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Prologue
 



The Kingdom of Werstria had been at war for over a hundred years with the Karsians, a barbaric and orcish people with which they had little in common. Whilst the Werstrians strove for a safe and stable empire, the barbarian Karsians wanted only to conquer and destroy.

Werstria was an old country, its borders barely altered in thousands of years, its leading families changing little. The Kingdom was ruled from the Citadel of Wolfdenberg, the oldest and largest city in the country. Rivalling it were the cities of Ambstern and Lienzberg, together forming the economic triangle of the north. The Werstrians had a history of myths and legends many now forgotten, but some still remembered the tales of a young Lord who would save the Kingdom with a magical sword. 

All of the territory to the west of the River Ensee had been lost to the barbarians twenty-four years before, and the two armies had fought ever since over the towns of Judense and Ternen, neither side managing to gain ground either side of the river.

The King of Werstria, Farian V, had long since tired of the war, too old to care, and too young to remember or be bothered about the loss of the west. To the north of the Kingdom was the Golden Empire, a decadent culture that fancied themselves the leaders of the known world, but they were a shadow of their former selves. To the south, the Ardian States, rich, corrupt, mercenaries, they claimed to have the moral high ground backed by their religion, but could be barely trusted more than the orc hordes of the Karsians.

King Randar ruled the Karsians and was reputed to be brutal and barbaric. His only son, Prince Ozturk, led the armies of Karsia. The Karsians reputation was of one of cruelty, greed and lust. They would take everything in their path and kill all who opposed them. There were even rumours that they had special powers and could summon Dragons to their cause. The leaders of the Werstrians dismissed this as myths and lies by the Karsians to spread fear among the towns and villages of their kingdom.

Since the fall of the west, Werstria and the Ardian States had a pact to defend against the barbarians, but being in the south bounded by the sea, they had rarely seen any combat in the hundred years of war.

Like their King the population of Werstria was tired of war, with no stomach for conflict, no desire to reclaim what was theirs by right. They lived in the naive belief that they could carry on their lives in the knowledge that the River Ensee would protect them. Though they lived under the constant threat of invasion from the orcs, and the rumours and myths of even deadlier creatures.

 Only one town in the kingdom prepared for war, Blundon was ruled by the King’s cousin, Count Klaus Kohler. He was one of the few men who understood the shadow that their kingdom was under, and the only leader who recruited and trained his forces for the start of the war he anticipated.

Once Werstria was a Kingdom famed for its Lords and rich nobles, but decades of war had drained its wealth. The country looked battered and ravaged, but among its populace was one poor and lowly landowner from the eastern village of Moden.

 Could this be the catalyst for change, the one man chosen to lead the Knights and men of Werstria? Would his destiny change the Kingdom forever? 






  

Kingdow of Werstria
 








  

Chapter 1
 



Markus awoke by his brother Johann kicking his feet. The fire beside him had long gone out. He rubbed his eyes and sat up after an uneasy night’s sleep. The Wolf Pack was encamped at the base of a valley, maybe a day’s ride from the east of Lienzberg, near the Salbein Mountains. The thirty-man pack had travelled from their training barracks in Schwartzal several days before, heading for their intended duty along the River Ensee.

The valley was a subdued green terrain and dwarfed by the craggy and mountainous Salbeins, a range no one had entered in decades, maybe even centuries, back when the Werstrians lived on high ground. They were just off the main road from Ambstern to Lienzberg, the open rolling hills ahead of them and the mountains at their backs. Light snow had already begun to stick at the base of the mountains, and they were just weeks away from the winter.

“Come on little brother, time to earn your silver,” said Johann.

Johann led the column of thirty riders, whilst his younger brother Markus was his second in command, two young and poor landowners eager for promotion, combat and glory. Their father was killed at the great siege of Zwetsee, before the young Markus had been born. The two brothers had an ingrained hatred of the savage Karsians, despite never having even seen one. Johann offered his hand out to help Markus who gladly accepted, and was hauled to his feet. Both men were well built, fit and strong, and naturally good swordsmen.

“We set off in a few moments, be ready.”

Markus pulled his long chainmail coat over his head and strapped the breastplate over the top. He picked up his sword belt, and slung it around his waist. The sword was that of his training town, single handed, with a bronze wheel pommel with an eagle motif. The blade acutely shaped and heavily tapered, the quillons of the crossguard curving around towards the point of the blade.

“It’s just two days ride to the Ensee now, so keep your wits about you.”

“You have nothing to worry about on my part, brother, I was born for this.”

“So was our father, but that did not keep him alive,” said Johann.

“No, he died in glory, something we would be lucky to repeat.”

Johann grabbed his brother’s mail coat and pulled him in close, an angry tone about him, yet he did not want the rest of the men hearing the conversation.

“This is not a game, Markus, this is war! Death is for fools and those unfortunate enough to meet it.”

“And perhaps if you worried a little less about death and more about living, you could be as great as our father.”

The horsemen around them strapped their blankets onto the saddles of their horses and hoisted themselves onto their mounts. The Wolf Pack was a lightly equipped scouting party, little armour and light equipment, used for scouting and skirmishing, not a frontline unit. A rider galloped at full pace into the camp, one of their Pack.

“Captain Handel!” shouted Alix, the rider.

Markus’ brother quickly turned to acknowledge the rider, eager for news.

“What is it?”

“A rider from Lienzberg! The Karsians have attacked across the Ensee and are at the city!”

“In what numbers?” Johann shouted.

“Thousands, the rider told me that some forces have even pushed past the city.”

“My God, it has begun!”

“Johann, how could they have gotten so far?” asked Markus.

“Let’s face it, our defence of the river is minimal at best, this day was always coming, we just never knew when and hoped for the best.”

The men of the Wolf Pack rallied around their leader, some already in their saddles, desperately waiting to be told what they should do. All were fresh recruits and all brought up with the stories of the savage enemy in the west.

“Listen up! We know that Lienzberg is under attack, but nothing more. I cannot reassure you as to what lies ahead, but what I can tell you is that it is the direction I am going!”

The men erupted with a cry of enthusiasm, thrusting their lances into the air, eager for battle.

“We may not be able to make a difference at the city, but if smaller forces have gone past the city they are likely ravaging the towns and farms, I for one will not stand for it! Mount up!” Johann ordered.

Markus grasped his lance up from the ground and leapt onto his horse, fixing the weapon into the right stirrup crook. With his left hand, he threw his helmet onto his head, an open-faced burgonet. The helmet sides reached down to his neck and a rim stuck out at the front, a tall ridge running vertically from front to back, a large white feather plume rising from the rear. He reached forward and unbuckled the strap that held his shield securely to the front of his saddle, knowing he may well need to put it into action at a moment’s notice.

“Forward!” Johann shouted.

The eager group of men lurched forward at a quick pace, the metal on metal abrasion sounds of their armour providing a constant ambience to their stride. Every man’s lance held vertically, the red banners with a white wolf’s head motif fluttering in the wind as they increased pace. Markus joined his brother at the front of the column.

“Brother, where are we heading?”

“To the village of Raubuck, it’s the nearest to us, and completely undefended!” 

“Do you expect they will have gotten that far?”

“Not their main force, no, but they will likely have raiding parties around the outlying areas of the city.”

“Do we stand any chance against them?”

“No idea, but we stand a damn sight better chance than the farmers do. The Karsians are brutal, we must help the village!” replied Johann.

It was over an hour’s ride to the village, more than enough time for their blood to boil, for their fear and excitement to build in equal measure. The Wolf Pack had spent a year in training back in Schwartzal, becoming expert horsemen, able to manoeuvre with perfection at any speed, skewer a moving target at full gallop, and wield a sword in as natural fashion as others ate their lunch, but nothing could have prepared them for the foreboding blood and bitter combat.

Fifteen minutes away from the village of Raubuck, Johann stopped abruptly, pointing upwards to smoke in the distance. He turned his horse to face his men who had gathered up behind him.

“That’s the village of Raubuck, it has no soldiers, no walls, only farmers and it is almost certainly under attack as we speak. No one will be riding to help them, no one but us! The Karsians orcs will be like no one you have ever fought. Remember your training, remember your discipline, stay tight and give them hell!”

He kicked his spurs into his horse and launched forward with his brother by his side and his companions at his back. They reached a full gallop and did not stop, reaching the village quickly. Half of the buildings were already alight, with screams of fear and pain echoing around the hills. It was in that moment that Markus caught his first glimpse of an orc. He was taller and stronger than any man of Werstria, and covered in crude chainmail and bear furs. He carried a huge two-handed axe. The savage’s face was blackened, covering his grey blue skin, an intimidating outline of a figure.

The Wolf Pack did not slow, but they all gasped at the sight of their savage enemy. The riders charged down the horse track to the village, four wide at the front with lances lowered and ready to strike. As they neared their first target, they could see a dozen more Karsians running wild amongst the village. 

“For Werstria!” called Johann.

His lance struck the first target, the steel tip splitting the rings of his mail armour and driving deep into his chest, the shaft snapping from the impact. The Wolf Pack’s lances were hollow, allowing them to be light and agile, but typically single use weapons only. Johann pulled a long hafted axe from his saddle ready for his next victim.

“Split up! Kill them all!” he shouted.

Markus could see a Karsian chasing a villager up ahead, he pulled his reins around and galloped towards the orc, impaling him on the shaft of his lance as he rode past, the shaft breaking, leaving half of it impaled in his target. Markus turned his horse around to see in amazement that the orc he had just run through was still running at him, with several feet of wood skewered through his body. He threw the remainder of his lance to the ground and drew an iron ball mace from his saddle, spurring his horse forwards. 

As his injured target raised his large glaive above his head to strike, Markus rode past, smashing the mace down on the Karsian’s head with brutal force. He turned again to see his victim’s knees quiver until he toppled dead to the ground.  

Markus looked around to see his companions fighting all around, their numbers were now equal, but more Karsians were running into the village street. He galloped on towards a big crude cart, seeing an enemy stood beside it. He raised his mace ready to strike, but abruptly stopped as he saw shackles around the target’s wrists chaining him to a cartwheel. He looked into the eyes of the soldier, the look of a prideful man, who stood upright, not cowering down, even though he was helpless. He had the clothing and armour of a Karsian, as well as the build, but his skin was somewhat closer to human. He lowered the mace in kindness, and saw the man’s speechless nod in respect and gratefulness.

He rode back to the square of the village where most of the Pack was fighting, several were now on foot, their horses killed. Johann was at the centre of a line in the main street of the village, while the civilians ran for their lives behind him.

“Do not let the bastards pass!” shouted Johann.

Markus heard footsteps to his left side and quickly turned as he lifted his shield. A huge two-handed war hammer smashed against the shield with such immense force that his horse toppled over onto its side, crushing his leg.

As the huge Karsian lifted his massive wooden hammer above his head for a finishing blow Alix galloped past, thrusting his lance through the man’s neck, blood spewing out over Markus’ face and shield. Markus looked over to see Alix ride on and then disappear into a cloud of smoke as a blunderbuss erupted to his side.

“Alix!”

Markus tried with all his strength to lift the body of his stunned horse from his leg as he could see eight of the enemy approaching from the south side where Alix had just killed his attacker. The Karsian with the musket slung it around on his back, and drew an iron pick from his belt and marched towards the trapped rider.

“Johann!” screamed Markus.

His brother looked around with a look of utter despair. He pulled the reins of his horse and galloped towards his stricken brother, swinging his axe into the man’s head, the steel helmet denting and twisting as his neck snapped with the impact. Johann leapt from his horse to his brother’s side and used every reserve of his strength to pull Markus free. The two men stood, holding their shields and drawing their swords.

Johann looked up the street to the rest of his men. They were utterly overwhelmed by the numbers and sheer strength of the Karsians, Alix lay motionless next to a house, his horse dead beside him. Looking back to the south side, seven enemy soldiers were now closing in on them, eager for blood.

“You ready brother?” asked Johann.

“Maybe.”

“Not quite the glorious death you had envisaged?”

“We aren’t dead yet,” said Markus.

The two men stepped towards their foes, they all stood broader and taller than them. The first Karsian swung his big two-handed sword in a strong horizontal cut, Markus ducked under the heavy swing and stuck his sword into the orc’s stomach with a quick thrust, immediately drawing it back out. The brutish soldier reeled in pain and then swung a second heavy cut down towards his head. Markus displaced the force of the strike off to his side with the shield and spun around, cutting down onto the Karsian’s neck, hacking deeply. He drew back the blade from the cut, deepening the wound down the collarbone.

Johann deflected an axe strike with his shield and cut down to the hamstrings of his target, the strong soldier toppling to the ground, followed with a thrust down into the heart. The next Karsian thrust a spear towards Johann, he pushed it down with his shield and cut down onto the exposed lead wrist, cutting the hand from the beast’s arm, and then immediately cutting quickly to the throat, causing the orc to grasp his bloody neck as he collapsed.

The fourth attacker swung at Markus’ lead arm with a single-handed axe, Markus parried across his body, and raising the sword point over the shield, drove forward, pushing the creature’s arm down and the point of his sword into his chest. Drawing the bloody sword out, he parried a heavy cut from a billhook above his head, and kicked quickly to the orc’s knee, snapping the joint and forcing him to the ground. Markus drove the bronze pommel into the beast’s face, smashing his nose, and then slashed the throat open.

Johann avoided a swing from a sword and went to return a strike when the other Karsian smashed a glaive down onto his collar, carving deeply into his body and smashing him to the ground. Johann gave out a cry in agony as his sword fell to the ground and his left arm was paralysed. The Karsian was like a giant, he was taller than the other Karsians and they seemed to follow him. He must have been their leader. Markus smashed his shield into the next soldier’s face, sending him stumbling backwards, before lunging low with a thrust into the other’s groin. He leapt forward and twisted as he pulled the sword out and then jumped towards the last soldier who was regaining his footing. The Karsian thrust the billhook forwards as Markus parried the weapon as he spun around to the man’s side and cut down into his arms, quickly following with two hard cuts to the man’s head.

“Johann! Can you walk?”

His brother tried to get up, struggling with the pain of his wound, and unable to use the left side of his body. He could just make out the shadow of the tall Karsian watching them. Markus ran to him and helped him to his feet. Johann wrapped his right arm around Markus for support and the two stumbled back towards the Pack. They looked to their line of fighters, who were utterly overwhelmed and fighting to a desperate and bitter end. Markus pulled his brother to the nearest door and kicked it open, dragging him into the small and dark house. He propped Johann against the inner wall.

“How’s the wound?” asked Markus.

“Oh, great,” said Johann.

“No, seriously.”

“Seriously, this is the end for me, Markus.”

“No, don’t say that, we’ll get you out of here!”

“Look around! We are defeated, but this isn’t the end for you, you have to get out of here. Be careful of their leader, I feel he is a danger to you.”

“So what must I do?” shouted Markus.

“Get back to Ambstern, they’ll be organising forces there to fight back.”

“I can’t just leave you here!”

“You can and you will. You have always been stubborn Markus, and strong headed, but you must learn to be greater than that. I had my chance at leadership, I have failed, but you live on. Do what I could not. You must fulfill….”

His breathing slowed, it was almost the end for the Captain. With his right hand he pulled from around his neck a large silver pendant attached to a thick metal chain, he held it out to give to Markus, who cautiously accepted.

“What is this?”

“Father left this for me, as the eldest son, it has been in our family for as long as anyone remembers, and now I pass it to you.”

Markus clenched the pendant tightly into his left hand as Johann’s breathing slowed, he was about to utter his final words when the door smashed open. Markus quickly reached for his sword and looked up to their attacker, but before he could respond, the room lit up with the gunpowder ignition of a blunderbuss. The pressure and force of the scatter shot sent Markus flying back against the wall of the house and then crashing to the ground, unconscious.



* * *



It was hours before Markus woke, and not to the dark, low ceiling building that he last remembered. The air was fresh, and the area quiet and peaceful. He lay on grass, disorientating him from what he could remember. He tried to sit up, but his muscles and joints ached. Markus rolled onto his side so that he didn’t have to use all the muscles that hurt so much. Blood seeped down his face, and his hands were black with powder residue. The metal breastplate that he wore was black with powder and burn stains, scratched and with many small dents.

Finally, the bruised and battered soldier managed to pull himself up onto his knees. He looked around and saw that he was in a small opening among the trees. Looking down into the dip below a man stood washing himself in a small lake. Markus pulled himself to his feet, feeling utterly beaten and exhausted.

His memory of the fight in the village was quickly coming back to him, to the point where he remembered his brother was dead, as well as most of their Wolf Pack, men who had become his closest friends. He had no memory from the point of being shot in the house where his brother died, and the place that he now found himself in. The only conclusion he could come to was, that one of the Pack had dragged him away from the burning village, of which the man by the lake must be the one.

Markus staggered down towards the lake to talk to his saviour, desperate to know the outcome of the fight and its aftermath. As he got closer to the man, who had his back to him, he noticed how broad he was, tall, muscular, but also scarred, nothing like one of the Wolf Pack he travelled with. Markus looked over at the man’s clothing that lay beside the water, a rough quilted gambeson, blackened mail armour, no weapons. This was not the equipment of a Werstrian soldier.

Markus cautiously and quietly drew his dagger from his belt, the only weapon he had left about his person. The dagger had a long single edged blade with a strong back edge, ideal for puncturing through lighter armour, the guard made of a round flat disc. He approached the man as quietly as he could with the dagger raised high in a reverse grip, the blade pointing forwards. He got within twenty feet of the stranger, when without turning he finally spoke, in a deep and rough voice.

“I don’t mean you any harm.”

Markus stopped in his tracks, his heart pounding in his chest, compounding the pain throughout his body. He could not think what to do.

“Who are you?” asked Markus.

The man calmly turned around, further revealing his strong physique and stature. Markus was taller than most men he knew, but this stranger dwarfed him. With hands substantially larger than any man he knew, and a jaw and facial features that were broad and strong, this was not a Werstrian. There was a tattoo of a snake on his chest. He studied the man a little closer, partially recognising him, until it finally dawned on the battered soldier. It was the Karsian who he had seen chained to a cartwheel. Markus was confused, desperately trying to make sense of the situation. He had many Karsian features, but somehow looked partially human too, his skin colour being closer to a Werstrian.

“Why did you save my life?” asked the stranger.

“I didn’t, I just didn’t take it,” Markus answered.

“But you could have, probably should have.”

“Why? Are you a dangerous man?”

“To my enemies, yes.”

“How did I get here?”

“I carried you.”

“Why? Why would you do that?” Markus asked him.

“Because you spared my life, so I spared yours.”

Markus lowered his dagger, putting it back into its sheath. He did not yet understand the situation, but he was already starting to relax slightly, fully knowing his life was in the stranger’s hands.

“Are you going back to your people?”

“No,” said the stranger.

“Does this have something to do with the reason you were shackled to that cart?”

“Yes, I had a... disagreement with my captain.”

“What will you do?”

“I have no army left, but I have you, one who showed mercy, I will follow you.”

“The Karsians just killed my brother! My only intention is to kill every last one of them!” shouted Markus.

“If that is what your wish, then I will help you.”

“You would fight and kill your own people?”

“A people who would enslave or kill me are no longer my people,” said the stranger.

“You look more human than the others I saw, why?”

“I am a half-breed, half Karsian, half human from the men of the north.”

“I didn’t think that was possible.”

“It is, but the Karsian’s kill most half-breed babies, I am one of the few to survive.”

Markus slowly lowered himself to the ground, glad to relieve his aching body, and content that a threat no longer existed. His mind wandered back to the village and the battle that had so recently taken place. The Wolf Pack was never intended for that sort of combat, they were a light scouting and skirmish cavalry. After all his brother’s talk of death being for fools, he tried to make sense of his actions. His brother had given everything to help the villagers, everything to help his people, never caring for glory.

“How do I know I can trust you?” Markus asked him.

“How can I trust you? This is your land, and you are the only one with a weapon.”

“That’s fair.”

“We should be safe here today, and you must rest, clean your wounds and be ready for the morning.”

Markus nodded in agreement not at all happy with the turn of events, but knowing he could do nothing but accept them.

“I am Markus, what is your name?”

“Bulkaresh.”

“Bull? That fits.”

The stranger looked at Markus with a grin, pleased to have a master that did not want to kill him.

“I’ll gather some wood for a fire,” said Bull.

The two men sat out the rest of the day, discussing things of no importance, and realised how little divided them as individuals. As the sun went down, Markus was weary, glad to be able to shut his eyes. For all of the pain and suffering of the day, his strength was the one thing he needed now. The cold was biting through his gambeson, each day becoming colder than the last, but that could not keep him from sleep.








  

Chapter 2
 



Markus’ eyes snapped open as he was woken by sounds in the woods close by. His body did not move, not wanting to acknowledge the sounds, nor let anyone know that he was awake. His right hand slowly and carefully reached for his dagger that lay on the ground beside him. He slid the blade quietly out of its leather sheath until he held it freely. A twig snapped just footsteps behind him, and knowing he had to act, Markus rolled over and leapt to his feet.

A Karsian stood before him, armed with a heavy falchion, hardly a fair fight. Markus lifted his dagger ready to take on his attacker, but before the brutish opponent could step forward a hand reached around his neck, clamping around his throat. The orc gasped in shock and desperation as the sword dropped from his hand and he was lifted off his feet. His attacker then dropped him to the floor and before the stunned man could react, Bull’s hands wrapped around his head and jaw and snapped his neck.

At that point, Markus finally believed his new friend, he had saved him once, but now he had killed one of his own people in defence of a friend. A battle cry resounded as two Karsians charged out from the woods behind Bull. He reached down for the falchion, and as quickly as he had it in his hand, he parried a heavy strike with a halberd. Bull grabbed the shaft of his attacker’s halberd from the parry and ripped it from the orc’s hands. Before he could strike his disarmed opponent, the orc charged at him and smashed him to the floor.

The second attacker ran at Markus with a two-handed axe and swung the weapon with a wild strike. Markus leapt back, narrowly missing the blow that was heavy enough to fell trees. The Karsian used the weight of the weapon to swing it up above his head and then down with a second swing as he stepped further forward. Markus jumped to the orc’s right side and spun to avoid the axe, which embedded into the ground with a pounding impact. Markus thrust his dagger into the man’s ribcage, before quickly withdrawing it and stepping back. 

The big Karsian roared with rage and simply ran at Markus, seemingly unhindered by the wicked injury. Markus spun the dagger into a forward grip and held it back near his chest, his left arm extended and ready to engage. As the Karsian swung a heavy and uncontrolled hook towards Markus, he parried off the punch to his right under the dagger and thrust the blade into the orc’s throat. Without waiting for another response, Markus grasped the creature’s hair with his left hand and ripped it back from his dagger, then smashing the pommel disc of his dagger into the orc’s face. 

The wounded Karsian stumbled back trying to breathe. He then staggered towards Markus with bitter hatred wanting nothing but to hurt his opponent. Markus simply watched as the mortally wounded barbarian moved towards him, until his eyes went still and his body toppled to the ground before him. He looked over to Bull, who was standing above and behind his kneeling attacker, the falchion held to his throat. Without any further thought, and with a hand at each end of the blade, Bull levered the blade into the orc’s neck, until the head was cut from the body.

“This was a scout party, they must be searching for us,” said Bull.

“Why?” asked Markus.

“Their leader was an important man, Prince Ozturk, and you killed a great many of his men.”

“And they killed my brother!”

“And you wouldn’t hunt them down if you could?”

Markus went quiet, contemplating his own blood lust, his desire for revenge. He hated the Karsians with every fibre of his being. They had killed his father before he was born, and his brother before his eyes, damn right he would hunt every single one of them down if he had the resources to do so.

“I’m sure more will follow, it’ll be light soon, let’s go,” said Bull.

Markus picked up his mail coat and threw it over him, then tied his belt around his waist and wiped the blood off his dagger before sheathing it. He left the breastplate there, it had saved his life the day before, but it was now more weight and cumbrance than he could afford. The idea of leaving his own equipment behind was the most unnatural act, after his trainers had hammered into him the necessity to look after all he was issued with, but this was not the army, this was survival.

Bull took the belt and sheath for the falchion he had taken, and Markus picked up the last two-handed axe that he had been attacked with, slinging it over his shoulder. It was a heavy and clumsy piece.

“Damn, how do you wield something like that?”

“Get stronger!” answered Bull.

Without further conversation, the two men set off, making their way as best they could towards Ambstern. It was a gruelling journey on the hard cold ground. Markus had gotten used to the luxury of a horse for travelling distance.  

“You know the might of the Karsian army, do you believe we can ever win this war?”

“Yes, there is always a chance. But few of your people have the stomach to fight any longer, they need leaders who can inspire them.”

“Curious. I had never seen a Karsian before the fight in Raubuck.”

“Where?” Bull asked.

“Where we first met.” 

Bull did not respond, for he had nothing to say.

“Will you honestly follow me into battle against Karsian forces?”

“Yes, all I ask is for your confidence and trust.” 

“Everything I was brought up with told me that Karsians were savages, and yet here you are talking about honour and trust?”

“Perhaps that is why I follow you. Maybe it is my destiny.”

Several hours later they were alerted to impending danger by the sound of galloping horses following their tracks.

“You want to fight or run?” asked Bull.

“From the sounds of it, we’re going to have a hard time of it,” said Markus.

Bull looked around the terrain and to the imposing mountain range that they had been working their way around. The huge craggy peaks thrust up towards the sky to be seen across the whole kingdom, a perilous and mysterious place.

“Those mountains, what are they?”

“The Salbeins, no one has travelled in to them for as far back as anyone can remember.”

“Sounds ideal.”

“Are you crazy? We have no idea what lurks in that land!”

“Well I can tell you what lurks in this land, and it wants us both dead, how can it be any worse?” asked Bull.

Markus looked back towards the sound of crashing hooves that were getting ever closer but were not yet visible. He thought for just a few seconds, they were stuck between a rock and a hard place.

“Alright, let’s go!” shouted Markus.

The two men rushed towards the base of the mountains, which were a sharp incline from their very beginning. They rushed through the woods that were the opening to the Salbeins and did not stop running until they were out of breath. Looking down towards the shallow hills below there were six Karsian riders at the base of the mountains, carefully studying the tracks and talking with each other.

“Will they keep hunting us, Bull?”

“Yes, the Prince is not a forgiving man.”

“I thought we came in here to escape from them!”

“No, we came here to even up the odds.”

“How so?” asked Markus.

“To follow us they will have to leave the horses and much of their equipment behind.”

“Great, so they are just as badly off as us.”

“Yes,” said Bull.

Markus sat down on a large rock, still panting from rushing up the steep terrain. He lay down the heavy axe and his shoulders slumped, weary of being on the losing side.  He had built up such a fantastical ideal of what victory and war would be like, never imagining for a minute that overnight he could go from a nice uniform and a unit of competent fighters to being hunted like a dog, with nothing more than a foreigner at his side.

“What do you know about these Salbeins?” asked Bull.

“They are a thing of myth, the setting of countless fairy tales and bedtime stories to scare children with.”

“Do you know anything useful? Do people live here, or beasts?”

“There have been sightings of wild men, giant bears, magicians, birds big enough to kill a man and serpents that could eat you whole, sometimes even Dragons. But no one has ever proven any of it,” said Markus.

Bull shot a look at Markus as if something had ignited his interest.

“What is it?”

“Over the last year I have heard rumours of Dragons, I never believed them,” said Bull.

“Why would you?”

“Your people clearly do.”

“We have progressed beyond simple savages, they are just old stories.”

Bull’s face tightened as he turned to counter the gesture, but refrained, partly in respect of his new friend, and partly at the memory of his own people being ready to execute him. He paced up and down uneasily.

“Will they never stop chasing us?” asked Markus.

“Until we either disappear or they are dead.”

“Perhaps it is you they are after?”

“Perhaps, but I think we have caused as much offence to them as each other,” said Bull.

Markus looked down the mountain, he could see that all the horses were tethered and their riders had set off. Their persistence was impressive, and worrying.

“We will have to fight them at some point, or we risk having our throats cut in the night,” Bull explained.

“Okay, I suggest we make our way further into the mountains, further from their supplies and any re-enforcements, and further into the wilderness. The only thing we have on our side is surprise, let us use it well.”

Markus picked up his axe and the two men set off at a fast pace, as best they could keep over such a long distance. They had been walking quickly for most of the day when Markus finally found a location he was happy with. The spot was a small narrow valley with tall thick trees, and plenty of undergrowth. A stream ran through the centre and drowned out a lot of noise, and was therefore ideal for an ambush. The little valley ended in a sheer rock wall, which the two men put foot and hand prints on to look as if they had climbed, before covering up their later tracks.

“This is where they will stop for the night, they will not climb that in the dark,” said Bull.

“Is there any way we can divide their numbers?” asked Markus.

“Once they have decided to stop, two will be sent to find food. That will be our opportunity.”

“You sure about this?”

“Yes, we are savages, we are predictable.”

Markus grinned, amused that his hulking friend could understand and use sarcasm. The two men waited patiently in the thick dense foliage, waiting for their opportunity to strike. The light was already beginning to fade when they could hear the clumsy and heavy sound of the Karsians trundling towards them. They watched as the men followed the tracks up to the rock face and began to talk among themselves. Eventually four of them began to take their equipment off and sit down, whilst two headed off into the distance with a crossbow, just as Bull had predicted.

“You ready?” whispered Markus.

“Yes,” he replied.

The two men slowly lifted themselves off the ground and stepped carefully on the balls of their feet towards the four orcs, who were pulling off their armour and equipment. Markus had the axe in two hands, the heavy haft resting on his right shoulder, ready for one big vicious strike. Bull moved surprisingly quietly for a big man, the falchion in his right hand, the blade hanging low beside his leg.

Markus crept up behind his first target propped up against a fallen tree trunk. As he approached the beast took his helmet off and relaxed back against the tree, sighing with relief. Markus pushed his hands up above his head, lifted the axe head high, before smashing it down onto the Karsian’s head with all the force he could muster. The heavy blade drove deep into the skull and stuck there, killing the orc instantly.     

Before the others could react, Bull ran out from behind a large tree and hacked into one of the orcs’ collarbone before he could pick up a weapon, the force of the strike knocking him to the ground. Markus drew his rondel dagger and leapt at his next target, thrusting for his collar with a hammer grip. The big Karsian stopped the knife with a simple arm parry and punched Markus in the face. The heavy strike sent him thundering to the floor, flat on his back.

As Markus’ attacker stepped towards him, Bull levered the blade from his victim’s collar and jumped to his friend’s aid, thrusting the broad falchion through the orc’s heart from behind, the curved clipped edge blade exiting through the front of his body. Markus stumbled to his feet in time to see the last attacker rushing at Bull from behind, he tossed the dagger in his hand so he had the blade end and quickly threw it. The narrow and strong dagger blade pierced the eye of the fourth Karsian, blood poured from the socket as he tumbled down dead. Bull turned to see his countryman collapse lifeless behind him, not at all surprised or shocked.

“Thanks,” said Bull.

“Let’s get those other two bastards whilst we still have the element of surprise,” said Markus.

Bull just nodded and followed him. They followed the tracks of the two Karsians to the south, but their tracks were barely traceable under the moonlight. After ten minutes of careful and quiet walking, they came across the two men who had just started loading their crossbow. They had obviously found something to kill and eat, but Markus could not see what. The Karsian’s foot was in the stirrup of the crossbow, his hands winding the string back with a mechanism as his friend stood watching their prey.

Markus and Bull crept closer and closer to the men, desperately trying not to alert them to their presence. They stopped just short, waiting for them to fire their shot before they pounced. The crossbowman loaded on his bolt and raised the crossbow to shoot. As his finger reached for the trigger, the trees beside them rustled madly and a figure burst out from the foliage, a huge man-shaped figure in thick fur, armed with a staff as thick as some men’s arms.

The crossbowman turned to fire at the unknown figure, but before he could train his weapon on the target the massive staff smashed the Karsian’s face, a heavy crunch as several parts of his face caved in. The second man reached for his sword, but the mysterious figure pointed at him, fire bursting from his hand like lava from a volcano, burning the orc to a black crispness, killing him instantly.  

The rugged stranger stood upright and relaxed his posture, standing the staff upright beside him. He looked at Markus and Bull, his eyes piercing and bold. The two men were as astonished that he had spotted them, as they were by his display of raw power and magic. It was as if he was fully aware of their position before the attack, they were both still frozen in their kneeling position, completely unsure what to do, until the stranger finally spoke.

“What is your business here?”

Markus and Bull slowly stood up, knowing that their position was compromised. They carefully walked towards the man, unsure as to whether they should treat him as an enemy of not, and in awe of his power and speed.

The stranger had a short, well kept beard and long hair. His face was hard and defined, old and wise, but not at all tired. He was tall, and the thick and bulky bear fur he wore made him look more like a giant. Around the fur he wore a thick leather belt with a large aged bronze buckle, the icon of which neither man recognised. On his arms were finely crafted steel bracers. 

“Well?” he asked again.

“I am Markus of the Werstrian Wolf Pack, 18th Guard, who are you?”

“I asked, what is your business here?”

“We, we...the Karsians attacked across the Ensee. Lienzberg had been attacked, we went to help at Raubuck, but we were beaten. We are trying to make our way back Ambstern.”

“And yet you have a Karsian with you?”

“This man saved spared my life, he is my master now,” said Bull.

The stranger sighed, thinking deeply, as elusive as he was when they first saw him. It was an uneasy silence, the two men had seen an eye-opening display of the stranger’s strength, speed and skill, and did not at all understand his intentions. Markus thought carefully about how to word his next question, but Bull simply came out with it.

“Why did you kill those men?”

The stranger looked up at them, almost insulted that he even had to answer the question.

“Nobody kills the creatures of this glade without my permission.”

“That’s it? You couldn’t just ask them to stop?”

