the battlements. The dazzling but demonic blue light wielded by the creature that rode the spider as a man rides a horse. He saw hundreds of Goblins scampering the sides of the keep like squirrels up a tree. All this he saw in the few moments he was not engaged in battle himself, all this and more. For he had seen two more of the giant spiders began their climb up the walls of Iron Guard. He shuddered, cursed and prayed aloud to He who is Greatest. The accursed Arachnoid riders. Only spoken of in ancient tomes and folklore, yet he knew them to be real and their presence here in the land of Man foretold the very end of days.
Iron Guard could not hold. He knew this in his heart to be truth, not just despair or lack of faith. And with the fall of the great keeps of the north, so would the lands behind be ravaged. But now was his time to fight, and here at least the Brotherhood of the Order of Light had the measure of the battlefield. The Orcs came on, but the barricade slowed their ferocity, checked them in the moment of their bloodlust and gave the men-at-arms the moment needed to dispatch them with sword stroke or thrust. Hundreds of greater and lesser Orcs lay dead on the far side of the defences, and many lay slain on the brothers’ side as well. But many brothers also lay dead or grievously wounded. Fifty or more.
Word had already been carried south. All should flee, taking only what they could carry with ease. All except those who could wield a weapon. Yet no aid had come forth as yet. No colourful swordsmen adorned with their lords’ sigil. No gallant horsemen wielding shining lances and bright pennants.
Gymir saw a great Orc standing atop the barricade, an axe, its head monstrous and double-bladed, in one hand. A dead Goblin held by the back of its neck being used in place of a shield in its other hand. The Orc had its head held back, roaring its challenge before its enemies. Gymir raced forward whilst the guttural noise came from the Orc’s mouth and swung his sword with all his might. The noise that came from the Orc changed, as Gymir’s blade bit deep, to one of confusion and then to one of pain and rage. Gymir’s sword had cleaved through the creature’s huge leg, just above its knee, and now the Orc collapsed from the barricade where it died quickly under Gymir’s experienced blade.
The knight-captain looked beyond the barrier, past the Orcs who were still coming in great numbers and saw a shadow of horror lumbering from out of the trees. The thing looked like a boulder given form. A humanoid-like rock brought to movement and life by some arcane and malevolent reason. He could not tear his eyes from the thing that lumbered slowly yet relentlessly towards him. An Orc’s axe came over the barricade and missed Gymir’s head only by chance. He thrust back at the creature, but likewise his blow missed its mark. He put a foot upon an oak log and raised himself higher. With the additional height he gained, he thrust downwards and took the Orc in the throat. Blood gushed high and Gymir had to close his mouth to stop the foulness entering his body but felt rewarded with the warm blood coating his armour.
The walking boulder loomed ever closer. Now only a hundred yards from the defences of Man. He could make out some details in the monster, though they were in truth few. It had holes where one would expect to find eyes on a man, holes which were bright with fire, like glowing coals on a blacksmith’s forge. It tilted its head this way and that and opened the gaping maw it had for a mouth. As the monster came relentlessly forward, it shot an arm out with surprising speed and grabbed a huge tusked greater Orc. It held the Orc by its throat, high as if examining the struggling creature. The Orc swung with its axe and the sound of iron hitting rock echoed back to Gymir. No mark was made on the Ogre. It showed no sign of pain and responded the same way a boulder would, without the slightest regard. Without apparent effort, the Ogre closed its hand around the Orcs throat and at once the Orc ceased its movement. The Orc’s body fell to the ground, lifeless as its head rolled from the top of the Ogre’s hand.
‘There will be only death if we stand before that Ogre’, Gymir said aloud, yet to no one in particular.
Other men-at-arms had seen the Ogre approach now. the Orcs had cleared from its path as it grew closer and closer.
‘Pull back from the barricade’, Gymir said. He looked to his left then right and saw his men standing, shields held firm, swords bloodied and damaged from countless impacts. Yet they stood, defiant, strong, ready to face down the servants of Darkness, even unto death.
Gymir searched his memory, trying to bring a way to defeat the Ogre, but none came. He saw a father of the order some fifty feet back from the barricade tending the wounded.
‘Father!’ Gymir called, and after saying a prayer over the body of the man he was tending, the father came and joined the knight-captain.
‘Know you a way to destroy that thing, Father?’ Gymir said whilst pointing at the Ogre who had stopped again as it seized another Orc.
‘No. It is a thing beyond the laws of nature, a remnant of the dark age brought to motion by foul arts.’ As the priest spoke the monster walked casually through the barricade, snapping thick timbers like twigs.
Before Gymir could stop them, the men-at-arms attacked the monster regardless of their inability to cause it any harm. They ran forth in numbers, seeking to overwhelm it. Their sword blows rang out loudly, a testament to their great strength, yet the damage done was to the steel in their hands rather than the monster they struck. The rock giant opened the gapping chasm that was its mouth, and the howl of a hundred souls in torment thundered out through the hot wind that reeked of death. It lashed out with its human-like stone hands, hammering them down at the men who attacked it. The boulder-like fists crashed into the ground as men dived away. Another took a blow upon his shield, breaking the arm beneath.
‘What undoes stone?’ Gymir said more to himself than to the priest who still stood beside him.
‘Stone masons use hammers’, the priest said, his eyes upon the stone giant that grew more frustrated and aggressive as the men kept up their relentless yet seemingly pointless attack.
The field in the area of the stone monster was now nearly free of Orc and Goblin, so Gymir called the men of most experience to him, whilst the others kept worrying the stone beast.
‘There is a small limestone quarry not one mile south and west from here’, Gymir said. The men nodded and voiced their agreement.
Suddenly, a small army of peasants descended from the gentle hills to the south. Armed with reaping hook, wood axe, hammer or hunting bow, they were not men who fought for their living and so they brought the tools of their trades with them to war.
A burley, short and round bellied man came to stand before Gymir. The peasant looked at the Ogre with something akin to disgust only tainted with fear.
‘Knight-captain’, the man said with a bow of his head. ‘We were waiting out the way as instructed.’ The man spoke with an indifference towards Gymir, even though the man scarcely reached Gymir’s chest.
‘Where are the soldiers? The horsemen?’ Gymir said gruffly.
‘Sprettaman is under attack. The horsemen left at the gallop for her defence.’ The man pointed at the peasant army that numbered in the hundreds. More still appeared. ‘We are what you have, brother.’
‘My thanks...’
‘They call me Bill or master Mason.’ The peasant army leader introduced himself.
‘My thanks Bill but this a place for warriors not tradesmen’, Gymir said.
‘Aye, that’s the truth of it, but we cannot sit idle when works needs doing. The women folk and littl’ens have taken the king’s highway south. We saw that thing coming from out the shadow of the trees and decided it was time to join the fray.’
Without waiting for a response, Bill turned from Gymir and addressed his men.
‘Ropes first, lads. Let’s get the bastard on the ground.’
As soon as he spoke the words, a dozen men ran forward holding lengths of rope. They gave the monster a wide berth as they ran by it, turning they ran back the way they came, turned and looped around the monster before coming back. As they came back to their own men, their comrades greeted them with raucous applause and much backslapping.
‘Right, lads. Put some muscle on these ropes’, Bill said. He spoke matter-of-factly, as if he was talking about some mundane task in his day-to-day life.
The coils of rope around the monster’s legs were pulled taut, twenty men to a rope. They pulled as one to the shouts of ‘heave’ shouted by all the peasants.
Gymir called to his brothers, ‘Cover the peasant army!’ as he saw Goblins and Orcs come over the remnants of the barricade to assault the brave tradesmen.
The rabble pulled and with an ultimate effort the monster’s legs were pulled together and it came down to the ground with all the force of the giant boulder it resembled.
‘Picks and hammers!’ Bill roared as he took a huge sledgehammer from a comrade.
The rabble swarmed over the monster with surprising bravery. Hammers and picks were brought to bear. Chips of rock flew from the creature and it roared, either in anger or pain, but, though the effort valiant, the monster seemed little damaged. It grabbed the peasants and crushed them wherever its hands gripped flesh. It took a peasant in each huge hand, its grip vice-like, and smashed them together. Blood pooled down over the monster’s head; it opened its mouth wide as the bright blood gushed down.
Bill seemed unmoved by the horror of watching his friends and kin brutalised. His head stayed calm, his voice commanding.
‘Bring me a pry bar, boy’, Bill called to the young man who had handed him his hammer. In short order, a great pry bar was brought forth. Resembling a four-foot-long spike with a large flat end that had often seen the force of a hammer. Bill took the pry bar and with a calm ease he stood above the monster’s head, a firm foot either side of the blood guzzling mouth. He brought the spike of the pry bar down in a firm and controlled manner, the spike going into the open maw.
Bill stood. Determination was etched into his face. His calloused hands gripped the pry bar. His legs slightly bent, utilising the muscles in his thighs. ‘Strike!’ He growled. And from behind, a broad-shouldered man swung a massive headed sledgehammer, bringing it down upon the heel of the bar. ‘Strike!’ And the bar was struck again. This time Bill felt the spiked end bite into the stone. ‘Strike!’ The monster shook with the strike. The fire in the pits of eyes burned brighter. ‘Strike!’ This time Bill saw the spiked bar move downwards as it bored into the stone that was the flesh of this monster. ‘Strike!’ Bill’s hands burned from the friction. ‘Strike!’ This time the call was taken up by hundreds, peasants and brothers of the order alike. The spike burst through the back of the monster and into the ground below. A crack at the edge of the monster’s mouth began spreading upwards, towards the thing’s eyes. Bill grabbed hold of the pry bar and jarred it backwards with all his might. The crack raced upwards, like water running down a mountain. Bill jarred back again, and the crack split the monster’s skull asunder. The fire in the eyes died, as did the monster’s movement. Bill heaved a final time on the pry bar and the monster’s head split in two separate pieces. The rabble roared as if the war was won.