The stranger shot a piercing look at Markus, who felt humbled by the imposing and confident stranger.

“And because I didn’t like the way they smell!” he added.

Bull burst out into laughter, the sense of humour clearly pleasing him greatly. The stranger chuckled in return, until it increased into a booming laughter.

“That fire you created, how did you do it?” asked Markus.

“There are many things which have long been forgotten in this world.”

“All these tales of the Salbeins, I had assumed they were myths.”

“My friend, most myths are founded in history.”

Markus was still stunned and confused by what he had seen. He had never believed for a moment that magic actually existed, or that anything but wild beasts inhabited the mysterious mountain range.

“You seem alright to me, how about you join me for a drink?” asked the stranger.

The two men looked at each other, surprised at their luck.  

“This is Bull, or it’s what I call him,” said Markus.

“Welcome to my land, gentleman. My name is Gottfried Biermann, but my friends call me Hammer.”

“Should we ask why?”

“Probably not,” said Bull.

“Alright, follow me!” shouted Hammer.

The mysterious stranger led them to the entrance to a cave not far from where they had fought the Karsians shortly before. They followed their new guide, a man they knew almost nothing about, a leap of faith of which they had few other options. Markus had the distinct impression that they were going to do as Hammer wanted whether they liked it or not, the less painful option was preferable.

Hammer pulled back the foliage covering the entrance to his cave, the haze of the light from his fire being a welcome and pleasant sight. They stepped through into the cave, but it was far from the simplistic and spartan dwelling that they had expected. Old wooden bookcases lined several walls, and racks of fine weapons beside them. The cave was quite compact, but it clearly contained everything that the man considered valuable. A fireplace had been carved into the stone with a chimney exiting above the rock.

Markus looked around the room, it was carefully arranged with not a single thing out of place, not an item that did not have a use or immense sentimental value, the floor lined with wood. He looked over the fireplace, a solid gold crest hung above it, he did not recognise the symbol, though it he knew it would be worth a fortune, and it resembled the wolf head of Werstria, though subtly different in every way.

Bull was immediately drawn to the weapon rack that was filled with an astounding array of fine weaponry, arming swords with exquisite guilt and blue, longswords with finely carved hardwood grips and solid bronze hilts, twisted to resemble the branches of a tree. Hung from the wall either side of the fire were huge greatswords, as tall as many men, with broad guards with protruding rings from each side of the guard, and parrying hooks a foot up the blades.

“Who are you?” asked Markus.

“I have already told you,” replied Hammer.

“No, where are you from, where did all this come from?”

“Do you always value a man by what he keeps in his home?”

“It is a good indicator. You must have been a wealthy noble, unless you stole all of this.”

Without any warning, Hammer smashed his fist into Markus’ face, the broad and iron-like fist hit like a hammer to his jaw. Markus’ head snapped back and his legs quivered below him, sending him flat to the floor. He hit the wooden floor hard, the landing stunning him almost as much as the punch to the face.

“No one ever calls me a thief!”

“I was only suggesting it might be the case.”

“Well, you are lucky, I only hit you lightly. I like you.”

“That’s reassuring,” said Markus.

Markus dragged himself to his feet, his jaw already sore from the strike, a punch of the sort of force he had never felt in his life. He walked to the entrance to the cave and spat blood into the wilderness. The aching man stepped back into the cave sitting down at the bench next to Bull, his pride more wounded than his face.

Hammer put out three clay mugs onto table before them before filling them with some dubious smelling liquor. He gestured to the two men to pick up their drinks. Markus threw back a mouthful of the frothy liquid, his eyes widened, back tingled and his face shuddered.

“Ahh! What is this stuff?”

“My finest brew, I have been refining that for centuries.”

Markus stopped, lowered his mug and looked at the man with surprise.

“Centuries? How old are you?”

“There comes a time when you no longer count years, or remember your age.”

“How can you have lived so long?”

“Why do you live for so little?”

Markus stopped asking, he did not know what to make of the eccentric man’s statement, it sounded preposterous, but nothing yet had suggested that their host was a liar or crazy person. He looked again to the wolf above the fireplace, studying it intently. It was a finely crafted piece and worth more than all he owned in the world, nothing like what you might expect to find in a cave. In fact nothing in Hammer’s home was as you would expect, he was both sophisticated and barbaric in equal measure.

“That wolf, it is like the Werstrian one, but somehow not quite, what is it?” he asked. 

Hammer looked at Markus as he drank his ale, then looking intently at the wolf crest. Finally after another uncomfortable silence, he spoke.

“That is Werstria, my Werstria.”

“What do you mean?”

“There was a time when we Werstrians ruled all the lands, we were the strongest people, the richest, the most wise, that was my day.”

“But, that must have been hundreds of years ago?”

“Sounds like crazy talk,” said Bull.

“And they were times when we would cut off your head for such insolence.”

“Then why don’t you?” asked Bull.

“Perhaps we all mellow with age.”

“All talk and no action.”

Hammer laughed as he sipped back on his ale, amused by the arrogance of youth.

“Tomorrow we fight, but tonight we drink!” yelled Hammer.

Markus’ initial instinct was to interfere, but something in the back of his mind made him stay silent. He felt somewhat curious to know who Hammer was, and if he really was as tough as he made out. The three men talked nothing more of the subject that night, focusing only on many good drinks and light banter. Markus felt completely alien in these new surroundings, and yet surprisingly confident in this company.



* * *



Markus woke to a cold morning, his head slightly sore from the heavy ale they had shared the night before. Bull was asleep and snoring the other side of the room, not at all bothered by anything, he was clearly a man who slept easily. Markus lifted himself to his feet, feeling well refreshed by the rest and already rather less battered and bruised than the day before. He walked to the front of the cave and pushed by the foliage that covered the entrance, thick snow fell from the branches. It had been a heavy downfall overnight.

Walking out into the daylight and onto the soft fresh snow, he took a deep breath of the fresh, crisp air. He stopped to look around at the vast land, so much of it hidden by the night the last time he had seen it. They were high in the Salbeins, the terrain a mix of rocky crag and tall thick trees. The landscape was imposing, unaffected by man, a marvel of the natural world. Snow covered much of the rich green grass, but the vibrant thicket of the trees remained strong.

He looked down the hill before him. Hammer was hanging from a horizontal tree branch, bare from the waist up. He lifted his bodyweight up and down, his back muscles tightening with each pull-up. The strange fellow was facing away from Markus who was enthralled by the sheer mass of the man, so strong beyond anything he had seen in Werstria. The man would even dwarf his new friend Bull. It was in this moment that Markus began to entertain the idea that Hammer really was everything he had said, and not just a hermit in a cave.  

As Markus stood in awe, Bull arose and joined his side. The gruff Karsian yawned and stretched, finally coming to some level of lucidness. He followed Markus’ eyes to their host, surprised by what he saw.

“He looked a lot smaller and weaker last night,” said Bull.

“Not quite the old man you wanted to fight?”

Bull chuckled slightly, not at all concerned about who he had to fight. Bull was clearly a man that had never been afraid to fight any opponent, going into every fight with the utmost confidence, and sure of his victory.

“Are you ready?” shouted Hammer.

“Always!” Bull answered.

Bull pulled his shirt over his head and dropped it to the ground. He jumped on the spot, twisting his hips and joints, loosening his body. He had a huge grin on his face, looking forward to combat, as if it was his natural state of mind, which it was. The two men approached each other amongst the trees. They circled one other, each eyeing up the other’s stance and tells.

The smile on Bull’s face widened, his confidence supreme, but as he did so Hammer smashed his face with a lightning fast jab. The strike snapped his neck to the side, it was so fast he had not even seen it begin, and it hit as hard as the heaviest hook he had ever taken. He shook his head to reconstitute himself, sure that he was simply not awake yet. He launched out a hook towards Hammer’s face, but before he was half way there, the man had ducked and voided to his left side and released a quick punch into the other side of his face.

Bull stumbled back, obviously feeling the heavy impacts hard. Getting angry, he ran back at Hammer, swinging with the heaviest strike he could. The huge man caught Bull’s hand in full swing with his left, shocking Markus who was watching eagerly. Hammer kicked to the man’s stomach, making him keel forwards in pain, before delivering a back fist to the side of his head that sent him thundering to the ground, utterly finished. He rolled over on the ground, in pain, but smiling through his blood-seeping mouth.

“You’re pretty good for an old man,” croaked Bull.

“Why did I beat you?”

“You were faster and stronger!”

“Yes, that’s right, and don’t you forget it.”

He offered his hand out to Bull, hauling him to his feet with no effort at all. Markus stepped up to the two men, it was not a wholly surprising outcome to him, as he had felt a gut instinct about the mysterious man, and yet, no threat from him in a malicious manner. He pulled his gambeson off and his shirt after it, ready to take his own shot at the man. He knew Bull was strong, but also clumsy, he could not resist testing his own skill against such a worthy opponent.

“You want to bleed as well?” Hammer asked him.

“Where better to test myself than against such a worthy and friendly opponent as yourself?”

Hammer nodded his head in acceptance, with an amused look on his face. Markus was a head shorter, and half his bodyweight, but the man’s courage and enthusiasm pleased him greatly. He raised his hands ready for the fight, but before he could consider his actions, Markus leapt with both feet forward and snapped a punch into his face as, surprising Hammer more than stunning him.

Markus kicked quickly towards his opponent’s thigh, trying to take the leg out from under him, but Hammer pushed a kick forward as he was midway through his strike. The blow hit like a horse, knocking him off his feet and flat into the snow. He jumped back to his feet, surprised by the timing in which Hammer was able to interrupt his attack.

Circling around the hulking man, Markus contemplated his next move, until finally he feinted with a right hook before ducking under Hammer’s parry and into his centre line, striking an uppercut to his torso. Without even quivering, Hammer grabbed Markus by the collar and smashed his knee into his stomach, keeling him over. He then reached for his torso, lifting the man up as if he weighed nothing at all, and tossed him twenty feet across the snow. Markus rolled along the ground until he came to a standstill, accepting defeat. He stood back up, feeling a whole new set of aches and pains.

“I have never seen such a combination of strength, speed and co-ordination,” Markus said.

“No, this man is not what he used to be,” Hammer replied.

“You really are hundreds of years old?”

“Yes, why would I say otherwise?”

Hammer suddenly became interested in the silver pendant that hung around Markus’ neck. He studied it intently, before walking up to him and taking it in his hand.

“Tell me something. What is it that you seek?”

“We are making our way back to Ambstern to help with the counter offensive.”

“No, not where are you going, what do you want?”

“Revenge, the Karsians have killed my father, my brother, and enslaved or killed my people.”

Hammer let go of the pendant and strolled a few paces before turning back to look at the man, clearly in deep thought.

“Where did you get that pendant?”

“It was my brother’s, given to him by our father, and every eldest son before him.”

Hammer went silent again, stroking his beard, clearly knowing a lot more than he let on. Markus and Bull simply stood, unsure what to make of the man, a mountain barbarian who could master both their strength and speed, could create fire with his thoughts and had possessions that only royalty could afford.

“What is it to you?” asked Markus.

“Only one of those exists in the world, and it belonged to a man that saved my life many years ago,” said Hammer.

“You believe it is the same one?”

“Yes, you know I could make you a great fighter, both of you, enough to accomplish what you desire.” 

“But how long would that take? For all we know Lienzberg has already fallen, and their armies could be rampaging though the lands.”

“Not likely, with this snow the armies will stop at the city until the spring,” said Bull.

“Indeed,” agreed Hammer.

“Why would you do this?” asked Markus.

“Because I want to, because you need it, and to re-pay a favour, in the only way I can.”

 He looked at Markus, the look piercing into his eyes. Markus felt as if Hammer was inside his head and reading his thoughts and memories. It felt like a strange dream. Then it suddenly stopped. Markus and Bull looked at each other, Bull keen to learn from such a capable fighter, but Markus ever concerned about the looming danger to their country spoke quietly.  

“I cannot, I must go to the aid of my people.”

“And what good would you do them? A great general once told me ‘a pint of sweat will save a gallon of blood’.”

Markus thought hard about the situation, and contemplated how hard a fight they had received in Raubuck. He knew that he was a good fighter, but he could not turn the tide of the war, not now. He took his pendant in his hand, thinking about his brother and father, and their deaths, remembering the tall Karsian who had killed his brother. He looked up again to Hammer.

“Can you really make us as much a fighter as you?”

“No, but I can make you ten times the men you are.”

“When do we start?” asked Bull.

“Your first task is to find us dinner, take a bow and get hunting.”

The two men looked at each other, expecting something more, beyond a simple hunt.

“What are you waiting for? Can’t train on an empty stomach, get to work!”

Later that day they again sat about their table, the two men nursing their wounds as the wise mountain man cooked the pheasant they caught earlier that day. It was a surreal experience and place the two men had walked into, though no stranger than their meeting and new friendship the day before.  

“Hammer, how is it that you have lived this long? You’re a Werstrian aren’t you?” asked Markus.

“Honestly, gentleman that is one answer I cannot give you. I moved to this place, the place of my ancestors, for peace of mind and a simple way of life, and have been here ever since. Time passes me by, but I do not change.”

“Ha, so you are immortal?” asked Bull.

“It seems so. I have often considered that it is this place. None of my friends or family lived longer than any other Werstrian, what other reason can there be?”

“Maybe the Gods chose you,” said Bull.

Hammer laughed aloud, resounding around the walls of the cave. Bull looked taken aback by the old veteran, unsure how to respond to a man who questioned the Gods.

“My man, after living for so long, you soon realise that there are no Gods, only men, we affect our future, no one else.”

“Then explain to me why the Karsians and Werstrians have been fighting for so long,” Markus said.

“Tell me, do either of you even know why Karsia and Werstria are at war and always have been?” 

They looked at each other. War between their two races had been so natural to them that they had never give it any further thoughts.

“What are you saying?” asked Bull.

“Many many years ago, the Karsians were a slave people to Werstria, we used them for manual labour, as foot soldiers and anything else we desired. Eventually they took over the Western empire for themselves, mixed with other peoples, until they formed their own state, and wanted what we had. They hated Werstrians for hundreds of years of slavery.”

“Truly?” asked Markus.

“Why would I lie?”

“Just seems all so strange, what of the Karsians and the talk of magic and dragons?”

“It is the way of the world, all in good time, you will see, Markus. ”

“I don’t then understand why you are here,” Bull said.

“Partly to escape the madness and senselessness. I wanted no part of the conflict between peoples. But revenge, that is a raw and personal instinct, I can support that, and I owe it.”

“Enough of the history, where is the ale?”

“We do not drink tonight, you have not worked hard enough, Bull.”

The two men sighed with disappointment, understanding that they could not reason or argue with their host, he would likely hurt them some more. This was no ordinary Werstrian, no matter his age.








  

Chapter 3
 



Markus and Bull woke to another uncomfortable and aching morning, the bruises swelling from the day before. They stumbled out from the cave and again into the sun-shimmering snow, the shining brightness hurting their weary eyes. Hammer stood two steps in front of them, holding his huge staff.

“You have three months to become the best fighters in Werstria. I cannot and will not go soft on you. It is time to become the men you always should have been!”

“We’re ready for it,” replied Bull.

“Really? You have strength, but you are slow and clumsy, like an ox. Markus, you have speed and a good sense of timing, but you lack strength, style is nothing without power.”

“So we just need to learn each other’s strengths?” asked Markus.

“Do not get ahead of yourself. I did not say you were that good.”

“Enough talk, let’s start,” said Bull.

Hammer pointed over to several staffs lying against the rock face beside the cave entrance.

“Grab yourself a staff each.”

They both looked bored and unimpressed as they shambled over to the staffs and took them in hand, feeling a little disappointed, having expected something revolutionary.

“What good are staffs to us? We are going to war against swords, armour, muskets and cannons,” Markus complained.

“Never underestimate the staff! Master the staff and you can effectively wield any two-handed weapon, from a simple piece of wood, to a halberd, billhook, partisan or greatsword. Now come on guard!”

Markus took the staff in two hands, spread out evenly from the centre of the staff that was slightly taller than him, the ends of it pointing off to each of his sides. He stepped one pace closer to their teacher, but without warning, the head of Hammer’s shaft thrust into his chest, smashing him off his feet and onto his back. Bull chuckled to himself.

“You have a weapon as tall as a man, why don’t you use the reach? Come on guard with the point threatening your opponent, ready to strike or parry, and grip is from one end, giving yourself reach.”

Markus got back on his feet, and adjusted his grip, the staff now outreaching before him. Hammer lifted his staff above for a mighty strike down onto the head. As he swung, Markus lengthened his grip on the pole and placed it horizontally above his head, stopping the mighty blow dead, but before he could respond he was kicked to the stomach, his legs giving way before him and landing him face first in the snow.

“Keep the point on line! Don’t let me say it a third time! I threatened you with force, you could have struck me in my attack, or simply displaced and struck quickly. Do not meet force head on, displace force on its weak side, and beat through those who are weak.”

He again got to his feet with snow sticking to his face and clothing, his stomach now aching as much as his chest. Without allowing him time to recover, Hammer thrust at him again, this time he quickly parried the blade off to one side with a small displacement.

“Better, but next time strike back! Bull, your turn!”

The proud man stepped forward, the staff gripped firmly at one end, the shaft pointing to his opponent, having learned his first lessons at Markus’ expense. He let out a booming cry as he swung towards his trainer, hoping to take the imitative with aggression. Hammer leapt back and the staff swung far past him, Bull overreaching wildly, he paid the price as the staff was smashed down onto his arm.

“That was clumsy! Act like a man not a beast, you have more to rely on than just strength!”

Bull again gripped the staff with his beaten arm, he feinted a thrust to Hammer’s right side, before quickly re-directing and trying to cut down on the opposing side, but the man reacted quickly with a parry. Bull pivoted the staff against the other and lunged forward, but Hammer gripped the shaft and yanked him forward, pulling him off his feet and into the snow.

“That was a big improvement!”

“But I still lost.”

“I said better, not good enough!”

The staff training continued until noon, when both men were utterly exhausted and battered, they knew they were improving, but their bodies told them otherwise. Hammer seemed barely tired at all, staying sharp, focused and fast at all times.

“That’s enough with the staff for one day. You will not learn anything when exhausted.”

Markus dropped his staff to the snow and hunched over, his hands resting on his knees, panting and sweating heavily. He was winded and gasping for air. His training had been regular and testing in Schwartzal, but nothing had prepared him for the physical and mental battering that he had received in one morning from this new master.

“Thank you,” said Markus.

“Do you want water?”

“Please.”

“Then follow me.”

They followed Hammer, who led them for an hour, a trek that felt endless to the two exhausted men. They could hear the sound of crashing water for the last few minutes of their walk, a beautiful and tantalising sound to the thirsty men. Finally, they came out of the trees to the edge of a waterfall. Hammer led them across a rock face to the very top of the tall fall.

“What is this?” asked Bull.

“Another test.”

“Really? Can we not rest for a moment?” Markus asked.

Hammer snapped around, an angry look on his face.

“Fights do not always come when you wish them! If you cannot do what is needed in any condition, you are useless!”

Markus felt humbled, embarrassed to have shown weakness. 

“Okay, what do we do?”

Their teacher pointed over the cliff edge into the basin underneath, a huge drop. The water was crashing noisily into the lake below. Markus looked back at the man with a look of fear in his eyes.

“You want us to jump?”

Hammer did not speak, he only nodded with a wicked grin across his face, clearly enjoying the fear he was instilling in his students.

“We want to learn to fight, not take stupid risks!” Markus shouted.

“There is nothing stupid about it, you have already wasted enough time thinking about this, enough time that could get you killed in different circumstances. Be a man and purge yourself of fear and indecision.”

Bull could bear it no longer, his manliness questioned enough already, he ran to the ledge and leapt from the peak. Markus watched, surprised as he disappeared from the ledge.

“Oh, hell!”

He ran to the edge and jumped after Bull before he had any more time to fester on the danger of the situation. It was a huge drop to the basin, far more than he realised, his heart was pounding with exhilaration, the thrill of danger. Eventually, he plunged into the water below, driving deep into the water. Swimming back to the surface he reached the rocky side and dragged himself out, still panting and aching from the constant physical exertion.

Bull was already sitting on a rock beside the water when he emerged, slumped down on a rock next to him. Bull began to laugh with his deep bellowing voice and 

That was the end of their first day of training, it was all they could manage Markus quickly followed suit, glad to have survived, and feeling thoroughly purged of the fear they had felt just moments before. They looked up at their teacher who was standing at the ledge above them. He cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted.

“Now drink all you like!” and were utterly exhausted from the few hours they had done. For all of Hammer’s insults, he seemed happy with their progress. The next day the two men again stood outside their cave, ready to begin a second day of torture.

“Strength and power, these are things we must now work on, and keep doing so until you leave here. Bull may be strong, but there is plenty of room for improvement, and you Markus, you have the strength of a woman.”

Bull chuckled to himself, but Hammer was not amused, punching him quickly in the face with a light but firm strike.

“He may fight like a woman, but you move like an ox! Now, hang from that branch over there, pull your body up till your head surpasses your hands, and repeat, until you can do no more.”

This was the very beginning of the brutal training regime that they were to endure through the bitterly cold winter, they had no choice but to get stronger and faster, or die trying. Hammer was not at all impressed with their strength and stamina, but over the coming weeks, that would rapidly change. Later that day, Hammer loaded a huge tree trunk onto Markus’ shoulders, the weight of which he had never felt before.

“Now, walk to the waterfall and back. The quicker you get back the quicker you eat. Too long and there won’t be anything left.”

Markus sighed at the very thought of what he had to do, his back slumping heavily already from the ridiculous weight of the log. He hated Hammer for making him do what he had to do, but he knew that hatred would drive him on and would keep him going. Every part of his body wanted to throw down the tree and give up, to shout insults at his teacher. Despite this, his natural stubbornness would not let him give up.

Setting off towards the falls, Markus focused his mind, controlled his breathing carefully, and purged his feeling of pain and tiredness. He staggered onwards, not ever stopping a pace, building a rhythm that flowed so that each step would not be a separate struggle. As he got half way back from the waterfall he realised something, something that would change his character forever, in that he always quit when he thought he was tired, when his body told him it was. He realised that most people quit because things become too difficult, and used fatigue as an excuse, never truly pushing their bodies to the limits.

As Markus stepped onwards, the pain and ache of his muscles forgotten, his pace increased and feeling a new sense of power, he felt unstoppable. He quickened his step to a steady jog and stormed the last half of the trip, running back to the cave. He reached the opening where they trained, thundering into the space, no longer hunched, no longer bothered by the weight. With a roar, he lifted the tree off his shoulders and straight above his head, before throwing it forwards. The huge log hit the snow with a heavy thud, not bouncing at all, the sheer weight stopping it dead.

Hammer and Bull appeared from the cave entrance, looking out at the adrenaline-filled Markus, who had a huge grin on his face and stood tall and proud. He looked at the two of them, a victorious look in his eyes.

“Impressive, you have learned one of the most important lessons of all, to look failure in the eye and laugh at it!”

Markus cupped snow from the ground and threw it into his sweat dripping face. Still breathing heavily, but not willing to sit down.

“Well done, you might even be half as strong as me now,” Bull said.

The other two men laughed aloud.

“Come on inside, you’ve earned it.”

Markus stepped towards the cave, the muscles in his legs stiff and a little unstable, the rest of his body sore, but he was utterly satisfied. Bull had several bruises on his face, he was clearly taught a hard lesson that day too. They gladly rested out the day. Several weeks passed of similar training, strength, stamina and staff training.



* * *



The sun was rising, the three men stood facing each other in the clearing before the cave, awake and ready for training before it was even light. Gone were the men’s old gambesons, now replaced by furs and resembling their teacher more all the time. They stood, more confidently, more eagerly, and with sharper wits. A few weeks with Hammer had taught them to always be ready for a fight, no matter the occasion.

“Put down your staffs. Your progress in strength and technique is good, but now let us work on your timing and use of the body. You need to be faster, and make better use of your bodies in combat. The first part of this is learning to read your opponent, the quicker you can read their intentions, the quicker you can respond to them. Focus on my every action, the way my eyes move, the change of my grip, the turning of my feet.”

They nodded, throwing their staffs down.

“Bull, you are first. All you have to do is not get hit, read my intentions, then use your footwork, bend at the body, twist, duck and shift your bodyweight. These are all the fine details that will make you an exceptional fighter, more than just a bestial man.”

Bull nodded in response as Markus stepped back to the cave entrance and out of the way.  

Hammer and Bull circled the clearing, Bull intently trying to look for the tells of an attack, trying to understand his opponent in ways he had never imagined. Hammer threw his first attack, a deliberately clumsy and wide horizontal cut. He quickly stepped a pace back and tilted his bodyweight back, the staff gliding past him.  

The next strike was a heavy vertical strike, enough to crush a man. Bull leapt to one side, narrowly avoiding the strike, the staff slamming into the snow. Just as he thought he was safe, Hammer cut with a backhand strike from the ground up to Bull’s chest, smashing him down to the ground.

“That’s a good start, but you assumed I would be predictable, never assume that! The very best fighter can catch you out with knowledge and skill, and the very worst can do so by sheer luck.”

He offered his hand and pulled his student to his feet. Pointing to Markus, he gestured for him to come and take his turn. He proudly stepped forward and glad to be tested at something he was naturally good at. Hammer did not give warning or say to begin. He simply started swinging. Markus stepped back and forth, twisted his body, voiding numerous strikes. The seventh strike was a fast and hard horizontal swing, too close to dodge, Markus leapt into the air and into a back flip, narrowly missing the strike, but just as he landed on his feet, the staff pivoted around and crashed into him. He was thrown back against a tree, hitting it hard, his back groaning, he was in pain.

“You move well, but never get cocky! The only aim of a fight is to crush your enemy and receive as little damage as possible, anything else is for fools and dancers.”

Markus nodded, annoyed at how hard his teacher had hit, but knowing it taught him the lesson well. He had let pride get in the way of victory, and had paid the price.

“You see that peak over there?”

He pointed to a snow-covered peak in the mountain range, void of all trees. It was a barren place. 

“Yes,” said Bull.

“I want the two of you to run to the top of it, the last one back collects the firewood, and I know how long it should take you, so don’t drag your heels!”

Markus dropped his head in amazement, sick at the very idea of such a journey.

“Come on! Where has that warrior spirit gone?”

“Much more of this and you will break us.”

“And if I treat you any easier, your enemy will break you far worse!”

“Come on, enough whining,” Bull said.

They set off at a slow running pace, as much as they could manage with so little enthusiasm between them, their bodies aching as they had done for every day since they arrived at their teacher’s cave. They ran for hours, exhausted before they had really even started. 

“You think this will all be worth it?” shouted Markus.

“Werstria is dying, you know that, a shadow of its former self, that old man is giving us both the chance to be more than we ever could. I cannot say whether we will win our future battles, but I can say we will give the finest performance of any man in the land!”

“That’s really helpful, Bull.”

“Stop complaining and start thinking like a winner.”

Markus laughed, he felt a new power of motivation rise within himself, just as he had felt weeks before. They ran on, faster than they ever imagined they could for such a prolonged period, the incline getting ever steeper, until they were almost climbing. They scrambled their way to the craggy peak of the mountain, finally standing tall and looking out in every direction. It was an exhilarating feeling; neither man had ever seen such a sight.

Looking out across the lands of Werstria to the west, Markus pointed to the city of Lienzberg. They could just make out the tall walls of the huge city. They marvelled at the sight of it, knowing it would almost certainly be where they would truly test their mettle. At the centre of the city, a huge manmade mound stood, a square-towered castle reaching for the sky.

Markus looked at Bull, “It may be weeks, it may be months, but we are going to stand in that tower, the tallest tower of the city above where the Lords carry out their work, above everything in the land. We will stand before the burning and beaten armies of our enemies and we will lift of the flag of Werstria!”

He was unsure of how his friend would respond, having already begun to forget the man’s origins. He felt sad for having to condemn the man’s countrymen, but the hate in his heart was fiery.

“Markus, there is nothing left for me in Karsia, I have nothing in common with those people anymore. They would do nothing but hang me. I do not care for any Kings and Lords, you are my leader, and I will follow you to whatever end is needed.”

Markus smiled, honoured by his friend’s loyalty, but amused by it also.

“My dear friend, you will not follow me to our end, but victory in every journey that we take!”

They both laughed, before again looking out at the gloomy city that awaited them across the plains. For a brief moment they heard a shrill shriek in the distance, the source of which they could neither see nor comprehend. Both men felt a tingle in their spines, each thinking for just a moment that is could be something unimaginably horrible, as they had both come to realise that things they had never thought possible could exist in this world did. It passed quickly and neither of them wanted to jump to any conclusions.

“Hammer will be awaiting us, let’s go!” shouted Markus.

They clambered down the steep peak until they could again break into a run. Storming through the open ground covered in thick snow, they reached the dense forests. The downhill stint was a casual journey compared to the trek up, a refreshing one in fact. It was dark by the time they reached sight of the clearing at Hammer’s cave, a light wisp of smoke trailing from the hidden chimney.

They trundled on towards the cave, eager to rest their weary legs, but as they approached the last trees before the opening, a shadowy figure covered from head to toe, leapt from the darkness of the trees, kicking Markus off his feet. Bull immediately responded with a punch to the stranger’s face, ducked under and punched to his ribs, and a second strike to his face as he keeled over. Markus leapt to his feet and drew his dagger from his back. The stranger relaxed from his fighting stance and stood upright, pulling back the veil and hood from his face. It was Hammer.

“Never assume a situation is safe!”

Markus looked sheepish. They had walked into a trap that could have cost them their lives if it had been an enemy.

“But you wanted us to run, and we knew this place was safe!” shouted Bull.

“Sometimes you have no option to run, it is not an excuse for stupidity. The smoke trail from that chimney, no matter how subtle, is a prime signal to an enemy. You have been gone most of the day and with no idea who or what now rests here!”

The wise teacher turned and walked back to his cave, grinning to himself once they could not see his face. He was confident in the knowledge that he was able to teach them a lesson. However, he knew this lesson was a well taught one, no matter how unfair. 

Several weeks past as the two friends developed their strength, speed, timing and stamina. They had been there for two months when one morning they stepped out of the cave to find Hammer stood beside a table full of swords. It was the first time either man had seen a sword outside the cave since their arrival. Their primitive training made them forget the feel of cold steel.

“Gentlemen, we are weeks away from your departure, and you only have one thing left to master, the sword. Neither of you are at all new to the weapon, but you have much to learn. Markus it is especially important for you to be a master of the sword!”

“I thought you said to master the staff would be to know how to use any weapon,” said Markus, not sure what Hammer meant.

“Any two-handed weapons yes, and you both now undoubtedly wield them with the utmost skill, but now to single-handed weapons and their companions.”

“I like big swords,” said Bull.

“Yes, I am sure, but we may not always choose the weapons we favour, just as you found when I first met you, now, grab a sword.”

They each picked up an arming sword, not so different to the sword that Markus was issued with and had carried until the events at Raubuck village, though these were blunt, with rounded tips, and dull edges.

“The sword is a fine instrument of war, not a barbarian’s club. That said, the first rule should always be to hit your man, hit him before he moves. If he moves quick enough to parry, strike him on his other exposed side.”

“This is nothing new,” said Markus sarcastically.

“Certainly not, but too often the best swordsman forgets the very basics which made them a great fighter. Markus, stop my attack.”

Before Markus could speak or respond, the hulking teacher cut a strong diagonal cut towards his left collar. Markus parried with a vertical parry, the two blades clashing to a dead stop. Hammer shook his head in disgust.

“What did you just do?”

“I stopped your attack.”

“You saved your skin yes, but gained no advantage in the fight. The best form of defence will always be to kill your attacker. They can no longer attack you when they lie in a pool of their own blood. Do not parry with the tip of the sword high, do not waste your opportunity to strike as you parry. Now attack me!”

Markus cut to the collar, just as Hammer had done to him. Hammer parried with a diagonal parry, the strong wide part of his blade displacing Markus’ sword, and the point just a finger’s distance away from his face. Markus leaned back in shock, almost having lost an eye.

“A dead parry only saves your skin, a displacement with the point on line can defend and strike in one, or at least gain you a tactical advantage to strike back from.”

Their sword training continued all day, and for weeks after, until their time was finally up. On the day they were set to leave they walked out of the cave to the familiar sight of Hammer standing before them, as he always was.

“You have become great fighters, maybe half the man I am, between you.”

The two men both laughed, before all shaking hands and glad for the rigorous training to be over, but sad to be leaving a friend.  

“You have several weeks before an offensive can be launched to re-take Lienzberg. I suggest you devote your time to acquiring new equipment and recruiting some worthy fighters to your side. To the south of here, perhaps three days walk, is an old stone tower, huge in fact. It has long since been swallowed up by the forest but contains every piece of armour and weaponry you could dream of, and wild horses reside there. Men as capable as you should eagerly tame them,” Hammer explained.

“This tower, why has no one pillaged its wealth?” asked Markus.

“It is guarded by a tribe of savages. I have no idea where they came from, nobody does, but something keeps them there, and has done for countless generations. I can only think they worship the tower.”

“You believe we can handle them?” Bull asked him.

“If you can’t, then you might as well go home now.”

“Who built this tower?”

“We did, Markus, a long time ago, a hunting lodge for the King, a retreat from political turmoil. During a great war centuries ago it become a place for safe keeping many great artefacts, but has long since been forgotten.” 

“We can take what we want?”

“There is no one left, Bull, to care or know. But remember, no matter what your training and equipment, you are only two men, you would be wise to find some capable men to follow you.”

“Any other words of wisdom?” asked Markus.

“Only one, rumour tells me that the Karsians have summoned the power of Dragons.”

Markus shot a concerned look to Bull, for their mention was becoming all too common.