Audemar opened his eyes but saw nothing but a blurry haze. His body felt broken and his limbs felt twisted. He tried to move his arms and though it sent waves of angry pain throughout he moved them without hindrance. He closed his eyes again and fought back against the pain that threatened to overwhelm him. He felt somebody tug at him and call his name. He opened his eyes again and recoiled with fear. An Orc stared back at him, and he scrambled backwards. His legs and arms protesting as he sought to escape. His vision cleared somewhat. He saw the vacant look of fear and disbelief in the Orc’s eyes. Then he saw the broken tusks and the slack jaw. The pole coming from the Orc’s ragged neck. He saw the Orc was not an Orc coming to finish him, but a severed head upon a pole. He saw it was the banner of the broken Orc. He blinked away confusion. His eyes became clear. Sounds came to him.
‘My Lord Audemar.’ Oleif stood over him, speaking in hurried and frightened tones.
‘My Lord, take my hand. We must flee’, Oleif said, his head turning this way and that, searching for enemies.
Lord Audemar held out his hand and allowed himself to be pulled onto shaky legs. He took the banner from Oleif and used its long shaft to steady himself. He looked around at the corpses that had broken his fall and found that his bow had survived the fall intact.
‘Arrows’, Audemar croaked. Blood sprayed from his mouth, his teeth were cracked and loose.
‘There are arrows in our stores, my lord. We go there now. It is but half a mile’, Oleif said.
‘The others?’ Audemar asked, emotion thick in his voice.
Oleif shook his head. ‘The battlements were overwhelmed. A brother gave me the banner and begged I take it to Gymir. The enemy has taken the fortress and we shall be overrun if we do not flee south.’
‘East’, Audemar said. His voice was hoarse. Tears ran down his face. ‘We go first to Gymir.’ Oleif did not reply, tears flowed freely down his face as he held his lord’s arm and staggered eastwards towards where Gymir did battle.
It seemed the short journey took hours, though that was merely the perception brought about by pain and despair. When they neared Gymir they saw large numbers of peasants wielding tools for weapons and celebrating a victory. The men-at -arms seemed to be taking respite as they were momentarily free from attack.
‘My Lord Audemar’, Gymir called as he rushed to the injured man’s side.
‘Iron Guard has fallen’, Audemar said. His form was bent. He leaned heavily upon the banner’s pole and spoke with despair in voice.
‘As has Sprettaman’, Gymir replied.
‘How?’
‘It matters not my friend. It is over. The north is lost.’ Gymir spoke with a casual tone. ‘But the south is not.’ He spoke seriously now, his voice commanding. ‘Lord Audemar, I charge you with a duty. Will you accept this charge as a man of God and as a man of honour?’
Audemar straightened and raised his eyes. ‘With the strength of He who is Greatest, I do.’
‘Then take these people and go with all speed through the mountain pass and into the south. Gather all those you meet upon the way and by oath fight against the servants of the Darkness so long as the race of Man endures.’
‘And of you, Knight-captain? And the brothers who stand at your side?’ Lord Audemar asked.
‘We shall fight here, for this land is in our blood and our fallen kinsmen look on from the heavens. We shall not shame them.’
Audemar said nothing as he gripped the knight-captain’s hand, nodded his head and turned towards the south. Soon the whole rabble of the peasant’s army followed him as he marched home.




Chapter Forty





Ever West



Jacob marvelled at the engineering of the wagons they rode in. Wooden wheels, much the same as those used in horse-drawn carts, sat deep within grooves in the hardened clay floor. An almost imperceptible downwards slope and the force of gravity built up speed surprisingly quickly, and they now raced through the tunnel at the speed of a fast horse.
Jacob rode in the first cart with Releaka and her son Caleak, along with Brondolf, who spoke in quiet tones with Colburn. Five other brothers of the order filled the cart to an uncomfortable level. The remaining brothers and the old and young of the Elven people followed in a great train of ten carts, all crammed to overfull with many of the elves seated upon the brothers’ laps.
‘This method of transport is truly remarkable’, Jacob said to Releaka. His voice was raised over the noise of the wheels upon the ground and the air displaced as they sped along. ‘I wonder though, has the cart ever come above the groove?’
‘Yes. When we first built the “many wheels” it overturned at great speed’, Releaka replied casually.
‘Were there many injuries?’ Jacob said nervously as the cart jolted.
‘Yes. It took many nights for the people to heal.’ She smiled as she saw the prince’s discomfort. ‘We made the grooves deeper and made improvements to the piece where the wheel turns on the axis. It is safe.’ The cart jolted heavily, and she added, ‘I think.’
‘We are slowing’, Caleak said. His face was illuminated with excitement. He showed none of the discomfort around Jacob or his men that the other elves did.
‘The ground rises’, Releaka said. Her voice was melodic and sweet, her presence alluring, and Jacob felt arousal at the closeness of her. ‘It will bring us to a safe stop, though we are overloaded so we may stop before the ground levels out. As soon as we stop your men must jump over the side and steady the carts, else we drop back down.’
Word was passed and as the carts came to a stop eighty-four men-at-arms of the brotherhood jumped from the carts along with Colburn, Brondolf and Jacob. The carts had stopped short of the point where the ground levelled out but only by a hundred yards and the eighty-seven well-muscled men pushed the carts and their Elven passengers the rest of the distance with ease and in short order.
They were at some staging point with piles of food, and skins filled with water. The brothers were hungry before the fighting in the Elven homeland and that had been almost ten hours ago, although it was almost impossible to mark the passage of time for men unused to a world without a sky. They set about the supplies without waiting for leave but before eating they broke loaves of bread in pieces and handed them to the Elven folk who were obviously weary of these giant men in their armour and armed with great-sword and shield.
Jacob took bread and a skin of water and joined Releaka, who sat with her son.
‘Where is this place?’ Jacob asked as he offered Releaka the loaf of bread.
‘We are halfway between our home and the place your king lives. The warriors of Elven Earth were here less than twelve hours ago. We have travelled over two hundred miles’, Releaka said. Then added, ‘What becomes of us, prince of men?’
‘We shall not harm you.’
‘But our people are at war, and you now march to aid your kin.’ Releaka spoke quietly as if afraid to be overheard by her people. ‘We shall not live as captives, nor can we return. You will not talk Cameos from war.’
‘I must return, for my woman is there, and friends as well. I cannot leave them to an unknown fate’, Jacob said sharply.
‘So, you must replenish yourselves, and take the “many wheels”. It will take you to your homeland and to war. But we cannot go with you, for you will fight against our kind, so we must fight against you.’
‘We must go westwards.’ Both Releaka and Jacob turned as Caleak spoke.
‘I must go to my woman, little one. I made a vow to protect her’, Jacob replied, though he felt an odd sensation at the boy’s words. The memory of the words ‘forever west’ that had haunted his thoughts in the hours before his coming to the Elven home echoed once more in his mind.
‘She will make her own way.’ Caleak spoke calmly yet with a self-assured manner. ‘There are tunnels that lead west, through the land the Ratton once held. That is our route.’
Jacob looked quizzically at the boy, but he somehow felt at ease with what he spoke. ‘How do you know what path we should take?’
‘How do you not?’ Caleak said with a grin.
Jacob sat down upon the cool clay ground and closed his eyes. He sought to connect a mental bond with Robert, but unless his friend was in a state of calm and peace, the task would be beyond the prince. Caleak sat opposite Jacob, his form tiny compared to that of the warrior prince, yet there was a power to the boy in the way he bore himself. A sense he had a great understanding of the world, a presence of mind.
An hour passed in near silence. The prince and the son of the Elven chieftain both sat cross-legged, their hands resting palm upwards on their knees. The brothers of the order took this time for prayer and meditation, as did many of the Elven folk. Brondolf stood protectively close to the prince whilst Releaka stood calmly next to her son.
‘We shall go westwards’, Jacob said suddenly, his eyes opening as he spoke. His tone held resolve, yet it was clear he still feared for his love.
‘Have faith, friend’, Caleak said with a warm smile towards Jacob.
The earth shook. It was a light shaking. Not enough to knock people around, yet it still reverberated throughout the station. Dust filled the air, and the warriors raised shields and put hands upon the hilts of swords.
‘Stay your hands brave men’, Releaka said soothingly. ‘It is but the falling of the earth, where Cameos, chieftain, launches his assault.’ The men-at-arms did lower their hands from the reach of their sword hilts. They relaxed their shield arm and the tension in the staging area lessened.
‘You said they invade over two hundred miles away. How do we feel the effects from such a distance?’ Jacob asked.
‘A vast amount of soil and rock just vanished in your kingdom. Your Sprettaman and its town and farmland just became an island.’ Releaka spoke in a sudden acidic tone, causing all eyes to turn towards her. ‘We once lived in those same lands. We of the Elven race. Under the sun, beneath the shade of trees, beside rivers and lakes. We lived in peace and in a time of plenty. Then your kind drove the Elven folk into darkness and hardship.’
The older elves looked ready to attack, to throw themselves upon the men. Fury burned in their cat-like eyes.
‘They would rather see the blood of war then be your travelling companions’, Releaka said indicating the restless elves, many of whom were renowned warriors before age finally weakened them.
‘But they will do as I bid them!’ Caleak snapped. ‘Am I not heir to the mantle of chieftain?’
Some of the elves lowered their heads, others looked at Caleak challengingly.
‘You are not chieftain, in truth’, said an old male who still held the presence of a warrior.