“Rumour? From who?”

“The birds, they speak to me,” Hammer answered.

If it had been anyone else who had said such a thing to them they would have laughed and called the man a fool, but their months in the Salbeins had shown them that Hammer was not a man to discount.

“But Dragons are only myths?”

“Markus, Dragons used to fly throughout these lands, many generations ago. Wild and savage beasts, which if controlled could be a devastating weapon of war.”

“You think the Karsians have such beasts?”

“I fear so, yes.”

“What can be done to stop them?” Bull asked.

“A Dragon can take many hundreds or thousands of men and weapons to kill, but there is another way. Thousands of years ago, seven swords were forged with the iron skin of the creatures, soaked in their blood and bound by powerful warlocks, far beyond my abilities. These swords, the Seven Swords of the Dragon Kings can kill such a creature with a single well-placed strike. They can emit fire in the proximity of the creatures and are the only thing they fear.”

“Do they still exist?”

“Many of long been lost or forgotten, Bull, but one remains in the tower I am sending you to. The sword has golden runes inset in the blade and a Dragon head upon its pommel, it is unmistakeable.”

“We will find the sword,” said Markus, “but do you believe our war to be just? Can I use the magic of the sword?”

“Defend our lands and defend our people. That is the just thing to do. Markus, only a true and loyal leader of the people can kill a Dragon with the magical powers of such a sword. I believe you are such a leader, ” Hammer replied.

“And revenge, how can I be satisfied?”

“I cannot answer that for you, Markus, but I am confident that your path will lead you to as much a conclusion as you will ever achieve. Remember the dead cannot be reborn, but the living can still be killed.”

Markus nodded, still feeling the bitter hatred he had before, but carefully considering his teacher’s words. 

“Thank you, Hammer, for all that you have done.”

“It has been an honour.”

Markus and Bull turned south and set off, not turning back, never risking a sign of weakness, thinking only of their mission. 



   




  

Chapter 4
 



Markus and Bull walked steadily all day through the Salbein Mountains, awed by the beauty of the place, but always aware that they could not afford to slow down or stop. The two friends travelled with nothing more than what they had about their bodies, and the staffs in their arms. The only steel weapon between them was Markus’ dagger, which he had managed to hold onto throughout their struggles. This did not bother either man. Since their months with Hammer they had the utmost confidence in themselves and the staffs they wielded, to take them through their next adventure.

“Back in Karsia, Bull, what did you do?”

“Soldier.”

“Before that?”

“Nothing before that, I have been a soldier since I could wield a sword.”

“Were you any good?” asked Markus.

“The best in my legion, and hated for it.”

“Should you not be admired for being the best?”

“Yes, but many men wanted the title of Champion of the Legion, and would stab another in the back to get it, especially a half-breed.”

“Is that part of the reason you were condemned to death?”

“Perhaps, what about you?”

“I worked our family’s land as a boy and throughout my youth.”

“Your father’s land?”

“It used to be, he was killed in Zwetsee.” 

“Tell me, Markus, why do you fight?”

“You mean, why did I join the armies of Werstria?”

“Yes.”

“Because my father did before me, because I was told how important it was, and how glorious. But there was always I felt that something was leading me to my destiny. And you, Bull?”

 “I joined because I wanted victory, I wanted to be the best, and remembered for it.”

“That’s an honest answer, and perhaps something we would all desire,” replied Markus.

“Then let us not desire it any longer, let us take it!”

They continued on with their journey, it was the first time the two men of the opposite regions had discussed their history and differences. All their time with Hammer had been so utterly devoted to their training that they had begun to forget its purpose. Up ahead they were quickly alerted to the motion of a rabbit bounding around, they looked at each other.

“Would make a fine meal,” said Bull.

“Do you think we are fast enough?”

“We’ll see.”

They widened their distance and approached the rabbit in a pincher movement, creeping ever closer. They got within a few paces of the creature when Bull stood on a fallen branch. The wood creaked and snapped under his weight, immediately startling the animal. It leapt to back off from the huge man, but Markus swung his staff down with perfect timing and accuracy, killing the rabbit instantly.

“Not quite as stealthy as you thought, my big friend?”

Bull smiled at his insult, he picked up the rabbit and slung it onto his belt ready to cook later. Many hours later, a good time before dusk, they settled to set their fire. It was not long before they had the rabbit skinned and over the fire.

“In all our training Hammer never had us fight each other, why?” asked Bull.

“My teacher always used to tell me that to learn you must fight those who are better than yourself.”

“He considered us equals?”

“Perhaps,” replied Markus.

“Me and you, who would win?”

“We are far more similar now than we were when we met, but you are still stronger, and I am still faster.”

“What wins in a fight, strength or speed?”

“I suppose you could say that would be down to what weapons we used.”

“Why?”

“Well in a fist fight, I wouldn’t like to face off against you, but with a sword, your strength would not be as useful.”

“So I win with fists, you win with swords, Markus?”

“Perhaps.”

“And with staffs?”

“Even, I guess.”

“Let us put this to the test, staff is the fair way to do it,” said Bull.

“You want to fight? Right now?”

“Why not?”

“We are learning to fight our enemies.”

“If you cannot face a friend to test your abilities, how can you face the enemy?”

Markus thought for a minute. He frequently practised with the men of his Wolf Pack, so the idea should not at all be strange to him. Despite this, he was having difficulties in comprehending the idea of a friendly fight with a Karsian. He had accepted the man as a friend, but this was something else. He thought for a minute, before realising that if he truly was a friend, he should not even be questioning the idea.

“Okay, best of five hits?”

Bull grinned as he picked up his staff and stood up. The fire continued to roar as their dinner cooked and they readied themselves for a fight. The light was going down quickly, especially in the thick wood. It was only a small opening that they had stopped in, large enough for two men to fight, but no more.  

The two friends circled each other among the trees, still wearing their furs. The light of the fire created long shadows, hiding many of their fine manoeuvres from the opponent. At first, neither attacked as they carefully considered their options. Both knew the other was a highly skilled fighter, and despite never having fought, they had seen each other fight against their trainer.

Finally, Bull thrust a quick lunge forward, Markus narrowly voided to the side and smacked him considerably across the nose. Bull grinned at the strike, impressed with his friend’s turn of speed. They circled further, until Bull thrust again, but as a feint. Markus leapt to avoid it, expecting a full attack, but Bull quickly re-directed to his intended strike, cutting Markus’ lead leg out from under him. He smashed to the hard ground.

“One all,” said Bull.

Markus got back on his feet, suddenly feeling the competitive urge that had not kicked in from the beginning. He stood, waiting for Bull’s attack, until the man became impatient enough to enter into distance. He cut down for Markus’ head, but Markus parried the strike, pivoted from the bind and thrust the staff into Bull’s chest, knocking the wind out of him.

Bull stood back up straight, gasping to get the air back into his lungs. Markus was feeling confident from his display of skill and he entered with a low cut, but feinted and re-directed the cut to Bull’s head from above. He saw the feint and parried above to his head, drove his foot into Markus’ torso sending him tumbling back.

Getting back to his feet, Markus grinned knowing they were even, an admirable sparring bout, but one final hit would find a winner. They circled each other for several more moments, choosing their tactics very carefully. Despite having become good friends, they were still as competitive as ever, just as Markus had been with his brother. It was in this moment that he realised what Bull had become to him, like family.

The men froze as the sound of heavy grunting resounded in the darkness beside them. They looked for the source of the sound, completely unaware that anything or anyone else was in their company. The snort rang out again followed by the roar of a bear, deeper than any animal sound they had ever heard.

They slowly stepped back towards the fire and away from the sound as the huge beast stomped into the light. It resembled a bear, but stood ten feet tall and with partially scaled skin, far larger than any either man had ever seen or heard of. They looked at each other, in part of surprise, but more fear. For a second they were speechless as the bear looked at them, and they were utterly unsure of what to do.

“Got any ideas?” asked Markus.

“Is he after us or the rabbit?” 

“Don’t care, he isn’t getting either.”

“Then you just answered the question, Markus?”

“Oh really?”

“What did Hammer teach us about the staff?” 

“That it can handle any situation in skilled hands, Bull.”

“Exactly!”

The creature growled, its ears back, it stared at the men, huge teeth protruding from its jaws as saliva dripped onto the cool snow. Markus lowered his staff point to hold the huge animal at a distance, Bull quickly following suit. Markus thrust his staff forward at the creature’s face, but it brushed it off with its snout. Without warning the huge creature leapt at Markus at an immense speed, he narrowly dodged it, the paws missing him by a hair’s length.

“Jesus, he’s fast,” Markus screamed.

Bull swung a mighty horizontal strike with his thick staff, smashing the jaw of the giant monster. Its head jolted to one side, but its body didn’t move. The mighty creature shook off the strike to its head and growled again.

“That could have gone better,” said Bull.

“This isn’t a fight to the death, we just need to make him realise we are more trouble than it’s worth,” Markus whispered.

“How?”

“Just keep hitting the bastard!”

Markus jumped forward smashing his staff down on the creature’s skull, before it could recover Bull followed up with a heavy blow to its torso. The monster’s body hunched and staggered slightly, it moved forward trying to snap at Bull, but he struck its jaw with the opposing end of the staff. It backed off a few feet, the two men closing in on it. Markus waved the tip of the shaft at the creature, threatening it further.

“Go on!” shouted Markus.

The beast let out a large growl, before turning its tail and slowly shambling away. The two men sighed in relief.

“If only you could saddle a beast like that and ride him to battle,” said Bull.

Markus chuckled, but he also agreed. He had never even seen a bear. They didn’t live in the vicinity of his hometown, let alone anything as astonishing as that.

“The staff may be capable in the right hands, but what I wouldn’t give for a real weapon,” said Markus.

“My thoughts exactly.”

The men went back to their fire and sat down, laying their staffs next to them and finally relaxing. They were still breathing heavily from the fight.

“We didn’t finish our fight,” said Bull.

“Call it a draw?”

“Agreed, now let’s eat.”

They eagerly dug into their meal, the only one of the day, no wonder they guarded it so vigorously.

“What Gods do you pray to, Bull?”

“None, I believe in my own hand, nobody decides my destiny for me.”

“I did,” said Markus.

“True, but no God swayed your hand. So, who do you pray to?”

“We have many Gods.”

“Why?”

“We need as much help as we can get,” explained Markus.

“But do you pray to them?”

“No, not in a long time, the Gods did not save my father, they did not save the western lands Werstria, the villagers of Raubuck or my brother. The Gods are either dead or they do not care for the actions of men.”

“Then you believe as I, that we create our own destiny, our own luck?” asked Bull.

“Yes, just as I saved your life, so did you mine, we live today because of the actions of men.”

The two sat pondering the situation. Markus had never discussed the Gods before amongst his Wolf Pack, it would have been a sin to do so, but now he had no care for them.

“And of women, do you have one?” asked Markus.

“No, I have been a soldier as long as I remember, I have no time for them, and you?”

“There was one girl, perhaps I shall return to her one day, but my duty to Werstria as a soldier has long taken me from that life.”

“It is never too late to go back, forget all of this war and return home,” said Bull.

“We both know that Werstria is on the brink of destruction. I could go home to a peaceful land tomorrow, but that life would not survive the year. Honestly tell me that it is not the truth?”

“I cannot. Karsia has long forgotten why they hate Werstria so much, but they will not stop until Werstria is utterly vanquished with its armies crushed, its women and children enslaved and its cities conquered. The King of Karsia and his son Prince Ozturk are cruel and barbaric. They know no other way.”

“Then we have only one choice, and that is to fight.”

Markus thought long and hard about what Hammer had told them about the very beginnings of the war. It struck him as odd that after escaping slavery themselves, the people of the west wanted nothing more than to make Werstrians suffer as they had, even though the current generations had nothing to do with that previous age. He could now see that they had to do more than just win battles. To beat the Karsians, they must either utterly destroy them or make them understand the reason for peace.

“Would the Karsians ever want peace?”

“Only as the victors of the war.”

“And then what would they do, Bull? Generations bred through hate and war, they would just stop? People like that can never stop, they will go on to create the biggest empire they can, becoming what they hated.”

“Likely, yes.”

“Then what are we fighting for?”

“Because we have no choice, to survive.”

“There must be something more, there must be an end to it all,” said Markus.

“You are asking the wrong man, I am a soldier, not a politician.”

Markus laughed, he indeed was getting into a complex philosophical argument, when survival was the matter at hand, and he had only a single friend left in the world.

“Okay, enough of that, what is your favourite weapon?” Markus asked him.

“I like big swords.”

“How big?”

“As tall as a man, something to strike fear into men, and you?”

“Mace, beautifully simply, easy to wield.”

“Really? I thought you would prefer a quick sword.”

“It was the primary weapon I was taught with yes, but when you come up against armour, a mace is a fine weapon.”

“Mmm, agreed.”

“You are the last man I would ever have expected to call friend, funny how events can unfold.”

“I can only hope I live longer than your others,” replied Bull.

They finished off their meal and lay down to rest. Despite the cold and harsh weather of the mountains, the tranquil night was a peaceful place to sleep beside the fire. It took Markus a long time to get to sleep that night. He had spent a long time in training, preparing for his return to the war, but now there was a constant building of anticipation and expectation. He still did not truly know how he would conduct the coming weeks and months, but time would give him direction.








  

Chapter 5
 



They continued on their journey the next day, a long journey through the tall peaks. Later they finally decided to stop for the night. There was no shelter near them, nothing but the thick forest as the night before, but their months of conditioning had taken the edge off the cold extremes. They gathered up as much firewood as they needed to last the night and eventually lay down to rest their weary legs, resting against the base of a huge tree, their fire roaring before them.

“Markus, what will we do after we have found this tower?”

“We will do what Hammer suggested, find some recruits. Leonzal is a market town to the south, we will likely find men to take up arms with us there.”

“And they will follow you?”

“I do not know anyone in the town, but we can be persuasive I’m sure.”

Markus knew that he only had a matter of days, or weeks at best, before the war would continue as the winter subsided. With the speed at which the Karsians had swept across the Ensee and enveloped Lienzberg, he knew that the King would be organising everything he could muster to take back the city. Werstria could not survive with the Karsian hordes having a foothold in the east.

Eventually the men fell asleep in the bitter temperatures of the mountain forest, awaking to a chilling and crisp morning. They had nothing left to their names, no horses, no armour, no real weapons, the only way was up for these two comrades, and they were eager to take what they could rightly win.

For half a day the two fur-clothed men trundled through the dense forests, ever further south, seeking the elusive tower that they were in search of. In the distance, they could see a beautiful dapple-grey horse trotting through the glade, confident and secure, clearly on its home turf. It appeared to live freely, but somehow looked perfectly kept.

“We’ll hit the tower first, but when we’re done, that grey is mine,” said Markus.

“No argument there, any horse that can carry me will do.”

 “We must be close now.”

“Any idea what we are facing?”

“No, this place is as foreign to me as it is you,” replied Markus.

“Good to know.”

They continued onwards, but slowly and cautiously, knowing they must be closing in on the tower. They were walking up a slight incline, the crest of the wooded peak nearby. Their pace got ever slower until they crept up to the edge to look beyond.  

In the dip below, they could see several tall and agile people walking about. They could just make out small parts of brickwork hidden behind thick trees and scrub. Two men stood attending a fire cooking a hog. They were dressed in roughly tailored furs and had long beards. They were simple folk, but carried themselves with some sophistication.

“How shall we play this, Bull?”

“Walk up and ask, no reason to sneak up on someone who is not an enemy.”

“And say what? We want to take everything we desire from the tower?”

“Worth a try.”

They arose from the ridge and simply walked towards the hog roast, brandishing nothing more than their staffs. The two men at the fire quickly noticed them and reached for a horn. The deep booming device rang out around the valley. Before the two comrades had reached the fire, a dozen of the rugged wild men surrounded them, each armed with spears or staffs.

Markus and Bull just stood still, eyeing up their opponents, calculating their response to a fight if need be. Finally, a man pushed two of his countrymen aside and forced his way to the front to observe the two strangers. He was immediately recognisable as the leader, wearing a thick gold chain wide around his shoulders, decorated with precious stones. The chain was of the type worn by the Werstrian Royal Family and Lords.

“I am Vesart, leader of these people, who are you?”

“Markus Handel of Moden, and my friend, Bull.”

“These are dangerous lands to wander, what is your purpose?”

“We seek the lost tower of the Werstrian Lords, to provide us with the weapons and armour we require to fight back against the Karsian invaders,” replied Markus.

The leader laughed, joined quickly by his men.

“We are the keepers of the tower, what it holds now belongs to us!”

“You did not make it or buy it, it belongs to nobody,” said Bull.

“Our spears say otherwise!” snapped Vesart.

“Please, listen to me. The Karsians are sweeping across Werstria, the winter is all that has slowed their progress. All that we require is enough equipment to arm us ready for war. If you do not help us, your beloved forest will surely be overrun before the year is out,” Markus said.

“We have lived here this long, why should these new people prove any more threat to us than the last?” Vesart asked him.

“They bitterly hate every Werstrian alive and anyone associated with them. You live and guard a tower of Werstria, what do you think they will make of that?”

“We do not care for the troubles of others.”

“We are taking what we want, whether you give it to us or we take it from you,” Bull added.

Vesart shot a piercing look at Bull, the hostility building in his face.

“You should be more careful with your tongue!”

“Ok! Let us not spill unnecessary blood on either part!” shouted Markus.

“Then I suggest you leave!”

“I have a better idea. Your best against my friend Bull here, staffs only. If your man wins, we will leave you and never come back. If my man wins, we take all that we can carry from the tower.”

Vesart stopped to think for a minute, clearly enticed by the idea of the chance to humiliate a rival without risking major bloodshed on is people. He nodded his head as the idea appealed to him more and more as each second passed that he contemplated it.

“Alright!  Yorlor!” Vesart shouted.

The leader grinned with delight. He was obviously a man who enjoyed the entertainment of combat. The tribe spread out in a wide circle in the opening before their fire. Bull pulled off the furs that were covering his upper body, revealing the hulking mass of a man that he was. Despite his vast size, he was a more agile man than Markus had first seen the day of the battle in Raubuck. The months of intense training had sculpted his body, removing any excess of fat and defining every muscle like a monument of the bygone heroes that decorated their cities. He was now as agile as he was strong. 

Yorlor stepped forward, throwing off his furs. Like all of the tribe, he was very tall, perhaps a touch taller than Bull even, but with a wiry physique, nimble, fast and well conditioned. Vesart stood watching them prepare themselves beside Markus.

“You are courageous men to walk into our camp without a fight, sportsmanlike to challenge us, but perhaps foolhardy in your plan.”

“Just don’t be surprised when your man cries like a girl,” Markus answered.

The leader chuckled before stepping into the circle between the two men who were awaiting their fight.

“The fight ends when one man is unable to stand, or he submits! Begin!”

They circled each other, looking for their opportunity to strike. Finally, Bull thrust out a lightning thrust to the man’s head, which he dodged narrowly. The shock of Bull’s speed covered the man’s face. These people were clearly not accustomed to meeting strangers who could equal their lightning fast actions.

Yorlor threw a feint towards Bull’s head before quickly re-directing with a powerful strike to his other side. Bull, just as quickly, twisted the staff across his body and parried it, and without hesitation smashed his staff into Yorlor’s face. The impact knocked him back several paces and left a deep cut in his nose, blood streaming from the nostrils.

“Your man is fast, faster than any foreigner we have met,” said Vesart.

The bloodied man shook his head to regain his composure and quickly came back on guard. Bull was grinning with arrogance and confidence as he awaiting his opponent’s move. Yorlor swung his staff in a big one-handed arch. Bull voided the strike and thundered a heavy vertical cut, which was also dodged. Yorlor’s staff came back around in a circular motion and crashed into Bull’s rib, making him twist in pain. 

The two men again came on guard at wide distance, each now understanding how capable the other was. Yorlor cut and was parried twice before he thrust a hard strike towards Bull’s head. Bull ducked under the strike and cut with the staff into the man’s groin. Yorlor reeled in agony, the staff falling immediately from his hands as his body keeled in pain. Bull did not wait for a response. He cut with the opposite end of the staff into Yorlor’s jaw, throwing him off his feet and unconscious to the ground.

The men around the circle looked in surprise as their tribesman pounded into the layer of snow, which still covered the hard ground. Vesart was initially in as much shock as the rest, before he finally stepped forward towards Bull. He walked casually up to the triumphant fighter who was unsure what to expect. He offered his hand out to Bull, who accepted it. Vesart slapped him on the shoulder with a smile on his face.

“Bravo! I am honoured to have such men among us, we will honour our agreement!”

Markus finally relaxed, relieved by both their victory and the reasonable nature of the tribesmen. He stepped forward to where Vesart and Bull were standing.

“You are not what we were expecting. We thought to find savages, but your speed and skill is impressive,” said Markus.

“We live here because we choose to live a simple life, not because we are barbarians. Now tell me, is it true what you say about the Karsians striking across the Ensee and through Werstria?”

“Sadly, yes.”

“Then join us for a meal, eat heartedly, we will prepare you some horses and you can leave in the morning.”

“We’d be honoured.”

“Excellent! Let me show you to what you came for, I think it will be beyond what you could have ever imagined,” said Vesart.

“What about him?” asked Bull.

He pointed to the motionless body of Yorlor.

“He will wake up when he’s ready, now come.”

The high-spirited leader led them beyond the hog roast and between some trees to a huge iron door. The stone building before them only appeared to rise to the height of a few men, and most of it covered, they could not believe that it could hold the treasures they had been told. Vesart hauled the heavy door open and stepped through. Simple beds were laid out across the room and it seemed to be where they lived, hidden from the world.

To the left side of the room there was a spiral staircase, which led both up and down. He led them to the stairs and picked up a lit torch from the wall, continuing deep below the surface. They eventually came to the bottom of the steps and into a huge room, though they could only see a flickering glint of steel reflecting in the tiny light of the single torch.

Vesart lowered his torch to waist height at the side of the room and a new light ignited, spreading quickly around the edge of the room. To Markus’ amazement the entire room burst with light, a technology he had never seen, but what was more marvellous was what the light revealed. The room before them was five times the size of the one above the surface, and barely a single space not filled with armour. 

Bull stepped forward, in awe of the magnificent full harness armours and the lines of swords that decorated the walls. It was the finest collection of military equipment that either of them could have ever imagined. The fine armours were fit for Lords and Kings. Shields bearing the old wolf’s head of Werstria lay at the back wall, the same wolf they had seen in Hammer’s cave.

To their right side lay a wooden rack of more than forty arming swords, each as outstanding as the next. Finely woven gambesons hung from a rack on the wall, but it was the back right wall that Bull was drawn to. He stormed across the room past all of the finest armour he had ever seen to a rack of greatswords, as tall as the hulking man himself.  He pulled one down with the grip as long as his arm, the guard was almost as broad, with a large protective iron ring protruding from each side.

Lifting the sword in his arms close to his body, a huge grin spanned across Bull’s face. The first section of the blade was wrapped in leather, up to a pair of spikes protruding from the blade. Markus laughed at the sight of his friend who was revelling in his find.

“We have never been called to use such weapons, but now I can understand why they exist. Take whatever you want. I am having three horses prepared for your journey.”

“Why are you doing so much for us?”

“Because we were once like you, our homes washed away by the hordes of the Karsians, and we can perhaps help you do what we could not.”

“Then ride with us, Vesart, we are heading for Leonzal to recruit some men to our cause, before heading north to help reclaim Lienzberg and drive the Karsians back over the Ensee.”

“My friend, we are all that is left of our people, we have long given up the fight of nations.”

“So what, you will just live as exiles, hoping to go unnoticed?”

“I am sorry, but we have seen enough bloodshed of our people. I will leave you now, stack what you want by the steps and I shall have it carried to your horses in the morning. Please, join us for a meal when you are done.”

“Thank you, your hospitality means a lot to us.”

Vesart took his torch and continued back up the stairs to the ground level. Markus turned back to the room, marvelling at the shimmering steel before him. As a poor and lowly man, he had never seen anything near the quality and completeness that the armour before him presented, except at a distance when Lords had visited his land.

“What do we take?”Bull asked him.

“Everything we can. This armour is more than just protection. It is a symbol of Werstria, a symbol of our power.”

He stood before a magnificent full harness, its construction deeply fluted and inlaid with gold. It was fighting armour, for a King. He stacked it ready to take and then turned his attention to the arming swords. He was drawn to a magnificent piece with an interweaving spiralling wire grip, and a solid silver pommel in the shape of two wolf heads, back to back. The blade was acutely tapered, with a strong spine running along the flats of the blade. It had been sharpened many times over.

Next to the swords, he picked up a solid iron mace, flanged and fluted at the head with gold inlay inset within the flutes, and a strong spike protruding from the tip. He passed the daggers but sentimental enough to want to keep his, the only possession he had left of his former life in the Wolf Pack.

Bull took hold of a single-handed axe with a long spike on the reverse side and a strong steel shaft, as ideal at opposing armour as Markus’ new mace. He looked at the armour, immediately drawn to a mighty harness, far less ornate than his friend’s, but breathtaking to admire in its masterful construction. The pauldrons had huge vertical guards that reached the ear height of the helm, an intimidating feature, which appealed to the man deep down.

Markus and Bull spent well over an hour salivating over the most outstanding array of arms and armour they had witnessed in their lives, and best of all, choosing their favourite pieces to continue with them on their journey. They took two poleaxes as tall as a man, with a large hammerhead, a spike on the back of the head and on the top and bottom.

Walking along the lines of outstanding workmanship, Markus stopped suddenly in his steps, looking at one piece glistening before him. Bull stepped up to his side, both unable to speak as they stared at the huge sword. It was as tall as Markus, gold runes and a Dragonhead inset pommel, just as Hammer had said. The guard had broad quillons and double d-rings, all blackened.

Taking the amazing weapon from the wall, Markus spun it around in the small space between armours. The grip was wire bound over a rough and mottled skin he could not identify. He was still not sure if he believed in Dragons, but it was a weapon to strike fear into the hearts of any enemy. A strange feeling came over him and he felt his father and brother were with him. It was as if he was in a trance, his ancestors were all surrounding him though he couldn’t see them, just a dark mist. It was as if the great sword was passing its strength to him. Then it all began to clear and he was aware of his surroundings once more.

Eventually after a long time waiting for their arrival, Vesart wandered back down in the tower to find them. He walked in to see Markus swinging a large greatsword, only marginally smaller the one his friend had chosen, the two looked like children given new toys.

“Gentlemen!”

The two men abruptly halted and turned to their host.

“I am glad you have found what you were looking for, but there may be one other room of interest to you.”

Vesart turned off to the right side of the room and pulled back a shield that was hiding a door. He took a large metal key from his pocket and unlocked the door. Before them was an eccentric collection of firearms, some barely recognisable as weapons at all.

“Before you is a selection of fine firearms, many of them are one-off, experimental and obscure. They may well be of use to you.”

Markus picked up an odd-looking weapon. It was three short gun barrels, lightly fanned out and attached to some kind of bracer to attach to the arm, with a single trigger and firing mechanism. He could already see its application and took it for himself.

Bull picked up a huge gun from the ground, far too heavy for most men to wield, likely intended to mount on castle walls. It had the furniture of a musket, but much larger, looking like a musket for a giant. When stood upright it was as tall as a man.  

Looking around the small room at the obscure selection of weapons, Markus took a four-barrelled gun from the wall. It had a separate wheel lock mechanism attached to each barrel, a bulky looking weapon but with short barrels. He took a satchel of gunpowder from a table and a bag of lead ball. Looking along the table, he saw a wooden box full of large iron balls. They looked like small cannon balls, but with match cords protruding from the top of each.

“What are those?” asked Markus.

“I believe they are hand held explosives, you light the match and simply throw them.”

“They could be useful,” Bull said.

“Alright, grab the box, and take what ammunition you need for that cannon,” said Markus.

Bull picked up the crate of explosives with a happy grin on his face.

“We have everything we need, thank you, Vesart.”

“No problem, now join us, the hog is ready to eat!”

That evening they sat around the fire dining on the succulent pig, a fine meal before carrying on with their journey. It was a pleasant reminder of the camaraderie Markus had become so accustomed to with his time in the Wolf Pack.

“Bull, that serpent on your chest, what does it mean?” asked Vesart.

He was referring to the tattoo, which all had seen on the man’s chest earlier that day. It was indeed something Markus had been curious about since first seeing it. It was not common for men in Werstria to decorate their bodies, except for criminals and other lowlifes. For this reason, he had considered it rude to ask.

“It is the mark of a Karsian Royal Guard, which I earned,” said Bull.

The men went quiet, looking in shock. Markus could feel the air of hostility growing, until Versat finally broke in to laughter. Finally, he stopped and spoke.

“A Karsian who fights for Werstria, proof that a barbarian can be tamed!” shouted Vesart.

The other men burst out in a deep roar of laughter. Bull initially looked put out, until he accepted the truth of the matter, that he had risen beyond the savageness of his people to become something better. He had found honour and righteousness by himself, and those who shared his beliefs had shortly found him. The men nodded in respect, accepting the barbarian as an equal among them, then they continued with their own conversation. Vesart looked to Markus.

“Do you believe you can take Lienzberg back?”

“It depends how many Lords will join the fight. Werstria is tired of war, its Lords content to hang on to what precious little they have left. But we must try, if we cannot reclaim the city and drive them back Werstria will fall, maybe not this year, or the next, but our children will live to see it so,” said Markus.

“Enough of this talk. There is evil in this world, we have all seen it, but now is a time to enjoy the hours we have, to share our time with friends. Tomorrow the war resumes, for tonight it is on hold!” shouted Vesart.

The fire roared on as the men talked, ate and drank through the evening until they were too weary to do so any longer. The two travellers were given simple beds in the tower of the Lords, a welcome shelter from the brutal nights of the winter, which still clung onto the land.

Despite lying in a comparatively comfortable bed to what he had become accustomed, Markus could barely sleep that night. He could only think of what was to happen in the coming days. He had anger in his heart to take revenge for his brother’s death. But he was also concerned that he would be able to serve his people and help in the great conflicts to come. And the sword, what did it all mean? Were there such creatures as Dragons?

Bull was out within a moment of reaching the floor, with no worries left in his life, he would meet each fight as and when necessary. Markus feared for his home country, having long been taught of the risks of invasion over the Ensee and what it could mean for the people of Werstria.

The west of Werstria had fallen long ago, and all Werstrians were familiar with the raping and pillaging encountered at the hands of the barbarians. Few survived that conflict, those that did, were put into slavery far to the west, or survived as a shadow of their former selves. Markus was just one man in a massive war, and his first battle had taught him how little one man may affect the outcome. However, Hammer had taught him very much the opposite. How men can be greater, more than what they were born to, more than equal to the sum of their enemies. Could he be one such man?

Markus lay awake for much of the night contemplating the incredible odds that they faced. He knew in his mind that they could not win, but something in his heart told him that he could make a difference. Over the voices of doubt that filled his head, Hammer constantly resounded in his thoughts. He had told him, the man that wins a fight is the one who knows he can. Markus fought the doubt in his head with all the strength he could muster, the fight of doubt and confidence ever entangled in a battle within his mind.

Eventually the fatigue set in and he fell into a deep sleep, whether he wanted to or not. His sleep was uneasy. His dreams were of his brother’s death and his Pack’s demise. He also dreamt of his father’s death, despite never having seen it, his imagination ran wild attempting to portray it. Markus never knew how his father died, only where, but he had always tried to imagine it as a heroic death, and his dreams usually portrayed it as such. His father filling the breach of the great city and fighting the hordes of the Karsians until his very last breath.

Morning came, the light did not wake them, but the increase in temperature did, just as they had been accustomed to in Hammer’s cave. Markus and Bull woke up to an empty room, not another man in sight, and much of what was in the room now gone. It was surprising for they had laid to rest in a room of men they considered friends.

“Where did they go? Surely we did not dream it all?” asked Bull.

“No, we did not dream it. Armour up, let’s move out.”

They pulled on their new arming jacks, finely constructed of the highest materials, a luxury they were not accustomed. The thinly bound flat ring riveted mail was a revelation to them, far lighter and more flexible than what they were previously issued with. They slung their sword belts about their waists and finally headed to the door, hoping to find the horses they had been promised.

Bull pushed the heavy iron door forwards until faint rays appeared, breaking through the thick undergrowth that kept the tower hidden. They stumbled though the foliage and out into the daylight, the bright rays initially blinding them. Markus was looking at the ground, trying to accustom his eyes to the bright light, until he could look up. 

Finally, as he did his eyes began to adapt and focus. Before him was a sight to truly marvel at, and one he could never have dreamed of. To his utmost surprise, thirteen men stood before him, armoured with the finest equipment that the tower had to offer, like the finest knights of the realm. The sun bounced off their fine armours, a beautiful sight. Vesart was at the front in an outstanding full harness, the wolf head adorning his breastplate.

“What is this, what are you doing?” asked Markus.

“We have lived here, beyond reach of the world for too long. We are but thirteen men left, a dying people. We can either stay here in hope of peace to grow old, or we can follow a man who has shown he is worthy. We are here to follow you.”

“What of your women?”

“They have long left to make new homes in Werstria to the east.” 

He drew his sword, placed the tip on the ground, kneeling before it. The other men behind him followed suit. The sound of metal clattering rang out as each man, fully armoured, knelt before him. Vesart looked up from where he was kneeling.

“Werstria is more a home to us than anywhere in this world, we will give our lives to defend it, lead us to victory, or a worthy death.”

Markus looked out at his new command, thirteen of the finest fighters he had met, not including Bull. Tears almost came to his eyes at sight of what lay before him, and the men who were ready to follow him. For the first time in months, he was beginning to gain faith in the possibility of victory. As two strangers riding into a town to ask for assistance he could be laughed away, but leading a company of knights, he would be given the respect of a Lord.