‘You have had your day!’ Caleak replied harshly. ‘There are sixty-one children here. I shall give them back their birthright. You are here to help them make this journey and to teach them of the times of Darkness, so that they may never fall as you have.’
Without another word, Caleak walked purposefully forward. Leaving the worn and level ground of the staging area. He walked through an adjoining tunnel mouth, much smaller than that of the Elven made tunnel.
For three days they walked, climbed and crawled through underground passageways and caves, some made by nature, others by hands unknown. Jacob was once again struck by the resilience of the Elven folk. They never asked for rest and seldom asked for aid, even though burdened by small infants and the skins of water and sacks of food all carried.
Unlike the elves, the men needed light to see and two or three torches burned constantly casting flickering shadows but failing to penetrate the gloom.
They travelled in near silence, each amongst them dwelling on their own personal struggle with the changes in the world they knew.
‘Your son is a very special being’, Jacob said quietly to Releaka during a short break for food.
‘He has sight beyond that of open eyes. Though what it means for my people, I know not. I am his mother, and he is long before the time when my word is not law unto him, yet I follow his lead. Even if I do not know where the path leads.’ She made a dismissive gesture that surprised Jacob with its human familiarity. ‘He speaks with the Mother’, she said as if in explanation.
‘The Mother?’ Jacob said curiously.
‘The Goddess’, Releaka replied in a curt tone and looking at Jacob as if he were bereft of sense. ‘She gave us sanctuary and life in our underground home. She gave us water and grew food from her earth. Trees and plants and animals all are gifts from her. She blessed the Elven people for many long years.’
‘We call her Naturein. The farmers and gatherers, fishermen and hunters, prayer to her for blessing the harvest or for thanks for providing from her bounty’, Jacob said, calling back pleasant memories of studying with Red Rob.
‘She spoke to my mate, Cameos. She told him it was time for us to renew our people and take back the lands we were forced from. It nearly tore our people apart; the Darkness twisted the minds and hearts of some of our kin. But finally, our time has come, and we have taken back that which was taken.’
Caleak appeared at his mother’s side. ‘Our people are plagued by the Darkness still.’
‘As are mine’, Jacob replied gravely.
‘We shall come above ground soon. Come, friend Jacob.’ Caleak took Jacob by the hand and led him through more passages.
They moved for hours more, before coming to a single straight tunnel through solid rock. Jacob felt the tunnel walls. They felt damp. He drew his hand to his face and tasted the salt in the moisture.
Caleak walked forward followed by Jacob then Releaka and soon the entire group walked in single file through the tunnel. The air became fresher, brought in by a gentle breeze that smelt of the ocean. Jacob noticed the light breaking its way through. Discarding his torch, he saw the light was natural and he felt his heart lift like never before. Murmurs went through the group. An oppression that had gripped both men and Elf lifted, and good-natured talk was taken up.
Jacob walked faster. His body was bent over as the roof of the tunnel became lower. Onwards they went, the circle of light growing both in size and the intensity. Jacob longed to embrace the sunlight, to stand beneath its warming rays and see the sky above his head. He imagined rain, cool and fresh upon is face. He moved faster, invigorated by the need to be once more in an open space.
And then he was in the space of the tunnel mouth. Sunlight poured down on him from above. He relished in its warmth. Then fear pushed its way into his revival. Voices, human and in panic. The sounds of battle assaulted his ears along with the shrieks and howls of Orcs.
Jacob knelt and pushed Caleak behind him. As Jacob’s eyes adjusted to the blinding light of the sun, he could make out the ocean, a greenish blue blur as far as the eye could see. Before the endless expanse of water was a rocky beach and upon that beach stood Father Robert, Wilhelm, Zachary and Elysabeth, almost overwhelmed by a horde of Orcs.




Chapter Forty-one





Warrior’s Death



Gymir grabbed a wounded brother by his shoulder and pulled him back towards the last defence of the Brotherhood of the Order of Light. There were less than fifty now. All bled from wounds left unbound. All near exhaustion. All wanted only to die well with their sword still singing, and a mound of slain at their feet.
Gymir thrust his sword and felt the muscles in his arm weaken slightly as the sword’s tip broke through the Goblin’s guts and then severed its spinal cord. He raised his shield and took the force of an Orc’s axe, a blow that forced him to his knees. The brother to the left of Gymir saw the opening and took the Orc in its throat, covering Gymir in a torrent of slimy blood.
He stood to his feet once more and wondered if he could defend himself for much longer.
‘I think’, Gymir said, straining his already hoarse voice ‘we are winning.’
Men tried in vain to lift their spirit, but it was too late. Despair had sapped their strength as much as the endless and continuous battle. Dawn had broken and still the enemy came. There seemed no end to their number. They were surrounded and doom felt heavy upon the air, mixed with blood, shit and the unnatural stink of Orc. Gymir knew the enemy would long have been through the closest villages and farmsteads in their orgy of bloodshed, but he knew the sacrifice of his brothers would have meant more people would have had the time to flee.
Something slashed deep into Gymir’s cheek. He turned with his sword raised. The brother to the right of him jerked like a fish from the water. His head had been split in two, an axe buried deep within. The man’s eyes were rolled back in his skull and Gymir saw that he was already dead, held upright only by the reluctance of the flesh to release the axe’s blade. Gymir put his hand to his face. His back teeth had been shattered by whatever had struck him, and the gash upon his cheek bled freely. He took hold of the object and pulled it free. With surprise and horror, he looked at the piece of skull, brilliant white in the glow of the morning sun. Anger stoked the embers of his energy into a fiery furnace, and he was suddenly wielding his sword in powerful strokes once more.
The Orcs halted in their attack. They bared their fangs and swung their tusks from side to side. They roared and growled, shook weapons and invoked the power of the Darkness they served. From beyond the destroyed defences of Man strode an Orc, far greater in size and power than any Gymir had seen before. He stood a head above even the tallest of his kindred, with muscles bulging and pulsating as he strode with a calm ease towards the remnants of the defenders of Man.
Goblin and Orc alike bowed before him in fear and submission. His body held hues of red over the dark green colour of his flesh. Atop his head, like a halo, floated a crown of bright golden flame. And in his right hand a sword, even longer and with a thicker blade than that of the brotherhood’s own great-sword, writhed in the same golden flame as his crown. The King of the Orc.
The Orc king stopped twenty paces from Gymir and surveyed the land he had conquered.
‘The smell of death is glorious, is it not, man?’ the king said in a deep growling voice that caused the brothers, to a man, to shudder.
‘I see many more of your kind slain, Orc.’ Gymir raised his voice, contempt overwhelming the fear he felt in this Orc’s presence. ‘And this is but a taste of the death you will face at the hands of Man.’
The Orc king laughed. ‘And I thank you. A fallen Orc was a weak Orc and I wish my race purged from weakness. But know, before you die, man. What you see before you, that which makes you reek of fear, is but a part of the power that the Dark Lord shall grant unto me.’
‘You are but a slave. A feeble slave who willingly dances to its master’s tune without thought or resistance. The Darkness has no need for living creatures, no matter how repugnant.’ Gymir spoke with knowledge of his forthcoming death and walked forward, ready to embrace it free from shame.
‘I am power!’ the Orc roared.
‘In the beginning there was but one. In the end there will be but one. And in His name do we live as one.’ Gymir shouted the words. His brothers behind him joined the irrevocable act of defiance. They ran behind their brother as Gymir took battle to the enemy’s servant. He threw his shield with a strength he no longer possessed. The Orc king struck the shield with his flaming sword. The runes on the shield flared into bright light for an instant before the sword of an evil power ripped through the shield and the two pieces fell to the ground, ragged and smoking. But the thrown shield had caused the opening Gymir had intended. He ducked low and as he took the last step, he leapt up with the strength of his entire being. His sword thrust was perfect, his arm steady and fast. And with an echo of laughter, the Orc king swatted the blade away with his open hand and brought his own sword downwards in a sweeping motion.
And so, fell Gymir, son of the Brotherhood of the Order of Light. His head dropped to the ground beside his twitching corpse. Vacant, lifeless eyes, wide open as the King of the Orc slaughtered the remnants of his brotherhood.
Jacob leapt from the cave, Caleak scrambling to get out of his way. Brondolf at his right, Colburn at his left, and the brothers only a step behind. They fell on the Orc force with fury unleashed. After weeks of hardship they now had an enemy they could understand, fight and destroy. Jacob moved amongst the enemy with the speed of cat and the deadliness of a sparrowhawk. Where he moved an enemy died. He moved and struck. Possessed by an unseen force.
In short order, the enemy surrounding Elysabeth and her companion was destroyed utterly, and Jacob was drenched in his foe’s blood. He ran to Elysabeth, overcome with emotion. Relief, surprise, gratitude, hope, ran through his body and he wept for joy as he took her in his arms and spun her round. She laughed and hugged him fiercely. Only a moment before she had seen death reaching for her; now she was in the arms of one whom she loved without limit.
Wilhelm and Zachary talked with Brondolf and shared the news of Askia and Holak’s demise. Wilhelm stiffened visibly and drew once more his sword as the Elven refugees came from out of the caves, Caleak walking at their head, an enormous smile on his face.
‘Stay your blade, Wilhelm’, Brondolf said. ‘They are friends.’
‘Their kind have attacked Sprettaman’, Wilhelm replied.
‘And those that live in that accursed castle are friends?’ Colburn spoke, looking proudly at Wilhelm, the first sign of any recognition between Colburn and his brother’s son since Colburn’s fall from the brotherhood and into the service of the king.
‘No, I would not count them friend, but I saw with my own eyes the butchery committed by this heathen folk.’ He looked angrily at the elves. Fatigue and days of fleeing had left his temper worn, and his perception fraught with hostility.