“Rise! Thank you all for your courage! I cannot tell you what adventures or horrors we may face over the coming months, but I can tell you that we will face them together, and together we will ride to victory! From hence forth, you shall be known as the Knights of Salbein!”

The men stood and roared with enthusiasm. He looked out across the clearing before the tower. Every man was fully prepared, armoured and with a horse, with more mounts awaiting them and their equipment.

“I have no authority given to me in this land beyond what I intend to take, just as all nobles have done before us. Bull, Vesart, you are now Captains of the Knights of Salbein, now bring us our armour!”

The two friends pulled on their armour, they truly knew the importance of presentation among a people who had lost hope and were ready to lay down their arms. They strapped their extra equipment to their spare horses once they were clad in steel. The two men were covered from head to toe in plate armour, with mail voiders filling the exposed areas under their arms. Every man was clad in glistening armour.

“We ride to Leonzal, we seek further recruits to our cause. We stay only a day there, before we head for Lienzberg. What I can promise you above all else is a fight beyond any that we have witnessed in this age!” shouted Markus.

Markus and Bull mounted the horses that had been prepared for them. Markus had been given the grey he had eyed up the day before, though now it was adorned with barding. It was as if Vesart had been beside them when they first spoke of the matter, or perhaps they simply shared an appreciation for such a beautiful animal.

“Markus, you know we have no authority or power in this land.” Vesart said.

“Officially, no, but we do have the look, the attitude and the talent! Being a knight is as much about acting as one, as being recognised as one. The country is in turmoil. We will be a welcome addition to any force that is being mustered. Act as you wish to be treated and be recognised as such,” replied Markus.

“I hope you are right.”

“Do not hope, hope is for dreamers, we are riding to victory!”








  

Chapter 6
 



Being deep in the South of the Salbeins it was just half a day’s ride to the old market town of Leonzal. It was one of the oldest towns in Werstria and protected by a completely square town wall that kept all of its inhabitants safe from bandits, thieves and smaller armies. The town had no standing army, but used Citizen Soldiers to defend its walls and border, equipped with basic munitions grade equipment and infrequent training.

From a distance, they could see that the gates appeared to shut on the side that they approached and the farmland before the walls abandoned. This seemed a strange sight in the light of day. Markus was already suspicious as they approached, but they could do nothing but investigate. They could not afford to leave without at least attempting to gain support for the war, nor could they not go to the aid of the town if they were in need.

The Knights of Salbein approached the northeast entrance to the town. As they reached the gates they could hear musket fire in the distance. The towers of the gates were abandoned watched over by only a single man and the tall gates were shut, an unusual sight in the middle of the day for a busy market district. Markus rode up and down the wall, trying to find some sign of life, before he stopped again outside the gates.

“Guard!” he shouted.

The man peered over the wall at the knights below, unsure of what to make of them.

“Why are the gates sealed?”

“The town is under attack by a Karsian army to the south!” shouted the guard.

Markus looked to his men in shock. An attack from the south must have meant that the Karsians had swept north from the base of Stocktl Mountains, a long way across Werstrian territory.

“This is grave news,” said Markus.

“Do we stay and help?” asked Vesart.

“If Leonzal falls, there will be no hope of taking Lienzberg back.”

“Then we fight,” said Bull.

Markus looked back up to the guard who was still studying their appearance with intrigue.

“We have come to aid in the fight, open the gates!”

Markus lifted the concave round shield hung from his saddle, turning it so that the guard could see the face.

“We are knights of Werstria, do not hinder our efforts!”

The guard nodded, he was concerned as much about infuriating a noble as he was of the attack they were experiencing, disappearing from view as he climbed down to the gates. A moment later, the bolts drew back and the gates swung open. The knights rode through and stopped at the guard.

“What is the state of the battle?” asked Markus.

“They have ladders at the southern wall and have been fighting for an hour already.”

“Then we have no time to waste! Let’s ride!” he shouted.

Markus kicked his spurs in and launched into a gallop towards the southern wall. The knights rushed through the narrow streets of the town, the sound of their armour clanging together and horses hooves echoing. The only sound they could hear over themselves was that of musket fire and the faint ambience of screams and shouts all mingled together, the sound of a battle.

The horsemen reached the perimeter and rode parallel with it until they arrived at the southern gatehouse where the fighting was most intense. Markus leapt from his horse and tied the reins to a nearby fence. Pulling back a cover over his saddle, he drew out the huge runed greatsword that was slung horizontally on the horse. He ran straight to the nearest steps and stormed up the wall.

The men defending the town were equipped in a rag tag mix of equipment, but mostly various forms of quilted gambesons, mail coats, shields, swords and spears. Those equipped with muskets along the walls and towers fired in their own time in a haphazard fashion. He pushed his way through a line of hand gunners and looked out beyond the wall.  

Several thousand Karsians were bunched up against the perimeter. They had no cavalry or cannon, a stroke of luck for the defenders if they could hold back the initial assault. The defenders had done well, many of the attackers lay dead among their orc comrades, and they had so far held at the walls. New ladders were being brought forward of the Karsian lines.

Looking down the battlements four ladders were propped up against the wall, and several Karsians were among the defenders, fighting bitterly. Markus lifted his sword ready for action and left the visor of his great bascinet open, thankful of the air and visibility. His armour covered his whole body, but it was magnificently forged and designed, far lighter than it looked. He ran towards the breach.

Gripping the massive sword with one hand on the long grip, the other on the leather ricasso, he held it like a spear, charging at his target. The Karsian turned to face him but it was too late, the wide bladed sword speared the beast, driving through his chest and out through his back. Markus drew the mighty sword back, blood dripping from the blade. He swung it back and now held the grip, the blade above his head. He smashed it down on his next target, the Karsian lifting his sword to parry, but the greatsword cleaved through it, slicing deeply into the orc’s head.

Looking to his right, a massive Karsian in fine bronze armour hacked with a huge glaive against one of the defender’s shields. The Werstrian was knocked to his knees with the force of the strike but before the savage could finish him, Markus swung with all his force. The blade cleaved into the Karsian’s collar, spewing blood over Markus’ armour and the man who lay cowering in front of him.

Bull arrived at the wall and immediately ploughed in with his new sword, eager to put it to the test, the rest of the Salbein Knights at his side. Markus stretched out his hand to the Werstrian man still on the floor. The man lowered his shield and looked up at his saviour in astonishment, he had a mottled and scarred face.

“Markus?” asked the man.

It was in that moment that he recognised his old friend Alix, who he had not seen since the fateful battle of Raubuck. His face was barely recognisable beneath his helmet and the scarring. Markus hauled him to his feet.

“Alix, I had no idea you had survived that fight!”

“Likewise,” said Alix.

The battle raged behind them as the knights and men of the town battled to save Leonzal. Within moments a loud horn resounded in the distance, shortly followed by the Karsian attackers fleeing from the wall. The men shouted and roared with the excitement of victory.

“They’ll be back!” shouted Bull.

“Alix, this is my good friend Bull, and Vesart. This is Alix, previously of my Wolf Pack and a man who saved my life.”

“As you have now done for me.”

“Bull, how long till they return?” asked Markus.

“A few hours, enough time to regroup and organise their ladders, they will want to strike before the day is out.”

“Alright, grab that box of yours, looks like we’ll be holding up here till dusk.”

Alix examined their equipment in detail, amazed at what he saw before him.

“What are you now? This armour is fit for a Lord.”

“I am a Lord, of Salbein, and these are my knights.”

“You never cease to amaze me.”

“Tell me, how did you survive?” asked Markus.

“I woke up long after the battle had finished, there was nothing left in the town but bodies.”

“My brother among them?”

“Yes, I am sorry. I piled some of our dead together and set their bodies alight, it was the best I could do in the time I had, and the only way to keep them from being treated as trophies by the barbarians.  But I had no time to finish my task and I am not certain your brother was among them. The area was still awash with the bastards when I tried to take the road back to Ambstern, so I did the only thing I could, head south. By the time I eventually arrived here, I was almost dead and the townspeople cared for me over the winter. How about you? Yours was the only body I couldn’t find, I had no idea what to think of it.”

“This fine man saved my life, and I have been preparing for the counter offensive ever since. We came here to recruit before heading north to meet the armies at Lienzberg. We could never have imagined an attack from the south.”

“Nor us. Several days ago the Ardian States withdrew their forces from their border, allowing the Karsians to travel through their lands and bypass our border defences. It is incredible the speed at which they have managed to drive north. Will you stay and help us defend the town?”

“Yes, if Leonzal cannot hold, then we are beaten before we have even started. If Bull says they will return before sundown, then we will set off in the morning.”

“You are confident of victory?” asked Alix.

“Yes, I only hope there are men left with the stomach to ride north with us.”

The fighters sat about the town walls for hours, eating and drinking where they had fought earlier in the day. Markus and Bull handed out the bombs from the crate, spreading them among the defenders and explaining how and when to use them.

Markus was propped up against the battlement drinking from a cup of water, his helm on the floor beside him. He could see the Karsian army out on the plain before they began to move on mass, he knew the time had come.

“Listen up! You may feel that you are fighting for your town, but we as a people are fighting for the survival of our nation! Defeat is not an option! A draw is not an option! A pyrrhic victory is no victory at all! We must break their army on these walls, because tomorrow we ride to a bigger battle!” shouted Markus.

The men along the battlements cheered with ecstasy, eager to spill the blood of their foul and barbaric enemies. Markus looked to his old friend Alix who sat relaxing on the battlement.

“Do you have many horses here?”

“A number in the stables and more at the horse trader.”

“We need all that you can muster, and as many men that are capable of riding and fighting. I don’t just want to drive them from the walls. I want the head of every bastard who faces us. They cannot regroup when they are dead.”

Alix walked along and looked up to the tower above their wall.

“Lena!” he shouted.

A soldier from the tower appeared over the battlement’s edge.

“I need a favour!”

A few moments later, the soldier appeared at the door to the tower. Markus was surprised to see the small and slight figure, until he removed his helmet, revealing the face and flowing hair of a beautiful young woman.

“Lena, this is Markus. We need to assemble as many horses as we possibly can. I am putting you in charge of this task. You probably only have an hour to do so.”

“No one will be keen to give up their horses, Alix,” replied Lena.

“That is why I am sending you, as many of their owners are upon this wall, you should not have too much opposition.”

“It is vital to the safety of this town that you secure those horses, we need to run down this army, removing the threat of it completely,” said Markus.

“I’ll do what I can.”

“Thank you,” said Alix.

She threw down her helmet onto the battlement below, still wearing her well-fitted mail coat and arming sword about her waist. Markus smiled with appreciation at the grace at which she went about her task. Finally, he turned to Alix, a wide grin upon his face.

“Why send a woman?”

“She is the Mayor’s daughter, and therefore carries much influence, and just look at her, wouldn’t you give her your horse if she asked?”

“True, but why is she fighting at the walls?”

“She is the equal of any man who took up arms to defend this town, and the Mayor is proud to say that his blood defends their homes, for his son is too young to do so.”

Markus looked out across the plain to where the Karsian army had retreated earlier that day. They were reforming at quite a rate, ready for the next assault. They had no cavalry at all, the barbaric people never being good at such a fine art as riding. The cavalry among Karsian armies were always their nobles, none of which were present this day. This told Markus one thing, this was not an army of importance, but more likely one sent to divert forces from amassing to support Lienzberg, and perhaps a cheeky attempt at trying to take Leonzal. The blitz across the southern lands may well have worked if the Salbein Knights had not arrived, for the town’s people were already growing weary of combat, their morale faltering.

Bull stomped back up the steps to the battlement with his cannon slung on his shoulder. The militiamen watched in awe as the giant of a man, clad in steel, carried a device that would take several of their best to manoeuvre. He heaved it off his shoulder and slammed it down on the battlement near where Alix and Markus stood. The gun was nothing more than a huge iron barrel placed on a thick wooden block.  

“That is not the weapon of a gentleman,” said Alix.

“Bull is a special kind of gentleman and one you well appreciate at a time of violence,” replied Markus.

“Does he intend to fire that without a carriage? Surely he does not understand the kick it will have?”

“Trust me, he understands, leave him to it.”

Bull lowered the back end of the cannon down, the barrel now as tall as his chest from the ground. He threw a large bag of gunpowder down the barrel, followed by a handful of wadding. He reached down for a box which he had placed on the ground and removed the lid. Cupping his hands into the box, he pulled out a huge pile of rusty metalwork, nails, studs and jagged pieces of unfinished ironwork that he had taken from the blacksmith. He simply poured it all down the barrel, followed by more wadding.

Markus walked down to his horse and took off the four-barrelled musket and his bag of powder and ball. He walked back to the wall, calling his knights to his side.

“I want you all to spread out across the wall, so that we have no weaknesses in our line, have the men use the explosives first. They will smash their first line and hopefully their morale. After that, all I can say is that we fight them on the walls until they break. The second we have evidence of that happening I want you to rush to your horses. We should be able to muster a hundred cavalry.”

“A hundred cavalry to ride out with? That’s crazy,” said Vesart.

“Then we better be certain they have broken. We cannot ride north tomorrow knowing there is a threat to the south. This is a perfect opportunity to send a message to the Karsian barbarians, a message of defiance and absolute stubbornness. They must know that it will cost them dearly to toy with us.”

“Let’s do this,” said Bull.

“Alright, spread the word, load your guns and be ready to give them hell!” shouted Markus.

The knights spread out across the southern walls of the town, ready to smash their enemy. Markus took up his previous position and laid the stock of his musket on the ground before him.  

“What on earth is that?” asked Alix.

He looked at the engineering marvel that was Markus’ new musket. The barrels were placed in a square pattern, two on top, two below. Each barrel was connected to its own wheel lock firing mechanism, and the wooden stock was engraved with hunting scenes. The lock was a mixture of finely crafted steel and brass components. The large trigger guard wrapped around four separate triggers, set up in side-by-side pairs, so that the inner trigger was revealed after the outer was fired.

“This thing? I found this yesterday, thought it might be of use.”

He grinned as he spoke. “Found it? I wish I had your luck.”

“We make our own luck, my friend,” replied Markus.

Markus began to load the monstrous weapon, no quick task. He knew that once the battle began he would not have time to reload it, but four good shots was a welcome start to the combat. He was also eager to put the weapon to the test, to find out if it was as effective as it was a marvel of engineering.

A deep horn resounded, the same they had heard earlier that day. The army in the distance finally assembled into uniformed blocks, a blurry mass of evil to the defenders. The blocks of Karsians stomped towards the walls of Leonzal. More than two thousand attackers approached the walls, with little more than four hundred to defend them. Every fighter along the walls readied their equipment, loaded their muskets and pulled on their helmets.

It was a long wait for the army of Karsia to get within firing distance, the beat of their drums thundering towards the walls. They marched at a slow and steady pace, a solid wall of bloodthirsty savages. They were a lightly equipped force, which is what had allowed them to travel so quickly. They wore only rough, padded jackets and simple mail coats, with open helmets or none at all, their faces blackened with a black paint that made them look like creatures of the night. 

“Fire at will!” shouted Markus.

Muskets along the wall fired in an almost uniformed volley. Men at the front of the Karsian column fell dead or wounded, but they were marched over, quickly disappearing unto the black horde. It was half a minute before the next shots rang out, the training and competence with the weapons was not half as good as Markus would have liked. He waited with his four-barrelled marvel, waiting for shots that he could not miss, knowing he could only use the weapon once in this fight.

The Karsians kept advancing slowly, ladders carried over their heads, and the beating of their drums causing the defenders’ pulses to race. They finally got within fifty yards, the musket fire seemingly causing little damage to the battle lines. Markus aimed his musket, the barrel propped on the battlement, giving a steady shot. He squeezed the trigger, and sparks flew from the spinning wheel lock mechanism as the barrel contents ignited and the shot punctured one of the Karsian’s armour, imbedding in his chest and the man dropping dead to the dirt.

Impressed with the result, Markus reached for the next trigger and took his shot. It was only seconds later, that he had emptied all four barrels, and killed an orcish barbarian with each. As he laid the rifle down, the first explosives were being tossed over the walls. Alix stood beside him with a torch as the men lit the match cords and threw them over. Seconds later the charges blew and explosions erupted along the Karsian battle line. 

Markus looked out at the carnage as the men beside him continued relentlessly to pepper the attackers with the charges. Fifty explosions rang out before the horde reached the walls, clambering over the heaps of the dead and horrifically wounded orcs. The iron shrapnel of the explosives had incapacitated huge swathes of the attacking force. The destruction brought before them was a surprise to the Karsians, but it didn’t stop their attack. 

Ladders were pushed up all along the wall, dozens of them. As one landed against the battlement where Markus stood he grasped his greatsword and as the first orc appeared he cleaved down onto his head. The broad blade drove deep into the beast’s skull, splitting the head down to the jaw, his lifeless body falling to his comrades below.

Bull lifted his cannon to his shoulder, pointing the barrel down over the wall. Between his teeth was a lit match cord. He pulled the pan of the barrel to the burning cord hanging from his mouth, the powder igniting and slightly singeing the stubble on his face. The cannon, erupting with a booming blast, knocked Bull back a few feet. He laid the hot barrel down and leant over the edge to see the result of his work.

A huge gunpowder cloud spread out across the wall, the horde below completely covered by it, the ladders disappearing into a thick sulphur fog. Karsian orcs continued to clamber up the ladders, bursting through the swirling smoke. Screams rang out from beneath the dirty fog, cries of pain and agony. Eventually, the cloud dissipated across the plain, revealing the horrific carnage below. Bull looked out at the bloody crater, at least thirty orcs were left in a bloodied mess, dead or dying. He thought for just a moment about those who he used to call his countrymen. Looking at the brutish and savage horde, blood hungry and sadistic, he turned his gaze to the townspeople and knights who led them. In this moment, he knew he had made the right decision and risen above being a simple barbarian.

Vesart stood at the centre of the next wall along the southern perimeter, Yorlor and Carl, another of his knights at his side. Vesart carried a curved blade two-handed sword, with a broad complex guard incorporating a knuckle bow that reached down to the pommel. As a Karsian reached the ladder in front of him, he swung a mighty blow with his huge sabre, cutting the head clean from its shoulders, the helmet still strapped to the head as it sprung into the air before falling to the attackers below.

Five barbarians leapt onto the wall twenty paces to Vesart’s left side. He saw from the corner of his eye as one of the town’s militia was cleaved down the collarbone with a two-handed falchion, and another thrown over the wall to the bloodthirsty horde.

“Carl, stay put!  Yorlor, with me!” shouted Vesart.

The two men charged across the battlement behind the men who were desperately fighting those trying to get over the wall. Vesart roared as he stormed at the nearest attacker, his mighty sword held high above his head, ready to end his opponent in one fell strike. The Karsian cut horizontally with his falchion, the strike skittered across Vesart’s hardy breastplate as his sabre descended on the orc’s head. The kettle helm he wore split and buckled, the sword reached its desired target. 

Yorlor rushed past his captain, smashing his steel round shield in a Karsian, driving him against the battlement. As the orc was trapped against the shield he swung his iron mace into the beast’s kneecap, crushing the joint and toppling him to the ground, quickly followed by a second thunderous strike onto the orc’s head. The mace cracked the Karsian’s skull, killing instantly.

A third Karsian swung a short halberd down towards Vesart’s head, but he lifted his sword at the last minute, parrying the heavy strike. Before Vesart could respond, the barbarian wrenched back his halberd, pulling Vesart off his feet. He let go of his sword and kept tumbling towards his attacker, empty-handed. Grabbing hold of the shaft with his left hand, Vesart punched the Karsian in the face with his steel gauntlet, and again until the orc fell to the ground. Without waiting for him to respond, he stamped on the barbarian’s head, the weight of his plate sabatons fracturing his skull.

Picking up the enemy’s halberd from the floor, Vesart thrust it forward, the tip driving through the throat of the orc at the top of the ladder. Instead of drawing out the weapon, he simply kept pushing forward until the lifeless body was thrown from the ladder, the weapon still skewering him.

“Yorlor!” Help me with this ladder!”

The two men gripped the ladder at the wall and pushed with all their might, the rough ladder collapsed down onto the men below. They both looked out across the plain and could see many of the wounded and demoralised Karsians were already stumbling away from the town walls. Markus appeared through the doorway of the tower that joined the wall sections they had been fighting on.

“Now! Now! Now!” shouted Vesart.

Markus ran back into the tower and down the steps, followed by the rest of his knights and the men selected as riders. They jumped onto their horses tethered at the fences below. The muskets above them continued to fire whilst the last of the Karsians at the walls fought as their comrades fled.

“I want to run every one of these bastards down, do not stop until the valley is filled with their blood!” Markus commanded.

He drew his arming sword from his side and trotted up to the gates, two men waiting for his signal to open them. A mere ninety riders were all they could muster, but he knew that the damage they could cause to a fleeing army would be horrendous.

“Open the gates!” he shouted.

As the heavy old gates were hauled open, Markus could see the backs of his enemy, many of which who were only twenty paces away from the walls. The other horsemen formed up in a column behind him, ready to storm through the gates. Bull rode beside him, his axe in hand.

“Charge!” shouted Markus.

They stormed through the narrows gates, quickly spreading out into an arrow formation as they cleared the walls. Through the pounding of their horses and the clatter of their armour, they could hear the roar of their allies on the walls, the sound of victory. The enthusiastic cries only made the fleeing barbarians run faster, but they could never outrun fresh horses.

The horsemen quickly reached the back of the fleeing columns, hacking their way deep into the lines. They butchered the Karsian barbarians with ease. In fifteen minutes not a single soul of the enemy was left standing. Markus turned his horse around to face the town, now a mile away from where they had begun. He looked back across the open plain, a trail of death and destruction.  

The horsemen were scattered across the plain, seeking out every last one of their foes. Markus looked down at his armour, blood was sprayed and splattered across the plates and dripping from his sword. The previously shining armour now dulled from the residue of gunpowder and the mix of blood and sweat that adorned his equipment. His equally dirtied and bloody knights rode back to their triumphant leader.

“God it feels good to get some payback!” called Vesart.

They could hear the shouts of victory and the excitement in the distance, and could just make out the sight of the men on the walls thrusting their weapons in the air in sheer ecstasy.

“We have made our stamp on history today, the beginning of the legend that will become the Salbein Knights. Now join me and ride to our triumphant return!” Markus shouted.

The militia and civilians clapped and cheered with excitement as the blood-soaked horsemen road back into the town, the knights at the head of the column. They were met at the gates by Lena.

“Come, my father will want to greet you in the Town Hall!”

She led the men through the town to the old stone hall, the political centre of the district. The doors were open, the Mayor standing at the entrance to greet them. He was an old man, the relief of victory beamed from his tired face. Markus stopped at the steps to the building and jumped from his horse, Lena taking the reins. He pulled his helmet off and dropped it to the floor, staggering towards the Mayor, his body exhausted.

“Welcome, gentlemen!”

Markus lifted his hand to shake the man’s hand, but stopped, noticing the blood still wet and soaking on the leather palm of his gauntlets. He shook them off and threw them to the ground next to his helmet, before embracing the man’s welcome.

“The town cannot thank you enough. You have led us to victory in this dark time! Can I ask your name?”

“I am Markus Handel, of the Knights of Salbein.”

“I am sorry to say I have never heard of you.”

“Well, now you have, and so will the rest of the land over the coming days!”

“You must be tired and hungry, please, join us as soon as you are ready, we are preparing a meal in the Hall for you and your men.”



* * *



Later that evening, the knights sat at the banquet table that had been prepared in the Town Hall. The Mayor, Anton, sat at the head joined by his daughter to his left, Alix to her side, and Markus to the right of the town’s elected leader. They had long since washed the blood and dirt of war from their skin and been given fresh clothing to wear, having nothing else beyond their fighting attire. It was a mighty feast that had been arranged for the victorious knights, with delicacies the likes none of which they had ever witnessed.

“Markus, Alix tells me you used to ride together,” said Anton.

“Yes, he saved my life.” 

“As did he mine today,” said Alix.

“Your arriving at our town was a stroke of luck so amazing I can only imagine it was arranged by the Gods themselves!” shouted Anton.

“The Gods have shown little mercy to our people, this war will be won by men, not by the will of the Gods. We came to this town to recruit men to our cause. Tomorrow we ride north to Lienzberg to join the fight to reclaim the city,” replied Markus.

“You believe we can take back the city?”

“We have no choice, if we cannot every town and city east of the Salbeins will fall within the year. We do not have enough fighters to fight on all fronts.”

“I can offer you little, for what we have we need to keep the town working and safe. As you saw today, we barely have enough capable men to defend the walls. But if this cause is as vital as you say, I will offer you thirty good men and horses for them.”

“Thank you, it is much appreciated.”

“It is not a loss we can afford, we have more dead and wounded from today’s battle than we could have imagined. However, if the situation is as bleak as you suggest, not sending men to the fight would be our downfall anyway.”

“I cannot promise victory, I cannot promise how many will survive. I can however give you my word that I will do everything in my power and fight to my very last breath to drive the barbarians back across the Ensee.”

“Alix? I suppose you choose to follow Markus into battle?” asked Anton.

“I do.”

“You have long repaid your debts to us, and fought admirably to defend this town. In return, I give to you my armour, I am long past a time where I could make use of it, and you will undoubtedly need it in the coming weeks.”

“Thank you, my Lord, it would be an honour, and I will do my utmost to return it to you in person and undamaged,” he replied.

“Father, I wish to join Markus, to follow him into battle,” said Lena.

The men looked at each other, unsure of what to say. All knew she was an able fighter, but none wanted to see harm come to her. Markus only wished he could prevail in this war to one day return to Leonzal to court her, in a time of peace which no man had yet imagined to be in near sight.  

“We are giving up many of our best fighters, including Alix, who will command the defences. If you too leave us, would you leave it to your aging father to stand upon the walls?”

“Lena, I am honoured that you would ride to war with me, and I have no doubt you would fight admirably, but your father is right. We strip the town of more than it can rightly afford already, you have as much a duty here as we do to fight for Lienzberg.” said Markus.

“Markus, you would have me do nothing?” asked Lena.

“There may well come another time when you have to fight for your people, but it is not now. This is only the beginning of the war for us. Do not be so eager to rush to your death, Lena. You have the respect and loyalty of your townsfolk, I suggest you use your time to train your citizens how to fight and defend their town.”

“He is right, Lena. I have been Mayor of this town since long before you were born, and no one else has the stomach for it. You are the one person who can hold the people together, and take charge of the defence of this land. From hence forth, I appoint you Captain of the Town Guard, accountable to myself only.”








  

Chapter 7
 



Markus awoke from a deep and comfortable sleep in a soft bed, a luxury he had not known in years. He was housed in the Mayor’s home overnight. He sat up in his bed, savouring the moment, knowing that he would not get another evening and night of such splendour and relaxation for many weeks, if he lived at all. The door swayed open to his room.

By force of nature, Markus reached for his dagger, always expecting to be attacked while he slept. The Mayor walked in, though shocked at the sight of Markus standing ready for a fight.

“Sorry, Anton, it has become habit to be suspicious of any who approach my bed.”

“I understand. Put on your shoes and come with me, I have something to show you.”

The Mayor’s tone was serious, but not one which would merit concern. Markus pulled on his shoes and doublet, strapping his sword belt around his waist. In this time of dire conflict, he would never remove his sword whilst his eyes were open, and kept it always beside him when they were shut. 

Anton led Markus out of his house. The old Mayor’s house was a traditional villa that had stood as the Mayor’s home for hundreds of years, barely changing at all in that time, a pleasant reminder of a time when Werstria was an all-powerful empire. They stepped out onto the cobbled streets, it was clear that Anton had more than just conversation in mind.  

Finally being able to relax and look around at the town in the light of day, Markus marvelled at is beauty. Almost every building he walked past was hundreds of years old. The streets were very narrow, it felt like he had stepped into an old world, far removed from the small village he had come from, and the training barracks where he had spent his more recent times. 

As they walked briskly down the streets of the town every passerby greeted them, some in recognition of the Mayor but many in respect of Markus, their saviour. Eventually they reached a large stone building with tall columns at its entrance. Markus had no idea what purpose the building served, but he knew it had great importance.

“This is used to be the Prince of Leonzal’s home, the seat of the air to the throne, long before the north became the powerful state it is today.”

The Mayor was clearly a proud man, and proud of his town. Leonzal had indeed been home to the Prince of Leonzal for many years, and it had been the seat of the King himself in a bygone era. The bustling market town was once the capitol of the Werstrian Empire, when it was little more than a number of villages and small ports. Leonzal had long since been left to stagnate and never developing beyond its roots in a simpler age.

Anton pulled a large iron key over his head, and unlocked the steel plated wooden doors. Stepping inside it was clear that the building now stood as a museum to the great history of the town, long forgotten by current generations. Anton pulled open the wood shutters hinged across the windows in the room. All around were items of the town’s long history, ceremonial swords, exquisite art, sculptures and silverware.  

“We have to keep this place locked, and guarded at night. It is too tempting for any thief to resist.”

Anton led Markus to the back wall of the front room where a huge banner adorned the wall. The cloth was of a deep red, though faded and torn at the edges. The wolf motif in the centre was worn and dirty. He gasped at the very sight of it, a tingling sensation running down his spine.

“Do you know what this is?” asked Anton.

“The Standard of Leonzal, my uncle used to tell me and my brother about it when we were boys.”

“The banner was carried by the Mayor of this town at the second siege of Zwetsee. That man was my father. After the Karsians took the city eighty years ago, my father led the charge through the breach of the city nearly thirty years later to take it back. He carried this banner through the breach personally after the bearer was hit by a cannon ball, his body smashed and the men around him about to scatter to the wind.”

“It is magnificent,” replied Markus.

He looked in awe at the tired cloth, shabby in its appearance, godly in its symbolic power. It was still attached to the ash wood pole that had carried it to victory all those years before, a steel spike at its head. Gold braid was stitched near the edge of the cloth, and the text LEONZAL sewn above the wolf head. Anton reached for the banner, pulling it from the wall and held it out in offering. Markus looked at the banner, afraid to touch such a relic. Looking to the man’s face, he knew he could not say no, and he knew what power it could wield.

“We face the darkest days the Empire has ever known, and there may come a time when not a single one of us will live to remember our great history. Lienzberg must be taken back, at any cost. Asking men to go to war is not a difficult thing, but inspiring them to want to, is how you will win. This banner is more than just cloth, it is the symbol of victory, every man and woman in the Empire would recognise it and can be inspired. Use it wisely.”

Markus reached out for the banner and took it in his hand. He was himself inspired by its very presence.  

“I, I don’t know what to say.”

“You need say nothing. You honour us as much by carrying it to battle, as we do in offering it to you.”

Anton took hold of a cloth tube from the corner of the room and took the banner from Markus to prepare it for the journey. He wound the flag around itself and the pole it was attached to until finally he pulled the cloth protective sleeve down the shaft covering the material completely, but allowing the spearhead to protrude from the very top. He handed it back to Markus.

“Now, you must be eager to leave, let us see you off in good speed.”

“Thank you. I promise you I will raise this flag over the city of Lienzberg.”

Markus quietly stood with the banner in his hands, still staring at it, despite the fact that the cloth itself was fully covered. He could not believe that he had touched the standard he and his brother had been told such heroic stories of. As a boy, he had always wanted to be with the famous men who stormed the city and raised the banner over it. He now carried that banner and had a lot to live up to, but just holding this great symbolic relic of Werstria’s Markus felt his confidence double. 

“Now, on to the subject of my daughter.”

“What of her?”

“It may have missed your attention, but she is somewhat enamoured with you.”

“She has not shown me as such.”

“She will. You have my blessing, and may that be further motivation, to not just fight, but to live.”

“Thank you again. I dearly wish that the years to come will allow me the privilege of returning to you and your family, which I would gladly make mine.”     



* * *



It was not long before the men that Markus now commanded were assembled in the town square before the hall they had banqueted in the night before. The Knights of Salbein again outfitted in their fine armours, the rest of the men in a mixture of mail coats, and odd parts of metal armour, brigandines and splinted armours. Spending prolonged periods in their armour was something no man desired, but the prospect of having to fight at a moment’s notice compelled them to do so.

Alix was pulling on the armour that the Mayor had so kindly given him, a well-manufactured and elegant harness. It was quite different to what Markus and the others had taken from the tower, smoother, with a more rounded finish, no flutes or protruding sections, streamlined in every way.

“What a wonder to see it on a worthy man, I never thought it would see the light of day again. This armour has served me well, thought it fortunately has only had to see light use through skirmishes years ago. I wish you every luck with it, may it bring you as much luck as it did me!” shouted Anton.

As the horsemen attached what little equipment they had to their horses and readied to travel, Markus dismantled the Leonzal Standard, it being a two-part shaft, joined by a strong bolt. He lifted up the blanket, which covered his greatsword and tied the two parts of the banner next to the sheath. No other man of his company knew of the banner, and he wished to save its introduction to the moment it would have its greatest effect. Markus turned to see Bull heave his huge cannon onto the back of his spare horse. It must have weighed as much as some men.  

“Lord Markus!”

He turned to see Lena stood before him. She was dressed in man’s clothes, with her mail coat hanging to her knees. A shield was slung over her back with a leather strap and her fair hair resting on the armour lying over her shoulders.

“I have waited for a man like you for all my life, a man I could love, and yet follow into battle. But as soon as I have met you, you are once again leaving and to a battle I could only dream of.”

The sentiment took Markus utterly by surprise, he had been mesmerised since he saw her for the first time upon the battlements the day before, but had not for one moment believed she could have been his. He honestly thought the Mayor was simply hoping that his daughter, who seemed more interested in fighting than family, would come to her senses.

“You fought well yesterday, but this is just the beginning of our struggle. You have a responsibility here, train the men well, and keep this town free of evil.”

“Will you come back for me, my Lord?”

“I promise it. I could not think of any woman in the world I would rather spend my days with, but this war is our destiny,” said Markus.

“Can I do nothing to persuade you to take me with you?”

“I would not dare offend your father, nor remove you from your much needed duty here.”

Lena opened a bag she carried over her shoulders, pulling out a red and white silk scarf, handing it to him. It was so light to the touch, like nothing he had felt before. The stripes ran the full length of the scarf, the scarlet shade so vivid. 

“Please wear this, as a token of my love, and let it remind you of me in the cold dark nights and the calm before battle.”

“I will indeed, though where we are going, I cannot assure you that I can return it in the condition I received it.”

“That you wear it and bring it back to me is enough. I beg you, please, do not forget me!”

“I can never forget you!”

Markus turned to his horse, and wrapped the scarf around the brim of his helmet, tying it at the back, the long ends dangling from the fine bascinet. He climbed onto his mount confident, but also knowing he could not waste a moment longer on luxuries he could not begin to hope for in this life. He looked down at Lena and her sad eyes staring into his. He turned and said nothing, for there was nothing left to say.

“Today we ride for Lienzberg to join with whatever forces the King has managed to amass. Between here and the city are two villages, Baden and Villau, we must try to rally further men to our cause before continuing onwards! Vesart and Bull, take five of the knights with you to Baden, I will carry on with the rest of the force to Villau. Get to Baden with all haste!” ordered Markus.

“Good luck to you all, and may the Gods be with you!” shouted Anton.

“We go where the Gods fear to tread! Good luck to all of you, may you hold fast, Forward!”

They rode out of the northern gates to the roar of the townspeople. A hundred yards beyond the town walls, they branched off into two columns, heading for their respective villages. Markus had no idea what chances of assistance they had at either place, knowing nothing of the villages except their names. He travelled everyday in foreign lands, never having seen any of it before except for on a map.

It felt strange to Markus to be fighting for their country in lands he had never known, but what was certain was that the people of Werstria were as one, united by conflict. The spring was truly setting in, the snow all but melted and the air fresh. It was a long ride before they reached sight of the village in the distance. It was a small place, far smaller than he had expected. Markus only hoped his friends found Baden to be a more developed place.

Markus was leading his men north to find the combined forces of Werstria and assist them. He assumed that they would be assembling to attack Lienzberg by now, as following the long winter they would be eager to regain the vital territory before the Karsians spread across the lands.

Riding towards the sight of the peaceful village, Markus could only think back to the ride towards the burning village of Raubuck. That day he had felt sheer excitement as his friends rushed to the aid of the burning village. He had felt invincible as he approached that village, ready for glory before victory had been won.

Markus thought of his brother’s death. Both men had been capable fighters, and competent riders, the best of their training school, but the reality of combat had been a shock to them both. They fared well against the recruits of their school, but it had not prepared them for the overwhelming number and power of the Karsians.

Looking out to the village before them it was peaceful and war had not touched its simple existence and the people who lived there. They galloped into the village, this time with Markus at the head of the column, Yorlor at his side. Many of the villagers turned to watch the riders coming towards them, already knowing why they were there.

Markus headed straight for the only building with two floors in the village, knowing he was likely to find their leader there. As they reached the epicentre, a tall proud man with a short grey beard appeared from the building to greet them.

“My Lord, what business brings you to our village?” he asked.

“What is your name?” asked Markus.

“Wolfgang, I am the leader of this village.”

“My name is Markus, I ride north to join the offensive to re-take Lienzberg. We seek any men worthy and willing to follow us.”

“May the Gods bless you, we thought we had been abandoned to the will of the invaders.”

“I am sorry to have to ask for men from your village, but if we do not push them back across the Ensee, there is no hope for these lands.”

“We will gladly let those who choose to follow you do so, but it may take some time to gather them up from the farms,” said Wolfgang.

“Then please dispatch messengers immediately, for time is of the essence.”

Markus sat down on the wall of the well in the village as the leader went about organising his people. He knew that any men he got in these villagers would be poorly equipped, but all allies were now needed, no matter their training or armour. One thing he was sure of, he would get strong and fit men from the farms, capable brawlers if nothing else.

Within an hour, twelve men had volunteered to join the cause and were preparing what little equipment they had, old gambesons and weapons that had known several generations. They looked scared, hearing endless rumours about the horrendous acts committed by the Karsians as they swept across the lands. There was little that he could say to reassure them. For the rumours were true and the reality often being worse still.

The sound of galloping hooves became apparent to Markus as he sat drinking a cup of water, awaiting the gathering of his forces. He stood to look out to the west from where the horsemen approached. His face went pale as the riders came into sight, and he realised there were only five, when he had dispatched seven. Vesart stormed into the camp, blood trickled from his cheek. The man beside him, Gustav, had a crossbow bolt lodged between his breastplate and spaulders. Bull was missing from the group, as well as Hans. 

“Yorlor, attend to Gustav’s wound! Vesart, step this way!” shouted Markus.

The last thing he wanted was to discuss a loss among the entire crowd of both his men and the people of the village. Vesart jumped from his horse and followed Wolfgang into his house with Markus.

“Markus, the village is overrun, they were already there when we arrived, ambushed us as we got inside. There’s a wooden palisade surrounding the village, we barely got out with our lives.” 

“What of Bull and Hans?” asked Markus.

“Bull was beaten from his horse by a halberd strike to his head. He was still when I saw him, but I should imagine the helmet saved his life. Hans was shot in the face with a musket before he could lower his visor, he could not have survived it.”

“Do you believe Bull could still be alive now?”

“If I know the Karsians, they will torture and torment him to a brutal death, he may have a few hours at best.”

“In that case we are going to get him back.” 

“You would risk everything for one man? What about the city?” asked Wolfgang.

“If we do not fight for our friends, what is the purpose of it all? I am going to Baden, and I am going to kill every one of those sons of bitches,” said Markus.

“How? We have no siege equipment, how we will get over their walls?”

“Wolfgang, we need half a dozen ropes, and something that will work as grappling hooks, anything you can do?” Markus asked him.

“I’ll work something out.”

“Get to it, we leave in five minutes!”

He stormed out to assemble his forces. All the men who he now commanded, now over fifty, stood in a crescent around the building, desperately awaiting news or command. Markus looked over to the well he had been sitting on. Yorlor was pulling off Gustav’s armour to get to the bolt as he writhed in pain.

“For those who have recently joined us, I dispatched seven men to Baden to recruit as we have done in your village. They were supposed to meet here. Not only have they not returned with recruits, they are two men down. One of those men may still be alive. There is also a chance that at least some of the villagers are prisoners within their own walls. When I asked all of you to join me, it was with the intention of ridding our lands of the Karsian invaders, and saving as many lives of our own people as we can. I will not leave our own people to die, nor will I leave this village at the mercy of those savages who will almost certainly be here within days. Mount up, time for them to feel cold steel!” shouted Markus.

Wolfgang ran out of his home carrying a bundle of ropes. He had attached metal rake heads as improvised grappling hooks, a practical solution to the problem and just as Markus had requested.

“Three, that’s the best I can do at such short notice.”

“Thank you, my friend, it is much appreciated. Please help attend to Gustav’s injury as well you can and then send him packing. We meet at the crossroads to the north.”

“When?”

“As soon as we can make it.”

“Good luck.”

“Make them pay, Lord Markus,” said Gustav.

“I can assure you they will.”

Markus kicked his spurs into his horse and galloped away towards the village of Baden. He had no idea what to expect, and knew the risk he faced attacking a fortified village, but there was nothing else for it. In Raubuck Markus was helpless to save his brother and friends, but now he commanded an admirable force, he would not let another friend die whilst he had the power to do something about it.

As they rode away from Villau they could hear the people cheer, as much for them as the men of the village they had given to Markus and his cause. He hoped that the village would remain safe throughout the conflict, but he knew that their chances were not great. The whole of Werstria east of the Salbeins was at risk of defeat within the year, but all he could do was join the fight. 





  

Chapter 8
 



Markus was galloping towards the village of Baden, praying that his friend still lived. The wide-open plain of the valley was a beautiful sight in spring, so similar to his homelands of Moden, and yet his experiences being so radically different. Back in Moden he had imagined the glory of being in the Werstrian Wolf Pack, but the reality was nothing of the sort. He now led more men than he could have ever imagined and wore finer armour than he had seen in his life, but he felt weaker than he used to then.

Growing up in the rural and safe easterly lands of Werstria, Markus had been fed the grandiose stories of the Empire and its vast and great lands. Never could he have imagined how close his country was to falling into destruction, slavery and death. He always wanted glory, but never responsibility. Markus had imagined himself following great Kings and Lords, being a great champion for them, not having the responsibility lying on his shoulders.

As he rushed to Baden Markus could only wonder, with the power and responsibility he had, was he now making the right decision. He was risking time and lives to rescue one man, and perhaps a village that could already be destroyed, its peoples ravaged, murdered or sent back to Karsia as slaves. They rode as fast as they could to reach the village, until Markus finally stopped them as they had just reached sight of it. He turned to look at his men, all were eager to follow his commands but equally as unsure about how they would breach the walls.

“You all know what is at stake here! We do not have the time to even begin to assemble the sort of equipment needed to attack those walls. However, they do not know as such. Carl, I want you to take charge of the main force, assemble in the woods within eyesight of the gate, I want you to make it look as if you are building ladders for an assault.”

“Okay, to what end?”

“I want their attention focused on you, whilst I find a way in. With any luck they will get cocky and march out to fight you, otherwise we will do what we can to get the gate open. Either way, be ready to fight at a moment’s notice. Vesart, Ulrich and Tobias, you are with me.”

“Good luck to you,” said Carl.

“To us all!”

Carl led the men on down the main path towards the gate of the village walls. Markus led his horse north through the dense woodland with his three companions.

“You know we should wait till night for this,” Vesart said.

“In an ideal world yes, but Bull might not last that long, and we have a pressing engagement to the north, I’ll be damned if anything will stop us!”

They could hear the shouts of the Karsians ahead, responding to the sight of the force that approached them. Markus drew his horse to a halt.

“This is close enough, tie your horses here, and get your armour off.”

“Why?” Tobias asked.

“We need to be as quiet as possible approaching those walls, and have you ever climbed a rope in full armour? We take nothing but weapons and shields that can be slung about our bodies.”

“I am liking this plan less and less,” said Vesart.

“If you’ve got something better I am all ears. Anyway, I saw your man fight back in the Salbeins and you are lightning fast. You should be in your element here. So how many men do you think they have?”

“It’s hard to say, Markus, we were set upon so quickly, it all happened so fast. I remember seeing at least twenty, but their actual number could easily be twice that.”

“Nothing we can’t handle then.”

The four men pulled off their fine armour, sad to be missing it, and feeling rather naked without it. However, the substantial gain in dexterity and speed was welcome. Markus strapped his sword belt around his belt, over his arming coat. 

“A crossbow could come in useful,” Tobias suggested.

“Alright, bring it along.”

Slinging his round metal shield over his back, they set off quietly towards the walls of the village. Getting ever closer to them, they could hear more and more shouting from within. The Karsians were clearly in disarray, unsure how to tackle the new threat outside their walls. This was a welcome sound to Markus. They had crept to the opposite side of the village palisade under the cover of the trees. 

Looking up to the single tower in sight, there was only one guard, the walls being empty. He was leaning against the inner wall of the tower, looking over to the ruckus of the arguments between his fellow men near the main gate. 

“Alright, looks like we are in the clear. Go as quickly as you can but keep quiet. When we hit that wall, we get below the tower as quickly as we can. Tobias, be ready with that crossbow, we will draw him over, you will only have one opportunity for a shot,” Markus ordered.

Tobias loaded his crossbow ready, carrying it in hand to shoot at a second’s notice.

“Let’s do this,” said Vesart.

The four men emerged from the woods hunching low as they hurried across the small amount of open ground to the walls. They watched the guard intently, praying that he would keep his attention towards the gate, or their whole mission could be compromised. Finally, they reached the wall, resting their backs against it. They breathed a sigh of relief, their pulses racing. Markus pointed towards the tower, telling them to continue on down the wall.

They crept silently along the perimeter, until finally they stood at the base of the tower where the guard was posted. Markus pulled his shield off his back, and his rondel dagger from his belt. He nodded to Tobias, signalling for him to be ready. The crossbowman turned about and shouldered the crossbow, aiming for the ledge of the tower. He nodded in readiness. Markus held his shield out and carefully beat the disc of his rondel dagger against it, loud enough to alert the guard, but out of earshot for anyone else. They heard footsteps above as the guard crossed over to their side of the tower. His hands rested on the wall as he looked out, but they could see nothing more. Then suddenly his head appeared over the ledge, looking straight down at them.

Without hesitation, Tobias released his bolt, which pierced the orc’s forehead, exactly between his eyes. He slumped over the edge of the tower, blood dripped down onto Markus’ shield. He looked at the fresh blood with both disgust and pleasure, nodding his head in admiration for the perfect timing and accuracy his man had displayed.

“Alright, ditch that, let’s get over the wall,” whispered Markus.

They took a few places to their left, as to be the opposite side of the tower to the main gate, and threw their improvised grappling hooks onto the palisade. Wolfgang had done them proud, a practical and quick thinking man. His devices did the job perfectly. Markus was the first to start climbing, the other three men following soon after. It was a far harder climb than any of them could have imagined. The weight of their weapons and shields made far more a difference to the climb than they had hoped. Vesart was finally content that he had removed his harness, now accepting the fact that he never would have made it.

Markus reached the top of the palisade and hauled himself over the wall. He quickly crawled to the side of the tower, out of sight of anyone in the village. The other men hoisted themselves over. Tobias slipped as he pulled himself over and fell to the battlement flat on his back with a loud crashing. Markus winced at the sound, praying it had gone unnoticed. He popped his head around the corner from the tower to look around, seeing if anyone had been alerted. The Karsians were still arguing among themselves, oblivious to their presence.

“No chance of getting to the gate, any great ideas?” asked Vesart.

Markus looked around, studying the village intently, trying to make some semblance of a plan. They had done a good job of sneaking over walls, but it seemed the village only had one gate, a simple and sensible defensive design. As he panned across the village, he suddenly stopped, catching a glimpse of the sun bouncing from metal. It was part of Bull’s armour.

Looking beside the armour he could see the large figure of a man tied to a small wooden structure, it was his friend, but his head was slumped down.

“There he is,” said Markus.

“Do you think he still lives?” asked Vesart.

“Of course, he can take any beating they have given him.”

Markus thought more about their plan. It was far from an ideal situation, and he had truly hoped that the Karsians would sally out to strike their main force.  It seemed they were not as stupid as he had thought and hoped.

“We need a diversion, but one that looks genuine, as if it came from within the village. Here’s what we’re going to do. Tobias, Ulrich, make your way towards the gate, get as close as you can without being seen. Vesart and I will head to Bull. We will release him and any other prisoners we can to create a diversion. Once the Karsian bastards are occupied with the problem, I want you two to get the gate open.”

“And what about the time it takes for the cavalry to arrive, what are we supposed to do?” asked Ulrich.

“You’ll just have to survive, just make sure they don’t get that gate shut again.”

“How do you suggest we do that?” asked Tobias.

“Grow some balls and act like men,” replied Markus.

“That helps,” said Ulrich.

“Alight, let’s get this plan moving. Once the fighting starts, I want you to show no mercy at all, those bastards are devils, do not reason with them, do not fear them and do not pity them. Hate them with every fibre of your body and butcher them as the beasts they are!”

The men nodded in agreement, eager to get more than their fair share of bloodshed.  

They set off down the steps beside the tower, keeping low and quiet. They could see no sign of the villagers. At the base of the tower they split of into the pairs with their own tasks. Markus approached Bull’s position with caution. He expected to find at least some Karsian presence around the prisoner. Looking back, he could see Tobias and Ulrich disappear behind a small wooden house. They were well on their way.

Markus crept very carefully from one building to the next, continually aware of the clatter his shield and sword could make if he was not careful. Finally, he reached a gap between the houses that gave a direct line of sight to Bull. Carefully looking around the corner of the building, he could see a Karsian sitting on a wooden chair taken from one of the homes. The guard’s back was facing Markus, and his axe lying against the wall of the house beside him.

Seeing his opportunity, Markus slowly drew his dagger and pointed for Vesart to continue working around the buildings, just to be sure there were no more Karsians in the vicinity. The background noise of the Karsians arguing in the distance provided an excellent cover for his movements. Markus crept ever closer, the dagger in a reverse grip and raised to the height of his chin, his body hunched and poised, both for silence and in readiness to pounce.

Sneaking up on an enemy from behind was something Markus had practiced in his training, but nothing had prepared him for the psychological elements of it. His mouth was dry, his heart pounding. He had constantly to remind himself to breathe for the stress of the situation was too much for his body to work as normal.  

He reached the man who was still oblivious to his presence. Looking ahead Markus could see that Bull’s head was still slumped forward, his body tied to a wall. He had no idea whether his friend was still alive, but the fact he was being watched and was still there, suggested there was hope. That was it, the time for planning was over and the time for action was nigh.

Markus leapt the last step, wrapped his left hand around the orc’s mouth and drove the point of his rondel dagger vertically down into the beast’s collarbone. The blade, which was nearly as long as his forearm, drove deep into the body until the rondel disc rested on his shoulder. The orc’s body spasmed as blood gushed from the wound, but his body soon went still, he never had time to make a sound.

Pulling the stiff bladed dagger from his victim blood spurted out from the wound, it was a grizzly sight. Markus hated the Karsian barbarians to his absolute core, but the sight of fresh blood and gore spoiling the previously pleasant Werstrian village was an unsettling sight. This was no way to kill a man, sneaky, unfair and clandestine, but it was the only way to beat such monsters. The time for playing fair was over.

A shimmer of movement caught Markus’ attention and he looked up to see another Karsian running at him with a sword in hand, the man must have been out of view previously. Markus released the dagger from his hand, letting it fall to the blood-swamped ground. He quickly reached for his sword, but before he could draw it, a dagger pierced his attacker’s throat.

The sentry immediately dropped his sword and clenched his throat as blood gushed from the wound. As the man collapsed to the ground writhing in pain, Markus saw Vesart standing at the other side of the opening, his arm still extended from throwing the knife.

“Thanks.”

Markus picked up his dagger and rushed to Bull, who was still lifeless. There was a bucket of water a few steps away. He picked up the bucket of icy cold water and tossed the contents into Bull’s face. His friend shook and shivered at the shock of it, coming to an uneasy state of wake. He looked up, expecting to see his torturers. Blood dripped from his mouth, but he smiled at the sight of his friends, his teeth red with his own blood.

“Ready for some payback?” Markus asked him.

“Give me a weapon and point me in the direction,” answered Bull.

Markus began to untie the thick ropes binding his friend’s arms.  

“Tobias and Ulrich are waiting to get to the gate open to allow the rest of our men in, but they won’t be able to make it without a diversion. We need to buy them some time,” said Vesart.

“Alright, let’s do this,” said Bull.

Vesart picked up the axe that lay beside the dead guard’s body and threw it to the friend they had freed. Bull caught the weapon and, with a look of glee in his eyes, turned immediately to head for the open thoroughfare where they would be seen. Markus pulled his shield off his back and drew his sword, the two men following their eager friend.

Stepping out into the wide-open space, the three men watched as thirty or more Karsians argued among themselves, completely oblivious to their presence. Markus could see Ulrich next to a building and waiting to rush for the gate.

“We need to buy them a good amount of time,” said Markus.

“And try not to die in the process,” said Vesart.

“Karsians!” shouted Bull.

The horde of barbarians quickly silenced their conflicts and turned to study the three men, in utter shock and surprise.

“You’re a pathetic excuse for an army! You stink like an ox’s arse, and you fight like women! Now come and fight real men!” he called.

The group of barbarians hissed and spat at his sentiments, it riled them up just the way they had hoped. Not a single orc among them could resist the chance to draw their blood. They drew weapons and picked up all manner of swords, axes and polearms they had propped up nearby. They began advancing in a slow staggered fashion towards the three knights.

Markus grinned as he could see Ulrich reach the gate behind them. They were completely oblivious to him quietly releasing the bolts of the entrance as Tobias stood guard. Now all they had to do was survive until the rest of their men arrived.

Markus raised his shield and held his sword back, the blade resting on his shoulder. The closest Karsian let out a battle cry as he launched into a charge at him. Markus drove his shield into the orc’s chest and threw him over his body, stunning his opponent as he crashed to the ground flat on his back. Before he could recover Markus thrust the rim of his metal shield into the beast’s throat, crushing his windpipe.

Bull parried a heavy downward strike with a billhook to his attacker’s head and kicked to his stomach, knocking the orc’s feet out from him and sending him flat onto his face. Bull swung his axe down onto the back of the creature’s helmet, the crown splitting as the heavy axe blade crushed everything before it.

A number of the Karsians at the back noticed the gate was open and turned to face Ulrich and Tobias who already had their weapons drawn and ready. Many of the Karsians began shouting to alert their comrades that the gate was open, but it was too late. They were already totally caught-up in their blood lust to kill the three men who had insulted them.

Just seven orcs ran back to deal with the gate, but as the two defenders began to fight, Carl galloped through the open gatehouse at full speed barging one of the Karsians with his horse’s barding and crushing him under hoof. He did not even stop at the sight of the first orcs, he simply ploughed on, war hammer in hand.

Many of the rabble who were fighting Markus and his two friends turned at the thundering sound of the cavalry storming into the village, only exposing them even more to Bull’s blood rage. The three men hacked their way through the panicking band of Karsians like they were butchering chickens. The cavalry scattered among the dispersed and disorganised barbarians, not giving them a chance. The men of Villau looked on at the bloody devastation with a sickness, but for the knights and soldiers of Leonzal it was a triumphant sight. They didn’t leave a single orc breathing but butchered them to their very last, giving them the quick and kind death that their enemy would never have done to them.

“Victory is ours! Hazzah!” shouted Carl.

Markus, Bull and Vesart stood in the centre of the corpses. All three of their faces were strewn with blood, their gambesons stained with it too. Markus and Vesart stood relieved of their victory, whilst Bull had a wide grin upon his face, satisfied of the bloodletting he had done. He thrust his blood-soaked axe into the air with both hands, as if offering it to the Gods, and let out a roar of triumph.

“Any news of the Hans and the villagers?” asked Ulrich.

“Bull?” Markus asked.

“Hans is dead, I saw his body being looted when I came to. I saw a number of the farmers locked in the church, which would likely have been burnt at nightfall.”

“Ulrich, get on it!” shouted Markus.

He ran towards the church followed by a number of the other men, praying that their victory meant more than one life saved.

“Any injuries? Everyone okay?”

“All okay, Markus,” said Carl.

They all turned and watched silently as Ulrich approached the church. They could see a lock and chain wrapped around the large iron handles fixed to the doors. He pulled on the doors but couldn’t break the lock free. Drawing his sword, he smashed it several times with the pommel until it finally broke. Ripping the door open with all urgency, he looked inside, motionless.

“Ulrich? What is it?”

Silently a figure appeared in the doorway, it was a woman carrying a child. She walked out into the daylight followed by more of the townspeople. They had mortified expressions on their faces, as if they had seen the devil himself. The group of just nineteen villagers stepped warily through the streets of their village, glad to be released, but still frightened by the events of that terrible day. They looked out at the sea of blood and bodies, but were not at all shocked by it. They had clearly witnessed far worse of late.

“Where are the rest of you?” Markus gently asked her.

The woman did not answer. She stared into his face, a tear dripping down her cheek. She again looked out at the heap of bodies behind him, nodding her head in satisfaction.

“They are dead, they killed all of the soldiers when they came to the village, many more soon after. They made the men fight them one at a time, tortured others.”

Markus sighed in anger and disgust, but he knew deep down that he should not have done so as this was the sort of war they were going to have to face. He was still unsure as to whether the Karsians were that brutal by nature, or if it was an element of their tactics, to put fear into the hearts of their enemies. The reason no longer mattered, they were fighting savage animals, and they would treat them as such.

“You cannot stay here. Pack what you need and go south to Leonzal with all haste. You will be safe inside their walls. Tell them what has happened here, they will gladly take you in,” Markus said gently.

“Thank you, for all that you have done.”

“I am only sorry we could not have helped sooner.”

The woman said no more, she only turned and walked away, having little will left to live or even walk, she had lost almost everything, and now her home as well. Markus turned to look at all the bodies that lay before him.

“We must cleanse this place, pile the bodies in the thoroughfare. We’ll burn them.” 

“Not Hans, I will not have him piled among these savages!” shouted Vesart.

“Okay, find him and arrange his funeral as you see fit. Where are the bodies of the other people that lived here?”

“In the pig house to the west side of the village,” said Bull.

“Organise a funeral pyre for them also, we do not have time for anything better. It will be a greater service to them than they will receive by any other means.”

The men tied their horses up and got to work. Markus and Vesart sat beside the horses near the entrance to the village. This is what the war had come to, death and destruction in their own communities. They had won a victory that day, but were having to send as many of their own country folk into the afterlife as their enemies.

“This is the price of war against the Karsians, Markus.”

“You can never have seen it with your own eyes, Vesart.”

“No, that is indeed true. But long have the stories of their ways been passed down through generations of my people.”

As they talked, four men carried the body of Hans upon their shoulders, walking through the open gate and onto the plain beyond. They were solemn. A victory at the cost of one of their closest friends was a bitter victory indeed.

“What will you do with him?” asked Markus.

“They will build a separate funeral pyre outside the village walls, so that we may see him on his way to the Gods personally. He was one of us and should not be returned to the soil with the poor victims of this place.”

“Go, see to your man, I will get things finished up here and be there to pay my respects before the time comes.”

“Thank you, and do not trouble yourself with his death. We all knew the risks we faced when we took up arms with you, but we know it was the right decision. We would only come to this end another day, better we do it on our terms and in the company of allies.”

Markus nodded in appreciation, before heading towards the other men who were piling the bodies high.  

“If you can find any weapons or armour worth taking, do so. Pillaging the dead is not a crime when they are the foul creatures before you!” shouted Markus.

He carried on to the west of the village to find Bull organising the bodies of the villagers. The few survivors watched in shock as the lifeless bodies of their friends and families were amassed before them. The men of Villau and Leonzal who helped them were white with disgust at the sights they were dealing with, but Bull was not at all fazed or surprised. He walked over to Markus and passed him a burning torch as the final preparations were made.

“People of Baden, I deeply regret the horrors which you have had to endure. But do not remember your loves ones and neighbours for the bloody end they met, remember the happy memories you have of them. Go now to a safer place, and know that we ride to right the evil which has plagued these lands. They will feel the cold steel of our blades, the might of our people and the taste of their own blood. Go now, in peace!” shouted Markus.

He threw the torch onto the mass of bodies and watched as it began to light, the survivors watching the last evidence of their friends and family removed from the world they knew. Then they turned and picked up what processions they had managed to salvage, and shambled towards the gate of their blighted homes. Markus caught sight of his tattered scarf and sadly thought of Lena, would they ever be re-united?

“Grab your kit, men. Vesart is making preparations for Hans, let us show our brother the respect he deserves, and send him into the afterlife as the hero he was!” Markus ordered.

His men stumbled back towards their horses, saddened by the work they had to do.  

“Ulrich, Tobias, go and fetch our horses and armour from where we left them, meet us outside the gate as quickly as you can.”

A short while later all the men, including their leader Markus, were assembled a hundred yards south of the village on the open plain. They had built a wooden funeral pyre as tall as a man, Hans’ body rested above, his sword grasped between his hands. The group stood in a circle around the pyre, completely silent. Vesart stood just inside the circle with a torch in his hands.

“Hans was one of us, not just of our people, but a Knight of Salbein. He died fighting for the lands we have called home since our very birth. He died with glory, in days when these lands must remain ours, and in the aid of the helpless. Remember him, for his spirit will be with us to the very centre of Lienzberg. That city belongs to the people of Werstria, and Hans, like all of us have given over our lives to fight for our people. Let us continue onwards, and remember his name, honour it!” shouted Vesart.

He threw the torch onto the base of the pyre and it quickly sparked into flames. Standing back and into the circle of men, Vesart watched as his friend’s body was consumed by fire, committed to the Gods.

The men stood watching the flames burn, whilst the blood and sweat was still wet on their swords and armour. They all knew that this was only the very beginning of the losses they would endure, because this was just the very beginning of their war.  

Markus waited until Hans’ body was entirely surrounded in flames and gone from sight before he turned back to his armour that lay behind him and continued to strap it back onto his body. He could feel the cold clamminess of his gambeson as the sweat was already beginning to cool. They were becoming an ever more dirty and shabby group. Their clothing and armour covered in the blood of their enemies, and the sweat and grime of war. 

One by one, the men stepped away from the pyre and headed for their horses, readying themselves for the journey. They knew they had to continue onwards to the city and be at its walls before the end of the day. They could only hope that they would be able to rest out the night without another battle. Markus looked at his men readying the last parts of their equipment.

“Today was both a significant victory and a tragic loss! That is the price of victory. It is a bitter cup to drink from but far better than the price of defeat, which would have all of us dead or enslaved, as well as every man, woman and child you have ever known!  We ride north to the city. I cannot tell you what we will find when we get there, nor what our plan may be, but I can tell you that before the month is out, we will stand within those walls!”

The men did not cheer. They barely acknowledged their leader. They all shared his belief, but with the body of their friend burning in the background, they could not summon the enthusiasm to speak or respond in any way. Markus allowed them their moment of silence, before turning his horse and taking the road to Lienzberg.

Markus wondered how many more would have to die for them to rip victory from the Karsians. So far he had lost many of his friends, and they had done nothing to reclaim land that was taken from them. Fighting an ever-losing battle it was hard to see how they could hold back the invading armies of the Karsians.

    

   




  

Chapter 9
 



The ride north towards the city was exhausting. The forests and open plains were beautiful at the start of spring, but it was hard to appreciate with the sombre feeling amongst the men. It was late in the day when they finally reached sight of the city.  

Markus had never seen city of Lienzberg before, or the grand capitol of Wolfdenberg. Only Ambstern, the smallest of the triangle of cities had he seen with his own eyes, and only in passing on the Wolf Pack’s journey to the Ensee.  

Lienzberg was a marvel to behold even from that distance. It was a multilayered city, with huge outer walls. Countless round towers adorned the stone citadel. Markus judged that there must be a quarter of a mile’s distance between the outer wall and the next layer, and an even taller curtain wall. Beyond that lay further more stone work from what he could make out.

The city was so vast he could only wonder how it fell so quickly, for even the greatest force should have take weeks to seize such a massive stronghold. Above the walls he could just make out the outline of black flags fluttering in the wind, the flags of the Karsians. He drew his horse to a halt and the men behind him.

“That’s it, men! At those walls lies our destiny!”

 He kicked his heels in again and road on towards the imposing stone city, which resembled more a giant fortress than a town, a symbol of the old power and wealth which existed in Werstria so many years before. Long gone was the great Empire, which they tried with every effort to hang onto. The Werstrians like to think of themselves as a sophisticated society, which was the envy of the world, but many were starting to realise that they lived in a crumbling and decaying society.

Seeing the banners of Karsia flying from their grand city was no surprise to any of the men under Markus’ command, it was the very reason for their being where they were, but that made it no less difficult to see with their own eyes.

The horsemen continued on their journey, taking the north road that would take them to the east side of the city. An hour later they rode up over a crest and the sight before them set their pulses racing. In the distance, were endless lines of canvas tents and the glimmer of movement among them, it was the Werstrian army. 

“Looks like the army made it before us!” shouted Vesart.

“Rightly so, they didn’t have to fight their way here!” shouted Markus.

“How will we convince the Lords of your status seeing as you are completely unknown to them, they could well consider us traitors?” asked Vesart.

“We are just going to have to do what we can. We should not be ashamed of who we are, nor try to hide what we have done. We have earned the title we have given ourselves, and God save any man who says otherwise.”

“You don’t have faith in Gods, Markus.”

“No, but that does not mean I cannot use their will to threaten lesser men.”

They continued on towards the encampment. The guard at the south of the camp quickly stirred and readied himself. Markus’ men were instantly recognisable as Werstrians, and yet they were disgustingly dirty, looking nothing like the men of the army so recently arrived. The soldiers of the Werstrian army were a colourful force to look upon with their puffed sleeve doublets and mix of bright and contrasting clothing.

“Halt there!” shouted the guard.

Markus led his column calmly up to the guard who stood with his halberd, his armour and clothing perfectly polished and in pristine order. He looked at the men, at the dried blood splattered across their armour and shields.

“I am the Captain of the guard, what is your business here?”

“I am Markus Handel of the Salbein Knights, formerly of the Werstrian Wolf Pack, 18th Guard, and I lead the men of Leonzal and Villau.”

“Salbein Knights? Never heard of you, I cannot allow you into the camp without permission of the Count,” said the Captain.

“Count Klaus Kohler? He leads the army?”

“Yes, but I cannot allow you entry.”

“Listen, Captain, my men have fought to defend Leonzal from the Karsian army which the Ardian States allowed pass through the north, and this morning we laid to rest most of the village of Baden, including a good friend of ours. The Count needs all of the fighting men he can get, and he will not find better than here.”

“Leonzal was attacked? My brother lives there, how is the town?”

“It was besieged by a force of several thousand, we broke them on the walls and butchered them outside the town, not a single survivor. It is safe for now.”

“Bless you, I will take you to the Count, he will want to know this information immediately. Come with me, but I must ask you to leave your weapons.”

Markus looked at the man, disgruntled by the lack of trust from his own people after the perils he had been through to fight for them.

“I am sorry, I believe your story of events, but we have rules, and I have never heard of you and you do not appear on our lists,” said the Captain.