Caleak walked calmly to Wilhelm. ‘Need you of such a large sword to confront a mere boy.’ The boy’s tone was friendly, yet Wilhelm saw something beyond his peaceful tone.
‘My sword serves the light wherever it must’, Wilhelm said in guarded tones.
‘Then you have no need of it now, friend Wilhelm, for we serve the same master’, Caleak replied.
Jacob had finally put Elysabeth down and looked to Wilhelm. ‘Wilhelm, my brother, we have much to speak of but save your anger for the enemy, these here are friends.’
Jacob looked back to Elysabeth and for the first time noticed behind her anchored a mile offshore was a ship to dwarf any ship he had ever seen. The ship, from deck to the water, was the height of a three-storey building. It was three masted and dotted with dozens of portholes in its hull. Jacob also noticed four smaller vessels being rowed towards the beach from the gigantic ship.
‘She is a thing of beauty, is she not?’
Jacob turned to see Father Robert standing before him and anger replaced the joy he had found from seeing his beloved.
‘You!’ Jacob said, his voice filled with menace, his finger pointing at Robert. ‘You told me it was my duty to go on the king’s quest. I even killed to keep in the king’s good graces. And why? To watch men die needlessly? To be absent from those who needed my protection? To allow Sprettaman to fall? To stop me from standing with the brotherhood in their greatest need? Why?’ Jacob screamed the last, his face reddened with the heat of his anger.
‘For the boy’, Robert said simply, putting a hand on Caleak’s head and ruffling his hair. Caleak looked at Jacob with a smile that told Jacob that Caleak was well aware.
‘Explain yourself’, Jacob replied curtly, though the heat of his words had cooled.
‘He is the Lord of Light’, Robert said, looking at the child with a warm smile. Caleak returned the smile and looked incredibly proud.
Jacob, anger now forgotten, looked utterly confused. ‘No, Rob, you said the rise of a Dark Lord beget the rise of a Lord of Light, to give balance to the universe.’
‘I did say that my boy and I led you to believe that you were in fact the Lord of Light. But alas, it is my shame to tell you I manipulated you. You are pure of heart, my boy, and I am filled with pride at the man you have become. I needed you to protect the Lord of Light and take him from this place. You are to be the boy’s guardian. And in times to come his sword.’ Robert looked saddened, but his voice found resolve and his tone became authoritative once more.
‘You will take Caleak aboard the ship Ever West, along with his kin and the remaining brothers. Let your heart guide you, for in its warmth is the voice of He who is Greatest of them all.’
Jacob looked back to the sea and saw the four longboats being held where the water met the land. He looked back landward as a commotion drew his gaze. Orcs, great in number, ran towards them. Over the fields and through the woods the horde advanced.
‘The north has fallen’, Robert said in a voice loud enough for all to hear. ‘The time to leave this land has come but take heart, my brothers, you will return.’ Robert was walking amongst the men-at-arms, his axe held loosely in his hand as he ushered the brothers of the order towards the boats.
Caleak spoke to his mother and the Elven folk boarded the boats in silence, though many had tears upon their cheeks.
‘Go with them, now, servants of the light, for your work is not yet complete. There is service He who is Greatest yet demands. Go now, my brothers.’ Robert gave blessings and praise as he led them towards the boats.
Jacob caught Robert’s arm and pulled him close. ‘Must we really flee? What of the people here?’
‘They will endure until your return.’
‘I do not understand’, Jacob said, shaking his head. He watched the Orcs draw closer and his body twitched as his blood lusted for battle.
‘I know. You are a fine warrior, blessed with the ability to kill and the desire to save. You have been granted power from He who gives power, yet it is the power of his rightful king. Nothing more’, Robert said.
‘You have much to explain, Red Rob, but for all your manipulation I struggle to believe you would have acted without cause. Come, let us take this great ship and you can tell of all’, Jacob said smiling again.
‘I cannot. I must stay in this land that is torn between the forces of good and evil, for I have done one willingly in the other’s name’, Robert said, though his grave words were said through a smile.
‘I shall stay by your side, Father’, Colburn said as he drew his sword and turned towards the enemy. ‘For I too have much to atone for.’
Jacob began to speak, but Robert interrupted. ‘This axe once belonged to Father Ademond, the first warrior of our order. It was he who commissioned the building of Iron Guard and he was known as the “Bane of Darkness”.’
Jacob looked upon the crudely made axe head, long rusted with age, and its simple wooden heft. ‘It does not look like a weapon of power’, Jacob said. The knowledge of parting with his friend saddened him.
Red Rob burst into a deep chuckle and struck Jacob playfully on his shoulder. ‘No, my boy, it does not. He used it to chop wood.’
With that Robert ran towards the bands of Orc, his red hair billowing backwards as he faced death laughing. Colburn hurried to join him as Elysabeth gently pulled Jacob to the boat. They boarded in silence; grief stricken. Jacob refused to look back. Instead he fixed his eyes on the horizon as the longboat lifted upon the waves and tears ran freely and unashamedly down his face.