Markus untied his sword belt and hung it over the saddle of his horse. He looked up at Bull who looked wholly unimpressed by their welcome. Then he looked back at his men, they looked weary and even angry. They had risked their lives and their homes to help the cause. They did not look impressed at their treatment.

“Listen up, men! I am going to see the Count, I will arrange for you to join me shortly. Rest easy for a while and enjoy the view!”

He knew the words did not settle his men, but there was little he could do when such proud and honourable men were treated as strangers in their own land. The Captain turned and allowed Markus through, walking beside him through the camp. They marched past line after line of striped Burgundian tents. All around them men adjusted equipment, sharpened weapons and prepared siege tools.  

“What is your name, Captain?” asked Markus. 

“Harro.”

“Where are you from, Harro?”

“Born and bred in Blundon, and you, Sir?”

“Moden.”

“And how did a country man from Moden become a Lord who could afford armour as fine as that, if you do not mind me asking?”

“My ascension to power was more by chance and combat than birth or money.”

“Sounds like an interesting story.”

“Maybe it would, if I had not just lived and fought in it, and seen my friends and family be buried along the way.”

“I am sorry, we had no idea that the fighting had reached the south. Anyway, here it is, wait here, Sir.”

Harro pulled back the canvas on a huge tent and stepped through, the cover falling back so that Markus could not see in. He stood waiting for several minutes while the two guards stood in front of the tent studied him intently. They stared at his dirty and bloody armour, desperate to know the story behind it, but also holding their tongue, thinking him a high noble for the masterfully crafted harness.

Finally, Harro pulled back the entrance to the tent and gestured for Markus to step through. Five Lords stood in the tent, all identifiable by their exquisite armours. One of them stood behind a large wooden table with a plan of the city, the others in front where Markus stepped in.

“Thank you, gentleman, please let me see to this matter,” said the Lord.

The four men stepped out of the tent, leaving only Markus, Harro and the one Lord standing the other side of the plans. The Lord was clearly a man of great importance, dressed in finery, a huge gold chain about his shoulders and the look of a confident man. Despite this he had several scars about his face, he was clearly an old soldier. Markus immediately relaxed, feeling lucky to be able to appeal his case to a fellow military man, rather than the scheming politicians that often made up the Lords of the land.

“I am Count Klaus Kohler, leader of this army, Captain Harro tells me you lead over fifty Werstrian men and have fought in the south.”

“Yes, Sir. We helped fight and destroy a force of several thousand Karsians at the walls of Leonzal.”

The Count’s eyes widened at the news.

“An impressive account, but how can I know you speak truth?” 

“You have my word as a Werstrian, my men and I have fought and bled for this Empire. My father died in the third siege of Zwetsee and my brother, Captain of my Wolf Pack, died at Raubuck before the winter.”

“Raubuck? Several refugees told accounts of a Wolf Pack who fought to the death in their village to allow them to escape.”

“It is true, but two of us survived, carried to safety by allies, Sir.”

“Harro tells me you also fought at Baden, tell me the facts.”

“After riding north from Leonzal, our forces split up to recruit men from both Baden and Villau. Our men were ambushed in Baden, one killed, one captured, we organised a rescue. When we got inside the walls, we fought and killed the forty or more Karsians. They had killed many of the villagers.”

“This is grave news. Tell me. In your opinion are the southern towns and villages still at risk?”

“Yes, but I think they may have a brief time of safety.”

“Then I thank you, you have done Werstria a fine service.”

“Only my duty, Sir, but I am driven as much by the desire for revenge as my duty as a soldier.”

“I will not hold that against you, we need men with your initiative and bravery. Now, tell me, you say you are Lord, leader of the Salbein Knights, who made you a Lord?”

“My sword made me a Lord, Sir, men follow me because they believe in what I fight for.”

The Count laughed aloud.

“Good man, you have the heart of a lion, I am forever surrounded by Lords who are weak and feeble. They are eager to forget and ignore the conflict at their gates. I will call you a Lord, and I will have every man among my army do so. I only wish I had generals like you among my army.”

Markus lowered to one knee, looking up at the Count.

“I have come here to volunteer my services, Lord Kohler, my sword and my men are at your service!”

“Stand, stand my good man!”

Markus took to his feet. He had longed to know a leader so capable and kind. 

“A Lord does not bow before another, only to the King!”

“I am at your command, Sir, what would you have me do?”

“You have done quite enough already, I will have your men billeted in the camp. I will have duties enough for you come tomorrow. Today I wish you to rest and relax among your people.”

“Thank you, Count Kohler. It will be an honour to re-take the city under your command, Sir.”

“The Gods themselves could not hold us back. The Lords meet soon after first light at my tent. Be here, and you will be briefed on any developments. Harro, see that these men are billeted and fed, they have earned it more than any man who bears arms among us.”



* * *



Markus sat on a log of firewood beside a roaring fire that night, Bull sat beside him. His armour was packed away in his tent, and his shoulders felt as light as feathers with the weight of his equipment removed. He had laid his arming jack out to dry and donned the doublet he had been given in Leonzal, not fit for a Lord, but he did not care.

The safety of the huge encampment of Werstrian soldiers was a relief to the men. But the imposing fortress, which dwarfed their army, was ever in their minds, light piercing the towers of the monstrous city. Markus felt weary, he could not have ever have imagined it would have been such a struggle to reach the city.

“That city, you want it badly?” asked Bull.

“It is the symbol of their victory, and our defeat, a wrong which must be righted.”

“And if we take that city, what will you do?”

“Whatever is needed, this has raged for generations and we have slowly lost more and more ground. Something must change.”

“You wish to see an end to the war, Markus?”

“One day, certainly. I do not yet feel that my brother’s death has been avenged.”

“Will it ever? How many men must you kill to feel happy?” 

“Coming from you? I have seen you in battle, you want for blood like a beast at its prey.”

“But only in battle. I do not seek blood and death, only deal it out when the time requires it,” Bull answered him.

“Then what is it you want in life?”

“Honour, glory, comradeship, women!”

“In that order?”

The two men laughed aloud.

“What will you do when this war ends, Bull?”

“I will think about it if it ever does. All I have known is war and my father before him, why should we assume or plan for anything else?”

“Surely we should all have something to look forward to in life,” said Markus.

“I do, nights like this, fine ale, a good woman, a good fight.”

“And that is enough for you?”

“It is as much as I think we can expect. Anything more is luck.”

“Well, I’m going to hit the sack. Whatever the Count has in store for us tomorrow, I can guarantee it won’t be easy going.”

Markus climbed into his tent. The simple bedding was absolute luxury to his aching body. He thought of Lena, was she safe? Was she thinking of him? He could see her beautiful face and longed to hold her. Lying back, he contemplated the hard days it had required to reach the army. He wondered if it had been such a hardship to assemble an army, how could they manage against the might of the Karsian armies? He was learning the harsh reality that his country had hung by a thread for so many decades, and he may not personally witness the end.

The conflict and strife between the Lords of Werstria was clearly a pettiness that he was going to both have to get used to, and be involved in. He had never been one for a war of words, so he would have to manage the Lords in his own way.



* * *



The heat of the spring morning sunshine beat down on the canvas of Markus’ tent, waking him from his uneasy sleep. He sat up in bed, still wearing his doublet from the night before. It was a slash cut doublet, his shirt visible through the slits in the torso and arms, and scarlet in colour. The design was flamboyant, but the materials and decoration simple. He buckled his sword belt about his waist, an item that showed his status properly, accompanied with his trusty dagger.

Markus was a man who had naturally taken to combat and leadership, but never had he been prepared for the diplomacy and nature of the Lords. He now walked towards the Count’s tent, having no idea of what to expect. Arriving before the mighty canvas, the guards pulled back the door flap and let him step through.

“Markus! Good morning! Gentleman, this is Lord Markus, leader of the Salbein Knights. A new order, but no less decorated, they have already fought two successful battles in the south,” said Count Kohler.

The eight Lords that stood before the Count’s table all offered their hands in a gesture of good will. Each of them was far more finely dressed that him, but his victories in battle gave him substantial respect. Despite this, none knew quite what to make of him, clearly not a noble by birth, nor a man of great wealth. Yet he wore the belt and sword of a noble, and led men like a Lord.

“Markus, I was just briefing the Lords on our progress. We have assembled many of our forces and the production of siege equipment is well underway, but we are still missing the men of Ambstern. They were sent the same call to arms of the rest of us, but as of yet have not presented themselves.”

“Holbein is a fool and a coward,” said Lord Cranach.

“Let us not judge him without knowledge of the events. We have received no news from Ambstern, and we need every man we can get. Markus, this is the first thing I ask of you. Go to Ambstern with all haste, request an audience with Lord Holbein and discover the reason behind his absence,” said Kohler.

“Count, I am a fighter, not a talker,” replied Markus.

“Which is exactly why I am sending you. You are a true champion, a Lord who proves himself in battle. Your presence may shame him into assisting us, if he indeed has chosen not to heed the call of battle.”

“And if he will not ride to Lienzberg?”

“Then we will have to fight without him. Markus, we have no time waste. I cannot spare any men from this fight, so return to us as quickly as you leave. Remember, you are a Lord, and accountable to only myself as leader of the country’s armies and the King himself. Let me make this absolutely clear! We need the men of Ambstern, as many as can be mustered, how you get them here is entirely up to you. As a Lord you may act as you please, and deal with the consequences as such.”

“As you wish, Count, I will do what I can.”

The Count nodded in gratitude. Markus could tell that the Count admired him, he saw the soldier within, a little of himself perhaps. It was clear that the Lords did not recognise him as one of their own, but the Count saw his potential. Markus could already tell that he was in for a battle of wills with the Lords of Werstria, they would not accept his status willingly. This was a fact he had already begun to despise as many of the Lords had seen less action than he had in the last week.

Markus walked back to their encampment where the men were preparing their breakfast and glad to not have to be readying their horses for yet another journey. Behind them the fortress of Lienzberg ever loomed over them, but it was a battle they did not have to concern themselves with that day. It would be a several more days before the siege works were ready and the assault could begin. 

“Knights! Saddle up, we ride on a task for the Count! Gustav, you may stay here and continue to rest that wound, Alix, you are in charge of the men. The rest of the knights, we ride to Ambstern!” shouted Markus.

He could already see the disappointment as the knights bowed their heads. They were relieved to finally have joined an army and been given time to rest and recoup after the fighting they had already participated in. Vesart walked over the Markus as he was strapping on his armour.

“It’s a tall order to ask the men to ride for yet another day, why are we being sent?” he asked.

“It is not our choice to ask why, the Count commands it. We all signed up to fight for Werstria, we must trust in the man who leads the army,” replied Markus.

“Being a leader does not make you right.”

“Then why do you all follow me?”

“Because you have proved your worth.”

“Then give the Count the same opportunity to do so.”

“That’s a fair point.”

“Vesart, remember we are all new here and have yet to prove ourselves to the Lords of Werstria, they have no reason to trust in us yet.”

“Then let’s do this right.”

“Agreed.”

Markus was glad to find his arming jack had dried out overnight, having turned it inside out and hung it next to the fire. It was a relief after the clammy sweat-filled garment it was the day before. The blood and sweat on its surface had now dried into a patchy mess, and his armour was just as dirty. It took far longer than it should have for the men to equip themselves for the journey, none having any enthusiasm for the task they had been set.

Eventually Markus and his dozen knights saddled their horses and rode through the camp to the east. The soldiers of Werstria stared at them intently as they trotted through the lines of tents. They had no idea who they were, but their armour and evidence of battle commanded respect. Markus knew that they would have to pass through Raubuck on their journey, the last place in the world he wished to see again.

It was not long on the journey when the old village came into view. It was completely abandoned, not a single person or animal left insight. Most of the buildings were at least semi-destroyed by fire, many completely flattened to the ground. There were no signs of the fighting that had taken place, or the slaughter of the few remaining civilians that most certainly would have followed it. Not a single spec of blood remained in the ghost town. Markus could only imagine that the Werstrians had it cleared before the army arrived, as to not to dishearten them.

The thought of his brother’s death weighed heavily on him. The two of them had promised to avenge their father’s death and fight the Karsian forces together. Never could he have imagined the short end to his life that his brother would face. He regretted not knowing what come of his brother’s body, he prayed that his own people had found his remains and given him some respectful end. Alix had tried his best.

It was a long ride to Ambstern, a boring and tedious journey, especially as they were heading away from the battle, which they had so desperately fought to get to. Despite this, knowing they travelled in safety did allow them to relax a little. Vesart rode to Markus’ left, Bull to his right.

“Ambstern didn’t send any men did they?” asked Vesart.

“No, we’re being sent to find out why,” replied Markus.

“Given the job of a messenger boy,” said Bull.

“Perhaps. Count Kohler believes they have chosen to not send men, and the Count wanted men who could be persuasive.”

“I can do that,” said Bull.

“I think it requires a rather more delicate touch, my friend, but if it comes to it, I’ll be glad I did not go alone.”

“You expect trouble?” asked Vesart.

“If Lord Holbein defied the King’s orders then how do you think he will feel about a self-proclaimed Lord and his battle-weary men questioning his authority?”

“Then perhaps we know why Kohler sent you.”

“Go on.”

“You are a blunt instrument, a fighter, not a politician. The Count will know it will rile up Holbein. It will also make him look a coward and foolish. He is hoping that with your very presence you can shame Holbein’s men to fight, with or without him.”

“An interesting theory, or we could have simply been sent on an errand, Vesart.”

“Kohler recognises the potential of men, and what you could mean to the common soldier. He is a wise man, I like this Count.”

It was long into the afternoon when they finally caught sight of the city. Markus had not seen sight of it since the day before his brother’s death, never could he have imagined returning under such circumstances. The city was nowhere near the grandiose size and structure of Lienzberg, but it was impressive in its own right.

The Salbein Knights arrived at the long ramp up to the city’s gates, passing farmers who were travelling in and out of the city with supplies, as if completely oblivious to the state of war and invasion that the Kingdom faced.  

“You would think they didn’t know there was a war on,” said Vesart.

Several of the farmers walked past looked up at the Knights in disgust, though they didn’t know why they would do this. The Knights rode up to the entrance where two men stood on guard.

“What is your business here?” shouted the guard.

“I am at the command of Count Klaus Kohler, and request an audience with Lord Holbein!” Markus shouted in response.

“Wait here!”

The guard disappeared through the open gates into the town. The knights were left waiting for more than was a polite amount of time, and were getting ever more tired of the situation. The people who walked in and out of the town passing them looked in either surprise or disgust. It was clear that nobody they had seen had the stomach for war, and they saw them as harbingers of it. Finally, the guard appeared at the gate again, though he did not look inviting.

“His Lordship will see you, but your weapons must be checked in at the gates first.”

“We are Knights of Werstria, and you would have us lay down our arms? This is an outrage!” shouted Vesart.

“Vesart, calm yourself, we will abide by the Lord’s rule in his city,” said Markus.

He hated the situation as much as his men did, but there was nothing else for it. They would not be allowed into the city by any other means, and they would not go back to the Count empty handed. The men climbed down from their horses and tied them at the rack outside the wall. Stepping through into the city, they removed their weapon belts and handed them to the guard, before being led through the streets towards the Great Hall.

It was only a short walk to the Lord’s Hall, the city being less than half the size of Lienzberg. Traipsing through the streets with their full armour, and yet no weapons they felt oddly naked, especially with the manner in which they were scornfully watched. The guards marched them to the Lord’s Hall as if they were to be put on a charge. Markus was not yet used to the way a Lord should be treated but he understood that he was already being mocked, before the city’s Lord knew who he was.

As they approached the huge doors to the Hall, the guards at its entrance heaved them open, allowing them to pass through, a guard always before them.

“Stop here! You may take only two men into the Lord’s Chamber.”

“We are on the orders of the Count, not an enemy’s messenger,” said Markus.

“I do not care if you are Count Kohler himself, my Lord Holbein has strict orders as to those who wish to visit his chambers.”

Markus nodded to Bull and Vesart, he could already feel the hostility brewing. The Lord was sitting at a huge wooden table with six men and two women beside him, all nobles. He wore his daily finery and fur cloak and he clearly had no intention of going anywhere, as if he had never received the call to battle at all.

“Lord Holbein, I give you Lord Handel of Salbein!” shouted the guard.

The room went silent, the Lord squinting to try and recognise any of the three men before him. The nobles beside him looked in disgust, shaking their heads at the filthy clothing and armour of the knights. Markus could already tell that this was not going to be a pleasant conversation.

“Lord Holbein, I bring word from Count Klaus Kohler,” said Markus.

“What of it?” asked Holbein.

“He requests you travel immediately with all the men you can muster to the gates of Lienzberg, where our armies await battle.”

“I thought he would have gotten the message that we remain within our walls, by the lack of our presence!”

The nobles around him laughed at the Lord’s words, but Markus disliked the man more for every second that passed.

“My Lord, the Count does not have a sense of humour when it comes to the safety of our Kingdom and all of our lives. I ask you again, please raise your army and march to the city.”

“You are starting to bore me, messenger boy. I have given my answer, and no man may tell me otherwise!”

“Then you disobey the King’s orders to battle, and refuse to fight for your country and its people?”

Holbein jumped up from his chair, shaking with rage.

“A Lord does not refuse an order, he chooses not to respond to a request! Lienzberg fell in a matter of days and the easterly lands of Werstria will soon fall with the coming of the spring! Only here, in the north, defended by the Salbeins to the south, and Blundon to the north, may we hold what little we have left!”

“Our people are fighting and dying so that you may live a peaceful existence, we are fighting for the very survival of our people and great nation, and you would do nothing?” Markus asked him.

“We will defend our lands and those to the east, we will not risk any men in a foolish battle to the west!”

“If the west falls to the Karsians you will not survive a year!”

“I have heard quite enough of your wisdom, Sir! I have rather more experience in these matters than a farmer who wears finery and calls himself a Lord!”

“Then I call you a fool and a coward!” shouted Markus.

“You would insult me in my own house! You are a pathetic excuse for a man. You are not a Lord, not a Knight! You are a peasant in a Lord’s armour! Guards, remove these men!”

“I will not leave empty handed!”

“You will leave by will or you will be sent to the dungeons for your insolence!”

“I am a Lord of Werstria, and will be treated as such! Any man who dares lay a hand on me will meet the same end as the Karsian scum that I have already despatched from this world!”

“Your words do not frighten me, boy! I am Lord here, and I will not tolerate this insolence any longer! Guards!”

The eight guards around the chamber approached Markus and his two friends with halberds. Looking at the finery of their clothing, and the manner in which they moved and held their weapons, it was clear that they had spent more time in the Lord’s Hall than on the training field.  

Markus looked at his men, looking to see if they would support him if he opposed a Lord in his Hall. Markus would never choose to fight a noble of the Kingdom, but neither would he return without the army that the Count needed. Tough times required tough actions.

Markus looked back as the guards approached them. As the spear point of the first man’s halberd closed against Markus, he reached for the head and ripped the shaft from the man’s grip, throwing it to the ground.

All eight of the men rushed at the three armour clad-knights. A vicious fight ensued where Markus and his two friends did all that they could to not seriously harm the disillusioned guards. With their lightning fast timing, the men ducked and voided the guards’ strikes, disarming when they could and striking with punches, elbows and kicks at every opportunity.

Within minutes, four of the guards lay unconscious on the floor, two having surrendered, and another two nursing their wounds at the sidewalls. Lord Holbein looked on in a panic. Markus stepped up to the table and grabbed him by his collar, wrenching him over the table and onto the wooden floor. He landed hard and rolled several times to a standstill.

Getting back to his feet with a sigh of pain, the Lord drew a knife from his belt. He looked at Markus with utter spite and hatred, a true envious coward. He ran at Markus in a fit of rage, trying to strike down with a hammer grip to Markus’ collar, exposed because he was not wearing his mail coif and helmet. Markus parried with his arms crossed above him and then quickly gripping the weapon with his right hand and drove his left elbow into Holbein’s shoulder, twisting his arm in its socket and driving his face down into the floor.

The coward’s face smashed into the floor, a feeling of pain and humility he had never known, letting out of a cry of agony as he was pinned to the ground. Markus looked up with a satisfied grin to his men, there were few things as gratifying as putting a coward and bully in his place.

“Lord Holbein, you are a disgrace to your country and to your family before you. I cannot force you to go to war, and I would not want to stand beside you in battle!”

“I’ll do anything, please!” he squirmed.

“You will order a muster of your soldiers, and I shall address them personally, seeing as you cannot be trusted with the safety and order of the land. I will force no man to go to war, they can decide for themselves who will follow me at the Count’s command,” said Markus.

With his face still wedged against the floor, he could do little more than mutter his words.

“This is my city, you have no rule here,” cried Holbein.

Markus released his grip from the Lord and stood back up. Holbein got to his feet, blood dripping from his nose. He was red with anger, but also utterly at Markus’ will. Markus slapped the shamed Lord about the face. He looked up in a rage.

“How dare you!” he shouted

Markus looked unimpressed. He slapped the Lord again, harder this time.

“Rule is given to men who deserve it or those capable enough to take it, you are neither. You despise me because I am not of noble birth, but you are the dirt beneath my feet, I will have no more of your insults!” shouted Markus.

“Why should I do this for you? What are you going to do if I say no?” 

Markus picked up the Lord’s dagger from the ground with his right hand. With his left, he grabbed at the doublet of Holbein and slammed him back against the table. He pushed the dagger into the man’s body, just enough to draw blood. Holbein winced at the minor wound. He was clearly a stranger to pain, never having had to fight his own battles.

“A real Lord might treat you as your title requires, but as you have already said, I am not a real Lord, and I can treat you however I like while you are so pathetic and helpless to do anything about it. We entered this room unarmed and were set upon by your men, it would be unfortunate if you were killed in self defence, for we came meaning no harm, and on the Count’s orders.”

Holbein looked over to one of the guards who lay against the wall, hunched over and reeling from the stomach punch he had received.

“Do it, call our men to the yard, assemble our forces!” shouted Holbein.

Markus released his grip on the Lord. Holbein was beaten this day, but Markus was well aware that this man would cause more trouble in the future. He had made an enemy within his own land, but he knew there was nothing left for it. Without success at Lienzberg, the Kingdom would almost certainly fall before the year was out. He looked to one of the guards who had surrendered.

“Go and fetch our sword belts. Bull, take two of the men and escort him.”

Horns rang out throughout the city, the call for the fighting men of the city to assemble. Markus knew he had not acted as any Lord would, but he thought more about Vesart’s assessment of the situation. Perhaps the Count did indeed send him as the blunt instrument he knew he was. He found it truly astonishing that there were men in power in Werstria with so little backbone and sense.

He turned to Vesart who stood with a wide grin on his face, amused by the whole situation. The guards around them stumbled to their feet, still wincing in pain and bleeding from several superficial wounds.



* * *



The knights stood beside Lord Holbein at his balcony looking out across the three thousand men who had mustered inside the city. It was a marvel to wonder at, Markus could only hope to convince a portion of the army to follow him. The courtyard was awash with the shine of armour and the flamboyance of their colourful clothing. Most of the men carried pikes and halberds, not all ideal for the fighting they were to march to, but better to have the soldiers than not.

Markus stared at Lord Holbein, who looked more uncomfortable than ever. He looked down to see Markus gripping the hilt of his sword, he knew he had no choice left, sweat dripped from his brow, he had the look of a defeated man.

“Men of Ambstern, I give you Lord Markus Handel, representative of Count Klaus Kohler!”

“The city of Lienzberg fell to the forces of Karsia just before winter fell on Werstria. Count Kohler is amassing an army to re-take the city. With their foothold over the Ensee, I can guarantee you that the war will come to this city within the year!” shouted Markus.

He could already hear mutterings below from the troops. It was clear that Holbein had not explained the full facts of the situation to his people, choosing to ignore the impending threat and simply hope for the best.

“I have seen the Karsian barbarians with my own eyes. I fought them and I have killed them. But I have also seen the destruction they leave in their path. My brother was killed by them my father too. This pain and suffering will be at your doorsteps if you do not fight back now!”

Further chatter broke out among the men, as worried as they were unsure of what to think or do. Markus looked over to Holbein who had a disgusting grin upon his face, revelling in the lack of enthusiasm for Markus’ cause.

“I cannot promise that you will survive if you follow me but I can promise that you will have the opportunity to fight like men! To the west, your brothers in arms fight for the freedom of your families, would you have them risk everything alone? You have until first light to make your decision. Those who wish to follow me, be before the gates of the city at dawn, and be equipped for a siege!”

“It is a foolish request, these men will not follow you because you asked them to,” Holbein laughed.

“We’ll see. We stay the night. I expect my men to be billeted and well fed. Should any harm come to us in the night, it will be returned threefold on yourself and your family.”



* * *



It was an uneasy night for the Salbein Knights, not knowing whether to expect retaliation from the Lord or not, or when it might come. Markus had two guards posted at all times through the night, and he got little sleep himself. This had been a riskier mission than any of them could have anticipated, expecting nothing more than to deliver a message and consult the Lord. Markus could only wonder if the Count would approve of his actions, but he knew it didn’t matter now. All that Kohler would care about was men willing to fight.

The knights were up and before the gates of the city before dawn, when the first rays of light began to pierce the forests in the distance. They waited uneasily for the response of the men of Ambstern, praying they would find at least some support.  

They stared intently at the open gates. Finally, a man stepped through, a halberd on his shoulder and helmet dangling from it. A few moments later, there was another, and another. Within minutes soldiers were flooding down the ramp towards the knights, an awe-inspiring sight. The men fell into columns, an ever-growing army. 

Within twenty minutes the forces had assembled. Vesart estimated that they had just over a thousand men at their command, a far cry from the capable fighters within the city, but a substantial improvement on what they did have at the siege.

Most of the men were equipped with halberds or other pole weapons, partisans and billhooks. They wore coats of plates and a mixture of plate armour. A number had large two-handed swords, not unlike those that Bull and Markus carried themselves. Like most of the Werstrian soldiers, colour puff sleeves stuck out from their armour, a marvel of colour. Several horse carts assembled behind them loaded with supplies. A soldier among them with finer armour than the rest stepped forward to approach Markus.

“Lord Handel. I am Captain Durer. You have eleven hundred and five men at your command. Few of our officers have taken up arms, and the Lord Holbein will not allow us to carry the banners of the city. We have no desire to leave our homes and families, but we have faith in the Count, and little in the Lord Holbein. We have received hardly any news of the war, a deliberate attempt I suspect by Holbein to keep us in the dark. These men are at your command, my Lord.”

“Thank you, Captain. We have no time to waste, for the siege awaits us. Move out!”

The knights turned to lead the column as Durer shouted out his commands, relayed on by sergeants along the lines. They set to the road, a full day’s march. 








  

Chapter 10
 



It was a quiet dark night when Markus’ column reached the camp. They assembled their tents under torchlight and got what little sleep they could throughout the night. Waking up to another pleasantly warm morning, Markus vacated his tent and looked out towards city. The Werstrians had already erected thick wooden walls to house the cannons they had drawn up. He could just make out the shape of Count Kohler stood upon the siege works, looking out to the walls of Lienzberg.

Strapping on his sword belt, Markus strolled over to the works to greet the Count. All around the camp men were preparing for the day to come, having their first meal of the day and preparing their equipment. The Count stood alone at the middle of the gun wall, only a handful of men working along it.

“Count Kohler, Sir,” said Markus.

He turned to see who approached him, and smiled at seeing Markus.

“I am told you brought over a thousand men from Ambstern, but without their leader.”

“He refused to come to the calling of the King, Sir.”

“And yet you brought a sizeable number of his men, I cannot believe for a moment that Holbein would have given them freely.”

“No, he needed some persuasion.”

The Count smiled, he was both impressed at what Markus had achieved, but also glad of his judge of character.

“Well done. In an ideal world we needed Holbein’s assistance, but if he will do nothing but hide behind his walls, then it is left to better men to fight this battle.”

“Thank you, Sir.”

“I have already told you, my dear boy, you are a Lord by right now. I will not have you call me Sir, you may call me Klaus, or Count Kohler in more formal settings.”

“How are the preparations?”

“We have been bombarding the walls for two days, it could be several more before we can breach them.”

“What can I do?”

“Wait, be ready, and be vigilant. I meet with the Lords at my tent at midday, be there.”

Markus looked out at the massive fortress. The thousands of men who had assembled to take it were dwarfed by its presence. He wondered how many men defended it, but nobody had any real insight into those figures. He knew it would be a bloody affair taking back the city, but nothing had weighed so heavily on his mind since his brother’s death.

Markus and his men sat out for the morning, a welcome rest after their continuous state of travelling over recent times. Markus and some of the knights sat beside a fire, one of the men prepared breakfast on it for them. 

“The Karsians will never give up the city,” said Bull.

“I think the Count is well aware of that, he has not paused to negotiate, nor considered waiting them out,” said Markus.

“Just as well, as they would rather starve than give up the city. We would be waiting here for months, and who knows what other armies they could amass in that time,” said Vesart.

“Do you believe we can take the city, Vesart?” asked Markus.

“We must succeed, any alternative will be a disaster for the Kingdom.”

“We’ll take it,” said Bull.

The cannon crews arrived to man the guns and began their routine of bombarding the walls. Markus and his men simply sat and watched the display as the guns roared all morning. They were mesmerised by the continuous barrage, but also amazed at what little damage it did to the mighty walls. It would be another day or two at least before they could breach the walls.

At midday, Markus made his way to Kohler’s tent as the Count had requested. He was restless and eager for action. Despite his successes, Markus felt as though he was yet to prove himself to the Count and Lords of the army. He arrived to find the men already talking intently over a map laid out across the Count’s table.

“Markus! Welcome. Some new information has come to light which is both highly concerning, but also a great opportunity. We knew Lienzberg fell within a day to the Karsian forces, but nobody knew quite how. As you have seen here, the time and resources needed to breach the walls are substantial,” said Kohler.

“So how did they manage it?” Markus asked him.

“With a single cannon, larger than anything we have seen before. It fires shells as large as a cart. The few that escaped the city brought news to us when they could. Initially we thought they had exaggerated, being a little crazy from the traumatic loss.”

“I have never heard of such a monster.”

“No, none of us have. They rebuilt the walls that they flattened over the winter, hence us having no idea what had happened. It is known as The Beast. We have a number of concerns about this new threat. First, Wolfdenberg could likely be its next target. But secondly, with such a weapon they would not have to breach a city, they could simply destroy everything within it.”

“What can we do?” asked Markus.

“We have reports that this Beast is in Ternen. It is lightly guarded, as with the capture of Lienzberg they do not expect our forces to move further west. We cannot spare a major force to siege the town, nor give them any indication that we know of its presence there. However, a small force travelling lightly through the night might stand a chance of being able to sabotage it.”

The men went silent, each considering carefully the information they had been given. All were eager to fight but in a stand up battle, not a night raid far into enemy territory. Markus knew it was a highly dangerous mission, and without the glory of the siege. He also knew it was his opportunity to prove his mettle.

“I’ll do it,” said Markus.

The Lords looked at each other and to the Count, unsure of how to respond.

“Do you not think we should send someone more experienced?” asked Lord Cranach.

The Count looked at the map, deep in thought. He was hoping for a more positive response from the leaders, more of them volunteering to assist.

“First you make the boy a Lord and now you will task him with such a vital mission?” asked Lord Neumann.

“The boy has more than proven himself in this war, a damn sight more than the rest of you gentleman have. Not only that, he is the only one among you who volunteers to risk his life in the service of the Empire. I rather suggest you look to your responsibilities, before criticising the actions of others who have already fought bloody battles in our name!” shouted Kohler.

Lord Neumann looked sheepish, but the Count could still feel the disdain the man had for both Markus and himself. The hatred and competition between the Lords was forever a thorn in the Empire’s side, conflicting with each other whenever there was not an enemy to fight. 

“Markus, I commend you on your bravery, and accept your offer. I can guarantee you that this will be a dangerous mission, and you can only take the bare essentials of men and equipment. I suggest six men, hand weapons only, no heavy armour.”

“I can do that, but how do we destroy The Beast?”

“Lord Cranach, please explain.”

“We do not know much about The Beast, other than its size, and that it seems to use some form of explosive ball as ammunition. You will be able to do little to damage it with anything you can take with you. The key to destroying it will be to use the weapon’s own powder and charges to destroy itself. These explosive shells, they must be lit before being pushed down the barrel. I suggest you pack five times the powder down the barrel, as much as you can find, then role one of those giant rounds down the barrel on a long fuse.”

“You think that will do it?” asked Markus.

“Yes, as far as any of us can tell. The pressure build up in the barrel will be immense, and it should shatter the gun into a thousand pieces. All I can say is, once you throw that lit charge down the barrel, you need to run for your lives,” said Kohler.

“Sounds simple enough.”

“But no less dangerous, I wish you every luck.” said Cranach.

“Gentleman, I leave matters in your hands, I must have further words with Markus.”

The Count stood up and walked out of his tent with Markus, talking as they walked back to the Salbein’s camp.

“I am honoured that you would take this on, Markus. You have the shortest history of any Lord here, and yet the most enthusiasm and sheer willpower. Continue like this and you will go far, but do not just take Cranach’s simple explanation of what you must do, this will not be an easy thing. Go as light as you can, avoid all contact where possible, and come back alive!”

“I understand. I wouldn’t want to miss our victory at the city!”

The Count laughed. He was glad to see this youthful enthusiasm which was so lacking from the other Lords and officers.

“Why are you so eager for this city?” asked the Count.

“I promised a man I would lift our flag over the city, and I intend to honour that promise.”

“That’s no small thing to promise a man, I wish you every success, but there will be much competition for the position.”

“How so?”

“The man who leads the first successful breach into the city and raises the flag is the most honoured position of all, and secures with it promotion, wealth and respect among the Kingdom. Some men have been elevated to Lords for doing so, and respected as such.”

“Then that is what I must do. It will fulfil my promise and guarantee my status in the Kingdom.”

“I should also note, only a handful of men have lived to reap the rewards of such heroism.”

“We all have to die, Count, but I shall choose when and where.”

The Count put out his arm and stopped Markus.

“My father used to talk of men like you, myths and legends of great Lords and champions. Long have they vanished from this Kingdom, and yet now you stand before me, at the time of our greatest need, the Gods themselves must have made it so.”

“The Gods did not save my life in Raubuck, and neither did they teach my hand with the sword. The Gods left this Kingdom long ago, all we have left is the strength of men,” said Markus.

“And you have confidence in men?”

“If I do not have confidence in them, how can I expect them to follow me to battle and carry us to victory?”

“I like you, Markus, I really do, but I can only wonder how long a man like you can survive in these days.”

“Perhaps that is why we are at this impasse, too many men not willing to act.”

“You will anger many of the Lords with your philosophies and actions. You shame them with both your words and actions.” 

“Let any man who does not approve of my actions fight me in combat.”

“I do not doubt your ability in combat, my friend. Soldiers pick fights with those who have offended them. Lords have their enemy’s throats cut whilst they sleep.”

“I will keep it in mind, but I must press on,” said Markus.

“Of course, good luck to you and your men, and get back with all haste and without injury.”

Markus continued on to his encampment. The Count’s words had brought new concerns to his already worried mind. The threat from arrogant and spiteful Lords had never been a concern of his, having always been too lowly in the ranks to be in their line of fire. He found it difficult to comprehend the fact that he was hated and despised for acts of heroism and victories on the battlefield. Men were now jealous of him. Good he thought, the more jealous they were the better he must be doing.

“Vesart, get Ulrich, Tobias, Bull and Yorlor, we have a job to do. Carl, I’m leaving you in charge, we’ll be gone for a day at least.”

Markus sat down beside his tent as Vesart rounded up the men. He knew it was a lot to ask of them, but he also knew they would follow him through any hell. Finally, they all assembled and sat on logs piled ready for the fire.

“The Count has received information that the Karsians have a gun, so powerful that it breached the city almost immediately back before the winter. Our sources suggest it is as big as some houses, a goliath that I can only imagine. Those who have seen its carnage, call it The Beast.”

“I have heard rumours of such a thing, but never saw it in person,” said Bull.

“The Count is concerned that they will turn the gun north to Wolfdenberg. He is also concerned that even if we can beat the Karsians in battle, they will just flatten our cities with this Beast.”

“Is it really that powerful?” asked Vesart.

“It is a monster of epic proportions, and apparently it fires some type of explosive ball, the damage reported has been catastrophic,” Markus replied.

“What can we do about it?” asked Tobias.

“Our information suggests that it is currently stationed in Ternen. Too far for an army to be able to march without being confronted or the machine moved, but lightly guarded enough that a few men may be able to reach it in the black of night.”

“Sounds suicidal,” said Yorlor.

“Perhaps, but then do you want to sit in a city whilst that thing rains down hell upon your head?”

“We’re with you,” said Bull.

“Right, take basic weapons only, no armour. Ulrich, go and get some decent grappling hooks and ropes for the siege works. Tobias, get two tinder boxes.”

“Anything else?” asked Vesart.

“Just our horses, we cannot take anything more but our own skills.”

Within fifteen minutes, the men were upon their horses and riding out of the Werstrian siege camp. All of them thought they had finally settled at Lienzberg before the siege, eagerly awaiting the assault, but once more they were cast aside to other duties. They rode quickly on the road south, remembering when they had last ridden this road with Hans, their lost friend.

“This is the second time we have been sent away on another task, what do you believe the reason for it, Markus?”

“We are newcomers to an old army with a long history. Our first task was a test of our abilities and loyalty. I believe this is a symbol of the faith the Count places in our strength.”

“You have spoken to him often, how do you judge the man?”

“He is clever, fair, honest and understanding. But he is the only Lord among the camp who I would trust my life with, or show my back.”

“Good to know.”

They rode on south until they were well out of sight from the city, where they turned west towards the Ensee and very tip of the Stocktl mountains. They knew they were tiring their horses quickly at the pace they kept, but they would soon be given time to rest. The men would shortly have to continue on foot as to remain discreet.

It was not long before they reached the woods beside the Ensee, getting ever closer to the imposing peaks of Stocktl, the sister range to their beloved Salbein range. The Stocktl Mountains were famous for once being the training ground of the elite troops of Werstria. Far lower than the Salbein range, every Wolf Pack spent months there training, an honour that was long lost since the Karsians invaded. Markus had done much of his training in the Aldoner range, a poor substitute for the famous Stocktl training grounds.

Looking up at the Stocktls, Markus could only think of his brother. They had both longed to visit the famed grounds of their ancestors. They had promised to one day travel together to the Stocktl range and pay homage to their ancestral home. Markus drew his horse to a close near a small water pool, his men following suit. They tied the horses to a nearby tree within reach of the water and quickly assembled the equipment.

They all knew it would be a long hike to Ternen, but they would likely arrive at exactly the right time, under the shelter of the night. Following the River Ensee north they made their way ever closer to the town. They were surprised to find no sign of guards anywhere on the outskirts. The Karsians were clearly confident enough that they did not believe any Werstrian would travel west beyond Lienzberg.

Approaching the town, they could see a number of burning torches upon the wall. The silhouettes of guards walking up and down the walls were quickly apparent. The six men crept ever closer, keeping to the shadows. It was a low wall, but sturdy and thick. Markus pulled a hook and rope from around his shoulders, and looked up and across it for any sign of the guards. The shimmer of light from torches spread out across the wall gave a low ambience to the area, but there were still plenty of shadows cast by the towers.

Markus aligned himself close to one of the towers on the far south side of the town, the quietest area. No Karsian would ever expect an enemy presence from the south, especially considering their invasion through the Ardian lands. He threw the grappling hook up with just enough force for it to clear the battlement and lock over the stone edge. He tugged the rope to be certain.

“I have no idea what to expect once we get over that wall, if all fails, get back to the horses by any means you can,” whispered Markus.

The men nodded in agreement, as he lifted himself onto the rope. Markus wore his dirty arming jacket that had mail voiders. His metal shield was slung over his back, along with his sword belt. It was all the equipment they could take on such a mission. He hauled himself up the rope as quickly as he could and slipped over the wall, retreating into a dark corner beside the tower. He watched as the rope went taut again as the next man followed him.

Vesart appeared at the top of the rope and clambered over. Markus gave him the signal to stay in position. He stepped up and through the open doorway to the tower beside them. As quickly as he stepped into the room, he saw a Karsian guard walking through from the other side of the wall, his weapons at his side.

Markus did not pause to wait for the guard’s reaction, the man had not yet realised that Markus was an enemy, looking as bedraggled as many of the Karsians. He ran at the guard and delivered a swift kick to the groin, instantly silencing the orc from any alert he may scream. As the beast keeled over in pain, Markus drew his dagger from the belt around his shoulders and thrust it upwards into the orc’s throat, blood seeping over the discs of his rondel and hand.

The guard immediately went limp and dropped to the floor. Markus hauled the body to the front of the tower, as far out of sight as was possible. Bull appeared in the doorway, quickly followed by the others. 

“Get the rope up.”

He looked out of the door from where the guard had come and across the town. Most of it was pitch black, only a few key areas lit by torch, an ideal situation for his task. Looking out to the town square he could immediately recognise The Beast, never having seen it before in his life, it was a giant among the small buildings around it.

“There it is, let’s move,” he ordered.

They stepped cautiously out of the tower and onto the stone staircase, down to the town and finally into the darkness again. They carefully made their way through the narrow streets. It was very dark, but they were forever aware of every tiny sound they made. All among them knew that the slightest mistake could mean all of them dead.

At last, they reached the opening in the street that led to the town square. They looked out at The Beast, a titanic feat of engineering. It was as amazing in its construction, as it was fearful in its purpose. It lay upon ten huge cast iron wheels, the carriage and barrel made entirely from steel and blackened. It must have taken dozens of horses or oxen even to move it. They crept up to the iron titan and moved around to the opening of the barrel, almost large enough for a man to stand in its width.

“My God, it truly is a beast,” said Vesart.

“Yes, and like a beast, we will slay it,” said Markus.

He looked across to a huge mound beside the weapon. The massive iron cannon balls were almost as tall as a man. They had fuses protruding from the top and were stacked as cannon balls would be.

“Alright, that must be the ammunition. Bull, how long do you think those fuses are?” asked Markus.

“Not long, twenty seconds I’d say.” 

Markus looked around, he could see a large crane in the corner of the square. It must be how they loaded the massive ammunition, as no number of men would be capable of doing so.

“Bull, get that crane over. Vesart, get the fuses extended on all of these rounds.” 

“How long?”

“I’d say five minutes, if possible,” said Markus.

“I’ll see what I can do.”

“Do you think we will be able to move The Beast?”

“Why?” asked Vesart.

“If we can get the barrel up against the stone wall ahead, we can ensure that the pressure in the barrel will be enough to blow it apart.”

Vesart look out to the wall, there were large iron rings hanging from the wall, clearly extremely strong and designed for huge forces.

“Tobias, check the area. We need pulleys and strong ropes, anything you can find.”

The men all went about their work, completely unnoticed by the guards of the town. It was just as the Count had predicted, the Karsians would never believe that the Werstrians would be so audacious to try such a thing. Perhaps before Markus and his men had arrived the Karsians would have been correct, but their arrival had sparked a new enthusiasm and will within the Count. He was becoming the leader his father before him had been.

Vesart rigged up the longer fuses Markus had asked for and they hoisted the first round up into the barrel of The Beast, the long fuse trailing from the tip of the massive cannon. Ulrich and Yorlor lashed up the pulleys to the wall and tied the thick ropes to the eyelets affront the cannon. Three men took each rope and they pulled together. They winced and groaned at the sheer force needed, moving the gargantuan war machine only a few inches at a time. Finally, after using every last ounce of strength among them, the barrel pushed up against the wall. 

“Well done, now roll the rest of the shot over, all around the base of The Beast, I want to make sure we finish this monster for good,” whispered Markus.

“What guarantee do we have that a guard will not simply find this and put out the fuses as we make our escape?” Yorlor asked him.

“None at all, but we have no choice, now we rely on luck alone. There is no more time to waste, light the fuses and let’s get the hell out of here,” said Markus.

“This should be interesting,” Bull said.

“Not what I’d call it, you better hope we can move quickly,” said Vesart.

“We will, we move quietly only for the first half of the journey to the wall, enough to be away from The Beast as to not risk alerting anyone to the town square. After that, it’s every man for himself, do whatever you can to get out as quickly as you can,” Markus ordered them.

They nodded as Vesart pulled all the fuses together and got out his tinderbox. Within seconds the fuse was lit.

“Go!” ordered Markus.

They quickly set out towards the wall where they had arrived at. Retracing their footsteps as quickly as they could, without alerting anyone to their presence, they could only hope to make it out. None of them knew to what extent the carnage would be, other than more than any of them had ever witnessed.

As they reached sight of the tower that they had climbed up beside, a bell rang out from it, followed by shouting along the walls. The body of the guard must have been discovered, an unfortunate circumstance, but its timing could have been a lot worse. Markus immediately drew his sword, knowing that they would not make it out of the town without a fight, his friends followed suit.  

“Alright, let’s move!”  

They quickly leapt into a fast pace, running to the wall, the fastest they could manage while remaining alert and forever aware of the danger surrounding them. Before their very eyes a Karsian ran out from behind a building heading towards the tower, his sword in one hand and a torch in the other. He turned quickly as he caught a glimpse of the intruders from the corner of his eye, but it was too late. Bull barged him with all his weight into the inner wall of the town, the force shocking the orc. Before he could recover, Bull thrust his sword through his heart, killing him instantly.

“Intruders!” shouted a guard from the wall.

Before the man could speak another word, Tobias lifted his crossbow and let off a bolt, which shot into the orc’s chest and sent him tumbling off the wall to the inner court.

“Let’s go!” shouted Markus.

They ran up the steps they had so quietly travelled previously, shouts and bells sounding out throughout the town as soldiers were mustering. A musket fired below, the ball smashing the wall just a foot away from Bull’s head as he rushed through the door. They all quickly pulled off their ropes and hooked them onto the wall. Just as they were about to leap over the parapets a shrill scream rang out in the air behind them and over the town.

The shocked group of daring soldiers turned to see what their imaginations could not even create, something so horrible and unbelievable that they did not believe it could exist. What they could only describe as a Dragon was soaring towards them over the rooftops of the town. They could barely make out detail, but enough to see the silhouette of someone riding atop the creature.

Markus’ heart was pounding, as he stood frozen by the shock of such a sight, such pure evil. Two musket balls ricocheted off the wall next to him, snapping him back into reality.

“Over the wall now!” he shouted.

Jumping over the parapet, they slid down the ropes, burning their hands in the process, a small price to pay for a quick escape. Four of them hit the ground, but as Markus and Yorlor were still on the ropes a huge fiery ball erupted over the wall, narrowly missing them as they took to the ropes. Just a second later a thunderous explosion erupted immediately blowing through their eardrums and completely deafening them. They were thrown off the ropes as debris erupted over the walls. The ground before them trembled with the sheer force.

A few seconds later bits of wood and stone peppered them, smoke and dust filling the air. The town was momentarily silent. Markus stumbled to get to his feet, completely off balance and barely able to walk. He shouted at the men beside him, but couldn’t hear his own voice or their responses. They shambled off towards the Ensee, following it south, still stunned from the explosion. They knew they wouldn’t be followed, as it would be sometime before any surviving soldiers could compose themselves.

They looked back towards the town, flames and smoke still bellowed from the centre, they could only imagine the devastation it must have caused. They continued on, their hearing slowly returning to them but still muffled. It was another long walk through the night to reach their horses, but they were as eager as each other to return to friendly territory.  At last, they reached their horses, exactly as they left them. They knew that no man travelled in the forest in that night.

“What the hell was that?” shouted Vesart.

“A Dragon of course,” said Bull.

“Surely not?””

“I fear it is so, Vesart,” said Markus.

“Do you think it survived the explosion, Markus?”

“The fact it isn’t trying to kill us right now would suggest it is at least incapacitated.”

“Thank God for that!”

“That was one hell of a blast,” said Bull.

The men chuckled, feeling thoroughly pleased with themselves. They rode on through the night, retracing their steps from earlier, to the main road to Lienzberg. They had been looking forward to sleep, but now the adrenaline was fuelling their bodies it was the last thing any of them could think of.

It was first light by the time the six riders reached the edge of the siege camp. Many of the soldiers were looking west, trying to understand the massive plume of smoke rising from the town there. They all knew that it was under Karsian control, they could only guess what could have happened.

Markus and his men rode into the camp, their clothes even more filthy than before. They were covered in dust, a new layer of grime to cover the dried blood and sweat of their previous journeys. The men at the camp stared at them in amazement yet again. They rode directly up to the front of the Count’s tent who following the call of his guard, stepped out to greet them. The Count marvelled at them with a wide smile about his face.

“Gentleman! I can only imagine you found success, though it appears all the more dramatic than I had imagined!” shouted the Count.

“It is done,” said Markus.

“Indeed, and it sounds and looks as if you took the whole town with it.”

“It would seem so.”

The Count laughed as he shook Markus’ hand, followed by the other five men.

“Then you have done an even greater service to the Kingdom than was asked of you. There were many soldiers stationed in Ternen, you have likely dealt a wicked blow to both their infrastructure and morale, I salute you.”

“Thank you, but I must report one more thing.”

“Go on.”

“Just before the blast, we were attacked by an immense creature. It was breathing fire and able to fly, it appeared to be ridden by a Karsian.”

The Count look taken back, but not quite as much as Markus would have expected. In any previous occasions he would have been called a madman for saying such a thing.”

“A Dragon?” asked the Count.

“I would say so yes.”

“I had heard rumours. Dragons existed in the myths of our ancestors. No one has ever been sure they even existed. But now word has it that the Karsians have somehow found or created one, maybe more than one. These are troubling times but there is nothing more we can do about it now.”

“What news of the siege, Count?”

“Back from one fight and eager to hear about another. Markus, is your energy never expended?”

“Not in these days, there is time to sleep in the grave.”

“Please, step into my tent. Guard, see that these men are well fed.”

The two men stepped through, the Count in his finest armour, Markus in his shabby and bedraggled arming jack.  

“Markus, you have done us a great service, and you will be rewarded for it, but we must for now turn our attentions to the battle at hand. I am told the walls will be breached tomorrow, our men and equipment are ready.”

“What will I do?”

“At this stage, nothing, rest and be ready. Lords Cranach and Neumann lead the assault, it is their right to do so.”

“I am to lay about as the fight ensues?”

“My man, you have done more than your fair share already. The honour of the assault is theirs. There are many thousands of men among this army, they cannot and should not all assault the walls at once.”

“Count, what of my promise?”

“That is your responsibility. Do not press this matter, you are an unorthodox Lord, and I like that, but there are still many rules you must abide by. You will have your opportunity for further glories, rest and be ready.”

Markus said nothing and nodded his agreement to the Count. Having nothing more of use to say, he walked away to his camp.








  

Chapter 11
 



Markus awoke abruptly to the sound of the cannon batteries firing. They had started early that morning, at first light. The Lords must have been eager to finally begin the assault. Markus’ back ached from his fall from the explosion, and the sweat and dust still clung to his body. Stepping out of his tent in nothing more than his shirt and breeches, he stretched his stiff body. The knights were sitting around a fire between their tents, taking a welcome rest when they could get it.

“Vesart, do you know of any lakes nearby?”

 “We passed one on the road north out of the camp to Ambstern, Markus.”

“Mmm, yes, I do remember now.”

“What did you have in mind?” 

“A bath.”

Vesart grinned. “Yes, a nice thought, though I am not sure my body cares any longer, for it will only get dirtied once more tomorrow.”

Markus walked along the lines of the tents to where their horses were tethered. He leapt onto the saddle, feeling relief with the freedom to once more ride a horse without the cumbrance of arming jacks, armour, weapons and shields. He felt remarkably relaxed. Trotting through the camp to the north, the men didn’t know what to make of him. He was scruffily dressed in dirty clothing, atop a fine horse and saddle, they were all too afraid to comment. They were still unsure as to who he was.

It was a short ride north to the lake. Riding through the cool morning, Markus marvelled in the fresh air streaming through his shirt and hair, and the beauty of the land around him. For a moment he was able to forget the war and suffering around them, and think of his days as a boy when he would ride across the fields of Moden. Then he was completely unaware of the threat to the west, of war or suffering. He had been told of his father’s death, but never knowing the man meant he felt little of it until later in life.

He wished for a moment to be back in Moden, in the rich green fields where they lived a simple and risk free life in their community. As much as he wished for the return of those days he knew that they were given such grace by the men and cities that bore the brunt of the hordes to the west. Never had the war meant so much to him as when his brother died, and the harsh reality placed at his doorstep.

Finally, he reached the sight of the lake surrounded in trees. It was a tranquil and beautiful place, completely unaffected by the war, untouched by men. He led his horse to the edge of the water. Markus simply stood and looked out at the peaceful lake, a moment of sheer escapism from the war that confronted them all.

Snapping out of the daydream that overtook him, he pulled of his clothes and stepped into the water. It was icy cold, the morning spring water being a sharp shock to his body. He didn’t care, as it was a welcome change from the stifling heat and clamminess of battle. He walked further in, deeper and deeper, until the water was at the height of his chest. He dipped his head under and rinsed his matted hair through the water. His skin was caked with dirt and grime but the water slowly washed it away.

The cold was a comfort to him, a reminder of his training with Hammer in the Salbeins. He had never liked the cold, the bitterness of it, but now it had a sentimental value. He lay back in the water, letting him float on the surface, looking up to the bleak spring sky. The trees around him were mostly bare, compounding the feeling of darkness that the Karsians had brought with them and swept across the land.

Markus stood back up with his feet touching the rocky floor of the lake. He wrung the water from his hair and threw more water on his face. Suddenly he felt a shiver run down his spine, not from the coldness, but that of the feeling someone watching him. He turned back to look at his horse to see three men standing at the side of the lake.

The three ominous men said nothing. They wore the armour and carried the weapons of Werstrians, but had completely plain black tabards over their mail coats and brigandines. They had their weapons in hand ready for a fight, with no cause or reason in sight. Their faces could not be seen, covered by the helmets they wore. Markus looked over to their horses, trying to find some sign of their allegiance. There was nothing, no symbols or markings at all.

He stared at the men, they were clearly ready for a fight, but he could not understand why. One held a mace between his two hands, the other two with swords resting on their shoulders. Markus didn’t know what to make of the situation, at first he thought they might simply be checking he was not a Karsian, but they had seen for themselves and not spoken.

“Can I help you, gentleman?”

After a lengthy silence, one of the men finally spoke, but through the vents of his helmet, not to reveal his face.

“We send Lord Holbein’s greetings. Now step out of the water!”

He should have known as such. There would always be consequences of angering and humiliating such a powerful coward and spineless Lord. In all of the drama and conflict of the days, he had already long forgotten the political entanglements that he had created. He thought himself a fool for not taking greater precautions, but didn’t show it.

“You would strike a man without letting him first put on some clothes?”

The three men look at each other, until finally the one beckoned him forward. They stepped back several paces, to allow him space to reach his clothing, but not to his horse, where they likely suspected he had weapons. Markus slowly ploughed to the water’s edge. He stepped out of the water, still naked. He faced the sort of odds he used to consider suicidal, but Hammer had long since taught him otherwise. The freshness in his body from finally being clean furthermore gave him confidence and rejuvenation.

Markus pulled on his under garments and breeches as the three men closed in on his position, their weapons at the ready. He reached for his shirt, but immediately threw it at the man on his far left who carried the mace, jumping after it. The shirt landed on the man’s helmet as he flurried to get free. Markus skilfully stepped to the side opposite the other men and wrapped his hands around the man’s helmet, still wrapped in his shirt. With a quick and sharp twist, the man’s neck snapped and he went limp.  

He reached for the mace and just managed to grasp it from the dead man’s body as the next man cut against him with the sword. Leaping back the very tip of the longsword sliced into his cheek, almost reaching his mouth. The concentration and adrenaline flowing through his body allowed him to ignore the bloody flesh wound.  

The three men circled each other, looking for an opportunity to strike. Markus knew he could not make the first move, and his assailants now realised that they faced a far more dangerous opponent than they had first thought, a fact that had already cost one of them dearly.

Suddenly, the man on his right stepped forward with a thrust, Markus parried of the sword with a hanging parry, and using the momentum to circle the mace head and smashed it down on the man’s helmet, knocking him to his knees and stunned. Before he could follow up with a second strike or even respond, the second man cut against him. Markus parried with the shaft of the mace but the man drove the sword around and forwards onto his left arm, slicing deeply.

The attacker had drawn his blood, but in doing so had closed the distance, losing the advantage of the reach of his sword. Markus quickly wrapped his arms around the man’s arms and locked them into his side. Without giving the man time to think, he hacked to the neck with his mace, the man’s collarbone fracturing with the impact. He dropped to one knee in agony. Markus took the mace in two hands and hammered it down with all his force onto the flat top of the helmet, the man died instantly.

Markus dropped the mace and picked up the longsword from his victim, a long gripped sword with an acutely tapering blade. He quickly turned his attention to the last man, who was back on his feet but still slightly stunned, Markus stormed at him. The man cut with a strong diagonal hack from his right side, but Markus twist his hilt around and high, parrying and levering around the sword. His point drove through the man’s neck as his sword clashed against the guard of Markus’ weapon.

Standing among the bloody bodies of his attackers, Markus dropped and looked at the open wound on his arm. The pain was beginning to set in as the sword had driven deep. Blood seeped from the wound and he knew it needed attention. He walked over to his first victim, his helmet still wrapped in Markus’ shirt. He drew a dagger from the man’s belt and cut a length of material from the shirt, wrapping it around his injury.

With one last look at the death around him he staggered over to his horse and climbed into the saddle, heading back to the camp. The pain was uncomfortable, but nothing he could not handle. What bothered him most was that when their people faced utter defeat, death and slavery, men could be so petty as to pursue personal disputes. Markus realised that Werstria had become weak and decadent because of men like Holbein, their honour and pride long given up for greed and envy.

He rode along the trail south into the camp, not at all in a rush. He was both saddened by the weak and pettiness of some of the men among them, as well as angry at not being given the chance to assault the city. As he strolled into the camp the guards looked at him with intrigue, but yet again did not say a word. The guns fired repeatedly as he continued onwards. As he was halfway through the camp a roar of excitement rang out from the siege works.

He looked over just in time to see the wall of the city crumbling and collapsing to the ground. Dust and dirt erupted into a dirty cloud as the stonework came to a standstill. Markus turned his horse and continued on up to the ramps of the guns. Several thousand men were positioned to the north, ready to breach the city.

Markus turned back to the huge city walls. The smoke and debris was beginning to settle. The breach was substantial, as wide as perhaps twenty men, but the debris had created a natural ramp to climb. The men continued to cheer all around, a thunderous roar of excitement. Markus could see Lord Cranach shouting inspiring words to his men, but he could not make out what.

“What happened to you?”

He turned to see Bull at his side, full armoured up and ready for battle. Several more of his knights stood along the line of artillery watching the welcome demise of the wall. Vesart walked up beside Bull.

“Holbein sent men after me.”

“You should take this to the Count,” said Vesart.

“That I killed three men who wore no uniform or insignia, and do not live to confess their crimes? As far as any man could see it was just a well-prepared bandit attack. I am going to need some help stitching up this wound.”

“Well it’s not like we have a task here, the butchering will begin without us,” said Bull.

“I spoke to Kohler about our part in the assault, but it is yet more political nonsense. Don’t you worry, our time will come.”

He turned his horse around and continued towards his encampment. Behind him, he could hear the sound of thousands of men moving to assault, the rustle of their armour and pounding of their feet echoing out across the plain for all to hear. Beyond that, shouts and horns rang out across the city as the Karsians prepared to face the attackers. 

Markus was disappointed not to be in the assault, but he also knew that there would be plenty of opportunities yet. The Lords dreamt of a courageous assault through the breach at the first attack. He knew this would never happen, that breach would be a meat grinder, many hundreds or thousands of men would die before a victor found.

He sat down beside his tent, his men bringing him bread and water. Vesart set about removing the bandage. Much of the blood had dried and stuck the piece of shirt to his flesh, making it painful to remove, but fresh blood was still seeping from the open wound.

“You’re very lucky, any deeper and you wouldn’t be able to move the arm.”

“Lucky? Lucky would have been not getting hit.”

“You took no weapons with you, and yet this is a sword wound, it was not good odds.”

“That was your biggest mistake, never go anywhere without a weapon,” said Bull.

“Hammer told us that our body is the weapon, and a sword is just a tool.”

“And where did that get you? You’re a bloody mess.”

“I am alive aren’t I? You face three armed men with your bare hands and see how you do, Bull!”

“Sounds like my kind of fight.”

Markus looked up at him, realising that his friend was fooling around, lifting his spirits. He smiled as it was very much appreciated. Vesart cleaned off the wound and got to the stitches. It was not at all a comfortable experience, but after the pain endured at the hands of their teacher in the Salbeins, it didn’t really bother him.

“Bull is right. We seem to be building enemies on both sides, none of us should go unarmed, especially alone,” said Vesart.

“Alright, I hear you.”

A rider rode up to their tents casually, accompanied by two others. Markus looked up to see the Count upon his fine steed and in a fantastically decorated harness, the splendour of which would inspire any man.

“What happened to you?” he asked.

“Training accident.”

“You must train hard, Markus.”

“Always.”

“Well, try not to kill yourself before you get a chance to face the enemy,” said the Count.

Markus nodded in agreement. He knew he could not burden the Count with his problem, and also that it was a personal matter which he would gladly resolve himself in the near future.

“I am going to see how the assault progresses for myself, will you join me?”

“Of course, Count.”

Yorlor threw him a new shirt and the scarlet doublet, which he had become quite fond of. He quickly pulled them on, and walked alongside their leader’s horse to the siege lines.

“Markus, you have seen the breach we have made, how long do you believe it will take us to get into the city?”

“I am no expert, Klaus, I have never experienced a siege for myself.”

“But you have faced the Karsians recently, and won. You also know the Lords who lead the assault, give me your opinion.”

“I believe their heart is not in it. They have come to this place on the orders of the King, and all the Lords will be wondering if they should not have done as Holbein did. We will never succeed here unless the men are truly inspired. They must want victory, not just hope for it.”

“That is an interesting outlook.”

The two men stopped beside the guns and looked out to the huge walls and breach of the castle. It was almost impossible to make out who was who in the brawl that ensued. It was a bitter and bloody affair, and looked like nothing more than a complete mess from where they stood. The Werstrian men were amassed outside the walls, only a few able to fight at any time.

From the ramparts above the breach, muskets rang out in a haphazard fashion, blasting the troops below, along with crossbow bolts. It was impossible to make out the dead from the living, as they were all intermingled. The dark shades of the Karsians and the colourful flamboyance of the Werstrians was ever blending together as dirt and blood covered them both.

“Do you know why I seek your counsel, Markus?” asked the Count.

“I do not.”

“Because of all the Lords, you are the only man who will tell me exactly what he thinks. The others are not all bad men, but they forever concern themselves with political ambition and saving face among their peers. Likewise they fear angering myself, or the King. You are none of those things.”

“Thank you.”

“You can understand then why it bothers me so that you lied to me just moments ago.”

“Count?” asked Markus.

“You did not get that injury from training, not one of your men was practicing this morning, as is evident from their attire. And a man such as yourself does not receive such an injury from training.”

“I am sorry, Count, but I felt it unimportant and an unnecessary concern for you.”

“This is how the Lords come to be untrustworthy because when they decide what they should, and should not tell me. I can no longer have faith in them.”

“Holbein sent three men to kill me.”

“You have proof of this?”

“No, but they told me as such before I dispatched them.”

“You must have made quite an impression on the Lord.”

The two men laughed, amused by the demise of such a coward and a fool.

“Without proof I can do nothing to assist you in this matter, but I can say I will not interfere with any actions you take against him. Having disobeyed the call of the King, he will not be in favour, unlike yourself.”

“Your vote of confidence is reassuring, but all I want is for Werstrians to act like men, and for us to fight the real threat at our door.”

“That is noble, but there will come a time where we must all face the enemies within our own lands,” the Count replied. “The real question is once we have taken this city, will there be a man among the armies with the will left to fight? The war does not end with this city. Each year our country grows weaker, if we have a victory here it will be little more than holding back our demise a little longer. It is very hard to find men with the will for war, even though it is upon us. They wish to live out their lives in as much peace as they can, never realising in that doing so only shortens their lives and that of future generations.”

“Was the taking of this city not enough to convince all Werstrians that we must act?” asked Markus.

“Sadly not, we need leaders who can inspire the troops, and yet we have Lords who squabble over the smallest thing. We need men like you, a generation who has lived without the infighting and can revive the old Kingdom.”

“I will do my utmost to do so,” said Markus.

“Go, see to your men, they will likely be needed before long.”

Markus nodded to the Count, but stood a while longer to watch the fighting at the breach. He could already see that it had devolved into a stalemate, but the men fought on. He could just make out the shapes of wounded men shambling back towards the encampment, others being dragged. He had already fought in many encounters, but never had he seen carnage on such a vast scale.

He walked back towards his encampment, leaving the Count looking out at the progress of the battle. Markus knew now, more than ever, that he had to be the man to take the city. It was not just important for his personal ambition, but also for his country. The Count was right. Werstria did need new blood, stronger leaders and a return to the old glory of the Empire.

Despite this consideration, the thought of power weighed heavily on Markus. He had been born to be a fighter, eager for promotion among his unit, but never to the responsibility and command of thousands. His country required this of him, and he would not disappoint them. Walking into his camp, the knights were sitting around, much of their armour removed. Markus looked around at his men they looked both bored and anxious. All of them knew they would have to fight, but the waiting was the worst thing.

“Knights, gather round!” he shouted. “We will not fight today. But I can guarantee that tomorrow we will. Tobias, I want you to go and find something tasty for our last meal before the assault. A hog would be good, you will likely have to go to rim of the Salbeins to get it. We will share it with the men of Villau and Leonzal.”

The knights had already begun to pull off the rest of their armour before he had finished speaking, and Tobias went to get his crossbow from the tents.

“Vesart, do you think you can arrange dyes for the men’s clothing?” asked Markus.

“Probably, what did you have in mind?”

“I want all coats dyed scarlet red by morning.”

“To what end?” asked Yorlor.

“Tomorrow we lead men from many different towns, I want them to fight alongside each other as brothers. Look at the regiments of the army, a sea of colour, a beautiful sight, but it is not an imposing one. I want us to march as one, a sea of blood red.” 

“It might not be a popular idea among the men.”

“They will do as ordered. These men need direction and command. They will follow my will and as such will reap the rewards. I want every jack to be blood red by morning!”

The men nodded and went about their business as musket fire continued to rage in the background.

“You are asking your men to throw away their identities, and do as you please, what makes you think they will follow you?” asked Bull.

“You did. Whatever this country has been doing throughout the war it has not been working, it is time for change and tomorrow we march to death or glory. I want to do more than just fight. I want to inspire the rest of the army. They do not have what it takes to win here, we must make them remember the greatness of their ancestors.”

The day continued on exactly as planned. Markus had nothing to do during that day so he sat on the gun lines until dusk. Thousands of men marched to the breach, hundreds staggered back wounded, many more littered the ground before the walls. For all the day’s fighting, they had nothing to show for it. Nobody could tell what damage they might have caused on the Karsian forces, but it was clearly not enough.