The end.




Epilogue



Two figures lay hidden in the trees, filthy with the mud they had slept upon for the last week or more. They were fatigued and bloodied yet felt blessed to be alive. They looked down upon the king’s highway, from the small copse of trees that hid them, and felt pity for the refugees that shambled southwards.
‘It is a wonder so many still yet live’, the taller man said. He had the build of a warrior, and his bandaged wounds were a testimony to how often he had used his skills these last days.
‘Many lives were given freely so that those poor wretches might’, the second figure replied. He was much shorter than the warrior and had the softness of one not used to heavy work or strenuous activity.
The first figure growled deep and low and raised his hand towards a distant rise. A small band of Goblin made their way towards the refugees, who panicked at the sight of the great enemy of Man. Men amongst the group hurried their women and children along as they brandished farm tools and prepared to fight.
Red Rob rose from behind the brush and hefted his ancient axe. ‘Once more into death’s icy grip then, friend’, he said as he flexed his muscles and tried to force some warmth into his aching joints. ‘I should have been a warrior.’ He spoke casually and cheerfully as he swung his axe in loose arcs. ‘I find I rather have a knack for it.’
Colburn likewise stood, drawing his sword as he looked at his companion fondly. ‘You certainly have the spirit.’ He looked the priest over appraisingly, then added with warmth and in jest. ‘Even if the physique is lacking.’
Red Rob, father of the Order of Light and now self-professed warrior, looked at Colburn as if he would say something dreadfully witty, then turned suddenly and ran towards the enemy. Swinging his axe as he ran, he turned his head slightly and bellowed over his shoulder. ‘I am Red Rob, Bane of Darkness, and I shall best you yet, Knight-captain.’
Colburn ran past the overexerted priest; his sword caught the sunlight, and he felt joy once more. A sense of purpose and completeness filled him, and he felt connected with his God once more. He was once again a brother of the Order of Light. His recompense for his sin: a lifelong pledge to take up his sword and fight for those in need. And those in need were many, for the vast horde of Darkness had taken the northern defence of Man, and though content to destroy the lush farmsteads of the north, they would soon begin their march southward and to their ultimate goal, the complete destruction of Man.
Colburn slowed his run as he came upon the rear of the line of farmers and tradesmen who stood in a rough line across the roadway. Around thirty of them, bravely awaited the death that was surely coming to greet them as the band of an equal number of Goblins bore down upon them. Pitchforks, reaping hooks and axes were gripped in hands of demoralised and weakened men; many of them lacked any great will to live after enduring tragic loss.
The Goblin band, only a hundred yards away, slowed their advance slightly as Colburn pushed his way through the line of villagers. Here was a foe they knew well. A brother of the Order of Light. A warrior born, tested and feared.
Red Rob joined Colburn then turned to address the villagers behind him, ‘I am truly honoured to fight beside you this day.’ He looked to each one in turn. ‘Do not fear. For we are children of He who is Greatest of them all. It is His work we do this day. It shall be his victory!’ Father Robert bellowed as he brandished his weapon.
‘They are but the forward elements’, Colburn said. Other figures could be seen in the distance, drawn by the sound of the Goblins.
‘Then we are the few who stand before the Darkness, Knight-captain’, Robert replied.
Colburn nodded. ‘Kill them all!’ He ran towards the Goblins, his mighty legs propelling him forward. His sword sang. He slaughtered with skill unparalleled.
As hundreds more Goblins, led by Orc, came pouring upon the battlefield, arrows flew above Colburn’s head. The arrows dropped from the heavens and as they struck the enemy, it was as if a giant hand had grabbed the creatures of Darkness from behind and pulled them back, slamming them to the ground.
Colburn stood amazed as a new brightness seemed to settle upon the battlefield. The clouded sky cleared, and the sunlight bathed the men in hope as the darkness diminished in the presence of the light.
Lord Audemar steadied his weight upon the long ash shaft of the banner of the Broken Orc as he watched his remaining bowmen wreak havoc upon the enemy. On a small hill, slightly to the west and south of the road, his gaze fell upon a brother of the order, who in turn gazed upon Audemar with wonder. The lord stood straighter, forgetting the great pain from his grievous wounds. He found strength in the bravery of those villagers who faced a terrifying foe yet stood in the hope of allowing others to escape.
From the field of battle, Colburn looked upon the hillside and the man who stood upon it. The man held a long ash shaft in his hands upon which was the severed head of a greater Orc. The man waved the severed head upon its pole as if it were a banner. And he roared a battle cry. A cry that was soon taken up by hundreds.
Then they came down the hillside. Roaring. Baying for blood and revenge. Hundreds of men. Villagers with farming tools. Soldiers with swords. Noblemen in fine armour and proud sigils. And Colburn wept openly and without shame. Tears of joy. For amongst them were men-at-arms of the Order of Light, and his brotherhood yet lived to fight on.
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