As the sun went down, the men remaining at the breach began to retreat to the camp. As Markus stood watching the bloody and battered troops make their way in a disorganised fashion back to the camp, he saw Lord Cranach walking towards him. The Lord was filthy dirty, his helmet hanging by its straps in one hand. His face was thick with dirt, and he looked exhausted and utterly demoralised.

“Markus, perhaps now I wonder if I should have let you lead the assault, for it was not the glory I had imagined,” said Cranach.

“It was a noble attempt, my Lord, but it was never going to be a quick or easy affair, there will be plenty more blood spilled before this siege is over.”

“What would you have me do?”

“Let me lead tomorrow’s assault.”

“I cannot, Lord Neumann has the honour of tomorrow’s attack. You are but a boy to us, how can we trust you with such responsibility?”

“Lord Cranach, whatever the nobles of Werstria have been doing for the last few decades, it has not been working and we stand at the very tip of our destruction, we are an ever smaller Kingdom. It is time to forgo some traditions, adapt and overcome. If we want victory we must change as a people.”

The Lord stood and thought intently about what he was saying. He was beginning to accept the shortcomings in the nation’s ruling, as he could finally see things crumbling around him. Despite this, he could not bring himself to break with tradition nor fully trust a man he had so recently met and found promoted to equal status.

“I am sorry, Markus, it is not my decision to make.”

“But you have influence among the Lords, you could speak in my favour, all I ask is a chance to lead our people to victory!”

“Oh, your time will come, there may come a time when there is no one else left to lead our people, but that is not these days. Tomorrow Lord Neumann will assault the walls, and we will watch and spur him on.”

The Lord continued on his weary walk towards the encampment. Markus watched as countless soldiers passed him, many injured, all exhausted. Looking back at the wall, the Karsians still cheered and waved their black flags on the battlements beside the breach. Markus had told his men they would fight the next day, and he promised himself they would, whether the Lords wanted it or not.

That evening was a pleasant and relaxing affair but a far quieter one than one would have expected. The solemn feeling among the camp of the losses of that day, and the anticipation the battle the next day, kept a quiet and sombre tone. Markus sat with a cloth, cleaning his sword. Blood along the blade had already turned to a black patina, with yellow patches of rust from the sweat. It was a fine sword, and he regretted not having the time to keep it in the order it was when he had first taken it up.

The yellow rust of the blade wore down with the oily cloth as he continued to buff it. The rough texture of the surface rust flattened out until the blade had a more familiar flat and smooth finish. The stains could not be removed with the simple cloth he had but it was enough to stop any further damage. Cleaning the sword was a calming experience for Markus, as he pondered the next day. Vesart strolled over to him as he sat with his blade about his knees.

“The jackets are as ordered, they will be ready in time.”

“Thank you, my friend. I want our forces assembled at first light in full battle dress.”

“Has the Count ordered us to battle?”

“No, but we will be needed tomorrow. Neumann does not have what it takes. If I can see that then his men will feel it also. Tomorrow we are going over that wall, and may the Gods save any man who dares try and stop us.”








  

Chapter 12
 



Markus woke abruptly to the feeling of a hand on his shoulder. His eyes sprang open and he grasped the dagger beside him ready to strike. His sleepy vision quickly focused and he could make out the face of Bull stood before him.

“It is time,” he said.

It was the first time he had asked to be awoken before first light, he wanted to be ready as the sun came up, with his men. He knew that it could be many hours before they would be able to fight but he wanted the discipline he required to be instilled in them from the very beginning. Markus followed Bull to the front of his tent and looked from the entrance. His knights were already pulling on their armour and weapons, preparing as he had asked.

“Good man, I will be out shortly.”

He stepped back to his bed where his clothing and armour lay. He knew this fight would be like nothing he had ever seen. Markus had become a veteran of single combat and skirmishes, but he had yet to witness and participate in a true battle. He pulled on his arming jack, dyed red as he had requested and it was pleasantly dry from the cold and clammy sweatiness he had gotten used to.

Pulling on the garment, he made a mental note in his head to always have a spare arming jack in times of war. That was if he could survive the day. No matter what he did, they never dried out overnight as one would wish. He stood and marvelled at the armour before him, the harness he had so carefully selected by in the tower in the Salbeins.

Despite owning such a magnificent harness, he had given it little usage so far, having to fight almost all of his battles without it out of sheer necessity or chance. That morning he finally appreciated the armour, knowing he was walking into a wall of fire and death. He sat on his bed and strapped on the legs of his armour. Finally, standing, he strapped the cuirass over his torso, the faulds overlapping perfectly on the cuisses of his leg armour.  

Next came the arms, perfectly jointed to allow absolute movement, the large pauldrons laying over them. He picked up his sword belt and buckled around his waist, the arming sword hanging from his left side. He sheathed his rondel dagger on the right side of his belt, and then hooked the cord of his mace onto the brass fixing beside the dagger sheath, the brutal weapon dangling from his side.  

He picked up the three-barrelled pistol vambrace and strapped it to his arm, a fascinatingly odd weapon, with which he was certain to find a use. He picked up his bascinet and greatsword. Markus stepped out of his tent to find Vesart, Bull and Captain Durer awaiting him.

“’Morning, gentlemen. Captain Durer, assemble your men behind the siege, we await the assault there, the rest of you, follow me!”

The knights’ armour clattered through the encampment as they made their way to the siege works with purpose. The first rays of sunlight were just appearing in the distance, but the camp was still in the dark of night. Barely a man among the tents was awake, all but Markus and his men. Accompanied by his knights, Markus stood up at the line of guns, looking out to the vast city and the breach, which was so tranquil at that hour.

Turning around to look at the camp the men of Ambstern, Villau and Leonzal were assembling behind him, a dark column of Werstrian soldiers. He watched as they formed up before him, coming to a halt in formation.

Markus stood absolutely still, his knights at his side and looking out over more than a thousand men at his command. He stood and watched as the sun rose. Its beams were striking the mass of vibrant red jackets, a magnificent sight. All who followed Markus could not doubt his orders, as they now understand the reason in his words. They were a fearsome force to behold, uniformed and eager.

From behind the lines of soldiers, Markus could see the Count riding towards him, marvelling at this newly turned out army in astonishment. He rode straight up to Markus, not sure what to make of the situation.

“Lord Handel, your men truly are a sight to behold, but why are you formed?” asked the Count.

“I will leave the assault to Lord Neumann as agreed, we wait here in readiness for when we are needed.”

“You may be waiting some time!”

“So be it.”

“Well I commend you on your discipline and appearance, a fine fighting force you have created, may I address your men?” 

“Certainly.”

“Good morning to all you fine men! I know that most of you are men of Ambstern. I am sorry that your Lord would not lead you to this fight, but you have been given the honour of following a far greater man. Markus Handel was not born a Lord. He earned that status through great deeds. Let that be a lesson to you all! For the men of Villau and Leonzal, I salute you, it has taken great courage to leave your homes and join this war! Good luck to you all, and may you find victory and glory on the battlefield!”

The men erupted into a roar of excitement, raising their weapons into the air. The Count looked out across the lines of uniformed men, eager to march to battle, many to their deaths. In that moment, he caught a glimpse of the courage and strength that Markus had placed into the men’s hearts and it impressed him. He knew that somehow, Markus would find a way to reach those walls, whether by order or not, and who was he to hold back such a champion.

“You honour us, Count!” Markus said.

“You honour yourselves. I wish you the best, find victory, glory, and may you live to tell the tale!”

He rode off down the line of men with his guards, the red-coated men still roaring with excitement. Markus looked down to the north, where he could see the first of Lord Neumann’s forces amassing. He was certain they did not have what it took to breach the city walls, they were there because they were ordered to be, not because they felt it necessary or important. He looked back to his men. They were awaiting his words. He took a step onto an ammunition cart that lay nearby, raising him above them and visible to all.

“Men of Werstria, brothers in arms! We do not have the order to attack this day, but I can guarantee you we will! We may wait out the morning, perhaps even much of the afternoon. I want you to watch the battle before us, to see our countrymen fight. Rest easy now, but be ready for when you are needed!” he shouted.

The men cheered once more, before their officers bellowed commands for them to rest easy. Markus could make out the figure of Lord Neumann approaching from the north with six riders on horseback. He grinned, knowing exactly what to expect.

“Lord Handel! This day belongs to us, why have you assembled?”

“We stand here in your honour, to watch your grand assault!”

Neumann rode in close, so he could talk more quietly and beyond the hearing of the columns of soldiers.

“Do not think that you can steal the honour from me this day, Markus. It is time you learnt your place.”

“I am well aware of it, and so shall you before the day is out.”

The Lord sat back up in his saddle, sighing in response. He had nothing left to say. It was clear that he was used to beating men for such insolence, but now he was dealing with a man who was legally his equal, a fact he clearly had absolute disdain for. Neumann turned his horse and galloped off to his troops.

“Looks like you made a friend!” shouted Bull.

“Most definitely!”

The men rested, mostly sitting about the small walls that surrounded the artillery lines. It was not long before Neumann’s forces assembled in good order. Markus watched as the Karsians ran back and forth along the walls and the breach, preparing for the defence. The calls to march rang out from Neumann’s columns, many thousands of men springing into action.

The knights sat all morning, watching the fight before them. Neumann’s men fought for hours over the walls, their numbers ever dwindling, and their morale with it. Markus could already see the troops beginning to falter, many staggering away injured, others simply because they had lost the will to fight. Markus stood up on the gun wall, his men sat around him, he held the Banner of Leonzal in his hands, its sheath still hiding its identity.

“Look how our countrymen’s blood is spilled! The barbarians are laughing at us. Will you stand for it?” he shouted.

“No!” the men shouted back.

“I have been waiting outside these walls for long enough, I will not stand to see our brothers’ blood being spilled so, will you follow me to hell and beyond?”

The men cheered in ecstasy, they had longed to join the fight, now more eager than ever. Markus pulled off the sheath of the banner he carried and unravelled the worn and battered flag, thrusting it into the air. Whispers rang out across the troops, a new excitement and surprise among them.

“This is the Banner of Leonzal, carried through the breach of Zwetsee so long ago! I promised the keeper of this great banner that I would raise it over this city! Now will you march with me, to victory, to glory, and for Werstria!”

The men leapt to their feet in excitement, they roared with enthusiasm.  

“Follow me, and let us make this land the Kingdom of their blood!”

Markus looked to his knights, already clenching their weapons with an eager readiness. He picked up his greatsword and slung the flagpole through the d-ring of the sword, allowing him to carry both in his hands.

“Form up!” shouted Durer.

“Forward!” Markus shouted.

Over a thousand men in Markus’ command eagerly leapt into a march towards the walls. They marched north, towards where Neumann’s men had assembled that morning and where the Count and the other Lords watched the progress of the battle. Count Kohler watched in amazement at the size of Markus’ loyal followers marching towards him.

“Look at what he has done to the men of Werstria!” shouted Lord Eisler.

“They are a magnificent sight, are they not?” shouted Kohler.

The Count looked back at the siege and could see Neumann’s men faltering. Markus was right all along and he knew it, who was he to stand in the way of a great man’s destiny.

“By God, that standard?” said Cranach.

“It is the Banner of Leonzal!” replied Kohler.

Markus kept on marching. Leading his men straight past the Lords and onwards, past the wounded men who stumbled back towards the camp. The Lords looked in awe at the banner as it passed them, their spines tingling at the very sight of it.

“Go on, Markus, take your Red Devils on and become the man you were born to be!” Kohler ordered.

Markus smiled as he continued onwards. Finally they were starting to appreciate his worth, now he had just to back up his reputation. Looking ahead, he could see that most of Neumann’s forces had broken and were shambling back from the assault, bloodied or mentally beaten. Many of them stopped at the scarlet horde, admiring the banner famed across their Kingdom.

“Come on, men, let’s show these bastards what we are made of, give them Cold Steel!” shouted Markus.

Many of Neumann’s men began to turn, and join Markus’ forces that seemed unstoppable. They marched on with no fear. They were within feet of the craggy ramp to the wall when Markus turned to his men. He pulled the banner out from the side ring of his sword and handed it to the first Leonzal man he could see.

“Carry this with honour, and follow me!”

He quickly turned and ran at the breach, his sword firmly grasped in both hands along its long grip. Most of the men at the front of the column were of the Salbein Knights, each armed and equipped as a Lord. They rushed up the debris to the opening. Markus could see that the Karsians before him were weary from battle. He charged at the first, hacking with all his might. The orc defender lifted his axe shaft to parry the strike but the mighty sword cut through, carving deeply into his throat.

Bull and Vesart stormed into the Karsian line beside him, the other knights at their side. Bull hit the first orc with the weight of his body, smashing him back. The first line of Karsians was utterly destroyed by the Salbein Knights, getting a foot closer into the city than any Werstrian had managed.

Markus took hold of the leather wrapped ricasso of his sword, shortening his grip on the weapon and increasing its leverage. The sea of Red Devils forced their way through on the flanks, Captain Durer fighting like a lion, spurred on by his new leader. Within ten minutes they had got a foothold in the wall, hacking their way through the uncountable number of orcs. Count Kohler shouted support to them from his position. He ordered every man in the army to arms, recognising Markus’ accomplishment.

“Push! Push them back!” shouted Markus.

The Salbeins pushed and hacked their way forward, the Red Devils at their sides. Musket fire still rained down on them from the battlements above, their armour saving them from a great many injuries. Despite this, three dozen of his men had fallen by the time they had gained a few feet of ground.

To his left he saw Yorlor slump to the ground, a spear protruding from between his spaulder and cuirass, he was fighting to pull it out. Ulrich was knocked down but appeared alive, lying upon a sea of bodies. Markus’ armour was yet again thick with blood, but he knew he must summon as much energy again if he wanted victory.

Thrusting his greatsword through a Karsian’s chest, he released his grip on it and drawing his sword in his right hand and mace in the left, he charged forwards into the Karsian line, punching a gap in the line. Markus opened into a frenzy of strikes with both weapons, which to most looked uncontrolled and wild, but almost every blow landed. In six cuts he had finished three attackers. His men looked on in admiration, spurred on, they forced their way forwards with him. Cries of panic sounded out around them as the orcs on the walls were starting to fear the Red Devils, a few were already beginning to run.

“You hear that? They’re running! They’re running!” Markus called to his people.

It was only a small number of Karsians that had turned tail, but Markus’ cry had underlined it to all who were fighting, causing the Werstrians to fight harder and more of the Karsian’s to run. The orc before Markus turned to run, but he would not let him get away that easily. Markus cut at his hamstring, dropping the beast in a bloody mess, he quickly followed with the mace, putting him out of his misery. He sheathed his sword and pulled his greatsword from the orc’s body that he had left it in. He raised his sword in the air.

“After them!  Do not let them shut the the gates!”

The Karsians were retreating to the next layer of the city walls, but in the foray he knew they had a chance of reaching the gates whilst they were still open.

“Run!” he shouted.

The knights took flight, as fast as they could. The men behind them were hacking down many of the enemy as they ran by. Bull swung his axe into the back of an orc’s head as he ran past him, killing him instantly. The fleeing troops ruthlessly cut down, they got within sight of the gatehouse and some of the defenders were still rushing through, not having time to shut the large wooden gates.

As Markus reached the doorway to the gatehouse, the portcullis dropped to the ground before him. He looked through the grate to the enemy who had a line of crossbowmen waiting. Markus flipped the visor of his bascinet down just in time. The bolts soared through the gaps in the portcullis, one slid off Markus’ helmet. The men beside him were peppered with bolts, many bouncing off their fine armour, others giving minor wounds. A few of the soldiers behind were not so lucky.

“Bull! Vesart, help me get this open!”

Bull grabbed hold of the portcullis at its base, more of their men quickly helping him. They heaved the door open. The weight was tremendous, only eight men got through before they were forced to drop it to the ground. Now the other side of the defences were Markus, Vesart, Tobias, Captain Durer and four of the Red Devils.

“Follow me!” called Markus.

He ran to the stone steps to his left, knowing he must get to the upper gatehouse and lift the portcullis, or they would never survive. As he reached the first few steps a soldier ran towards him, he struck the man’s kneecap with his mace and barged him out of the way without breaking stride. The Karsian men on the ground were closing in on their position as the eight men stormed up the staircase. Markus turned at the top, there were several hundred of the enemy amassed at the ground. They were all were trying to follow them up the narrow stairway. 

“Vesart and Tobias with me, the rest of you, hold this position!”

He knew it was a lot to ask of the men, but at least in the bottleneck position they could fight even numbers at a time. They ran on up the next flight of stairs and found the guards in the gatehouse room, desperately trying to prepare burning oil to pour down onto his men. They turned in shock at the sight of the three knights.

Vesart leapt forward with his sword and shield, and knocked the first one into the far wall, thrusting his sword through the orc’s chest as he pinned him against the stone. A second beast charged at Markus, hammering a strong strike towards his head. Markus parried with his greatsword in two hands above his head and kicked to the man’s groin. As the man keeled over, he smashed his knee into the Karsian’s face with his poleyn, the metal crushing his face. Markus threw his weapons to the ground and took hold of the wheel that lifted the portcullis. 

“Help me!”

The two other men got on the large wheel and put all the force they could muster into it. The wheel began to turn. They could hear the chains grind on the pulleys as the huge iron entrance lifted. Seconds later the battle cries of his men rang out and were shortly followed by the clash of steel. They locked the wheel into position.

“Get back to Durer!”

They quickly picked up their weapons and ran back down the stairs towards their comrades. They were still fighting hard, but one was dead, another lying wounded on the floor. As Markus approached one of the Karsians kicked Durer to the ground, and was preparing to deal a deadly blow with his axe.

Markus pushed his lead arm forwards, pointing the three barrelled gun at the man and hit the trigger of the wheel lock. All three barrels ignited, two of the rounds hit the orc in the chest, the third striking one of his soldiers beside him. Markus did not stop for a second. He leapt immediately over Durer and launched into the Karsians with his mace.

Down the steps, behind his opponents, Markus could already see many of the Karsian soldiers turning either to fight their incoming forces, or to run. Bull charged in beside him and smashed an orc off his feet, sending him tumbling down the stairway, knocking over many of his countrymen. Without waiting for them to recover, Bull and Vesart ran down the stairway, hacking their way through the disorientated defenders.

A sea of red coats passed in front of them at the base of the stairway, flooding into the city, the Banner of Leonzal at their front. Markus ran to the bottom of the steps to see his men spreading out and fighting the remaining Karsians. His Red Devils hacked down the fleeing Karsians in the hundreds, giving no mercy at all.

He stopped and looked up at the castle keep before him, the last remaining holdout of the Karsians in the city, the gates firmly shut. Vesart walked up and stood beside him, looking up at the final fortress. Before he could think for a moment as to how to overcome the final keep, an uncomfortably familiar shriek rang out around the valley. It was same evil scream that they had heard over Ternen and had hoped to never hear again.

Over two thousand Werstrian men had already flooded into the city and all turned in shock and fright to peer at this new evil. Seconds later a huge dark winged beast soared in from over the vast walls. Its wings bowed and body lowered as it descended to the ground between the castle walls. Screams rang out from the soldiers as it smashed to the ground and slid across the floor, crushing dozens of men in the process.

Before anyone could react the beast’s mighty jaw opened and fire poured out, engulfing many of the men. Chilling cries of agony rang out as countless brave soldiers were killed or badly wounded.

“Markus, the sword!” shouted Bull.

He lifted the sword into his hand. It was magnificent! The blade glowed red, pulsating, until bursting into flames. The beast before him was rampaging though the Werstrian soldiers. It was a terrifying thought, knowing that he had to face the Dragon. He dropped his mace and took and flaming greatsword in two hands.

Bull lifted his shield in his left hand and axe in the other, the two men rushed across the open ground towards the foul creature. Within seconds it turned its attention to the flaming sword approaching. Its jaws widened and flame burst from its mouth, but they were parted before the sword, saving the two men from injury.

The Dragon in a furious rage rushed towards them, swiping towards Markus with its claw. He ducked under the huge talon and leapt up the other side, but was too slow to strike. He ran forward and cut against the body of the beast, its skin was thick scaly armour, like steel.

Markus tried to thrust into the body but before he could the creature withdrew and lunged at him with its huge and revolting mouth. He cut against the jaw, causing it to recoil in pain, but it quickly came back. The beast kicked with its leg at Markus, the strike hitting his armour square on and launching him high into the air. He landed on one of the tall ramparts, knocking him immediately unconscious.

Bull charged at the beast in anger, hacking at its body with his axe, it made to strike him but he skilfully ducked and weaved between strikes. The Dragon tried to stamp on the proud fighter with all its force, but he voided the landing and slammed the back spike of his axe into the beast’s foot. It gave out a high-pitched screech and struck him with its paw, knocking him across the courtyard and flat against a wall, he collapsed to the ground.

Markus began to come to his senses as if in a dream, he could feel his brother with him. As his eyes opened he knew he would kill the dragon and avenge his brother. His body ached with excruciating pain from the landing, though his fine armour has saved his body from being broken. He stood up on the wall and looked out at the terrifying progress of the fight. The few Werstrian men who tried to fight the beast were being slaughtered, whilst many more piled through the bottleneck of the gate.

Only Vesart and the remaining knights stood in the courtyard ready to fight, ready to face their end for the good of the cause. Markus could not believe what he was seeing. He would not see the only friends he had in the world butchered, not when they were so close to victory.

He looked down at the greatsword resting on the wall, the blade still glowing. He picked up the vast weapon, flames erupting again from the blade as he took it in his hands. He immediately rushed forward, reaching a running pace. The Dragon cocked back its head, ready to breathe flame. As it did so, Markus sprinted along the wall and leapt from the battlement. It was a long jump, but the decent and speed allowed him to just make it.

He landed hard on the beast, its body recoiling from the impact. He quickly got to his feet and ran along its neck to where the rider sat. The Karsian tried to turn to defend himself but it was too late, Markus swung a huge horizontal strike, severing the orc’s head, its body tumbling off to the castle floor.

Without any further hesitation, Markus lifted the flaming sword above his head in both hands, the blade pointing downwards, he drove the blade deep into the back of the neck. The Dragon thrashed around with the impact and threw him off. Markus landed hard on the ground and rolled over the bodies of crushed and burnt soldiers. He got back up on one knee to watch the wounded beast.

The Dragon stood upright and with a tall stretch and screech, finally collapsed lifelessly to the dirt, another body to join the bloody courtyard. Markus hauled himself to his feet, not believing that he was still able to stand. He rushed over to Bull who was just coming to, the rest of the knights quickly joined them.

Werstrian soldiers once more began to flood back into the courtyard, as much to see the body of the fell beast as in triumph of their victory. Markus, Vesart, Bull and Alix looked up at the castle keep. The orcs upon the walls looked down in fear at the defeat of their monster, but were no more inclined to open the gates.

“Got any great ideas?” asked Vesart.

“I am not waiting any longer. We raise our banner over the city today!”

“How? We have no siege equipment left!”

Captain Durer walked up alongside the men, blood trickled down his face, but he was glad to be still standing. He looked out at the castle, and then to Markus.

“There is another way into the keep.”

“Go on,” said Markus.

“There is a secret passage used by the Lords, it runs from the keep to the easterly tower of the middle wall.”

“How do you know this?”

“Many years ago I worked as a guard for the Lord of Lienzberg, I moved to Ambstern due to my marriage,” he replied.

Markus slapped him on the back with a grin.

“My man, you have certainly proven your worth.”

Markus looked to the gate, Yorlor staggered through, blood dripping from his armour, but his sword still in his hand, he was looking for a fight.

“Yorlor!”

“Yes, my Lord.”

“Yorlor, we have a way into the keep, I am leaving you in charge here, be sure the men tend to your wound.”

Yorlor slumped onto the base of some steps, glad to be able to leave the fight to his fellow knights. He nodded in agreement.

“Knights follow me! Captain Durer, lead on!”

Markus sheathed his mighty sword and took the Banner of Leonzal from the man who carried it. Durer led them back into the inner wall of the city and along its interior, far to the west. They continued onwards for what felt like an age until they reached the stables, and a small storeroom within it. He pulled forwards several crates of supplies, and a rug that hung from the wall to reveal a well-hidden door.

“How did you ever find out about such a thing?” Markus asked him.

“Every Lord has his secrets, keeping those secrets safe was a vital duty and one which necessitated such knowledge.”

“Then I commend you on your duty, for it has served your country well.”

“Thank you, my Lord.”

“How many men do you suppose they have within the keep?”

“I would say about a hundred at a guess, maybe more.”

“That’s good enough for me. Lead the way, let’s end this!”

Durer pushed the heavy door forwards, revealing a staircase leading to an underground tunnel. The tunnel was all of stone, as wide as two men and taller than any man. It had clearly been in usage by the Lords of the city for hundreds of years. 

“Where does this lead to?” asked Markus.

“In the kitchen below the Lord’s Chamber,” said Durer.

“Perfect.”

They carried on and arrived at the end of the tunnel. Durer carefully pulled back the door and pushed against the wheeled cabinet that hid the doorway. He looked out cautiously, before swinging it wide. It was the store cupboard for the kitchen with a narrow staircase leading up to the kitchen, which was completely empty, as they had expected. Almost all of the Karsians were currently in the square of the keep nursing their wounds, or on the walls awaiting any attack.

“Here, carry this for me.”

He handed the Standard of Leonzal to Durer, who looked at it with pride. Markus walked over to look out of a small window overlooking into the inner square of the keep. He could see around thirty men in the square, and a large cannon pointing at the wooden gates. He turned back to his men.

“I’ve got a great idea.”

“What do you see?”

“There’s a cannon down below pointed at the gates ready to blast anyone who gets through. If we can reach that gun, we can blow the doors and open up the keep for the rest of the army. How many stairways are there in this main tower?”

“There’s one which leads from the ground to the very top, and this one, which only goes as far as this chamber, but few know about them.”

“That cannon will be loaded with shrapnel, it won’t blow the doors,” said Bull.

“Then we throw down a ball as well, that’ll do the trick.”

“You think the barrel can take it?” asked Vesart.

“It’s as good an idea as I can think of, got anything better?”

Vesart shook his head, grinning at the only partially crazy idea. 

“Alright, we need a diversion. Bull and Vesart, you with me. The rest of you, I want you to run onto the battlement, make it look like you got over the walls. Send word to our people to stay well back from the gates!”

“And then do what after this diversion?” asked Ulrich.

“Hold.”

“Sounds like a great deal.”

“Better than what we must do. Right, let’s go, give us just two minutes, and get moving!”

Markus pulled off his helmet and laid it to rest on the kitchen floor, as did most of the men. They could no longer take the heat and exhaustion the wearing of them caused. The three men set out into the tower to find the main staircase. They carefully crept down it, when they heard footsteps running up the spiral staircase.  

They stopped, anxiously waiting, not knowing anything else to do. Suddenly a Karsian appeared, not realising they were enemy until he was on top of them. Markus grabbed the orc by his gambeson and threw him up the stairs towards Bull, who punched him repeatedly with his metal gauntlets until the man went still.

Markus nodded in appreciation as Bull laid the orc’s body down on the stairs. They continued onwards to the base of the tower. It had no light, a convenient fact for them. At the bottom of the stairs, they found the door to the courtyard open, and another door leading to a great hall. Peering from the darkness into the courtyard, they could see the cannon. It was most certainly ready to fire, a lit torch rested several paces away from it, the powder pan covered.

“Get into the hall and stay hidden, these stairs are going to get very busy in a few moments,” whispered Markus.

They crept into the great hall, a magnificent sight. The ceiling was grandiosely large, with several fireplaces around the room. A massive oak table ran the length of the room, big enough for a hundred guests. The three men hid against the nearest wall, hoping that any Karsian orcs would pass them en route to the walls.

“Come on you Karsian bastards!” Tobias shouted, starting their diversion.

Shouts and the noise of orcs echoed around the courtyard as the Karsians were abruptly alerted to the Werstrian presence on their walls.

“To the walls!” shouted a tall Karsian.

The orcs from the courtyard piled into the tower, storming up the stairway, while others on the keep’s walls circled around to Ulrich’s position. Markus snuck a look around to the stairs as the last Karsian stomped through. He looked back to his two friends with a smile.

“It worked, let’s go.”

They ran out towards the gun, the Karsians completely unaware of their presence. Looking up at the battlements, they could see their friends fighting twice their number already, and a Karsian falling from the walls as he was kicked off.

“Bull, throw one of those cannon balls down the barrel, Vesart, open the pan!”

Markus grabbed the torch from the wall and looked up to his men fighting upon the wall. He watched as the tall Karsian reached the wall with a huge glaive in his hands, he was of some importance as he was very expensively dressed. Markus could only watch as he hacked with all his strength against Tobias. The knight tried to parry with his sword in two hands but the huge polearm smashed through, knocking him back against the wall. The Karsian swung a huge horizontal blow against him. Tobias ducked under it and leapt up with a thrust into the giant’s torso. 

The Karsian orc screamed in rage, pulling the sword from his body and throwing it to the wall. He kicked Tobias to the ground and swung a massive strike to his head, the might of the glaive cracking his helmet and leaving him lifeless upon the wall.

“Markus! Do it!” shouted Vesart.

He looked back, his two friends stood beside the cannon, desperately awaiting his action. He looked at the torch in his hands as Vesart pulled back the pan cover of the huge gun. Markus stepped up to his position and touched the pan with the torch. The fine grain powder ignited immediately, and within a split second, a thunderous bellow rang out around the courtyard, shaking the ground around them. The sound was deafening.

The wood and metal of the gate smashed and splintered, sending debris as high as the walls themselves. Those fighting upon the battlements stopped in surprise to see what had happened. Markus stood back up straight, dust and debris settling over his hair and armour. He shot a look back up to the battlement where the murderous Karsian looked on at him with disgust.

Markus drew his sword and ran to the stairs of the tower, charging up to the walls as fast as he could. Reaching the open doorway to the battlements he rushed the first Karsian who had his back to him. Markus hacked the orc’s neck and then pushed him from the wall, falling to his death below.

Looking down as the body fell, he could already see his Red Devils storming through the gate and up into the gatehouse to reach the walls and relieve his men. The tall Karsian stepped forward to confront Markus, his brutal glaive still in hand.

“So, it is the mighty Lord Markus Handel! The Lord who is not a Lord!”

“Who are you? How do you know my name?” Markus shouted.

“I am Prince Ozturk, son of King Randar of Karsia. I will kill you just as I killed that squealing peasant brother of yours….”

  Markus approached the orc with utter hatred, the Karsian cut with his savage weapon. Markus leapt back voiding the strike, and pivoted his sword around, cutting onto the beast’s left wrist, hacking the hand from its arm.

Prince Ozturk screamed in agony and rage as he charged at Markus, who thrust his sword through the barbarian’s stomach. Blood ran from his mouth as he dropped to his knees. Markus pulled out his bloody sword and quickly swung it around his head, gathering momentum and hacked at the orc’s neck. The head flew from the prince’s shoulders and into the courtyard, the body slumping on the battlement.

Ahead of him, Markus could see his men pouring onto the walls and hacking down the Karsian defenders. He walked up to Tobias who was still against the wall. He pulled the battered helmet from his head and knelt down beside his friend with Vesart. Tobias had blood trickling from his head, and he could not move his body, his breathing was slow.

“Did we do it, Markus?” asked Tobias.

“We most certainly did, you did us proud, my friend.”

“Our ancestors are honoured,” said Vesart.

Tobias smiled as his breathing finally slowed and his body went still. Markus looked down with sadness. Tobias was one of a long list of friends he had lost since he had joined the war. He looked up to see his old friend Alix stood at the front of the men who had stormed the gate. Beside him was Captain Durer, still holding the Banner of Leonzal, and a bloodied sword in his other hand.

Markus stood up and went down to his men. He gravely took the standard from the Captain, and nodded in gratitude to him. He turned towards the entrance to the tower.

“Let’s do this!”

He walked sombrely to the tower, accompanied by his knights. They followed the stairs of the tower to its very top, the tallest tower of the city. Markus held the banner upright for all to see across the lands. Behind him, Bull pulled down the black Banner of Karsia from the pole and tossed it to the wind.

Markus looked out at the sheer carnage around him, death and destruction. Several buildings were on fire, and there were no civilians to cheer them on. Those who occupied the city had been killed or sold into slavery. Few escaped with their freedom. It was a bitter victory, but a victory nonetheless. Markus had come to know that you could never win a battle without losing much of what you love. His thoughts went to Lena and he felt at that moment she was with him, as was his brother who finally was avenged.

He stood upon the tower with his knights looking out at the armies of Werstria below, cheering their victory. He could see Count Kohler and the Lords riding in through the massive gates of the city that his forces had finally pulled open. Markus turned to his battered and bloody men who were awaiting his words.

“Knights of Salbein, men of Leonzal, Villau and Ambstern, you have honoured your people, you have honoured me, and you have done a great deed for the Kingdom of Werstria. We have just ensured our names go on in the history of our nation. However, you must all be aware that this is not the end. It is not even the beginning of the end. We have done nothing more than take back what was rightfully ours. If we do not win this war, the history books will burn along with our homes. Gentleman, welcome to a new age, an age of victory!”

The knights and men roared in excitement. Bull and Vesart looked out across the plains, sorry for what they had lost, but thankful for the friends and countrymen they had gained. Markus had achieved the glory he had always dreamed of, though he never realised it would be such a battle to achieve it. He looked west towards Ternen and the fallen lands of Werstria. He wanted them back.

 With one major victory under his belt, all he could think of was more. He turned back to his men. He drew his mighty longsword and thrust it into the air above the tower. The eyes of the victorious armies were all upon Markus. The glint of the blade was so bright it almost blinded all who gazed upon it.  As Markus made to speak, flames poured out of the sword.

“To Victory, to Glory, and to Werstria!” 
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